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Jesse Byock, the Icelander

• Spends long periods in the 
country.

• Speaks perfect Icelandic.

• Understands the country and 
the culture . 

• Icelandic citizenship.



Contribution to Viking 
and Medieval Norse 

Studies Program

• Yearly lectures

• Teaching:
• New Critical Approaches Seminar

• Upcoming course

• Meetings with students and 
colleagues

• Involving students from our 
programs in his projects.



Comments from students who have worked 
with Jesse

• Vanessa Iacocca: “Working with Jesse has not 
only enriched my knowledge and experience in 
Old Norse studies, but his sheer enthusiasm for 
the subject matter is inspiring in itself. I hope to 
bring the level of excitement that he devotes to 
his work to my own!”

• Michael Macpherson: “Jesse is very in touch 
with the needs of students and spreads his 
passion for the field very effectively through his 
varied pursuits.”



More comments....

Aaryn L. Smith: 

Jesse is unfailingly warm, unfailingly kind. Easy-
going, but any serenity is quickly belied by a 
relentless, omnivorous curiosity. He simply 
cannot help himself--always a dozen odd projects, 
several dozen new ideas--and this is precisely why 
I continue to bug him for more little jobs. He 
makes work pleasure. 



More...
Rabea Stahl: Working with Jesse was a 
pleasure and honour. He had a high standard 
for the tasks that were to be done. The tasks 
and problems were discussed with great 
patience with me and the others. Working 
with Jesse meant working in a team. He never 
looked down on any student but rather 
encouraged us to work on and let us contribute 
our thoughts. He never stopped pondering and 
working about a problem until we had found a 
solution together! He is a hard working, 
ambitious and encouraging person that has 
influenced me and many other students.



A bone to pick?
• My interest in the development of the sagas as 

sophisticated fiction.

• Egils saga very structured as a literary work and 
intricate in the way it generates meaning, f.ex. 
in its allusions to Holy Scripture.

• The story of Egil‘s bones an exercise in 
definition of who Egill is:
• Not a pagan

• Not a saint

• A redeemable prime-signed heathen.

• I should be very skeptical about Jesse’s reading 
of the saga.



Egil‘s grave: an inconvenient truth?



Why I like his work?

• Down to earth / materialistic.

• Views literature (the sagas) as an 
outgrowth of Icelandic society.

• Acute perception of social 
interaction and power relations 
within the sagas.

 Sagas though written two to 
three centuries after the fact are 
nevertheless good sources about 
the society.

• Seems diametrically opposite to my 
approach, which focuses on the 
literary craftsmanship of the saga 
authors.

• My structuralist approach also 
argues they are an expression of the 
society which generated them.

• Literature serves a purpose.

 Because the sagas take place in the 
same social and physical environment 
as that of the audience, they have to 
tell a plausible story.



The depth of the past
• Parallels in the work of the saga scholar and that of the 

historian and archaeologist:
• Describe the object.
• Analyze it.
• Contextualize it.

• Awareness of multiple layers:
• Of artefacts.
• Stages of habitat.
• Social memory which is expressed in the saga literature:

• Events.
• Sense of change through time.
• Texts change with every copy.



Some thoughts inspired by Jesse and his team‘s 
work on the Mosfell Valley and the harbour at 

Leirvogur.

• Did the area lose prominence after the Viking Age? Why?

• Why does it nevertheless have an important place in the structure of 
13th century versions of Landnámabók?

• Does it relate to the foundation of the monastery at Viðey around 
1225? If so, how?



The Mosfell Valley / Reykjavík area

This is the heart of the area settled by Ingólfur Arnarson, the first settler. 
His descendants were prominent throughout the 10th century.



Relative loss of prominence of the area in 12th and 
13th centuries

• From the late 12th century onwards, there is 
a concentration of power in the hands of 
fewer chieftain and their families:
• The importance of the þingmaðr / goði

relationship tends to diminish and instead the 
overlords enforce their control over a territory.

• The Reykjavík/Mosfell area is not at the 
center of such a domain.
• Not suitable
• Nevertheless accumulated wealth
• Possibly from previous economic stage:

• Walrus hunting.
• Early commerce (Leirvogur)
• Proximity to Þingvellir



The foundation of a monastery in a buffer zone



Monastery of Viðey

• Founded in 1225.

• Joint efforts of Snorri Sturluson, 
Þorvaldur Gissurarson and 
Bishop Magnús Gissurarson.

• Snorri at the height of his power.

• Þorvaldur growing old.

• Both territorial overlords.

• They negotiate a wedding 
between their children about 
the same time.



The composition of 
Landnámabók

• A text that evolves and is used 
differently from one period to 
another.

• Several versions, serving 
different purposes:

• 12th century
• Ari and Kolskeggur

• Lost

• 13th century
• Styrmir Kárason

• Lost

• Sturla Þórðarson

• Haukr Erlendsson



Snorri‘s literary activities and Styrmir Kárason

• Styrmir is a cleric, possibly a monk from 
Þingeyrar.

• He is closely associated with Snorri.
• Representative at Alþingi when Snorri is 

lawspeaker.

• He is also thought to have written 
sagas.

• He is made prior to the new monastery.

• Styrmir may have been 
responsible for a major reworking 
of Landnámabók. 



The quarters and the structure of Landnámabók

• Sveinbjörn Rafnsson: The 
Narrativization of 
Landnámabók.
• More narrative material with 

possible symbolic content.
• Re-structuring:

• The story starts with Ingólfur of 
Reykjavík.

• Associated in manuscripts 
with Kristni saga, a history of 
the Conversion of Iceland.

• How does all of this fit 
together?



Conclusion

• The Reykjavík-Mosfell area was no longer a center of power in the 
new situation which was created by the appearance of overlords from 
the late 12th c. onwards.

• It nevertheless had accumulated wealth and population since the 
Viking Age.

• It was on the border between the domains of two powerful overlords.

• The foundation of the monastery was also favored by the area‘s 
relative prosperity.

• The reorganization of Landnámabók might have been a way to 
exploit social memory in order to highlight the glorious past of an 
area of which the monastery in Viðey was now the major 
institution.


