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The written texts from medieval Iceland contain a varied reflection of the oral memory in 
the 12th, 13th and 14th centuries about the political unrest in Norway, culminating in the 
efforts of Haraldr hárfagri to unite Norway under his kingship, with the sea-battle in 
Hafrsfjord (dated to 872 in many annals) as a decisive moment in the narratives. 
Many chieftains and free men are said to have left Norway in connection with Haraldrʼs 
rise to power, moving to the Norse colonies in the British Isles/Ireland and ultimately to 
Iceland where they established a new society. The society in Iceland is portrayed as a 
reaction to the growing royal power in Norway with chieftains getting together in the new 
country as equals and forming a new societal order. Different perspectives on this history 
are reflected in the preserved texts, not least because some of them are primarily written 
for domestic purposes in Iceland whereas others were at least partly put together with 
export to Norway in mind. 
It is well known that the medieval texts represent enormous problems when it comes to 
determing their historical authenticity. Oral memory about the distant past is likely to 
reflect contemporary interests (such as ideas about kingship) at any given time but the 
tradition can also preserve historical information and it is very difficult to determine which 
is which because there are only a few contemporary sources to compare the written 
reflections of the oral memory with. An obvious problem for example is that the combined 
chronology of the texts contains conflicting information and cannot therefore be matched 
in all details. Rather than to try to solve all the problems which the texts present from the 
viewpoint of actual history it is adviceable to analyse them all in their own right, as the 
different reflections of oral memory which they are, from among different families and 
groups of people in different parts of the Norse/Gaelic world. From that angle it may be 
said that the battle in Hafrsfjord is remembered as very important for the political 
development and movements of people from Norway and the Norse colonies in the 
British Isles and Ireland to Iceland – around the same time as the Icelanders were 
swearing allegiance to the Norwegian King in 1262-64. 


