
Egill Skallagrímsson was a tenth-century Icelandic warrior, farmer, chieftain, traveler, 
killer, and poet whose life survives through one of the greatest medieval Icelandic sagas. 
He is often described as a Viking, but that word alone makes him sound simpler than he 
was. Egill spent parts of his life raiding and fighting overseas, yet he also managed land, 
argued lawsuits, defended inheritance claims, raised a family, practiced rune magic, and 
composed technically demanding poetry. He could kill over an insult and then produce a 
devastating poem about the death of a child. The tension between violence and 
emotional depth is what makes him difficult to forget. 

Most of what is known about him comes from Egils saga, generally called The Saga of 
Egill Skallagrímsson. The saga was written in Iceland during the early thirteenth century, 
approximately 250 to 300 years after Egill’s lifetime. Its author is unknown, although 
scholars have long considered Snorri Sturluson a possible author because of the saga’s 
style, historical interests, and connections to Snorri’s family and region. The attribution 
remains unproved. 

The distance between Egill’s life and the writing of the saga requires caution. The author 
had access to family traditions, oral stories, genealogies, local place-names, older 
poems, and possibly written records. Some of the poems attributed to Egill may preserve 
language from the tenth century, but even those passed through generations of memory 
and copying. The saga combines historical people and places with dramatic 
conversations, supernatural events, symbolic patterns, and scenes no later writer could 
have witnessed directly. 

Egill was probably born around the year 910 at Borg in western Iceland. His name was 
not a modern family name shared by everyone in a household. “Skallagrímsson” means 
“son of Skalla-Grímr.” Skalla-Grímr’s name can be understood as Bald Grímr, although 
the nickname may carry additional associations with his appearance and personality. 

Egill belonged to the early generations of Norse settlers who established communities in 
Iceland. Settlement had begun during the late ninth century, when people arrived mainly 
from Norway and Norse-controlled parts of the British Isles. Some came seeking land, 
while others escaped feuds, royal authority, punishment, or changing political 
conditions. They brought livestock, tools, legal customs, religious beliefs, family 
rivalries, and enslaved people. 

Iceland had no native population when the Norse settlement began, but describing the 
settlers as peaceful farmers would still be misleading. Many had participated in warfare, 
raiding, slave trading, and competition for power. Their society valued law and 
negotiation while also accepting private violence as a method of defending honor and 
property. A person could bring a case before an assembly and still arrive surrounded by 
armed supporters. 



Egill’s grandfather was Kveld-Úlfr, whose name means Evening Wolf. The saga describes 
him as a powerful man who became withdrawn and dangerous as night approached. 
Some readers have interpreted this as a suggestion of shape-shifting or a wolf-like 
supernatural nature. It may also function as a literary way of describing violent changes 
in mood, unusual strength, or the frightening reputation surrounding him. 

Kveld-Úlfr had two important sons, Thorolf and Skalla-Grímr. Thorolf was handsome, 
socially skilled, generous, and comfortable around royalty. Skalla-Grímr was darker, 
heavier, more suspicious, and less willing to submit. The saga repeatedly contrasts fair, 
attractive men with dark, physically intimidating men. These appearances are not neutral 
descriptions; medieval authors often used the body to suggest temperament, ancestry, 
fortune, or hidden power. 

Thorolf entered the service of King Harald Fairhair, the ruler traditionally credited with 
bringing much of Norway under one kingship. Harald’s unification was probably less 
complete and orderly than later stories suggested, but his growing power threatened 
local chieftains. Thorolf initially prospered through royal service. His success attracted 
jealousy, and enemies accused him of becoming too powerful and withholding wealth 
from the king. 

Harald eventually attacked Thorolf’s hall and killed him. The death turned political 
suspicion into a family blood feud. Kveld-Úlfr and Skalla-Grímr took revenge against men 
connected to the king, seized a ship, and left Norway. According to the saga, Kveld-Úlfr 
died during the voyage to Iceland. Before dying, he instructed the crew to place his coffin 
overboard and settle near wherever it reached land. 

The coffin supposedly came ashore in western Iceland, and Skalla-Grímr established his 
farm at Borg nearby. Stories of objects drifting to a chosen settlement appear in other 
Icelandic traditions. They connect land ownership to fate, ancestors, and the will of 
supernatural forces rather than simple seizure. They also give a family’s claim to land a 
sacred beginning. 

Skalla-Grímr became a successful farmer, smith, shipbuilder, and local chieftain. He 
understood how to locate resources, manage labor, raise animals, and organize a large 
household. Farming in medieval Iceland required careful use of grasslands, livestock, 
fisheries, driftwood, and seasonal labor. Wealth did not consist mainly of coins stored in 
a chest; it included land, cattle, sheep, tools, ships, dependents, alliances, and the ability 
to host other people. 

