E. R. Eddison’s Egil’s Saga: 

Translation and Scholarship in Inter-War Old Northernism
In 1930 Cambridge University Press published the translation Egil’s Saga by E. R. Eddison. There was a lengthy subtitle: Done into English out of the Icelandic with an Introduction, Notes, and an Essay on some Principles of Translation. It was a handsome production, with over 350 pages of high-quality paper and two elegant, double-page maps at the back. It was the first full translation into English of Egils saga Skalla-Grímssonar since 1893 (by W. C. Green), and there would not be another until 1960 (by Gwyn Jones). But in spite of the academic standing of its publishers, Eddison’s Egil’s Saga has not, over the years, enjoyed a particularly lofty position in the pantheon of saga translations, and the place of Eddison himself in the historiography of Old Norse studies is peripheral at best. 
But Eddison’s name does have a very secure position in a different literary genealogy, that of twentieth-century fantasy or heroic romance, and it is in this context that he has received critical attention. Eddison wrote four books in the then embryonic genre of high or heroic fantasy: The Worm Ouroboros (1922), Mistress of Mistresses (1935), A Fish Dinner in Memison (1941), and the incomplete and posthumously published The Mezentian Gate (1958), the last three of which make up his ‘Zimiamvia’ trilogy. These are landmark books, generally recognised as being among the most important and distinguished such works to be produced by an English writer between William Morris and J. R. R. Tolkien. His fame has also been perpetuated by the fact that his works were admired by C. S. Lewis, and he was invited to attend two meetings of the ‘Inklings’ group in Oxford, where he met both Lewis and Tolkien (Carpenter 1978, 190-91; Hooper 2004). In a well-known letter, Tolkien wrote that he regarded Eddison ‘as the greatest and most convincing writer of “invented worlds”’ that I have read’, while Lewis declared admiringly that ‘no author can be said to remind us of Eddison’ (Carpenter 1981, 258; Lewis 1982, 55).

The purpose of this article is to examine and appraise Eddison’s Old Norse studies, primarily through a detailed examination of his translation of Egil’s Saga. Eddison’s finished version is full of interest, from many points of view; but his unpublished papers and letters also reveal a great deal about the motivation and genesis of his translation. Andrew Wawn, in his magisterial work The Vikings and the Victorians (2000), took the story of what he called ‘Old Northernism’ up to the end of the nineteenth century. A close engagement with Eddison’s Egil’s Saga offers an opportunity to illuminate and understand some of the new forms and movements of Old Northernism in the first third of the twentieth century, and in the inter-war period in particular. In what follows, I will trace Eddison’s Norse enthusiasms from his earliest discovery of the sagas through to the publication and reception of his translation of Egils saga. I will also, in conclusion, make some brief observations regarding the relationship between Eddison’s Norse studies and his heroic romances, for it is of course striking that three of the great English pioneers of heroic romance or fantasy – Morris, Eddison, and Tolkien – were all profoundly influenced by Norse language and literature.
Early studies and Styrbiorn the Strong
Eric Rücker Eddison was born in 1882, in Adel near Leeds. After an education at Eton and Oxford (where he read Classics), he became a civil servant in London, for over thirty years, rising to the post of Deputy Comptroller-General of the Department of Overseas Trade. He retired to Marlborough in 1938, and died in 1945.
 His parents were Octavius Eddison, a solicitor in Leeds, and Helen Rücker. Octavius Eddison was the youngest of nine children (and the eighth son) of Edwin Eddison, also a solicitor and one-time Town Clerk of Leeds. One of Octavius Eddison’s friends was Cyril Ransome, Professor of History and Modern Literature at the Yorkshire College (later the University of Leeds), and the Eddisons and Ransomes shared family holidays in the Lake District (Hardyment 2012, 17). The young E. R. Eddison, known as Ric, and Cyril Ransome’s son Arthur shared a number of private tutors, whom they ingeniously tricked and tormented before their confederacy was ended, and Arthur Ransome’s autobiography (1976, 37-40) gives a warm account of these times spent with his childhood friend Ric (‘I think any unprejudiced observer would have said that Ric and I were a pair of horrid little boys, and that it was high time we were sent to school’). It is Ransome who gives the best introductory sketch of Eddison (1976, 38):

My friendship with Ric, thus begun in the nursery, lasted until he died during the 
last war, after a long career in the Board of Trade, and the writing of some very 
unusual books, The Worm Ouroboros, Styrbiorn the Strong, other romances and a 
very fine translation of Egil’s Saga. The Worm Ouroboros was a book of strange 
power, a story of fantastic heroes in a fantastic world, written in a consistent, 
fastidious prose that seemed devised for that purpose. The language, the place-
names and the names of the heroes were for me an echo of those ancient days 
when Ric and I produced plays in a toy theatre with cardboard actors carrying just 
such names and eloquent with just such rhetoric. Gorice, Lord Goldry Bluszco, 
Corinius, Brandoch Daha seemed old friends when I met them nearly forty years 
later. Ric throughout his life had a foot in each of two worlds, and the staid 
official of the Board of Trade was for ever turning from his statistics to look out 
from the towers of Koshtra Belorn.

Childhood drawings, now preserved in the Eddison archive at the Bodleian Library, Oxford, confirm that the young Eddison was already telling stories about the future characters of The Worm Ouroboros, his most famous work (see Thomas 1992, xviii-xxii; Young 2013).
It may, at this early point, be worth quoting a sample passage from The Worm, to demonstrate the kind of ‘fastidious prose’ that Ransome was referring to. In what follows, a survivor narrates the ‘Battle of Krothering Side’ (Eddison 1991, 307):


‘All great deeds seemed trash beside the deeds of my Lord Brandoch Daha. In 
one short while had he three times a horse slain stark dead under him, yet gat 
never a wound himself, which was a marvel. For without care he rode through and 
about, smiting down their champions. I mind me of him once, with’s horse ripped 
and killed under him, and one of those Witchland lords that tilted at him on the 
ground as he leaped to’s feet again; how a caught the spear with’s two hands and 
by main strength yerked his enemy out o’ the saddle. Prince Cargo it was, 
youngest of Corund’s sons. Long may the Witchland ladies strain their dear eyes, 
they’ll ne’er see yon hendy lad come sailing home again. His highness swapt him 
such a swipe o’ the neck-bone as he pitched to earth, the head of him flew i’ the 
air like a tennis ball. And i’ the twinkling of an eye was my Lord Brandoch Daha 
horsed again on’s enemy’s horse, and turned to charge ’em anew.’
Clearly, this is an extraordinary prose style, marked above all by prominent, and even wilful, archaism, in terms of word order (‘In one short while had he …’), vocabulary or word forms (‘gat’, ‘smiting’, ‘mind’ [= recall], ‘yon’, ‘swapt’), rare words (‘yerked’, ‘hendy’), and a fondness for old- or oral-style ellipses (‘with’s’, ‘to’s’, ‘on’s’, ‘’em’, ‘o’’, ‘i’’, and ‘a’ for ‘he’ in a position of low stress). The tennis-ball simile is not an anachronism, but indicates Eddison’s indebtedness to Elizabethan and Jacobean drama. This is a fair sample of The Worm Ouroboros, and not an exceptional passage.

It is not clear how Eddison first encountered Old Norse literature. But we can date when it happened: Eddison was later to write that he ‘first took up Icelandic at the age of 17’, in a ‘saga-madness’, and there is indeed abundant evidence to confirm an astonishing and overwhelming berserksgangr of enthusiasm in 1900 and 1901.
 This evidence comes in the form both of books from Eddison’s library and also of unpublished manuscripts. Eddison bequeathed his Old Norse books to his undergraduate college (Trinity College, Oxford), and these are now deposited at the English Faculty Library in Oxford. The collection is extensive, and many (though not all) of the books bear bookplates or inscriptions by Eddison, recording the date of acquisition; several, as we will see in due course, also bear strong-minded annotations.
The earliest inscriptions date from 1900 and 1901, and many bear the localisation of Adel. Eddison’s acquisitions during this two-year period were extensive, and in terms of saga translations included George Webbe Dasent’s Story of Burnt Njal (two volumes, 1861) and Story of Gisli the Outlaw (1866), Edmund Head’s Story of Viga-Glum (1866), and Frederick York Powell’s rendering of Færeyinga saga as The Tale of Thrond of Gate (1896). Translations by the Anglo-Icelandic team of William Morris and Eiríkur Magnússon include The Saga of Grettir the Strong (in a 1900 reprint), The Story of the Ere-Dwellers (that is, Eyrbyggja saga), and the first volume of their four-volume translation of Heimskringla. Later, Eddison would acquire the other three volumes of Morris and Magnússon’s Heimskringla, and also the volume containing Howard the Halt (that is, Hávarðar saga) and other short sagas, so giving him a full set of the six-volume ‘Saga Library’.
There are no surprises here: such translations are standard fare, the customary possessions of late Victorian Old Northernists. But when we turn to the primary, original-language texts acquired in 1900-01, it becomes clear that Eddison represents an exceptional, and precocious, case. Older publications bearing an inscription date of 1900 or 1901 include early Copenhagen editions of Njáls saga (1772), Hrafnkels saga (1847), Droplaugarsona saga (1847), and Vápnfirðinga saga (1848), and the pioneering volume of Søgu-Þætter Islendinga published in Hólar in Iceland in 1756. Other works acquired at this time include Gustaf Cederschiöld’s 1875 edition of Jómsvíkinga saga and (an important work for Anglophone readers) Guðbrandur Vigfússon’s two-volume edition of Sturlunga saga (1878), published by the Clarendon Press. Two publications that were to prove important for Eddison’s own later works are the three-volume Flateyjarbók edited by Guðbrandur Vigfússon and C. R. Unger (1860-68) and Finnur Jónsson’s 1894 edition of Egils saga. Finally, among the primary texts acquired in 1900-01 there is an important collection of Valdimar Ásmundarson’s 1890s pocket editions of the Íslendingasögur, published in Reykjavík. Eddison’s copies have been bound together into a uniform set of seven volumes, in each of which he has written neat and decorative contents pages. Taken altogether, this is an extraordinary collection for a 17- or 18-year old to possess, and is characterised by a number of recondite items. That the Icelandic sagas rapidly assumed an important role in Eddison’s identity and self-projection is also suggested by the bookplate which he designed in 1901, and which is pasted into several of these early volumes. This depicts, in the background, a bookcase with a number of volumes on it and, in the foreground, the surface of a table: on this table rest a winged helmet, a short-handled version of what looks like Gunnarr’s atgeirr from Njáls saga, and an open book, whose pages bear the names Skarphedinn, Snorri, Glum, Egill, Gisli, Njal, and Stir.  Around the edge of the bookplate, interspersed with sun-symbol swastikas, runs the motto: Mart er í karls koti sem ekki er í konungs garði (‘There is much in a peasant’s cottage which is not in a king’s court’), a proverb occurring in various forms in various texts. 
Also among these early books is a copy of Henry Sweet’s Icelandic Primer (1896), bearing a number of pencil annotations – possibly the textbook from which Eddison began to teach himself Old Norse. (That the extant Eddison collection does not, however, represent everything that he once owned is suggested by a number of absences, most obviously of Richard Cleasby and Guðbrandur Vigfússon’s Icelandic-English Dictionary (1874), a volume which he surely possessed; so we cannot be certain precisely which books Eddison used to learn Old Norse.) Moreover, this copy of Sweet’s Primer bears a presentation inscription: ‘to Eric R. Eddison from F. Y. P. 30 May 1900’. ‘F. Y. P’ is of course Frederick York Powell, Regius Professor of Modern History at the University of Oxford, and Guðbrandur Vigfússon’s erstwhile collaborator on many of his Norse projects (most importantly, the Corpus Poeticum Boreale of 1883) (see Elton 1906). Other books presented to Eddison by York Powell include Kristian Kålund’s edition of Fljótsdæla saga (1883) and Theodor Wisén’s Riddara-Rímur (1881), both given in December 1900, and R. C. Boer’s 1900 edition of Grettis saga, given in December 1901. Eddison also owned a copy of Vigfússon and York Powell’s Icelandic Prose Reader (1879), though this does not bear a dedicatory inscription. That these gifts testify to a sincere and significant association between the young Eddison and the aged, eminent York Powell, and are not merely casual cast-offs or donations, is suggested by a letter Eddison wrote 20 years later, in which he remarked that ‘since the death—a gd. many years ago now—of Prof. York Powell I have no friend who is an authority on the Sagatimes’.
 This statement also indicates that Eddison pursued his Norse studies essentially as a private and amateur enthusiasm, outside of formal academic structures—a point I will return to later.
Impressively, in these early years Eddison also began a saga translation of his own. He chose Reykdæla saga (sometimes called Reykdæla saga ok Víga-Skútu), an oddly bipartite saga in which Chapters 1–16 are focalised through Áskell goði Eyvindarson and his nephew Vémundr kǫgurr Þórisson, and Chapters 17–30 through Áskell’s son Skúta. No English translation of this fairly short saga had been published before Eddison embarked on his own version, and in fact no English translation appeared until 1997 (by George Clark), in the Complete Sagas of Icelanders project. Eddison’s hand-written translation, dated to 1901, is preserved among his papers at the Bodleian Library. The title-page announces the work as The Saga of Vemund Kögur Fjörleif’s Son, and the opening of the first chapter reads as follows:

