
u n i ve r s i t y  o f  co pe n h ag e n  

Pagan Past and Christian Future in Norna-Gests þáttr and Bárðar saga Snæfellsáss

McDonald, Sheryl

Published in:
Bulletin of International Medieval Research

Publication date:
2011

Document version
Peer reviewed version

Citation for published version (APA):
McDonald, S. (2011). Pagan Past and Christian Future in Norna-Gests þáttr and Bárðar saga Snæfellsáss.
Bulletin of International Medieval Research, 15-16, 164-178.

Download date: 23. maj. 2023

https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/publications/pagan-past-and-christian-future-in-nornagests-thttr-and-broar-saga-snaefellsss(e0741bc1-da8c-4d36-9396-d4626ca94cd3).html


 
 
 
Pagan Past and Christian Future in 
Norna-Gests þáttr and Bárðar saga Snæfellsáss 

 
Sheryl McDonald 
 

The relationship between Christianity and the traditional beliefs that were held 
in medieval Scandinavia before the conversion of the region will be explored in 
what follows through the examination of two medieval Icelandic texts: Norna-
Gests þáttr, a short tale (Icelandic þáttr, plural þættir) about a three-hundred-year-
old pagan traveller’s visit to the Christian King Óláfr Tryggvason, and Bárðar 
saga Snæfellsáss, a longer saga that describes the lives of Bárðr, a half-giant, and 
his family, especially his son Gestr, who by the saga’s end converts to Christianity 
against his father’s wishes, after having encountered Óláfr Tryggvason as well. I 
have chosen to compare these texts not only because they have similar plot 
elements and deal with similar themes, but also because they are roughly 
contemporary. Norna-Gests þáttr was likely written in the early fourteenth 
century;1 while Bárðar saga Snæfellsáss, has been dated to sometime between 
‘1280 and 1390, with popular inclination favouring a late dating’.2 These texts are 
significant choices for revealing something about the relationship between 
Christian and pagan beliefs in medieval Scandinavia first of all because this 
relationship is dealt with at such length in each of the stories, and secondly because 
these texts have not yet been compared with each other in this way (or at all, as far 
as I am aware). The similarities between Norna-Gests þáttr and Bárðar saga 
Snæfellsáss are significant, suggesting the possibility of a cultural mindset current 
at the time of their composition that may have occupied the minds of more than 
just the stories’ authors, scribes, and readers. Past and future are juxtaposed and 
negotiated in both stories, at the same time as are pre-Christian and post-
Conversion beliefs,3 which are also in both texts mediated, to some extent, by King 
Ólafr. In this paper, I will show how these stories complement each other when 

                                                
1 Stephanie Würth, ‘Nornagests þáttr’, in Medieval Scandinavia: An Encyclopedia, ed. Phillip Pulsiano 
and others (New York, 1993), 435-36 (p. 435). 
2 Ármann Jakobsson, ‘History of the Trolls? Bárðar saga as an Historical Narrative’, Saga-Book, 25 
(1998), 53-71 (p. 53). 
3 While I do use the terms ‘pagan’ and ‘Christian’ in this paper out of convenience, I would prefer to 
employ slightly less strong terms than these. However, to do so throughout may confuse the issue, and I 
do not have more space than here to enter into a discussion of what precisely I take each term to entail. 
To keep things simple, therefore, I will continue to use ‘pagan’ and ‘Christian’, with the understanding 
that the former refers not only to one particular set of beliefs, but to any pre-Christian belief or ritual; 
and that the latter refers to the spectrum of beliefs held among the population after the region was 
introduced to Christianity and converted, however that may have looked in reality. 
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viewed side by side, as both contain themes that reflect the dialogue between the 
two systems of belief – the older paganism and the newer Christianity – at the 
times during which they were composed. 

Norna-Gestr, the eponymous character of one of the þættir inserted in Óláfs 
saga Tryggvasonar, chooses to delay his death for three hundred years, until he 
finds King Óláfr and becomes one of his men, and this decision is perhaps the most 
integral part of the story. By choosing to die in the presence of Óláfr, Norna-Gestr 
chooses a Christian rather than a pagan death. His story also symbolises the death 
of the pagan past, which can only live ‘a short while from now on, if God would 
will it’, once a Christian present that will live on into the future has been 
established.4 In what follows I will explore the notion that Norna-Gestr not only 
chooses freely to die once he settles in Óláfr’s court, but also that, as a remnant 
from the heroic pagan past, somewhat out of place among the Christian Óláfr and 
his men, Norna-Gestr cannot live on and so must die once receiving baptism. 
Norna-Gestr will also be compared with Bárðr and his family (especially his son 
Gestr) in Bárðar saga Snæfelláss, a saga in which vestiges of the pagan past, these 
main characters included, become over the course of the narrative exiled from the 
physical world of the Christian present to the spiritual world of past traditional 
beliefs. I will show how, like Norna-Gestr, Bárðr and his kin, given their 
connection with the supernatural (which plays such an important role in previous 
belief systems), necessarily cannot remain among society once Christianity has 
become the established religion of the future. 