Egill grew up inside this powerful household with his older brother, also named Thorolf. 
The younger Thorolf resembled their dead uncle in being handsome, friendly, and 
socially gifted. Egill resembled Skalla-Grímr and Kveld-Úlfr. The saga describes him as 
broad-faced, heavy-featured, dark-haired, physically powerful, difficult, and unusually 
mature in speech. 



He began composing poetry at an extremely young age. In one famous episode, a relative 
did not initially want to take the small child to a feast. Egill responded with a verse, 
demonstrating that he could use language as a weapon before he was large enough to 
fight as a man. Whether a three-year-old actually composed the surviving verse is 
doubtful. The episode establishes his identity: exclusion would not silence him. 

His childhood violence is even more disturbing. During a ball game, an older boy 
overpowered and humiliated him. Egill went away, obtained an axe, returned, and killed 
the boy. He was approximately seven years old in the saga’s account. The adults did not 
respond as a modern court or child-welfare system would; reactions divided according to 
family loyalty, honor, and fear of what Egill might become. 

This killing should not be romanticized as evidence that Egill was born heroic. It reveals 
a society in which weapons were accessible, retaliation carried social meaning, and 
powerful families could contain violence that would destroy a weaker household. The 
saga may exaggerate the episode to foreshadow the adult warrior. Even as literature, 
however, it wants the audience to recognize that Egill’s gifts arrived with something 
dangerous. 

Another childhood event shows violence inside his own family. During a game, 
Skalla-Grímr reportedly entered a frightening rage and killed one of Egill’s companions. A 
servant woman named Thorgerd Brak intervened and condemned Skalla-Grímr’s 
behavior. He chased her toward the water and threw a stone that killed her as she 
attempted to swim away. 

Egill retaliated by killing one of his father’s workers. He could not defeat Skalla-Grímr 
directly, so he struck someone belonging to his father’s household. The response 
followed feud logic: an injury demanded an injury, but the victim could be chosen 
through social connection rather than personal guilt. Their relationship remained 
strained afterward. The episode gives the saga its picture of violence passing from one 
generation into another. 

Egill’s mother reportedly believed he had the character to become a Viking. In the 
medieval Norse world, “Viking” was not simply the ethnic name for every Scandinavian 
person. Most people farmed, traded, fished, made tools, raised families, or practiced 
other occupations. Going “viking” meant joining an overseas raiding or military 
expedition. A person could be a farmer at home and a raider during another season. 

Egill eventually traveled to Norway with his brother Thorolf. Thorolf was comfortable 
entering the service of powerful men, while Egill repeatedly created trouble through 
pride, drinking, insults, and violence. At feasts, alcohol did not merely produce 
celebration. Drinking followed social rules involving hospitality, rank, gift exchange, 
boasting, and reputation. Refusing a drink could insult a host, while losing control could 
expose weakness. 



One conflict involved a royal servant named Bárðr, who acted as host while King Eirik 
Bloodaxe and Queen Gunnhild were nearby. The saga says Bárðr attempted to limit or 
deceive Egill during the feast and later gave him poisoned drink. Egill used runes and his 
own blood to test or break the drinking vessel before killing Bárðr. The scene combines 
real social tension with supernatural knowledge. 

Rune writing was more than carving ordinary letters in the saga world. Runes could 
record messages, mark ownership, memorialize the dead, or carry magical intention. 
Egill is presented as someone who understands both poetry and runes, two forms of 
controlled language. Words are never harmless around him. They can praise a king, 
expose an enemy, heal a person, curse a country, or save his own head. 

A later episode concerns a sick young woman whose condition worsened after someone 
carved incorrect runes near her bed. Egill examined the carving, destroyed the harmful 
runes, and created a proper set. He warned that people should not carve runes unless 
they understood them. The story treats literacy as power that becomes dangerous when 
confidence exceeds knowledge. 

Egill’s conflict with King Eirik and Queen Gunnhild became one of the saga’s main feuds. 
Eirik was a son of Harald Fairhair and ruled Norway for a period before being driven out. 
Gunnhild appears in the saga as intelligent, politically powerful, skilled in magic, and 
relentlessly hostile to Egill. Medieval stories frequently turned influential women into 
dangerous supernatural figures, so her portrayal must be read with awareness of 
gendered suspicion. 

