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Vikings, V?nland and the 

Discourse of Eurocentrism* 

Jerold C. Frakes, University of Southern California 

Over eighty years ago, in an address to the Royal Geographical Society, 

Fridtjof Nansen presented what may seem a rather tame argument to cur 

rent 
literary critical sensibilities. However, at the time it cut 

sharply against 

the grain of Norse studies on the issue of the historicity of Eir?ks saga rauda 
and Gr nlendinga p?ttr, the "V?nland sagas," and within the confines of 

medieval Norse studies, it is still by no means broadly accepted.1 While in 

the course of his argument Nansen made clear his conviction that the 

Norse did in fact explore the North American coast beginning in the late 
tenth century, he nonetheless maintained that the sagas' representation of 

that exploration drew heavily on earlier travel literature and geographi 
cal lore of the European and particularly learned Latin tradition. By point 
ing 

out the relationship between the sagas' representation of V?nland and 

the operative ancient and medieval paradigms of the paradisical lands of 
the mythical West, Nansen was 

attempting 
to curb?at least for the V?n 

land texts?the strict empiricism then reigning in the field of saga stud 
ies that threatened to turn the texts into nothing 

more than historical 

chronicle. His thesis is most 
succinctly expressed in his conclusion: 

The results of these investigations would then be that the Norsemen have 

discovered America, and have had intercourse with the land and its natives 

probably during 
some 

long period; but the narratives of this discovery and 

of voyages to Wineland are legendary. The Icelanders and the Greenland 

ers may have transferred the ideas, especially of the Fortunate Isles, from the 

legends to the discovered land; and the saga of Wineland the Good has then 

been gradually formed in the course of time, by putting together feature after 

feature from old tales and legends, with some such real knowledge of lands 

in the West (pp. 574-75). 

Although his argument was carefully constructed, showed a highly de 

veloped 
sense of nuance to a 

variety of types of texts, and, significantly, 

* The present essay is part of a larger project focused on the issue of the development of 

pre-Columbian Eurocentrism, which was supported by research fellowships at the Freie 

Universit?t Berlin, funded by the Alexander von Humboldt Stiftung, in 1993 under the 

sponsorship of Professor Dr. Ekkehard Krippendorff of the Otto Suhr Institut, and at the 

Institut f?rjudaistik in 1997-98 under the sponsorship of Professor Dr. Peter Sch?fer. 

i. Fridtjof Nansen, "The Norsemen in America," Geographical Journal, 38 (1911), 557-80. 
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also accepted without question the historicity of Norse settlements in 
North America, it has been quietly all but forgotten. For Halld?r Her 
mannsson (a long-time champion of the "Norse discovery of America"), 

a 
quarter-century later, Nansen's thesis was "so far-fetched and improba 

ble" that the mere statement of the argument was its most effective refu 

tation.2 A quarter-century ago, Erik Wahlgren 
saw fit to mention Nansen's 

name 
only 

to dismiss without argument?and with no reference to Nan 

sen's publications?Nansen's suggestion of the importance of Latin learn 

ing and the lore of the Fortunate Isles of the West.3 More recently still, 

Helge Ingstad, the discoverer and documenter of the Norse settlement 

in Newfoundland, remarks on the Gr nlendingap?ttr, without mentioning 

Nansen or his argument, although he clearly is addressing it: "The lan 

guage is 
plain. There is no indication of learning 

on the part of the au 

thor, we find no traces of European literature." On the Eiriks saga, howev 

er, he observes: "From this we may. 
. . conclude that the author was a man 

of learning, and that the description 
cannot represent any original tradi 

tion concerning the Vinland voyages"; he also notes that the description 

of Hop in Eiriks saga is "almost like a fairytale" that was probably "inspired 

by Isidore's Fortunate Isles."4 

In the myriad publications on these most written about of all the Ice 

landic sagas,5 the single 
most important topic has, not 

surprisingly, 
been 

the issue of their historicity and their documentation of a Norse "discov 

ery of America" that predates Columbus by half a millennium.6 Among 
hundreds of publications, 

both scholarly and popular, 
Hermannsson's 

works provide an exemplary scholarly program devoted to proving the 

explicit historicity of the sagas,7 while Wahlgren has provided one of the 

2. Halld?r Hermansson, The Problem of Wineland, Isl?ndica, 25 (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 

1936), p. 55 

3. Erik Wahlgren, "Ordet och begreppet 'V?nland,'" Gardar: Arsbok for Samfundet Sverige 
Island i Lund-Malm?, 5 (1974), 16-42. Walgren does, however, concede: "[a]tt f?rfattaren 

till ES k?nde Isidor ?r emellertid en t?mligen s?ker f?rmodan" (p. 29) ('that the author of 

Eiriks saga knew Isidor is, however, a rather likely supposition'). Translations throughout are 

my own. 

4. Helge Ingstad, "The Ancient Sources," in The Viking Discovery of America, ed. Finn H0d 

neb0 and J?nas Kristj?nsson, trans. Elizabeth S. Seeberg (Oslo: Stenersens Forlag, 1991), 

pp. 160, 179, 190. 

5. According to Magnus Magnusson and Hermann P?lsson, in their introduction to their 

English translation of the sagas, The Vinland Sagas: The Norse Discovery of America (Harmonds 
worth: Penguin, 1965), p. 10. 

6. The bibliography is vast; see, for the first half of the last century, the bibliographic com 

pilations in Isl?ndica, 1 (1908), 2 (1909), 24 (1934), 38 (1957). 

7. Halld?r Hermannsson, The Northmen in America (982?c. 1500): A Contribution to the Bib 

liography of the Subject, Isl?ndica 2 (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1909); The Problem of Wine 

land, Isl?ndica, 25 (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1936); The Vinland Sagas, Isl?ndica, 30 (Ith 
aca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1944). 
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most extensive attempts to sort out which features of the sagas are 
plausi 

bly historical and which obviously fictional.8 A number of scholars have 
more 

recently attempted 
to 

incorporate the V?nland explorations into a 

larger framework of European voyages of discovery to the Americas, for 

both popular and scholarly audiences.9 In the context of Old Norse saga 
studies, which were for decades mired in protracted debates concerning 
the putative historicity of Icelandic sagas in general, which had significant 
implications for constructions of (particularly) internal Icelandic histo 

ry, the V?nland sagas played 
a 

peculiar role, for they opened up a 
poten 

tial Norse participation in a much broader historical context.10 Via the 
V?nland sagas, Norse participation in the discourse on the "discovery of 
America" could be 

legitimized, and contemporary Scandinavians who were 

so moved could in fact derive some pride from that participation. With 
out question, then, the most exciting direction in V?nland research in 
recent decades has grown out of the explorations and 

archeological finds 

by Anne and Helge Ingstad in northern Newfoundland, where a Norse 

community dwelling site was discovered, comprehensively excavated, and 

studied. The Ingstads' work has proven even to those most skeptical that 
the Norse were in fact on the mainland of North America a thousand years 

ago.11 For the advocates of the V?nland sagas as documents of the explo 

8. Erik Wahlgren, "Fact and Fancy in the Vinland Sagas," in Old Norse Literature and My 
thology. A Symposium, ed. Edgar C. Polom? (Austin: Univ. of Texas Press, 1969), pp. 19-80. 

9. See in particular, as an example of popular scholarship, Samuel Eliot Morison's The 

European Discovery of America: The Northern Voyages A.D. 500?1600 (New York: Oxford Univ. 
Press, 1971 ), and Gwyn Jones, The Norse Atlantic Saga: Being the Norse Voyages of Discovery and 
Settlement to Iceland, Greenland, and North America, 2nded. (London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1986); 
from a more scholarly perspective: Johannes Brondsted, "Norsemen in North America be 
fore Columbus" (Washington: Smithsonian Institution, 1953), pp. 367-405; Thomas H. 

McGovern, "The Vinland Adventure: A North Atlantic Perspective," North American Achaeol 

ogist, 2/4 (1980-81), 285-308; Leif L0berg, "Norr0ne Amerikaferders utstrekning," Norsk 
historisk tidsskrift (Oslo, 1962); Inge Langenberg, Die Vinland-Fahrten: Die Entdeckungen Ameri 
kas von Erik dem Roten bis Kolumbus (1000-1492) (Wien: B?hlau, 1977). 

1 o. The long-standing debate in Norse studies on whether sagas are historical or fiction 
al is, from the perspective of the present essay's cultural criticism, perhaps less relevant than 
it might be elsewhere, since we are dealing here with the texts at the level of cultural dis 
course rather than with their putative historical accuracy, but that debate has been neither 

pointless nor simple. Among the cross-patterned waves of advocacy during recent decades, 
I might point to three ideologically distinct and interesting perspectives: Jesse Byock's so 

cio-literary study, Medieval Iceland: Society, Sagas, and Power (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 

1988), E. Paul Durrenberger's Marxist sociology, The Dynamics of Medieval Iceland: Political 

Economy and Literature (Iowa City: Univ. of Iowa Press, 1992), and M. I. Steblin-Kamenskij's 
thesis of CHHKpeTHHecKafl npaB^a, in Mnp Cara (Leningrad: Izdatel'stvo 'Nauka,' 1971), 
esp. Chapter 2, "Mto TaKoe npaB4a?," pp. 14-37. 

11. The fullest report is by Helge Ingstad, Vesterveg til Vinland: oppdagelsen av norr0ne bo 

plasser i Nord-Amerika (Oslo: Gyldendal, 1965). Further analysis and contextualization in: 
Thomas H. McGovern, Gerald Bigelow, Thomas Amorosi, and Daniel Russell, "Northern 
Islands, Human Error, and Environmental Degradation: A View of Social and Ecological 
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ration, the finds at L'Anse aux Meadows were the ultimate vindication. 

Since that discovery, articles concerning the V?nland sagas have appeared 

frequently in both scholarly organs and along the popularizing intellec 

tual fringes of the scholarly world.12 In this decades-long flurry of legiti 
mate excitement and the careful analysis of the empirical, historical, and 

archeological finds, as well as their popularization, specifically literary 

topics concerning the V?nland sagas have, with some few exceptions, 
con 

tinued to be all but neglected. Alexander Krappe's comparative perspec 

tive provided a clear understanding of the literary origin of the "intoxi 

cating grapes" motif.13 Patricia Conroy made a plausible case for the Eiriks 

saga as, in a 
significant sense, a female biography, organized around the 

life, and especially 
the marriages, of a focal woman.14 G?raldine Barnes 

traced the interesting trajectory of the Vfnland-motif in later, particular 

ly twentieth-century fiction, even up to Thomas Pynchon and a Prince 

Valiant comic.15 Quite recently Kirsten Wolf has suggested that the Frey 
dis of Eiriks saga is a character modelled on the legendary figure of the 

Amazon.16 The most surprising phenomenon in this small pool of liter 

ary and cultural studies of the V?nland sagas is Donnie-Leon Luke's Afro 

centric reexamination of Norse sagas, which, while tendentious and mis 

informed about most every issue pertaining 
to Norse studies, does at least 

demonstrate the necessity for the careful consideration of color and ra 

cial terminology 
in medieval texts.17 His argument consists almost exclu 

sively of a 
repetitious 

insistence that all color comments about medieval 

Scandinavians in the sagas are about race. 
Specifically, 

he claims that in 

addition to the conventional identification o?bl?madras racially black, all 

Change in the Medieval North Atlantic," Human Ecology, 16 (1988), 225-70; Henrik M.Jan 

sen, "A Critical Account of the Written and Archaeological Sources' Evidence Concerning 
the Norse Settlements in Greenland," Meddelelser om Gr0nland, 182, Nr. 4 (Copenhagen, 

1972), 56-57; Birgitta Linderoth Wallace, "The Vikings in North America: Myth and Real 

ity," in Social Approaches to Viking Studies, ed. Ross Samson (Glasgow: Cruithne, 1991), pp. 

206-20; alsoj. R. S. Phillips's chapter on the site in The Medieval Expansion of Europe (Ox 

ford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1988). 
12. Most recently, for instance, as one of the primary points of focus in Marc K. Stengel, 

"The Diffusionists Have Landed," Atlantic Monthly (January 2000), 35-48. 

13. See Alexander Krappe, "Intoxicating Grapes," MLN, 58 (1943), 268-74. 

14. See Patricia Conroy, "Laxd la saga and Eir?ks saga rauda: Narrative Structure," Arkiv 

for nordisk filologi, 95 (1980), 116-25. 

15. G?raldine Barnes, "Reinventing Paradise: Vinland 1000-1992," in Old Norse Studies in 

the New World: A Collection of Essays to Celebrate the Jubilee of the Teaching of Old Norse at the Uni 

versity of Sydney 1943?1993, ed. G?raldine Barnes et al. (Sydney: Department of English, Univ. 

of Sydney, 1994), pp. 19-32. 
16. Kirsten Wolf, "Amazons in N'vc?an?," Journal of English and Germanic Philology, 95 ( 1996), 

469-85. 
17. Donnie-Leon Luke, "Afrocentric Methods and the Retrieval of an Obscured African 

History: A Reexamination of Old Norse Sagas" (Ph.D. diss., Temple Univ., 1993). 
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those who are called svartrare also to be identified as blacks, and even 

those identified as raudr 'red', such as Eirikr inn rau?i, are to be under 

stood as of mixed race. Thus in the end the dissertation's only value is its 

refreshing provocation. 
In the drive to make the V?nland sagas relevant to the archeological site 

in Newfoundland, and that site relevant to the sagas, there has been a 

ubiquitous prime directive: all conceivably factual information from the 

sagas has been deemed "authentic," while the obvious fictions (unipeds, 
intoxicating grapes, etc.) are excised as 

"corruptions." But patiently await 

ing the return of scholarly attention has been the obvious fact that the two 

thirteenth-century sagas were 
composed 

as 
integral texts and were read 

by their contemporaries 
as such?within a 

developing saga tradition in 

which those modern analytical categories "factual" vs. "fictional" were not 

operative. Hermannsson, as one of the few scholars to engage Nansen's 

thesis, and as a 
champion of the Norse discovery of America prior to the 

discoveries at L'Anse aux Meadows, was also one of the most vociferous 

defenders of a Norse culture "uncorrupted" by Christianity and the in 
roads of European culture, which were 

perceived as a dilution of the pre 
sumed pure Teutonic culture of the Norse. By the time the V?nland sagas 

were 
composed, however, Christian European literary culture was not 

just 

present in Iceland, but in fact the dominant norm, and Nansen's thesis 

goes far toward 
explaining important aspects of these sagas as 

expressions 
ofthat Icelandic participation in European literary and cultural traditions. 

Perhaps it is time to reconsider Nansen's thesis of the V?nland sagas as 

examples of quasi-mythical travel discourse and see where it can take us 

almost a 
century later. Based on the work of recent decades in post-colo 

nial studies, and moving beyond Nansen's thesis, it seems almost the in 

evitable next step to view the discourse of the V?nland sagas as a variant 

on a particular type of colonialist discursive formation, known from both 
earlier and later texts, and 

generally 
now 

designated "Eurocentric." 

Recent decades have witnessed a great number of empirical and theo 
retical analyses of both the processes?mental, material, and ideological? 
that led to the European conquest and/or colonization of much of the 

world during the last five centuries and the textual representation of those 

processes. The majority of this burgeoning literature positions itself along 
a broad expanse of the political left, which in itself still offers an interest 

ing array of interpretive possibilities, ranging from?to note 
only 

a very 
few important examples?the general humanism of Mary B. 

Campbell, 
to Heinz Gollwitzer's moderate "philological" liberalism, to the insistent 

ly logocentric liberalism of Tzvetan Todorov, to 
Stephen Greenblatt's avow 

edly (moderate) zionist liberalism, to Noam Chomsky's avowedly (ada 
mant) anti-zionist moderate anarchism, to the 

uncompromisingly Marxian 
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special issue of Race and Class, entitled The Curse of Columbus, and extend 

ing even to an ecologically empirical liberalism in the work of Alfred W. 

Crosby.18 Despite the preponderance of analytical perspectives from the 

near and far left on such topics, other studies?from much farther to the 

political right?have presented the long and complex process of European 

conquest 
as more or less inevitable, due to a 

presumed innate European 

superiority?moral, cultural, racial, or otherwise. While this view shares 

much with the classic Hegelian formulation of teleological Eurocentrism,19 
recent defenders of this position have shifted the focus slightly, such that 

Euro-American global dominance is now viewed as the inevitable outcome 

of historical "development," as opposed to Hegel's Weltgeist.20 Others have 

sought the causes of the success of European conquest in the specific fea 

tures of European material culture necessary for successful imperialistic 

venture during this specific historical period. This last argument has ap 

pealed both to some bourgeois defenders of the European "miracle" and 

to some Marxian critics of European imperialism.21 Still others have sought 

causality in capitalism, 
as the driving force of European expansion and 

the development of Eurocentrism since the fifteenth and sixteenth cen 

turies.22 Indeed the term Eurocentrism, which has come to be used most 

generally (and often quite unspecifically) to designate the European co 

lonializing expansion throughout 
the world, its attendant cultural, intel 

lectual, religious, political, 
and economic subjugation 

of those conquered 

i8. Campbell, The Witness and the Other World: Exotic European Travel Writing, 400?1600 

(Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1988); Gollwitzer, Europabild und Europagedanke: Beitr?ge zur 

deutschen Geistesgeschichte des 18. und ig. Jahrhunderts (M?nchen: Beck, 1964); Todorov, La 

conqu?te de TAmerique (Paris: du Seuil, 1982); Greenblatt, Marvelous Possessions: The Wonder of 

the New World (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1991); Chomsky, Year 501: The Conquest 

Continues (Boston: South End Press, 1993); Special issue o? Race and Class, 33:3 (Jan.-Mar. 