From the beginning of the þáttr, Norna-Gestr is portrayed as a visitor who is 
very different from Óláfr and his men. The descriptions provided by both the 
story’s characters and the narrator himself depict Norna-Gestr as a stranger, 
slightly out of place among Óláfr and his men, and also as someone nearing the 
end of his life, though without stating his actual age and history, which we learn 
from Norna-Gestr directly, later in the tale. Previous scholarship has paid much 
attention to Norna-Gestr’s name, noting, among other things, the pun on the proper 
noun Gestr with the common noun gestr ‘guest’, in the guest’s exchange with 
Óláfr early in the story.5 His name not only brings to mind Odinnic connotations, 
signalling the possibility of danger entering along with the guest, but it also 
emphasises the fact that he is a man to be set apart from the other regular members 
of the king’s household: he is a guest, someone who will stay only for a short time, 
and only if he is allowed.6 The first part of his name also sets Norna-Gestr apart 
                                                
4 Flateyarbók, ed. Sigurður Nordal and others, 4 vols (Akraness, 1944-45), I (1944), pp. 384-98 (p. 
397); ‘skamma stund héðan af, ef guð vildi þat’. All translations are my own. 
5 See for example Joseph Harris and Thomas D. Hill, ‘Gestr’s “Prime Sign”: Source and Signification in 
Norna-Gests þáttr’, Arkiv för nordisk filologi, 104 (1989), 103-22; Lee M. Hollander, ‘Notes on the 
Nornagests þáttr’, Scandinavian Studies, 3 (1916), 105-11; Merrill Kaplan, ‘The Past as Guest: Mortal 
Men, Kings’s [sic] Men, and Four gestir in Flateyarbók’, Gripla, 15 (2004), 91-120. 
6 For a discussion of the Odinnic connotations of the name Gestr, see Hollander, ‘Notes on the 
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from his Christian hosts and associates him with pagan beliefs, norna referring to 
the norns, shapers of fate in Scandinavian mythology, and to the woman (or norn) 
who specifically cursed him as a child. Fate and this curse will be discussed in 
more detail below. But that Norna-Gestr is set apart from the others is made 
explicit further by the narrator at the end of the first section of the þáttr: ‘Gestr 
dwelled with the king, who placed him away from the guests’.7 By doing this, King 
Olaf singles out Norna-Gestr as someone different from everyone else, including 
the other guests. One possible reason for him to be singled out at this point could 
be that he is unbaptised, which the tale tells us, although it is never explicitly stated 
that this is the reason he is set apart. Whatever the reason for his apparent special 
treatment, Norna-Gestr is at odds with the rest of the king’s household, and this 
tension builds throughout the course of the story. Even after it has been established 
that Norna-Gestr will stay with Óláfr for a longer period of time, he is still set 
apart, called ‘Gestr the unknown’,8 and ‘Gestr the one who has come’,9 by the 
narrator and King Óláfr, respectively. Therefore, Norna-Gestr’s name works to 
signify the uneasy place he, as a guest, occupies among the group of Christians 
surrounding Óláfr, as previous scholarship has recognised. His status as an outsider 
is also signified by the way he is treated, both within the story (by other characters 
such as Óláfr), and outside of the story’s plot (by the narrator who shapes the story 
and the reader’s view of the characters therein). 

But Norna-Gestr’s characterisation begins even before the reader learns his 
name. We learn almost immediately that he comes to King Óláfr ‘at a late point in 
the day’, and only a few lines later these words are repeated as the narrator’s 
excuse for Óláfr’s decision not to talk with Norna-Gestr that evening.10 He says, 
‘But because it was late in the day, the king would not speak with the guest’.11 
Norna-Gestr not only meets Óláfr as the day ends, but also as his own life is 
coming to a close. This emphasis on the end of the day can be read as the first sign 
that Norna-Gestr’s days are numbered and also that the presence of paganism is 
coming to an end. The narrator makes it clear through repetition that it Norna-
Gestr’s arrival ‘at áliðnum degi’ is important. Another early clue that Norna-
Gestr’s life will soon be over is seen at the end of his first instance of direct speech. 
When agreeing to accept Óláfr’s hospitality, Norna-Gestr adds the qualification ‘if 
there might be a choice’.12 Though referring principally to the king’s hospitality 
and resources, these words also suggest that Norna-Gestr is aware that his life is 
coming to a close, and that, perhaps because he is not yet baptised, Óláfr might not 
                                                                                                             
