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Nicknames and Narratives in the Sagas*

I. Introductory -  the nicknames

Prompted by the woman he desires as his consort, King Haraidr Hálfdanar- 
son vows before his creator never to cut or comb his hair until he has brought 
all of Norway under his sole rule, or else to die in the attempt. Ten years
later, his aim accomplished, he receives a haircut and a new name from
Rçgnvaldr Mœrajarl:

Þá kQlluðu þeir hann Harald lúfu, en síðan gaf Rçgnvaldr honum kenningarnafn 
ok kallaði hann Harald inn hárfagra, ok SQgðu allir, er så, at þat var it mesta
sannnefni, því at hann hafði hár bæði mikit ok fagrt.

(H eimskringla , Haralds saga hárfagra ch. 23; see also ch. 4)

Hárfagri is of course one of most famous early Scandinavian nicknames -  so 
famous that it is also attached, probably in error, to Km g Haraidr Sigurðar- 
son in English and French accounts of his death at Stamford Bridge in 10661 
-  and it may well be authentic. There are, for instance, three skaldic 
occurrences which may be early, though none is completely secure as to text 
and date.2 The sagas’ interpretation of lúfa, which is otherwise unknown in

* This article is a revised version of a paper given at the Eighth International Saga Conference, 
Göteborg, August 1991. I am grateful to all who offered comments or questions there, 
especially Kees Samplonius and James Knirk (see notes 12 and 16 below), and Sverrir Tomas­
son, who commented on the non-interpretability of many nicknames. Thanks are also due to 
Gillian Fellows-Jensen, who read an early draft. Many of the points raised deserve fuller 
discussion than space allows here.

Limitations of space prevent the inclusion of full source-references for all the nicknames 
mentioned, but they can be traced through Lind 1921. The difficult decision whether or not to 
translate nicknames has been resolved in the negative on the grounds that many are transparent, 
while others are untranslatable. English forms are, however, given when the context demands 
it, and again suggested translations can be found in Lind 1921.

1 Including the ‘D ’ version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle; see I 199 and II 256. G. Turville-Petre 
(1968, 3) suggests that the chroniclers may not be mistaken, but that Haraidr Sigurðarson may 
have inherited this nickname from his ancestor.
2 Hárfagri occurs in (i) Haraldskvœði 1, as a v.l. to (normalised) afar-auðga, which latter is, 
however, preferable on metrical grounds; (ii) Jórunn skáldmær’s Sendibítr 2, about which there 
are difficulties of dating (reviewed by Fidjestøl 1982, 180-1); and (iii) a suspect verse attributed 
to PorbjQrn hornklofi in Fagrskinna A (Skjaldedigtning I A 21, v. 5). This last contains lúfa as 
well as hárfagri.
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ON, as a nickname meaning ‘Shock-head’ or ‘Shaggy-head’ has, on the other 
hand, been challenged (e.g. by Moe 1926, esp. 134-40), and the story built 
around the two nicknames has the distinct ring of folk-tale or legend, which 
it shares with other parts of the saga.3 However, the success of the narrative 
does not depend on the historical authenticity of the nickname hárfagri or 
the story attached to it (and correspondingly this paper is mainly concerned 
with nicknames as presented within the sagas, independently of their sup­
posed historicity or lack of it). The nickname, with its reference to fine- 
looking hair, adds distinction to this already outstanding king, and the 
explanation of its origin, curious and picturesque in itself, highlights the 
motif of vow and fulfilment which so successfully structures the first half of 
his saga, as it also does, in a less developed way, in Fagrskinna ch. 3. In Egils 
saga, the vow and the name lúfa are mentioned, but hárfagri is given no 
special prominence; this treatment of the names is suggestive of a different 
balance of sympathies.

The nicknames in the passage cited above are just two items from a large 
corpus. Over four thousand different items are listed in Lind’s Norsk­
isländska personbinamn (1921), and on average each one was held by two 
different individuals (so Hødnebø 1974, 318).4 They range from the obvious 
and ordinary (ungi, sterki, rauðr, nef) to the lyrical, the whimsical and the 
slanderous (eykyndill9 haustmyrkr, kaldaljós, knarrarbringa, mçrnefr, mein- 
fretr). My concern throughout this paper, and particularly in part II, is less 
with the inventory of names in the sagas than with the use made of traditions 
about nicknames and their origins within narrative contexts. First, though, 
some explanations of terminology and other preliminaries are necessary.