I. Of the Reekdale Men

There was a man named Thorstein Head that dwelt in Hordaland. He was the father of Eyvind and of Kettle the Hordalander. On a time when these brethren were talking together, Eyvind said that he heard men speak good of Iceland, and pressed his brother Kettle to fare to Iceland with him when their father should die. Kettle would not go, but prayed Eyvind to take land so wide as might suffice for them both, if the choice of land there pleased him. Eyvind fared to Iceland, and came in his ship into Housewick at Tarnness; he took Reekdale up from Westmanswater, and dwelt at Helgistead. And there was he laid in how.

The translation is lucid and accurate. Its style, as can be seen, is not strongly marked, though clearly it inclines more to the archaic than to the contemporary, for example in the preference for ‘brethren’ over ‘brothers’ and the Verb-Subject inversion of ‘There was he laid’. But this is not all-encompassing: in the first sentence Eddison resists the temptation to use ‘hight’ instead of ‘was … named’. There is also some evidence of an inclination to use an English cognate for a related Norse word, most obviously in the choice of ‘fare’ instead of ‘go’ (for Old Norse fara). In the last sentence ‘how’ is preferred to ‘mound’ – a Norse loanword in English (haugr) rather than a cognate. But Eddison does not systematically eschew Romance or Latinate vocabulary: this short passage contains ‘pressed’, ‘prayed’, ‘suffice’, and ‘pleased’. It is, however, the treatment of place-names, in which name-elements are rendered by their English cognates, which really shows that the main influence on Eddison’s translation preferences is the work of Morris and Magnússon: ‘Housewick’ for Old Norse Húsavík, ‘Tarnness’ for Tjǫrnes, ‘Reekdale’ for Reykjadalr, ‘Westmanswater’ for Vestmansvatn, and ‘Helgistead’ for Helgastaðir. The personal name Ketill appears as ‘Kettle’. A similar, Anglicising treatment of names is also, it is true, found in the translations of Vigfússon and York Powell; but I will return to the influence of Morris when we come on to Eddison’s rendering of Egils saga.

The translation of what Eddison called The Saga of Vemund Kögur is complete (that is, Reykdæla saga Chapters 1-16), and extends over 40 hand-written folios. It concludes: ‘And as to Vemund Kögur there is this to say, that he died of a sickness; albeit men thought him the greatest [space], while he was alive’.
 The blank space in the manuscript awaited a rendering of the Old Norse word garpr, and over thirty years later Eddison supplied one: the word, he notes in an addition dated 1935, ‘means a ruffler & swashbuckler, but with a strong flavour of admiration abt. it’ (see also Eddison 1930, 258). However, the second part of the saga, about Vémundr’s cousin Skúta, does not seem to have been translated; or at least, Eddison’s extant papers only preserve the opening of the first chapter (Chapter 17), under the heading Slaying Skuti’s Saga.
We can now move forward with some rapidity over more than two decades. Eddison’s book inscriptions indicate that he continued to make a number of additions to his collection over the next few years, but it seems that his Norse interests were held somewhat in abeyance as he established both a career and a family. Eddison started work in London at the Board of Trade in 1906 and he joined the Viking Club, as it was then called, in the same year (another member at this time, who had joined in 1902, was a Miss Sarah C. Rücker, presumably an aunt or cousin of Eddison).
 But within two or three years Eddison had let his membership of the Club lapse, not to be renewed for nearly twenty years. In 1909 he married Winifred Grace Henderson, and in 1910 their only child was born, a daughter whom they named Jean Gudrun Rücker. Clearly the name ‘Gudrun’ is significant: it gestures not only towards an Old Northern commitment in general, but specifically towards Guðrún Ósvífrsdóttir of Laxdæla saga, known to Victorian and Edwardian readers primarily through Morris’s retelling in ‘The Lovers of Gudrun’ (though Eddison, the saga-lover, also possessed copies of the two translations by Muriel Press and Robert Proctor, both acquired soon after their respective publication in 1899 and 1903).

Eddison’s most famous work is The Worm Ouroboros, his vast heroic narrative published in 1922. Saga elements are certainly at play in The Worm, but so are many other influences, most importantly from Greek literature and early modern drama (see Thomas 1991). The opening is startling, though, and suggests the acknowledgement of a particular debt. Before the narrative of The Worm takes us to the planet Mercury, to follow the endless wars, adventures, and intrigues between the rulers of Demonland and Witchland, the book begins with a curious ‘Induction’, a sort of dream framework (Eddison 1991, 1):
There was a man named Lessingham dwelt in an old low house in Wastdale, set in a gray old garden where yew-trees flourished that had seen Vikings in Copeland in their seedling time … Thick woods were on every side without the garden, with a gap north-eastward opening on the desolate lake and the great fells beyond it: Gable rearing his crag-bound head against the sky from behind the straight clean outline of the Screes.

The first sentence, of course, recalls the typical opening of an Icelandic saga (Maðr hét X), and the geographical setting evokes an association between the Vikings and Cumbria which is perhaps reminiscent of the works of W. G. Collingwood (see Townend 2009). After dinner one evening, Lessingham’s wife speaks to him (Eddison 1991, 1–2):


‘Should we finish that chapter of Njal?’ she said.

She took the heavy volume with its faded green cover, and read: ‘He went out on the night of the Lord’s day, when nine weeks were still to winter; he heard a great crash, so that he thought both heaven and earth shook …’.

Not many novels begin with characters reading aloud from Njáls saga, and, as Andrew Wawn (2007a, v) has pointed out, both the text quoted and the green binding enable us to identify this as Dasent’s translation of Njáls saga. (And it is satisfying to report that Eddison’s own volumes of Dasent, now preserved in Oxford, are themselves much worn and battered, with ‘faded green cover[s]’.) In a curious and even inept manner, the narrative soon leaves behind Njáls saga, Lessingham, and indeed planet Earth, and never returns to them, though there is an intriguing echo of the book’s opening once we reach Mercury: the place-names of Demonland are manifestly modelled on those of the Lake District, with a markedly Norse flavour—for example, Mosedale and Brankdale, Beckfoot and Kestawick, and Brocksty Hause and Starksty Pike.

The Worm Ouroboros brought Eddison both public and private plaudits: he exchanged correspondence with such diverse men of letters as Hilaire Belloc, H. Rider Haggard, and Henry Newbolt.
 His next literary endeavour was a retelling of a Norse story, and the narrative he chose was Styrbjarnar þáttr Svíakappa, a short tale preserved in the compendium Flateyjarbók (the three-volume edition of which, as we have seen, Eddison acquired in 1901). Styrbjarnar þáttr is a brief work, taking up a little over three pages in the 1860s edition, and it is also a little-known one: its selection again reveals Eddison as ‘a serious and imaginative Icelandicist’ (Wawn 2007a, vi). Styrbiorn the Strong, Eddison’s novelistic retelling, expands the narrative to over 250 pages, and his work on the story occupied the first half of an eight-year period in which Old Norse dominated his creative endeavours (Styrbiorn the Strong 1922-26, then Egil’s Saga 1926-30) (see Thomas 2011).