1992); Crosby, Ecological Imperialism: The Biological Expansion of Europe, coo?1?oo (Cambridge: 

Cambridge Univ. Press, 1986). 

19. Introduced at some length in the "Einleitung" to Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, 

Philosophie der Geschichte, 2nd ed., vol. IX of Werke, ed. Karl Hegel (Berlin: Duncker und 

Humblot, 1840), pp. 3-135. 
20. In one of its more extreme but predictable forms, some representatives of this posi 

tion also view the present post-Stalinist "triumph" as the vindication of Western Civilization 

and the culmination of world history, and consequently the best of all possible worlds. See 

particularly the essay by Francis Fukuyama, "The End of History?" The National Interest (Sum 

mer 1989) ,3-18. The ensuing media discussion was in many senses global. A useful discus 

sion has been provided by Perry Anderson, "The Ends of History," in A Zone of Engagement 

(London: Verso, 1992), pp. 279-375. 
21. A prime recent example of the thesis of European superiority is E. L.Jones, The Euro 

pean Miracle (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1981). Jones's thesis and method are ex 

tensively critiqued byj. M. Blaut, The Colonizer's Model of the World: Geographical Diffusionism 
and Eurocentric History (New York: Guilford Press, 1993), pp. 70-71, 86-87, 91-93' 104-8, 

131-33 
22. See in particular the exhaustive Marxian study by Immanuel Wallerstein, The Modern 

World-System, 3 vols. (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1974-89). 
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peoples, and especially its self-representation 
as the naturalized norm of 

all cultural activity, has generally been applied to (and had its applicabil 

ity explicitly restricted to) the post-Columbian era, for it is only then?in 

the age of European colonial imperialism in Africa, Asia, Australia, and 
the Americas?that a unified European cultural identity, in direct oppo 
sition to 

non-Europeans, 
came to be defined, systematized, and "ap 

plied."23 Thus, while most 
analysts of Eurocentrism focus on the period 

of modern European imperialism, which has come to define Eurocentric 

praxis in a broad sense, the goals of the present essay are rather different. 

First, its focus is on a much earlier period, and second, it suggests that the 
discursive praxis that is deployed by modern Eurocentrism is much older 
than the situation-dependent praxis that seeks legitimation in that dis 

course, which has itself 
developed 

to represent the recurring confronta 

tions between Europeans and non-Europeans 
over the course of the two 

thousand years prior to Columbus. Those concrete political and military 
situations are necessarily different in each case, for they are obviously 
determined by specifical historical circumstances. The discourse tradition 
used to represent those discrete situations over the course of time is, how 

ever, despite local variations, a unified one, and not 
accidentally 

so. As in 

any coherent 
literary tradition, specific modes of discourse within the tra 

dition remain relatively intact over the course of time, and grow even more 

normative the more often and more widely they are deployed. As Edith 
Hall has demonstrated in her detailed study of the first extant European 
drama, Aeschylus's TTspoou, there existed already in 471 b.c.e. a discourse 

fully formed and available for use in representing the denigrated Asian 
Other.24 Once that discourse had been established, for instance, by Greek 

playwrights and historians, then Roman historians and poets who repre 
sent Carthaginians (and later Huns), medieval historians and poets who 

represent Muslims,25 or 
conquistador chroniclers who represent Native 

23- On the development of a unified concept of European identity, see particularly, The 

History of the Idea of Europe, ed. Kevin Wilson and Jan van der Dussen, 4 vols. (London: Rout 

ledge, 1993) ; Denys Hay, Europe: The Emergence of an Idea (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Univ. Press, 
1957); Carlo Curcio, Europa?storia di un'idea, Collana storica 63, 2 vols. (Milan: Vallecchi 

Editore, 1958); Europa: Begriff und Idee. Historische Streiflichter, ed. Hans Hecker (Bonn: Bou 
vier, 1991 ). Still the best general introduction to and discussion of the term Eurocentrism is 
Samir Amin's monograph, Eurocentrism (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1988); see also 
Blaut, The Colonizer's Model of the World;]. R. S. Phillips, The Medieval Expansion of Europe (Ox 
ford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1988). 

24. Edith Hall, Inventing the Barbarian: Greek Self-Definition through Tragedy, (Oxford: Clar 
endon, 1989), esp. Chapter 2, pp. 56-100. "[I]t represents the first umistakable file in the 
archive of Orientalism, the discourse by which the European imagination has dominated 

Asia ever since by conceptualizing its inhabitants as defeated, luxurious, emotional, cruel, 
and always as dangerous" (p. 99). 

25. See in particular on the representation of Islam in medieval Christian literature, P. 
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Americans, had an available and pointedly relevant discourse, and one that 

they generally already knew well because they?as the culture's poets and 

historians?had themselves been schooled in precisely that central tradi 

tion of texts.26 Once established, this discourse provided 
a ready-made 

paradigm (with myriad applicable details) for the representation of the 

"Other," and thus it spawned further examples of itself, which spawned 
further examples of themselves, and so on. Here is clearly the point 

at 

which to acknowledge explicitly the Foucauldian theoretical basis on 

which the present essay in large part operates, for, as Edward Said has 

pointed out, Foucault's notion of discursive formations accounts for pre 

cisely that kind of productive discursive tradition just suggested: 

There is a 
complex dialectic of reinforcement by which the experiences of 

readers in reality are determined by what they have read, and this in turn 

influences writers to take up subjects defined in advance by readers' experi 
ences. ... A text purporting 

to contain knowledge about something actual. .. 

is not easily dismissed. Expertise 
is attributed to it. The authority of academ 

ics, institutions, and governments can accrue to it, surrounding it with still 

greater prestige than its practical 
successes warrant. Most important, such 

texts can create not only knowledge, but also the very reality they appear to 

describe. In time such knowledge and reality produce 
a tradition, or what 

Michel Foucault calls a discourse, whose material presence or weight, not the 

originality of a given author, is really responsible for the texts produced 
out 

of it.27 

There has been no comprehensive study of the participation of the 

Vinland sagas in the political and ideological discourse of Eurocentrism 

and/or colonialism.28 A number of political 
theorists have, however, not 

Bancourt, Les muselmans dans les chansons de geste du cycle du roi, 2 vols. (Aix-en-Provence: 

Universit? de Provence, 1982); Norman Daniel, Islam and the West: The Making of an Image 

(Edinburgh: Edinburgh Univ. Press, i960); and for the specifically Eurocentric articulation, 

see my "Race, Representation and Metamorphosis in Middle High German Literature," 

Nowele$1-32 (1997), H9~33 
26. This holds true even if there is a break between some more distant components of 

the tradition, as was the case, for instance, between the ancient Greeks and the practically 
Greekless medieval West, since the discourse was pervasive in the linguistically accessible Latin 

tradition. 

27. Edward Said, Orientalism (NewYork: Vintage, 1978), pp. 93-94. Elsewhere in the book, 

Said makes a similar point: "My whole point is to say that we can better understand the per 

sistence and the durability of saturating hegemonic systems like culture when we realize that 

their internal constraints upon writers and thinkers were productive, not unilaterally inhib 

iting" (p. 14). The foundational studies are by Michel Foucault, Les mots et les choses: une arch?ol 

ogie des sciences humaines (Paris: Gallimard, 1966), esp. Chapters 7 (pp. 229-61 ) and 10 (pp. 

335-98) ; and L'arch?ologie du savoir (Paris: Gallimard, 1969). Said acknowledges that his study, 

Orientalism, is to a large degree based on the method elaborated by Foucault. 

28. The few pointedly relevant observations by Norse scholars will be noted in the course 

of the argument. Here, already, however, one may point to Barnes, for instance, who notes: 

"Leifr's V?nland is apparently virgin territory in both GS and ES, but the voyages of his 
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ed what they perceive as the oblique relevance of the sagas to their work. 

In his The Invention of America, Edmundo O'Gorman notes in passing the 

presence of the Norse in North America in the context of his examina 
tion of the European refashioning 

of America to conform to its precon 

ceived image and needs, but ultimately denies that they participate in that 

project.29 Eviater Zerubavel, on the other hand, in his Terra Cognita: The 
Mental Discovery of America, insists on the relevance of the Norse explora 

tions in America for the long-term process of European exploration and 

particularly European intellectual appropriation of the Americas.30 In his 

Imagining the World, O. R. Dathorne analyzes the confrontations between 
the Norse and the indigenous inhabitants of the North American coast 
land in terms of a typically European assumption of the normalcy of the 

(European) Center/Self and the abnormality of the non-European Oth 

er, with concomitant exploitation of the Other by the European.31 In his 

article, "Eurocentrismo versus americanismo," Antonio N??ez Jim?nez 

positions the Norse Vinland explorations in the historical and political 
context of the innumerable "discoveries" of the Americas over the course 

of a score of millennia, which then from an insistently Eurocentric per 
spective makes it eligible to be claimed as one of those that constitutes 

actual "discovery."32 
As is clear from even so brief and peripheral an engagement with such 

studies, the larger issue of the origin, development, and content of the 
Eurocentric discursive tradition is intricately complex, and thus it, along 
with the multiplicity of Eurocentric political practices already differred, 

successors to the lands west of Greenland are filled with incidents of cross-cultural confron 
tation which prefigure the pattern of first-hand accounts of later European voyages to the 

New World . .." (p. 20); and to William Sayers, who observes that "the family sagas display a 
cool xenophobia toward non-Norse cultures, as evidenced in Eiriks saga rauda" and "... that 
the author of the sagas was as much ideologue as chronicler in preserving information on 

Amerindian culture and that it is recorded through Norse perceptions and affected by its 

preconceptions ..." ("Psychological Warfare in Vinland: Eiriks saga rau?a," in Studies in Honor 

ofjaan Puhvel, Part II: Mythology and Religion, ed. John Greppin and Edgar C. Polom? [Wash 
ington, D.C.: Institute for the Study of Man, 1997], pp. 250, 254). 

29. Edmundo O'Gorman, The Invention of America: An Inquiry into the Historical Nature of 
the New World and the Meaning of its History (Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 1961), p. 32. 

30. Eviater Zerubavel, Terra Cognita: The Mental Discovery of America (New Brunswick: Rut 

gers Univ. Press, 1992), pp. 15, 26-27, 113. 
31.O. R. Dathorne, Imagining the World: Mythical Belief versus Reality in Global Encounters 

(Westport: Bergin and Garvey, 1994), esp. pp. 44, 102-5. 
32. Antonio N??ez Jim?nez, "Eurocentrismo versus americanismo: Consideraciones en 

torno al V Centenario del Descubrimiento de Am?rica?Encuentro de dos mundos," Islas 

[Cuba], 86 (1987), 16-28. He responds to Gwyn Jones's claim that Vikings were the "first 
discoverers" of America: "por ser europeos los normandos, lo considera el primero! Euro 

pa, siempre Europa!" (p. 24) ('since the Norse were European, they were considered the 
first! Europe, always Europe!'). 

This content downloaded from 143.167.195.254 on Mon, 7 Apr 2014 15:04:36 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


166 Frakes 

must remain 
beyond the scope of this essay. Here, I wish only 

to articu 

late some few salient patterns of that traditional Eurocentric discursive 

praxis with similar usages in the Vinland sagas, and thus set them within 
the necessarily larger context of the issue of Eurocentrism. In order to 

demonstrate that these sagas participate in this discursive tradition, it will 
be necessary first to establish the intellectual and ideological context of 
the representation of the Norse exploration and likewise the audience 

expectations with respect to the subject of exploration 
across the Atlan 

tic, before proceeding 
to an examination of the typical thematic features 

of such descriptions of the Outland: specifically the idealized, quasi-uto 
pian landscape; putatively pre-existent Christian communities; and exot 

ic and anomalous flora, fauna, humans, and quasi-humans. 
What we have in Eir?ks saga rauda, Gr nlendinga p?ttr, and other V?nland 

documents is not, or not 
just, 

a record of Norse encounters with the 

American33 landmasses and some few of their late tenth-century inhabit 

ants, but also more 
importantly for the present purposes, a 

representation 

of such an encounter that is a 
clearly coded version of Northern Europe 

an Eurocentrism current in thirteenth-century Iceland where the sagas? 

in their extant literary forms?were composed. A brief synopsis of the 

"facts" of the quasi-historical and the literary cases might be useful here: 

around 985 c.e., according to the Gr nlendinga p?ttr, the merchant Bjarni 

Herj?lfsson sighted the American coast after having been blown off course 

while en route from Iceland to Greenland; fifteen years later Leifr Eiriks 

son explored the land, built houses (booths) there, and named it Vinland; 
there are three further attempts to colonize Vinland (the Eir?ks saga 

re 

duces the number of voyages). 

Of the two sagas that represent these events, the Gr nlendinga p?ttrwas 

composed early in the thirteenth century, while later in the century the 

Eir?ks saga reworked that earlier saga. Iceland was by then thoroughly 
Christianized and, no matter what pre-Christian literary and cultural sur 

vivals might have remained, effective literacy had come to Iceland (as it 

had to the rest of Germanic Europe) as the handmaid of Christianity and 

33- The terms "America"/"American" are employed here not as the common pseudo-syn 

onyms for the United States and their inhabitants, but rather designate the continents of 

the western hemisphere as "the Americas" and their inhabitants "Americans," with reference 
to the tenth-century texts herein treated, despite the fact that Amerigo Vespucci, by whose 

name most have now agreed to designate the landmasses, was not to coast the two continents 

for another five centuries. The commonly employed terminological alternatives, particularly 
for the indigenous inhabitants? 'natives,' 'Indians,' 'Eskimos,' 'skraelings' 

= 'wretches,' 

'Thule-peoples'?are inadequate and in most instances offensive. Attempts at specific trib 

al identification across a millennium (Inuit, Beothuk) and based on the scanty and pseudo 

empirical data of the sagas seems no more adequate, if not so directly offensive. Thus I opt 
for one of the available discomfiting terms at the expense of the others, in order to call at 

tention at every use to the inevitably political nature of naming. 
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its intellectual culture, and it continued?with some rather important 
Icelandic qualifications?to function as such. While Icelandic literacy is 

more bilingually complex than many other pre-literate European cultures 
in the period immediately after their conversion to Christianity, literacy 
in the native language did not really blossom until the thirteenth centu 

ry, the great age of saga composition. Up until that time, and to a great 
extent even during that period, those (still not too numerous) Iceland 
ers who had a thorough literary education had by and large attained that 
education via the Church (or along the margins of ecclesiastical pedago 
gy) and its tradition of Latin literature, and thus they were imbued with 
the "great books" of medieval pan-European Christian intellectual culture. 

Ursula Dronke and Margaret Schlauch have suggested some of the dimen 
sions of the pervasive presence and influence of Latin learning (via both 

Latin texts and Icelandic translations) in Icelandic literature.34 As Jonas 
Kristj?nsson has demonstrated more 

recently, many of the early Icelan 

dic churchmen had studied abroad in the great centers of Christian learn 

ing 
on the Rhine, in Paris, and in England.35 The 

thirteenth-century 
ver 

sion of Eurocentric discourse that the European literary 
canon made 

available differs little in broad outline from the versions we know from 
both earlier and later reflexes of the tradition. Additionally, since specifi 
cally medieval European practices of colonial expansion generally result 
ed in the establishment of Christian colonies (e.g., the medieval crusad 

er states of the eastern Mediterranean), the Norse expansion across the 

North Atlantic seems initially to fit clearly into the general pattern. Even 
so, since the colonization of the Faroe Islands, Iceland, and Greenland 

all took place before the Norse were themselves converted to Christiani 

ty, an 
interesting "local" complication arises in 

construing this particular 
colonial trajectory as Eurocentric. The fact that the 

^reconversion colo 

nization does not attain its literary representation until two centuries post 
conversion nonetheless enables the expected deployment of Eurocentric 

discourse that in fact reconfirms the paradigm. Thus even the pre-conver 
sion events are 

easily and automatically incorporated into this particular 

modality of Eurocentric discourse. 

By the period when the two V?nland sagas were composed, Iceland had 

already participated in the tradition of learned European literate culture 

34- See Ursula Dronke, "Classical Influence on Early Norse Literature," rpt. in Myth and 
Fiction in Early Norse Lands (Aldershot: Variorum, 1996), pp. 143-49; and Margaret Schlauch, 
Romance in Iceland (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1934), esp. Chapter 3, "The Classical 
Tradition," pp. 42-68. 