The names under discussion here are additional characterising names 
which identify an individual more precisely than a forename alone (Bjqrn or 
Eyvindr, Hildr or Þórdis) can. A name of this kind is most often referred to 
in ON as kenningarnafn (or kenninafn , which occurs as early as Ynglingatal 
v. 37, composed c. 900).5 Thus when Gilbert Foliot is introduced in Thómass 
saga erkibyskups, it is explained that Gilbert is his eignarnafn, and Foliot his 
kenningarnafn (translating Lat. cognomentum ; quoted in Fritzner 1883-96,

3 For example, the idea of hair grown long and only cut when a certain feat is accomplished is 
paralleled in Tacitus’ account of the Chatti, who left their hair and beards unshorn until they 
had slain their first enemy (Germania ch. 31).
4 O ther standard collections are Finnur Jónsson’s of 1907 and Kahle’s of 1910, which supple­
mented F innurs study by covering the later part of the period to 1400, and by fuller use of 
Norwegian and Icelandic documentary sources for the early period. Flom (1920, 352) estimated 
that Finnur Jónsson’s collection contains about 2800 names, Kahle’s about 1100. These two 
works are classified semantically, whereas Lind 1921, like Rygh 1871, is an alphabetic list.
5 Verse 37 is the only verse for which Claus Krag admits the possibility of a genuinely early date 
(1991, 166).
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s.v. kenningarnafn)f Viðrnefni is another alternative to kenningarnafn. In 
the Flateyjarbók account of Oláfr Tryggvason giving the poet Hallfreðr his 
celebrated nickname, the king says, “Vist ertu vandrædaskalld, en minn 
madr skaltu þo vera ok hafa samt vidrnefnnit” (I 326); the AM 61 fol. 
version refers to the nickname as both viðrnefni and kenningarnafn (Hallfre- 
ðar saga 1977, 45). The terms auknefni and sannnefni are also applied to 
additional names, and are discussed below. There is no agreed English 
terminology for anthroponymies, but the nearest equivalents to kenningar­
nafn are byname (cf. Swedish binamn) and nickname.1 The choice of nick­
name for the title of this paper was, I confess, governed partly by the 
interests of alliteration, but mainly by the fact that it is normally applied 
especially to those bynames which are the main topic of this paper: those 
which identify their bearer by reference to personal characteristics or par­
ticular incidents, rather than to relationships, places or occupations (see 
further below).8

The nickname normally supplements a forename, but in some cases it is 
used alone in place of the forename, and it can even oust it completely. The 
name Snorri was, according to Eyr byggja saga ch. 12 and G is la saga ch. 18, 
originally given as a nickname (first in the form Snerrir, then Snorri) to 
Þorgrímr Þorgrímsson when he proved a difficult child. As Snorri goði, he 
has a career of great distinction, and improves somewhat with age (Eyr- 
byggja saga, esp. ch. 65). The name was later used for descendants of Snorri 
goði, Snorri Sturluson among them, and for members of other families. 
O ther names, including Grettir and Skapti, Gellir and Sturla, have a similar 
history. A nickname turned forename can also appear in the patronymics of 
offspring (e.g. Gísli Súrsson, or the Krákneflingar, collectively named from 
Þórðr krákunef), in the nicknames of others (Porbjçrn Skakkaskáld , poet to 
Erlingr skakki), in names of places (Gullberastaðir, settled by B jçrn gull- 
beri), of poems (Gráfeldardrápa from its dedicatee King Haraldr gráfeldr, 
Stuttfeldardrápa from its poet Þórarinn stuttfeldr), of weapons (Selshefnir, 
see p. 139), and even of phases in a battle (the Orrahríö at the battle of 
Stamford Bridge, named from Eysteinn ‘Moorcock’). In this way the switch 
of status from nicknames into forenames shown in the sagas repeats the 
process assumed to be already completed in an older stratum of forenames 
such as Bjqrn , Helgi or S te inn9