Nornagests þáttr’, and Kaplan, ‘The Past as Guest’ (especially pp. 96-97). 
7 Flateyarbók, I, p. 385; ‘Gestr dvaldist með konungi. Er honum skipat utar frá gestum’. 
8 Flateyarbók, I, p. 385; ‘gest hinn ókunna’. 
9 Flateyarbók, I, p. 386; ‘Gestr hinn komni’. 
10 Flateyarbók, I, p. 384; ‘at áliðnum degi’. 
11 Flateyarbók, I, p. 384; ‘En með því at áliðinn var dagr, vildi konungr ekki tala við gestinn’. 
12 Flateyarbók, I, p. 384; ‘ef kostr væri’. 
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accept him into his keeping, even for one night. I would argue that this brief phrase 
functions similarly to the phrase ‘ef guð vildi þat’, which Norna-Gestr uses at the 
end of the þáttr once he has been baptised, in reference to the remaining length of 
his life. As an unbaptised heathen at the story’s opening, however – and the 
narrator does explicitly use this word (‘Gestr signed himself in the evening as did 
other men, but was still in fact heathen’) – either he cannot yet allow himself, or 
else the Christian author/narrator does not want to allow him, to say ‘ef guð vildi 
þat’, and so a less overtly Christian phrase is substituted.13 By the end of the story, 
of course, Norna-Gestr accepts baptism from Óláfr, and his salvation is presumably 
secure. His confidence in his salvation then gives him the confidence not only to 
say he wishes to live ‘skamma stund héðan af, ef guð vildi þat’, but also fully to 
trust that when he then lies down to die, he will have nothing to fear. Norna-Gestr 
accepts his fate – which will be discussed in further detail below – and accepts to 
die a Christian death once baptised. It is Norna-Gestr himself who ‘took now his 
candle out from his harp’s case’,14 and even though it is the king who ‘then asked 
to light it and it was done so’,15 Norna-Gestr allows him to do so; he is ready to 
die. In Norna-Gestr’s death is not only the death of a man who has lived three 
hundred years, but the death of a man who symbolises the pagan past, and now a 
pagan past converted to Christianity. This is juxtaposed against a court of 
Christians who at the end of the story are all alive and well. Because the þáttr is a 
part of a larger saga about King Óláfr as previously mentioned, the death of Norna-
Gestr at the end of this þáttr can be read as a necessary development signalling not 
only the end of an episode within the saga, but also the end of one aspect of the 
pagan past. Although Norna-Gests þáttr is followed immediately in the saga by 
Helga þáttr Þórissonar, which according to at least Elizabeth Ashman Rowe 
belongs to a group of Old Icelandic þættir known as ‘pagan contact þættir’, to 
which Norna-gests þáttr also belongs, and so the realm of paganism does not end 
utterly when Norna-Gests þáttr does, the death of Norna-Gestr must still be 
interpreted as the death of at least some aspect of paganism, and the release of the 
newly converted Norwegians, King Óláfr included, from any grasp paganism may 
have held over them.16 

Though the focus of this section is on Norna-Gestr himself, a few words must 
be said about King Óláfr’s role in the þáttr and his relationship to Norna-Gestr. 
Because Norna-Gests þáttr is found embedded in Óláfs saga Tryggvasonar, the 
ultimate focus of the þáttr, therefore, must be on King Óláfr, rather than the þáttr’s 
                                                
13 Flateyarbók, I, p. 384; ‘Gestr signdi sik um kveldit sem aðrir menn, en var þó reyndar heiðinn’, my 
emphasis. 
14 Flateyarbók, I, p. 398; ‘tók nú kerti sitt ór hörpustokki sínum’. 
15 Flateyarbók, I, p. 398; ‘bað þá kveikja, ok svá var gört’. 
16 For a discussion of Helga þáttr Þórissonar and its relationship to Norna-Gests þáttr see Elizabeth 
Ashman Rowe, ‘Þorsteins þáttr uxafóts, Helga þáttr Þórissonar, and the Conversion Þættir’, 
Scandinavian Studies, 76 (2004), 459-74. 
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main character Norna-Gestr. Stephanie Würth asserts that in this story Óláfr is 
depicted ‘as advocate and teacher of the new faith [Christianity]’, presumably for 
the role he plays in Norna-Gestr’s salvation, which will be discussed more below.17 
However, I would argue that Óláfr here could be seen less as an instrument of 
conversion and more as a symbol for the new Christian beliefs that are being 
practised in the story’s present, and which will ultimately supersede the old beliefs 
that Norna-Gestr symbolises. That Óláfr is not necessarily the authoritative 
exemplar that one may assume him to be in this tale is suggested early on, by an elf 
who enters the king’s hall during the night and sees there Norna-Gestr, the pagan. 
The elf says, ‘and the king is not as wise about such things as others estimate – 
even when he may be of all men the most prophetic – when he sleeps now so 
fast’.18 Spoken by a supernatural being, these words set an uneasy tone, and ask the 
reader to reassess any previous assumptions that may have been held concerning 
Óláfr and his role in the tale. Over the course of the story, rather than the teacher of 
Christianity, Óláfr is the one taught, through the stories related by his mysterious 
guest, and he is taught about the heroic pagan past.19 Though Norna-Gestr’s stories 
occupy the majority of the þáttr, it ends with the death of their relater. The 
Christian Óláfr, however, lives on, not only through the end of the þáttr, but 
beyond its conclusion and into the rest of his saga; King Óláfr thus not only 
provides a symbol for a Christian present in which Norna-Gestr finds himself, but a 
Christian future too, living on past the embedded þáttr. There runs throughout the 
tale, accordingly, a tension between the pagan heroes of the past, like Sigurður, and 
the Christian heroes of the future, like Óláfr. It is Norna-Gestr alone who is able to 
act as mediator between paganism and Christianity, as he begins his life fully 
entrenched in the world of pre-Christian heroism, but, thanks to fate and the reality 
of the supernatural in the story, ends his life a Christian, having gradually made his 
way towards salvation, the culmination of which – baptism – occurs with Óláfr. 
Norna-Gestr also mediates past and future through the stories he tells of the heroes 
of the past, providing an opportunity for Óláfr and others to confront the pagan 
past and reconcile their new beliefs with their own pagan heritage, bringing ‘the 
best of the heroic heathen past’ to these Christians.20 