Styrbiorn himself conforms to what The Worm Ouroboros had established as the prevailing type of Eddison’s heroes: high-born, masterful, decisive. In his youth Styrbiorn likes to wrestle with a pet ox, and the story tells of his adventures with the legendary Jomsvikings and his tragic conflict with his uncle King Eric of Sweden. The dangerous Queen Sigrid the Haughty also fits the type of Eddison’s heroines. As a whole, Styrbiorn the Strong is informed and amplified by Eddison’s extensive knowledge of Norse literature, and its vocabulary echoes Old Norse in some of its choices (Styrbiorn, for example, ‘sailed now in west-viking [vestrvíking] into Denmark and there made great unpeace [ófrið]’ (Eddison 2011, 285)). Eddison also engages with Eddic poetry: both Vǫluspá and Helreið Brynhildar are recited at certain points in the narrative, and Eddison’s translations attempt broadly to replicate the alliterative metre. (Tolkienists will also want to note the occurrence in Eddison’s Vǫluspá translation of the term ‘Middle-earth’ – complete with capital ‘M’, hyphen, and lower-case ‘e’ – some years before its more famous user first deployed the term with precisely this orthography (see Gilliver, Marshall, and Weiner 2006, 162-64).) But even in this process of vast narrative expansion, Eddison oddly leaves things out: the brief Norse þáttr contains three dróttkvætt stanzas, but Eddison includes only one of them in his retelling. Eddison’s full-scale engagement with skaldic poetry would come, of course, with his work on Egil’s Saga.
Egil’s Saga (1): progress and models
Eddison’s papers contain a number of memoranda in which he records or articulates key points of principle or self-development as a writer, and an important one is dated 26 January 1926:

Walking in a gale over High Peak, Sidmouth, on 3rd Jan. 1926, when I had just finished writing Styrbiorn the Strong, I thought suddenly that my next job should be a big Saga translation, and that should be Egil. This may pay back some of my debt to the Sagas, to which I owe more than can ever be counted.

A translation such as I intend can be made, I am very sure, in one way only: by getting to know the Saga so well that I can see it from inside, as if it were my own work, & only then setting to work to translate it.

Eddison did indeed set to work purposefully. He resumed the buying of books on Old Norse subjects (for example, his signature in his copy of W. A. Craigie’s The Icelandic Sagas (1913) is dated February 1926). He also rejoined the Viking Club (or rather, the Viking Society for Northern Research, as it had been renamed in his absence). The Society’s Year-Book indicates that Eddison became a member again in 1926: he was quickly recruited as a potential officer, and served as a member of Council from 1926 to 1930. In those years, and in 1931 too, he also made extra contributions to the Society’s funds, and he attended the annual dinner in 1926 and 1929.
 (Early Viking Society dinners included post-prandial entertainments, usually musical, but the 1929 dinner also boasted a performance from a certain ‘Besoni, from Maskelyne’s Theatre, conjurer and ventriloquist’.) In late summer 1926 Eddison also made his one and only journey to Iceland, visiting saga sites, buying more books, and making important friendships with Icelanders (as recorded in the dedication and preface to the published translation of Egil’s Saga). The following year he published a brief account of his travels, as part of an article introducing the sagas (Eddison 1927).
Eddison evidently worked fast, at least on his initial draft of the saga. By March 1927, he was able to write to the Icelander Jón Stefánsson that he was ‘two-thirds of the way through my translation of Egla, and my mind is much occupied (in such leisure moments as I have) with that magnificent classic’.
 Eighteen months later, he submitted a not-quite-complete version to the firm of Jonathan Cape, publishers of The Worm Ouroboros and Styrbiorn the Strong, to inquire if they would publish Egil’s Saga as well, but Cape’s response was disappointing: they could not see such a book being a commercial success.
 A year later, with translation and apparatus now fully complete, Eddison tried again, proffering multiple reasons why his work should be published: these included the approach of the millennial anniversary of the establishment of the Icelandic Althing (‘it is therefore the psychological moment to wade in with a new translation’).
 But again Cape failed to rise to his bait, so Eddison turned instead to Cambridge University Press, an academic publisher with a record of important Norse publications over the previous twenty years (not least through their association with H. M. Chadwick and his school).
 Cambridge were willing to take the book, but Eddison was not willing to make the reductions to the editorial apparatus that the Press requested; so it was finally agreed that the translator would provide a subvention of £100 towards the costs of publication.
 Arthur Ransome read a proof copy, and at the last moment the book was given its present lengthy subtitle, changed from the simpler Done into English out of the Old Northern Tongue.
 Eventually, it was published in October 1930 – in the thousandth year after the Althing’s founding, but too late for the celebrations that took place that summer.
Eddison’s Egil’s Saga is a very substantial volume, with over a third of its bulk made up of the contextual apparatus that Eddison was so reluctant to cut. There is a four-page ‘Preface’ and a seventeen-page ‘Introduction’ on ‘The Heroic Age and the Sagas’. The translation itself is followed by genealogies, a chronology, and (very importantly) a ‘Terminal Essay: On some Principles of Translation’. Next come seventy pages of ‘Notes’ and a very thorough thirty-three-page index. Finally, there are the two double-page maps, one of ‘Norway in the Saga-Time’, the other of ‘The Countryside about Burgfirth’; these were drawn by Gerald Hayes, a cartographer and civil servant who would later produce the maps for Eddison’s Zimiamvia books. As a way in to the riches and provocations of Eddison’s volume, it may be desirable at this stage simply to offer a couple of sample passages from his translation, to give a sense of its flavour, before we consider in more detail the choices and arguments that underlie and inform it. So here is a brief passage of narrative, taken from Chapter 21 (Eddison 1930, 37):
Harald the King was in the Wick when Thorolf was a-harrying. He fared in the autumn to the Uplands and thence north to Thrandheim, and sat there for the winter and had great throng of men.

Then were Sigtrygg and Hallvard with the King, and had heard tell what way Thorolf had put in order their abode in Hising, and what man-scathe and fee-scathe he had there wrought them. They minded the King oft of that, and moreover of this too, that Thorolf had robbed the King and his thanes, and had fared with harrying there within the land. They prayed leave of the King that they two brethren should fare with that band which was wont to follow them and set upon Thorolf in his home.
And here is a passage of dialogue, from Chapter 68 (Eddison 1930, 161):

Egil gat great ungladness after Yule, so that he quoth never a word. And when Arinbiorn found that, then took he to speech with Egil and asked what that betokened, that ungladness which he had. ‘I will,’ saith he, ‘that thou let me know whether thou beest sick, or beareth somewhat else hither? We may then work some remedy.’
Egil saith, ‘Nought have I of ailments, but great concern have I of this, how I shall get that fee which I won, then when I felled Ljot the Pale, north in Mere. ’Tis said to me that the King’s bailiffs have taken up all that fee and cast the King’s ban on it. Now will I fain have thy help over this fee-claiming.’
I will return to both of these passages shortly, to compare them with other translations of the same section.

The most thorough and lucid survey of historical trends in saga translation is John Kennedy’s Translating the Sagas: Two Hundred Years of Challenge and Response (2007), and Eddison stalks the pages of Kennedy’s book as a maverick, contrary figure: he is variously described as ‘fervently self-assured’, ‘a belated disciple of Morris’, ‘a vociferous reactionary in translation matters’, and trying to ‘turn the clock back’ (Kennedy 2007, 91, 116, 121, 127; on translations of Egils saga see also Capildeo 2000). As we will see, this portrait of Eddison as a Grettir-like misfit, born out of his due time, certainly has its justification, but it is not necessarily the whole story, and nor, perhaps, was there ever a right time for Eddison’s translation: it would probably have seemed equally distinctive fifty years earlier. For as the two passages quoted above immediately indicate, Eddison was a man possessing both strong opinions and the literary skills to implement them. He knew what he liked, and (especially) what he didn’t like; and in appraising his translation we may begin with the latter.
There had been one previous published translation of Egils saga into English, by the Rev. W. C. Green in 1893 (see Capildeo 2000, 54–62, 198–214). Green’s version is called The Story of Egil Skallagrimsson: Being an Icelandic Family History of the Ninth and Tenth Centuries, and Eddison hated it. In a letter he dismissed it as ‘a wretched “school-boy’s crib” version’.
 He was no more diplomatic in print: the Preface to Eddison’s own translation shows no piety towards his predecessor (1930, xiii):

It is to be feared that the translator little understood the qualities of his original or the difficulties of his task. His version (now out of print) in its flaccid paraphrasing, its lack of all sense of style, its latinized constructions, and (a comparatively venial offence) its foolish and unavowed expurgations, conveys no single note or touch of the masterpiece with which he was dealing.

(No copy of Green’s translation, it may be noted, survives among Eddison’s Old Norse books: did it perhaps meet some terrible end?) 
‘Unfortunately many translations of sagas are inferior’, Eddison had written in 1927 (1927, 389). Two other names on Eddison’s blacklist of bad translators are Sir Edmund Head and John Sephton. A marginal annotation in Eddison’s copy of Craigie’s The Icelandic Sagas groups the three villains together and asserts that ‘Sephton & Sir E. Head and W. Green are so bad as to be unreadable’.
 Sir Edmund Head’s Story of Viga-Glum, published as early as 1866, was something of a pioneering work, but Eddison despised it, and his own copy is full of marginal crosses, exclamation marks, and interlinear re-writings: Eddison had evidently checked Head’s translation against the original Old Norse, and found it (very) wanting. ‘Sloppy substantival paraphrase’ reads one annotation, and ‘Why this journalese?’ reads another. The polysyllabic translation of Old Norse vel as ‘prosperously’ (rather than simply ‘well’) excites Eddison’s ire, and the final verdict is damning:
This translation bears the same relation to its original as a billy-cock hat bears to a Viking helmet. Such a translation is an active disservice to O.N. literature.

John Sephton fares no better. Sephton was an important figure, a productive and influential Old Northernist who became Reader in Icelandic at the University College of Liverpool (see Wawn 2007b, 148–54). But in a 1922 annotation to his own copy, Eddison summed up Sephton’s translation of Óláfs saga Trygvvasonar in mesta (still the only one in English) as follows:
This is, I think, incomparably the worst translation of a Saga that I have come across. Its vulgar Latinized idiom & drab journalese are so rank as to dispel any whiff of the keen flavour of the Norse. Further it is well bowdlerized and emasculated: & dishonestly, too, for the translator doesn’t confess his mishandling of it.



Faugh!

