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Njál’s Saga, called “the Queen” of Icelandic saga literature, is filled to the brim with

interesting interpersonal relationships.1 The relation between father and son as por-

trayed by the title character and his son Skarp-Heðin is one of the most magnificently

crafted aspects of literature that I have ever encountered. It is that relationship, in all

its wonderful subtleties, which I will discuss here. How did such a wise, peaceful and

generally congenial man like Njál spawn an angry, troll-like brute always looking for

some kind of trouble? How do Njál and Skarp-Heðin’s vastly different demeanors put

strain on their interactions? Did Skarp-Heðin inherit any of Njál’s sharp wit and pre-

cognizant ability? None of these questions are dealt with explicitly in the saga, but

the writer almost certainly thought of these questions, and hid answers where intrepid

and curious readers could find them. I do not think I have uncovered them all, and

they are ambiguous enough that while giving credit to my interpretation, they could

certainly be used to make an entirely different one. Such is the nature of the textual

evidence. I hope that my reading of this relationship will prove interesting, and that

someone will pursue it, or a similar idea, further in the scholarship of this wonderful

saga.

In this paper, I will argue that Skarp-Heðin functions as a sort of anti-Njál. He

serves a complementary and balancing, rather than an antagonistic function, and he is

among the characters that most drive the plot forward, to the dismay of many other

characters involved. I will also elaborate on the idea of Skarp-Heðin as something of a

Judas figure. The saga writer was almost certainly an educated Christian, well versed

in Catholic doctrine and it is possible that he or she sought this as a literary model.

But comparison will prove interesting regardless of this possible connection. We will

begin our study with the initial character descriptions provided by the saga writer, then

continue into a discussion of the unique precognitive abilities of Njál and his family.

In the latter half of the paper, I will show exactly how Skarp-Heðin’s character is vital

1This royal designation comes from the web site of the Njála museum in Hvolsvöllur, Iceland
(www.njala.is)
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to the turning point of the saga, and then a final analysis will be made, considering

excerpts from the climactic burning scene.

We are first introduced to Njál in the twentieth chapter of the saga, and we are given

an overall warm impression of him. We are told that he is wealthy and handsome,

gives great advice, and is wise beyond his years. The saga writer tells us that, “. . . he

had one peculiarity: he could not grow a beard.”2 Njál sounds like a wonderful guy, a

likely hero in manner and temperament, but as readers of the Icelandic sagas, we are

a bit put off by his physical shortcomings—the beard signifying that perhaps he is not

of the same type of man as many other heroes we have encountered. It also makes

us acutely aware of the fact that Njál is not mentioned to have any special physical

prowess. These qualities will be important as the story unfolds.

Skarp-Heðin comes into the story five chapters later, and the picture the saga writer

paints of him is not the prettiest. He is the eldest of the Njálssons, and possessing of the

martial prowess that his father lacks. He is big and ugly, and “every inch a warrior.”

It would seem that Skarp-Heðin is the polar opposite of his father. The next part of his

characterization is key, “He was quick to make up his mind and confident in his deci-

sions, quick to speak and scathing in his words; but for the most part he kept himself

well under control.” We are not told that he jumps to the wrong conclusions, only that

he is quick to make up his mind. This ambiguity will help form the foundation of my

argument concerning Skarp-Heðin.

There are two possible explanations for why Skarp-Heðin is “quick to make up his

mind and confident in his decisions.” The first is that Skarp-Heðin possesses some

of Njál’s wisdom and prescient abilities. It is not out of the question to believe that

Njál has somehow passed his powers on to his family members. On the contrary, we

have concrete proof that at least one of his sons has second sight. In Chapter 85, Helgi

Njálsson correctly predicts that Earl Sigurd’s lands in Scotland are under attack even

2Magnusson and Pálsson,Njál’s Saga, ch. 20, 74.
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though the Earl has received no distress messages or cries for help.3 Also, just before

the burning, Bergthora is especially perceptive when she tells everyone to choose their

favorite dish, as this will be the last meal that she will serve.4 If it is the case with Skarp-

Heðin, that he has inherited his father’s clairvoyance, then he must quick to make up

his mind because he perceives the future, and he is confident in his decisions because

he knows exactly what will come to pass. If, on the other hand, Skarp-Heðin does

not possess the wisdom to discern the future, then only one possible interpretation

remains: he is just mean! According to this reading, he is hasty to come to misguided

conclusions, stubborn once his mind is made up, and careless enough to act upon that

which he has decided. Evidence for each of these possibilities can be found in the

examples to follow, as both interpretations, or virtually any combination thereof are

supported by the text.

The major turning point of the saga occurs at the Althing when compensation is be-

ing made to Flosi for the killing of Hoskuld. It is in this scene when we must wonder

which of the above interpretations is correct. Up to this point, the Althing had been

on the verge of violence. Njál stepped in and spoke to everyone, calming them and

suggesting a compromise between the two sides: triple compensation (600 ounces of

silver) to be paid for the death of Hoskuld. Everyone was pitching in and the money

was piling up. Things were going great until Njál decided to ‘sweeten the pot’ with

the gift of a cloak and some boots. Flosi does not take this extra gift well. Upon find-

ing the cloak he angrily demands to know who it was from. When no one answers

he says, “Does none of you really know who owned this garment or does none of you

dare to tell me?”5 It would appear that Flosi is looking for a reason to pick a fight now,

especially because we know that before coming to the Althing he had been pressured

by Hoskuld’s widow, his niece Hildigunn, to take no less than blood vengeance for

3ibid, Chapter 85, 182.
4ibid, Chapter 127, 262.
5ibid, Chapter 123, 255.
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Hoskuld’s death. Whatever the reason for Flosi’s anger, Skarp-Heðin is quick to in-

dulge him. He brutally insults Flosi before the entire Althing, effectively ruining the

settlement and sending Flosi into a murderous rage.