Fate is an important part of Norna-Gests þáttr, and its juxtaposition with 
Norna-Gestr’s apparently free choice to go where he will and die when he chooses 
is also worth examining. At first glance, Norna-Gestr’s life seems to be governed 
by a fate assigned to him as an infant in the pagan world. Norna-Gestr says that it 
was predicted that ‘a great lucky man will he become, and more than other of my 

                                                
17 Würth, ‘Nornagests þáttr’, p. 436. 
18 Flateyarbók, I, p. 384; ‘ok er konungr eigi jafnvíss um slíkt sem aðrir láta, er hann sé allra manna 
spakastr, er hann sefr nú svá fast’. 
19 See Rowe, ‘Þorsteins þáttr uxafóts’, p. 468. 
20 Kaplan, ‘The Past as Guest’, p. 99. 
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ancestors or chieftains’ sons there in the land and they said all will thus go 
according to my lot’,21 and also ‘that he will not live longer than that candle burns, 
which is lighted up beside the boy’.22 Such prophetic statements seem to indicate a 
life ruled by a pre-Christian notion of fate, especially as they are spoken by women 
designated as ‘wise women’ and ‘prophetesses’, and one, significantly, as ‘the 
young norn’.23 And even though he ends up at Óláfr’s household and agrees to 
baptism, it seems to have happened almost by chance: Norna-Gestr states that ‘I 
supposed that from you I would receive some luck’, having sought Óláfr with 
seemingly selfish motives, merely because of his reputation.24 However, an 
alternate reading could also be put forward, in which Norna-Gestr is chosen by the 
Christian God to live until the coming of Christianity to the north so as to facilitate 
continuity between pagan past and Christian future. In this reading, Norna-Gestr’s 
fate, even if pronounced by pagan prophetesses, can be ordained by God and 
utilised for the good. Had he not lived three hundred years, Norna-Gestr would 
have died a pagan and would not have been able to enjoy salvation, Christianity 
not having arrived in Norway during what would have been his natural life span. 
Since Óláfr Tryggvason ruled Norway in the late tenth century (995-1000), if 
Norna-Gestr were three hundred years old when he met King Óláfr, he would have 
to have been born in the last years of the seventh century, and would then naturally 
have died sometime in the eighth century. Christianity did not become widespread 
in Norway until the late tenth century, under Óláfr Tryggvason, one of two so-
called ‘missionary kings’, the other being St Óláfr Haraldsson (who reigned 1015–
1030).25 Furthermore, when in the story King Óláfr asks Norna-Gestr which king’s 
court he thought best of the variety he had visited, we see Norna-Gestr’s gradual 
progression from pagan to Christian through the kings with whom he has stayed, 
and his assertion that he thought best the Christian. He says, ‘I was also with 
Hlöðvir, king over Saxland, and I was prime signed there, because I might not be 
there otherwise, because Christianity was upheld well there, and there it seemed to 
me best of all’.26 And though it is Saxland that Norna-Gestr likes best, seemingly 
for its practical application of Christianity, he is now in Trondheim, Norway, 
literally on the edge of the nominally Christian world, and it is here that he is 
finally baptised, becoming, as it were, a full-fledged Christian. Throughout his life, 