6 As Clunies Ross points out (1987, 56), kenningarnqfn in the AM 674a, 4to text of the ON 
Elucidarius translates agnomina-, the instances under discussion are angels' names which refer to 
particular circumstances.
7 Nickname is cognate with ON auknafn : cf. O E eac ‘also’ + nama. It is formed through 
misdivision of ME an ekename, cf. “ Neekname or eke name: Agnom en” in the fifteenth- 
century Promptorium Parvulorum.
8 I do not believe it useful to treat short or hypocoristic (pet-) forms as a type of nickname 
(despite certain common features), and these are outside the scope of this paper.
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Whereas forenames are normally bestowed at, or quite soon after, birth, 
this is only rarely said to be the case with nicknames. Porbjqrg hólmasóVs 
nickname evidently refers to her birth on an islet in Eyjafjarðará when her 
parents were moving home (Landnámabók p. 252); and Snorri Sturluson’s 
son Jón murtr owed his nickname (which designates a kind of small trout) to 
his slight build in childhood (Islendinga saga ch. 16). Many nicknames, on 
the other hand, can only have been given in adulthood, such as those 
referring to occupation or status, or to characteristics such as beards or 
baldness, and this seems to have been the normal practice. Skalla-Grimr, for 
example, got his nickname from his premature baldness at the age of twenty- 
five (according to Egils saga ch. 20). Some nicknames, such as Brennu- 
(Njáll) or (Óláfr) helgi were self-evidently bestowed posthumously, and 
others probably were, (Haraldr) harðráði among them (Turville-Petre 1968, 
3 and Heimskringla III, 1951, xxxix n. 1). A nother general feature is that 
Nordic nicknames match those of other cultures in being given more fre­
quently to men than women (Steffensen 1966-9, 181).

The nicknames are essentially personal and non-hereditary, though there 
is some tendency for them to be passed on within families. Ketill blund f s 
descendants included Porgeirr blundr, Blund-Ketill and Póroddr hrisablundr 
(Landnámabók pp. 73-4); while in the case of Ketill hængr, grandfather and 
grandson, both forename and nickname were handed down, missing one 
generation, as was common practice with forenames alone. With the whimsi­
cal inventiveness that often characterises nickname-giving, themes rather 
than actual nicknames sometimes continued down the generations. Jórunn 
mannvitsbrekka, sister of Unnr  or Auðr in djúpúðga, has Ketill inn fiflski as 
a son (Landnámabók pp. 322-3);10 while another family went in for seafar­
ing allusions: Steinn mjçksiglandi, grandson of BQðmóðr ór búlkarúmi, in 
turn had a grandson with the forename Hafþórr. Of course inherited names 
or name-types may reflect family resemblances. The Yngling king Ingjaldr 
illráði passes on his treacherous nature, and with it his unpleasant nickname, 
in the feminine form, to his daughter Ása in Ynglinga saga chs 39^40; while 
according to Landnámabók pp. 48-9, Hallr goðlauss and his father Helgi (in 
Sturlubók, or Pórir, in Hauksbók) goðlauss both merited the name: “ Peir 
feðgar vildu ekki biota ok trúðu á mått sinn.”

Family tradition thus partially accounts for the frequent co-occurrence of 
particular nicknames with particular forenam es,11 but there are doubtless

It is very difficult to judge the relative likelihood of a particular name being derived from a 
byname or being an original forename: see, e .g., Janzén 1947, 39-57.

Ketill’s nickname is explained in Fornmanna sögur I 251: “ Hann var vel kristinn; því kçlluÔu 
heiðingjar hann Ketil inn fiflska". The alternative name inn fiskn i which is ascribed to Ketill in 
Laxdæia saga is thought to be a later effort at improving the name (Laxdæla saga ch. 1 and n. 
5). On the meaning of mannvitsbrekka, see Tveitane 1977.
11 See Storm 1893 and Tassin 1981, mainly on forenames.

9 -  Arkiv 108
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other factors involved when such couplings as Eysteinn glumra, Oláfr geirsta- 
ðaálfr, Porleifr spaki and Hálfdan hvitbeinn are attached to more than one 
person. One is the attraction of a famous nickname to a forename; others are 
authorial or scribal confusion, and the artificial duplication of what was 
originally one person. The individual cases and the phenomenon in general 
merit further attention.12