35. J?nas Kristj?nsson, Eddas and Sagas: Iceland's Medieval Literature, trans. Peter Foote 

(Reykjavik: Hi? ?slenska b?kmenntaf?lag, 1992), esp. Chapter 5, "An Age of Learning," pp. 
115-35 
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for several generations,36 and its literate elite knew the ancient and medi 

eval traditions of lands beyond the immediately perceptible limits of Eu 

ropean culture, particularly of the mythical lands of the West: Atlantis, 

Brasilia, and Antillia.37 Perhaps the most striking feature of the Vinland 

sagas in the present context is their rather surprising conformity 
to a rep 

resentational pattern common not 
just to European colonization and 

conquest narratives, but also to the larger genre of Eurocentric represen 

tations of the Outland or Other World, as we find in a wide variety of types 
of travelogue 

cum 
proto-ethnographic literature, represented by 

texts as 

widely placed 
as Herodotus'slaTOpin, Marco Polo's IlMilione, and Colum 

bus's Diario?* While none of these texts was available to the authors of the 

Vinland sagas, there were other pertinent texts to which they did have 

access and which supplied similar information. In order to 
gain 

a sense 

of what texts and content were in fact available to thirteenth-century Ice 

landers, let us remind ourselves of several facts concerning relevant ex 

tant texts at the time. Of the important medieval encyclopedic works, only 
the Elucidarius had been translated as a whole into Icelandic, but most of 

the others were known in Latin, and most were translated and paraphrased 

piecemeal in Icelandic enyclopedic compendia. The ubiquitous Etymolo 

giae of Isidor of Seville was among the untranslated texts, but was none 

theless one of the most commonly used Latin sources in Icelandic com 

pilations of many kinds, especially in geographical, natural science, and 

historical compendia. The Icelandic translation of the Physiologus (AM 

673a 14to, ca. 1200) derived from the Anglo-Saxon textual tradition and 

is counted among the oldest comprehensively 
illustrated Icelandic manu 

scripts. The manuscript includes several pages with contemporary color 

drawings of the typical 
"monstrous creatures" of the European tradition 

of the Outland: cyclops, enotokoitai (whose ears are 
large enough 

to serve 

as shelter when they sleep), cynocephali (dog-headed humans), a uniped 

(one-footed human).39 In order to demonstrate the pervasiveness 
of Lat 

in learning, it might serve best simply to list the contents of the Hauks 

b?k, the manuscript compendium in which the earliest copy of the Eir?ks 

36. On the broad-based Icelandic reverence for learning and lore from beyond Iceland, 

and the common multilingualism of the Icelandic romance hero, see Marianne Kalinke, "The 

Foreign Language Requirement in Medieval Icelandic Romance," Modern Language Review, 

78 (1983), 850-61. 
37. The fact that the names of these mythical lands are familiar to us as current geograph 

ical names indicates the power of such myths to impose ideological preconceptions onto 

existent geography. 

38. In general on this phenomenon, see Howard Rollin Patch, The Other World: According 
to Descriptions in Medieval Literature (New York: Octagon Books, 1970). 

39. All of the pages illustrating the creatures are included in facsimile in the edition of 

the Icelandic Physiologus, ed. Verner Dahlerup (Copenhagen: Thieles Bogtrykkeri, 1889). 
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saga is transmitted. The manuscript is in a sense the Handbibliothek of a 

scholar, Haukr Erlendsson, the logmadr, who copied part of it himself. It 

includes scientific texts (Heimslysing, a geographical treatise and descrip 
tion of the world, including "marvelous races" based on Isidor; Rimbegla, 
a computistical work based directly on the Latin treatises by Bede, Jerome, 
Gerlandus, John of Sacrobosco), historical texts (Landn?mab?k, Kristni 

saga), and literary texts ( V?luspa), in addition to translations of Latin texts 

(the encyclopedic Elucidarius, Tr?jumanna saga, Breta saga, Merl?nussp?). 
We need also note that by this period it is possible to witness the Ice 

landic participation in the long European tradition of populating the 
unknown world with monsters, which is hardly surprising, since the Ice 

landers themselves lived on the edge of the world as known (and quasi 
known) by Europeans, in what was (and is), from a European perspective, 
a 

radically alien landscape. Thus they themselves viewed landscapes be 

yond the pale as alien. As Ian McDougall points out: 

Medieval Icelandic and Norwegian writers, for their part, show a certain fas 

cination with (and routinely paint a monstrous portrait of) the Finns and 
Wends and other strange nations who inhabit Svipjo? in mikla, a country which 

appears to take in much of Eastern Europe and parts of Asia and which shows 
definite affinities with greater Scythia and even parts of Africa?in short, the 
frontiers of 'barbary.' Accounts of this vast and mysterious region in, for in 

stance, Stj?rn (1862, 78-9), Hauksb?k (1892-96, 165-7) and the geograph 
ical treatise in AM 194 8vo (2 2r-v, AH 36) concur in populating these lands 

with giants of all description, man-eaters, blood-drinkers, cyclopes, headless 

mouthless monsters with one leg or sometimes none at all, amazons, her 

maphrodites, satyrs, centaurs, troglodites, horned men and dwarves. Snorri 
Sturluson's description of this terra incognita in the first chapter of Ynglinga 
saga is typical. In summing up the exotic nature of the region, he describes 
it as a land of 'marvelous races of many kinds' (/FXXVI 9-10) .40 

The thirteenth-century Icelander schooled in this tradition recognized 
his own special relationship to the subset of this discourse that represent 
ed a mythical West, insofar as he inhabited what was for most of those 

(albeit few) Europeans who gave the matter any thought ultima tule (Ice 
land) , itself so far west that it too was all but mythical. Any exploration still 
farther to the west would necessarily have been seen in the context of the 

earlier learned traditions concerning the mythical western lands. In such 

texts, which differ quite radically in the details of their representations, 
there is nonetheless a certain commonality in the patterns of represent 

ing the distant landscape and its inhabitants, which might be variously 
designated 

as "exotic peoples in exotic lands," or the utopie 
or 

promised 
land motif. These texts resemble in this respect the Greco-Roman concep 

40. Ian McDougall, "Foreigners and Foreign Languages in Medieval Iceland," Saga Book, 
22 (1987-1988), 210. 
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tions of both Atlantis as a political quasi-utopia and the Fortunate Isles as 

lying to the west of Europe, and the Biblical tale of Eden which, coupled 
with the Greco-Roman tradition, gave rise to the medieval conception of 

the continued existence of Eden in the far East. The ideal landscape is 

generally represented as little short of miraculous in its beauty, fertility and 

climatic benevolence, while its inhabitants are most often conceived as 

"primitives" incapable of truly enjoying the natural wonders of the land 

scape or even of appreciating its bounties. These ideas contribute to the 

common (especially in the late medieval period) European conception 
that some 

paradisical land was to be found to the west across the ocean.41 

When Columbus returned to Spain with his tales of lush islands with prim 
itive, naked inhabitants (among them, enticing females); limitless gold 

fields; the Caribbean homeland of the Amazons; mermaids in the Atlan 

tic; the Garden of Eden on the coast of Venezuela; exotic, quasi-human 

cannibals most 
everywhere; 

and eternal summer in an ideal landscape, it 

mattered little whether his own myopic claim that these lands were in East 

Asia was countenanced or not, for his official descriptions of the islands 

conformed (while the actual islands generally did not) to that which was 

expected west of Europe: the fortunate isles, the blessed isles, the mythi 
cal Brasilia and Antillia, and the earthly paradise.42 

This pattern of expectation, description, and construction of territories 

explored by Europeans 
in the wake of Columbus's voyages continued, over 

the course of the next two centuries, not due to his own claims, for they 

too were simply part of a larger pattern of traditional categories of thought. 
Fernando Ainsa remarks on the long-term 

context of such categories of 

expectation 
and the potential 

for explanation of new discoveries: 

It is obvious that geography, history and literature all contributed over the 

centuries to the forging of a hybrid view of the American actuality whose 

41. One of the most focussed discussions of the relevant texts is found in Nansen's essay, 

PP-565-70 
42. The word cannibal originated in Columbus's corruption of the name of the tribe of 

Caribs > 'cannib' so that they might seem related to their putative ruler, the 'Can'/'Kan'/ 

'Khan' in Cathay; cf. the Diario entry for 11 December 1492: "Caniba no es otra cosa sino la 

gente del Gran Can que deve ser aqu? muy vezino" (Diario del primer viaje, in Crist?bal Col?n, 

Textos y documentos completos: Relaciones de viajes, cartas y memoriales, ed. Consuelo V?rela 

[Madrid: Alianza Editorial, 1982], p. 216.) ('Caniba is nothing other than the people of the 

Great Khan, who must be very close to here'). On the "muy lindos cuerpos" of the naked 

Arawak women, see the entry for 21 December 1492 in Columbus's Diario (p. 91 ); on Am 

azons: "la isla a donde no av?a sino solas mugeres" (p. 109) ('the isle where only women live'); 
see the Diario entries for 6, 15, and 16 January 1493 where the island is specified as Matini 

no (Martinica?) and the mating and child-rearing practices precisely mirror those of the 

Greco-Roman myths (Diario, pp. 109, 117-19); on the putative asymmetrical geophysical 

"bulge" on the earth's surface at the top of which the earthly paradise is located (Para?so 

Terrenal, off the coast of Venezuela), cf. Columbus's first letter narrating his third voyage, 
the Relaci?n del tercer viaje, in Textos y documentos, pp. 215-21. 
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delimitation through discipline is not foreign to the complexity of the result 

ing cultural identity. In the perspective of the present article we must keep 
in mind the importance of the imaginary that preceded the discovery; the 

inventive pr?figuration in which the later identification of the American ?tre 
was 

objectivized and confirmed, a root that predetermines an image of an 

America nourished with myths, dreams and archetypes. This image plays 
a 

fundamental role in the Utopian concept which later identifies and structures 

it. . . . Under the shock of the new reality [i.e., the discovery of the Americas], 
the myths and legends [of paradise in the East, now accessible in the West], 
far from being refuted, were actualized. . . . The myth, instead of disappear 
ing because of the discovery, grew and was transformed. At times it changed 
scenes and was generalized (it became Eldorado, the Amazons, the Fountain 
of Youth) and at times it was reexamined and reinterpreted in the perspec 
tive of the New World, like Atlantis in the Critias of Plato. 

The discovery of America did not stop the invention which had peopled 
the maps from antiquity to the Middle Ages with the imagination of the West. 

On the contrary, it acted as a stimulus and seemed to furnish it with tangible 
proof that justified the search for an ideal space. The invention is not refuted 
but reinforced by the discovery. The proof is provided by the number of 

expeditions organized by the Spanish and Portuguese but also by the English, 
Germans, Dutch and French, in quest of what to us 

today seem chimeras: the 
Fountain of Youth, the kingdom of Pr?ster John, the Seven Cities, the Sierra 
de Plata, the Pais de la Canela, the city of the Caesars, Eldorado or the Am 
azons. A large part of the discoveries and explorations of vast territories of 

North and South America were made in the name of myths that were held 
to be true. The story of the disappointments and frustrations that followed 

each expedition is that of the foundation of the Spanish Empire. 
... A con 

scious effort was made to explain the New World through known categories 
and make it intelligible to others without infringing 

on the principles of the 
invention that preceded it.43 

Similarly, O. R. Dathorne comments: 
"Europeans did not 

merely 'dis 

cover' the so-called New 
World?they invented it. . . . When 

Europe 
en 

countered another world, it simply passed on its own beliefs." His state 
ment of general thesis is also relevant here: 

Such a concept of the world assumed normality at its European center. Only 
outside of this locus was the "abnormal" to be observed and even expected. 
Descriptions in these proto-fantasies occurred at the levels of landscape, 
people, and object. What was observed tended most often to be the oppo 
site of European "normality"?hence, the landscape is large, ominous, at 
times evil. The objects within such an environment were either odd, like gi 
ant ants, or desirable, like gold, spices, and lascivious women. 

Non-European 
males were considered peculiar, in that they did not recognize the importance 

43- Fernando Ainsa, [trans. Jeanne Ferguson] "The Invention of America: Imaginary Signs 
of the Discovery and Construction of Utopia," Diogenes (Italy), 145 (1989), pp. 102-6. On 
the influence of the imaginary on the conception of that which is "discovered," see also 

Greenblatt, Marvelous Possessions, esp. Chapter 2; and Djelal Kadir, Columbus and the Ends of 
the Earth: Europe's Prophetic Rhetoric as Conquering Ideology (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 
1992). 

This content downloaded from 143.167.195.254 on Mon, 7 Apr 2014 15:04:36 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


172 Frakes 

of objects desired by Europeans (gold, spices, women). Moreover, because 

such men existed in an odd environment, they tended to behave and act in 

a non-European and hence abnormal manner. This could explain their "oth 

erness," their distance, their departure from a human norm, and their total 

separation from the ordinary (Dathorne, pp. 44, 1 ). 

Those traditions whose fantastic fruits we see so unashamedly displayed 

by the European explorers of the Americas and Asia during the early 
modern period, in their full-scale and deadly 

earnest searches for the 

chimeras noted by Ainsa, were 
already present and important for the com 

posers o? Eiriks saga and Gr nlendinga p?ttr. The V?nland sagas also repre 
sent the typical signs of the quasi-paradisical lands of the West: an ideal 

ized landscape where winters were so mild that livestock could overwinter 

outdoors, where pasturage was lush year-round, where the dew on the grass 

was the sweetest thing they had ever tasted, where timber abounded, where 

grapes not only grew wild but were immediately intoxicating direct from 

the vine, where wheat grew wild, and salmon all but clogged the rivers. 

[A] t dogg var ? grasinu, ok varo Jjeim |)at fyrir, at ?Deir t?ku hondum sinum 

? doggina ok brug?u ? munn ser ok f)?ttusk ekki jafns tt kennt hafa sem J)at 
var .... Hv?rki skorti {)ar lax ? ?nni n? ? vatninu, ok st rra lax en 

|)eir hef?i 

fyrr s?t. I>ar var sv? g?or landskostr, at 
{dv? 

er JDeim syndisk, 
at J)ar mundi engi 

f?naor f?or {Durfa ? vetrum. I>ar k?mu engi frost ? vetrum, ok litt r?nuou f>ar 

gros. (Gr nlendingap?ttr, III, p. 50) 

['There was dew on the grass, and the first thing that they did was to take 

some into their hands and put it in their mouths, and it seemed to them that 

they had never tasted anything 
as sweet.... There was no lack of salmon in 

the river or lake, bigger than they had ever seen. The land was so favorable 

that it seemed to them that no livestock would need fodder for the winter. 

There was no frost in the winter, and the grass hardly withered.'] 

I>eir fundu J)ar ? landi sj?lfs?na hveitiakra, f)ar sem laeg?ir v?ru, en vinvi? allt 

?Dar 
sem holta vissi. Hverr l kr var f>ar fuhr af fiskum. . . . N? v?ru |)eir }?ar 

?Dann vetr. I>ar kom enginn snj?r, ok allt gekk f? {>eira sj?lfala fram. (Eiriks 

saga, cap. X, pp. 24-25) 

[There they found wild wheat growing in the lowlands and grapes on the 

highlands. All the streams were full offish. . . . Now they overwintered there. 

There was no snow, and all their livestock foraged for themselves.]44 

44- Cf. also Eir?ks saga, V, p. 13. The texts are cited from The Vinland Sagas, ed. Hermanns 

son, pp. 50, 25. Further references to these texts will be made by the abbreviation ES or GS 

and the chapter and page number from this edition. Other editions consulted are: Eir?ks 

saga rauda. Texti Sk?lholtsb?kar AM 55 7 410, ed. Ol?fur Halld?rsson, Islenzk fornrit, IV (Reyk 

javik: Hi? ?slenzka fornritaf?lag, 1985), and "Eir?ks saga rau?a," "Graenlendinga saga," and 

"Graenlendinga J)?ttur," ed. Matthias ?>oroarson, in Eyrbyggja Saga, ed. Einar O?. Sveinsson 

and Matthias f>or?arson, Islenzk fornrit, IV (Reykjavik: Hi? ?slenzka fornritaf?lag, 1935; rpt. 

1985), with an excellent "Form?li," pp. lxvii-xcvi; and the manuscript facsimiles in H0dneb0 

and Kristj?nsson, pp. 43-50 (Flateyjarb?k) and pp. 63-82 (Sk?lholtsb?k). 
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This idealized construction of a quasi-paradise through rather clearly 
(though not exclusively) Northern eyes?eyes of those whose lands do not 

yield wheat, whether wild or cultivated,45 and little enough barley, do not 

produce grapes, have precious little timber, and even little enough soil that 

pasturage and hay 
are so 

precious 
as to be the source of the endless feuds 

represented in the Icelandic family sagas?conforms rather astonishing 

ly to both earlier conceptions of the mythical western lands, and later ex 

plorers' constructions of the Americas as those actual lands.46 Walter 

Baumgartner even posits parallels between the book of Genesis and the 
V?nland sagas and suggests that the sagas constitute an allegory of the 
biblical paradise, complete with sin and expulsion. J. R. S. Phillips main 

tains, however, that no matter how wondrous V?nland appears in the sa 

gas, or how much it resembles the islands visited by St. Brendan, it was "also 
a very real land, as the descriptions of the native inhabitants and of their 

hostility make clear, it was 
certainly 

no Garden of Eden."47 

Most striking among the features that indicate the bounty of V?nland 
are the wild grapes and self-sown wheat, which had been an integral part 
of V?nland lore since the first textual mention of V?nland in Adam of 
Bremen's history (Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiaepontificium, ca. 1075), 
although the two are unnoted in Icelandic texts until the V?nland sagas 
themselves; it is the grapes indeed that provide the impetus for naming 
the land.48 Grapes and wheat are also among the most 

important topoi in 

the broad European discursive tradition of the idealized landscape. Even 

45- Kirsten Hastrup comments: "Even at its best Icelandic grain cultivation was not 
sufficient to meet the requirements of the population, and we know that grain played an 

important part in commerce on the North Atlantic," Culture and History in Medieval Iceland: 
An Anthropological Analysis of Structure and Change (Oxford: Clarendon, 1985), p. 163. 

