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Abstract

The history of emotions has recently been gaining traction. In Old Norse studies, however,
emotions remain a new field of study and are largely relegated to literary research. Emotions
are thus described as literary representations of emotions; they are not deemed historical.
This thesis works against that prevailing idea, interpreting the depictions of emotions as
reflective of the culture that created them. This study also shows how emotions can be
starting points in explorations of medieval Icelandic culture. In pursuing this argument, this
project explores how love was understood to be expressed between 2-person relationships
within the family, showing how love was a motivator, as much as a consequence, of action.

This thesis begins with the Introduction, in which the project’s aims and central questions are
stated, before exploring what constitutes a saga, the primary material of this research. In
addition, the methodology for pursuing an exploration of familial relationships is created; this
is accomplished by surveying different disciplinary approaches to find a model for emotions,
before reviewing the literature on Old Norse emotions and kinship. Chapter 1 investigates
mother-daughter relationships, observing how these women desired contact with, and
protected, one another. The consequences of lower levels of love are also studied. Chapter 2
considers father-son pairings, studying how love, through grief, drove fathers to suicide after
their sons’ deaths, followed by how father-son love correlated with reciprocal acts. Chapter 3
covers father-daughter relations in discussing bridal negotiations. After surveying the laws and
expectations, the thesis excavates the ideas of love to be found in these negotiations. Chapter
4 explores mother-son pairs, examining how these relationships contained protection and
trust as expressions of love. This thesis concludes with what expressions of love are common
between these relationships, and how this field of study possesses myriad opportunities for
further research.
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Conventions

This work will regularly use the term ‘Old Norse’. Generally, this denotes the Old West Norse
language and literature. However, | will also be using it as a phrase synonymous with ‘medieval
Icelandic’; therefore, for the purposes of this work, ‘Old Norse culture’ is equivalent to
medieval Icelandic culture’, and the like.

In quoting from the editions of Old Norse works, | have used the orthography present within
that edition, even though practices vary between editors; for example, some use ¢ while
others may use 0. Personal and place names, in my translations and discussion, will retain the
edition’s orthography and be provided in normalised Old Norse nominative forms. For
example, | will use the Old Norse ‘Hallgerdr’, rather than the modern Icelandic ‘Hallgerdur’ or
the anglicised ‘Hallgerd’. The only exceptions will be quotations from other sources.

Modern scholarly terminology, unless quoted from another source, will be used with modern
orthography. For example, | will use Islendingaségur rather than islendingasogur.

In keeping with Icelandic academic conventions, Icelandic authors who possess patronyms or
matronyms, rather than family names, will be referred to with both their forename and
patronym or matronym in the text. Furthermore, in the bibliography, they will be indexed by
their forename rather than their patronym or matronym.

Some of the Icelandic authors | cite are cited with an anglicised form of their name. This has
been done to adhere to how their names are printed on their works. For example, | will refer
to Gudbrandur Vigfusson as Gudbrand Vigfusson, for that is how his name appears on An
Icelandic-English Dictionary, and | will refer to Sif Rikhardsdottir as Sif Rikhardsdottir, for that
is how her name appears on her various works.

All translations, unless otherwise stated, are my own. | have sought to balance the
vocabulary’s meaning with the idiomatic elements of the passages, so as to keep with the Old
Norse manner of expressing ideas.

Some translated passages will retain an Old Norse word; this has been done because either
the word has no simple English counterpart or because the English counterpart loses a critical
nuance. In these cases, the word will be further studied soon after the translated passage.

Generally, translated passages will not have double quotation marks. The exceptions to this
are cases in which direct speech is involved. If a translation is partially direct speech, the
guotation marks will encase the speech parts. Similarly, if a translation is entirely direct
speech, the entire translated passage will possess quotation marks.
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Abbreviations

Primary

Asm Asmundarsaga kappabana
Band Bandamanna saga

Bos Bdsa saga ok Herrauds

Dpl Droplaugarsona saga

Eb Eyrbyggja saga

Eg Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar
Eir Eiriks saga rauda

Fbr Fostbraedra saga

Finnb Finnboga saga

Flj Flidtsdeela saga

Gr Grettis saga Asmundarsonar
Gullp Gull-boris saga*

Gunnk Gunnars saga Keldugsnupsfifis
Gunnl Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu
Hallfr Hallfredar saga

Hauk Haukdeela pattr

Hav Hdvardar saga Isfirdings
Heid Heidarviga saga

Heidr Hervarar saga ok Heidreks

Isl [slendinga saga

Kjaln Kjalnesinga saga

Korm Kormdks saga

Laxd Laxdeela saga

Ldn Landndmabdk

Ljosv Ljésvetninga saga

Nj Brennu-Njdls saga

PsG Prestssaga Gudmundar Arasonar
Ragn Ragnars saga lodbrdkar ok sona hans
Reykd Reykdcela saga ok Viga-Skutu
St Sturlu saga

Svarfd Svarfdaela saga

bord boérdar saga hredu

borg borgils saga ok Haflida
bStang borsteins pdttr Stangarhoggs
Vigl Viglundar saga

Vols Volsunga saga

* Gull-Péris saga can also be referred to as Porskfirdinga saga. All references to this text will
use the title Gull-Pédris saga.
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Reference Works and Databases

CvD An Icelandic-English Dictionary, ed. Richard Cleasby and Gudbrand Vigfusson.
ENL The Earliest Norwegian Laws

ISM Icelandic Saga Map

Jb Jonsbdk: The Laws of Later Iceland

Laws | Laws of Early Iceland: Grdgds |

Laws Il Laws of Early Iceland: Gragds Il

LMNL A Lexicon of Medieval Nordic Law

ONP Dictionary of Old Norse Prose
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Introduction: Locating Old Norse Emotions

pérhalli Asgrimssyni bra sva vid, er honum var sagt, at Njall, féstri hans, var daudr
ok hann hafdi inni brunnit, at hann pratnadi allr ok blédbogi st6d or hvarritveggju
hlustinni, ok vard eigi stédvat, ok fell hann i dvit, ok pa stédvadisk. Eptir pat st6d
hann upp ok kvad sér litilmannliga verda*

pérhallr Asgrimsson was so affected, when he was told that his foster-father Njall
was dead and that [Njall] had been burned inside his house, that [Pdrhallr] swelled
all over and a gush of blood streamed out of both ears, and it could not be
stopped, and he fell unconscious, and then it stopped. After that, he stood up and
said that he had borne this news in a little-manly manner.

The death of Njall brings about an eruptive reaction from bdrhallr. Not eruptive in the violent
sense, as many may expect from the depiction of a medieval Icelandic man whose foster-
father has recently been killed, in his own home, but eruptive in the sense of the expulsion of
bodily fluids and an outpouring of emotion. Despite the matter-of-fact manner in which this
passage details the scene, it is not typical for this saga genre to present such expressive
displays. Indeed, “people’s initial impression of sagas is that the saga world is coldly
unemotional”.? Even bérhallr himself recognises that he has transgressed some boundary that
he should not have, remarking how he had behaved litiimannliga, or ‘in a little-manly

manner’:

“ok pat munda ek vilja, at ek hefnda pessa a peim, er hann brenndu inni, er nu
hefir mik hent.” beir spgdu, at engi mundi virda honum petta til skammar, en hann
kvad ekki mega taka fyrir pat, hvat menn meaelti.

“And | would wish that | take vengeance upon those [men], who had burned [Njall]
inside, for what | have just done.” They said that none would regard his actions as
shameful, but he said that he is unable to stop what people would say.

L Nj, 344.

2 William lan Miller, “Emotions and the Sagas,” in From Sagas to Society: Comparative Approaches to Early
Iceland, ed. Gisli Palsson (Middlesex: Hisarlik Press, 1992), 90. Also see Alison Finlay, ““Intolerable Love’:
Tristrams saga and the Carlisle Tristan Fragment,” Medium A£vum 73, no. 2 (2004); Robert Cook, “Gunnarr and
Hallgerdr: A Failed Romance,” in Romance and Love in Late Medieval and Early Modern Iceland: Essays in
Honour of Marianne Kalinke, ed. Kirsten Wolf and Johanna Denzin (Ithaca: Cornell University Library, 2008);
Carolyne Larrington, “Learning to Feel in the Old Norse Camelot?,” Scandinavian Studies 87, no. 1 (2015).

3 Nj, 344-345.
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Despite the reassurances from those around him, bérhallr is fully aware that he has broken
the social code expected of him. He understands that he has behaved litilmannliga and we
can see this echoed in his companions’ attempts to assuage such thoughts. However, bérhallr
knows that people talk. No matter what his thoughts on his recent behaviour are, he knows

that people can, and will, view such behaviour as shameful.

