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Æthelred II ‘the Unready’ and the Role of Kingship in Gunnlaugs saga Ormstungu — 

2019 Winner of the Society for Court Studies Annual Essay Prize 

BY MATTHEW FIRTH 

 

Episodes of travel to foreign courts are a feature of Íslendingasögur—Icelandic family sagas. 

It is a trope particularly ubiquitous of the skáldasögur—poets’ sagas—where a skáld’s 

reputation as warrior and hero is augmented through interactions with historical figures of 

the Scandinavian world. The resultant depictions of various cultures and societies are one of 

the interesting features of the corpus. The late thirteenth-century Gunnlaugs saga provides a 

notably rich exemplar of the motif of the travelling skáld. The hero, Gunnlaug Illugason, 

travels widely, visiting the royal courts of England, Viking Dublin and Sweden, alongside 

various non-royal courts including that of Norway. Of particular interest is the portrayal of 

Æthelred II (978-1016) and the English court, which is not only at odds with the depictions of 

other courts within the narrative, but with the historical tradition of Æthelred’s fraught 

kingship. This article examines the differing portrayals of kingship within Gunnlaugs saga, 

questioning how Icelanders perceived English rulers in contrast to their Scandinavian 

counterparts, and whether Æthelred’s characterisation as a good king is authorial invention, 

or remnant cultural memory of his kingship. 

 

Æthelred II (978-1016) has garnered an unenviable reputation among early English kings as 

particularly inept; a weak ruler whose failings encouraged the intrigues of a fractious nobility 

and rendered England defenceless in the face of resurgent Viking aggression. It is a 

characterisation of Æthelred’s reign that is not without basis, although the received narrative 

of decline and failure should be read with a cynical eye and an awareness of the politicised 
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nature of the English sources that inform it.1 Indeed, given the paucity of sources that provide 

clear insight into Æthelred’s character, it is important to examine other traditions that purport 

to preserve something of the English King’s personality. One such tradition is that found in 

the thirteenth-century Icelandic tale Gunnlaugs saga Ormstongu, which promotes a 

significantly variant characterisation of Æthelred.2 Gunnlaug Illugason, the eponymous hero, 

twice voyages to the English court, interacting with Æthelred at some length—giving praise, 

receiving gifts, and swiftly becoming the King’s hirðmann [retainer]. Here described as the 

‘generous Prince of England’, and the ‘war swift king’, the depiction of Æthelred is 

invariably positive.3 These descriptions contrast with Gunnlaug’s experiences at the 

Norwegian and Swedish courts, among others, which are not always so productive. This 

article explores these differing portrayals of kingship within Gunnlaugs saga and what they 

reveal of Icelandic attitudes to the institution, both in the context of the saga’s tenth-century 

setting and thirteenth-century authorship, and questions how English rulers may have been 

perceived differently from their Scandinavian counterparts. Moreover, by focusing on 

Æthelred as a literary figure of Gunnlaugs saga, it investigates what, if any, of his 

characterisation owes to historically grounded cultural memory of his kingship, or if the 

English King can only be read as a construct of cultural nostalgia and the political and 

ideological values of the author and his audience. 

Gunnlaugs saga Ormstongu is one of the Íslendingasögur—Icelandic family sagas—

and Gunnlaug himself is a character-type unique to that corpus: an Icelandic skáld and 

adventurer, often referred to in English as a warrior-poet. Warrior-poets within this context 

 
1 For an overview of Æthelred’s reign, see Levi Roach, Æthelred the Unready, (New Haven, 2016), especially 

at pp. 1-19 for how perceptions of his kingship have shifted over time. 
2 R. Quirk (trans,) and P. G. Foote (ed.), Gunnlaugs saga Ormstungu – The Story of Gunnlaug Serpent-tongue, 

(London, 1957); hereafter cited as Gunnlaugs saga and chapter. Quotes from Gunnlaugs saga throughout this 

paper will be in English translation except where the Icelandic has especial relevance. Both English and 

Icelandic are drawn from this edition of the text. 
3 Gunnlaugs saga 7 (stanza 5). 
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are strikingly structured characters who, broadly speaking, share certain traits. Invariably, the 

skáld was an Icelander who journeyed abroad to make a name for himself as a poet in the 

courts of northern Europe, a man famed for both skill in verse and with the sword. This fame 

that the warrior-poets apparently enjoyed within their own lifetimes resonated through 

subsequent centuries, aided by the survival of poetic verses attributed to their authorship, 

prompting the preservation of their stories within the sagas.4 There are some other narrative 

elements and character topoi that hold a degree of commonality among the skáldasögur. A 

fraught father-son relationship often features early in the narratives, as does unrequited or 

betrayed love, fights with monstrous creatures are not uncommon during the skáld’s travels, 

and they frequently experience legal trouble upon their return to Iceland. Indeed, this is more-

or-less Gunnlaug’s character arc, though it should be noted that, while other sources may 

attest to Gunnlaug as a historical figure, narrative detail for his life comes from Gunnlaugs 

saga alone. Here, Gunnlaug’s disquiet with his father’s authority sees him leave his family 

farm at a young age, settling with a nearby farmer whose daughter becomes Gunnlaug’s 

‘betrothed’. This, however, conflicts with Gunnlaug’s plans to travel, preparations for that 

venture already being underway, and the formal betrothal is agreed for three years hence. 

Gunnlaug’s subsequent adventures introduce the antagonist to the story who, while Gunnlaug 

continues his journeying, returns to Iceland and marries Gunnlaug’s intended, placing 

Gunnlaug in an awkward legal position upon his own return as he professes his love for a 

woman who is now wife to another man. Yet such tropes—paternal friction, lost love, 

otherworldly creatures—feature unevenly across the skáldasögur corpus and are of limited 

value to this discussion. The main focus here is on the narrative expectation for the skáld to 

travel widely and build his reputation in foreign courts as both poet and warrior. 