After killing men connected to the royal family, Egill was declared an outlaw in Norway. 
Before leaving, he erected a níðstöng, commonly called a pole of insult or cursing pole. 
He placed a horse’s severed head on the pole and directed a curse against Eirik, 
Gunnhild, and the spirits of the land. He called upon those spirits to wander without rest 
until the royal pair had been driven from Norway. 

The act attacked more than the king’s military power. It declared that Eirik and Gunnhild 
had lost harmony with the land itself. In a society where reputation and supernatural 
order mattered, the curse was psychological, political, and religious. The saga later 
presents their loss of Norway as if Egill’s words had helped reshape reality. 

Egill’s most historically important overseas service took place in England. His brother 
Thorolf joined him, and they entered the service of King Athelstan. Athelstan was the 
ruler who brought much of England under a single kingship and faced a major coalition 
of enemies. In 937, his forces fought the Battle of Brunanburh against an alliance 
involving Norse, Scottish, and Brittonic rulers. 

Brunanburh was one of the largest battles of tenth-century Britain. Athelstan’s victory 
protected his kingdom and became celebrated in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. The battle 
itself is historical, but the precise location remains disputed. Egill’s saga places Egill and 



Thorolf in the fighting, although independent English sources do not confirm their 
individual participation. 

According to the saga, Thorolf died during the battle. Egill fought fiercely, and Athelstan 
rewarded him with valuable gifts. The king also compensated him for his brother’s death. 
Compensation did not mean a life had been assigned an ordinary market price; it was a 
legal and social method of recognizing loss, preventing vengeance, and confirming the 
relationship between ruler and warrior. 

Egill’s grief appears through physical silence and poetry rather than open weeping. The 
saga describes his face becoming dangerous and difficult to read as he sits before 
Athelstan. The king understands that gifts alone cannot remove the loss. This pattern 
returns throughout Egill’s life: other people see the hardened surface, while poetry 
reveals the emotional force beneath it. 

After Thorolf’s death, Egill married Thorolf’s widow, Ásgerðr. Marriage among elite 
medieval families involved affection, property, inheritance, alliances, and the production 
of heirs. Ásgerðr’s inheritance later became the center of a major dispute in Norway. Egill 
pursued her claim through legal argument, royal appeals, threats, and combat. 

The saga’s legal conflicts are as important as its battles. Icelandic and Norwegian 
societies possessed laws, assemblies, witnesses, property rules, and recognized 
procedures. However, law did not operate through a modern state possessing complete 
control over enforcement. A correct legal claim could fail if the person lacked supporters, 
while a powerful enemy could bend procedure through intimidation. 

Egill’s inheritance dispute led to a duel with a man named Atli. The saga presents Atli as 
protected by magic, causing weapons to fail against him. Egill eventually kills him 
through direct physical violence, reportedly biting into his throat. The scene pushes Egill 
beyond the ordinary human warrior and toward the monstrous strength associated with 
his father and grandfather. 

Scenes such as this prevent Egils saga from being treated as a modern factual 
biography. A real dispute may lie behind the story, but the preserved version uses 
supernatural protection and extraordinary violence to express character. Egill wins 
because ordinary rules—legal and physical—cannot contain him. That makes him 
impressive within the saga while making him terrifying by modern standards. 

His encounters with Eirik Bloodaxe reached their most famous point in York. Eirik had 
lost Norway and later ruled part of Northumbria for a period. Egill reportedly became 
shipwrecked in territory controlled by his enemy. Escape appeared impossible, so his 
friend Arinbjorn advised him to face the king directly. 

Eirik wanted him dead, and Gunnhild demanded execution. Arinbjorn used his influence 
to delay the killing until morning. During the night, Egill composed a praise poem in 
Eirik’s honor. He then recited it before the king and received his life in return. 



The poem became known as Höfuðlausn, meaning “Head Ransom.” Egill did not 
purchase survival with money or surrender. He used poetry as a form of wealth valuable 
enough to replace his execution. Praising a hated enemy may look like submission, but 
composing the poem also displayed control. Eirik could kill Egill’s body, yet Egill 
possessed the power to shape the king’s reputation in language. 

Skaldic poetry was a highly demanding art. Court poets, known as skalds, composed 
verses using strict meter, alliteration, internal rhyme, compressed grammar, and 
elaborate figures called kennings. A ship might be called a sea-horse, blood could 
become battle-sweat, and poetry itself could be described through a mythological story 
about sacred mead. The listener had to unpack several layers of meaning. 

One important meter was dróttkvætt, the “court meter.” Its lines followed patterns 
involving syllable count, stress, alliteration, and internal rhyme. Word order could be 
rearranged so severely that understanding a stanza required reconstructing several 
sentences. Composing under those rules was difficult even with time. The saga’s claim 
that Egill produced a long poem overnight makes the achievement nearly supernatural. 

