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Some Nitida saga Manuscript Groupings

Sheryl McDonald, University of Leeds, England

The late medieval Icelandic romance Nitida saga survives today in 65 manuscripts and 
fragments ranging in date from the fifteenth to the twentieth century. The vast major-
ity of these manuscripts are post-medieval paper copies. Despite the saga’s obvious 
popularity in the centuries after its composition, neither the relationships among these 
manuscripts, nor the possibility that different versions of the saga exist, have yet been 
investigated. Instead, studies of Nitida saga mostly refer to the version published by 
Agnete Loth in 1965 (volume five of her editions collectively titled Late Medieval Ice-
landic Romances). While this version, based mainly on AM 529 4to, one of the oldest, 
vellum manuscripts, is still a valuable resource for studying the saga, my study of more 
of the post-medieval manuscripts has made it clear that this version is only one of at 
least two medieval versions, both of which likely stem from a single original source. 
Furthermore, what scribes do with the text in later centuries also reflects on the medieval 
saga’s popularity and reception, as in total there appear to be up to six basic groupings 
of Nitida saga manuscripts, which can be roughly divided into two groups according to 
the two likely medieval versions, which I call A and B.

Group A contains the greatest number of manuscripts and appears from the sev-
enteenth century until the late nineteenth century, with a good number of seventeenth 
century texts. Despite there not being any surviving vellum manuscripts with a Group 
A Nitida saga text, this group’s affinity to Group B and the presence of scribal variation 
(including errors) among the earliest examples suggests that these were copied from 
earlier, medieval manuscripts. Group A versions also display an intertextual connec-
tion between Nitida saga and Nikulás saga leikara that has until now gone unnoticed. 
Additionally, Group A manuscripts, where provenance is known, are geographically 
concentrated in the Westfjords and Dalasýsla regions of Iceland. Group B is as far as 
can be known at present the oldest group, with AM 529 4to (1500s, vellum) as one of its 
members, but within this group there are more manuscripts from the eighteenth century 
than from any other time period. Group C also flourishes in the eighteenth century, and 
can be linked more easily to Group A than to Group B, but how the two groups relate 
to each other, precisely, is still uncertain. Some Group C manuscripts appear to have 
been copied in northern Iceland, as do some Group D manuscripts. However, Group D 
appears likely to derive from Group B, from the late eighteenth century onwards. Manu-
scripts belonging to Group E do not appear until the mid-nineteenth century, and some 
of these exhibit possible links to Group A. Interestingly, Group E manuscripts seem to 
originate exclusively in the Eastfjords of Iceland. Finally, Group F, of which there are 
only four closely related examples, is also a nineteenth-century group, and seems also 
to relate back to Group A.
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While these findings are still only preliminary, in that I have so far only been 
able to consult a little over two thirds of the surviving manuscripts in person or fac-
simile, they do show broad trends and relationships that have not been discovered before 
among a majority of Nitida saga’s manuscripts. Presumably, the remaining manuscripts 
to be consulted will fit into the groups I have already identified, add weight to these 
discoveries, and perhaps even explain some of the proposed links between groups. The 
results I am presenting are based on analysis of data that comprise transcriptions of 
excerpts from the manuscripts consulted. These transcriptions focus on the saga’s begin-
ning, ending, and a particularly geographically rich episode in the middle. Additionally, 
for the purposes of making more thorough comparative case studies, a select few manu-
script versions were also transcribed and studied in their entirety.