                                                
21 Flateyarbók, I, p. 397; ‘mikinn auðnumann verða mundu, ok meira en aðra mína foreldra eðr 
höfðingjasynir þar í landi ok sögðu allt svá skyldu fara um mitt ráð’. 
22 Flateyarbók, I, p. 397; ‘at hann skal eigi lifa lengr en kerti þat brennr, er upp er tendrat hjá 
sveininum’. 
23 Flateyarbók, I, p. 397; ‘völvur’, ‘spákonur’, and ‘hina ungu norn’. 
24 Flateyarbók, I, p. 397; ‘ætlaða ek mik af þér nokkura auðnu hljóta mundu’. 
25 Sverre Bagge, ‘Christianization and State Formation in Early Medieval Norway, Scandinavian 
Journal of History, 30 (2005), 107-34 (p. 108). 
26 Flateyarbók, I, p. 396; ‘Ek var ok með Hlöðvi konungi á Saxlandi, ok þar var ek prímsigndr, því at ek 
mátta eigi þar vera elligar, því at þar var kristni vel haldin, ok þar þótti mér at öllu bezt’. 
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his travels have led him from mainland Europe, closer to the centre of Christianity, 
to the far outskirts of Scandinavia: from centre to periphery. And, ironically, 
though he moves geographically farther from the centres of Christianity the older 
he gets, he also, at the same time, becomes closer to God, and more devout, so that 
whatever force governs Norna-Gestr’s life, the fate that was intended to do him ill 
is turned to good, and results in his salvation. For a medieval Icelandic author or 
audience, this governing force is most likely the Christian God. Considering the 
generally accepted early fourteenth-century date for Norna-Gests þáttr (see 
Würth), its author and audience would almost certainly view the story from a 
Christian perspective, as Christianity would have been established in Scandinavia 
by this date.27 Paganism is certainly not portrayed negatively in this tale – 
Christianity is clearly the better religious option, considering that those who 
practice it are alive at the end of the þáttr, whereas Norna-Gestr, the converted 
pagan, is dead. Additionally, it is not only Norna-Gestr who ultimately benefits 
from his supernaturally prolonged life. Óláfr learns from him about the virtues of 
the past and is, at the end of the þáttr, if not wiser, at least a bit more learned. The 
tale closes with the words, ‘The king also thought a great deal about his stories and 
thought proven true what he said concerning his life-days’.28 Óláfr takes Norna-
Gestr at his word, the narrator stating plainly that the king believes what he has 
been told, which suggests that Óláfr has absorbed and evaluated what he has been 
hearing from his guest, as fantastic and supernatural, as decidedly non-Christian, as 
it may sound to some. Óláfr, in accepting the veracity of Norna-Gestr’s life story, 
accepts the reality of the supernatural and the pagan beliefs of the past, coming to 
terms with the historical beliefs of his people. At the story’s end, we do not see the 
same king chastised by the elf at its opening. That Óláfr’s character has developed 
since the beginning of the tale is important, considering that Norna-Gests þáttr, 
though a self-contained tale, is a part of Óláfs saga Tryggvasonar. Óláfr’s 
encounter with the past through Norna-Gestr is in the end more important than 
Norna-Gestr’s salvation through the help of Óláfr. 

Norna-Gests þáttr shows the complex relationship and tension between the 
pagan past and Christian present, the heroes of the past and those of the future, and 
how the Christian King Óláfr must recognise his culture’s past in order to be a 
good king in the future, since he is a young king in this story: ‘So people say, that 
this Gestr came to him in the third year of King Óláfr’s power’.29 And while 
ultimately good, Norna-Gestr’s association with the world of the past and his 
connection to paganism demand his death at the tale’s end. I will now compare the 

                                                
27 For a discussion of the coming of Christian beliefs to Scandinavia see Thomas A. DuBois, Nordic 
Religions in the Viking Age (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999). 
28 Flateyarbók, I, p. 398; ‘Þótti konungi ok mikit mark at sögum hans ok þótti sannast um lífdaga hans, 
sem hann sagði’. 
29 Flateyarbók, I, p. 385; ‘Svá segja menn, at Gestr þessi kæmi á þriðja ári ríkis Óláfs konungs til hans’. 
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expiration of Norna-Gestr and all he symbolises with the extinction of Bárðr and 
his kin in Bárðar saga Snæfellsáss. Just as I have argued that the death of Norna-
Gestr can be seen as a necessary development, I will argue that the retreat of Bárðr 
and his daughter Helga, and then the death of his son Gestr are, if not necessary, 
inevitable. 