Praise poetry also served as historical memory. A king rewarded poets because their 
verses could carry his battles, generosity, and ancestry across generations. Skaldic 
meter made poems harder to alter accidentally because changing a word could destroy 
the sound pattern. This is one reason scholars believe portions of old poetry may 
preserve earlier material even when the surrounding saga prose was written centuries 
later. 

Egill was not merely flattering Eirik. He understood the political economy of reputation. A 
ruler who accepted a great praise poem was expected to reward its creator. Killing the 
poet immediately after accepting the work could make the king appear dishonorable. 
Egill placed Eirik inside a social obligation constructed through language. 

The poem saved him, but Arinbjorn’s friendship was equally important. Without 
Arinbjorn’s intervention, Egill might not have received the night needed to compose. Egill 
later created Arinbjarnarkviða, a poem honoring his friend. His loyalty toward Arinbjorn 
reveals another side of his character: he could form deep bonds with people who stood 
beside him under pressure. 

Friendship in the saga is not sentimental. A friend provides ships, legal support, armed 
followers, shelter, gifts, warnings, and access to political power. Loyalty can determine 
whether a person survives outlawry or royal anger. Egill’s poetry records gratitude 
because a dependable friend was a form of security no amount of individual strength 
could replace. 

He eventually returned to Iceland and became a major landowner and chieftain. Iceland 
had established the Alþingi, or national assembly, around 930. Chieftains and free 



farmers gathered to make laws, settle disputes, form alliances, and conduct business. 
The assembly had no king above it and no modern police force beneath it. 

This system is sometimes described as an early democracy, but that description requires 
limits. Political participation belonged mainly to free men with property and social 
connections. Women possessed certain legal and property rights but did not participate 
equally in public authority. Enslaved people had little control over their lives. Powerful 
chieftains could influence outcomes that law supposedly decided impartially. 

Egill used both law and force. He understood genealogy, inheritance, witness testimony, 
and formal procedure. When legal methods failed or powerful enemies interfered, he was 
willing to threaten, duel, raid, or kill. The saga does not separate lawyer and warrior as 
completely as modern society does. Both abilities protected the household. 

His later years brought losses that physical strength could not defeat. One son, Gunnar, 
died from illness. Another son, Böðvar, drowned when his boat overturned. Egill 
recovered Böðvar’s body and buried him in the family burial mound beside Skalla-Grímr. 
Afterward, he shut himself away and intended to starve to death. 

His daughter Thorgerd understood that direct commands would not reach him. She 
entered the room and claimed she would also refuse food, joining him in death. Through 
careful conversation, she persuaded him to take nourishment and then encouraged him 
to compose a memorial poem for Böðvar. She did not defeat grief; she gave it a form 
through which he could continue living. 

The resulting poem, Sonatorrek, means “The Loss of Sons” or “Irreparable Loss of 
Sons.” It is considered one of the greatest surviving poems in Old Norse. Egill describes 
the destruction of his family line, the silence left by his sons, his failing strength, and his 
anger toward the god Odin. The warrior who survived battles is nearly destroyed by the 
death of his child. 

Odin was associated with war, death, kingship, magic, wisdom, and poetry. Egill’s 
relationship with him is therefore complicated. Odin has given Egill the poetic gift that 
allows him to shape grief, yet the same god has permitted or caused the deaths of people 
he loves. Egill cannot simply reject him because the ability to curse the god is itself part 
of Odin’s gift. 

The poem gradually moves without pretending the loss has become acceptable. Egill 
recognizes that poetry has allowed him to bring private pain into language. The poem 
does not restore Böðvar or make the death fair. It gives the father enough control to 
remain alive beside what cannot be repaired. 

This is the point where Egill becomes more than a colorful Viking figure. Many warriors 
can be praised for courage, strength, or victory. Sonatorrek reveals a person trying to 
survive after courage has become useless. No enemy can be challenged, no 
compensation can equal the child, and no voyage can reverse the sea. 



The episode also gives Thorgerd significant power. She saves Egill through intelligence, 
patience, emotional understanding, and knowledge of what poetry means to him. A 
society publicly dominated by armed men still depended upon women who managed 
households, preserved relationships, controlled property, arranged marriages, 
remembered genealogy, and interrupted cycles of self-destruction. The saga does not 
make women equal in social power, but it repeatedly shows that male strength is 
insufficient. 