Thesis Aims

This short excerpt from Brennu-Njdls saga is the basis on which the present research
originated from, and thus epitomises what | will examine and explore in the coming pages. So
much is contained within these few sentences, bubbling under the surface, and yet the
emotional connotations are not immediately clear to us, for we are not granted any insight
into Pérhallr’s mind nor are we provided with any explicit narratorial statement. We must
discern the emotional content for ourselves.

Indeed, multiple scholars have commented on this element of saga narrative,
observing how the saga authors neglect to guide their audience to a certain point, instead
leaving it up to the audience themselves. As O’Donoghue remarks, “[i]ln saga narrative,
focalization — the way events are presented from the viewpoint of one or more of the
characters in the narrative — is typically wholly external, that is, events are seen from the
perspective of a narrator who stands outside the world of the narrative”.* Following this idea,
Miller notes how saga authors thus “relegate us to the same techniques we use to discern
motive in our own lives”.> The audience, then is provided with no guidance to aid in
understanding bdrhallr’s feelings. Without such guidance, the audience is left to fill this
vacuum of understanding with their own perceptions of what emotions and feelings the scene
depicts. This would not be a big problem for a medieval Icelander reading or listening to these
sagas, as they would fill that gap with their personal understanding of emotions, which were

contemporary to the saga authors.®

4 Heather O’Donoghue, Old Norse Icelandic Literature: A Short Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing,
2004), 35. Also see Brynja borgeirsdottir, “Emotions of a Vulnerable Viking: Negotiations of Masculinity in Egils
saga,” in Masculinities in Old Norse Literature, eds. Gareth Lloyd Evans and Jessica Clare Hancock (Cambridge:
D. S. Brewer, 2020), 154.

5 William lan Miller, “Why is your Axe Bloody?’: A Reading of Njéls Saga (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014),
13. Also see Armann Jakobsson, “Egils saga and Empathy: Emotions and Moral Issues in a Dysfunctional Saga
Family,” Scandinavian Studies 80, no. 1 (2008); Low Soon Ai, “The Mirthless Content of Skarphedinn’s Grin,”
Medium /£vum 65, no. 1 (1996).

6 This will be further discussed in ‘Sagas as a Source’.
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A modern reader, however, does not exist in the medieval Icelandic culture and so does
not know the cultural milieu. Consequently, this means a modern reader would likely interpret
the scenes in a manner very different to the saga author’s intentions; the lack of narratorial
guidance would prompt a modern reader to draw from their own knowledge and experience
of emotions. Therefore, the problem with relying upon our own modern perceptions is that
they do not likely map onto the Old Norse culture’s conception of emotions, which can easily
cause modern readers to fall into reading anachronistically — this is not necessarily a problem
for readers who are reading the sagas for leisure. Furthermore, the physiological depiction in
the aforementioned scene, from Brennu-Njdls saga, is so incongruous with the modern,
scientific understanding of the human body that we can struggle to know how to detect what
emotion(s) are being presented to us. We know that shame came after the expression but
what caused this shame to appear? Considering that his foster-father was murdered in his
own home, Pdrhallr’s emotional expression could be attributed to a range of emotions.

We could imagine this scene to be presenting Pdrhallr as angry. He could simply be
angry at the murderers for what they have done. He could also be angry for what he must
now do; due to the culture and society of his time, Pérhallr would be compelled to seek
vengeance. If he were to refuse, or fail, to obtain reprisal, this would “bring about a kind of
social death” as he would fall into disrepute for being unreliable in support and vengeance
matters.” Claiming vengeance was not necessarily a simple affair, either. Grettir Asmundarson,
from Grettis saga Asmundarsonar, remarks that “przell einn pegar hefnisk, en argr aldri” (“a
slave takes revenge immediately, and a coward never [does]”).? If Grettir speaks true, there
was a timescale that an avenger had to adhere to in order to obtain vengeance in an
acceptable way, which one could imagine would have proved exasperating as well as
frustrating.

We could also consider that this expression is emerging from grief; having learned of
Njall’s death, boérhallr is deeply saddened with such bad tidings. However, bérhallr seeks to
hold his emotions inside himself and not show them to those around him. The problem,
though, is that his grief is too large to contain and, thus, his emotions burst out from him. Was

expressing grief problematic enough in medieval Iceland to warrant shame for behaviour such

7 William lan Miller, Humiliation: And Other Essays on Honor, Social Discomfort, and Violence (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1993), 121.
8 Gr, 44.
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as borhallr’s? Lockett notes that Old English poems have a repeating motif of how men should
keep their emotions “locked up in situations in which speaking and weeping would be
shameful or detrimental to his relationships with other men and hence to his reputation”.® By
Old English standards, then, Pérhallr has failed in this self-restraint. Indeed, Armann Jakobsson
observes that bérhallr has a “concern that [his] lack of restraint makes [him] less manly”.%?
This concern for his masculinity, via his failed emotional restraint, would fit nicely with his
subsequent admittance of inappropriate behaviour. His inappropriate explosion of grief arose
because of the men who killed Njall and, therefore, bdrhallr desired vengeance for their
actions.

These are but a few potential understandings of the emotional connotations in this
scene. Nevertheless, as | shall discuss later in ‘Chapter 2: Love in Fedgar Relationships’, |
believe that the key emotion the audience is intended to perceive in bdrhallr’'s messy
expression is actually love for his foster-father, made keenly visible through his grief. The
relationship between bdrhallr and Njall may be one borne out of fosterage but that does not
prevent it from being a strong bond; indeed, fosterage relationships are comparable to natal
relationships in medieval Iceland.!

As my brief case study suggests, the aim of this thesis is to examine the relationships
between inter-generational family members, as expressed in the textual sources, and so
discern the historical emotional culture of love in those relationships which existed in
medieval Iceland. While this project does discuss familial relationships, | am not exploring
what constituted a familial unit for the medieval Icelanders.*? | am instead exploring how love
was understood to exist within intergenerational familial relationships as these relationships
share similarities and differences which have not yet been fully explored. How does a mother-
daughter relationship compare to a father-daughter one, for example?

As the sagas are being used as the primary sources, this thesis seeks to create an

interdisciplinary study of emotions, using the saga literature as a historical source. There has

9 Leslie Lockett, Anglo-Saxon Psychologies in the Vernacular and Latin Traditions (Toronto: University of Toronto
Press, 2011), 80-81.

10 Armann Jakobsson, “Masculinity and Politics in Njdls saga,” Viator 38, no. 1 (2007): 204.

11 This is elaborated upon in ‘Old Norse Emotions and Familial Relationships: The Field so far’ and onwards.

12 For an overview of how a familial unit consisted of a son, a mother, and the mother’s brother, see Jan
Bremmer, “Avunculate and Fosterage,” Journal of Indo-European Studies 4 (1976), especially 69-70 for medieval
Iceland. Also see Bart Jaski, “Cu Chulainn, gormac and dalta of the Ulstermen,” Cambrian Medieval Celtic
Studies 37 (1999); Peter Parkes, “Celtic Fosterage: Adoptive Kinship and Clientage in Northwest Europe,”
Comparative Studies in Society and History 48, no. 2 (2006).
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been much hesitation to utilise sagas for historical purposes, but | intend to show how we can
use the sagas for the purpose of studying historical Old Norse emotions. | will be doing this
via a lexical study of emotion words, that is, words deemed to correspond to an emotion, as
well as a comparative study of the various saga cases depicting emotions and emotional

expressions.

Research Questions

How are we to go about finding these historical emotions, though, especially when the
sagas are so reticent with their emotional portrayals? Before we can start considering those
historical emotions, we must first deal with the issue of how to model an emotion, in such a
way that works for the source material | am using. This sounds like a simple question but has
yet to find a consensual answer.*3

Having established a workable model for this project, there are a number of questions
that can guide us in locating the historical emotions of the Old Norse peoples. First, how much
insight can we gain into the emotional culture of medieval Iceland through a lexical and
comparative study of the Old Norse sagas, a corpus of literature from Iceland in the thirteenth
and fourteenth centuries? Secondly, what can we learn about the expressions of love between
inter-generational family members from the Old Norse culture? And do these emotional
expressions differ between groups or are they homogenous, and, if so, how? Thirdly, how does
the use of love terminology vary in its usage across the sagas? Is a love term always necessary
to attribute love to a relationship and/or action? What else can we glean? Finally, what further
guestions arise from my research here, and pave the way for future studies?

Before we can proceed, however, we must discuss the source material that | am
investigating, since knowing more about the sagas as a historical source will allow us to

determine a model of emotion that is suitable for the task at hand.

Sagas as a Source

So, we have seen how people can initially conceive of the sagas as being unemotional

yet we have also seen that this is not the case; the sagas, indeed, possess emotions and

13 For the difficulty in finding a widely accepted definition for what an emotion is, in history, see Ute Frevert,
Emotions in History — Lost and Found (Budapest: Central University Press, 2011), especially 23.