In Bárðar saga Snæfellsáss, we learn that Bárðr is not fully human – his father 
Dumbr is half risi and half tröll (two Old Icelandic words both commonly 
translated as ‘giant’),30 and his mother Mjöll is human: ‘Dumbr was descended 
from giants’ kin on his father’s side […], and his mother was descended from 
trolls’ kin’; ‘Mjöll was the most beautiful of women and of all women almost the 
tallest, of those who were human’.31 At the beginning of the saga, such non-
humans as Bárðr are not characterised negatively: they are introduced as main 
characters, without any pejorative qualifiers. However, like in Norna-Gests þáttr, 
there are signs early on hinting at the fate of Bárðr and his family line. Bárðr 
dreams that a new set of beliefs will be practiced, foreshadowing the end of the 
traditional beliefs that Bárðr himself becomes a part of, as a guardian spirit later in 
the saga.32 But before he is even designated ‘Bard Snowfell’s-god’, Bárðr feels 
threatened by his dream of new beliefs, considering that he is a being of partially 
supernatural descent.33 The narrator states that ‘to Bárðr the dream was not very 
agreeable’, suggesting that Bárðr fears that the prophecy will be realised.34 

When the saga turns to Bárðr’s daughter Helga, we see the first indications that 
not only will Bárðr’s future be compromised in the times to come, but so will those 
of his children. The image of Helga drifting away from civilisation on an ice floe, 
as well as her lament, both evoke the notion of exile. It is especially significant that 
the first instance of direct speech in the saga is Helga’s verse of longing, lament, 
and mourning;35 the second example of direct speech consists of Bárðr’s decision 
to retreat away from other people.36 Bárðr’s retreat can be seen as a sort of self-
imposed exile, as he realises that he does not belong among humans and perhaps 
that as a semi-supernatural being he could not remain among them for much 

                                                
30 For a discussion of the different words used to mean ‘giant’ in this saga (and others), see Ármann 
Jakobsson, ‘The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly: Bárðar saga and its Giants’, in The Fantastic in Old 
Norse/Icelandic Literature: Sagas and the British Isles, Preprint Papers of the Thirteenth International 
Saga Conference, Durham and York, 6-12 August 2006, ed. John McKinnell, David Ashurst, and 
Donata Kick, 2 vols (Durham, 2006), I, pp. 54-62. 
31 Bárðar saga Snæafellsáss, ed. Þórhallur Vilmundarson and Bjarni Vilhjálmsson, Íslenzk fornrit, 13 
(Reykjavík, 1991), pp. 99-172 (pp. 101-02); ‘[Dumbr] var kominn af risakyni í föðurætt sína […], en 
móðir hans var komin af tröllaættum’; ‘[Mjöll] var kvenna fríðust ok nær allra kvenna stærst, þeira sem 
mennskar váru’. 
32 BsS, p. 104. 
33 BsS, p. 119; ‘Bárðr Snjófellsáss’. 
34 BsS, p. 104; ‘var Bárði draumr sá ekki mjök skapfelldr’. 
35 BsS, pp. 115-16. 
36 BsS, p. 119. 
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longer. It is also once he withdraws that Bárðr becomes fully supernaturalised, 
mythologised, and deified. Ármann Jakobsson states that ‘In entering the glacier, 
he is heeding the pull of this [supernatural] ancestry’, yet does not accept Bárðr’s 
withdrawal as any indication that one of the saga’s themes is the retreat of the 
supernatural in the face of the arrival of Christianity.37 Ármann Jakobsson would 
rather see the saga as a tragic invented historical account of the trolls, ‘motivated 
by the historical interest of an author familiar with legends and folktales about 
Bárðr Snæfellsáss, most of them related to toponyms’, despite noting that a ‘defect’ 
of the saga is ‘that Bárðr and his family disappear from the history of Iceland’.38 Of 
course the disappearance of the family about which the saga is written would be a 
defect if the main point of the saga were simply to give a ‘history of the trolls’, as 
Ármann Jakobsson’s title suggests, but this ‘defect’ becomes the crux of the saga if 
we see it rather as a depiction of the end of the pagan or supernatural in Iceland, 
and the beginning of the dominance of the Christian religion. In such a reading 
Bárðr and his family must die out and become segregated from human society 
because of what they represent and embody, just like Norna-Gestr must die as an 
emblem of paganism: ‘their time has passed when Christianity comes to Iceland’.39 

As he retreats from society, Bárðr travels beyond the physical realm of the saga 
narrative and becomes a guardian spirit at a distance from humans, in an act that is 
simultaneously a form of imposed exile and a more or less free choice – nobody 
actively chases him away. Helga also vanishes at this time, and seemingly without 
any other choice, after her father brings her back to Iceland from Greenland: ‘and 
Helga disappeared away from there and attached herself neither to people nor 
animals or lodgings’ – further proof of the centrality of the theme of the passing of 
the supernatural.40 But Ármann Jakobsson justifies the inclusion of Christian 
elements in the latter parts of the saga as the medieval author’s means of pacifying 
the Church-dominated society in which he was writing: ‘The author’s views of 
trolls and landvættir must thus be reconciled with a Christian view of the world. 
[…] The latter part of the saga is a necessary epilogue to make peace with the most 
powerful social institution of the fourteenth century, the Church’.41 Again, I cannot 
agree with this interpretation. From very early on in the saga, the fact that 
Christianity will dominate Iceland is foreshadowed in Bárðr’s dream, and this air 
of tragedy for Bárðr’s family continues throughout the story, as already noted. The 