Sephton’s translation is dedicated to the memory of the late Guðbrandur Vigfússon; Eddison’s annotation laments that ‘Poor Vigfusson is likely to turn in his grave, I shd. think’.
 
What was it that Eddison didn’t like about these translations? A parallel passage from Green’s The Story of Egil will start to provide the answer. I give below the opening sentences of Chapter 68 in the standard Íslenzk fornrit edition (by Sigurður Nordal) together with the versions of Green and Eddison (:

Egill fekk ógleði mikla eptir jólin, svá at hann kvað eigi orð; ok er Arinbjǫrn fann þat, þá tók hann rœðu við Egil ok spurði, hverju þat gegndi, ógleði sú, er hann hafði; ‘vil ek,’ segir hann, ‘at þú látir mik vita, hvárt þú ert sjúkr, eða berr annat til; megum vér þá bœtr á vinna.’
(Nordal 1933, 214)
Egil after Yule-tide was taken with such sadness that he spake not a word. And when Arinbjorn perceived this he began to talk with Egil, and asked what this sadness meant. ‘I wish,’ said he, ‘you would let me know whether you are sick, or anything ails you, that I may find a remedy.’
(Green 1893, 149)
Egil gat great ungladness after Yule, so that he quoth never a word. And when Arinbiorn found that, then took he to speech with Egil and asked what that betokened, that ungladness which he had. ‘I will,’ saith he, ‘that thou let me know whether thou beest sick, or beareth somewhat else hither? We may then work some remedy.’
(Eddison 1930, 161)
At first appearance, the differences between Green’s version and Eddison’s seem quite minor, and certainly not sufficient to justify such disdain on Eddison’s part. But cumulatively they reveal a very different concept of fidelity to the original. So in the opening sentence Eddison keeps fekk as an active verb (‘gat’; contrast Green’s ‘was taken’), and ógleði as a negative compound (‘ungladness’; contrast ‘sadness’). Both translators observe a sentence-break after orð, but then Eddison renders fann with cognate ‘found’ (contrast Green’s Latinate ‘perceived’), and keeps rœðu as a noun (‘took he to speech’; contrast ‘he began to talk’). Eddison also keeps the complexity, and the word order, of hverju þat gegndi, ógleði sú, er hann hafði (‘what that betokened, that ungladness which he had’), whereas Green simplifies and paraphrases (‘what this sadness meant’). Finally, in Arinbjǫrn’s speech, Eddison retains látir as a simple verb (‘let’; contrast complex ‘would let’) and megum as a plural one (‘we may’; contrast singular ‘I may’). 
These are all small touches, but Eddison was hyper-sensitive to them, as he was in all the translations that he read and made. His copy of Sweet’s Icelandic Primer, for example, bears an annotation to the section on the middle voice in Old Norse verbs: Eddison adds ‘N.B. – And of course these peculiarities of syntax, which are of the utmost importance to style & “flavour”, shd. be kept in a translation wherever practicable (as Morris does, & as bad translators do not.)’.
 Minor features might have major effects.
As an experiment Eddison attempted a translation of part of Egils saga into a contemporary style. Here is the opening to the same Chapter 68 in this alternative measure:

Egil became very gloomy after Yule, so that he said never a word. And when Arinbiorn noticed that, he had a talk with Egil & asked what it was all about, this gloominess of his: ‘I wish,’ says he, ‘that you would let me know whether you’re sick, or something else brewing? We may then do something to help.’

Eddison’s verdict, scribbled on this trial sample and dated to August 1927, is that ‘this experiment shows that the modern colloquial style adds nothing & takes much away. This confirms me in my choice of rigid faithfulness & natural colloquial archaism’.

As this suggests, Eddison was just as unwavering in his likes as in his dislikes. The annotation to Craigie’s The Icelandic Sagas, quoted above, begins as follows: ‘There are only two satisfactory translators (1) Dasent (2) Morris & Magnússon’.
 Repeatedly, Eddison stresses the unique distinction of these translators, with the crown being given to Morris and Eiríkur Magnússon (or rather, strictly speaking, to Morris specifically, as the figure believed to be responsible for the characteristics of which Eddison approves). Morris’ work, according to Eddison (1930, 233), has not only ‘the life and freshness of an original composition’ but also ‘on the whole the very tone and accent of the saga’. I will examine in more detail below the ways in which Eddison endeavoured to emulate Morris’ language and approach; here, it is worth noting that Eddison approved of these translators not only in matters of style, but also in terms of apparatus: his correspondence with Cambridge University Press indicates that Eddison desired an introduction as full and wide-ranging as that which Dasent gave for his 1861 Njáls saga, and an index as extensive and detailed as that supplied by Eiríkur Magnússon for the fourth and final volume of his and Morris’ Heimskringla.
Egil’s Saga (2): dialogue with Bertha Phillpotts
We can access Eddison’s thoughts on translation even more closely by means of a remarkable correspondence, and conversation, with Bertha Surtees Phillpotts (and as we will see in a moment, ‘conversation’ is not being used metaphorically here). Phillpotts (1877-1932) had a very distinguished career as a Norse scholar and educationalist, and travelled widely in Iceland and other Scandinavian countries. She was, at various times, a Fellow of Somerville College, Oxford, Principal of Westfield College, London, and Mistress of Girton College, Cambridge; and in 1929 she was made a Dame of the British Empire for her services to education. Her major scholarly works are Kindred and Clan in the Middle Ages and After (1913), The Elder Edda and Ancient Scandinavian Drama (1920), and Edda and Saga (1931) (see Gunnell 1999, 2004; Poole 2005).
Eddison had first made contact with Phillpotts during the composition of Styrbiorn the Strong, writing to ask her for guidance concerning Jomsborg and other historical matters; in response, Phillpotts set a couple of her students to work as Eddison’s research assistants.
 Then in early 1926 Phillpotts cast her eye over the Eddic translations to be included in Styrbiorn, and gave her opinions on modern alliterative composition in English (‘I really believe it to be impossible to imitate the metre in English. Your translation is near enough to remind one of the original & seems to me to be often happily expressed’).
 By this time, as we have seen, Eddison had already resolved that a translation of Egils saga would be his next task, so once a sample of Eddison’s version had been prepared, he sent it to her for comment. 

Phillpotts’s reply began gently enough: ‘Your translation seems to me to be very accurate’, she wrote.
 But then came disagreement. ‘Where I differ, of course, is about the suitability of your style. Between us, in that matter, there is a great gulf fixed.’ Phillpotts had two objections in particular, the first being to a malign influence. ‘The language adopted by you is roughly the language used by Malory’, she wrote, and while this might be appropriate for ‘romantic stories’ (including The Worm Ouroboros, ‘which I have been reading with great enjoyment’), it was not at all suitable for ‘the realism of the Saga’: ‘When [Malory’s] style is used to translate the terse retort of a farmer in Iceland it appears to me to kill the quality of the Saga & substitute nothing for it.’
Phillpotts’s second objection was to the use of English cognates to render related Norse words, regardless of semantic fitness—a much more fundamental criticism of Eddison’s philosophy of translation. The example she chooses is Eddison’s practice of translating the Old Norse compound term lausafé (‘moveable wealth; livestock’) as ‘loose fee’. Phillpotts contends:

Having some philological education I realize when you speak of ‘loose fee’ that you mean by fee something that hasn’t been meant by that word for centuries (if indeed ever) … If the story is to be held up constantly by such violent wrenches of the ordinary associations of words, how can it give the impression of directness & certainty of touch which is the glory of the Saga?

Eddison dashed back a reply, responding optimistically that perhaps there wasn’t such a ginnungagap of disagreement between them (‘I think you and I do not differ … fundamentally, as might appear’). The first point Eddison willingly conceded (‘I will exclude Malory like the plague’, he wrote), but the second he would not budge on.
 He protested: ‘Surely to say “A. let slay B.” [lét drepa] is simple, direct, & farmer-like’? This manner of translating the common Old Norse construction of láta + infinitive was already, clearly, a line in the sand for Eddison.
Two days later, on 23 June 1926, Eddison and Phillpotts met face-to-face, apparently for the first and only time, to thrash out their views on saga translation. After their meeting, and on the same day, Eddison drafted a remarkable document, a seven-page transcription of their conversation, headed ‘Note of talk with Miss Phillpotts’.
 The document begins with a mission statement from Eddison:
Translation is to say over again what has already been said in another language. (This only ideally possible.)
2 ways of doing it: – 

(1) Say it in idiomatic English, as an Englishman wd. have said it if he’d written the Saga. But no Englishman cd have written it: he’d have written something else …
(2) Say it so that an Englishman can understand it & have same impression as if he had known it in Icelandic. For this you must create an English style appropriate.

After this the dialogue begins:

BSP. This (2) is impossible. No transln can give the effect. However – 

ERE. Morris & Dasent have shown the way, tho’ both have faults: Morris’s fault is ‘Malory’ …

Then Eddison goes on the attack, and the debate intensifies:
Hundreds of words the same in English & Icelandic: the onus shd. always be on the prosecution to prove the corresponding English word shd. not be used to translate the Icelandic (e.g. hight for heita, drake for dreka, etc.).
BSP. Nearly always, where words are alike in 2 languages, they mean different things. Morris’s, ‘he let fetch a Worm’. láta never = ‘let’: it means active causing. Fá does not mean ‘fetch’ but ‘provide’.

ERE. ‘Provide’ is horrible word.

BSP. (Agrees.) But why not ‘have E. slain’, inst of ‘let slay E.?’ ‘Let’ has never, or never for hundreds of years meant ‘láta’.

ERE. USA – ‘Have him write me’.

BSP. This is mechanical faithfulness to original. You want a higher faithfulness. You want somethg. that people will read.