46. Barnes remarks that Eir?ks saga "is contextualized within the conventions of medieval 
romance" (p. 20). 

47. Walter Baumgartner, "Freydis in Vinland oder Die Vertreibung aus dem Paradies," 
Skandinavistik, 23 (1993), esp. p. 23; Phillips, The Medieval Expansion of Europe, p. 172. 

48. Adam of Bremen, Adami Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontificium, ed. G. H. Pertz 
(Hannover: Hahn, 1846). Attempts by numerous scholars, especially Helge Ingstad in his 

defense of L'Anse aux Meadows as the Leifsbu?ir (of GS, V, VII, VIII), to interpret Vinland 
as Vmland (vowel length was unmarked in early manuscripts), and in Olcel. vin = 

'grass'/ 
'meadow', have the advantage of questioning the strict credence given the grape/wine/ vin 

motif as empirical fact, but the disadvantage of simply replacing the one positivistic dictum 
with another; see Ingstad, Vesterveg til Vinland. Wahlgren's argument for vin 'grapevine' is 
obstructed by his misrepresentation of the argument for vin 'grass/meadow' as insisting that 
the sagas' grapes are solely lengendary and derived from the Latin learned (he imprecisely 
restricts it to a klassisk) tradition ("Ordet och begreppet," p. 29). In recent years the topic 
has resurfaced, with historians defending Ingstad's thesis. Alan Crozier ("The *Vinland 

Hypothesis: a reply to the historians," Gardar: Arsbok for Samfundet Sverige-Island i Lund-Malm?, 
29 [19981,37-64) and G?sta Holm ("Vinland: 'Vinrankornasland,'" Gardar: Arsbok for Sam 

fundet Sverige-Island i Lund-Malm?, 28 [1997], 47-53) have, it seems to me, refuted that lin 

guistically implausible thesis in adequate detail. 
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in antiquity, the motif of uncultivated grapes and grain growing in a dis 
tant and unknown western land immediately signified a mythical land of 

plenty. The earliest example known to me is found in one of Odysseus's 
many pseudo-autobiographies offered up to his multiple hosts; this land 

of plenty is in the extreme West: "There is an island called Syrie 
... on 

the other side of Ortygie, where the sun turns around in its course. Not 

too many people are there, but the land is fertile and good for cattle and 

sheep and yields excellent crops of grapes and grain. Famine is not known 

there, and the people do not suffer from serious diseases . . . ,"49 While the 

thirteenth-century Norse certainly had as little knowledge of Homer as did 

the rest of Western Europe, the tradition of grapes and wheat as 
signs of 

a land of abundance was widespread through the length and breadth of 

the Latin literary tradition, one of the more influential passages being the 

appearance of the Fortunate Isles in Horace's Epodes, XVI, 39ff.50 The 

connection to Christian myth here is also clear in the parallel of both the 

Garden of Eden and the promised land to the isles of the blessed. The 

salient features of Isidor of Seville's seventh-century characterization of 

the Isles of the Blessed were also wild vines and grain fields.51 

In the context of this dominant tradition, Nansen even argues that the 

entire conception of V?nland (including its name) was borrowed by Ice 

landers?although he does not herewith deny the Norse presence in North 

America. As one might imagine, it was this claim that earned him the ire 

of generations 
of V?nland scholars. He notes that the Navigatio SanctiBran 

dani mentions a western insula uvarum, which in Old Icelandic would 

probably have been translated V?nland, that one of the identifying phras 
es, V?nland hit goda, could have hardly been the equivalent of anything else 

but 'fortunate lands' or 'fortunate islands' (p. 569), and that the epithet 
hit goda was otherwise used only in place names that formerly designated 

fairy lands (huldrelande, p. 568). Nansen concludes that "the Icelanders 

may have taken their description (of the icy seas and the Fortunate Isles/ 

V?nland) directly from Isidorus Hispalensis," whose texts were well known 

49- Odysseia, in Poesie Hom?rique, ed. Victor B?rard, vol. II (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1924), 

214. The translation is mine. 

50. Horace, Horatius, Opera, ed. D. R. Shackleton Bailey (Stuttgart: Teubner, 1985), p. 160; 

ci. Nansen, p. 565. 
51. Likewise, in Isidor, as in Adam of Bremen, the sea beyond the Fortunate Isles and 

Vinland is said to be dark and icy. In the second Icelandic mention of Vinland (Land 

n?mab?k), we find the continuation of these ancient legends of the dark, icy, congealed sea 

as forming the boundary of the world, especially in the North and West, and there is the 

additional comment that "in its immediate neighborhood were the Fortunate Isles" (cf. 

Nansen, p. 563). The first mention was in 1130 by Ari inn fro?i, where the land's inhabit 

ants are identified as Skrcelingar. Cf. Nansen, p. 563. Both texts from Vinland Sagas, ed. Her 

mannsson, pp. 66-67. Rudolf Wittkower notes Adam's wholesale transfer of the ancient 

traditions of fabulous races to northern Europe, in "Marvels of the East: A Study in the His 

tory of Monsters," Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 5 ( 1942 ), 170. 
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in medieval Iceland in Latin and in translation (p. 566); and suggests 

wittily: "Since we then have the choice, it may be more reasonable to as 

sume that the Icelanders got their wine from Isidore, or from the same 

vats that he drew his from, than that they fetched it from America" (p. 
569). Not so surprisingly, the topos of grapes/wheat 

= "land of plenty" still 
functions for Columbus, who otherwise inexplicably insists that he found 
both grapes and wheat near Isabela on Hispaniola,52 and also for Jacques 
Cartier, who reports wild grain and grapes (along with silk and brazilwood) 

in Vinland-adjacent Nova Scotia.53 

It is particularly interesting in this context that neither of the plants in 

question?wheat (genus triticum) and the Old World grape (vitis vin 

ifera)?is native to the Americas, and it is unlikely that either had been 
introduced prior to the tenth-century Norse arrival. If the Norse actually 
found grain and grapes in Vinland, then it must have been some variety 
of grain-like grass?Helge Ingstad suggests sand-wort (elymus arenarius), 
which is common over large areas of Newfoundland and can look like 
wheat fields [p. 77]?and the native American grape (vitis labrusca),54 
recognizably distinct from the species of the Eastern Hemisphere, though 
visibly still clearly a type of grape, which grows along the eastern seaboard 
of the mid-Atlantic to New England. The Eir?ks saga makes only brief 

mention of the existence of these examples of Vinland's wealth both 

during Leif's expedition ("V?ru J)ar hveitiakrar sj?lfs?nir ok vinvi?r 
vaxinn" [ES, V, p. 13] ['self-sown wheat and grapes grew there"] and lat 

er when Karlsefni is in Vinland ("haf?i annat ? hendi vinberjakongul, en 
annat hveitiax nys?it [sic]" [ES, VIII, p. 22] ['one of them was carrying 
grapes, and the other had wild wheat'] ). In the Gr nlendinga p?ttrthe claim 
that wild grapes grow in Vinland is rather cleverly authenticated by means 
of the identity of their discoverer: Tyrkir, the su?rma?r, which most schol 
ars have taken to mean 'German' and thus (not unproblematically) 

au 

tomatically capable of recognizing grapes and knowledgeable about wine 
from personal experience in his homeland. Even so, the?for the Norse 

men?unfamiliar and even exotic nature of grapes and wine is attested 

by at least one bizarre feature of the story:55 in the Gr nlendinga p?ttr, 

52. Reported by his son, Fernando Colon, Historia Del Almirante De Las Indias Don Crist?bal 
Col?n, ed. Manuel Serran y Sanz (1892; rpt. Buenos Aires: Editorial Bajel, 1944), cap. 52, p. 
139 

53. Cf. Nansen's tongue-in-cheek response to an opponent after his address: ". . . discov 
erers very often found that which they considered specially valuable, or at least things re 

sembling it" (p. 579). 
54. Or other so-called "fox grapes": v. aestivalis, v. cordifolia, or v. vulpina. 
55. On the exotic nature of wine in Iceland, Erik Wahlgren, referring to A. LeRoy Andrews, 

notes that "vin was an expensive, imported, foreign drink to the Scandinavians, and anything 
made of native berries would probably not even have been thought of as wine" ("Ordet och 

begreppet," p. 35); Andrews, "Philological Aspects of the Plants of Wineland the Good," 
Rhodora: Journal of the New England Botanical Club, XV/170 (February 1913), 28-35. 
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grapes and vines are 
gathered 

as cargo for the ship during their overwinter 

ing in V?nland, first by Leifr (GS, TV), then by ?orvaldr,56 and finally by 
Karlsefni (GS, VII); they return with this cargo in the spring. Such a har 

vest schedule and storage of the grapes (and vines!) could only be imag 
ined by someone who knew nothing of grapes, their growing season, or 

effective techniques of harvest, storage, and use. A second unusual char 

acteristic of the grapes 
seems rather a feature of the discourse of the ide 

alized landscape than an indicator of Norse ignorance of the nature of 

grapes: when Tyrkir returns from his jaunt on which the grapes are found, 
he is said to be skapgott ( GS, TV, p. 51 ) ('cheerful'/'in good spirits'), which, 
as scholars have long noted, may in context also indicate intoxication, 

particularly in light of his slightly bizarre behavior. While grapes from the 

vine are of course not 
intoxicating, A. H. Krappe has demonstrated that 

there exists a long European tradition (from the Middle Ages up to the 

eighteenth century) concerning the magical effects (including intoxication) 
of fresh grapes from wondrous and distant lands, including the Americas,57 
and here V?nland is made to participate in that tradition. Thus just as Eirikr 

had engaged in blatant and acknowledged propagandistic boosterism in 

naming Green-land (GS, I, p. 46), so did Leifr in naming Vm-land (albeit, 

perhaps with less exaggeration, depending on where V?nland actually was), 
and what better vehicles of such propaganda than wild grapes and self 

sown wheat, that is, a life of plenty without cultivation, a return to the 

paradise 
so 

consistently constructed in representations 
of the idealized 

landscape of the West. 

Amid this idealized bounty of V?nland is found at least a hint of yet 
another stock feature of the exotic lands of European traditions: the leg 

end of Pr?ster John, although there is no more than an oblique link here, 

and thus much caution is necessary.58 While there was no evidence that 

56. "[0]k bjuggu f>ar J)ann vetr ok fengu ser v?nber ok vinvi? til skipsins" (GS, V, p. 54) 

('They spent the winter there and gathered grapes and vines for the ship'). 

57. The motif is found in the literature of Ireland, seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 
France, and the Sindbad tales, among others. Krappe comments: "What should be noted is 

that this is only one out of many features in a larger conception, that of North America as a 

land of plenty, a sort of 'pays de Cocagne,' a conception prevalent in the writings of the Jesuits 
of the seventeenth century. . . . The apparent absurdity of these accounts finds its explana 
tion in the assumption that the Oriental theme lived on in Europe down to the end of the 

eighteenth century, to be utilized by romancing travellers of Washington's time in much the 

same manner in which it had been used, some 600 years previously, by Scandinavian saga 
men" (p. 274). Hermannsson also notes that this motif indicates the "Story-tellers' ignorance 
of the nature of grapes, in the same way as the vines were considered trees with which Leif 

loaded his ship in the spring before returning to Greenland" (Vinland Sagas, notes, p. 63). 

58. On the Pr?ster John phenomenon in general, see Robert Silverberg, The Realm of Pr?ster 

John (Garden City: Doubleday, 1972); Vsevolod Slessarev, Pr?ster John: The Letter and the Leg 
end (Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press, 1959); and the text collection in Der Priester 

Johannes, 2 vols., ed. Friedrich Zarncke (Leipzig: Hirzel, 1876-79). Most recently see 
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there was ever a Pr?ster John in "India," "Ethiopia," Central Asia, or in any 

other of his posited kingdoms, that fact did not prevent impostors from 

petitioning the Pope or writing a letter to the Byzantine Emperor Man 

uel Comnenus, nor did it obstruct the invention of legends concerning 
him over the course of more than half a millennium. Marco Polo claimed 

to have met him (or rather one of his like-named descendents) in Cen 

tral Asia (IlMilione, cap. lxivff.) ;59 and sixteenth-century European explor 
ers searched for him in Asia and the Americas.60 He was ever the great 

hope of Christendom against "the heathen," however defined, for he 

might open 
a second front against Islam from behind, or 

provide protec 
tion for Asian trade caravans, or 

guide explorers to wealth and fame. The 

V?nland case is, however, not strictly a matter of the Pr?ster John legend, 
for he is nowhere mentioned in these texts. Rather, a 

quasi-Prester John 

phenomenon 
or -motif or -function appears here as Hvitramannaland, as 

told to the Vikings by the two American boys kidnapped and newly bap 
tized by the Norse: "i>eir sogdu J)ar liggja land o?rum megin gagnvart sinu 

landi, er J)eir menn bygg?u, er v?ru ? hv?tum klae?um ok b?ru stangir fyr 
ir ser, ok v?ru festar vio fl?kr, ok ceptu h?tt, ok aetla menn, at f>at hafi verit 

Hvitramannaland e?a Irland it mikla" (ES, XII, p. 29) ('They said that 
another country lay 

on the other side, across from their own land, where 

men lived who wore white clothing and bore poles before them with flaps 
attached, and shouted loudly, and it was thought that this must be Hvitra 

mannaland or Ireland the Great'"). The interpretation o? Hvitramanna 

land is as vexed as any other problem in the V?nland sagas.61 Some schol 

ars have connected it with Ireland, where a 
region colonized by the 

fair-haired and -complected Norse (finghoill 'light foreigners') was so des 

ignated. Others have pointed rather to the Tir na-Fer Finn 'white men's 

land' of thirteenth- and 
fourteenth-century Irish texts, the inhabitants of 

which are understood to be identical to the albati of terra albatorum, the 

Bettina Wagner, Die "Epistola presbiterijohannis" lateinisch und deutsch (T?bingen: Niemeyer, 
2000). On the legend in early Icelandic tradition, see Schlauch, Romance in Iceland, pp. 52 
53 

59. On Marco Polo's representation of the episode, see John Larner, Marco Polo and the 

Discovery of the World (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1999), p. 86. Polo also represents Kubi 
lai Khan as a potential convert to Christianity, who, as a Christian Great Khan of the Mon 

gol Empire, would likely have outdone all other conceptions of the Pr?ster John legend. 
Beyond Polo's suggestion, however, there is no evidence that Kubilai Khan ever contemplated 
conversion. 

60. Francis M. Roger, The Quest for Eastern Christians: Travels and Rumor in the Age of Discov 

ery (Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press, 1962). 
61. On Hvitramannaland, see also Eir?ks saga rauda. Texti Sk?lholtsb?kar AM 557 4W, ed. 

Ol?fur Halld?rsson, pp. 364-65. Hermannsson offers a summary note on interpretations, 
Vinland Sagas, p. 41. 

This content downloaded from 143.167.195.254 on Mon, 7 Apr 2014 15:04:36 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


178 Frakes 

land of the baptized dressed in white, of earlier Irish literature. The Land 

n?mab?knotes that Hvitramannalandis called by some "Irland it mikla" and 

is located near Vinland (ed. Hermannsson, p. 66). While this might sug 

gest a contemporary belief that there was a 
European populace, specifi 

cally 
a white-robed Christian populace, resident somewhere near the At 

lantic coast of North America, there is of course no evidence that there 

were Christian settlements in North America prior to the sixteenth cen 

tury (and north of Spanish La Florida, not until the seventeenth century). 
Even so, according to the Ann?lar og nafnaskr?, in 1121, a Bishop Eirikr 

Gnupsson (Upsi 'coal-fish*) went in search of Vinland.62 The specific ob 

ject of his voyage is unclear. He has sometimes been called the bishop of 

Greenland, although there was no see established on the island until 1124. 
Paul Schach thus maintains that Bishop Eirikr must have been a mission 

ary bishop.63 
In any case, the description of these "white men," wearing 

robes and marching in columns carrying banners is open to the interpre 

tation that they 
are Christians of some 

religious order, who then?accord 

ing 
to an 

interpretative mode relevant to a "Pr?ster John function"?log 

ically might need the aid of Europeans, or, conversely, be able to offer aid 

to other Europeans, particularly 
colonists.64 Or, more 

significantly, 
if they 

were not, or were not all, Europeans, then the very fact of their Christian 

faith would demonstrate that the Americans were open to conversion. 