                                                
37 Jakobsson, ‘History of the Trolls’, p. 62. 
38 Jakobsson, ‘History of the Trolls’, pp. 58, 59. For discussion of the place names in the saga see also 
John G. Allee, Jr., ‘A Study of the Place Names in Bárðar saga Snæfellsáss’, in Germanic Studies in 
Honor of Edward Henry Sehrt Presented by his Colleagues, Students, and Friends on the Occasion of 
his Eightieth Birthday, March 3, 1968, ed. Frithjof Andersen Raven, Wolfram Karl Legner, and James 
Cecil King (Coral Gables, 1968), pp. 15-36. 
39 Jakobsson, ‘History of the Trolls’, p. 68. 
40 BsS, p. 122; ‘ok [Helga] hvarf þaðan í burt ok þýddist hvárki náliga menn né fénað eða herbergi’. 
41 Jakobsson, ‘History of the Trolls’, pp. 68, 70. 
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prominence of Christianity at the saga’s end and the death of Bárðr’s son Gestr, 
discussed below, is thus not the author’s sly attempt to have his saga pass without 
complaint before the eyes of the Church despite its inclusion of supernatural beings 
and pre-Christian folk beliefs. The prominence of Christianity at the saga’s end is 
the culmination of the series of events and premonitions that have until then been 
leading up to it: for the saga to end without the rise of Christianity and the fall of 
Bárðr’s family would be, I believe, to defeat the author’s purpose in writing. 
Rather than merely writing a history of a family of supernatural beings, the author 
crafts a clever narrative about the end of the overt power and acceptance of the 
supernatural alive in pre-Christian Iceland, and the story is shown through the eyes 
of the supernatural themselves. Yes, this makes the saga tragic, as we watch not 
only the decline of a family but also their transformation from benign beings to 
supernatural guardian spirits to, at the very end, almost demonic powers (see 
below). But this tragedy and the family’s expiration – and ultimate transformation 
into no more than place names – does not make the saga flawed. The author may 
even have begun Bárðar saga Snæfellsáss out of interest in the legends 
surrounding certain Icelandic toponyms, wanting to provide a history for the 
names, as Ármann Jakobsson suggests, but I believe it is a history of a different 
kind and with different thematic concerns (i.e. to demonstrate the transition from 
pagan to Christian for society and from centre to periphery for Bárðr’s family) than 
that which Ármann Jakobsson proposes. 

When Bárðr’s son Gestr appears in the saga, the parallels between this story 
and that of Norna-Gestr become even more pronounced, and further proof that the 
inclusion of Christianity is deliberate and not merely for show, becomes apparent. 
When Gestr travels to Norway, King Óláfr Tryggvason again arrives on the scene, 
making the two stories’ settings more or less contemporary, though here the focus 
remains on Gestr and what his family represents, rather than shifting to Óláfr and 
the religion he symbolises, as is the case in Norna-Gests þáttr. The saga highlights 
that Gestr is out of place among the Christians. While Gestr’s companions meet 
with the king, ‘Gestr remained behind with the ship and had a rick-formed tent. His 
dog was with him, but no men’, showing Gestr to follow in the footsteps of his 
father and sister, seemingly voluntarily (but in reality, necessarily) resigning 
himself to solitude.42 This further hints that Bárðr’s family line will not flourish, 
that it will end as the saga closes – or that the saga will close at the family’s 
expiration. Gestr is also uneasy about the new beliefs that have now come to 
Norway and are represented by Óláfr, and which will soon arrive in Iceland. He 
says, ‘I am not eager to meet the king, because […] he wants to rule all things, 
even that in which people believe’,43 and he has premonitions about turning from 

                                                
42 BsS, p. 158; ‘Gestr sat eptir við skip ok hafði hrauktjald. Hundr hans var hjá honum, en ekki manna’. 
43 BsS, p. 159; ‘ekki er ek fúss til at finna konung, því at […] hann vill öllu ráða, jafnvel því, á hvern 
menn trúa’. 
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the beliefs of his family: ‘It is my foreboding – if I should let go of that religion – 
that I will not live long’.44 Gestr’s concerns echo Bárðr’s discomfort regarding his 
dream of a new religion at the saga’s opening, and continue the thread of 
foreboding concerning the coming of Christianity, leading to its climax at the end 
when Gestr finally does accept baptism. Gestr’s apprehensions also have parallels 
with Norna-Gestr’s unarticulated but implicitly recognised sense that his days are 
numbered in the presence of the Christian Óláfr. 