The conversation ranges widely, over questions of dialect and register, the proper treatment of place-names, and the history of saga translation (or even non-translation: W. P. Ker, Phillpotts reported, ‘said he wd. never translate a Saga: it was too heart-breaking’). Then Eddison produced a pre-prepared list of words, and asked Phillpotts’s opinion as to whether or not she would countenance their use, ticking them off as she passed judgement: Phillpotts said Yes to the use of ‘thou’, ‘will’ (vilja, meaning ‘to wish, desire’), and the demonstrative ‘that’ (as in sá maðr ‘that man’), and Maybe to ‘unfriend’ and ‘unpeace’ (for óvinr and ófrið), but a firm No to ‘let’ (for láta), ‘fare’ (for fara), ‘busk’ (for búask, ‘to make ready’), ‘scathe’ (for skaði, ‘harm’) and ‘manfall’ (for manfall, ‘slaughter’). ‘Cheaping’, a favourite Morris word (for kaupangr, ‘market’) was dismissed as ‘a special abomination’.
 Eddison’s transcription of their conversation ends with him pining for ‘a later stage of civilization’, in which ‘[we] shall be able to think & speak simply again, like farmers – & Gods’. But Phillpotts does not believe it: ‘I think we have too many thoughts,’ she says; ‘We shall never get back to the old simplicity again.’
Many of the points enunciated in the dialogue with Bertha Phillpotts appear in more polished form three years later, in the ‘Terminal Essay’ which Eddison appended to his translation (discussed also in Capildeo 2000, 76–81). Here he defines a ‘good translation’ as ‘a recognizable shadow that being looked on recalls the features and movements of its original without much degradation or distortion’ (1930, 230), strongly committing himself, in other words, to the second approach outlined in his conversation with Phillpotts (which the Cambridge scholar had dismissed as ‘impossible’). There should be ‘likeness of spirit and likeness of language’, and for translation between Old Norse and Modern English this means that, if the translator ‘avails himself to the uttermost of the resemblances between the languages, it is within the bounds of possibility that he may succeed in producing an English version of a saga which shall convey in some degree the style and flavour of the original’ (1930, 230, 232). Moreover, Eddison argues that since the sagas ‘are written in what is, to us …, old-fashioned language’, the translator should also use old-fashioned language: the world of the sagas ‘will seem not old-fashioned only but unreal and ridiculous if we attempt to galvanize it into a semblance of modernity by putting into its mouth the sophisticated parlance of our own very different times’ (1930, 239–40). The translator should therefore cultivate ‘an archaic simplicity of speech’, but Eddison points out that ‘Archaism is not an end in itself. The end is, truth to the original’ (1930, 241, 242).
We can, therefore, characterise Eddison’s translation as an extreme form of what has been called the ‘Icelandicising’ approach to saga translation, or more broadly (to use an influential term from Lawrence Venuti) the ‘foreignising’ approach to translation in general (Kennedy 2007, 33-36; Venuti 1995). A ‘foreignising’ translation, according to Venuti, imports linguistic and cultural features from the source language into the target language, so that the resultant translation seems in some way ‘foreign’ compared to original compositions in the target language (‘in its effort to do right abroad,’ he writes (1995, 20), ‘this translation method must do wrong at home, deviating enough from native norms to stage an alien reading experience’). A ‘domesticating’ translation on the other hand, downplays linguistic and cultural difference, accommodating the source language to the characteristic features of the target language (a process that Venuti deplores as ‘the ethnocentric violence of translation’). In the particular case of saga translation, there are two, potentially separable, issues here: in Eddison’s terms, those of ‘resemblance’ (that is, the use of cognate words and constructions) and of ‘archaism’ (that is, the use of old or obsolete words and constructions). Both may contribute to the effect of ‘foreignisation’, but it is possible to have one without the other: Dasent’s Burnt Njal on the whole offers archaism rather than resemblance (Dasent 1861), whereas the more recent translations of George Johnston, for example, strive for resemblance in terms of syntax and idiom, while mostly avoiding archaism (see Johnston 1957-61, 1963, 1999). But Eddison’s great exemplars, the translations of Morris and Eiríkur Magnússon, do of course employ both (see Felce 2016, 2018). 
Egil’s Saga (3): language and style

Let us now look in detail at some of the translation choices that Eddison makes, and the principles that he adopts (see also Capildeo 2000, 237–49). The first principle is a strong commitment to translation-by-cognates. Setting his face against Bertha Phillpotts’s warning that (for example) Old Norse láta does not correspond semantically to Modern English ‘let’, or fé to ‘fee’, Eddison builds his prose, as far as possible, out of words that have formal Norse cognates. Indeed, so fundamental and systematic was Eddison’s commitment to this principle that in the preparatory stages of translation he seems to have compiled at least two word-lists. First, there is among Eddison’s unpublished papers a document entitled ‘From Skeat’s list of English Words the derivation of wh. is illustrated by the Icelandic’.
 This refers to a short publication produced by W. W. Skeat in response to Cleasby and Guðbrandur Vigfússon’s dictionary (Skeat 1876), and Eddison’s list indicates that he had gone through Skeat’s pamphlet item by item, making a long list of potentially useful words (from ‘aftermost’, ‘aghast’, and ‘agog’, through to ‘yew’, ‘yew-bow’, and ‘yield’). Second, Eddison’s ‘Terminal Essay’ on translation contains a lengthy footnote that lists over 500 of the ‘more important’ words that are ‘substantially the same in English and Icelandic’: these run from ‘after’, ‘ale’, and ‘all’, through ‘mind’, ‘mire’, and ‘mirk’, to ‘write’, ‘wrong’, and ‘young’ (Eddison 1930, 229–30). These lists of words, carefully marshalled, were the lexical building-blocks out of which Eddison constructed his translation, seeking to use English cognates for Norse words whenever possible. Indeed, Eddison is dedicated to doing this even where the English word or meaning is not part of the core vocabulary of the language, or where there has been semantic divergence between the Norse exemplar and the English cognate: examples of this sort include ‘drake’ (dreki, ‘war-ship’), ‘gild’ (gjald), ‘rede’ (ráð, a Morrisian favourite), ‘scathe’ (skaði), ‘to egg’ (eggja), ‘to flit’ (flytja), ‘to ken’ (kenna), ‘to let’ (letja, ‘to hinder’), and ‘to tilt’ (tjalda, ‘to pitch, or cover with, a tent’). The title of Eddison’s own most famous work is itself an example of cognate translation: the ‘worm’ of The Worm Ouroboros means ‘serpent’ or ‘snake’, paralleling Old Norse ormr. 
These examples of cognate translation are all simplexes. But it is in his rendering of compounds that Eddison especially demonstrates his desire to ‘avail himself to the uttermost of the resemblances between the languages’: the result is a translation that can be very readily characterised as ‘foreignising’ in terms of word-formation as well as lexis. Examples in which both elements of the original Norse compound are translated by English cognates include the following: ‘day-set’ (dagsetr), ‘faring-days’ (fardagar), ‘fell-wind’ (fjallvindr), ‘grey-wares’ (grávǫrur), ‘high-seat’ (hásæti), ‘home-bidding’ (heimboð), ‘homemen’ (heimamenn), ‘loose bridal’ (lausabrullaup), ‘man-boot’ (mannbœtr), ‘man-fall’ (manfall, ‘slaughter’, one of the words proscribed by Phillpotts), ‘man-spill’ (mannspell, ‘slaughter’), ‘over-man’ (yfirmaðr), ‘shield-burg’ (skjaldborg), ‘stem-men’ (stafnmenn), ‘thing-brent’ (þingbrekka), ‘word-sending’ (orðsending), and ‘Yule-bidding’ (jólaboð). A different set of compounds, in which element-by-element translation still occurs, but only one element is rendered by a cognate, includes the following: ‘bane-wound’ (banasár), ‘day-meal’ (dagverðr), ‘guest-hall’ (gesta-skáli), ‘hewing-spear’ (hǫggspjót), ‘howe-fire’ (hauga-eldr), ‘peace-land’ (friðland), ‘scat-payers’ (skattgildir), and ‘war-blast’ (herblástr). Eddison’s customary use of ‘loose goods’, rather than ‘loose fee’, to render lausafé would also come into this category (perhaps indicating a willingness to heed Phillpotts’s warning on this item at least). Finally, in terms of word-formation, Eddison takes a systematic approach to negative compounds in ó-: examples include ‘unfriend’ (óvinr, rather than ‘enemy’), ‘unmerry’ (ókátr, rather than ‘sad’), ‘unpeace’ (ófrið, rather than ‘war’), ‘unblithe’ (óblíðr), ‘unbolder’ (ódjarfari), ‘unjustness’ (ójafnaðr), and ‘unwiser’ (óvitrari).
Not all compounds are translated element-for-element, however. The well-known term kolbítr is rendered not as ‘coal-biter’, but more periphrastically as ‘sit-by-the-fire’. The legal vocabulary of fjǫrbaugssǫk and skóggangssǫk appears as ‘lesser outlawry’ and ‘full outlawry’, a decision that may have been eased for Eddison by the fact that ‘outlaw’ is already a Norse loanword in English. As these examples suggest, there is also a value in looking at Eddison’s choices in rendering key cultural terms. So, for example, bóndi appears sometimes as ‘goodman’ and sometimes ‘bonder’, níðingr as ‘dastard’, goðorð as ‘priesthood’, gæfa as ‘hap’, tún as ‘home-mead’, lǫgberg as ‘Hill of Laws’; again, in some of these Eddison is following a Morrisian exemplar. But some Norse words are left untranslated, standing forth boldly as loanwords into Modern English: ‘berserk-gang’, ‘holmgang’, and ‘jokull’ (‘holmgang’ and ‘jokul(l)’, at Eddison’s time of writing, had found a place in the first edition of the Oxford English Dictionary; ‘berserk-gang’ had not).
As can be seen, Eddison was not consistent in either following or rejecting Bertha Phillpotts’s judgements on individual words. ‘Scathe’ and ‘manfall’ remain prominent, for example, but ‘busk’ is banished, at least from the prose translation (where búa(sk) is translated by ‘to make ready’), as is ‘loose fee’, at least for most of the time. A whole host of Morrisian ‘cheaping’ words do, however, appear defiantly in Eddison’s text (for example, ‘cheaping-fair’, ‘cheaping-mart’, ‘cheaping-ship’, and ‘cheaping-stead’, all rendering Norse compounds in kaup-), and ‘let’ + infinitive remains a favourite construction (‘Thorolf had let make ready a great corn-barn that was there, and let lay benches in it, and let drink there’). There are ample instances, too, of what Phillpotts might have criticised as ‘violent wrenches of the ordinary associations of words’: for example, ‘boon’ (bœn) bears the obsolete sense of ‘request’ rather than the more usual ‘benefit’, and ‘sake’ (sǫk) is used as an independent noun with the full meaning of ‘cause, reason’ (‘for those sakes that be already known to you’)
‘Busk’, as noted above, is excluded from Eddison’s prose, but he does allow its use in his translation of verse. In fact, in his rendering of Egill’s poetry Eddison deploys a significantly different vocabulary, one that is much less concerned with the shadowing or replication of Norse cognates or compounds. Instead he reaches for a repertoire of rare or archaic words and forms, of a sort used earlier in the heroic romance of The Worm Ouroboros (and later, even more prominently, in the ‘Zimiamvia’ books): ‘corse’, ‘drouth’, ‘eyen’ (plural), ‘to gar’, ‘gowk’, ‘kempe’, ‘laidly’, ‘stound’, ‘slubber’, ‘swale’, ‘wite’, and even ‘a’ for ‘he’. This vocabulary has its roots in Eddison’s study of Elizabethan literature, and also in his purposeful browsing of the Oxford English Dictionary. There is, nonetheless, ample archaism to be found in the prose of Egil’s Saga too, in the grammatical archaism of past participles such as ‘bounden’, ‘boughten’, ‘gotten’, and ‘holden’, and variant past tenses such as ‘drave’ (for ‘drove’), ‘gat’ (for ‘got’), ‘sate’ (for ‘sat’), and ‘spake’ for ‘spoke’. In dialogue in particular Eddison also uses archaic ellipses or colloquialisms such as ‘i’’ (for ‘in’), ‘o’’ (for ‘of’), ‘’tis’, ‘’twas’, ‘’twill’, and ‘’twixt’. 
It is important to note, however, that Eddison is not committed to a Germanic vocabulary at all cost. As we have seen, Eddison is dedicated to making his lexis ‘Icelandic’, but we will misread him if we regard him primarily as a linguistic ‘Saxoniser’ or Germanicist; unlike Morris, he seems, for example, to have had little or no interest in the Anglo-Saxons and their culture. So it is not difficult to find Latinate or Romance words in Eddison’s translation, such as ‘captain’ (forstjóri), ‘esteem’ (virðing), ‘largesse’ (rausn), ‘management’ (forráð), ‘revenue’ (veizlur), ‘valiancy’ (kapp), and ‘war-duke’ (hertogi). 
But it is Eddison’s desire to replicate Norse syntax that is especially thorough and unusual. Whole clauses or even sentences reproduce the word order of the original (often with cognate words adding to the effect): for example, Þá lét hann kalla konung til sín ok sagði honum svá > ‘Then let he call the King to him and said to him thus’, or Þorgils bjó byrðing mikinn ok góðan > ‘Thorgils arrayed a ship of burden, a great and a good’, or fagnaði hann vel Grími frænda sínum > ‘welcomed he well Grim his kinsman’, or upp af víkinni stóð borg mikil > ‘up from the wick stood a great burg’, or Maðr sá, er bœ þann átti, var ríkr ok auðigr > ‘That man who had that farmstead was a powerful and a wealthy’, or Egill spurði, ef hann vildi upp ór gröfinni > ‘Egil asked if he would up out of the hole’. Particular idioms or syntactic structures elicit responses that cleave as closely as possible to the original: for example, Eddison attempts to reproduce the original idiom in eitt skal ganga yfir okkr (> ‘one fate shall go over us two’), and to replicate the dative of reference (rather than the genitive) with regard to parts of the body (í höfuð honum > ‘into the head of him’, rather than ‘into his head’). The ‘group subject’ of þeir Hallvarðr or þeir Kveldúlfr is rendered as ‘Hallvard and his’, ‘Kveldulf and his’ (or occasionally ‘Biorn, he and his’). Etymological traductio is retained: œpðu heróp, námu nesnám, and hjuggu strandhǫgg re-appear as ‘[they] whooped the war-whoop’, ‘lifted ness-liftings’, and ‘hewed them strand-hewings’. Alliterative or phrasal doublets are also preserved, in ‘bidden and boun’ (búnir ok boðnir), ‘inland and outland’ (innan lands ok útan lands), and ‘shape and shear’ (skapir … ok skerir).
The effect on the reader of this persistent practice presumably varies according to that reader’s knowledge of Old Norse, and whether or not he or she can perceive the original structures that lie behind or below Eddison’s sentences (and the same is true of Eddison’s treatment of compound nouns and adjectives). But we seem to have travelled so far down the route of ‘foreignisation’ here that the relevant field of linguistics is not so much translation theory, but rather bilingualism or language acquisition: what we are seeing is heavy substratum influence from a source or donor language, so that the target or recipient language itself is being remade into new forms. One could almost reconstruct the Old Norse original of Egils saga from Eddison’s translation alone (as noted also in Capildeo 2000, 244). As Matthew Reynolds (2011, 11) has written, very finely: ‘Translation stretches words, bridges times, mingles personal identities, and unsettles national languages’. Eddison’s Egil’s Saga does all of these, with force and assurance, and I shall return later to the particular question of identities. But we should also acknowledge a further factor that is less often invoked in academic analyses, and that is love: Eddison was motivated by philology not only in the technical sense of linguistic knowledge, but also in the literal sense of the ‘love of words’; and in his translation of Egil’s Saga he expressed to the full his love for the Old Norse language. As he wrote in his ‘Terminal Essay’: ‘For the translator, then, this is the commandment that contains all the law: Thou shalt love thy Mistress … The saga-man (simply, no doubt, as simple men enjoy good beer or sunshine) tasted and enjoyed every word: so must the translator, if his translation is to bear any likeness to his original’ (Eddison 1930, 238–39).
In most of this, Eddison’s great master, his forebear and inspiration, was of course William Morris. But what Eddison didn’t know when he was working on the saga was that Morris and Eiríkur Magnússon had themselves produced a translation of at least part of Egils saga. Posthumously published by Morris’s daughter May in 1936, this only extends as far as Chapter 40, and it omits most of the verses; but it does allow us to examine how closely Eddison does or does not conform to Morrisian practices. Here is Morris and Eiríkur Magnússon’s opening of Chapter 21, to compare with Eddison’s version, quoted above (Morris 1936, I 600):
King Harald was in the Wick while Thorolf was a-warring: and he fared that harvest to the Uplands, and thence north to Thrandheim, and abode there that winter with a great company.
Sigtrygg and Hallvard were with him there, and had heard how Thorolf had dealt with their dwelling at Hising, and what scathe of men and goods he had wrought there. Oft they called it to the King’s mind and therewithal how Thorolf had robbed the King and his thanes, and fared with warfare in the very land; and they prayed the King’s leave to go with the company which was to follow them, and set on Thorolf in his home.