Whatever the actual origin of this motif, and whatever its ultimate signifi 
cance, interpretive possibilities directly parallel occasional functions of the 

Pr?ster John motif as it appears elsewhere. 

Perhaps the most strikingly fantastic incident in the Vinland material, 

and the one most characteristic of the Otherworld motifs, is the brief 

02. leita 
- 

'to search for something undetermined or lost', as opposed to not yet known; 

the text is reprinted from Gustav Storm's 1888 edition in Vinland Sagas, ed. Hermannsson, 

p. 69. 

63. Paul Schach, Icelandic Sagas (Boston: Twayne, 1984), p. 186. Hermannsson has also 

suggested that he was a missionary bishop, specifically charged to convert the Americans in 

V?nland (pp. 76-77). He also notes that Richard Hennig's denial that that could have been 

possible?since 
no bishop is sent where there is not already a Christian community?is just 

another part of Hennig's argument for there already being Irish or Norse Christians in 

America. And, as the history of the conversion of northern Europe demonstrates recurringly, 

missionary bishops were not uncommon in Christianizing missions of the Middle Ages. 

64. An intriguing episode near the end of Eyrbyggja saga, ed. V. Asmundarson (Reykjavik: 

Sigur?ur Kristj?nsson, 1895), cap. 64, pp. 165-69) presents the encounter of a certain 

Gu?leifr, who was blown off course en route to Iceland and arrived on the shores of an un 

known land, where he and his crew were taken captive by the inhabitants who themselves 

seemed to speak Irish (enn heizt p?tti peim, sempeim m lti ?rsku). They were ultimately freed 

by a Norseman who may or may not have been the actual ruler, but obviously had signifi 
cant power in the society. The Norseman approaches the captives riding a horse with a ban 

ner preceding him. There is, however, no indication that this land is to be identified as V?n 

land, and the inhabitants are certainly not identified as Americans. Could it represent a 

(North American) colony of Irish Christians, who have grudgingly accepted the rule of a 

Norse strongman? No positive answer to such a question seems likely. 
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appearance in Eiriks saga of a uniped, who shoots I>orvaldr in the groin:65 
"I>at var einn morgin, er f>eir Karlsefni s? fyrir ofan rjo?ri? flekk nokkurn, 
sem glitra?i vi? {)eim, ok ceptu ?eir ? J^at. I>at hrcer?isk ok var })at einfcet 

ingr, ok skauzk ofan ? J)ann ?rbakkann, sem J^eir l?gu vi?. ?orvaldr Eir?ks 
son rau?a sat vio styri ok skaut einfcetingr 0r ? sm?f)arma honum" (ES, XII, 

p. 28) ('One morning it happened that Karlsefni and his men saw some 
kind of spot above the clearing which glittered in their direction, and they 
shouted at it. It moved, and it was a uniped [einfcetingr], and it hopped 

down to the riverbank where the ship lay. I>orvaldr, Eirik's son, was 
sitting 

at the rudder, and the uniped shot an arrow into his groin'). The uniped 
then escapes to the north, despite the Norsemen's pursuit; later they 
nonetheless catch a glimpse of Einf tingaland, the 'Land of the Unipeds.' 
The inclusion of unipeds in the menagerie of the Other World was a ven 
erable one. In antiquity, Alem?n mentions sciapodic unipeds (fr. 148) who 
can shade themselves from the sun by lying on their backs and using their 
oversized foot as a parasol;66 Pliny mentions a one-legged people called 
monocoli (Hist. Nat, 7.2.23),67 as does Aulus Gellius (Nodes Atticae, 9.4.9).68 
In the early seventh century, Isidor of Seville also notes the existence of 

unipeds and maintains that they live in Africa.69 According to Icelandic 

geographical treatises of the high Middle Ages, V?nland was an extension 
of continental Africa, and thus the idea that 

"uniped-land" 
was near V?n 

land is no more than to be 
expected.70 Directly relevant to the Norse 

material, and the V?nland Sagas specifically, is the fact that a drawing of a 

65. In Gr nlendinga p?ttrit is a "conventional" American who kills him. Wahlgren calls the 
version with the uniped the "fancier account" ("Fact and Fancy," p. 67). Barnes remarks on 
the significance of this feature in the general conception of the saga: "Vinland becomes 

something of a geographic Holy Grail and Markland the gateway to encyclopedic marvels 
such as Einfcetingaland' (p. 20). Morison notes, "More than five centuries later, Jacques Cartier 

reported Unipeds in the mythical Kingdom of Saguenay" ( The European Discovery of America, 
p. 56). See also The Finding of Wineland the Good: The History of the Icelandic Discovery of Amer 

ica, ed. and trans. Arthur Middleton Reeves (London: Frowde, 1890) p. 177. On the typi 
cal European and Eurocentric monsters of foreign lands, as they appear in early Icelandic 
texts, see Schlauch, Romance in Iceland, pp. 44-45. 

66. Poetae Melici Graeci, ed. Denys Page (Oxford 1962). 
67. C. Plini Secundi naturalis historiae, libri xxxvii, ed. Ludwigjanus (Leipzig: Teubner, 1856), 

II. 5 
68. Aulus Gellius, Noctes Atticae, Loeb Classical Library (London: Heinemann, 1927), p. 

166. 

69. Cf. also: "Einfaetingur ?>essi er aetta?ur fr? Isidor fr? Sevilla, kominn ?samt ??rurn kyn 
javerum eftir einhverjum krokalei?um ur riti hans, Etymologiarum sive Originum Libri XX, sj? 
Liber 11.3.23, ? baekur laer?ra manna ? Islandi, t.d. Physiologus ? AM673aI4Wir?pv?um 1200, 
og kafla um risaj)jo?ir ? alfrae?ihandritum" (Halld?rsson, Eir?ks saga rau?a, pp. 362-63). 

70. On V?nland as an extension of Africa, see Schach (p. 150) and Rudolf Simek, who 
notes that Alfrcedi izlenzk claims that Vinland is held by some people to be an extension of 
Africa (Alfr di izlenzk, ed. Kr. Kaalund [Copenhagen, 1908], I, 12; Simek, "Elusive Elysia or 
Which Way to Glaesisvellir: On the Geography of the North in Icelandic Legendary Fiction," 

Sagnaskemmtun: Studies in Honour of Hermann Palsson, ed. Rudolf Simek, J?nas Kristj?nsson, 
and Hans Bekker-Nielsen [Wien: B?hlau, 1986], p. 247). 
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uniped was included in the Icelandic Physiologus; a description of a scia 

pod is found in the Rymbegla; and the Hauksb?k claims that they are as swift 

as animals.71 As Jones 
comments on the einf tingr'm V?nland: "What more 

natural than to find one of them there, or what more proper than to sup 

ply 
one in his absence?"72 

Thus far, the discussion has focussed on the sagas' representation 
of 

V?nland as an idealized landscape via three motifs characteristic of the 

Eurocentric discursive tradition: as 
earthly paradise, 

as 
already 

convert 

ed or potentially immediately to be Christianized (the quasi-Prester John 

motif) , as a land of anomalous humans and/or wondrous beasts found 

in mythic lands. V?nland is, however, also populated by human commu 

nities, and Eurocentric discourse had a traditional, paradigmatic mode 

of representing "native inhabitants," to which the Norse material directly 
conforms, although, 

as 
might be expected 

in any given corpus of evidence, 

in differing proportion and differing degree from that found in earlier 

and later examples of this discourse.73 A cardinal principle of Eurocen 

tric discourse is that European culture is assumed superior 
to non-Euro 

pean cultures in most respects: economics and material culture, the phys 

iology of the population, intellectual life, religion, and morality. Since it 

71. The relevant Icelandic treatises are edited and translated with extensive and pertinent 

commentary by E. A. Mel'nikova, /JpeBHe-CKaH/uiHaBCKHe f eorpa<|)HHecKHe Cohhhchhh. 

TeKCTbi, nepeB04, KoMMeirrapHH (Moscow: Nauka, 1986), esp. pp. 72-84. A photograph 
of the drawing of the uniped from the Icelandic Physiologus (ca. 1200) is reproduced in Hod 

nebo and Kristj?nsson, p. 25; the entire page is reproduced in Kristj?nsson, p. 131 ; and Dahl 

erup's edition reproduces all pages of the fantastic creatures in facsimile (the uniped is on 

facs. p. iiii). Wittkower includes illustrations from eleventh-century manuscripts that show 

the uniped of ancient and medieval tradition (Solinus and Hrabanus, plates 42 a + b). John 
Block Friedman includes plates of a sciapod from a thirteenth-century bestiary (Westmin 

ster Abbey Library MS 22, fol. lv., p. 113), a sciapod in stone relief on the church at Anzy-le 

Duc, Burgundy, from 1150 (p. 136), and a sciapod in a thirteenth-century psalter of Leonar 

do d'Fieschi (now Baltimore, Walters Art Gallery MS 45, fol. 92, Northern France, p. 138); 
see The Monstrous Races in Medieval Art and Thought (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1981 ). 

Olaus Magnus includes several pages of monsters in his Historia de Gentibus Septentrionalibus 

(1555), including an Ethiopian uniped of the sciapod variety, which uses his single oversized 

foot as a parasol for protection from the presumed intolerable African heat (the illustration 

is reproduced in H0dneb0 and Kristj?nsson, p. 196). 

72. Jones, The Norse Atlantic Saga, p. 285. For those scholars who wish to view the sagas as 

strictly historical, the uniped episode has presented a serious problem, and there has been 

a variety of attempts to explain it away: an eskimo dancing on one foot, an eskimo woman 

in traditional long clothing, an amputee, a limping Beothuk; see, for instance, Hermanns 

son, The Problem, pp. 23-24. But, as Gwyn Jones points out, according to twelfth- and thir 

teenth-century Icelandic fr ?imenn (scholars), the einf tingrwas precisely what the text said, 

a one-legged, one-footed creature or monster (p. 285). 

73. Dathorne suggests indeed that the Vinland sagas represent the "Skraelings" not so 

much as human inhabitants of the Outland but rather as Otherwordly creatures and thus 

not of an analytical class different from, for instance, the uniped: "In appearance and be 

havior, the Skraelings fit the pattern of medieval monstrosities, incapable of the ordinary 
attributes of human appearance" (p. 105). 
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is precisely through its representation of non-Europeans that Eurocentric 

discourse is most blatantly obvious, the Norse material must be carefully 
examined. 

With respect to the tenth-century peoples inhabiting the northeastern 
American seaboard, it might well be maintained that their material cul 

ture was in some respects objectively inferior to that of the Norse invad 

ers: the Norse represented 
a literate, mercantile, ocean-crossing, metal 

working, stock-raising, and farming culture, while the Americans 

represented 
an illiterate, stone-age, coastal-sailing, hunter-gatherer cul 

ture.74 The 
point 

at issue is, however, not 
necessarily 

one of 
historically 

as 

certainable "fact," but again 
one of the discourse of representation, and 

here the ideological tendencies in the representation of the empirical facts 
of the case are unmistakable. While (many of) the fellow Icelanders of the 

thirteenth-century saga authors were literate, those depicted in the sagas 
were not (or at least literacy 

never 
plays any role in the saga), although 

the power that derives from the representational ability speaks clearly 
through the narratives.75 When the Americans approach the Norse to 

trade, it becomes clear that despite their initiative in the exchange, they 
have no 

developed 
sense of trade as a commercial enterprise: 

no 
coinage, 

no profit motive, no ability to judge the potential value of the Norse goods, 
no sense of need vs. ability to pay. Thus in the Gr nlendinga p?ttr the 

Americans trade furs for milk (VII, p. 57), or, in the Eiriks saga (XI, p. 25), 
one unidentified grey pelt per span (nine inch width) of red cloth until 
the Norse supply begins to run short and the widths are narrowed until it 
is only 

a 
finger's breadth, while the Americans continue to pay the same 

price in furs as for the larger swatches. Such systematic defrauding of the 
"natives" is a scene all too familiar to us from later 

explorer narratives.76 

74- As pointed out by Helge Ingstad, 
" 

[The Norse] methods of hunting and trapping, and 
the primitive equipment at their disposal?bow and arrow, spear and traps?did not, how 
ever, differ much from those of the Eskimos"; in "The Norse Community in Greenland," in 
The Viking Discovery of America, p. 109. 

75. Historical telescoping may play a role here, for the thirteenth-century texts are obvi 

ously literary. An interesting perspective on the presumed "superiority" of medieval Norse 

qua European culture is provided by the fascinating observations recorded in the log of the 

highly cultured Arabic diplomat from the court of the Caliph in Baghdad, Ibn Fadlan, about 
his brief sojourn during the late tenth-century at an encampment of Norsemen on the Vol 

ga; see A. Zeki Validi Togan, IbnFadl?n's [sic] Reisebericht (Leipzig: Deutsche Morgenl?ndische 
Gesellschaft, 1939), f 80-93, with German translation pp. 82-98 and notes pp. 226-56. 

While these two encounters?between the Norse and the Americans in the extreme West, 
and the Norse and the Arabs in the East?provide evidence from the two geographical ex 
tremes of Norse expansion, and have no connection except the approximate simultaneity 

of the two depicted encounters, they do offer a multi-tiered structure of cultural prejudice, 
with the Norse occupying differing positions in the two separate discourse archives. 

76. On the defrauding of the Americans, Wahlgren comments: "The clever shyster trick 
in GS of trading the natives drinks of milk for precious furs is paralleled in ES by something 
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An obviously significant feature of material culture directly related to 

trading is sea travel. Here, despite the clear superiority of, for instance, 

the Norse kn?rr for open ocean voyages, the Norse boats as 
represented in 

the V?nland sagas are not 
demonstrably superior 

to those of the Ameri 

cans. In any case, the American culture was 
certainly capable of the same 

kind of 
island-hopping trans-oceanic voyaging 

as were the Norse, as 
they 

had demonstrated in their gradual move to the East from Asia across the 

islands of the Arctic and subarctic, which at this point resulted in their 

meeting representatives of the corresponding Norse movement to the 

West. Metal-working is of 
especial interest in this context, because one of 

the more 
interesting features of the excavated Norse site in Newfound 

land is a 
bog-iron smelting forge, apparently used for the manufacture of 

nails for ship repair. Most significantly in the context of the sagas, a Norse 

iron-bladed axe also plays a prominent role in the Gr nlendinga p?ttr. The 

Americans are represented as childish in their (mis)use of the Europe 
ans' metal axe, which is thus clearly recognized by the composer of the 

saga as a feature that distinguishes Norse material culture from that of the 

pre-metal-working 
Americans (GS, VII, p. 58). One American "tests" a 

Norse axe which he had picked up by swinging it almost "incidentally" at 

another of the Americans, who is instantly killed. The man perceived by 
the Norse to be the chief then throws the axe far out into the water, and 

thus, in what was 
apparently 

to be taken as a moral judgment 
of the ob 

ject itself as "evil," loses one of the weapons otherwise highly sought after 

by the Americans. Similarly in Eiriks saga, when the Americans find that a 

Norse axe cuts wood well but breaks when used on stone, they simply dis 

card the tool, because "J)? {D?tti ]Deim engu nyt" (ES, XI, p. 27) ('it seemed 

worthless to them'). The Americans thus are 
represented 

as 
incapable of 

valuing Norse material culture: the axe, a 
variously practical tool and 

weapon when "used" on trees and enemies, is discarded as useless or per 

haps even evil, since it also kills friends and breaks on rocks. Finally, the 

Norse possession of livestock is represented 
as 

advantageous 
to them in 

more dignified and sophisticated: red cloth strips of ever diminishing width are given to the 

Skraelings" ("Some Further Remarks," Scandinavian Studies 40 [1968], p. 33). Actually they 
are sold, not given, to them, and at the same price as for larger strips. Dathorne (p. 103) 

designates it exploitation. Magnusson and P?lsson also note this feature of the saga: "But the 

most familiar aspect of the Skraeling episodes is surely the way these first European colonists 

treated the natives they met. In their early trading encounters, they exploited the natives 

mercilessly, gaining all manner of pelts and furs in exchange for measures of milk or tiny 

strips of red cloth" (The Vinland Sagas: The Norse Discovery of America, pp. 27-28). I am pleased 
to thank Professor Dan Birkholz for pointing out that my initial insistence that the Norse 

exploited the Americans in these trading episodes is explicitly based on modern anti-impe 
rialistic perceptions and values, while it may well have been the case that both parties to the 

textually represented transactions thought that they had profited (private communication). 
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this environment only insofar as its exotic nature may be deployed in a 

common Eurocentric move to infantilize the non-European, in this case 

in depicting the Americans' panic at the bellowing of the bull ( GS, VII, 

p. 57; see also below), and insofar as the presence of the livestock makes 

possible a stronger version of the "fortunate isles" motif via the praise of 

year-round pasturage. 