 
4 Margaret Clunies Ross, ‘The Skald Sagas as a Genre: Definitions and Typical Features’, in Russell Poole (ed.), 

Skaldsagas: Text, Vocation, and Desire in the Icelandic Sagas of Poets (Berlin, 2001), pp. 25-7, 32-5. 
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Cultural Contexts and Literary Frameworks 

Gunnlaugs saga does not treat the motif of the peripatetic warrior-poet with great subtlety, 

but rather seeks to insert Gunnlaug into as many noble courts of Northern Europe as the 

narrative would allow. Indeed, it is a trope that Gunnlaug himself makes explicit in a verse he 

speaks to Æthelred in which he vows that in his journeying he should ‘come to visit the 

courts of three princes of land [kings] and two earls’.5 Gunnlaug in fact exceeds this quota, in 

each instance speaking a verse to praise the ruler of the court at which he attends. If the 

narrative structure of Gunnlaug’s saga can be roughly divided into four sections—(1) 

growing up in Iceland, (2) voyaging to foreign courts to establish a reputation, (3) return to 

Iceland and the intrigues of regional and familial feuds, (4) voyaging from Iceland in pursuit 

of vengeance—it is part 2 in which Gunnlaug’s interactions with foreign courts are most 

clearly observed. As Gunnlaug seeks to create a name for himself outside of Iceland he visits 

the royal courts of Olof Skötkonung of Sweden (980-1022) and Sigtrygg silkiskegg of Dublin 

(c. 995-1026), alongside that of Æthelred.6 He also attends the proxy royal court of Earl Eirík 

Hákonarson (1000-1012), who held overlordship of much of Norway in the name of (though 

largely autonomous from) the Danish King Sweyn tjúguskegg, as well as the courts of Earl 

Sigurð Hloðvisson of Orkney (c. 980-1014) and Earl Sigurð of Skarar in Gautland.7 The latter 

is interesting as the Earl is not elsewhere attested and primarily serves to provide a foil by 

which Eirík Hákonarson is reintroduced to the narrative in a more magnanimous capacity, 

resolving an earlier antagonism between Gunnlaug and Eirík. Moreover, this Sigurð may be 

authorial invention designed to provide a prose framing narrative which allows the contextual 

insertion of a pre-existing skaldic verse attributed to Gunnlaug that praises both an unnamed 

 
5 Gunnlaugs saga 7 (st. 5). 
6 Gunnlaugs saga 6-9. 
7 Gunnlaugs saga 8. 
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earl and Eirík of Norway.8 If we do therefore understand Sigurð of Skarar to be fictional, then 

Gunnlaug’s earlier verse declaring to Æthelred that he would visit three kings and two earls 

can be held to be true when considered alongside the historically attestable figures. This 

implies that the author was working from a pre-existing narrative framework, altering it to 

varying degrees of success in order to include such material relating to Gunnlaug that he had. 

Nonetheless, despite some chronological anomalies that will need to be addressed, in as far as 

Gunnlaug’s visits to verifiable foreign courts are concerned, the saga author has provided a 

collection of kings and earls whose reigns do coincide.9 

It is worth taking a moment to recognise the author’s efforts to provide the saga a 

veneer of historicity and, given that this article primarily focuses on the literary formulae of 

Gunnlaugs saga, note that most skáldasögur deal with figures who appear to have some 

historicity. Both Egil Skallagrímsson and Kormák Ögmundarson, for example, the two best 

known of the Icelandic skáld, and heroes of their eponymous sagas, are accepted historical 

figures.10 Gunnlaug too is understood to have been a historical Icelandic skáld; however, 

Gunnlaugs saga, in common with the majority of skáldasögur, is primarily a work of 

‘fiction,’ and much consideration has been given to the historicity of narrative elements and 

the attribution of verses to the skáld or to the saga author. In his study of the relationship 

between the prose and verse elements of Gunnlaugs saga Russell Poole asserts of Gunnlaug’s 

travels that, based on extant verse fragments and Gunnlaug’s affiliations as court poet 

recorded in Skáldatal, ‘there is no reason in principle to doubt that this career in fact took 

 
8 P.G. Foote, ‘Introduction,’ in R. Quirk (trans,) and P. G. Foote (ed.), Gunnlaugs saga Ormstungu – The Story 

of Gunnlaug Serpent-tongue, (London, 1957), p. xv. 
9 For an overview of the complicated political world around the North Sea in the early eleventh century, see 

Knut Helle (ed.), The Cambridge History of Scandinavia, Volume 1, Prehistory to 1520, (Cambridge, 2003),  

particularly Part II, ‘From Vikings to Kings’, pp. 105-235. 
10 Jónas Kristjánsson. Eddas and Sagas, trans. Peter Foote (Reykjavík, 2007), pp. 98-101, 104-05; Einar Ólafur 

Sveinsson, ‘Kormakr the Poet and his Verses,’ Saga-Book, 17 (1966–69), pp. 22, 25-6; Simon Syvertsen, ‘The 

Price of Integrity,’ in Aasta Marie Bjorvand Bjørkøy and Thorstein Norheim (eds), Literature and Honour, 

(Oslo, 2017), p. 60. 
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place’.11 It is a statement that accepts a historical basis for the protagonist, yet stops far short 

of accepting the authenticity of the narrative, and Poole notes a number of problematic 

elements in the saga’s construction. Perhaps the most obvious of these is verse 20 of 

Gunnlaugs saga, a poem which also appears in Kormáks saga where it is portrayed as the 

work of that skáld (‘doubtless correctly’ according the editors of Gunnlaugs saga).12 Poole 

goes on to highlight a rather more subtle problem in the author’s splicing of prose and verse 

elements in the recounting of Gunnlaug’s delay at Æthelred’s court over the winter of 1004.13 

In the course of the narrative, the prose account of this time has Gunnlaug lingering idle at 

the English court, present at Æthelred’s request to assist in repelling a Danish invasion led by 

the Danish prince Knút should it occur (it did not).14 Yet a verse the skáld later speaks makes 

the unsupported assertion that his delay was driven by his involvement in battle on 

Æthelred’s behalf.15 This, Gunnlaug’s second visit to Æthelred, is of particular importance to 

this discussion. Whether or not Gunnlaug drew his sword in anger, his willing compliance to 

Æthelred’s commands portrays a respect not necessarily granted to other authority figures 

throughout the saga. The English King is being treated as distinct from kings and earls with 

more direct Scandinavian links and, whatever structural elements may bring the historicity of 

the saga narrative into question, it remains that Gunnlaugs saga provides insights into 

Icelandic attitudes toward kingship. 