In contrast to that of W. C. Green (1893, 34), there is not much to choose between the versions of Morris and Eddison, and some of the resemblances are striking: both Morris and Eddison, for example, choose to render the noun phrase í hernaðinum with a characteristic gerund showing the archaic but productive a- prefix (‘a-warring’ and ‘a-harrying’). Both opt for cognate ‘fared’ for fór (contrast Green’s ‘went’), and cognate ‘thanes’ for þegna (contrast Green’s ‘subjects’). But in fact Eddison out-Morrises Morris in his policy of translating through cognates: Morris changes Old Norse sat to ‘abode’ where Eddison retains ‘sat’ (contrast Green’s ‘stayed’), and reaches for a circumlocution ‘they called it to the King’s mind’ to translate þeir minntu konung, where Eddison, employing archaic or non-standard usage, keeps ‘they minded the King’ (contrast Green’s more standard ‘reminded’). Most noticeable of all is Eddison’s commitment to the doublet of compound nouns mannskaða ok fjárskaða, which he retains as ‘man-scathe and fee-scathe’, where both Morris and Green lose the repetition in the second element of the compounds (Morris: ‘scathe of men and goods’; Green: ‘scathe … on men and property’).
As the parallel use of ‘the Wick’ suggests, Eddison is also a strong supporter of Morris’s treatment of place- and personal names (and also, to some degree, of Dasent’s): Eddison’s ‘Terminal Essay’ on translation ends with a plea for future translators to follow their forms in order to ensure ‘clearness and continuity’ (1930, 242). The basic policy, of course, is translation and Anglicisation, rather than retention of the Old Norse/Icelandic form, especially where an English cognate exists for the place-name element(s) in question. This can be seen especially clearly with simplex names: in Eddison’s text, Brekkar appears as ‘the Brents’, Hváll as ‘the Knoll’, Mýrar as ‘the Myres’, and so on. Egill’s home of Borg appears as ‘Burg’ – in spite of Phillpotts’s explicit recommendation in their 1927 conversation that Eddison should ‘keep Borg’ (perhaps because archaic English ‘burg’ might exclusively, and in this case inappropriately, suggest the meaning ‘city’). Many compound place-names are Anglicised or translated in both elements too: Gljúfrá becomes ‘Gorgewater’, Hválslœkr ‘Knollslech’, Reykjanes ‘Reekness’. But there are some oddities in Eddison’s forms, too, for instance his decision to refashion all personal names (frequent as first elements in place-names) according to the possessive inflexion in Modern English: so, for example, the place-name Ánabrekka (where Ána- is the genitive singular of the weak masculine personal name Áni) becomes ‘Anisbrent’.
Some of Eddison’s forms are also, needless to say, taken over directly from his predecessors: the chosen forms for the landmarks of Njáls saga country, such as ‘Lithend’ (Hlíðarendi), ‘Markfleet’ (Markarfljót), and ‘Rangriver’ (Rangá), are of course hallowed by their use in Dasent’s Burnt Njal. For the first forty chapters of Egils saga, we can also compare Eddison’s place-name choices with Morris’s (though it should be repeated that Eddison did not know Morris’s translation when he produced his own). So, for instance, if we look at the account of Skalla-Grímr’s land-taking in Chapter 28, we can see that the two translators share some choices (such as ‘Burgfirth’ for Borgarfjǫrðr, ‘Havenfell’ for Hafnarfjǫll, ‘Thwartwater’ for Þverá), but diverge in others, with Morris usually making the bigger changes: Morris has ‘Shipness’ for Eddison’s  ‘Knarrarness’ (Knarrarnes), ‘Duckcreek’ for Eddison’s ‘Andakil’ (Andakíll), ‘Swanness’ for Eddison’s ‘Alptaness’ (Álptanes), and even ‘One-ken’ for Eddison’s ‘Einkunnir’ (Einkunnir)—though Eddison does have ‘Burglava’ for Morris’ ‘Burghraun’ (Borgarhraun). Throughout his translation, Eddison is also less ready to Anglicise personal names than place-names, and certainly much less ready than Morris: as a representative example, Egill’s grandfather is called ‘Kveldulf’ in Eddison’s translation, but ‘Nightwolf’ in Morris’s.