Egill lived into old age, losing much of his sight, hearing, mobility, and physical 
independence. The enormous warrior became dependent upon younger relatives and 
household members. The saga treats aging with a mixture of humor, cruelty, and 
sadness. A body that had once intimidated kings could no longer cross a room safely. 

His physical description has led to modern speculation that he may have suffered from 
Paget’s disease of bone. That condition can enlarge and weaken bones, alter the skull, 
produce heavy facial features, damage hearing, and cause pain. The saga later describes 
a skull believed to be Egill’s as unusually thick and resistant to an axe blow. No securely 
identified remains have been available for modern testing, so the diagnosis remains an 
interesting theory rather than established fact. 

Before his death, Egill supposedly possessed chests of silver given to him by King 
Athelstan. He developed a plan to take the silver to the Alþingi and scatter it before the 
crowd. People would fight over it, allowing the old warrior to create one final conflict. His 
family refused to assist with the plan. 

The silver then disappeared. According to the saga, Egill took two servants away from 
the farm, hid the treasure, and killed the men so they could not reveal its location. The 
account fits the darkest side of his personality: even in old age, wealth, secrecy, and 
violence remained connected. People have searched for Egill’s silver for centuries 
without finding it. 

He probably died around 990, shortly before or around the period when Iceland officially 
adopted Christianity in the year 1000. The saga says he was first buried according to 
pagan custom. After the family accepted Christianity, his remains were supposedly 
moved near a church. This movement from burial mound to churchyard represented the 
larger religious transformation occurring across Iceland. 

Conversion did not instantly erase older beliefs. Families could accept baptism while 
continuing to remember Odin, ancestral mounds, runes, land spirits, curses, and pagan 
poetry. Christian scribes later preserved stories about pagan ancestors instead of 
destroying them. Their writing sometimes criticized pagan violence while also admiring 
the courage and artistry of the people who practiced it. 

Egill is often called an Icelandic hero, but “hero” must be understood according to the 
saga’s world. He protects his family, rewards loyalty, resists abusive kings, honors 



friends, masters poetry, and refuses humiliation. He also kills impulsively, participates in 
raids, benefits from an unequal society, terrorizes enemies, and treats violence as an 
ordinary extension of pride. Admiring his courage does not require pretending his 
conduct was morally clean. 

The saga itself does not always ask the audience to approve of him. It invites fascination. 
Egill can be funny, frightening, loyal, greedy, courageous, childish, emotionally 
perceptive, and merciless within a few chapters. He possesses extraordinary abilities 
without possessing consistent goodness. That complexity is closer to serious literature 
than a simple tale about a noble Viking. 

His resistance to kings also carries special meaning in Iceland. His family left Norway 
after conflict with royal authority and built power in a society without a king. Egill 
repeatedly refuses to become a ruler’s obedient servant. Yet he gladly accepts royal gold, 
military employment, and public recognition when they serve him. His independence is 
genuine but not free from self-interest. 

The historical Egill, if the saga preserves him accurately at all, was probably one of many 
mobile Norse elites who crossed the North Atlantic world. Norway, Iceland, England, 
Ireland, Scotland, and the islands between them were connected by trade, migration, 
warfare, marriage, slavery, and political service. People did not live inside sealed national 
borders. A man from Iceland could fight for an English king against other Norse-speaking 
warriors and later return home with foreign silver. 

The saga preserves that world without making it peaceful. Wealth moved with ships, but 
so did weapons and captive people. Poetry crossed borders along with armies. Kings 
hired foreigners, families married across regions, and defeated communities fed the 
success of celebrated warriors. The same mobility that created cultural exchange also 
spread violence. 

Egill Skallagrímsson remains significant because his words outlived the physical power 
that made people fear him. The farms changed, kings died, kingdoms disappeared, and 
the silver vanished. His poetry continued carrying grief, loyalty, anger, and pride across a 
thousand years. The warrior could overpower a person standing near him, but the poet 
could reach people who would never know his world. 

His life refuses the comfortable division between sensitivity and hardness. Egill’s 
emotional depth did not prevent him from being violent, and his violence did not make 
his grief false. A person can love a child and still show little mercy to someone else’s 
child. Poetry can reveal humanity without proving moral innocence. 

That is the raw weight of Egill’s story. He possessed the language to describe suffering 
but not always the restraint to avoid causing it. He understood loyalty because he lived in 
a world filled with betrayal. He challenged kings but carried the same hunger for 
reputation and power that made kings dangerous. His greatest victory did not occur at 



Brunanburh, in a duel, or before Eirik Bloodaxe. It occurred when grief had taken away 
every weapon he understood, and he discovered that words could keep him alive. 

 