 
11 Russell Poole, ‘Relation between Verses and Prose in Hallfreðar saga and Gunnlaugs saga,’ in Russell Poole 

(ed.), Skaldsagas: Text, Vocation, and Desire in the Icelandic Sagas of Poets, (Berlin, 2001), p. 161. Skáldatal, 

a catalogue of Icelandic court poets, records Gunnlaug as having been in service to Olof Skötkonung, Eirík 

Hákonarson, and Æthelred; Skáldatal, in Heimir Pálsson (ed.) and Anthony Faulkes (trans.), The Uppsala Edda 

(DG 11 4to) (London, 2012), pp. 100-01, 110-11, 114-15. 
12 Gunnlaugs saga 11 (st. 20), p. 32 (n. 7); Einar Ólafur Sveinsson (ed.), Kormáks saga 3, in Íslenzk fornrit (ÍF), 

vol. viii (Reykjavík, 1939), p. 207; M. A. Jacobs, ‘Hon stóð ok starði: Vision, Love and Gender in Gunnlaugs 

saga Ormstungu,’ Scandinavian Studies, 82 (2014), pp. 160-61; Poole, ‘Relation between Verses and Prose,’ p. 

162 
13 Poole, ‘Relation between Verses and Prose,’ p. 163. 
14 Gunnlaugs saga 10. 
15 Gunnlaugs saga 11 (st. 16). 



 
 

7 
 

While Poole attributes the variant prose and verse accounts of Gunnlaug’s second 

visit to the English court to ‘divergent developments of tradition’, we would do well to 

recognise that Gunnlaugs saga is a structured literary text tailored to authorial intent, not 

merely a loosely connected repository of collected oral lore relating Gunnlaug’s adventures.16 

This is the approach to Gunnlaugs saga recommended by Robert Cook in his 1971 article on 

the saga, in which he implored critics to ensure that ‘historical criticism ... is also responsive 

to the artistic integrity of the text’.17 It is with this in mind that, when discussing Gunnlaug’s 

verse relating his second visit to Æthelred, Cook highlights that the verse is spoken to the 

saga’s antagonist and appears a deliberate misrepresentation of events by the poet, implying a 

rather more carefully structured narrative and practiced authorial hand than Poole allows.18 In 

his survey of the saga, Jónas Kristjánsson notes many of the same structural inconsistencies 

as Poole, yet contests that the tension between the prose and the verse elements of the saga 

derives from the author’s construction of prose around verses he believed to be authentic.19 

Indeed, a significant narrative tradition relating Gunnlaug’s adventures seems to have been 

available for the author to draw on, with narrative, verse and characters attested in various 

texts. Both Gunnlaug and his rival Hrafn Önundarson are named in Skáldatal as serving King 

Olof of Sweden and Earl Eirík of Norway, aligning with the account of the saga, and both are 

also briefly mentioned in Landnámabók.20 Egils saga provides a more direct link to the 

narrative action of Gunnlaugs saga when, in a genealogical side-note, the author mentions 

Helga the Fair and notes that Gunnlaug and Hrafn had fought over her, the underlying plot 

that ostensibly drives Gunnlaugs saga.21 The authorship of Egils saga predates Gunnlaugs 

 
16 Ibid. 
17 Robert G. Cook, ‘The Character of Gunnlaug Serpent-Tongue,’ Scandinavian Studies, 31 (1971), p.1. 
18 Ibid., pp. 13-4. 
19 Kristjánsson, Eddas and Sagas, p. 284. 
20 Jakob Benediktsson (ed.), Landnámabók S15, H15, S75, H140, H320, H365, in ÍF, vol. i (Reykjavík, 1968), 

pp. 54-5, 108, 213-14, 367; Skáldatal, pp. 100-01, 110-11 
21 Bjarni Einarsson (ed.), Egils saga 81 (London, 2003), pp. 167-68. 
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saga. Perhaps most interesting, however, is the inclusion of four lines of verse in Snorri 

Sturluson’s Skáldskaparmál that he attributes to Gunnlaug’s authorship; these lines are 

identical to the first four lines of verse 19 in Gunnlaugs saga.22 This speaks to a tradition that 

preserved something of Gunnlaug’s story, or at least understood that something of 

Gunnlaug’s story had been preserved. The saga author, therefore, believed himself to have 

authentic sources relating Gunnlaug’s life, and he built his narrative around these, imbuing 

them with the values and nostalgia of his own time. As such, it is particularly important for 

our understanding of kingship within Gunnlaugs saga to discern the underlying literary 

structures and cultural framework and, initially, to set aside the eleventh-century setting of 

the narrative and consider the saga’s thirteenth-century composition. For, if we are to 

understand the portrayal of Æthelred’s court and kingship in this saga as a deliberate 

construct of the author, we must first understand the cultural milieu that informed the 

character of the King. 

Written in the late-thirteenth century, the text of Gunnlaugs saga as received post-

dates the life of Gunnlaug by two centuries. Moreover, the conventional dating of its 

authorship by editors to the period c. 1270-1280 places it late within the context of the 

skáldasögur tradition (if not within the Íslendingasögur corpus), with Kormáks saga, Egils 

saga and Hallfreðar saga vandræðaskálds all written at least thirty years earlier.23 Indeed, the 

Gunnlaugs saga author demonstrates a familiarity with all three texts, among others, and 

should be understood to be working within literary frameworks that were well established by 

the time of his writing.24 This dating of Gunnlaugs saga also means that it was authored after 

 
22 Gunnlaugs saga 11 (st. 20); Anthony Faulkes (ed.), Skáldskaparmál (st. 202), vol. i (London, 2008), p. 63. 
23 Peter G. Foote and Randolph Quirke (eds), Gunnlaugs saga Ormstungu, reprint (London, 1953 [1974]), p. 9; 
Kristjánsson, Eddas and Sagas, pp. 228-29, 256-57, 284-85. 
24 For example, the descriptors given to both Hallfred and Gunnlaug are remarkably specific and identically 

worded - mikill ok sterkr [powerful and strong], jarpur á hár [chestnut of hair], nefljótur [ugly-nosed], 

Gunnlaugs saga 10; Einar Ólafur Sveinsson (ed.), Hallfreðar saga vandræðaskálds 2, in ÍF, vol. viii 

(Reykjavík, 1939), p. 141. In turn, Kormák and Gunnlaug both lose duels to ‘the first wound’ when their 

opponents’ weapons break on their shields, the shards of which deal very slight injury to the hero, Gunnlaugs 

saga 11; Kormáks saga 10. 
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Iceland’s loss of autonomy to the Norwegian crown in 1262, an event which informs the 

treatment of kingship in the saga. However, based on the chronology of Gunnlaug’s 

interactions with Insular and Scandinavian courts, the historical setting of Gunnlaugs saga 

can be placed between the years 984 and 1009. These years straddle the era of Icelandic 

Christianisation at a time when the decentralised governmental system of the Icelandic 