When Óláfr tells Bárðr’s son Gestr that ‘The life of men is in God’s power’ – 
and because Gestr’s ancestry is not fully human – Gestr’s fear of conversion is 
justified; the future will be Christian, under King Óláfr and his successors, but it is 
for ‘líf manna’ (the life of men or humans; my emphasis), not semi-humans like 
Gestr and his family.45 For Gestr to renounce his beliefs would be for him to 
renounce a part of himself, for he has the supernatural in his blood, and his own 
father has become, at this point in the saga, a pagan guardian spirit in whom many 
Icelanders now believe and call on for help.46 Gestr is a part of the old beliefs, 
which must give way to the new, and though he does agree to prime signing, it 
appears to be a diplomatic move, a formality to please King Óláfr, his host at the 
time.47 But in a progression of events similar to those of Norna-Gestr’s last hours, 
Gestr finally agrees to be baptised and dies almost immediately after, still ‘in 
baptismal clothes’.48 Despite his earlier premonitions, Gestr swears to accept 
baptism after nothing but Christian symbols, including an appearance by Óláfr, can 
save him from the power of the demonic Raknarr.49 In a state of desperation, ‘Then 
Gest declared to he who had created heaven and earth to accept the faith which 
King Óláfr preached if he came away alive out from the barrow’.50 Significantly, 
calling on his father Bárðr for help is now of no avail. Not only has the once 
friendly and helpful Bárðr become powerless against forces which are in 
opposition to the Christian God, but it seems that Bárðr has in some way become 
associated with these forces, lumped together with anything pre-Christian and 
supernatural, and he is thus demonised, or at least placed in direct opposition to 
Christianity. Gestr’s death at the hands of his own father, the now vengeful Bárðr 
angry with his son’s conversion, can also be seen, like the death of Norna-Gestr, as 
the fulfilment of a fate indicated earlier on in the story, which requires the pagan 
past effectively to pass away, while a new set of beliefs lives on into the future. 

To bring this paper to a close, I have argued that in Bárðar saga Snæfellsáss the 

                                                
44 BsS, p. 159; ‘Er þat hugboð mitt, ef ek læt þann sið, at ek muna ekki lengi lifa’. 
45 BsS, p. 159; ‘Líf manna er í guðs valdi’. 
46 See for example BsS, p. 119. 
47 BsS, p. 160. 
48 BsS, p. 170; ‘í hvítaváðum’. 
49 BsS, p. 168. 
50 BsS, p. 168; ‘Þá hét Gestr á þann, er skapat hafði himin ok jörð, at taka við trú þeiri, er Óláfr konungr 
boðaði, ef hann kæmist í burtu lífs ór hauginum’. 



12 
Pagan Past and Christian Future 

 
remnants of a set of pre-Christian beliefs inevitably die out, and that this is 
demonstrated in the exile and death of the members of Bárðr’s family and the 
denial of any continuation of this family line because of the supernatural vein 
running through it. The future is for the fully-human in Bárðar saga Snæfellsáss, 
and these humans are Christian. I have argued that the same occurs in Norna-Gests 
þáttr, with the members of the Christian court in which Norna-Gestr dies living on 
past the tale’s end in order to reinforce the necessity of the death of Norna-Gestr, 
relic of the heroic pagan world. I have shown how the main characters in each 
story lead somewhat parallel lives, illustrating, as symbols of the pagan past, the 
decline of pre-Christian beliefs in the face of Christianity. Finally, I have argued 
against an interpretation of Bárðar saga Snæfellsáss as a troll-history with a 
Christian ending tacked on for ecclesiastical approval, in favour instead, of a story 
shaped to illustrate the passing of one set of beliefs at the coming of another in 
similar fashion as Norna-Gests þáttr, which, while presenting the heroic pagan 
world, must bring this world to an end through the conversion and death of its last 
remnant. In the end, my analyses of Norna-Gestr’s free choice to die as a Christian 
juxtaposed against the necessity of his death upon receiving baptism, as well as the 
transformation and ultimate expiration of Bárðr’s family, have been enhanced by 
comparison with each other. Additionally, I have argued through the study of these 
stories that the old beliefs of medieval Scandinavia necessarily came to an end, or 
at least diminished – even if gradually over hundreds of years – with the coming of 
the new belief system of Christianity, for this is the symbolic significance of both 
Norna-Gestr and the family of Bárðr Snæfellsáss.51 
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51 Different versions of this paper were presented at the Within Reach: European Peripheries in the 
Middle Ages Postgrad Symposium at the University of Leeds, 25 April 2009, and at the International 
Medieval Congress, Leeds, 15 July 2009. Thanks are extended to both audiences for their insightful 
questions, comments, and suggestions. 