Eddison’s long letter to Jón Stefánsson, written when he was two-thirds of the way through his work, was on this very subject of the treatment of place-names in saga translation.
 ‘Anglicization is easy and gives a homely feeling to English readers,’ he argued, ‘because our languages are so intimately related: most of the best English words are Icelandic or Old Norse. We need not talk about “fiords”: we have your word, firth, in our own language: so with fell, dale, hause, flow … and scores of others’. Moreover, ‘I believe that one of the minor things that discourage the educated public from taking a greater interest in our great Northern ancestors and their history and literature is the barrier caused by jaw-breaking words, and the confusion caused by the chaotic renderings of place-names and proper names’. As if to make this precise point, in his Egil’s Saga translation Eddison sometimes takes the process of Anglicisation so far as to present Icelandic place-names in forms that replicate or recall place-names in Britain: so Sauðey becomes ‘Sheppey’, and Þjórsá becomes ‘Thursowater’. A personal name parallel is the representation of Ǫlvir as ‘Oliver’.
But there is, of course, a potential problem or paradox here: a decision to Anglicise names, rather than to leave them in their Old Norse forms or to use modern Icelandic or Norwegian forms, works in the opposite direction to the impulse to remake the English language according to the lexical, semantic, and syntactic patterns of the Old Norse source text. The prose seems to show ‘foreignisation’, but the names ‘domestication’.
It is therefore worth returning to Venuti’s terminology in the light of Matthew Reynolds’s point about identities (‘Translation stretches words, bridges times, mingles personal identities, and unsettles national languages’). In a recent analysis, Ian Felce (2016, 234–35) has argued that Venuti’s distinction between ‘foreignisation’ and ‘domestication’ is unsustainable in the face of William Morris’s translation practices: Morris’s belief, simply put, was that in following the patterns of his Old Norse original (supposedly a ‘foreignising’ approach), he was in fact writing the best, and most desirable, form of English—ancient, undegraded, and (for Morris) imbued with the spirit of Gothic democracy. Except for the last point, the same is true of Eddison: to foreignise is in fact to domesticate; or at least, to domesticate towards what Modern English should ideally be. And this, of course, is because of the kinship between English and Norse: according to Eddison, ‘the Old Northern tongue … more than any other language resembles our own’, which means that ‘for an Englishman to render the sagas into his own language is to labour under no alien sky and dig no inhospitable soil’ (1930, 229). This also helps to explain the treatment of names by both Morris and Eddison. In pitching his book to Cambridge University Press, Eddison described the Icelandic sagas as ‘a magnificent field of literature which belongs to us … as Englishmen’; in other words, there was a principle of ownership at stake, and the value of the sagas did not lie in their world-literature offer of cultural alterity.
 As Eddison writes in his ‘Terminal Essay’, the two languages ‘are akin in word, syntax, and idiom’; the cognate words that Eddison marshals so conscientiously are not present simply for decorative or stylistic reasons, but to make a cultural or political point too, about the close family relationship between the English and the Norse—as peoples as well as languages (Eddison, 1930, 229; see also Eddison 1927, 384). This relationship is urged by Eddison in the very first paragraph of his preface, where he appeals to ‘the Norse strain in our ancestry’ (1930, xii).
But although Eddison shared many of William Morris’s beliefs concerning the proper approach to saga translation, and also, like Morris, believed in a special relationship between England and Iceland, he did not perceive the same political meaning in the sagas as his great predecessor did. I have suggested above that we will misread Eddison’s style if we simply regard him as a Saxoniser or Germanicist, and—notwithstanding his stress on ‘the Norse strain in our ancestry’—this is true of his racial or cultural politics as well as his linguistic ideology. Eddison seems not to have been preoccupied by ideas about Germanic purity: his work is motivated, for instance, by a profound admiration for early Greek culture, and there are few signs that he was filled with anxiety or hostility about the non-Germanic ‘other’. But nor, unlike Morris, did Eddison find a proto-socialist significance in the sagas: on the contrary, what Eddison valued was the very opposite of the equality and communitarianism which Morris had found in them. At the start of his introduction on ‘The Heroic Age and the Sagas’, Eddison states that what Iceland ‘means’, in terms of politics, is ‘aristocratic individualism of an uncompromising kind’ (and of all the sagas, moreover, Egils saga is ‘the most aristocratic in spirit’) (1930, xvii). This ‘aristocracy’ was ‘not feudal but anarchical’: the Icelanders, Eddison writes, ‘had come from Norway because they were minded to be their own masters, and in no other civilized community has there been greater freedom of the individual’ (1930, xvii, xxi). As a political system, he states bluntly and approvingly, ‘this anarchy succeeded’; and ‘great men’ (Eddison’s phrase) flourished in Saga-Age Iceland until the thirteenth century, when it was ‘the great men who fought to the death’ (1930, xxi, xxii; see also Eddison 1927, 387).
The reverse of the idea of ‘great men’ is, of course, ‘little men’ (again, Eddison’s own phrase, and one used with scorn). So, for example, he declares that temperance and moderation are ‘drab virtues of little men’, whereas ‘it is never to be said of Egil, whatever his faults, that he was a little man’ (1930, xxxii, xv). In the body of the saga, Eddison, not surprisingly, translates the collective noun stórmenni as ‘great men’, and the adverb lítilmannligt as ‘[in] the fashion of a little man’. And Egill is taken to be representative of his people as a whole: ‘eugenically’, Eddison writes, ‘it may be doubted whether any country in history has possessed a population of a higher quality. For the men who settled Iceland were precisely the pick and flower of the Norse race; precisely those whose fierce spirit of independence and freedom could not abide the new ‘enslavement’ in Norway’ (1930, xix). 
The celebrated association of the Vikings with liberty and self-determination, dating back at least to the eighteenth century, is here given an aristocratic and most un-Morrisian twist—and, given inter-war politics, a potentially ominous one. Eddison himself was adamant that no sympathy for fascism could be found in his writings: the evil of fascism, he insisted, was a ‘20th-Century disease’, which arose from ‘industrial civilization’ and resulted in tyranny, just as ‘communism & all forms of collectivism issue in tyranny’ (quoted in Young 2012, 83). Moreover, the Second World War was, he was to write, ‘a Ragnarok struggle between good and evil’, fought against ‘an enemy who would destroy, if he could, all that makes life worth living’ (quoted in Young 2012, 79, 80). Nonetheless, this emphasis on aristocratic individualism was an element in Eddison’s thought that troubled his admirers, and which featured even more strongly in his ‘Zimiamvia’ books: Tolkien, writing privately after his death, feared that Eddison ‘was coming to admire, more and more, arrogance and cruelty’, while C.S. Lewis, writing for publication and thus with greater circumspection, confessed that, even as he admired his works very greatly, he found Eddison’s world-view to be ‘alien and even sinister’ (Carpenter 1981, 258; Lewis 1982, 55; see also Hamilton 1949, Young 2012, Young 2014).
Reception and afterwards 

As we have seen, then, Eddison’s Egil’s Saga is the product of a very unusual literary intelligence, a saga translation arguably like none other of the inter-war period (or even, perhaps, of any period). The works of William Morris formed the obvious precedent, but Eddison went considerably further than Morris in some of his translation choices, and the political meanings that Eddison read in the sagas were significantly different from those that Morris perceived. So what reception did Eddison’s Egil’s Saga receive? How did his work relate to, or fit in with, Old Norse studies as they were developing in the inter-war period? In pitching his book to Jonathan Cape, Eddison had written that ‘There is a growing interest in Old Norse (i.e. Icelandic) studies in the Universities … I have reason to think that it will be placed on the syllabus for students taking the subject, at any rate at Cambridge’.
 In other words, Eddison was hopeful that a publication by an amateur, self-taught enthusiast like himself might find a central place within the university study of Old Norse; and the eventual acceptance of his book by Cambridge University Press may have reinforced this hope significantly.

As one might imagine, the contemporary reviews make for interesting reading, especially as several reviewers seem somewhat nonplussed, uncertain what to say about a performance that so combines devotion with oddity. So, for example, for the Viking Society Eddison’s correspondent Jón Stefánsson gave the work a very warm review, acclaiming it as ‘a spirited and brilliant attempt … to get as close as possible to the Saga style in English’, and recognising the work as ‘a labour of love’, marked by ‘glowing enthusiasm and passion’.
 But he also recognised the snags: some of the rare words are not even to be found in the OED; the translation of place-names and personal names is problematic; and ‘here and there [the translator] has to do violence to his mother tongue’. Stefán Einarsson, in Modern Language Notes, enthusiastically welcomed the book’s appearance, but observed, delicately, that ‘I must say that to me the language of the translation looked a bit more old-fashioned as English than the language of the original is as Icelandic’.
 Richard Beck, in the Journal of English and Germanic Philology, took a similar line: Eddison’s translation was ‘obviously done by one who is thoroughly in love with his task’, but nonetheless ‘he is so anxious to be literal that not infrequently his version becomes over-literal, unidiomatic’.
 It was left to Edith Batho, in the Modern Language Review, to offer a more brutal frankness.
 There was nothing to fault, she suggested, in Eddison’s ‘love of his original’ and the ‘affectionate care’ indicated by the very full apparatus. However, ‘it is the version itself, the actual translation, which awakens uneasiness’. Eddison, Batho claims, has mistaken kinship between languages for identity: English and Norse ‘are akin, and not, as he sometimes makes them, identical’. The use of an ‘Icelandicising’ vocabulary can perhaps be justified, Batho feels, especially for the ‘vivid word or idiom’, but an Icelandicising syntax simply cannot: ‘Norse English is no better than the Latinised English which most of us dislike as heartily as Mr Eddison does’. The translation fared no better in literary periodicals than in academic journals: Bruce Dickins in the Times Literary Supplement commented that Eddison’s translation ‘is close and … accurate, but one certainly could wish that he had adopted another model’, while The Saturday Review declared that ‘Mr Eddison’s version may be accurate, but, to be brief, it is unreadable’, and The Bookman judged (crushingly) that ‘in ease and style … it is not a bit superior to that of the Rev. W. C. Green, which he abuses so roundly; and beside Dasent’s “Burnt Njal” it is utterly dwarfed’.

