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The Brothers Eriksson in Vínland: Family Exploration or Family Myth?

Draft
Introduction

A little ‘thick description’:

· The Vínland sagas recount how Leifr Eiríksson lands in Vínland, a land he has sighted while lost (Eiríks saga rauða) or heard about as having been discovered by Bjarni Herjólfsson (Grœnlendinga saga).

· Leifr’s is the first expedition to land in North America.
· The next attempt is made by his brother Þorvaldr, who is killed in skirmishes with the natives.

· The last of the three brothers to travel to North America is Þorsteinn, who declares his intention to travel to Vínland to retrieve the body of his brother, Þorvaldr.

· They have a half-sister Freydis, who also travels to Vínland, but she does not form part of this micro-analysis, since I am looking at the relationship between the brothers.

Social relations and their functioning:

· The most important relationship at play here is the sibling tie between the three brothers. This has important implications for their exploratory activities.

· General support from the social group, especially the kin group, for adventurous undertakings, like this one, was necessary at both practical and emotional levels.

· Hence, I look at the Vínland sagas to see how the brothers and their social milieu are represented and explore the suggested impact of the same on their activities.
· This discussion of social relations establishes the brothers in a single, collective family unit to which I go on later to apply concepts of memory.
The memory of the undertakings:

· In the case of the Vínland sagas, I think memory is operating at three different and distinct levels. I will look at these theatres of memory and memorial performance, starting with the most focussed and moving outwards into broader fields.
· Memory is one of the key factors that initiate the expedition to North America in the first place. 
· First, individual memory: We are dealing with Leifr’s memory of his sightings while lost and Bjarni’s corresponding memory as well. I am also looking at the individual memories of the brothers in relation to one another.

· Second, family memory: In this sense, memory is functioning within the small social milieu of Greenlandic society and the even smaller unit of the family of Eiríkr rauði. It can be argued that as members of a particular family, the brothers were in a special position to undertake this task as they were best placed to access practical ‘tricks-of-the-trade’ [family sailing lore, requirement lists, advice] that could be part of family memory and passed on from father to sons, to from brother to brother, making the exploration of the new land a family enterprise. 
· Third, social or collective memory: Memory is also (to some extent) functioning in the larger context of Icelandic society as the recorder of the accounts of the events and relationships in the Vínland sagas. There are several questions to ask in this context of the memory of Icelanders as a group, remembering the North American explorations and attributing the same to a single group. It is also worth questioning whether the saga accounts represent the 13th century memory of a 9th century reality or the13th century idealisation and mythologisation of a 9th century past; and particularly within this context to consider the use of the saga as a totemic artefact by the members of a family group.
Conclusion