This makes the reader wonder to what extent Skarp-Heðin knows the consequences

of his actions. Earlier in the day, after all the money had been collected, but before the

settlement had been sealed, Njál spoke to his sons in the privacy of their booth. Skarp-

Heðin had a dubious and somewhat alarming response to this talk. It happened as

follows:

Njál walked back to his booth and said to his sons, ‘Now our case has been found

a happy solution. We have reconciled and all the money is gathered together. Each

side is now to go and pledge peace and good faith to the other. I want to ask of you

now not to spoil all this in any way.’ Skarp-Heðin stroked his brow and grinned in

reply. Then they all walked to the Court of Legislature.6

The grin has been established many times before in this saga as an omen of terrible

things about to happen. In this case, it prefigures Skarp-Heðin’s ruining of the settle-

ment and the burning of Njál’s family in their home. But why did Skarp-Heðin risk the

lives of his loved ones on the joy he gets out of making up crass rumors about other

people’s sexual indiscretions?

In figuring out Skarp-Heðin’s motivation to break the settlement, we must take into

account how he views Njál and Flosi at this point in the story. How much Njál knows

about the outcome of the case may influence Skarp-Heðin’s decision to go against his

father’s advice. Let us look at what we know of Njál’s precognizant abilities. We

remember that in Chapter 55, Gunnar becomes frustrated with Njál and asks if Njál

knows what will cause his own death. Njál replies that he does and that it will be,

“Something that everyone would least expect.”7 If he is telling the truth, we can as-

6ibid, Chapter 123, 255.
7ibid, Chapter 55, 136.
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sume that Njál’s speech to his sons at the Althing is less than sincere. If he knows

of his approaching doom, he is aware that something must happen soon to cause the

burning. The breaking of the settlement with Flosi on the part of one of the Njálssons

would provide just this spur. Njál’s words to his sons, then, may show a genuine wish

for Skarp-Heðin not to mess up the settlement, but Njál most likely knows that he can-

not count on this. Njál admits as much when he says after the Althing is over: “I have

long had the feeling that this case would go badly for us,. . . and so it has turned out.”8

This sheds a bit of insight for us on Skarp-Heðin’s decision. With Flosi on one

side itching for a reason to seek blood vengeance, and Njál on the other, reluctant but

determined to meet his doom, Skarp-Heðin is the only one of the Njálssons who is

wise enough, or perhaps simply impatient enough to give them both what they want.

If we are willing to accept the premise that Skarp-Heðin has precognizant powers then

this outcome makes perfect sense. If not, we can write him off as simply ill-tempered.

Either way, in breaking the settlement, Skarp-Heðin is identifying a point of tension

and exploiting it, either for his own cruel enjoyment or for the sake of fate. Skarp-

Heðin is just the man for this job: crude, bloody, willing to insult Flosi and bring about

the deaths of his entire family, and willing to do it with a feral smile on his face. Skarp-

Heðin is like Judas, from the Christian bible: the one who knew the unfortunate truth

of what had to be done, and acted on it, gaining derision and hate, but ultimately

allowing the climax of the story to happen. Whether you believe he was prescient or

just had a short temper, the parallels here are pretty compelling.

One final clue for us to consider in this puzzle comes just before Skarp-Heðin’s

death. When Skarp-Heðin is revelling in the flames that are bringing Njál’s farmhouse,

he witnesses Njál lay down to bed with his wife and grandson. Skarp-Heðin, who we

expect to be angry or resentful, says, with an air of forgiveness: “Father is going early

to bed,. . . And that is only natural, for he is an old man.”9 Skarp-Heðin values the

8ibid, Chapter 123, 256.
9ibid, Chapter 129, 268.
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bond between Njál and himself and respects the roles which they must play. He has

already laid down his life by accepting his father’s plan to go inside the farmhouse

when he had wanted to remain outdoors, whether out of loyalty or knowledge of the

future. Now he is displaying surprising self-awareness in this final comment, a sort of

deathbed confession, that in his life he has only fulfilled the role that was laid out for

him—a silent concession that in battle with fate, no man can claim himself the victor.

I suppose we can never know for certain whether the saga writer had Judas in

mind when he was writing Skarp-Heðin, but I believe that this comparison provides

in iillustrative example that can help us to understand how Skarp-Heðin comes to

make the choices that he does. Ultimately, Skarp-Heðin’s ferocity and anger are the

natural complement to Njál’s patience and determination to do the right thing. These

characters, while remaining father and son, represent two sides of the same coin. Each

side of the coin is vital to the other’s existence as each character in the saga needs the

other to play out his own desperate tale. This has been an incredibly enlightening

character study to write and I only wish that I had the time and space to pursue a more

detailed look at the actions and significance of Skarp-Heðin in Njál’s Saga.
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A Note on the References:

Because Magnusson and Pálsson’s 1960 translation is used rather than the standard

for the course, chapter numbers were provided in all footnotes, should you need to

find a particular quotation. I have found that a side by side comparison of the text can

often be enligthening, and I would be interested to find out if the newer translation

provides further support for, or invalidates, any of the points of my argument.
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