Paradigmatically in Eurocentric discourse, the physical nature of the 

non-Europeans is represented 
as inferior: they 

are of smaller size, strength, 
and beauty; have abnormal physical features; eat unacceptable food; and 

engage in unacceptable sexual practices. In the V?nland sagas a sufficient 
number of such features is present to suggest and confirm the pattern. 
The Americans are, for instance, said to be small, weak, and remarkably 

ugly: "I>eir v?ru svartir [variant in AM 557: sm?ir] menn ok illiligir ok hof?u 
illt h?r ? hof?i" ("They were dark (small), ugly, and had ugly hair on their 

heads"; ?1SX, p. 25). While they also eat blood?"I>eir hof?u me? ser stokka 
ok ? dyramerg dreyra blandinn" (ES, XI, p. 27) ('They had with them 

wooden cases in which there was animal marrow mixed with blood')?the 

passage specifies that it is animal blood, probably in fact pemmican. It does 
not thus offer any evidence for the paradigmatically Eurocentric insistence 
on 

non-European cannibalism that is rampant in European explorer 
nar 

ratives worldwide, and for which, we 
might note, recent 

anthropology has 

found almost no conclusive evidence anywhere in the world.77 

Eurocentric discourse is quite concerned with the intellectual culture 
of non-Europeans, who are 

paradigmatically represented 
as ruled solely 

by animal instincts and thus incapable of rational and analytical thought, 
philosophy, and, in some constructions, even of 

speech. Thus since the 

actions of non-Europeans 
are 

represented as 
simple, direct, and instinc 

tive, they 
must 

necessarily be 
immediately transparent to the rational and 

analytical, that is, European, mind. Europeans 
are then often represent 

ed as 
generally capable of immediately understanding non-Europeans, 

their motives, attitudes, customs, social values, etc., with or without a 

mutual language. Thus Karlsefni recognizes the American chief because 

he is tall and handsome (the others being short and ugly); this assump 
tion is then immediately confirmed when the "chief" judges and then 

disposes of the offending axe (GS, VII, p. 58). Specifically with respect to 

language, the V?nland sagas offer an 
interestingly contradictory view. On 

the one hand, it is claimed that the two American children who have been 

kidnapped must first be taught to speak, before they can communicate 

77- See especially W. Arens, The Man-Eating Myth: Anthropology and Anthropophagy (Oxford 
1979); Peggy Reeves Sanday, Divine Hunger: Cannibalism as a Cultural System (Cambridge: 

Cambridge Univ. Press, 1986). 
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with the Norse, implying that the Norse do not acknowledge American 

speech as (legitimate) language. A few lines later, however, in noting that 

they and the Norse have no common 
language ("Hv?rigir skil?u annars 

mal") (GS, VII, p. 57) ('neither could understand the other's language'), 
it is acknowledged that the Americans have a language of their own; some 

examples of American proper names are even 
given in the Eir?ks saga (XII, 

p. 29).78 In context, this contradiction seems 
particularly strange, since 

one of the results of the children's acquisition of (Norse) language is to 

provide information about their native language.79 

Perhaps the most 
important of the categories of putative cultural supe 

riority in the history of Christian Eurocentrism has to do with the spiritu 
al culture or 

religion, that is, in very practical 
terms with the conversion 

of non-Europeans to Christianity. Most often this scenario involves sever 

al common motifs: the non-Europeans 
are 

represented 
as 

worshipping 
natural or crafted objects 

or forces of nature, none of which is conceived 

by Christians as a legitimate or even possible object of worship, which often 

leads to the European claim that the non-Europeans 
are 

simply without 

religion. A spiritual void is thus imagined, which could then easily be filled 

by Christianity.80 In the Vinland sagas Christianity plays as prominent a role 

as it does anywhere else in the Icelandic saga tradition, with the excep 

78. Columbus also acknowledges that he has no language in common with the Arawaks: 

"y tambi?n no se la lengua y la gente destas terras no me entienden ni yo ni otro que yo tenga 
a ellos / y estos yndios que yo traygo muchas vezes le entiendo vna cosa por otra al contrar 

io" (Tuesday, 27 November) ('And also I do not know the language, and the people of this 

country do not understand me, nor do I nor does anyone I have with me understand them. 

And frequently I understand something that is said by these Indios for its opposite'). In a 

common Eurocentric move, however, he generally imagines that he understands the Amer 

icans even without language: "vno dllos se adelanto ... 
y hizo vna grande platica quel alm 

irante no entendia. . . . pensava el almirante que lo aseguravan y que les plazia dsu venida 

(3 December) ('one of them came out. . . and made a great speech that the Admiral did 

not understand.. . . The Admiral thought that he was reassuring him and that they were 

pleased by his coming'). He could not have been more wrong, since the Americans were in 

fact about to attack. See also the entries for 18 and 2 2 December and 15 January. 

79. This conception on the part of European explorers that non-Europeans have no lan 

guage is also found in almost exactly the same form in Columbus's logbook, where it is spo 

radically simply denied that the Arawaks had language, and thus Columbus opined that one 

of the advantages for those whom he kidnapped and took to Spain was that they could learn 

to speak (Diario, p. 31). Dathorne remarks: "The concept of indigenous people as simple 
'children of nature' belongs to a later epoch, but it is intriguing to see the first glimmerings 

of savagery and nobility in the sagas" (pp. 104-5). Of course the historical "first glimmer 
ings" had taken place at least as early as the Greek designation of non-Greek speech as "ba 

ba" and thus its speakers as barbarians; see Hall, p. 4; E. Weidner, "?ap?apoc," Glotta, 4(1913), 
3?3~4 

80. So it was expressed by Columbus recurringly in his logbook of the first voyage; e.g. 
the entry for 27 November: "porque ellos no tiene secta ninguna ni son Idolatras" ('for they 
have no false religion and are not idolaters') ; for 16 December: "y de muy dulce conversaci?n 
sin secta" ('of very sweet speech and without false religion'). 
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tion of those texts that focus specifically 
on national conversion. Schach 

comments in general 
on the issue: 

Numerous passages in the sagas reveal that the advent of Christianity in Ice 

land loomed quite as large and momentous in the minds of thirteenth-cen 

tury saga writers as did the colonization of their country. 
.. . The years im 

mediately preceding and following the conversion seem to have been 

especially intriguing to saga writers. To judge from the fanciful dreams and 

visions they attributed to their characters, not a few of them must have re 

garded these years as a period of spiritual turmoil, a time of conflict between 

the claims of the new faith and loyalty to ancient family traditions. And some 

of these authors never tired of alluding?whether ironically or 
apologetical 

ly?to the unwillingness of the recently converted to renounce 
deeply in 

grained heathen superstitions or to abandon long-established pagan prac 
tices (p. 186). 

Specifically, as Dathorne points out: "Like the conquistadors, the Vikings 
arrive as Christian propagandists" (p. 103). For, as one 

might expect, based 

on the Christian reflex of Eurocentrism, and the 
simultaneity 

or even 

identity of colonization and Christianization in historical and narrative 
accounts of, for instance, the fifteenth- through twentieth-century Euro 

pean conquest of the Americas, the 
tenth-century Norse also convert the 

indigenous inhabitants in at least one highly significant and paradigmat 
ic episode. The treatment of this issue in the V?nland sagas is quite inter 

esting, for while the common Eurocentric confrontation between the clas 

sic opponents?Christians and non-Christians?is pervasive here too, the 

surrounding context is rather more 
complex than that usually found in 

the colonializing-conversion narratives, for here the entire project takes 

place in the context of the conversion of the Icelanders, Greenlanders, 
and would-be Vinlanders themselves. Thus we must situate this episode 
in the larger Norse context before 

proceeding 
to the representation of 

the Americans in this scenario. 

This larger project?the conversion of western Scandinavia and the 

Atlantic colonies?was executed with ruthless efficiency by ?l?fr Tryggva 
son first in Norway, then in the Faroes, Iceland, and thence Greenland. 

The peculiar and propagandistic twist of the Eiriks saga is to link the dis 

covery of V?nland and the conversion of Greenland in the agent, Leifr 

Eiriksson. In his voyage from 
Norway 

to Greenland, Leifr is literally on a 
divine mission, as assigned by King Olafr: "Ek get, at f>at mun vel vera, ok 
skaltu ?>angat [sc. Greenland] fara me? 0rendum minum ok bo?a par 
kristni" (ES, V, p. 13) (T think that it will be a good thing, and you shall 

go there [sc. Greenland] with a mission from me and preach Christianity 
there'). Thus contextualized, Leif's finding the promised land/fortunate 
isles/Wine-land along the way is no more than a 

plausibly concomitant 

feature of the traditional genre of 
saintly conversion narratives, and after 
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his arrival in Greenland, his mission is fulfilled: "Syndi hann ? pv? hi?a 

mestu st?rmennsku ok drengskap 
sem morgu Q?ru, er hann kom kristni 

? landit. . . . Hann bo?a?i br?tt kristni um landit ok almenniliga tr? ok 

syndi monnum or?sending Ol?fs konungs Tryggvasonar ok sag?i, hversu 

morg ?gaeti ok mikil dyr? fylg?i jDessum si?" (ES, V, p. 14) ('He showed 

much greatness and highmindedness in this as in much else, when he 

brought Christianity to the country. . .. Soon he preached Christianity and 

the Catholic faith throughout the country and revealed to the people King 
Ol?fr Tryggvason's message and said how much excellence and glory fol 

lowed this religion'). It is not without significance that Leif's Christianiz 

ing mission to Greenland, during which he lands in Vinland coincides with 

the official conversion of Iceland in the year 1000. 

Other aspects of the two tales are consistent with this determinative and 

pervasive ideological basis. Persistent paganism in the face of the oppor 

tunity to convert to Christianity is directly and demonstratively punished:81 
Eirik's reluctance to convert is immediately responsible for his wife ?jo? 
hild's refusal to have any further sexual relations with him.82 I>?rhallr too 

is a prime example of the persistent pagan: he is initially described as a 

"mikill ma?r ok sterkr ok svartr ok Jmrsligr, hljo?lyndr ok illor?r. . . . Hann 

var ilia kristinn" (ES, VIII, pp. 21-22) ('he was a big, strong man, swarthy 
and demon-like, taciturn, abusive. ... he was a bad Christian'). Facing 

a 

lack of provisions and the impending slaughter of their breeding stock 

for food, the Christians pray, while ?>?rhallr apparently engages in con 

juring his patron, ?>?rr, who then, according 
to the terms of the narrative, 

provides 
a beached whale of unknown type for the company to eat, which, 

since of diabolical origin, causes illness among the whole company of 

Christians, who are thus punished for their impatience with providence. 

81. Schach designates this the "reluctant Christian" motif: "The variation on the theme 

of the reluctant Christian is widely and variously treated in the sagas" (p. 199). He comments: 

"It has often been asserted that the ?slendingas?gurare essentially pagan-heroic and that the 

Christian element in them is a superficial excrescence or accretion. A careful reading of the 

sagas does not support this assertion. Strong antipagan sentiment prevails throughout the 

corpus. Heathen witchcraft is the source of much of the evil and suffering in saga literature. 

Vikings and berserkers, caricatures of the pagan-heroic spirit, are almost without exception 
villains with no redeeming virtues. By contrast, heroes in pre-Christian times are frequently 

portrayed as "noble heathens," that is, as pagans who somehow anticipate and demonstrate 

Christian ethics in their behavior" (pp. 202-3). As Jenny M. Jochens has shown ("The Church 

and Sexuality in Medieval Iceland," Journal of Medieval History, 6 [1980], 377-92), ".. . The 

long-enduring fascination of saga writers and readers with the figure and the theme of the 

reluctant Christian is further evidence of the prevailing antipagan sentiment of the Islend 

ingasogur and of the curiosity of Christian Icelanders about the beliefs and superstitions of 

their pagan forbears" (pp. 202-3). 
82. "?j?ohildr vildi ekki samrae?i vio Eir?k si?an h?n t?k tr?, en honum var f>at mjok m?ti 

skapi" (ES, V, p. 14) ('?>j?ohildr refused to have sex with Eir?k after she had taken the faith, 

which aggravated him very much'). 
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?>?rhallr himself, however, triumphs in his god's superior powers: "Drjug 
ari var? inn rau?skegga?i n? en Kristr y?varr" (ES, VIII, p. 23) ('Red Beard 

has proven better than your Christ'). While the Christians dispose of the 

quasi-unclean food and commend themselves to their God, which brings 
immediate positive results (the weather breaks, allowing them to fish suc 

cessfully offshore), ?>?rhall's non- and quasi-anti-Christian practices lead 

with rather leaden didacticism to his death.83 

The character of Gu?ri?r, on the other hand, presents 
an 

exceptional 

and intriguing case. She is, as she remarks when t>orbjorg seeks her help 
in singing what she had learned as vardlokka, a Christian woman (kristin 

kona), who, although she initially refuses to participate in the witch's spells, 

ultimately aquiesces after dominant (male) social pressure is brought to 

bear (albeit without, apparently, compromising her own perception of her 

steadfast faith).84 As a result she enjoys the prophetess's favor and her 

prophecies of a fortunate future, as is also the case later, at/after the death 

of her first husband, who also contributes a prophecy from the Beyond. 
At that point too, it is clear that Gu?ri?r enjoys the favor of the Christian 

god, for although the entire scene is spooky with its two speaking corps 
es, one of which is dispatched with an axe through the breast, the dead 
I>orsteinn Eiriksson notes matter of factly that "gu? vill, at 

{^essi stund s? 

m?r gefin til leyfis ok umb?tar m?ns ra?s" (ES, VI, p. 16) ('God wills that 

this hour be granted me for taking leave and emending my affairs'). It is 

unlikely that this controlling god is any other than the Christian deity, since 

in the following sentence Gu?ri?r is encouraged to cross and commend 

herself to this otherwise undesignated god: "I>orsteinn b?ndi gengr ? fund 

Gu?ri?ar, ok vak?i hana, bi?r hana signa sik ok bi?ja ser gu?" (ES, VI, p. 
16) ('?>orsteinn the farmer went to find Gu?ri?r and woke her, bidding 

her to cross herself and pray for God's help'). She then does speak with 
her husband's corpse, because, as she explicitly notes, she has faith that 

God, in his mercy (miskunn), will protect her. His prediction of her future 

is less elaborate than that made by the prophetess (he merely says that she 

83. He is driven by contrary winds to Ireland, where he and his crew were "bar?ir ok {ya?ir, 
ok l?t I>?rhallr J)ar lif sitt" (ES, IX, p. 24) ('beaten and enslaved, and I>orhallr lost his life 

there'). Hermannsson suggests that the saga is hostile to I>orhallr because he broke from 

the party, was a "staunch heathen and, if we may believe the account of his disappearance, 
dabbled in magic" ( The Problem, p. 21). Intriguingly, Dag Str?mback claims that ?orhallr is 

described as dark complected as "other sorcerers and persons endowed with mystical pow 
ers" (The Problem, Hermannson, p. 21). On the motif of the "thaumaturgie duel" in patris 
tic literature and its relevance to this episode, see Theodore M. Andersson, "Lore and Lit 

erature in a Scandinavian Conversion Episode," in Idee. Gestalt. Geschichte. Festschrift Klaus von 

See: Studien zur europ?ischen Kulturtradition/Studies in European Cultural Tradition, ed. Gerd 

Wolfgang Weber (Odense: Odense Univ. Press, 1988), pp. 261-84. 

