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In the literature of medieval Iceland, there are two men who are known as the ul-

timate outlaws. These men are Gisli, the title character of Gisli Sursson’s Saga, and

Gunnar Hamundarson of Njal’s Saga. The two heroes have many things in common,

and yet Gunnar stands out as being the more exceptional and well-beloved of the pair.

Can this be written off as historical coincidence, or is there something about the way

they are portrayed that causes this effect? This paper will examine the sagas in order

to find the vital differences between the two heroes that gives rise to this effect. To this

end, I will address three subjects: the early characterization of the hero by the saga

writer, the trangression that is the turning point of each story, and the actions the heros

take that lead to their famous last stands.

A character’s first introduction is very important, because it lays the groundwork

for the reader to judge their later actions. Gunnar Hamundarson is introduced in Chap-

ter 19 of Njal’s Saga and there we are given a complete description of his attributes from

physical skill to social performance. We are told that his martial prowess is unmatched

and that aesthetically he is quite a stunning specimen. The most important description

that we get, however, is of his manner: “He was extremely well-bred, fearless, gener-

ous, and even-tempered, faithful to his friends but careful in his choice of them. He

was prosperous.”1 The saga writer includes all this becuase it is important that the

reader understand how successful and well-loved Gunnar is, because it also means

that he will be a target for scorn and violence on the part of others. Iceland’s hierarchy

of prestige is a closed system in which there is a scarcity of honor. Gunnar, by virtue

of being at the top of this hierarchy, is a lightning rod for those wishing to advance

themselves. To take down Gunnar is to win great honor. This key feature of Gunnar’s

standing at the beginning of the saga will influence the rest of his story immensely.

Gisli does not get a direct characterization from his saga writer in the way that Gun-

nar does. There is no description of Gisli’s looks, nor do we have an account his tem-

1Magnusson and Pálsson, Njal’s Saga, 73.
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perament, intellect, or place in society. This is partly because of the saga writer’s style,

which relies heavily on genealogy for characterization. However, the lack of charac-

terization also emphasizes the fact that, unlike Gunnar, Gisli is not a well-known or

particularly exceptional man. He is a hard working farmer but his reknown in Ice-

landic society does not match that of the famed warrior Gunnar. Gisli’s lack of status

is important when comparing his story to Gunnar’s, because it reminds us that Gisli’s

actions are to blame for the trouble that befalls him, something that is harder to say

about Gunnar.

Gunnar and Gisli are two very different men, so what is the action, the transgression

that leads each of them to the same end: death as an outlaw. Gisli’s crime is the se-

cret murder of Thorgrim goði—a straightforward action with obvious consequences.

Someone killed his brother in law and he retaliated, upholding his family honor. This

murder is not his transgression, though, because he gets away with it. I am mak-

ing a special distinction between crime and transgression here to make a point. The

transgression is divorced from ethical standards. It can be defined as the offense that

causes a community to turn against an individual. One does not have to be guilty to

be hanged by the lynch mob, but there is usually some reason why they did it. That

reason is the trangression. After murdering Thorgrim, Gisli is forced to also kill the

sorcerer Thorgrim Nef, whom he knows to be casting spells against him. The second

killing is Gisli’s transgression, because it outs him as the killer of Thorgrim goði and

leads to his sentence of outlawry.

Pinning down Gunnar’s transgression is a bit tougher than finding Gisli’s, and it

must take into account the crime/transgression disctinction that was developed earlier.

The crime that leads to Gunnar’s outlawry sentence is the killing of Thorgeir Otkels-

son, but it is not his transgression. Gunnar has killed many other men, but he was

always able to stay out of legal trouble before by offering generous compensation for

his crimes and listening to the advice of his friend Njal. His transgression, the reason
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why everyone is plotting against him, is that he is in a position of honor, and he must be

knocked down if they are to rise in standing. When Gunnar first returns from ranging

abroad Njal correctly predicts that Gunnar will be a lightning rod for trouble because

of his new status:

Njal said that Gunnar had proved himself to be an outstanding man—“and
now you have been well tested. But you have yet to be tested even more,
for there are many who will envy you.”2

Njal commends Gunnar on the way he handled himself abroad, then warns him that it

will not be smooth sailing now that he’s back with a big reputation. Since the moment

he sets foot back on Iceland, Gunnar has enemies waiting to take him down so that

they may advance in honor. So his best asset is unfortunately also his transgression:

he is prosperous and everyone recognizes his greatness.

After their different levels of transgression are established, the next comparison to

be made between Gunnar and Gisli is what brings them to the point of their desperate

last stand. Both characters have a chance to leave Iceland and save themselves lots

of trouble, and both heroes have access to prophecy which should give them some

advice on what to do to avoid trouble. Interestingly though, neither of the men leave

the country, nor does the presence of the supernatural prophecy help them to avert

their grisly fates. Let us endeavor to find out why.

Folllowing the murder of Thorgrim Nef that “outs” him, Gisli is in a rough position.