5|Page



emotional displays. But what exactly is a saga? And why am | using it for a study on historical
emotions?

Numerous scholars have dedicated considerable amounts of their introductions, or
even whole books, to that question; what is a saga? | will endeavour to summarise the key
discussions appropriate to this work so as to provide the starting point from which we may
proceed to our main concern about sagas as a source, that is, how can we use sagas as a
historical source for the emotional culture of the medieval Icelanders of the thirteenth and

fourteenth centuries?*

Oral or Textual Origins?*®

Perhaps the best starting point would be what the word ‘saga’ literally means. The
word derives from the Old Norse verb segja, or ‘to say’. Using this, Oren Falk succinctly
translates ‘saga’ as “‘what is said’ or ‘tale’”.'® Given how ‘saga’ derives from a verb that
indicates verbal speech, it should come as little surprise that there has been a lot of discussion
on the topic of the origins of the sagas, a textual source, which still haunts Old Norse
scholarship today.'’

Indeed, Callow lists some of the questions that come up when people read the sagas;
“who wrote them, or at least wrote them down? When were they committed to writing?” and
when we consider the thematic and character overlaps between sagas, “[a]re the shared
characters and plots the result of skilled authorial borrowings, the product of lost oral
traditions, or both?”18

Callow’s list is not helped by the fact that many saga narrators used, and quoted,

skaldic poetry “as historical sources and to embellish the narrative”.'® While poetry is not

1 For further reading on the various elements that compose a saga, see Margaret Clunies Ross, The Cambridge
Introduction to the Old Norse-Icelandic Saga (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010); Armann
Jakobsson and Sverrir Jakobsson, ed. The Routledge Research Companion to The Medieval Icelandic Sagas
(London: Routledge, 2017); Heather O’Donoghue, Narrative in the Icelandic Family Saga: Meanings of Time in
Old Norse Literature (London: Bloomsbury, 2021).

15 For a thorough survey of the scholarship trends around this question, see Gisli Sigurdsson, The Medieval
Icelandic Saga and Oral Tradition: A Discourse on Method, trans. Nicholas Jones (Cambridge, Massachusetts:
Harvard University Press, 2004), especially 17-48

6 Oren Falk, Violence and Risk in Medieval Iceland: This Spattered Isle (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021),
8.

17 Gisli Sigurdsson, The Medieval Icelandic Saga, 35.

18 Chris Callow, “Dating and Origins,” in The Routledge Research Companion to the Medieval Icelandic Sagas,
ed. Armann Jakobsson and Sverrir Jakobsson (London: Routledge, 2017), 15. Italics in original.

1% Anthony Faulkes, introduction to Edda, by Snorri Sturluson (London: Everyman, 1987), xiii.
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within the purview of this project, it is useful to note that it serves as evidence to support an
oral tradition.?°

Nevertheless, all of these questions boil down to the larger question implicit in
Callow’s third question; were the sagas literary constructions or were they textual recordings
of an oral tradition? Or were sagas a mix of the two? The answer to this question dictates
what era the emotions we observe belong to. If these sagas are simply constructions of
medieval Iceland from the thirteenth century and fourteenth century, then the emotions
belong to that period of time. If they are textual records of an oral tradition, then the
emotional content possibly belongs to the period from which the oral tale began. If it is a mix
of the two, which era do we pin the emotions to? We must know this in order to use sagas for
a historical study of emotions. Indeed, Gisli Sigurdsson remarks as much, saying “[a]ll research
depends on how we answer the question of origins”.?*

Two opposing theories arose from Callow’s questions, albeit long ago; first came the
Free-Prose Theory, in the nineteenth century, followed by the Book-Prose Theory, in the early
twentieth century. The Free-Prose Theory states that sagas “were oral compositions made at
the time of the events which they described, and that these were orally transmitted verbatim
until they were transcribed into writing”.?? The Book-Prose Theory emerged in reaction to this,
claiming that “the major sagas were works of literary creation by literary authors... and were
based on little, sometimes on no, pre-existing textual or traditional material”.?® Confronted
with these polarised theories, many scholars have concluded that sagas were a result of both

oral tales and literary construction, if varying in degree.?* Indeed, Theodore Andersson

20 My reasoning for focussing on saga prose rather than poetry can be found in ‘Proto-Methodology’. For a
fuller discussion on oral traditions and the dating of the poetry in the sagas, see Karl G. Johansson, “The Selfish
Skald: The Problematic Case of the Self of the Poet of Sonatorrek,” in Approaches to the Medieval Self:
Representations and Conceptualizations of the Self in the Textual and Material Culture of Western Scandinavia,
¢. 800-1500, ed. Stefka G. Eriksen, Karen Langsholt Holmqvist, and Bjgrn Bandlien (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter,
2020); Kari Ellen Gade, “The Dating and Attributions of Verses in the Skald Sagas,” in Skaldsagas: Text, Vocation,
and Desire in the Icelandic Sagas of Poets, ed. Russell Gilbert Poole (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2001).

21 Gisli Sigurdsson, The Medieval Icelandic Saga, 329.

22 paul Bibire, “On Reading the Icelandic Sagas: Approaches to Old Icelandic Texts,” in West over Sea: Studies in
Scandinavian Sea-Borne Expansion and Settlement Before 1300, ed. Beverley Ballin Smith, Simon Taylor, and
Gareth Williams (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 11.

23 Bibire, “On Reading the Icelandic Sagas,” 11. For a fuller survey of the two theories, see Clunies Ross, The
Cambridge Introduction, especially 39-41.

24 For a survey of scholarly opinions, see Bibire, “On Reading the Icelandic Sagas”; Callow, “Dating and Origins”.
For the stance of sagas being comprised of both oral tradition and literary construction, see Hermann Palsson,
introduction to The Confederates and Hen-Thorir: Two Icelandic Sagas (Edinburgh: Southside, 1975), 7; Robert
Kellogg, introduction to The Sagas of Icelanders: A Selection (New York: Penguin Books, 2001), xxxiv; Theodore

7|Page



remarks that this middle ground is probably the only element of saga origins about which Old
Norse scholars agree.?®

Following this middle-of-the-road argument as well, Carol Clover, in the 1980s
sketched out her hypothesis for how the sagas came into being. She states that the sagas were
“composed of independently performed paettir’.?® bzettir is the nominative plural form of
pdttr, which translates to ‘a strand (of rope/yarn)’ and thus ‘a tale’.?’ Thus, Clover is saying
that sagas were created from multiple ‘strands’ of a narrative. These narrative parts, she says,
“were first disseminated by those who knew them best” due to the events occurring recently
for said individuals; this framework of narrative then became familiar to the community as a
whole and so no one person needed to remember the whole story.?® Instead, people could
remember and “contribute “their” parts” to the storytelling, without a need to explain the
various contexts, because “[t]o the audience familiar with the larger framework, the
chronological and causal relationship of these anecdotes to each other and to the wholes of
which they were understood to be parts would be self-evident”.?° As time passed, this material
“increasingly became the business of fewer and more talented” individuals, who could narrate
larger sections of the narrative.3°

For Clover, then, people would retell contemporary events and stories to others,
resulting in the narrative being diffused throughout the community. Various individuals would
remember parts which were relevant to themselves, or they found especially interesting, and
retell them; the key contexts would already be known to the individual(s) listening. After a
time, more of these paettir would be known by a single individual who would retell them as a
longer sequence. From there, a compiler could record all of these sequences from the
individuals and create a textual saga. In this situation, we can understand the emotional
depictions we find in the sagas to be representative, and evocative, of the time in which the

saga compiler lived, rather than the time in which the oral tale originated. The saga compiler

M. Andersson, The Growth of the Medieval Icelandic Sagas (1180-1280) (Ilthaca: Cornell University Press, 2006),
3; Ben Waggoner, introduction to The Sagas of Ragnar Lodbrok (New Haven: Troth Publications, 2009), xv.

25 Theodore M. Andersson, “From Tradition to Literature in the Sagas,” in Oral Art Forms and their Passage into
Writing, ed. Else Mundal and Jonas Wellendorf (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2008), 7.

26 Carol J. Clover, “The Long Prose Form,” Arkiv fér Nordisk Filologi 101 (1986): 30. In many saga literature
volumes you may find today, there is a distinction between sagas and paettir; see The Complete Sagas of
Icelanders, 5 vols., ed. Vidar Hreinsson et al. (Reykjavik: Leifur Eiriksson Publishing, 1997).

27.cvD, 732.

28 Clover, “The Long Prose,” 34.

29 Clover, “The Long Prose,” 34.

30 Clover, “The Long Prose,” 35.
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would have impressed upon the narrative an emotional representation that the audience
could understand.