84. Hermannsson notes that this chapter on conjuring by women is the "locus classicus with 

regard to old magic performances of the kind it deals with" ( The Problem, p. 12). 
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will have a great destiny (forlog mikil, ES, VI, p. 17), but placed in a more 

explicitly Christian context: he encourages her steadfastness in the faith, 

especially with respect to his request for an immediate Christian burial in 

hallowed ground, and he urges her to 
give their money either to the 

church or to the poor as alms. Gu?ri?'s future as 
predicted by the proph 

etess is indeed strictly circumscribed by its Christian piety, including a 

pilgrimage 
to Rome, a retreat into her own monastic establishment after 

the death of her second husband, and, the crowning glory, the appoint 
ment of three of her descendents to Icelandic bishoprics.85 

It is also against this background of the holy mission to convert Green 

land, the quasi-hagiographical depiction of Gu?ri?r, the overt reward of 

converts and similarly overt punishment of persistent pagans, and the 

undermining of what Lars L?nnroth has termed a "noble heathen" mo 

tif,86 that we must see the depiction 
of the Americans. While they, too, are 

non-Christians, no full-scale conversion mission is represented 
in this se 

ries of encounters. As in later narratives of Christian European coloniza 

tion, however, the mentalit? of the conversion narrative is pervasive, and 

the material facts are 
punctually present 

as well, especially 
as 

they func 

tion symbolically and schematically. There is in fact only a single instance 

in which the Norse engage in overt conversion, when they baptize the two 

kidnapped children in the Eir?ks saga. In this case, as in so many others in 

the insistently terse discourse of the sagas, this passage is as interesting for 

what it does not say as for what it does: 

?)eir 
. . . fundu J)ar Skraelinga fimm, ok var einn skeggja?r; konur v?ru tvaer 

ok born tvau. T?ku {Deir Karlsefni sveinana, en hinir k?musk undan ok suk 

ku fjeir Skraelingar ? jor? ni?r. Sveina f>essa tv? hof?u {)eir me? ser; ?Deir 

kenndu f)eim mal ok v?ru skir?ir. ?>eir nefhdu mo?ur s?na Vethilldi ok fo?ur 

Uvege. ?>eir sog?u, 
at konungar stjornu?u Skraelingum, ok h?t annarr Avall 

damon en annarr Avalldidida. ?>eir kv?ou J>ar engin h?s; l?gu menn J^ar ? 

helium e?a holum. (ES, XII, p. 29) 

['They 
. . . found there five Skraelings, and one was bearded, there were two 

women and two children. Karlsefni and his crew captured the boys, but the 

85. The predictions and the narratives of her future in ES, IV, pp. 11-12; ES, XIV, p. 31; 

GS, VI, pp. 55-56; GS, IX p. 61. On the Eiriks saga as a biography of Gu?ri?r, see especially 

Conroy, "Laxd la saga and Eir?ks saga rauda," 116-25; and Carol J. Clover, "Icelandic Family 

Sagas (Islendingas?gur)," in Old Norse-Icelandic Literature: A Critical Guide, ed. Carol J. Clover 

and John Lindow, Isl?ndica, 45 (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1985), p. 298. Ol?fur Halld?rs 

son suggests that the prediction concerning Gu?ri?'s descendents that they will be "illustri 

ous, sweet and of a good savour" (bjart, s tt ok ilmat vet) and a "bright beam of light" (bjartr 

geisli) would only be used of holy men ("Lost Tales of Gu?ri?r ?>orbjarnard?ttir," Sag 
naskemmtun: Studies in Honour of Hermann Patsson, ed. Rudolf Simek, J?nas Kristj?nsson, and 

Hans Bekker-Nielsen [Wien: B?hlau, 1986] p. 243). Hermannsson remarks that in the pre 
dictions of Porsteinn Eiriksson "we can easily detect a monkish touch" (TheProblem, p. 42). 

86. Lars L?nnroth, "The Noble Heathen: A Theme in the Sagas," Scandinavian Studies, 

41 (1969), 1-29. 
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other Skraelings escaped and sank down into the earth. They kept the two 

boys with them; they taught them language and baptized them. They said 

their mother was named Vethildi and their father Uvege. They said that kings 
ruled the land of the Skraelings, one named Avalldamon and the other Avall 

didida. They said that there were no houses there; people lived in caves and 

holes.']. 

It almost seems that both the baptism of the children and the report of 
it are incidental, or automatic, or perhaps, intriguingly (and typically for 
conversion narratives), both.87 We should recall that, as a rule in the Eu 

ropean Middle Ages, Roman Catholic baptism was a sacrament that could 

only be performed by a priest. While the practice of Catholicism in Ice 
land demonstrates notable deviations from the norm, even from the ear 

liest period, and particularly with respect to the constitution of the priest 
hood, the sacraments nonetheless remained the province of the priest. 

Furthermore, as Einar Ol. Sveinsson has 
meticulously demonstrated, by 

the time the V?nland sagas were composed in the thirteenth century, the 
church had freed itself of the dominance of the laity, in particular of the 
claim by holders of godor? to hold orders.88 In the Eiriks saga no priest has 
been mentioned as a member of the company up to this point, and none 

is mentioned now. If the presence of a 
priest was so automatic in this con 

text as not to deserve mention, and the baptism of captives 
so automatic 

as not to deserve more comment than the single verb 
denoting the deed, 

then the conversion mentality 
was very strong indeed. It did not extend, 

apparently, 
to 

preaching to the Americans, as we 
commonly find in later 

Portuguese and Spanish narratives, but there seems to have been little 

direct verbal exchange possible between the Norse and the Americans, at 
least as 

represented.89 At this point in the process of Norse conversion? 

especially since many of the Norse themselves, particularly venerable, even 

heroic, members of the community, refused or perhaps had just not yet 
gotten around to converting?it is narratively plausible to imagine that 

evangelizing the non-Europeans in the representation of V?nland's colo 

nization might seem premature. As we know from evidence external to the 

sagas, Christianity 
came to Greenland otherwise than this saga suggests: 

87- Barnes remarks: "When opportunity arises (ES, ch.12), Christianity and the Norse 

language are imposed as a matter of course" (p. 20). It is particularly interesting here that 
this imparting of "culture" (i.e., speech) to the alleged "primitives" is a logical and here a 

syntactic prelude to the next stage of "civilization" (i.e., baptism): "J)eir kenndu J>eim mal 
ok v?ru skfr?ir" (ES, XII, p. 29) ('they taught them language and baptized them'). 

88. Einar Olafur Sveinsson, The Age of the Sturlungs: Icelandic Civilization in the Thirteenth 

Century (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1953), esp. pp. 107?17. 
89. While as noted above, the text admits that the two groups did not share a language 

( GS, VII, p. 57), that problem never impedes the delivery of "sign-language" sermons in other 
conversion narratives. 
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Leif's "mission" is clearly fictive.90 But its function is thus all the more 

important 
as 

part of the discourse of Eurocentrism, for as we know from 

cultural encounters earlier and later, conversion is cotemporal and con 

comitant with colonization, and that same 
conqueror's obsession with 

Christianity makes itself apparent here in the recurring and intrusive run 

ning chronology of the penetration of Christianity into Icelandic and 

Greenlandic culture: in the Gr nlendinga p?ttr an event is designated as 

having taken place fifteen years before Christianity came to Iceland ( GS, 

I, p. 46:) ; there was a Christian Hebridean with Bjarni's father Herj?lfr on 

the voyage of emigration to Greenland, whose poem is included here (GS, 

II, pp. 47-48); "Hei?it var folk ? Grcenlandi ? jDann tima" (GS, II, p. 48) 

('The people in Greenland was heathen at that time'); I>orvaldr gives in 

structions about how to bury him: "})ar skulu J)?r mik grafa ok setja krossa 

at hof?i m?r ok at fotum ok kallit ]3at Krossanes jafnan si?an" (GS, V, p. 

53-54) ('You should bury me there and set crosses at my head and feet 

and call it Krossanes forever') ; immediately thereafter it is noted: "Green 

land var p? kristnat, en |3? anda?iskEirikr rau?i fyrir kristni" (GS, V, p. 54) 

('Greenland had by then been Christianized, though Eirikr the Red had 

died before the conversion'); before the death of I>orsteinn Eir?ksson: "M 

var enn ung kristni ? Grcenlandi" (GS, VI, p. 54) ('Christianity was still in 

its infancy in Greenland at this time'); I>orsteinn svartr proves, even at his 

first appearance that he is a "noble heathen" by acknowledging: "Annan 

si? hefir ek ok en per hafi?, ok aetla ek J>ann p? betra, er J)?r hafi?" ( GS, 

VT, p. 54) ('I have a faith different from yours, and I think that the one 

you have is better') ; on AuoY: "J)ar let hon reisa krossa, ]dv? at hon var skir? 

ok vel truu?" (ES, I, pp. 3-4) ('she had crosses erected there, for she had 

been baptized and was quite devout'); the Greenlandic custom of provi 

go. Wahlgren ("Some Further Remarks," pp. 27-28), notes that Eiriks saga's notion of Leifr 

is "shadowy, contradictory, and in fact ridiculous," while Gunnlaug's "contamination" of the 

saga with the story of Leif's Christianizing Greenland is nothing less than "hallucinogenic 

hagiography." Even so, there are occasional indicators in other sagas of Leif's connection 

with the process. According to one variant of the Ol?fs saga Tryggvasonar (included as cap. 
lb in Hermannsson's edition of GS, in The Vinland Sagas, p. 47) Eirikr rau?i viewed Leif's 

saving the people from the skerry and his having brought a skimadr ('juggler', 'hypocrite,' 
i.e., a priest: sv? kalla?i hann prestinn) to Greenland as a balancing of good and evil deeds. 

Eiriks sagamskes no mention of a priest, but it tells us that Leif's mother promptly embraced 

the faith preached by her son and built a chapel 'not too close to the house' (ES, V, p. 14). 
A similar, though even more explicit version is found in Snorri Sturluson's Heimskringla (cap. 

96) : "[Leifr] haf?i J)annug meo ser prest ok kennimenn" ('Leifr brought with him a priest 
and clerics'). The Kristni saga even mentions Leif's mission to Greenland "at bo?a f)ar tru" 

(from Hauksb?k) ('to preach the faith there'); as does Alfr di ?slenzk (the relevant passages 
here ed. by Hermannsson [ Vinland Sagas, pp. 66-68] ). Ol?fur Halld?rsson suggests that Leifr 

rescued a priest from the skerry and then went back for his wood, which, he speculates, had 

been specifically sent along with him to build a church in this land without wood ["Lost Tales 

of Gu?ri?r l>orbjarnard?ttir," p. 245]. 
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sional burial (until a priest could perform funeral rites) is explained (ES, 

VI, p. 17) ; in identifying Haki and Haekja, it is said that they were given to 

Leifr when Ol?fr "ba? hann bo?a kristni ? Grcenlandi" (ES, VIII, p. 20, 
variant AM 557) ('asked him to preach Christianity in Greenland').91 

Finally, with respect to the paradigmatic Eurocentric claim of Europe 
an moral superiority: non-Europeans 

are 
generally represented 

as crimi 

nal, treacherous, cowardly, lascivious, unclean, and violent. Thus in the 

Eiriks saga, Karlsefni and his men simply assume that the five sleeping 
Americans found on the beach are outlaws in the specific Norse sense and 
murder them (ES, XI, p. 27).92 Similarly, in the Gr nlendinga p?ttr, I>orvaldr 

and his men capture and then without further ado simply kill eight Amer 
icans whom they find sleeping on the beach.93 In both cases we need note 

the sagas' unrefleeted presumption of cultural identity?a 
common Eu 

rocentric assumption?inherent in the claim that the Americans under 

the boats are "outlaws" in the Icelandic legal sense and thus subject to 

execution with impunity. In other episodes the Americans are represent 
ed as rather clearly diabolical. The adults accompanying the two children 

kidnapped by Karlsefni, for instance, escape and sink down into the 
earth?to Hell, to the Otherworld, or simply, symbolically to death; but 
in any case it is a 

mysterious escape and one 
smacking of magic and the 

diabolical. Furthermore, the Americans are 
represented 

as 
wishing?with 

implied malicious intent?to trade furs for weapons, which is forbidden 

91. Ingstad remarks "Eirik's Saga is permeated with Christian reflections, sometimes al 
most in the form of biblical texts" ("The Viking Discovery," in H0dneb0 and Kristj?nsson, 
p. 201). 

92. Barnes comments on "the assumption of cultural superiority in terms of language, 
religion, and social practice, and in the exercise of unprovoked aggression. In ES, for ex 

ample, a group of five indigenes, found sleeping along the coast, are killed by the Norse 
men on the erroneous assumption that such an isolated company?presumably on a hunt 

ing expedition?must be outlaws" (p. 20). Wahlgren's remarks on the incident point out 
the typical Christian self-contradiction in colonizing/conversion narrative: the author of the 

Eir?ks saga "was pious," and "Karlsefni's men slaughtered in cold blood five Skr lings whom 

they found asleep. This, explains the saga rather smugly, was because they reckoned that 
these men 'must be outlaws.' The saga does not specify whether the horde of natives with 

whom the Scandinavians fought a pitched battle were also outlaws. No good Skraeling but a 

dead Skraeling" ("Some Further Remarks," p. 32). 
93. In a quirky bit of irony the Norsemen are themselves then overcome by drowsiness 

and fall asleep even as a large force of Americans comes to attack them; they, however, are 

directly saved by a mysterious and unidentified voice that rouses them from sleep and to arms: 

"Vaki p?, I>orvaldr, ok allt foruneyti ?)itt, ef p? vill lif Jutt hafa, ok far p? ? skip J)itt ok allir 
menn J)?nir ok farit fr? landi sem skj?tast" ( GS, V, p. 53) ('Wake up, I>orvaldr, and all of your 

company, if you wish to stay alive, and go to your ship with all of your men, and go away from 
this land as quickly as you can') ; Walter Baumgartner notes that this inexplicable deep sleep 
is also part of Irish Immram, especially the Brendan-tales (see "Freydis in Vinland," p. 18); 

William Sayers inexplicably claims that the Americans are responsible for this 'magical sleep' 
("Development of an Irish Loan: ON vertha atgjalti 'to go mad with terror,' "JEGP, 93 ( 1994), 
177, n. 43. 
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by the Norse leader, whereupon 
one American tries to steal a weapon and 

is promptly killed by a Norseman (GS, VII, p. 57/ES, XI, p. 25). 
In pitched battle the Americans are not represented as the equals of 

the Norsemen. They attack only in massive numbers and engage in mys 

terious signs and use a magical weapon (ES, X and XI, pp. 24 and 26). 
That they 

are 
panic-stricken, child-like cowards and flee at every oppor 

tunity is a stock motif in any situation in which they appear. One such 

instance is particularly interesting in this regard: in Eiriks saga, when Frey 
dis, Eirik's daughter and the leader of one of the colonization parties, 
advances to meet them, the Americans immediately turn in flight, despite 
the fact that they enjoy a potentially decisive military advantage at that 

moment. The larger context of the incident is pertinent here, for the 

Norsemen were at that moment fleeing the overwhelming numbers of 

attacking Americans. Freydis demonstrates her own bravado in advancing 

against the Americans and denigrating the fleeing Norsemen; she claims 

that they should be able to slaughter the Americans like cattle (sem buf?, 
ES, XI, p. 26). The "cowardly" Americans then abandon the pursuit of the 

Norse warriors and close in on this single 
woman. But when she takes up 

a sword and turns to face them, they flee in panic at the sight of?of what? 

A pregnant woman (the general interpretation of eigi heil, ES, XI, p. 26)? 
A woman holding a sword? A female warrior? A woman exposing her 

breast and using it as a razor strop to whet ( letta) the blade of a sword?94 

However this particular passage is to be read in the internal Norse con 

text of recurringly strong women in the sagas, it is impossible not to be 

struck?in the present context of a 
study of Eurocentric discourse?by its 

Amazon-like dimensions, for Amazons figured in Eurocentric depictions 
of the Outland since the ancient Greek period and continuing up through 
the period of modern European imperialism.95 In the length and breadth 

of this legend, Amazons embody a human antipode of [originally Greek] 
civilization. All that is characteristic of "legitimate" culture is turned on 

its head by the Amazons, and thus their society is a paradigmatic repre 
sentation of anti-culture: they live on the margins of the known world; they 

are renowned warriors, hunters, and rulers, and thus inhabit the space 

outside, not inside the home, in the conventionally public, not private 

sphere; and most importantly they mirror the European gender-based 

94- On this glossing of the word letta 'to slap', 'whet', see Einarsson, pp. 249-50. 

95. Among the vast scholarly literature on the Greek and Greek-derived later tradition of 

Amazons, see in particular Wm. Blake Tyrrell, Amazons: A Study in Athenian Mythmaking (Bal 
timore: Johns Hopkins, 1984), and Page DuBois, Centaurs and Amazons: Women and the Pre 

history of the Great Chain of Being (Ann Arbor: Univ. of Michigan Press, 1982); on medieval 

Germanic reflexes of the problematic, see my Brides and Doom: Gender, Property, and Power in 

Medieval German Women's Epic (Philadelphia: Univ. of Pennsylvania Press, 1994), Chap. 5, 

PP- 137-69 
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stratification of society, for they capture and keep 
men 

only for the pur 

poses of reproduction, since otherwise they prefer their own company. The 

men are then cast off or enslaved; sons born are returned to their fathers 

or 
exposed 

to die, for only daughters 
are valued. Conventionally they 

are 

depicted 
as 

exposing 
or even 

cutting off one breast in order to enhance 

movement in combat (especially archery). As already noted, it is not just 
in the ancient or medieval world that Amazons were 

imagined 
as 

actually 

existent; even Columbus insists on the presence of an Amazon island in 

the Caribbean; Hegel blithely describes such a prehistoric state in an Af 
rica completely unknown to and irrelevant for him and his conception of 
historical teleology (Philosophie der Geschichte, p. 120) ; and it is no accident 
that the most massive river running through the most impenetrable jun 
gle of the western hemisphere was imagined as the home of the Amazons. 
The depiction of Freydis has much in common with specific components 
of the Amazon myth: she is a 

strong-willed, arrogant, independent 
wom 

an with a weak husband, who rules?at least for a season?a 
society 

on the 

margins of the known world (although it is a patriarchal society) ; she is 
an effective military force all by herself; she dominates the men around 
her by her wits and physical strength; she procreates according to her own 

will; she has her male enemies killed without compunction; she goes bare 
breasted into battle (and in a 

seventeenth-century manuscript copy of 

Sk?lholtsb?k, AM 770b 4to, she cuts off one of her breasts and throws it at 
the enemy) ,96 Despite the striking similarities here to the Amazon myth, 

however, we need not 
pretend 

to a strict 
identity of the cases. After all, the 

society in which Freydis lives is staunchly patriarchal; she does not remain 
at the extreme 

margin (Vinland), but returns 
unconquered and unpun 

ished home from that extreme margin to the slightly less extreme margin 
of Greenland, where she again is subordinated to male rule. Additional 

ly, in rather un-Amazon-like fashion, in the one incident in which she has 

her male competitors murdered, she herself murders the women in their 

party, for the men in her party refuse to do it.97 

g6. "[H]?n dr? p? ?t brj?stit undan klae?unum ok skar J>at af ser, og grytti eptir f>eim." 
On this incident, see also Einarsson, pp. 246-56. In general he views her extreme behavior 
as an attempt to "range her with the male beserks" (p. 250). He finds similar, though dis 

tincdy different, motifs in other earlier, especially Irish, literary texts. His focus is, legitimately, 
on Norse and the adjacent Irish narrative traditions and thus does not deal with the inci 
dent's implications for the European traditions of Amazons. 

