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The saga of Gisli Sursson is the story of a man who is forced by events beyond his

will to sco� the law of his people and uphold the honor of his word. Beneath this tale of

vengeance and outlawry, the saga writer conveys the moral growth of the title character as

he learns, over the course of a life violently shortened, what it means to be a brother and

a kinsman. The reader must attempt to deconstruct the complex morality that guides

Gisli's decisions if he or she is to understand the hero's sometimes ba�ing choices. This

paper will progress through Gilsi's life and examine the evolution of his conscience to

show that by the end of his life, he has not ultimately forsaken his oaths of brotherhood,

but changed the meaning of brother.

Before Gisli Sursson's story begins, the theme of kinship is presented by the telling of

how Gisli, son of Thorkel (our hero's uncle), avenged his brother Ari's murder by killing

Bjorn the Black, a fearsome beserker. In doing this, he saved Ari's wife Ingibjorg, and all of

Ari's former lands and possessions from being seized by Bjorn. This fairly straightforward

example explains how a vengeance oath should work in the Icelandic ideal. By placing it

at the beginning, the saga writer is setting the stage for Gisli's actions later in the saga

and laying down the theme of kinship that will be challenged and explored.

Gisli Sursson's �rst act regarding kinship is to slay Bard, a man who is courting Gisli's

sister, Thordis. Gisli's father does not approve of the match, but Gisli's brother Thorkel

will not put a stop to the courtship, as he is friends with Bard. This must have infuriated

Gisli. How could Thorkel value his friend's happiness over that of his own father? Gisli

is forced to play the good son and remove Bard from the situation. We are told that

after killing Bard, �Gisli rode o� home to tell his father, who was greatly pleased by the

news.�1 Here, Gisli is clearly seeking attention from his father for having done right by

him. His actions show that he still possesses a very simplistic idea of how one should

uphold family honor. As the saga progresses kinship continues to be a central theme, and

Gisli's attitudes toward it will begin to change.
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The �rst time that Gisli shows depth in his understanding of kinship is at the Spring

Assembly, during the proposal and breaking of the blood-oath. The blood-oath binds its

participants together, requiring that each shall avenge the others as if they were born

brothers. The fact that Gisli proposes to enter into this kind of pact with two men

who were not born into his family shows progress for his character. When Thorgrim is

unwilling to take on Vestein as his sworn brother, Gisli stands up for his knew kin, saying,

�I will not burden myself with ties to a man who refuses to bind himself to Vestein, my

brother-in-law.�2 Gisli is prioritizing his bond with Vestein so that it is on the same level

as his relationship to Thorkel. Though the blood-oath is never completed, Gisli upholds

his pledge to Vestein, from that point on treating him in all ways as a brother.

Though Gisli has just gained one sibling, he is soon to lose another. After the foiled

bonding ritual Thorkel and Gisli take separate ways home from the assembly, Thorkel

sailing with Thorgrim goði, and Gisli sailing with Vestein. Upon their return Thorkel

lounges around for a year, not lifting a �nger to work on the brothers' jointly owned farm.

After a year he comes to Gisli and tells him that he wants to divide their property, saying

he is uncomfortable letting Gisli do all the work. Gisli protests at �rst, but eventually

gives in to Thorkel's wishes and they split the property. Gisli maintains possession of

the farm and Thorkel takes the moveable goods which includes the shards of Grasiða,

Grey-blade, the ill-fated weapon that brought their uncle Gisli to his end. Thorkel then

goes to live with Thorgrim goði. This physical distance hints at the emotional separation

that the brothers are undergoing, and emphasizes the bond between Gisli and Vestein,

which remains as strong as ever.

As Gisli and Thorkel age, they continue to grow apart. Though, on two very interesting

occasions they demonstrate that there is still love or, at least respect, lingering between

them. The �rst sign of this devotion comes when, after Vestein is killed, Gisli removes

the murder weapon (which he recognizes as forged from the shards of Grasiða) from the
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body and hides it in a trunk so that no one will see it. This very deliberate action has

two purposes. The �rst is that because Vestein was killed by secret manslaughter, with

the weapon left in the wound, whomever removes it is sworn to avenge the killing. The

second and more subtle e�ect of Gilsi's actions is that, because Grey-blade was known

to be in Thorkel's possession at the time of the slaying, by hiding it Gisli has removed

evidence that could incriminate his brother. Gisli then kills Thorgrim, not Thorkel, to

avenge Vestein. Gisli may think that Thorgrim has framed Thorkel, or otherwise used

Grey-blade without his full consent. Or perhaps whether or not Thorkel actually did the

killing, Gisli takes revenge on Thorgrim because he simply does not have it in his heart

to kill his own brother.