Choice -  the option of the community to refer to an individual by a 
byname or not, and the selection of a particular byname -  is an important 
aspect of these names. Patronymics, sometimes treated as a special category 
within or alongside the bynames, are different in kind, for they offer 
virtually no scope for choice, except that the father may be referred to by his 
forename (as in Leifr Eiriksson), his forename with nickname attached (Egill 
Skalla-Grimsson), his nickname alone (Gísli Súrsson) or a title (Loptr 
Biskupsson -  an example that comes close to being a byname). The use of a 
metronymic is of course another quite common alternative (e.g. Þórðr 
Ingunnarson). Names referring to other relationships can, on the other 
hand, be counted among the bynames. Examples are Hákon Aðalsteinsfóst- 
ri, Árni konungsmágr, or Þórarinn Ragabróðir. Epithets referring to place 
are also often reckoned as bynames, as in the names of Þrándr i Gçtu, Oddr 
breiðfirðingr, Dala-Guðbrandr or Þórolfr Mostrarskegg. In some cases these 
locative names refer to place of operations rather than place of origin: 
Guðleikr gerzki and Hrafn Hlymreksfari traded in Garðar and Limerick 
rather than coming from those places. Designations of status or occupation 
are a difficult category. Some, such as konungr or berserkr or skáld , are 
attached to so many people that, unless they are further qualified (as in 
Kolbrúnarskáld or vandrœðaskáld), they seem not so much to single out an 
individual as to label him or her as a member of a class, and they can 
therefore hardly be counted as bynames. This view is supported by the co­
occurrence of these titles with names that clearly are bynames, as in Porkell 
máni Iqgsqgumaör. O ther occupational designations, however, seem to have 
strong affinities with descriptive bynames. Farmaðr, for instance, is not 
dissimilar to inn víðfqrli, and Iceknir perhaps refers to healing as an accom­
plishment rather than an occupation; but the line is difficult to draw.

A very large number of bynames are either descriptive or commemora­
tive. They refer not to external circumstances such as relationships, place or 
occupation, but to personal features of their bearers, or else to some unique 
event in which they were involved. I term these nicknames and regard them 
as a sub-category of byname, although some scholars would apply byname 
only to names of this type. They may designate people by reference to

12 I am much indebted to Kees Samplonius for bringing this phenomenon (and other points of 
detail) to my attention and suggesting examples and explanations.
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physical features, inborn (hávi, rauôskeggr) or acquired through accident or 
injury (hQggvinkinni, bœgifótr, tréfótr), to their clothing or equipment (lod­
brok , rauðfeldr), or to their temperament or habitual behaviour (spaki, káti, 
kum bi, matkrákr), including their religious practice (Blót-, ókristni\ and see 
Steffensen 1966-9, 179-91). O ther large groups comprise names referring to 
living creatures (hundr, refr, Hœnsa-, hœngr or, for women, rywpû) or 
objects (Knarrar-, mam or stçng). Some compound names combine two 
different characterising features of their bearers. Þórðr Lundar-skalli was 
presumably bald as well as coming from Lundr, while 01-kofri, eponymous 
hero of the þáttr, brews ale and wears a hood .13

The corpus of Old Norse-Icelandic bynames, as even a small sample 
shows, presents a fascinating variety of form and meaning. It can be classi­
fied quite successfully on the basis of morphological type (e.g. weak adjec­
tives, with or without article, or prefixed genitive nouns, see Ekbo 1947, 
271-8 and Hødnebø 1974, 319); but once external form is not the sole 
criterion, the ground is much more unsure. There are difficulties even with 
the very simple categories outlined in the previous paragraph, for, even 
setting aside the textually doubtful or semantically obscure, the names are 
not necessarily transparent, especially because of the possibility of either 
literal or figurative usage, and of direct or ironic application.

The names referring to animals and objects are particularly elusive, since 
they have affinity with other categories, but it is only sometimes possible to 
know which. Þórir hjqrtr is described in Snorri’s Óláfs saga Tryggvasonar ch. 
78 as “allra manna fóthvatastr” , which presumably accounts for his nick­
name, while Hafr-B jçrn is said to be named from his huge flock of goats, 
which multiplied wonderfully with the help of a visiting buck after Bjqrn 
had, in a dream, gone into partnership with a troll (Landnámabók pp. 330- 
1). Another ‘goat’ nickname, Geitar-, was allegedly bestowed on a G reen­
lander called Hallr who wandered over the glaciers and wastes of Norway 
sustained only by the milk of a goat he led with him .14 But other men 
nicknamed goat may have looked, sounded, or behaved like a goat, owned 
many goats or had an interesting adventure involving a goat. In the same 
way, Skjaldar-Bjçrn is said to have got his nickname, which replaced his 
previous one of Hella-Bjçrn, from arriving in Iceland in a ship well furnished 
with shields (Landnámabók p. 197); but what of Þorkell dráttarhamarrl 
Without a prose narrative to point the way we can only speculate.