Andersson, however, sees Clover’s model as doing a disservice to the medieval
Icelandic people. By studying three sagas that were composed at approximately the same time
yet differed in style and composition, Andersson observes that the length of time between
the text and the events being told are likely what shapes the saga’s style.3! Andersson notes
that the saga that speaks of events 40-75 years older than the other two saga’s events has
acquired a form, style, and depth, which the other two lack.3? It was not entirely the efforts of
a compiler which affected the saga’s creation, then, but the time in between too. This would
suggest that there had been a refinement process throughout the oral transmission of those
events into a saga. In other words, Andersson believes that the events were remembered and
recounted but were developed and refined over their years of transmission before their
written composition. Moving on, he comments on how the sheer number of narrative devices
employed in the sagas to foreshadow and draw parallels are much more suited to a whole
narrative rather than standalone strands of narrative.33 What use is a foreshadowing prophetic
dream if there is no culmination of said foreshadowing? As a result of his observations, then,
Andersson does not disagree with Clover’s idea of short episodes being recounted to others
but Clover’s supposition that the whole saga could not exist before a compiler came along and
gathered them together.3* Instead, he understands the stories to have been malleable and
flexible in their oral form, depending “on the occasion and the skill of the teller”.3>

Andersson’s valid criticisms, here, could be understood to have thrown my study of
thirteenth- and fourteenth-century emotions, drawn from the sagas, into disarray. While
Andersson recognises that the narratives would have been refined and developed over time,
he does not specify whether he means the content itself or the narrative devices and style, or
both. Thus, it could be asked that if the tales could be transmitted more or less entirely from
one generation to the next, then what time period are the sagas’ emotional representations

of and from? We need not worry, though, for Gisli Sigurdsson paints a clearer picture from

31 Theodore M. Andersson, “The Long Prose Form in Medieval Iceland,” The Journal of English and Germanic
Philology 101, no. 3 (2002): 404-405.

32 Andersson, “The Long Prose Form,” 405.

33 Andersson, “The Long Prose Form,” 406-407.

34 Andersson, “The Long Prose Form,” 405.

35 Andersson, “From Tradition,” 15.
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which we can work. He states that “an immediate consequence of individuals and societies
preserving their records of former times in oral form is that this knowledge undergoes
constant renewal. It is both ancient and modern at the same time, not one or the other”.3¢ He
then continues, saying “that stories preserved orally are subject to constant change and, just
like purely written works, are influenced by the present and colored by the prevailing values
of their times”.3” In other words, the sagas are a fusion of the ancient (pre-saga period) and
the contemporary (saga period). We cannot separate these elements but this does not inhibit
a study of the emotional culture of medieval Iceland. Indeed, the sagas were influenced by
thirteenth- and fourteenth-century ideas and values; as a result, | can speak of the sagas as a
cultural product of those centuries, thus allowing me to study them as reflections of medieval
Iceland’s emotional culture.

A consequent area of saga origins that we must work with, as well, is what Clunies Ross
identifies with regards to a communal-based memory origin for the sagas; she notes how
“[w]e would expect to find variability in the witnesses where they overlap”.3® This expectation
arises from how “[a]s with all human societies, some people know more than others and
individuals have different approaches to a potential narrative, depending on their social and
personal connections”.3° Indeed, we can see such discrepancies in the sagas. For instance, in
Droplaugarsona saga, we have a woman called Droplaug who goes to visit her mother and
drowns, with her two slaves, on the return journey; that place was then called praelavik, or
‘slaves’ inlet”.%° Similarly, in Fljétsdaela saga, we are presented with a woman called borlaug
who goes to visit her father and drowns, with her two slaves, on the return journey; that place
was then called braelavik as well.*! The key parts of the narrative remain the same; a daughter
goes to see a parent across the river but dies with her slaves on the return journey, resulting
in that location being named after the slaves. The specific details, however, are different.

While both women have similar sounding names, they are different — Droplaug and borlaug.

36 Gisli Sigurdsson, “Orality Harnessed: How to Read Written Sagas from an Oral Culture?,” in Oral Art Forms
and their Passage into Writing, ed. Else Mundal and Jonas Wellendorf (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum
Press, 2008), 22. Also see Gisli Sigurdsson, “Poet, Singer of Tales, Storyteller, and Author,” in Modes of
Authorship in the Middle Ages, ed. Slavica Rankovic et al. (Toronto: Pontificial Institute of Medieval Studies,
2012).

37 Gisli Sigurdsson, The Medieval Icelandic Saga, 29.

38 Clunies Ross, The Cambridge Introduction, 43.

39 Clunies Ross, The Cambridge Introduction, 43.

40 Dpl, 143-144. We will return to this specific incident in ‘Chapter 1: Love in in Madgur Relationships’.

41 Flj, 238-239.
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The parents are also different — in one it is the mother being visited and in the other, it is the
father. Which of these two characters is the historical figure? Was there even a historical figure
that these characters were based on? In some historical studies, this may be a major point of
study. This project, however, neither needs nor intends to answer those questions, since the
search for historical emotions does not require those answers to move forward.

Indeed, considering the prior scholarship on saga origins, a historical study of emotions
can resolutely proceed to observe the emotional culture of the medieval Icelanders. We have
seen how the sagas existed as various stories and narratives, both short and long, passed
amongst people and communities over the many years, experiencing refinement and
development as they existed. Eventually, these stories were written down, alterations then
only possible in the copying of the narratives. This is the current assumption that scholars
generally work under, despite our desire for certainty, for “[t]he paucity of hard evidence...
obliges us, like it or not, to operate in terms of theories”.*> While the sagas will possess
elements from both the ancient and contemporary Icelandic peoples, the emotions are an
element that we can ascribe to the saga contemporaries, that is, the medieval Icelanders. But
how can one be sure of this? The reason for such a declaration is that the sagas, especially the
[slendingaségur and Sturlunga ségur, must reflect emotional ideas that generally resonate
with the audience in order for the audience to enjoy and partake in them. Even those sagas
that are more fantastical in nature (fornaldarségur, or ‘legendary sagas’, and riddaraségur, or
‘sagas of knights’) can be shown to reflect the emotional culture of medieval Iceland, when
approached with the appropriate care.*® In other words, as the oral stories developed and
were refined, they were still being presented to an ever-changing audience; they had to
constantly be comprehensible, in style and substance, to be enjoyable. Thus, any shifts in the
tale had to keep in line with the audience. As the Old Norse oral tales were finally committed
to writing, the emotional culture of that time was also recorded, allowing us scholars to study
medieval Icelandic emotions.

Some scholars before me have already reached this conclusion as well. Bandlien, in his

study on love and marriage, approaches the sagas “as documents of the time they were

42 Clover, “The Long Prose,” 36-37. Also see Gisli Sigurdsson, The Medieval Icelandic Saga, 330.

43 See Torfi H. Tulinius, The Matter of the North: The Rise of Literary Fiction in Thirteenth-Century Iceland, trans.
Randi C. Eldevik (Odense: Odense University Press, 2002), 290-295; Carolyne Larrington, “Awkward
Adolescents: Male Maturation in Norse Literature,” in Youth and Age in the Medieval North, ed. Shannon Lewis-
Simpson (Leiden: Brill, 2008).
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written” so as to locate the historical ideologies and mentalities of the Old Norse culture.** In
looking at empathy between brothers, Armann Jakobsson states how the empathetic event
“is not depicted or commented upon in the narrative” but that it must be inferred.*> He goes
on to say that his interpretation is the only possible one and that the audience must have been
aware of the empathetic choice.?® J6hanna Katrin Fridriksdéttir puts it succinctly, saying
“although the sagas are literary creations composed to be effective narratives, in another way,
they are ‘true’ stories that enabled writers and their audiences to address themes and
problems that resonated strongly with them”.%’

Following on from J6hanna Katrin Fridriksdottir’s statement, we can also use fantastic
events for our study of historical emotions, albeit with considerable caution, for they can still
display a general emotional idea. For example, bérhallr Asgrimsson’s explosion of blood, after
Njall’s death, is probably not a historical event. It may have been deemed a possibility by the
medieval Icelanders or may have simply been an exaggeration made for entertainment;
today’s society, however, cannot accept it as realistic.*® Nevertheless, the physiological event
still provides us with a trove of information to work with. As Miller states, “fictions are
constrained by the ranges of the possible in the culture and hence have useful social
information to reveal”.?® Indeed, we have already seen that bPdrhallr’s actions are judged to be
little-manly behaviour, but it also shows us, more generally, that a man may collapse from
emotions surrounding the death of a loved one, despite knowing that he should not allow
himself to do that. Therefore, from a seemingly unrealistic event, we can learn that male
displays of emotion may have been restricted and deemed undesirable. Of course, this one
incident cannot on its own be accepted as representative of the Old Norse milieu, and so

requires further investigation.

44 Bjorn Bandlien, Strategies of Passion: Love and Marriage in Medieval Iceland and Norway, trans. Betsy van
der Hoek (Turnhout: Brepols, 2005), 15. Bandlien also sketches out four different methods by which scholars
can approach the sagas as a source; see Bandlien, Strategies of Passion, 14-15.