Whatever Gisli's reason for sparing Thorkel, his brother would soon be able to repay

him in kind. On the night of Thorgrim's murder, Eyjolf and Thorkel go to Gisli's farm

at Hol with some men to ask if anyone has heard anything suspicious that night. Upon

entering the house, Thorkel spies something interesting. �Thorkel, Gisli's brother, went

right up to the closet and saw that Gisli's shoes were lying there, covered in ice and snow.

He pushed them under the footboard so that no one else would see them.�3 Thorkel has

been confronted with the same dilemna that Gisli had. He has discovered evidence that

his brother was out and about in the middle of the night, and he knows that if Eyjolf

sees it he will use it to condemn Gisli. Thorkel chooses, as Gisli did, to hide this evidence

rather than bring it to light. The brothers have performed two equal acts, one repaying

the other. Perhaps Thorkel beleives that justice has already been served, with the killing

of Thorgrim. Perhaps he still cares for his brother too much to want him to be tried for

murder. Whatever the case, Thorkel makes an e�ort to change the course of fate in his

brother's life. These small actions on the part of Gisli and Thorkel strike the reader as

pangs of brotherly love in an otherwise dying relationship.

Thorkel's covering up of evidence will prove to be the last true measure of kindness
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that he gives to his brother, for soon he will betray Gisli by refusing to o�er help when

he needs it most. The �rst time that Gisli asks for help is when Thorkel has come to tell

him that Thordis has turned Gisli in for the murder of Thorgrim. Gisli asks what he can

expect by way of aid now that the truth is out. Thorkel, thinking of his own well-being,

replies: �I can give you warning if there is an attempt on your life, but I can a�ord you no

help that might lead to my being accused.�4 The second time that Gisli asks is before the

Thorsnes Assembly is set to meet, when he is about to be formally accused and tried for

secret manslaughter. Thorkel's answer remains the same. Gisli is outlawed and manages

to evade punishment for six years, at which point he feels he's in a tight spot. Once again,

he goes to his brother Thorkel and says that he expects help, reminding him that he has

not asked for anything in the intervening years since his outlawry. Thorkel plays it safe

once again, refusing to risk violence or outlawry to help his brother. This must o�end

Gisli deeply, as he has already risked both violence and outlawry for his brother-in-law

Vestein and has paid the price for his actions, and now his own brother will not do the

same for him. This is the fundamental di�erence that contrasts the two brothers. Despite

all that has happened between them, Gisli still has not given up on that concept of family

honor, which he expects Thorkel to uphold.

It is only when he visits Thorkel a year later that Gisli will understand the extent to

which their relationship has been marred. His journey towards understanding the true

nature of kinship is now so nearly complete. Gisli is deeply hurt when his brother refuses

to o�er him assistance for the fourth and �nal time, just before he sails out to some nearby

islands to hide out. Masking his grief with bitterness, Gisli lashes out at Thorkel saying,

You think you're safe and sound and living in plenty, a friend of many chief-
tains, who has no need to be on his guard�and I am an outlaw and have
many enemies. But I can tell you this, that even so you will be killed before
me. We take our leave of each other again. But know this. I would never have
treated you as you have treated me.5
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Gisli has clearly expected more from Thorkel than this, and does not disguise his disap-

pointment as he bids farewell to his brother for the �nal time. This tragic breaking of the

bond of brotherhood is Gisli's �nal lesson in kinship.

By the �nal pages of the saga, the reader has come to know a wiser Gisli than the man

who, barely out of boyhood, slaughtered his sister's lover and his brother's best friend to

please his father. This Gisli has sacri�ced his own comfort and happiness for the memory

of a man he took as his brother, and has been betrayed by a blood relation. He must now,

truly, be aware that blood means little with regard to family. It is this older, more grim,

but ultimately more noble Gisli who, after hearing of the death of his brother Thorkel at

the hands of Vestein's sons, decides to lay down his sword rather than continue the cycle

of vengeance. This is the �rst time that Gisli has failed to ful�ll an oath to his family.

Despite all their dealings, it was clear that Gisli never bore Thorkel any ill will, and it

must have pained him deeply to see Thorkel killed. However, Thorkel forfeited his rights

of brotherhood long before, in his repeated denials of Gisli's cries for help. Having shirked

his natural responsibilities as a brother years ago, Gisli was no longer bound to avenge

him as a brother would. Gisli is free to make his heroic last stand, and to die with a clear

conscience having undertaken every aspect of his life with honor.

This is the culmination of Gisli's moral journey. From his childish beginnings killing

his sister's suitors for the honor of his family to the end of his days when he will not even

lift his sword to avenge his own brother's murder, Gisli learns that kin are not born, they

are made. True brothers are not selected by fate, but by the choices one makes and the

loyalties which one chooses to uphold.
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