Even the line between physical and temperamental features is not always

13 See Ekbo 1947, 279-82 and Hødnebø 1974, 319-21 for fuller typological accounts of by­
names. A typology for m odern Icelandic bynames, based on material which provides an 
interesting basis for comparison with the medieval material, is offered by Hale 1981.
14 In a treatise extracted from a version of Elucidarius and preserved in the seventeenth-century 
AM 779b, 4to, printed in Simek 1990, 588.
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easy to draw. Does the nickname munnr refer to a big (or otherwise 
distinctive) mouth, or a loud mouth? King Sigurðr Haraldsson, sometimes 
referred to as m unnr, is described by Snorri Sturluson as having an ugly 
mouth amidst otherwise good features, and as being extremely eloquent 
(Haraldssona saga ch. 21); but a modern example of kjaftur ‘mouth, jaw, 
chops’ for a gross talker (Hale 1981, 400) could support a figurative interpre­
tation in some cases. Were the many men nicknamed hviti all simply fair­
haired, or is there also some implication of cowardice, as there seems to be 
when Steinarr Qnundarson jeers at the youngest son of Egill Skalla-Grims- 
son, handsome and light-haired, “ Rennr þú nú, Þorsteinn hvíti?” (Egils saga 
ch. 84).15 Similarly, did the skald Bjçrn krepphendi suffer from a crippled 
hand, perhaps due to Dupuytren’s contracture, or was he tight-fisted? Even 
where no such ambiguity exists, apparently plain descriptions may be either 
direct or humorously inverted. According to saga-accounts, Stúfr inn blindi 
really was blind (Morkinskinna p. 251); Hálfdan svarti black-haired (Hálf- 
danar saga svarta ch. 1) and Hákon herðibreiðr broad-shouldered (Magnúss 
saga Erlingssonar ch. 8). Of King Eaðvarðr Aðalráðsson of England, known 
as inn góði, Snorri simply says, “hann var svá” (Haralds saga Sigurðarsonar 
ch. 75). Again, men are normally nicknamed auðgi with good reason, to 
judge from the saga-writers, who point this out surprisingly often. “ Þorfinnr 
kaupmadr edr Porfinnr en audgi” is so rich that he does not know how much 
he owns (Morkinskinna p. 172), while Ulfr inn auðgi owns fourteen or 
fifteen farms until deprived of all but one by the king (Morkinskinna pp. 189, 
193-4); there are at least two further examples (Geirr and Álfr) in Egils saga 
and two (Kolskeggr and Bersi) in íslendinga saga. On the other hand, Þórðr 
inn lági was “manna hæstr” (Heimskringla, Óláfs saga helga ch. 135), and 
Þorbjqrn skrjúpr in Laxdœla saga scarcely shows the feebleness to which his 
rare nickname refers: he is not only wealthy but also “mikill maðr .. . vexti 
ok rammr at afli” (ch. 11).

The distinction between nicknames which are “ true” or appropriate, and 
those which are whimsical, ironic, perverse or downright slanderous, would 
certainly have been important to the bearer, and it is recognised in the 
lexical opposition between sannnefni and auknefni/auk(a)nafn. The auknefni 
was frequently abusive, and if it gave offence it was punishable by lesser 
outlawry (see further section II, 4). William, Conqueror of England in 1066, 
is made to protest in Flateyjarbók, “eigi er ek bastardr nema at auknefni” 
(III, 464). Some auknefni, however, were simply inappropriate. The swarthy 
Ó ttarr birtingr s nickname (which refers to a kind of fish) is called auknefni 
in Hulda (Fornmanna sögur V I I 157). Similarly, the handsome Helgi Snorra-

15 Cf. “ hvitan mann ok huglausan," applied to Kjartan in Laxdœla saga ch. 52, and the comic 
testing of the braggart BjQrn hviti in Njáls saga chs 150-2.
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son, endowed with abundant, fair hair, is known as inn hviti (Fóstbrœðra 
saga ch. 12, Möðruvallabók text), and Flateyjarbók (II 156) adds explicitly 
that his kenningarnafn was not an auknefni. It was, in other words, a 
sannnefni, a realistic description, just like hárfagri, so labelled in the com­
ment by Snorri quoted on p. 122 above. The idea of being true to a nickname 
is further discussed in section II, 3, and see Clunies Ross 1987, 58-9.