45 Armann Jakobsson, “Egils saga and Empathy,” 15.

46 Armann Jakobsson, “Egils saga and Empathy,” 15.

47 J6hanna Katrin Fridriksdéttir, Valkyrie: The Women of the Viking World (London: Bloomsbury, 2020), 18. Also
see Andersson, “From Tradition,” 9.

“8 For how medieval Iceland possessed an understanding of humoral theory, which details how blood could
escape from the ears, see Brynja borgeirsddttir, “Humoral Theory in the Medieval North: An Old Norse
Translation of Epistula Vindiciani in Hauksbok”, Gripla 29 (2018): especially 51-55.

4 William lan Miller, Bloodtaking and Peacemaking: Feud, Law, and Society in Saga Iceland (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1990), 46.
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Sagas, then, are a viable source for a study of the emotional culture of medieval Iceland
as the tales would have evolved over time, being refined and developed with narrative devices
yet always maintaining the task of offering audiences meaningful and compelling narratives.

To do this, the tales had to suit, and be comprehensible, to the audience.

Dating the Sagas

We have briefly discussed the dating of the sagas so far, but we need to give it some
consideration with regard to the history of emotions, before continuing any further. Indeed,
as touched upon earlier, the time period that | am studying is approximately the thirteenth
century, running into the fourteenth century. Saga writing in Iceland, overall, however, “began
in the late twelfth century, flourished throughout the thirteenth and into the fourteenth, and
continued after a fashion beyond”.*® Sagas, then, were being written for over 200 years in
Iceland. The reason that the time period of my study does not map directly onto the saga-
writing timeline is that the saga genres that | am focusing on have been generally dated to the
thirteenth century, with some outliers either side.>* This means that my survey of historical
emotions covers a period of approximately 100 years. This is not an extreme amount of time
to be covering, for a century cannot erase one emotional culture and wholly replace it with a
new one, rather, the emotional culture may have slightly changed over that time yet would

have remained recognisable to the medieval Icelanders, regardless.

Intertextuality

Despite the completeness of individual sagas, they are also interconnected and
intertextual texts. As Clover has pointed out, “[a]t some level, each individual saga is a
response to the sagas preceding it and a standard for those to come”.>? As we will eventually
observe, the sagas share motifs and ideas, granting us a window by which we can begin to
analyse the emotional content and expressions depicted within the sagas. Indeed, Andersson
states that “[i]t is hard to believe that the author of Laxdcela saga did not know Egils saga and
did not engage in an almost polemical debate with the earlier text on matters of regional and

ancestral preeminence. It is equally hard to believe that the author of Njdls saga did not know

50 Falk, Violence and Risk, 8.
51 Falk, Violence and Risk, 9. For a table that portrays this, see Falk, Violence and Risk, 9.
52 Carol J. Clover, The Medieval Saga (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1982), 200-201.
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Laxdcela saga and did not view the dream world of that text with a skepticism bordering on
disdain”.>® Consequently, the sagas interact with one another, revealing tensions, emotions,
and ideas in general about the world that the Old Norse people lived within. As will become
clear, this intertextuality is a key element of my research methodology, showing those
prevalent ideas of medieval Icelanders as well as allowing me to navigate the obscure passages
of some saga texts. Through their intertextuality, we can see the repetition of ideas, motifs,
and expressions of emotions; these recurring ideas illustrate that such conceptualisations of

emotion existed within medieval Iceland.

The Question of Authorship>*

I have summarised the oral origins of the sagas and how these tales were eventually
written down and preserved, but who were the ones that actually recorded the sagas?
Depending on who did the writing, we would need to consider the possible ramifications of
that individual’s intention, if any. This is especially relevant to the history of emotions, for we
must consider whether the saga compiler sought to portray their contemporary culture of
emotion or if they wanted to provide a model for people to aspire to.

The short answer to the question above is that we are not certain who recorded the
sagas. There are some sagas of which the author is known, or strongly suspected, but these
are the exception to the rule. /slendinga saga, for example, is generally believed to have been
written by Sturla bérdarson and Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar is regularly considered a work
of the renowned Snorri Sturluson.> As Clunies Ross remarks, “[i]f people knew who wrote the
texts we now possess, they evidently did not think it worthwhile setting down that knowledge
in the written record”.”® She continues, noting how “the verb samansetja or setja saman ‘to
bring together, compile’ was frequently applied to the act of creating a particular text, even in
cases when the authorship of the author was known”.>” Thus, the sagas that were written

were not new; there was an oral tradition behind them, as we have discussed, that preceded

53 Andersson, The Growth of the Medieval Icelandic Sagas, 210.

54 For a general discussion on medieval authorship, see Slavica Rankovié et al., ed., Modes of Authorship in the
Middle Ages (Toronto: Pontificial Institute of Medieval Studies, 2012), especially Part 3 for a discussion
specifically on Old Norse authorship.

55 Both of these men can be found in fslendinga saga, in which Snorri Sturluson’s death is depicted. See /s/.

56 Clunies Ross, The Cambridge Introduction, 50.

57 Clunies Ross, The Cambridge Introduction, 50.
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and informed the text’s creation. Is it acceptable, then, for us to ascribe a writer or author to
these sagas, which had such communal memory behind their creation?

Even though the saga was compiled from communally-known events, this does not
prevent there having been an author who set forth a specific interpretation of those events.
Indeed, we still do this today; historians present their interpretations of events, which are
consensually known. Thus, the saga recording role could be “an ideologically motivated
position... and it must not be confused with the very real abilities of saga writers to shape their
narratives using a variety of literary conventions”.>® For instance, Snorri Sturluson was a
descendant of Egill Skallagrimsson and, if he did compose Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar, he
may have sought “to rally the forces of his Sturlungar and Myrar kinsmen to the standard of
their common ancestor” through its composition, or he may have wanted “to express personal
repentance for the outcome of [his] dealings with Sighvatr and Sturla” who were his
brothers.>

After Tulinius suggests the above two possible rationales behind Snorri Sturluson’s
composing of Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar, he goes on to suggest a third one; “it may be that
when [Snorri] wrote the saga he was motivated by nothing more than a wish to compose a
compelling tale about his famous poet ancestor designed to entertain an audience close to
him”.%% Compared to the first two, this third rationale is less politically charged. Nevertheless,
even if Snorri intended only to write with the third rationale in mind, that does not exclude
the possibility of a different intent being inferred by the audience. Moreover, Snorri may have
composed the saga with the intention of incorporating all three rationales; an action can
contain multitudes of intent. It does not have to be that each action possesses a single reason
behind it.

So, not only do we have possible influences from the oral tradition that can be difficult
to identify but we also have difficulties with authorship, itself; without knowing the authors,
we cannot easily access their authorial intent or ideological influences. We, then, must infer

the ideas from what little we have.

58 Clunies Ross, The Cambridge Introduction, 51.

59 Torfi H. Tulinius, The Enigma of Egill: The Saga, the Viking Poet, and Snorri Sturluson, trans. Victoria Cribb
(Ithaca: Cornell University Library, 2014), 275. The Myrar people are those claiming descent from Egill
Skallagrimsson; it comes from the land upon which Egill’s father, Skallagrimr, lay his claim, upon arriving in
Iceland. See Eg, 75, 276.

50 Tulinius, The Enigma of Egill, 276.
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Even when we possess evidence of authorial intent, however, what the intent was can
remain obscure to us. For example, what was the authorial reason for Kjalnesinga saga
appearing to continue and conclude in the separate Jékuls pdttr Buasonar? Indeed, towards
the end of Kjalnesinga saga we are introduced to a character called Jokull who claims to be
the son of Bui; after Bui denies the claim, the two have a wrestling match to measure whether
Jokull has the strength of Bui’s lineage, “ok i pvi var sem kippt vaeri bAdum fétum senn undan

III

Bua, ok fell hann afram, ok par vard vid brestr har ok mikill” (and it was as though both of Bui’s
feet were pulled from under him and he fell forward, and this was accompanied by a big and
mighty crash).®* Having mortally wounded his father, “J6kli pétti verk sitt sva illt” (Jékull
thought his deed so evil), that he then flees abroad, “en sidan hofum vér dnga ségu heyrt fra
honum” (and, since then, we have no stories belonging to [Jékull]).®?