97.1 came across Wolf's extremely interesting article after my essay was finished, and was 

delighted to find that although it consists primarily of a survey of research and plot summa 

ry, its last three pages in fact address the issue of Freydis as Amazon, although with a very 
narrow understanding of the ancient legend and quite a straightjacketed sense of the broad 
and deep medieval traditions, which she views as relevant because they are "rich in transves 
tite traditions" (p. 483) ! She claims that since Freydis's mother is not named in the saga, it 

"wipes clean the history of Freydis's lineage," which is then somehow imagined as evidence 
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To return to 
Freydis's counterattack: whatever the relationship 

of the 

Freydis incident to the Amazon myth, the Americans' panic at the sight 
of Freydis demonstrates that from a Eurocentric perspective, they 

are in 

deed "primitives." The Americans also flee at the roar of the bull (GS, VII, 

p. 57/jES, XI, p. 25) ,98 which, however we wish to understand it, is not par 

ticularly likely, if we for a moment consider the probable culture of tenth 

century North Americans of the Adantic seaboard. It seems likely that such 

a 
hunter-gatherer culture would have been rather accustomed to the pe 

riodic snorting 
or 

bellowing of large, and not necessarily always danger 

ous, sea and land mammals?depending 
on where Vinland was located: 

walruses, seals, moose, caribou, musk oxen?so that a bull would have al 

most certainly seemed rather less than terrifying 
to such a culture, and its 

roar could have been thought so only from the perspective of one trying 
to 

depict 
a 

"primitive" 
culture that lacks large domesticated stock animals.99 

Only a few lines later, however, it is the Norse who are terrified, here 

too at a loud noise, but now of the unknown, dark blue 'sphere 
on a 

pole' 

hurled at them by the Americans. And now it is the Norse who flee, out 

numbered and apparently 
also at a technological disadvantage, for the 

Americans are using catapults/war-slings (valsl?ngur, ES, XI, p. 26) and 

bombarding the Norse with showers of missiles (skothrid). Their retreat in 

the face of this military disadvantage is thus justified?from the logistical, 
that is, rational and thus paradigmatically European, point of view. When 

Freydis steps forward to condemn their alleged cowardice, it is in the con 

for the matrilineality of Amazons: "Freydis, then, stands free within the acceptable limits of 

the narrative from subjugation within the patrilineal frame," as also demonstrated in her 

use of a sword instead of an axe, the sword being "a suggestive token of phallic authority, 
which she controls and which she is not prepared to wield" (p. 484). But the fact is, Freydis 
does "wield" it, to very specific and militarily successful effect. It is difficult to imagine how 

Wolf's conception of matrilineality is to work, since it is Freydis's motherwho is not named, 

while her father is Eirikr, ?/^patriarchal center of the tale (although not its hero in any sense), 

for it is this connection that functions to legitimize Freydis in the tale and authorizes her to 

lead an expedition to Vinland. She is by no means outside any patrilineality, but squarely 
within its traditional structures, with an explicit and typically patriarchal denial of the mere 

relevance of the mother, who is not even named. Her Amazon-like nature is suggestive here, 

but there is no need to insist on its exclusivity. 

98. In Eiriks saga it is only four sentences after their having fled the bellowing bull (al 

though three weeks have passed in the narrative) that the Americans return, this time them 

selves 'howling': "yla upp allir mjok h?tt" (ES, XI, p. 26) ('all were howling loudly'), desig 
nated by the same verb. 

99. Does this also imply that the Norsemen knew nothing of the large land mammals in 

this part of America? Or is it rather again simply a problem for the Icelandic author two 

centuries after the fact and thousands of miles distant from Vinland and the possibility of 

knowing its fauna? William Sayers's quizzical suggestion that the Americans fear the bull 

because they are practitioners of magic and thus psychically 'vulnerable' seems pointless 

("Development ofan Irish Loan: ON vertha atgjalti 'to go mad with terror,,n JEGP, 93 ( 1994), 

178, n. 43. 
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text of the Americans' "irrational" terror at the bull only a few lines be 

fore, the "rational" terror (i.e., "caution") of the Norse in the face of mil 

itary disadvantage, and the Americans' impending terror at the sight of 

Freydis. 
Finally, let us consider issues of the purpose and expressed intent of the 

historical Norse movement across the Atlantic?from the Scandinavian 

peninsula to the Faroes, Iceland, Greenland, and Vinland?in combina 

tion with the represented Norse purpose in the Vinland sagas. The sagas 
report on this entire trans-Atlantic colonial project in a matter-of-fact 

manner. Eir?ks saga begins with the conquest by Norwegian prince Ol?fr 
of Dublin and by his son of the Hebrides and much of Scotland. After the 
death of both father and son in battle, Olafs daughter Au?r moves on to 
the Orkneys and thence to Iceland, and her freedman's granddaughter, 

Gu?ri?r goes on to Greenland, thus transcribing the Norse trajectory of 

conquest and colonization across the North Atlantic. In both of the sagas 
the interest of Eirikr himself in Greenland was not as the goal of a single 
exploratory 

or 
trading voyage, but rather as the continuation of his own 

apparently inevitable trajectory across the Atlantic, from his homeland in 

Norway and subsequent exile, to his residence in Iceland and subsequent 
exile, and then to his colonization of Greenland: "I>at sumar for Eirikr at 

byggja land J)at, sem hann haf?i fundit" (ES, II, p. 6; my emphasis) (That 
summer Eirikr went to colonize the land that he had found'). That trajec 
tory did not stop there, however, as is made clear in the sagas, for explo 
ration in general and expeditions to Vinland in particular are 

recurring 

ly noted as issues of burning relevance in the Gr nlendinga p?ttr: "Var n? 
mikil umrce?a um landaleitan" (GS, III, p. 49) ('Now there was a great deal 
of talk about 

discovering countries'); "In sama var umrce?a ? V?nlands 

for sem fyrr, ok fystu menn Karlsefni mjok jDeirar fer?ar, bae?i Gu?ri?r ok 
a?rir menn" (GS, VII, p. 56) ('There was the same talk about Vinland 

voyages as before, and everyone, including Gu?ri?r, put pressure on 

Karlsefni to make a voyage') ; "N? teksk umrce?a at nyju um Vinlandsfer?, 

pv? at s? fer? Jyykkir bae?i go? til fj?r ok vir?ingar" (GS, VIII, p. 58) ('Now 
there was new talk of Vinland voyages, because such voyages seemed good 
for both profit and reputation'). Likewise, in the Eir?ks saga: "A J>vi ger? 
isk or? mikit, at menn mundu leita lands f>ess, er Leifr haf?i fundit" (ES, 

V, p. 14) ('There was much talk about this now, that one should search 

for the land that Leifr had found') ; "I Brattahli? h?fusk miklar umrce?ur, 
at menn skyldu leita Vinlands ins go?a" (ES, VIII, p. 20) ('In Brattahli? 
there were great discussions that one should seek Vinland the good'). Lest 

we be tempted to imagine that such voyages were expressions of any pu 
tative "spirit of adventure," we need note that from the outset they 

were 

represented 
as commercial ventures intended to yield 

a 
profit, in goods 
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and materials brought back as cargo to sell (e.g., grapes and timber), and 

through exploitative trade with the Americans, especially for furs (cf. esp. 
GS, VII, p. 57), a commodity that was to be of prime European interest as 

an item of trade with Americans up through the French domination of 

Canada and the upper Mississippi valley. While Karlsefni sets up quasi 
democratic conditions of partnership with his crew, and Freydis also makes 

an agreement to share whatever g di results from the venture with her 

partners Helgi and Finnbogi (GS, VIII, p. 58), in both cases these condi 

tions clearly demonstrate the fundamental nature of the profit motive: 

"I>ann m?ldaga ger?u J)eir Karlsefni ok h?setar hans, at jofnum hondum 

skyldi jDeir hafa allt })at, er J)eir hof?u fengit til gce?a" (GS, VII, p. 56) 

('Then Karlsefni and his crew made an agreement that they would share 

equally in all that they gained as profit'). The treatment of the dwellings 
in Vinland indicates as well that they are not imagined as temporary trade 

depots 
or summer transient dwellings, but as the settlement of a full 

fledged colony. Leifr has no intention of relinquishing his ownership of 

the booths, but freely lends their use to other explorers (Karlsefni, GS, VII; 

Freydis, GS, VIII). Concerning Karlsefni's expedition, it is said: "I>eir hof?u 

me? ser alls konar f?nao, pv? at f>eir aetlu?u at byggja landit, ef J)eir maetti 

f)at" (GS, VII, p. 56; my emphasis) ('They had with them all kinds of live 

stock, for they intended to colonize the land if they could'). Thus Freydis's 

alibi, upon her return to Greenland without the entire party of her expe 

dition partners, whom she had murdered in Vinland, is that they had 

stayed on as colonists there: "N? skulu ver J^at segja, at J)au b?i her eptir, 

p? er ver f?rum ? brott" (GS, VIII, p. 60; my emphasis) ('Now we have to 

say that they stayed behind here when we went away'). Apparently this is a 

reasonable enough possibility, that her cover-up would have worked, had 

some of her companions not told the truth once they had returned to 

Greenland. 

In the end, perhaps the primary difference between the facts of the 

Vinland case and any "Eurocentric norm" is that this Norse colony 
was not 

"successful." The case is a 
problematic one, however; for very recent his 

tory has taught 
us that the permanence of European 

colonies is often il 

lusory and always historically determined. Primarily due to the displace 
ment and in some cases extermination and replacement 

of the native 

populations by inhabitants of European descent, European colonies in 

North America, Australia, and some areas of South America have become 

permanent and "successful," insofar as that "success" has led to their be 

coming independent nation states populated and ruled primarily by de 

scendents of Europeans. 
On the other hand, European colonies in Asia, 

Africa, and some 
regions of South America, which experienced quite dif 

ferent colonial processes, have all but disappeared in the last half centu 
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ry. Likewise, only those Norse colonies that displaced local populations 
or were established in the absence of such populations have survived, such 

as those in the Faroes and Iceland, while their colonies in Normandy, East 

Anglia, Ireland, Greenland, and Vinland have disappeared. In Normandy 
and East Anglia, the Norse population 

was assimilated and absorbed into 

the local population. The linguistic and cultural assimilation of the Nor 

mans was surprisingly rapid, for when they invaded southern England in 

1066 only a few generations after having settled in Normandy, they were 

themselves the vehicles of a specifically French-speaking culture. In East 

Anglia, the Norse assimilation left little more than traces in the language 

(many of which have survived to the present). In Ireland, a recognizably 
distinct Norse culture survived longer, although Jonathan Swift's conten 

tion that it was still possible in his day to hear native Dubliners of Norse 

descent speaking Norse on the streets of Dublin, today receives (and al 

most certainly deserves) little credence as anything beyond an example 
of the bishop's extrordinary penchant for biting irony. In Greenland the 

Norse colonies lasted for some six hundred years (and thus longer than 

the jfrosi-Columbian European colonies in the Americas have thus far last 

ed) . We lack sufficient information concerning the colony on the Amer 

ican continent proper, but based on the L'Anse aux Meadows complex 
in Newfoundland, currently the only known confirmed and excavated 

settlement site, the Norse settlements seem to have lasted only 
a few years 

or 
perhaps decades, with longer 

term 
timber-gathering forays from Green 

land probably continuing to take place over the course of the subsequent 
few centuries. While the historical Eirik's Greenland mission was "success 

ful"?for himself and a score of generations after him?the mission of his 

son's generation, 
to colonize Vinland, met with less "success." For those 

who, some two and a half centuries later, wrote the sagas that represent 

ed these efforts, Greenland was still a 
living colony, and Vinland was per 

haps still at least a source of timber, if not more. Some might reckon that 

in itself already in some restricted sense "successful." Zerubavel, for in 

stance, suggests that since Greenland is distant from Canada's Ellesmere 

Island by only twenty-five miles, a better case could be made for Eirik's 

discovery of America than for Columbus in his landing on Bermuda, which 

is seven hundred miles from the North American coast: "Such glaring 

inconsistencies clearly underscore the tremendous blinding power of 

social convention" (pp. 26-27). Others, however, have denied that the 

Norse activity in Vinland itself constitutes "discovery." O'Gorman remarks: 

"The beneficiaries of a chance encounter, [the Norsemen] were 
capable 

of nothing more than establishing a few precarious trading posts. Further 

more, since the northern regions which they explored provided no new 

spectacle of Nature, if by chance the news of their findings 
went 

beyond 
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the narrow confines of the nations to whom it was familiar, it could never 

assume any true 
significance. Properly speaking, therefore, this was no 

discovery" (p. 32). Inge Langenberg, too, denies "discovery," though on 

slightly different grounds: 

Akzeptiert 
man die Definition von 'entdecken', die Schmitt 1950 (102) in 

Abwandlung eines Wortes von Bruno Bauer gibt, 
so kann man zur Zeit der 

Jahrtausendwende noch nicht von einer Entdeckung Amerikas sprechen: 
'Entdecken kann nur derjenige, der seine Beute besser kennt als sie sich 

selbst und sie sich aus dieser ?berlegenheit der Bildung und des Wissens zu 

unterwerfen vermag.' 
. . . In jedem Fall jedoch handelte es sich bei den nor 

mannischen Fahrten lediglich um eine 'Vorentdeckung' Amerikas. Obwohl 

diese fr?he Ber?hrung mit der Neuen Welt vermutlich durch Jahrhunderte 
fortdauerte und umfassender war, als man in der Forschung lange Zeit an 

nahm, ist den Normannen nie bewu?t gewesen, da? sie einen neuen Erdteil 

entdeckt hatten. Die Kenntnis des Landes im Westen blieb daher eine Epi 
sode. Erst mit Kolumbus begann die Entdeckung Amerikas.100 

Haugen 
not only denies that this constitutes discovery 

as such, but even 

that European discovery 
was 

possible 
at the time: 

Why did this news [sc. Adam of Bremen's account of the discovery of Vin 

land] fail to stir the European imagination and awaken the spirit of enter 

prise? The real reason was that in the year 1000 Europe 
was not ready to 

discover America. Europe and Scandinavia consisted of a mass of petty states, 

bickering and fighting among themselves and wholly occupied with internal 

problems. The kings were often nominal or temporary heads, whose authority 
was none too secure. None of the European nations was very old, and they 
were just beginning 

to acquire 
some slight stability. Four hundred years lat 

er they had grown large and strong; kings sat securely on their thrones as the 

wielders of unlimited power, with huge national treasuries at their command. 

England, France, Spain, and Portugal had accumulated large capitals which 

could be used to finance expeditions of exploration and settlement. Firearms 

made the subjugation of native populations easy. Even so, it took the Euro 

pean imperialists a century of heartbreaking failures before they gained 
a 

secure foothold on this continent.101 

Obviously the tenth-century Norse activities in Vinland did not partic 

ipate in such large-scale, world-political conceptions. Whether or not they 

?oo. Langenberg, Die Vinland-Fahrten, pp. 9, 119; she quotes from Carl Schmitt, Der No 

mos der Erde im V?lkerrecht des lus Publicum Europaeum (Cologne, 1950), p. 102. 

101. Einar Haugen, Voyages to Vinland: The First American Saga (New York: Knopf, 1942), 

pp. 160-61. Haugen's sympathies and his basic idealist ideology are clear, as in his insistence 

on the proper siting of the royal buttocks as determinative of exploration. Certainly the trea 

suries of Europe were not?uW at the end of the Middle Ages. In fact it was not until treasure 

from the New World began to flow into European treasuries in the sixteenth century that 

capitalist expansion was even possible, which led directly to European abilities to explore 
more widely and control even more effectively that which was "discovered." Without ques 

tion firearms, large ships, and navigational expertise played key roles in the 'success' of such 

ventures. 
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constituted "discovery" obviously depends on one's definition and thus 
on one's ideologies of exploration and colonization, and that topic 

re 

mains beyond the scope of the present paper. In any case, however, the 

literate Icelanders of the thirteenth century, consciously 
or not, incorpo 

rated the medieval Norse occupation of the North Atlantic into a larger 

political and narrative discourse that did take part in a long-standing 
European discourse tradition that represented confrontations with non 

European geography, and this Norse version of it we now can 
recognize 

and identify as Eurocentric. 
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