There are, as many of the above illustrations show, semantic properties 
which cannot be captured, and distinctions which cannot be made, by taking 
the nicknames in isolation, without reference to the explanations attached to 
them in the saga-literature; and the prose passages have more to offer 
besides. They can indicate, for instance, whether the name was bestowed on 
the basis of a particular incident or a general characteristic. It would be 
reasonable to surmise, for instance, that Helgi inn magri was naturally thin, 
and this may be historically correct, yet according to tradition he was so 
named by his dismayed parents on finding him sadly undernourished after 
two years’ fosterage in the Hebrides (Landnámabók pp. 248-9). The sagas 
also contain much traditional material about the circumstances of nicknam­
ing, showing especially by whom they were given and with what intent -  to 
praise, defame or merely describe the recipient. According to Laxdœla saga, 
the twelve-year-old Óláfr pái, exceptionally handsome, accomplished and 
well-dressed, received his exotic nickname, like his forename, from his fond 
and admiring father Hçskuldr (ch. 16). Without this context we might 
suspect malice and envy behind the name. A name like skegglauss, mean­
while, might have been given without particularly dire intent, but the spirit 
and circumstances in which Njáll is called this ensure that it becomes a spur 
to killings (see further section II, 4). The great majority of nicknames 
mentioned in the sagas go unexplained; but there are nevertheless many 
saga-passages which do comment on them, and from the onomastic point of 
view this is a valuable resource which, for instance, far surpasses the narra­
tive sources available for the elucidation of Middle English surnames (see, 
e.g., Reaney 1967, 222-3; Clark 1981, 83, gives a rare twelfth-century 
example of an etymological anecdote).

The evidence of the sagas is an enviable resource, but a hazardous one if 
used uncritically. There is ample early evidence of byname-giving to be 
gained from runic inscriptions, skaldic verse, and place-names from the 
Scandinavian homelands and colonies, and from foreign chronicles (see 
Hødnebø 1974 and Lind 1921, passim), and there is no reason to doubt that 
the picture of name-giving habits found in the sagas reflects cultural actual­
ity. Bynames were clearly flourishing at the time of the settlement of 
Iceland, and their use continued, although perhaps less vigorously, into the 
thirteenth century and beyond. However, this is not to say that individual 
names and their origins are necessarily authentic.
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About particular nicknames there are quite often disagreements between 
sources, as in the case of the magnificent daughter of Ketill flatnefr, about 
whose nickname the sources disagree (djúpúðga or djúpauðga both being 
found, for example, in manuscripts of Laxdœla saga ch. 1), just as they do 
about her forename (Unnr in Laxdœla saga, Audr  in lslendingabók, Landná- 
mabók and elsewhere). In some instances where more than one nickname is 
attached to one and the same character, they may be genuine alternatives, 
current either simultaneously or consecutively, or they may reflect the 
uncertainty of the tradition. For a different reason -  because of the unnatu­
ral neatness of the nicknames and the story to which they are attached -  the 
three Swedish brothers in the Heimskringla Oláfs saga helga ch. 94 may be 
suspect: Arnviðr blindi (“hann var sýndr svá litt, at varia var hann herfœrr”), 
Þorviðr stami (“hann fekk eigi mælt tveimr orðum lengra samt” ), and 
Freyviðr daufi (“ hann heyrði illa” ). It is also possible that some nicknames 
are eponymous fabrications by saga-authors, or by the makers of the tradi­
tions they inherited. Hegranes is said in Landnámabók p. 233 to be named 
from the otherwise unknown Hávarðr inn hegri, but the grey heron, a 
familiar migrant species in Iceland, seems an equally likely eponym, and if 
the place-name etymology is doubtful, so too may be the nickname. The 
group of names with Gufu- as the specific presents a similar puzzle. Gufuá, 
Gufudalr, Gufufjqrðr and Gufuskálar in west and north-west Iceland are, 
according to Egils saga ch. 77 and the Sturlubók and Hauksbók versions of 
Landnámabók (pp. 166-7), named from Ketill gufa Ørlygsson; the Þórðar- 
bók and Melabók versions have Gufi/Gufa Ketilsson as the etymon (Land- 
námabók pp. 67-8, n. 5 and 168-9). The specific, however, looks suspicious­
ly like the word ‘steam’, referring perhaps to a geothermal area, and it is 
interpreted so in Cleasby-Vigfusson 1957 (s. v. gufa). This in fact turns out 
not to be justified by the geography of the areas in question, but a different 
topographical explanation is to hand, for these places are hung about on 
warm days by distinctive layers of mist caused by evaporation from the tidal 
mud-flats and adjacent fields (Pórhallur Vilmundarson 1981, 92-8, who 
strongly prefers this explanation to derivation from a nickname or personal 
nam e).