Commonwealth still functioned with limited external influence, when famed politicians such 

as Skapti Þóroddsson and Snorri Þorgrímsson shaped the Icelandic political landscape.25 It is 

a period in which many Íslendingasögur are set including such famed texts as Njáls saga, 

Grettis saga and Laxdæla saga. For Christian Icelanders of the thirteenth century, the history 

of the island in the tenth and eleventh centuries was critical to cultural identity. It was an era 

which provided a link to their pagan ancestors who had reputedly escaped the despotism of 

the Norwegian King Harald inn hárfagri (872-930), to the decision to accept Christianity, 

and to a unique self-determining governmental system that rejected the very institution of 

kingship.26 This was, of course, an idealised vision of the past, yet it represents a cultural 

nostalgia for Iceland’s independence and speaks to a resentment of the influence being 

exerted over Iceland by the kings of Norway post-1262. The cultural anxiety around kingship 

finds frequent expression in the interactions of Icelanders with the kings of the northern 

world as characterised in the Íslendingasögur, and Gunnlaugs saga is no exception. Here our 

author imbues each of Gunnlaug’s visits to early eleventh-century rulers with thirteenth-

century Icelandic ideologies of kingship and perceptions of each foreign court. 

Granted that the type of voyaging undertaken by Gunnlaug in visiting the northern 

courts is a trope of the skáldasögur, and that late pre-Conquest England had a strong political 

 
25 The independence of the Icelandic Commonwealth from external political forces at this time is only relative to 

the heavy Norwegian influence of the Sturlung Era in the early thirteenth century, and it is of note that the 

decision of the Alþingi to formally accept Christianity as Iceland’s religion c. 1000 came as a result of pressure 

from the Norwegian King Olaf Tryggvason, Jenny Jochens, ‘Late and Peaceful: Iceland’s Conversion through 

arbitration in 1000,’ Speculum, 74 (1999), pp. 644-66. 
26 Jesse Byock, Viking Age Iceland (London, 2001), pp. 82-4, 118-20. 
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and cultural affiliation with Scandinavia, finding Gunnlaug in the presence of the English 

King is not an unusual feature within the corpus. In Egils saga, for example, the titular hero 

spends some significant time in the retinue of King Æthelstan (924-939) across multiple 

visits, reputedly playing a significant role in the outcome of the famed Battle of 

Brunanburh.27 Not to be outdone, Egil’s great-nephew Bjorn spent two years at the English 

court of King Knút inn ríki (1017-1035) and is remarkable within his own saga for slaying a 

dragon that threatened the King and his retinue while at sea.28 In contrast to the adventuring 

of these two warriors in England, Gunnlaug’s time in Æthelred’s court seems almost 

mundane – there are no mythical beasts or legendary battles to make the narrative especially 

extraordinary. Yet when such differentiating details are stripped from the narrative, a clear 

inter-textual framework becomes apparent across all the three portrayals of Icelanders 

interacting with English kings.  Firstly, the skáld journeys to the English court and is granted 

direct access to the King. Secondly, the King is faced with a challenge he is unable to 

surmount without the Icelander’s aid. Thirdly, the Icelander proves himself equal to the task 

and places the King in a position of indebtedness. Lastly, the King performs in the role of the 

‘giver of rings,’ providing the skáld a reward for his deeds. The first three of these narrative 

elements we have already noted playing out in Egils saga and Bjarnar saga Hítdælakappa 

and both sagas also fulfil the fourth. Egil accepts three gold arm rings, two chests of silver, a 

royal cloak and a trading ship filled with goods during two visits to Æthelstan’s court, while 

in his turn, Bjorn receives gifts of money and a longship from Knút for his heroics.29 It 

should come as little surprise that Gunnlaug too receives gifts for his service in the English 

court. Yet in examining the historicity of our text, its authorial context, and parallel 

constructions of English kingship across the skáldasögur, we have so far been skirting the 

 
27 Egils saga 50-51. 
28 Sigurður Nordal and Guðni Jónsson (eds), Bjarnar saga Hítdælakappa 5, in ÍF, vol. iii (Reykjavík, 1938), p. 

124. 
29 Egils saga 55, 64; Bjarnar saga Hítdælakappa 5. 
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details of Gunnlaug’s relationship and interactions with Æthelred. I will thus abandon 

Gunnlaug’s fellow skáld here and turn to a rather more specific discussion of Æthelred’s 

characterisation in Gunnlaugs saga and the saga’s treatment of kingship, using as our 

framework the four elements of the trope of Icelandic-royal interaction noted above. 

 

The Skáld as Poet: The Hierarchies of Verse  

Gunnlaugs saga adheres closely to the first component of the ‘English court trope’ with little 

deviation, and the skáld is apparently granted direct access to the King upon arriving in 

London. This, his first visit to the English court, occurs early in his period of exile, Gunnlaug 

having only visited the court of Earl Eirík before that of the English King.  

 

Gunnlaug and Thorkel then sailed into the North Sea and arrived in the autumn in 

the port of London, where they hauled their ship on shore. 

 

At that time King [Æthelred], the son of Edgar, ruled England and was a good 

prince; he was spending that winter in London ... Gunnlaug at once went into the 

King’s presence and gave him a bold and courteous greeting. The king asked what 

country he was from, and Gunnlaug told him. ‘And I have sought this meeting with 

you, my lord, because I have made a poem about you, and I should like you to 

listen to it.’ The King said he was willing, and Gunnlaug recited the poem in a good 

confident manner. In the refrain he says this: 

 

All the host stands in awe of the generous  

prince of England as of God;  

the race of the war-swift king  
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and all the race of men bow to [Æthelred]. 

 

The King thanked him for the poem, and as a reward for it he gave him a cloak of 

precious cloth lined with excellent furs and with an embroidered border down to the 

hem. He also made him one of his retainers, and Gunnlaug stayed with the King for 

the winter and was thought well of.30 

 

Much of the characterisation of Æthelred as king in Gunnlaugs saga is dependent upon how 

the relationship between the Icelandic poet and the King is read in this passage. It is an 

interaction that is at once conventional of the literature and unconventional in its portrayal of 

the English King. Despite the outcomes of Gunnlaug’s royal or noble audiences varying 

greatly in line with either the received narrative or authorial bias (a topic to which we need to 

return), there is a degree of conformity to Gunnlaug’s introductions into the various courts of 

which this passage is representative. Certainly, Gunnlaug’s praise verse upon entering 

Æthelred’s presence is not remarkable as an act, though it may be remarkable for its unique 

description of the King as gunnbráðs [‘war-swift’, or ‘dauntless’] among other superlatives. 