Despite Jokull’s escape from his actions, and the saga, both the manuscripts and the
[slenzk fornrit edition place Jékuls pdttr Buasonar — which translates as Jokull Bdason’s tale’
and so is the continuation of Jokull’s story —immediately after Kjalnesinga saga.®® Now, it may
seem an obvious decision in that the central character of Kjalnesinga saga was BUi and so the
saga ends soon after his death, yet that is not what always happens in the sagas. Indeed, after
Grettir’s death in Grettis saga Asmundarsonar, the saga does not conclude but continues
alongside Grettir’s half-brother, borsteinn.®* The story now follows Porsteinn in obtaining
vengeance against the man who had slain Grettir and then travelled to Constantinople. After
the vengeance, however, we are then treated to a phase of the saga dedicated to Porsteinn’s
affair with a married woman before his eventual marriage to her and their life afterwards.®
So, why was Jokull's story demarcated from that of his father’s, while porsteinn’s was
permitted to reside within the same story as his brother’s? Jokull’s story does primarily occur
outside of Iceland but Porsteinn’s does, too. Perhaps the author of Grettis saga
Asmundarsonar wanted the audience to know the fate of Grettir’s killer, and yet Jokull was
Bui’s slayer. Maybe J6kuls pdttr Buasonar is a later construction, a reaction to Kjalnesinga

saga’s statement that there were no stories of Jokull. Regardless, in the narrative division, and

51 Kjaln, 43.

52 Kjaln, 43.

8 For the edited volume, see fslenzk fornrit XIV, ed. Jéhannes Halldérsson (Reykjavik: Hid islenzka fornritafélag,
1959). For manuscripts, see AM 504 4to; AM 551 b 4to; JS 28 fol..

4 Gr, 270-271.

85 Gr, 274-290.
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lack thereof, we can see how the author may imprint their will into the textual form of the
sagas.

We can also see evidence for authorial will, without knowing exactly its purpose, in
how there is variation in the different copies of the same saga. Indeed, Eriksen has looked at
different manuscripts of Brennu-Njdls saga and observed how chapters are distributed
varyingly within them, along with a differing size of the ornamentation and size of the initial
letter of the new chapters.®® As a result, Eriksen has noted how the difference in chapter
structure between two manuscripts shifts the reader’s attention between two opposing
groups; one manuscript focuses on an individual while the other manuscript focuses on a
group.®” And this has led Eriksen to confirm how the narrative is open to interpretation; “the
narrative is motivated by the Christian mentality of the writer and scribe, or by the norms of
the pre-Christian honor-based society which is portrayed in the saga, or by a combination of
these two, spiced up with human emotional triggers, universal for all cultures”.%8

What this all means for us is that there are myriad elements to consider when we
try to understand the influence of the saga ‘author’ on the texts we now have. It is little
wonder that Mundal concludes that “[t]he notion of the author — in our contemporary
understanding of the concept — is not found very often in Old Norse culture”.®® As a result, it
can be difficult for scholars to try and pinpoint the exact origins of the ideological and cultural
influences within a saga’s narrative.

Nevertheless, this does not have to hamper our study of historical emotions. We may
not know the identity of the individual who compiled the sagas into textual form but that does
not prevent us from knowing the context in which they worked and the expectations of them
at that time. Indeed, multiple scholars have concluded that the saga ‘author’ could not stray
too far from the realms of possibility when constructing the textual saga, instead drawing from

their contemporary culture.’® J6hanna Katrin Fridriksdottir, for example, in her studies on Old

%6 Stefka G. Eriksen, “Medieval Page-turners: Interpreting Revenge in Njdls saga in Reykjabdk (AM 468 4to) and
Modruvallabdk (AM 132 fol.),” in Approaches to the Medieval Self: Representations and Conceptualizations of
the Self in the Textual and Material Culture of Western Scandinavia, c. 800-1500, ed. Stefka G. Eriksen, Karen
Langsholt Holmqvist, and Bjgrn Bandlien (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2020), 157-160.

57 Eriksen, “Medieval Page-turners,” 170.

%8 Eriksen, “Medieval Page-turners,” 172.

59 Else Mundal, “Modes of Authorship and Types of Text in Old Norse Culture,” in Modes of Authorship in the
Middle Ages, ed. Slavica Rankovi¢ et al. (Toronto: Pontificial Institute of Medieval Studies, 2012), 225.

70 See William lan Miller, Bloodtaking and Peacemaking, 45; Bjorn Bandlien, Strategies of Passion, 16; J6hanna
Katrin Fridriksdottir, Valkyrie, 17-18.
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Norse women states that the “[s]aga authors writing in a realistic genre were likely restricted
to a more limited range of plausible female characters and situations in which they could
appear”.”! As a result, the cultural ideas we come across in the saga narratives most likely
reflect the cultural ideas of the saga author and their contemporary culture. Naturally, this
includes their ideas of what emotions were socially acceptable and how those emotions
manifested.

For the sake of simplicity, whenever | refer to a saga ‘author’ or ‘compiler’, moving
forward, the definition | will be working under will be that the individual(s) who gathered and

composed the oral stories into textual form will be the ‘author’ or ‘compiler’.

A Christian Context

With the authors being largely unknown, we can instead look to the time period in
which the sagas were written so as to get a better understanding of the sagas’ context and
how that will affect a history of emotions.

First and foremost, the sagas were written in a Christian culture. Iceland became
Christian in 999/1000 A.D. during the Alpingi, which Jochens succinctly describes as “the
legislative and juridical body of the country”.”? It was at the Alpingi that the medieval
Icelanders agreed that Iceland would be a Christian country yet would tolerate pagan practices
away from public eyes.”® We can see as much in Brennu-Njdls saga, in which we are informed
as to how the people present at the Alpingi made the decision. It is stated “at menn skulu allir
vera kristnir hér a landi ok trda a einn gud, fodur ok son ok anda helgan, en lata af allri
skurdgodavillu... skal fjorbaugssok & vera, ef vist verdr, en ef leyniliga er med farit, pa skal vera

4 (ll

vitislaust” (“that all men in this land shall be Christians and believe in one God — Father and
Son and Holy Ghost — and forsake all idolatry... If a case like this occurs, but it is practised
secretly, then it shall be without punishment”).”* We are then told that “en pessi heidni var

oll af numin fam vetrum sidar, at eigi skyldi petta heldr 4 laun gera en opinberliga” (but this

7! J6hanna Katrin Fridriksdéttir, Women in Old Norse Literature: Bodies, Words and Power (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2013), 6.

72 Jenny Jochens, “Late and Peaceful: Iceland’s Conversion through Arbitration in 1000,” Speculum 74, no. 3
(1999): 621.

73 For a brief overview of the Christianisation of Iceland, see Jochens, “Late and Peaceful”.

74 Nj, 272.
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heathenry was all abolished a few winters later, so that [this heathenry] could not be practised
in secrecy nor in public).”®

By the time the sagas were starting to be written, then, Iceland had been a Christian
country for the majority of two centuries and pagan worship had been since outlawed.
Therefore, the saga authors would all have been working in a Christian context. Due to the
broadness, and vagueness, of what exactly a Christian context means for our studies of the
sagas, there has been considerable debate as to whether the saga authors were specifically
clerical or lay.”® However, there is little information available to us about the authors and their
involvement with the Icelandic Church. If we assume that the authors were clerically trained,
we must ask whether they were a part of the Church or trained by a relative, or fosterer. If
they were, indeed, clerics, who did they work for? They could have worked for the Church, as
dictated by the Norwegian crown, or they could have been working for a local godi (a chieftain
and secular leader), who had set up their own church. We hear as much in Heidarviga saga,
in which a man has built his own church that holds services; the saga states that “Snorri gengr
til kirkju, er hann hafdi par gera latit” (Snorri goes to the church, which he had had built
there).”’ Yet the existence of personal churches raises another question: are the saga authors,
cleric or not, staying true to their source material or are they adjusting it to suit their own, or
another’s, agendas? Indeed, we have already mentioned how Snorri Sturluson may have
utilised his potential ancestry to a specific end, and that provided no certain answers.
Bandlien, however, reminds us to critically consider our expectations regarding Christian
influences, in his study of Old Norse marriage and love.”® He states that “[b]oth laws and sagas
written from the end of the twelfth century can be perceived as being influenced by
theological trends. At the same time... when the sagas show a woman’s will playing a role in
marriage matters, this should not necessarily be attributed to ecclesiastical stealth
propaganda”.”® The sagas were probably ideologically influenced by Christian doctrine but we
should not consequently assume that the sagas are not culturally reflective of medieval

Iceland. Both can be true at the same time, for the author would have been both an Icelander
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and an individual working in a Christian context. In other words, while a text may have some
explicitly Christian content, the whole text would have been influenced by Christianity, for that
was the context of the time of saga composition.

Furthermore, while the saga authors may have chosen to include their own moral
underpinnings or some guiding Christian ideologies as they committed the oral tales to
writing, they could not have manipulated the source material too much. As Jéhanna Katrin
Fridriksdottir remarks, “[t]he Christian, learned scribes who wrote the manuscripts were
somewhat bound by honouring the tradition, but they were also trained in subjects such as
grammar and rhetoric and familiar with contemporary European literature, including medieval
romances”.8% The authors and texts, then, had to adhere to the cultural conventions of
medieval Iceland.