The sagas’ explanations of nicknames may likewise be ancient and true or 
else fanciful re-interpretations penned by saga-writers or formed in the 
popular imagination at some earlier stage. The claim that Ó ttarr vendilkráka 
was given his name posthumously by his Danish enemies, who sent a wooden 
crow to the Swedes, saying their king was worth no more than it now, is 
thoroughly implausible (Ynglinga saga ch. 27 and n. 2), and the story of 
Porbjqjn súrr in Gisla saga looks another likely example of the “ fanciful” 
category. In other cases it may be difficult to see which came first -  nickname 
or narrative. Magnús berfœttr, so named, according to Snorri, because he
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and his men adopted the kilt during their time in the British Isles (Magnúss 
saga berfœtts ch. 16 and n. 3), suffered a halberd-thrust through both legs 
above the knee in his last battle, although the death-wound was to the throat 
(ch. 25). Was this coincidence; is it the true origin of the king’s name; or is it 
a neatly apt piece of guesswork about the details of the king’s death?16 In 
other cases a more obvious and prosaic explanation of a name suggests itself 
than the traditional, picturesque, one. We may wonder whether Qlvir barna- 
karl was truly a tender-hearted Viking who did not relish tossing children on 
spear-points, as Landnámabók pp. 379-80 would have him, or whether he 
was simply named from his many children, in much the same way that 
Gunnhildr, queen of Eiríkr blodøx, is referred to as konungamóðir (Kahle 
1910, 187, Ekbo 1947, 280).17

In general, therefore, a balance between trust and scepticism is necessary 
if saga-accounts are to be used for onomastic studies. They are an immensely 
rich source of information about general name-giving practices in medieval 
Scandinavia, and much of the detail may be correct, but it can rarely be 
checked and its reliability is far from guaranteed.

So far the focus has been on the nicknames themselves, and on the light 
thrown on their meanings and intent by prose narratives. But from here on 
attention is turned to the narratives themselves, and the plausibility or 
implausibility of the saga-writers’ claims about particular nicknames will be 
irrelevant. It is sufficient that the saga-writers are taking an actual cultural 
practice and using it to their own ends -  whether these are to preserve 
traditions about the past, to edify their audience, or produce an amusing tale 
-  in much the same way that the sagas’ accounts of premonitory dreams, 
impromptu verses, and clever quips at the point of death probably reflect 
genuine beliefs and practices, polished and deployed for literary ends. The 
following discussion moves from the more straightforward and mundane 
uses of nicknames in sagas to the more complex and dynamic.

II. Nicknames within saga narratives

1. Nicknames used without direct comment

The nickname combines the characteristics of the appellative and the person­
al nam e.18 As an appellative, it has semantic value which makes appeal to 
the reader’s imagination and memory. Characters with nicknames are, other

16 I am grateful to James Knirk for raising this point.
17 Compare also, perhaps, the English surname Barnfather and variants. Three sons of Qlvir are 
named in Grettis saga, and his descendants were many and distinguished (ch. 3 and p. 7 n. 3).
18 This ambiguous status of bynames partly accounts for the dilemma of saga-translators and 
others, whether to translate them or not. The authors of late twelfth-century accounts of Nordic
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Implications of mannishness in women are rarer than the reverse, but in a 
famous episode in Laxdœla saga ch. 35, Guðrún Osvífsdóttir taunts Þórðr 
Ingunnarson with his wife’s strange habits of dress, claiming in evidence that 
she is known as Bróka-Auðr. She is duly divorced on the grounds that “hon 
skarsk í setgeirabrœkr sem karlkonur” , and when she rides off to take 
violent revenge on Þórðr, she is “ at vísu í brókum ” . Here, as in the other 
examples in this section, we have the extreme case of the socially normative 
nickname.