He does not have adequate political influence to avert or reduce his sentence so he is

forced to accept it. Once he is sentenced, he travels around the island attempting to

gain the support of a cheiftain, but no one will help him, due to a malicious spell cast

by Thorgrim Nef before he was killed. Gisli never explicitly says why he does not leave

Iceland, but we can infer a few things from contextual clues. The clearest explanation

that we get is that he wants vengeance on those who prosecuted him. Gisli hints at this

in verse, upon hearing the ruling of the assembly:
2Magnusson and Pálsson, 92.
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News comes from the north:
the assembly is over,
harsh sentence passed
on me—no honour there.
Giver of pure gold,
this blue-armoured warrior
shall cruelly repay
both Bork and Stein.3

This is the easiest interpretation, and certainly the drive for vengeance would be a fac-

tor in any case, but I do not think it is Gisli’s sole motive. Gisli is a poor man, without

many prospects. If he flees the country, he certainly wont have “the good life” to look

forward to. For one, there’s no guarantee that he wouldn’t just get shipwrecked and

die on the passage. If he does make it he has nothing to commend him to a potential

employer. Unlike Gunnar he is not famous, and cannot just slip into a role as an hon-

ored warrior of an earl or a king. The way I understand it, life without his wife and his

farm would be pretty empty, and on the whole, not really worth the trouble.

Gisli’s prophecies do nothing to help his situation. Gisli is visited by ethereal

women in his dreams, one of which is cruel and evil, filling his head with images

of gore and violence, the other kind and comforting, allowing him brief glimpses of

the future. The kind one, despite offering the occasional comfort, is just as bad as the

wicked in that she offers Gisli no way out of his predicamment. This is why I be-

lieve Gisli gets nothing but torment from the supernatural on the road to his inevitable

doom.

The prophecy supplied to Gunnar, on the other hand is very simple. It comes in

the form of advice from Njal, titular hero the saga of which Gunnar is a part. Njal is

known to be prescient and always trustworthy for advice.4 After Gunnar’s sentence is

pronounced, Njal advises him to leave the country and take it easy for a couple years.

He says,

3Sagas of the Icelanders, 530.
4Magnusson and Pálsson, 74.

4



If your first journey abroad was a success, this one will be a triumph. You
will come back a man of great renown; you will live to be an old man, and
no one here will be your equal. But if you break this settlement, if you don’t
leave the country, you will be killed here in Iceland. And that will be a sad
day for those who are your friends.5

All that Gunnar has to do is leave the country for a few years and all will be well,

but apparently Gunnar is not ready to let go. On his way to the ship with his brother

Kolskegg, Gunnar’s horse stumbles and he must leap from the saddle to avoid falling.

Upon doing this he happens to catch sight of his home in the hills behind him. Gunnar

comments: “How lovely the slopes are, more lovely than they have ever seemed to me

before, golden cornfields and new-mown hay. I am going back home, and I will not go

away.”6 When it comes down to it, he cannot bear to leave his homeland. The fact that

he does not flee, but stands firm, knowing what fate will bring him is admirable.

For Gunnar, it is not only love of country that causes him to remain, however. I be-

lieve there is an inner conflict between what Gunnar perceives through Njal’s prophe-

cies, and his desire to be true to himself. The choice to stay is not Gunnar being thick,

rather it is an active choice to appoint for himself the time and place of his death, and

in doing so save his honor. Gunnar is haunted by Njal’s propechy in much the same

way that Gisli is tormented by his dream women. Gunnar knows that he will never do

what Njal asks of him—running away is just not in his nature. In the end, he gives up

on the wise course of action and chooses his honor.

Though they are some of the most famous scenes in the literature of medieval Ice-

land, the great last stands of Gisli and Gunnar are among the less important factors in

comparing their characters. There is little that a warrior can do when a band of men

comes to seal his fate, and both Gunnar and Gisli do what they must, with great skill

and pride. Ultimately, it is what happens after these encounters that will form our last

point on the nature of these Icelandic men. Gisli fought and died bravely, killing more

5Magnusson and Pálsson, 165.
6ibid, 166.
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than half of his attackers and wounding others. He is mourned well, and his sister

Thordis even tries her hand at a little vengeance, but the only consolation we recieve

concerning his fate is the vague notion that after years of running Gisli must finally at

peace, and the knowledge that for at least 1000 years after his death he will be remem-

bered for his bravery.

Gunnar has a much more vibrant after-life than Gisli. Though Gunnar is mourned

deeply throughout Iceland after his death, Skarp-Hedin Njalsson and Hogni Gunnars-

son witness an event that comforts them and steels their resolve to take a few lives

in vengeance for Gunnar’s killing. They are out walking at night when they witness

Gunnar in his burial mound chanting verse under a full moon:

Suddenly it seemed to them that the mound was open; Gunnar had turned
round to face the moon. There seemed to be four lights burning inside the
mound, illuminating the whole chamber. They could see that Gunnar was
happy; his face was exultant.7

He then recites a cheerful verse that ends with the lines, “He would rather die than

yield,/Much rather die than yield.”8 Gunnar is at peace, no longer tormented by

prophecy that he cannot fulfill, no longer conflicted with the choices of life. The reader

has no cause to regret Gunnar’s choice of remaining in Iceland—he has fulfilled his

destiny.

And so the sagas of these legendary heroes comes to a close. In the final analysis, it

appears that Gunnar was always the more priveleged man, having many more oppor-

tunities for happiness than his counterpart Gisli. Though Gunnar also had his burdens,

as it was his privelege that made him a target for violence in the first place. In the mind

of a medieval Icelandic reader, when presented with rotten luck, Gisli does what many

in his place would do: he defends himself and his family. The fact that it would have

been easier for Gunnar to escape his situation is what makes his choice to remain that

much more powerful. As readers, we sympathize with Gisli because we can easily see
7Magnusson and Pálsson, 173.
8ibid, 173.
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ourselves in his shoes. He appeals to us because he is like us. Gunnar appeals to us

because he is much more than we could ever be. In this way he is like many of the

superheroes of popular culture. As the paradigm of the happy pagan warrior, Gunnar

is the true “superman” of medieval Icelandic literature.
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