Overall, then, the Christian status of medieval Iceland does impinge upon our
investigation into the emotional culture of medieval Iceland, as shown through the saga texts.
The saga authors may have been clerical or lay, under the authority of a godi or the Church;
we cannot satisfactorily answer as to which the authors belong, yet we do know that they
lived and worked in a Christian context.®! Thus, it should not be surprising that the saga texts

contain Christian ideas. Medieval Icelandic culture was a Christian culture, after all.

Silent Reading or Performance; Who is the Audience?

One question that | did not raise in the previous section, despite its relevance, was
about whose emotions are being mirrored in the sagas. | have alluded to it, but not yet
discussed it, for the answer is to be found in answering this section’s question. Were the sagas
read in quiet contemplation, akin to how modern novels are read, or were they read aloud to
groups and households, akin to a performance? In finding that answer, we thus learn of the
specific community that the sagas’ emotional depictions reflect and, thus, speak to. If sagas
were only read alone and in silence, this would indicate that sagas were only available to the
literate, but if the sagas were spoken aloud or performed, that would suggest a much wider

audience for the sagas.

80 J6hanna Katrin Fridriksdéttir, Valkyrie, 17.
81 For a brief survey of Christian influences in FIéamanna saga, see Annette Lassen, “Perseverance and Purity in
Fldamanna saga,” Journal of English and Germanic Philology 118, no. 3 (2019).
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In order to answer this question, we could look to the sagas, themselves, for answers.
Indeed, in Porgils saga ok Haflida, we find a passage detailing the entertainment being held
at a wedding; it observes how “Hrélfr frd Skalmarnesi sagdi sogu fra Hrongvidi vikingi ok fra
Olafi Lidsmannakonungi ok haugbroti brains berserks ok Hrémundi Gripssyni... Ingimundr
prestr sagdi sogu Orms Barreyjarskalds” (Hroélfr of Skalmarnes told the saga of Hrongvidr the
Viking, and Olafr King of Warriors, and the cairn-breaker prainn the berserk, and Hrémundr
Gripsson... Ingimundr the priest told the saga of Orm Barreyarskald).®?2 We can see that the
details are unclear as to whether the saga entertainment was from memory or manuscripts.
The passage uses the past tense form of segja, ‘to say’, for the saga entertainment but does
not tell us if a manuscript was present or not for the two speakers. In reference to this passage,
Lonnroth believes that Hrélfr and Ingimundr were speaking from memory or even
improvisation.® However, Lénnroth goes on to state that after the sagas had been written
down, “we can be certain that the written texts were often read aloud in social contexts”.?*
Indeed, it would be somewhat easier for a literate storyteller, or performer, to tell the saga’s
narrative if they had a copy of it in front of them. O’Connor, however, urges caution in taking
firm stances, saying “[v]ery little is known, although much has been speculated, about how
sagas were communicated to their audiences in mediaeval Iceland; and what the saga-texts
tell us about such practices cannot be taken as a complete or impartial picture of what
happened”.®

O’Connor is right to urge caution. Fortunately, we can look to neighbouring
geographical areas to assuage any concerns with accepting the saga’s portrayal as realistic.
One such work is Coleman’s observations of late medieval England and France, and how
reading was a public activity as much as it was private. In her work, Coleman points to the
difficulties of summarising the implications of her observations, for “the texts point in so many
directions — but that is one of the most important facts about them”.8® Since her texts point

her towards multiple directions, Coleman sees how reading was “complex in nature and
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function”.?” Not only were texts read aloud by various peoples — some in a professional
standing, some not — but the audience received a range of experiences, from amusement to
propaganda to role models, all the while acting as they wished — some members listened
raptly while others spoke over the reader or even left the room.8® If texts and stories were
read aloud and shared in various settings with various audiences, in medieval England and
France, why should we expect medieval Iceland to be any different? It is especially important
to remember that the medieval Icelanders had a strong heritage of oral tradition; they had no
reason to suddenly abandon oral storytelling. As Coleman states, “nothing prevented the
same individual from reading privately one time and publicly another”.8?

Drawing from a modern Iceland, O’Connor takes on board the idea of the kvéldvaka,
or ‘evening wake’, positing that this was a tradition from medieval Iceland that continued to
the modern period, the time at which we begin to have evidence for the kvéldvaka.*® | do not
believe this idea to be too large a leap of faith, as it would regularly provide the medieval
Icelanders with entertainment during the long nights of winter; in December, for example,
parts of Iceland have almost 20 hours of darkness. Such extended periods of time in the
household are great occasions for regular storytelling; Coleman observes a similar pattern, in
that the public reading of romances allowed for episodic reading in nightly instalments.®?

Taking all of this into consideration, the sagas were probably read aloud in medieval
Iceland and these readings were likely held in the household — the social hub. However, it is
highly unlikely that the textual sagas were read in a poor household, that of a poor freeman
with no property of his own, due to the high costs of creating a saga text. Nevertheless, this
would not necessarily exclude the poorer Icelanders from hearing the sagas being read, as
they may be present in the larger households of the godi, when a saga is being read. Thus, the
sagas would have been enjoyed by the various strata of Old Norse culture, rather than solely
the literate elite. Thus, the audience for the sagas is very wide in terms of demographic; sagas
could entertain the ones with a higher status as much as they could entertain those with a

lower status. This means that the community in which | am exploring emotions is very broad
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in terms of status; this will be mitigated, however, by my studying of specific groups in that

community.

Saga Genres

So far, we have discussed the sagas, in general, with some allusions to specific types,
or genres, of saga. There has been considerable debate and discussion on the topic and so |
will not be delving too far into that, for it is not the purpose of my work, here.®? However, it is
important to keep in mind that most of the terms regarding saga genres are modern
constructions placed upon the sagas. As Jéhanna Katrin Fridriksdéttir notes, “judging from
manuscript evidence, the schism between fiction and nonfiction, historiography and
entertainment, and different genres, as perceived by modern scholars, was likely less
important in the medieval period than today”.® Indeed, “the saga is a modally mixed literary
form, and individual sagas cannot always be cleanly slotted into this or that sub-group, but
may display characteristics of more than one”.* Nevertheless, this does not at all indicate that
medieval Icelanders, themselves, did not notice differences in style between sagas or
categorise the various sagas in some way. Furthermore, the modern categorisation of sagas
into genres is not inherently wrong simply because the categories are modern; problems only
arise when we begin to judge the quality of a saga based on the genre scholars have assigned
it. Keeping this all in mind, | will be using ‘genre’ simply as a tool for organising the sagas into
general corpuses for study. Thus, we will now move to consider what sagas | am using and my
reasons for doing so.

My focus resides predominantly on two saga genres; they are the /slendingaségur, or
the ‘sagas of Icelanders’, and a sub-section of the samtidarségur, or the ‘contemporary sagas’.
Bampi states that the /slendingasdgur “are generally held to be marked by a certain degree of
realism, although supernatural and fantastic elements... are also present” and “[t]he events

narrated in these texts are set in the time between the colonization of Iceland, which began
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in the 870s, and the conversion to Christianity around 1000, or shortly after that”.®> The
samtidarségur, on the other hand, “recount events that took place between 1117 and 1291”
centred around the power struggles of oligarchic families and bishops, in Iceland.®® As a result
of the samtidarségur possessing two sets of characters, it can be further separated into two
sub-groups; these are the Sturlunga ségur, or ‘sagas of the Sturlungs’ and the Biskupa ségur,
or ‘sagas of bishops.”®’” For the purposes of my project, | will be studying the Sturlunga ségur
alongside the [slendingaségur.

So, why have | selected these two saga corpuses? There are multiple reasons for this,
perhaps the most important of which is that they are both primarily concerned with events
happeningin Iceland, and the Icelanders involved. As a result, | can again state with confidence
that the scenarios we see in those sagas are indicative of the emotional culture of medieval
Iceland. While it is true that the Biskupa ségur are also primarily concerned with Iceland, |
want to ensure that the emotional culture | explore is that of medieval Icelanders, not the
emotional culture of medieval Icelandic bishops. Moreover, the selected saga corpuses are
generally estimated to have been compiled in the same approximate time period, and so lend
themselves to a socio-historical study of the aforementioned timeframe, as there will be
similarities upon which we can draw.®

While the fslendingaségur and Sturlunga ségur are the core of this project, | will also
occasionally draw from the fornaldarségur to help elucidate some of the obscure themes and
motifs in my exploration of medieval Icelandic love in the family. This obscurity generally
emerges when the saga provides no information as to the event occurring, and so | utilise the
fornaldarségur to provide the missing context. Despite their supernatural elements, the
fornaldarségur do not negatively affect my research, for, as Vésteinn Olason notes, in these

saga genres “we also find recognizable scenes from daily life”.%° They are, thus, valid for a
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study of the emotional culture of medieval Iceland. However, my current focus is aligned with
Jéhanna Katrin Fridriksddttir’s statement that “[s]aga authors writing in a realistic genre were
likely restricted to a more limited range of plausible female characters and situations... than
their counterparts who produced fantastic literature”.2% In other words, by prioritising the
[slendingaségur and the Sturlunga ségur, | can ensure that my conclusions on the emotional

culture of medieval Iceland are rooted firmly in the plausible.