III. Conclusion, with some comparisons

The Icelandic sagas have much to tell about nicknaming practices in the 
Viking Age and beyond -  about the possible types of nicknames, the people 
who gave and received them, the reasons why they did so, and more; and 
this is, in a general way, of great value to onomastic study, although the 
sagas cannot necessarily be relied upon for specifics. There are, meanwhile, 
many ways in which the nicknames enrich saga prose, and three in particular 
have been discussed above. Nicknames occasion anecdotes about their ori­
gins, especially in accounts of the settlement of Iceland; they provide a focus 
for the exploration of character; and the giving or using of a name, especially 
a derogatory one, can itself play a dynamic part in the action of a saga.

Some of the anecdotes of nickname origins may be very old, even if not 
historically true. They may not have had the advantage of practical utility to 
encourage their accurate preservation, in the way that traditions about the 
settlement and later ownership of land did (Jakob Benediktsson, Landnáma- 
bók , p. cxxix), but it seems likely that questions about the curious nicknames 
of ancestors should have been asked, and stories told in answer to these 
down the generations. It may therefore be reasonable to see tales about 
nickname origins as one of the forms that oral tradition could have taken, 
alongside genealogies, narratives attached to verses, anecdotal place-name 
etymologies,21 and stories arising from material objects (on which, see 
Perkins 1989).

Nicknames, and the narratives built around them, are in some ways a 
counterpart, at a humble level, to the verses which are quoted so abundantly 
in the sagas. They are a manifestation of a lively verbal creativity which 
breaks through the normally quite unambitious vocabulary and nomencla­
ture of saga prose. Some of them, such as skáldaspillir, aus tmannas kelf ir, 
gullberi or eykyndill, are formally and semantically reminiscent of common

21 As with nicknames, it is most often the (supposedly) incident-derived place-names that are 
the subject of explanatory narratives (e.g. DQgurðarnes and Kambsnes in Laxdœla saga ch. 5 
and Landnámabók ch. 97). The place-names such as Rauðamel or Breiðafjqrðr which are, in 
parallel with nicknames, “character-describing” scarcely need explanation.



Nicknames and Narratives in the Sagas 143

types of kenning, and if broad definitions of both byname and kenning are 
employed, the two systems range similarly from the literal to the metonymic 
or metaphorical. The literal may be illustrated by (Karl) inn mœrski\ cf. 
Mœra gramr/hilmir/þengill, or (Hallr) Koðránsbani; cf. bani Belja, a kenning 
for Freyr; and the metonymic/metaphorical by (Hrærekr) sløngvanbaugi; cf. 
bauga sløngvir, baugskyndir etc., referring to a (generous) prince or man, or 
(Jórunn) mannvitsbrekka; cf. menbrekka , ‘necklace-slope’, hence ‘woman’ 
(pace Tveitane 1977).22 The analogy is, of course, not complete, not least 
because the system of kennings is much more stereotyped than the nick­
names, and indeed the nicknames are attached to individuals in a much more 
intimate and idiosyncratic way (e.g. hvalmagi, stami, hestageldir). There are, 
however, other similarities between nickname-giving and verse-making. In 
society, they fulfil similar functions, representing public awards of praise, 
more or less affectionate acceptance or biting defamation. Like skaldic 
verses, these names can encapsulate moments of history, grand or trivial: 
Margrét friðkolla  marries Magnús berfættr to seal a peace with the Swedish 
King Ingi (Magnúss saga berfœtts ch. 15); Pétr byrðarsveinn carries the five- 
year-old King Sigurðr at an assembly (Haraldssona saga ch. 9).23 In prose 
works, the nicknames are sometimes used to corroborate and epitomise a 
narrative (e.g. Pôrôlfr smjçr, p. 134 above), rather in the manner of a skaldic 
quotation, and something of the more dynamic rôle of skalds and their 
verses is shared when the bestowing of a new nickname or the use of an old 
one forms the kernel of a dramatically presented scene, much as a lausavisa 
frequently does.

To conclude, the nicknames of medieval Scandinavia are fascinating in 
their own right, many of them linguistic jeux d'esprit which cast glints of light 
on lives otherwise dark to us; and in the hands of tradition-makers and saga- 
writers they play a modest but often memorable rôle in the shaping of stories 
about the past.
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