It is a verse unashamed of hyperbole and intended to flatter, a highly structured composition 

in a complex poetical style known as dróttkvætt [court metre].31 Notably, both Magnús 

Fjalldal and Matthew Townend have homed in on this praise-verse as potential evidence of 

ongoing English exposure to Old Norse poetic traditions, and perhaps even a mutual 

intelligibility of language.32 It is clear from the surrounding prose that the reader is meant to 

understand that Æthelred not only comprehends the verse, but appreciates its form and 

 
30 Gunnlaugs saga 6-7. 
31 Margaret Clunies Ross, A History of Old Norse Poetry and Poetics (Cambridge, 2005), pp. 21-3; Magnús 

Fjalldal, Anglo-Saxon England in Icelandic Medieval Texts (Toronto, 2005), p. 5. 
32 Fjalldal, Anglo-Saxon England, pp. 3-11; Matthew Townend, ‘Pre-Cnut Praise-Poetry in Viking Age 

England,’ Review of English Studies, 51 (2000), pp. 351, 356. 
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allusions as greatly complimentary and rewards Gunnlaug appropriatley While the technical 

construction of dróttkvætt and other measures and poetic styles that I will discuss are of 

limited interest to us here, how they are used in the context of Gunnlaug’s introductions to 

various courts have great importance to how the saga is read. In this it is critical to remain 

aware of the intrusion of the author into the narrative. Here Æthelred is explicitly introduced 

as góðr hǫfðing [a good prince], and the passage is formulated in order to allow the King to 

perform that role in a manner recognisable to an Icelandic audience. By welcoming the 

travelling poet without hesitation and both recognising and responding appropriately to the 

dróttkvætt stanza, Æthelred becomes a foil for Gunnlaug’s own positive traits as he is 

demonstrated to be a man worthy of the admiration of a good king. 

The relationship established between Æthelred and Gunnlaug through their initial 

interaction sits in contrast to the Icelander’s experiences with the rulers of Scandinavian 

courts. How Gunnlaug approaches his audience in every noble court he attends speaks to both 

his troublesome nature (represented in his sobriquet ormstungu [serpent-tongue]) and to a 

thorough awareness of the status of the person for whom he is composing poetry. He does not 

always speak a dróttkvætt verse. In his first visit to a noble court, that of Earl Eirík 

Hákonarson, then resident at Lade near Trondheim, Gunnlaug in fact speaks no verse to the 

Earl. In this episode much is made of Gunnlaug’s youth and apparent naivety and, upon 

arrival, Gunnlaug joins together with the travellers with whom he had arrived in Iceland in 

greeting Eirík ‘suitably’.33 However, he is notably brash when personally addressed by the 

Earl and displays a bravado in dealing with a Norwegian ruler that may have appealed to a 

thirteenth-century Icelandic audience. The only verse Gunnlaug speaks in Eirík’s court is to a 

hirðmann [retainer] who challenged the Icelander’s bravado, and this is a kviðlingr [insult 

 
33 Gunnlaugs saga 6. 
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verse].34 When Eirík in turn challenges Gunnlaug’s behaviour, the skáld is goaded into 

delivering the line ‘[pray] that you may not meet your death in the way your father Earl 

Hákon did’.35 Olafs saga Tryggvasonar in Snorri Sturulson’s Heimskringla records that Earl 

Hákon had died in a pigsty, accidentally murdered by a jumpy servant while hiding from 

King Olaf Trygvasson (995-1000).36 It is only through the intercession of Gunnlaug’s 

fóstbróðir [foster-brother], who was a hirðmann of the Earl, that the skáld’s life was spared, 

though he is unsurprisingly immediately exiled. The authorial intent in the framing of the 

narrative here is clear—the fraught nature of Icelandic-Norwegian relations has already been 

noted, both in the settlement narratives of Norse-Icelanders and in the political context of the 

saga’s author. The author knew his audience would be familiar with the tale of Earl Hákon’s 

ignoble death and he references it to subtly denigrate the Norwegian earls. In so doing, he 

legitimises Gunnlaug’s disrespectful behaviour in the Norwegian court and indeed imbues 

that behaviour with a sense of the Icelandic hostility toward both kingship and Norwegian 

authority. This interaction sits in sharp contrast not only to Gunnlaug’s reception in the 

English court, but to the laudatory language of the author in describing Æthelred. 

One of the gratifying elements of Gunnlaugs saga is the ongoing development of our 

protagonist as a character, and he learns from the experience of the Norwegian court. 

Arriving at Æthelred’s court, Gunnlaug has the dróttkvætt stanza prepared and ready to 

deliver upon meeting Æthelred, and he would similarly have verses at the ready for 

subsequent court visits. I shall, however, pass over Gunnlaug’s introduction to the comically 

naive King Sigtrygg silkiskegg in Dublin, who offers Gunnlaug two merchant ships as reward 

for his verse before his advisers intervene. Likewise, his arrival in the courts of the 

 
34 Gunnlaugs saga 6 (st. 2); Diana Whaley, ‘Representations of Skalds in the Sagas: Social and Professional 

Relations,’ in Russell Poole (ed.), Skaldsagas: Text, Vocation, and Desire in the Icelandic Sagas of Poets 

(Berlin, 2001), p. 290. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Snorri Sturluson, Olafs saga Tryggvasonar 49, in Alison Finlay and Anthony Faulks (trans), Heimskringla, 

vol. i (London, 2011), pp. 184-5. 
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accommodating Earl Sigurð Hloðvisson of Orkney, and of Earl Sigurð of Skarar, need no 

detailed comment other than to note that at each court verses of a somewhat less formal 

nature are delivered, and are well received and well rewarded.37 At Skarar, Gunnlaug 

arbitrates a dispute between the men of Sigurð and some visiting hirðmenn from Eirík’s 

court, at which moment he speaks a single verse of dróttkvætt, praising both Sigurð and 

Eirík.38 Though the sequence falls outside the ‘introduction to court’ trope under examination 

here, the use of dróttkvætt is of note. Gunnlaug has otherwise used ‘lesser’ verse forms to 

praise those rulers below the rank of king, but finding himself in a difficult diplomatic 

position, Gunnlaug speaks a dróttkvætt verse in an attempt to flatter both earls, and it works. 