In his account of the rise of Middle English studies and its institutionalisation within academic structures, David Matthews has suggested that by about 1910 ‘the function of the nonacademic scholar was finished’ (1999, 186). This is probably not quite so true of Old Norse studies; but even so, one only needs to compare the contents of Saga-Book in the 1920s and 1930s with its pre-First World War contents to gain a strong sense of the academicization of the field during this period. And Eddison’s optimism might have been tempered if he had heeded some of Bertha Phillpotts’s warnings.

There are at least two issues at stake here. The first relates to styles of translation. As the reviews make clear, it is fair to say that support for the archaic, Morrisian approach was in decline in the decades after the First World War, not least in academic circles— whereas Eddison was pushing this approach further, arguably, than it had ever been taken before. But the second point relates to scholarship, and to Eddison’s notes in particular. As Phillpotts reassured him, Eddison’s translation was and is a very accurate piece of work; there could and can be no dispute about his understanding of the Old Norse language, nor indeed about his breadth of reading in the Icelandic sagas. But his notes were a different matter, as Phillpotts explained bluntly in a pre-publication letter in early 1930. ‘If the notes are on the scale they now are’, she wrote, ‘readers would I think have a right to demand more than you can give them’.
 What they would have a right to demand, to be precise, was up-to-date scholarship, and not simply in English but also in German and the modern Scandinavian languages—none of which, other than Icelandic, Eddison could read. Phillpotts herself did not have the time to overhaul Eddison’s notes— ‘it would take me a month’s work in Copenhagen or Oslo’ —and her strong recommendation was to make the notes much briefer, so that their historiographical inadequacy would be far less of an issue: ‘with such ample notes the lack of balance becomes noticeable—& strikes one as unscholarly’.

This letter seems to have panicked Eddison, and in the last months before publication he tried, unsuccessfully, to get his notes checked by one or more Norse scholars. Targeting E. V. Gordon of the University of Leeds (partly on the grounds of his connections with the city), Eddison confessed that his notes might be ‘a bit unbalanced & amateurish’, and inquired: ‘Would it be possible for you to consider collaboration with me to the extent of going through my Notes & amending them where necessary?’
 But Gordon failed to reply to Eddison’s increasingly anxious letters, and on (seemingly) the only occasion on which he did so it was merely to brush Eddison off with the trope of the over-busy academic (in the course of the previous week, Gordon informed Eddison, he had spent no fewer than 105 hours at work).
 As a result, the best Eddison could do in the end was to shore up his authority by flagging whatever professional input he had received, such as informal conversations with Sigurður Nordal (see for example 1930, xxxii, 271)—a sort of strategic name-dropping.

In preparing his translation, Eddison had placed great importance on his notes, introduction, and other supporting materials, seeing them as an essential component if his own translation of Egils saga was ever to aspire to the same value and usefulness as Dasent’s 1861 translation of Njáls saga (as he wrote to E. V. Gordon, regarding Robert Proctor’s apparatus-free 1903 translation of Laxdæla saga: ‘who has ever read it, or will?’).
 But Eddison’s published notes amply bear out Phillpotts’s concerns: gregarious, enthusiastic, and full of quirky personal observations, they are also lacking in up-to-date historiography. Eddison’s basic explanatory principle is to cast light on historical and cultural cruces in Egils saga not by citing modern scholarship on them, but by appending parallel references in other sagas (often quoted at great length, with the effect of giving some of his notes the flavour of an anthology). The most frequently cited secondary sources are all quite old: Dasent’s Burnt Njal (1861), Guðbrandur Vigfússon and York Powell’s Corpus Poeticum Boreale (1883), and Eiríkur Magnússon’s fourth volume of his and Morris’s Heimskringla (1905). The only recent work that is referenced with comparable frequency is Finnur Jónsson’s 1924 edition of Egils saga itself – Eddison’s source-text. Alongside such historiographical notes, one finds a gallimaufry of other material: references to contemporary Icelandic customs (‘just as they do in Iceland to-day’), reminiscences of Eddison’s 1926 Iceland trip (‘I crossed in a heavy open boat …’), and belle-lettriste comparisons between Egils saga and other writers and works, including Thucydides, Horace, Shakespeare, the border ballads, and Lewis Carroll (the saga’s famous vomiting scene, for example, is twice described as ‘Rabelaisian’) (1930, 260, 270, 275, 296). There is speculation on antipodean toponymy (‘Cf. the curious New Zealand place-name ‘Snufflenose’, which is obviously ‘Snæfellsnes’ corrupted by foreigners who did not understand its meaning’), a disquisition on Icelandic skyr (’served (as it is) with cream and sugar, it is a dish for kings’), and even a private joke about baldness (‘Egil, too, was early bald …, an inconvenience which he shares with other famous men, e.g. Scipio Africanus and Julius Caesar’ —and also, as photographs confirm, Eddison himself) (1930, 265, 274, 307). All of this is enjoyable, fascinating, distinctive; but it is hardly in keeping with the more austere, scholarly practices of inter-war, academicised Old Northernism. 
I will conclude by covering more quickly Eddison’s post-Egil’s Saga years. As the 1935 addition to his youthful translation of Reykdæla saga suggests, Eddison may have considered following his Egil’s Saga with another saga translation. At this period he seems to have made two successive revisions of the early chapters of his old translation, the first to archaise the style from his 1901 idiom, and then the second (very curiously) to archaise the spelling. This resulted in the following opening:

There was a man highte Thorstein Head. He dwelt in Hordaland. He was the father of Eyvind & of Ketil the Hordalander. It fel on a time when these brethren were a talking that Eyvind sayd that he herde men speke good of Icelande, and he desired his brother Ketil to fare to Icelande with him whenas theyr father sholde dye. Ketil woulde not go, but bade Eyvind take lande so wide as might suffice them bothe, if he liked well the choyce of lande there.

This new experiment in saga translation extended to fewer than ten pages of draft; Eddison abandoned the attempt to load archaism on archaism. And after that, it seems, he also abandoned any further saga plans. In 1944, and on the basis of his Egil’s Saga, the publisher Stanley Unwin wrote to Eddison inquiring if he might undertake further Old Norse translations.
 But Eddison turned down the invitation: it was Egil’s Saga that had marked the high-watermark of his engagement with Old Norse, and by the time of Unwin’s request Eddison had already let his membership of the Viking Society lapse, never to be renewed.

The last decade and a half of Eddison’s creative life were taken up instead with the writing of his ‘Zimiamvia’ books: Mistress of Mistresses, A Fish Dinner in Memison, and the unfinished The Mezentian Gate (Eddison 1992). This is not the place to enter into a discussion of these complex, astonishing works. But we can at least note the lingering presence within them of Eddison’s Old Northern enthusiasms, in terms of story elements, cultural allusions, and even language. A key figure in the Zimiamvia books is Edward Lessingham, last seen in the prologue to The Worm Ouroboros. The three books move between the familiar world and the other-world of Zimiamvia: this-worldly scenes occur in the Lake District and in Norway (where Lessingham has a castle in the Lofoten Islands). Old Norse literature is repeatedly, pervasively, cited and invoked. So, for example, in Mistress of Mistresses, Vǫluspá and Hákonarmál are quoted in conversation, one character kills another by biting him through the throat in an Egill-like act of ferocity, and Lessingham himself can trace his descent back ‘to King Eric Bloodaxe in York, the son of Harald Hairfair, that Charlemagne of the north’. In A Fish Dinner in Memison, there are allusions to Vǫlundarkviða and Eyrbyggja saga, the slap of a face prefigures death for one character (as it does for Gunnarr in Njáls saga), and we learn that Lessingham possesses the sword of Egill’s uncle, Þórólfr, ‘dug up, at the very spot which expert conjecture pointed to as the site of the old hall at Sandness’.  Finally, in The Mezentian Gate, the Njáls saga proverb ‘Bare is back without brother behind it’ (stamped on the decorative binding of Dasent’s Burnt Njal) is quoted without acknowledgement of its origin, as is Vǫluspá (‘The wolf will run: you shall see’), and a central character is modelled on Ragnhildr Eiríksdóttir in Orkneyinga saga. Moreover, the vocabulary of all three books is peppered with Norse loanwords or translations such as ‘grith’, ‘day-meal’, ‘high-seat’, ‘home-men’, ‘self-doom’, ‘skin-changer’, and—an Eddisonian favourite—‘berserk-gang’. There are also Norse-style place-names to be met with in the imagined geography (Bardardale, Ketterby, Swinedale, Upmire under the Forn, and so on). This is not remotely an exhaustive list: it is merely a taster of some of the ways in which the Zimiamvia books bear the marks of Eddison’s Old Northernism—as they do also of his devotion to both Greek and Elizabethan literature.
In this article, then, I have taken Eddison’s Egil’s Saga as my central focus, in an attempt to give a detailed biography and analysis of a highly distinctive saga translation. But I have also ranged widely through a range of texts and sources, to explore and understand E. R. Eddison’s extensive Old Norse studies, and to place them in relation to his more famous fantasy writings. I have tried to contextualise Eddison’s activities in this area within the changing intellectual and institutional environment of Norse studies of his time. And indeed, it may be that, in describing the inter-war period, ‘Norse studies’ is the appropriate term to use, rather than Andrew Wawn’s more capacious ‘Old Northernism’: the late Victorian Old Northernism within which Eddison had first embarked on his life-long love affair with the sagas had by the 1920s and 1930s transmuted into something else, in which saga study and saga translation were increasingly pursued within a professional, academic culture that was governed by a different set of values and priorities. Eddison’s Egil’s Saga marks the high-point of a certain approach to saga translation, one which traces its descent from the work of William Morris. But Eddison’s version also exemplifies precisely the quality of extreme individualism which he valued so highly in the sagas themselves.
Note: For permission to quote from published and unpublished writings, I am very grateful to the Estate of E. R. Eddison, and also to Greg Phillpotts. For access to unpublished materials, and/or permission to quote from such materials, I am grateful to the following institutions: Leeds Central Library; Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford; the English Faculty Library, University of Oxford; the National Library of Iceland, Reykjavík; and Girton College Archive, University of Cambridge. I am also grateful to Carl Phelpstead and Paul Edmund Thomas for their helpful comments on a draft version of this article.
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