By designating the earls as worthy of the same degree of honour accorded to Æthelred, he 

satisfies both sets of hirðmenn and even has his outlawry lifted by Eirík, allowing for future 

peaceful interaction.39 It is possible Gunnlaug also spoke a dróttkvætt verse when granted an 

audience with King Olof Skötkonung of Sweden, whose court he visits next in his 

wanderings, and his last stop before returning to Æthelred. Unfortunately, the saga author 

quotes no verse here, though we are told it is a drápa.40 This verse, and its form, prove central 

to how the conflict of Gunnlaugs saga plays out, and displays the authorial ideology of 

Scandinavian kingship once again at play in the narrative.  

The events that unfold at the Swedish court introduce the saga’s antagonist, another 

Icelandic skáld named Hrafn, and form the basis of the rivalry between the two skáld, with 

King Olof taking a central role in the genesis of the conflict.  Here the author characterises 

Olof as a duplicitous Scandinavian king, delighting in the opportunity to antagonise two 

 
37 Gunnlaugs saga 8-9; Whaley, ‘Representations of Skalds in the Sagas,’ p. 290. 
38 Gunnlaugs saga 8. 
39 See above, pp. 3-4. The account of the conflict between the hirðmenn, and its resolution, is likely a fiction 

constructed around the verse which pre-existed the prose narrative. The episode both allowed the saga-author to 

use a verse he perceived as genuine and resolved the conflict with Eirík to allow for future narrative 

development. 
40 The terms drápa and dróttkvætt are not mutually exclusive, the latter refers to a metrical structure, while the 

former refers to a ‘long poem with a refrain’ which frequently employs dróttkvætt measure in its stanzas, but not 

prescriptively so, Clunies Ross, A History of Old Norse Poetry, pp. 33-9. 
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Icelanders into animosity. As political commentary, it is not a subtle piece of writing by the 

author and speaks to a worldview that perceives Scandinavian rulers as an omnipresent threat 

to the free agency of Icelanders. Yet in displaying this agency, Gunnlaug once more 

demonstrates his troublesome nature, just as he did in the Norwegian court. Gunnlaug arrives 

in the Swedish court during an assembly to find Hrafn already in attendance. At the close of 

proceedings, both men are called before Olof and the skáld each have a verse they wish to 

recite before the King—Hrafn insists he should recite first as he was the first to arrive, while 

Gunnlaug insists he deserves primacy as his ancestors were of higher standing than those of 

Hrafn.41 Olof’s decision that ‘Gunnlaug shall recite first ... because he can’t bear not having 

his own way’, cannot be read as complimentary and the King seems to delight in the conflict, 

stirring them on to competition by requesting the poets each critique the other’s work.42 

Hrafn is dismissive of Gunnlaug’s verse as, in turn, is Gunnlaug of Hrafn’s verse. Thus, twice 

insulting Hrafn in front of the Swedish King, Gunnlaug has sown the seeds of his own 

demise, setting in motion the series of events that would see both skáld dead in a duel at the 

end of the saga.  

It is worth briefly discussing Gunnlaug’s critique of Hrafn’s poem as it provides an 

interesting insight into how to read the poetry Gunnlaug delivers at each court and, in turn, 

how the author intends for us to read the honour accorded each of the rulers. In response to 

Hrafn’s recital, Gunnlaug demands: ‘And why did you make only a flokkr about the King? 

Didn’t he seem worthy to you of a drápa?’.43 This is representative of the emphasis the 

author places on the verse types Gunnlaug delivers at each court, with the genre usually 

 
41 Gunnlaugs saga 9, there is little to support Gunnlaug’s boastful claims. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid.; A flokkr is a ‘long poem without refrain’ as opposed to a drápa which has a refrain, Clunies Ross, A 

History of Old Norse Poetry, p. 33 
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referenced explicitly, at times even within the verse.44 Earls Sigurð of Skarar and Sigurð of 

Orkney are addressed in a flokkr, while the three kings each receive a drápa, and clearly 

Gunnlaug perceives flokkr to be a lesser form of poetry. The drápa in turn can be sub-

categorised, and what is preserved of the verse spoken for Sigtrygg is in runhent [end-rhyme] 

measure as opposed to dróttkvætt.45 That a dróttkvætt verse should be understood as superior 

within the context of the saga can be gleaned from the fact that it was to this metre that 

Gunnlaug reverted when composing unambiguous flattery to satiate the hirðmenn of Eirík 

and Sigurð of Skarar. Yet that verse stands alone and is not otherwise recorded as forming a 

part of a flokkr or drápa.46 Thus, when we consider that the author does not record any lines 

from the drápa recited to Olof, of all the rulers Gunnlaug encounters in the saga, Æthelred 

alone is the explicit recipient of a drápa in court-metre—dróttkvætt. Our author has, 

therefore, created a theoretical hierarchy among the rulers of Gunnlaugs saga through 

Gunnlaug’s verses, with Æthelred granted pre-eminence, the kings of Sweden and Dublin 

below him, and the two Sigurðs and Eirík accorded yet a lower status. 

Refocusing on the first component of the ‘English court trope’, Gunnlaug was thus 

not only granted direct access to Æthelred upon arriving in England but was given audience 

in each court he visited—each encounter an opportunity for authorial posturing. The Swedish 

court was portrayed as one of intrigue under the control of a sly king, the Norwegian court as 

one hostile to Icelanders under the control of a man of shameful origin, and the English court 

as a wholesome place with a virtuous king. These are characterisations of the foreign courts 

that are only reinforced by the conventions of the verses (or lack thereof in Eirík’s case) that 

Gunnlaug speaks in greeting the rulers.  With the aforementioned attitude of Icelanders 

 
44 For example, the verse spoken to Sigtrygg ends with the line þat er drápu lag [it is in drápa-form], 

Gunnlaugs saga 8 (st. 8); in turn we are told the Orcadian Earl listens to the verse Gunnlaug composed for him 

ok var þat flokkr [and it was a flokkr], Gunnlaugs saga 8. 
45 Whaley, ‘Representations of Skalds in the Sagas,’ p. 290-91. 
46 Gunnlaugs saga 8. 
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toward the institution of kingship—and specifically Scandinavian kingship—in mind, it is 

unsurprising to find the Swedish and Norwegian courts so portrayed. The author clearly 

understood his audience. However, the Icelandic and Scandinavian experience of English 

kingship, both in the tenth-century narrative setting and the thirteenth-century authorial 

context, was different. Regardless of any Anglo-Scandinavian conflict that occurred in 

Britain, English kings were rarely meddlers or aggressors in Scandinavian politics - a largely 

neutral political entity in the eyes of the Icelandic elites.47 It is this neutrality that provided 

the Gunnlaugs saga author an opportunity to play with the tropes of kingship and repurpose 

Æthelred to aid in Gunnlaug’s character development. 

 

The Skáld as Warrior: A Fabricated Narrative  

Turning then to the second and third elements of the trope of English kingship in the 

skáldasögur, in both Gunnlaug’s first and second visits to the English court, we find Æthelred 

in difficult situations which can only be resolved by the Icelander’s presence. Despite the 

saga’s overt praise for Æthelred, there does seem to be narrative subtext that sits well with 

the tradition of his inept leadership. While Egil stood with Æthelstan to face a coalition army 

drawn from across the Anglo-Scandinavian world, and Bjorn stood between Knút and a 

supernatural creature, Gunnlaug’s challenges are slightly less awe inspiring. In his first visit 

to the English court, Gunnlaug faces a berserkr whom Æthelred and his hirðmenn deemed 

too powerful to defeat. Æthelred and Gunnlaug conspire to negate the powers of the berserkr 

and, using a sword given him by the King, Gunnlaug wins the ensuing duel.48 As Magnús 

Fjalldal has noted, there is nothing about this episode that marks it as specifically English, 

and it should be seen for what it is: a formulaic trope serving to fulfil the narrative 

 
47 Geraldine Barnes, ‘The Medieval Anglophile: England and its Rulers in Old Norse History and Saga,’ 

Parergon, 10 (1992), pp. 16-18. 
48 Gunnlaugs saga 7. 
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requirement for the skáld to defend the king.49 More than any other episode, it is this that 

suggests we are dealing with a purely fictional representation of Æthelred and pre-Conquest 

England. The author treats England as an extension of the Scandinavian world of his own 

cultural milieu, with little nuance, differentiating detail, or apparent direct knowledge of the 

region.  

A Further suggestion that the author was working within a purely Scandinavian 

tradition that included only a theoretical knowledge of pre-Conquest England in general, and 

Æthelred specifically, is the saga’s silence on the St Brice’s day ‘massacre’. English sources 

of the eleventh century record Æthelred’s order to attack the Danes in England – most likely 

directed at mercenary bands in the south – as being carried out in November 1002.50  The 

chronology of the saga places Gunnlaug’s first visit to the English court in the winter of 

1002-1003, meaning that the Icelander’s visit to England coincided with the event.51 While 

there is no evidence of a Scandinavian tradition remembering the deed, the English tradition 

was a rich one that grew in the telling and, by the time our saga author was writing, included 

the wholesale slaughter and mutilation of all the Danes who resided in England, prompting 

the Danish conquest.52 Considering that our author has given some, admittedly loose, 

attention to providing Gunnlaug’s travels a workable chronology it is of note that this 

historical touchstone was omitted. Our author was either ignorant of the event, did not 

understand that it fit within the timeline he was constructing, or did not feel that Æthelred’s 

order to massacre Danes within his lands was conducive to the image of English kingship he 

 
49 Fjalldal, Anglo-Saxon England, p. 116. 
50 Dorothy Whitelock (trans.), The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle C-E 1002 (London, 1961), p. 86; S 909 (Text: 

Spencer Robert William, The Cartulary of the Monastery of St Frideswide at Oxford, vol. 1 [Oxford, 1895], pp. 

2-7). 
51 Foote, ‘Introduction,’ p. xxiv; Fjalldal, Anglo-Saxon England, p. 5. 
52 See for example: Henry of Huntingdon, Historia Anglorum, vi.2, Diana Greenaway (ed. and trans.) (Oxford, 

1996), pp. 340-41; J.A. Giles (ed. and trans.), Roger of Wendover’s Flowers of History, 1002, vol. i (London, 

1849), pp. 486-88; William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, ii.177, R.A.B. Mynors, R.M. Thomson, 

and M Winterbottom (eds and trans), vol. i (Oxford, 1998), pp. 300-01. See also, Simon Keynes, ‘The Massacre 

of St Brice’s Day (13 November 1002),’ in Niels Lund (ed.) Beretning fra seksogtyvende tværfaglige 

vikingesymposium (Aarhus, 2007), pp. 43-55. 
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was seeking to establish. It would be convenient to this discussion if I could assert that the 

saga deliberately omits the event in order to doctor Æthelred’s reputation, but it seems 

unlikely. Rather, the author seems to be working from ignorance. His shaky grasp on the 

cultures of pre-Conquest England has been on display in both Gunnlaug’s entrance to 

Æthelred’s court and his duel with the berserk, both of which adhere to Scandinavian literary 

and cultural conventions with little concession to English tradition. That the St Brice’s day 

‘massacre’ does not form a part of the narrative simply shows that, in the saga’s 

characterisation of Æthelred, there is no contact between English and Icelandic literary 

traditions. 

Gunnlaug’s second visit to Æthelred in the years 1004-1006 displays similar problems 

of chronology and omission that provide further evidence that the author was not accessing 

English sources to construct his narrative of Æthelred’s reign. Indeed, in the most egregious 

error of chronology contained in the saga, Gunnlaug was required by Æthelred to remain at 

court lest England were invaded by the forces of Knút inn ríki, the ‘King of Denmark’.53 

However, in 1004 Knút would have been around ten years of age—he did not claim the 

English throne until 1016/17 nor the Danish throne until 1018. This is clear from 

Scandinavian sources, not only English chronicles, and suggests that the author was not 

drawing extensively on Scandinavian historical traditions either.54 If the skáldasögur are 

understood to have developed from Icelandic oral narratives (to some degree), this may 

suggest something of a corruption in the cultural memory whereby the known conflict 

between Æthelred and Knút that occurred after 1014 was absorbed into the earlier narrative 

 
53 Gunnlaugs saga 10. 
54 See for example: Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, X.14.1-7, Karsten Friis-Jensen ed. and Peter Fisher 

(trans.), vol. i (Oxford, 2014), pp. 728-35; Snorri Sturluson, Óláfs saga Helga 221-223, in Alison Finlay and 

Anthony Faulks (trans), Heimskringla, vol. ii (London, 2014), pp. 147-49. 
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of Gunnlaugs saga.55 Though the saga author certainly had some grasp on the history of early 

eleventh-century Scandinavia and adapted Gunnlaug’s travels to provide them a degree of 

historicity, the chronology of Gunnlaugs second visit to Æthelred was unresolvable and thus 

left unresolved. In any event, the attack did not materialise and Gunnlaug spent nearly two 

years at the English court, prepared to defend the King, in which time Hrafn executed his 

revenge and married Gunnlaug’s betrothed.56 Gunnlaug is frequently accused of tarrying 

unnecessarily throughout the saga and thus allowing his opponents the freedom to plot 

without repercussions.57 It should however be remembered that, in his first visit to the 

English court, Gunnlaug was made Æthelred’s hirðmann and it must be understood that 

Gunnlaug is here under obligation to remain in Æthelred’s service until the King allows him 

to depart. This is not to say that Gunnlaug is not indeed an aimless tarrier and the writer of his 

own tragedy, yet this time spent at the English court is not necessarily evidence of it. 

This brings us to the final element of the ‘English court trope,’ the skáld’s reward. 

Gunnlaug is well compensated for his service. Æthelred gifted him an ornate cloak in return 

for his poem at the first visit, he allows Gunnlaug to keep the sword he received to win the 

duel with the berserk, and also grants him six ounces of silver. He further honours the skáld 

by making him a hirðmann.58 This is a curious and problematic role for the Icelander to fulfil 

and, as has been noted, caused Gunnlaug significant personal loss. The hirðmann was not a 

feature of Icelandic society; the term implies a duty of service to a ruler which ran counter to 

the Icelandic ideology of rulership. The goði – þingmann [chieftain – follower] relationships 

that dominated Icelandic political structures in Gunnlaug’s time granted the þingmann an 

 
55 Theodore M. Andersson, The Growth of the Medieval Icelandic Sagas, 1180-1280 (Ithaca, 2006), pp. 3-6, 86 

(n.5); Kristjánsson, Eddas and Sagas, pp. 49, 283-85. It is also possible that the author was conflating Knút’s 

activities with those of his father, Sveinn, who was actively raiding England in the years around 1004. 
56 Gunnlaugs saga 10. 
57 See for example: Cook, ‘The Character of Gunnlaug Serpent-Tongue,’ pp. 12-4; Diana Whaley, 

‘Introduction,’ in Diana Whaley (ed.), Sagas of the Warrior Poets (London, 2002), p.32. 
58 Gunnlaugs saga 7. 
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autonomy of service and association not available to a hirðmann. Theoretically, a þingmann 

could decline service to his goði and change allegiance at will; however, as seen in 

Gunnlaug’s second visit to the English King, a hirðmann was not in a position to defy his 

lord.59 In that case, though it caused Gunnlaug’s betrothal contract in Iceland to be broken by 

virtue of his long absence, Gunnlaug was unable to defy Æthelred’s demand that he remain in 

England for an extended time lest Knút attack.  

Nonetheless, the author does not treat Gunnlaug’s position in the English court as 

anomalous and indeed an Icelandic hirðmann can be found at most courts—Gunnlaug’s 

fóstbróðir at Eirík’s court performed as hirðmann, and Hrafn in turn was made a hirðmann in 

Olof’s court.60 Indeed, the main difference between Gunnlaug and Hrafn in that respect is that 

Hrafn was granted permission to depart by Olof, while Gunnlaug was not given leave by 

Æthelred.61 Even here we may see a degree of authorial commentary contrasting the English 

and the Scandinavian kings. Gunnlaug was granted immediate access to the Æthelred, made a 

hirðmann directly upon reciting his poem, and then later required to remain at the King’s side 

due to íþrótta þinna ok vaskleiks [your accomplishments and courage].62 Hrafn in his turn is 

initially found at the Swedish court at ‘a low table’, made hirðmann after some time in the 

Swedish court, and immediately requested leave to depart upon receiving that reward, which 

was granted.63 While the author may be using these points of difference to contrast the 

inherent worth of the two characters, the description of the variant treatment Icelandic 

hirðmann could expect between Scandinavian and English courts seems pointed. Certainly, 

Gunnlaug cannot be considered to have received better treatment by the Swedish King than 

Hrafn. The Gunnlaugs saga author has situated the narrative in a world where Scandinavian 

 
59 Byock, Viking Age Iceland, pp. 134-37. 
60 Gunnlaugs saga 6, 9. 
61 Gunnlaugs saga 9, 10. 
62 Gunnlaugs saga 7. 
63 Gunnlaugs saga 9. 
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rulers actively undermined the integrity of Icelandic self-determination, represented in the 

person of the skáld, while Insular rulers understood the value of such men and treated them 

with honour. 

 

Conclusion 

The author of Gunnlaugs saga deliberately imbued the travel narrative portion of his tale with 

the political and ideological values of thirteenth-century Iceland. Each episode in a foreign 

court is a vehicle for the author to provide cultural and political commentary. The 

characterisation of Scandinavian lordship as each leader is introduced is invariably hostile. 

Eirík and Gunnlaug may later reconcile, yet the Norwegian Earl is initially portrayed as 

weak, a man who can be dishonoured in his own court, the son of a man who died in a pigsty. 

The Swedish King is sly, seemingly gaining enjoyment by setting Icelanders against each 

other. The ‘Danish King’ Knút is an enemy who sits off-stage. In contrast, Insular rulers do 

not receive the same censure. Sigtrygg in Dublin is generous if a little naive, Earl Sigurð of 

Orkney is friendly and, of course, Æthelred is an exemplar of good Scandinavian kingship. 

Which is to say, there is nothing specifically English in his portrayal. The Icelandic 

experience of English kingship, both in the context of the saga’s setting and its authorship, 

was negligible and thus, as a literary construct, Æthelred was manipulatable for an Icelandic 

audience.  

In the English King, the author had a foil which allowed for the demonstration of the 

Icelandic writer as the hero of kings without transgressing the general repudiation of 

Scandinavian kingship. Æthelred is therefore granted higher status in the saga than his 

counterparts and, as the King’s reputation is augmented, so too is that of the skáld that twice 

stood ready to defend him. There is, however, no evidence for a historical basis for 

Æthelred’s portrayal in the saga, and there is no evidence that the Scandinavian and English 
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traditions of his kingship were in contact. The loose awareness of where Æthelred fit within 

the chronology of Scandinavian history evident in the saga shows little specific knowledge of 

his reign. The descriptions of the English court display little understanding of any cultural 

distinction between tenth-century England and Scandinavia. Thus, any preservation of 

Æthelred and pre-Conquest England in the Icelandic cultural memory as part of the 

Gunnlaug’s tale is fundamentally corrupted. As such, Æthelred’s characterisation in 

Gunnlaugs saga is almost entirely a literary construct which can only be read as a construct 

of cultural nostalgia and the political and ideological values of the author and his audience.  
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