Summary

In this section, we have seen how there is a lot to be said about sagas as a source, the
aim of which has been to show how they are a valid source for historical studies in emotion,
despite their complex context.

The saga manuscripts that we possess were not the creation of a single individual. They
are the result of a long oral tradition being recorded into a written format for posterity. These
oral accounts were not static but show evidence of having been reshaped over time to suit
the audience as well as having been refined for entertainment purposes. However, this does
not mean that the saga compilers did not also impress their own ideas into the texts, as they
committed them to writing. Therefore, the written sagas provide us with a cultural snapshot
of the time in which they were written, allowing us to infer the emotional culture of the
audience who would have enjoyed the sagas.

The main sagas that | have selected for this project — those belonging to the
[slendingaségur and Sturlunga ségur — are believed to have been written in and around the
thirteenth century. As I am not restricting myself to a single saga, this means that my selection
is providing me with an emotional culture spanning over a century. While this culture may
have shifted slightly over that time, it could not have changed so much as to be wholly new; a
culture cannot become unrecognisable to its members over just one century.

In order to access the emotional culture of medieval Iceland, and any culture, we
cannot rely on a single source of information. Therefore, | will be reading the sagas together,
with intertextuality in mind, so that | can observe the recurring patterns of emotional

expression. If an emotional expression appears multiple times across the sagas, it suggests
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that this expression had a place in medieval Iceland; the expression was understood as a
means by which an emotion could be articulated.

For most of the sagas, we do not know who composed them. What we do know is that,
in order to produce textual sagas, the saga compilers drew upon both medieval Iceland’s rich
oral tradition and their contemporary values, whilst writing within a Christian culture.
Regardless of any intentions they may have had, saga authors were somewhat restricted in
what they could write, or even add; it had to fit in with the emotional culture of the time.

Despite being textual in form, the sagas were likely read aloud and read privately. With
a strong tradition in oral storytelling, it makes sense that they would continue to tell stories
publicly; they simply had a text to draw from if their memory faltered. As a result, the audience
of the sagas must have included people from multiple backgrounds, rather than just the elite,
for anyone close enough to the storyteller could listen in.

The core genres of my project — the fslendingaségur and the Sturlunga ségur — have
been selected for their focus on Iceland and its inhabitants, along with the fact that they were
composed in, approximately, the same time period. Alongside these, | draw upon a few sagas
from the fornaldarségur to elucidate any themes that are obscure in my core genres. Overall,
prioritising the fslendingaségur and the Sturlunga ségur allows me to confirm that my analysis
works within the realm of the plausible in exploring the emotional culture of medieval Iceland.

Having now discussed the key components of what constitutes a saga, | will now move
into the development of a methodology to use Old Norse sagas in a historical study of

emotions in medieval Iceland. The first key concept to explore is what exactly an emotion is.

What is an Emotion?

In the scholarly study of emotions, we are forever confronted with the question of
what an emotion is. The question is not always answered, or even discussed, but it is ever-
present. | do not seek to answer the question, for it is not the focus of this project; it is
necessary, however, to suggest a model from which to study the emotional relationships of
medieval Iceland. To establish such a model, we must consider the theories of what an
emotion is and determine which theories could be used for a historical study, moreover, which

theories could work with the Old Norse sagas as the primary source.
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Overall, there remains great debate, in and between disciplines, as to what an emotion
is comprised of. The two major groups in this debate are universalists, who consider emotions
to be pan-cultural, and social constructivists, who consider emotions to be constructed from
the culture within which they exist. Radenovi¢ agrees that these are the two main categories
in theories of emotion, further noting how universalist theories are “usually embraced by
psychologists and biologists”, while social constructivist theories are “accepted often by
anthropologists and sociologists”.1%* However, Rosenwein recognises that exceedingly few
people have accepted the idea that all emotions are constructed, noting the subdivisions
within the body of social constructivism: ‘strong’ social constructivists argue that all emotions
are constructed and there are no universal emotions, while ‘weak’ social constructivists
believe societies shape individual emotional expression.'%> A major issue with the ‘strong’
stance is that, taken to its logical conclusion, it is consequently impossible to understand
another person’s emotions, let alone another culture’s emotional lexicon. It makes any
attempt to understand emotions outside of oneself impossible, and so would, naturally, make
the history of emotions a redundant discipline.'%® ‘Weak’ social constructivism, then, is the
attempt to balance the universality of emotion with the socially constructed elements of
emotion.

Before we delve further into these conceptions of emotion to discern an effective
model for this work, we must briefly consider what pitfalls await us in the historical study of

emotions.

Avoiding Anachronisms

First and foremost is the word ‘emotion’ itself. As Boddice remarks, “the very word
‘emotions’ already implies a conceptual and experiential category that has no real meaning in
the vast majority of the historical record” and is Anglophone in origin as well as being
inherently skewed towards the thinking of nineteenth-century psychologists and

physiologists.!%* Indeed, in his work on the subject, Dixon explores the origins of ‘emotion’,
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how it is a modern category and how it “is rather a blunt instrument when it comes to
constructing histories of ideas about feelings, passions, affections and sentiments” — terms
which largely predate ‘emotion’.1% They make good points; these are ideas we must be
considerate of in any historical study of emotions. However, as | have already stated, the
purpose of this work is not to answer the question of what an emotion is; | only require a
working definition with which to explore Old Norse love in familial relationships. Furthermore,
Rosenwein has pointed out that the terms that predate ‘emotions’ are not as clear-cut as
scholars would like to believe; she notes that ‘passions’ could encompass words that were
also signified by ‘affections’.1 Thus, | will follow Rosenwein’s example of using the word
‘emotion’ as a catch-all term, “with full knowledge that it is a convenience: a constructed term
that refers to affective reactions of all sorts, intensities, and durations”.”

When we begin studying historical emotions, we must be cautious of wandering into
anachronisms and impressing upon them a modern connotation. This is because, as Miller
observes, “once we name an emotion it takes on a life of its own”.1% Indeed, as soon as we
discuss emotions in a historical sense, it is very easy for us to imbue that historical emotion
with our own ideas, expectations, and experiences in our attempt to comprehend the
emotional content of what we are witnessing. And this phenomenon is not unique to the
history of emotions but is a recurring element of life.

For example, in translating any text, the translator must make a choice of what they
deem fitting; they could gather as much information as they could, but, in the end, it is still a
choice they have made from their own knowledge and own experiences. Another example
would be discussions about the weather. Person A may send a letter to Person B commenting
on how the weather is ‘hot’, when it is 25°C. Person B, not knowing the temperature for where
Person A is, may understand ‘hot’ to be 40°C and thus believe Person A is experiencing

temperatures of 40°C, which is not true. And so, while the concept, or word, remains the
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same, the people’s understanding of it can be vastly different depending on the individual’s
personal experiences, ideas, and expectations.

But | am not saying that this is entirely problematic for the study of historical emotions.
Indeed, the complexity of the subject of emotion benefits from the various points of view;
each person can bring a slight nuance to the historical emotion. For example, Pérhallr’s bloody
expression of emotion can be understood as grief, anger, and love; it could even be a mixture
of all three. The cause for concern is when the emotion is not historicised and contextualised,
when the modern idea of an emotion is given priority over the historical. In a similar way,
Benton claims that if a modern audience finds “Lancelot a sympathetic figure because he was
guided by love rather than reason, it is because modern attitudes differ from medieval
ones”.1%° Benton concludes as much by stating that “[iJn terms of the conventional standards
of the court of Champagne, Chrétien [de Troyes]’s Lancelot was not more of a hero for loving
Guinevere [King Arthur’s wife], but a felon” for becoming involved with Guinevere.''° Benton
goes on to say how “Chrétien has gone out of his way to describe behavior he could be sure
the courtly audience would condemn”.*! A modern attitude, then, can be detrimental in
understanding what the contemporary audience’s views are.

Returning to emotions, the modern understanding can also be obscure. As Benton’s
understanding of Lancelot’s behaviour shows, audience ideals and values change with time
and location; the ideals and values shift depending on the context of the audience. Similarly,
emotional expression can be understood differently between contexts. Take the raising of the
mouth’s corners that we call a smile, or grin, for example. In the modern West, it is generally
understood to be an expression of happiness or a sign of friendliness. Despite this being the
predominant understanding of the expression, that does not mean it cannot signify other
things, such as a self-satisfied smugness, depending on the context.!2

We see this same need for context in the saga literature. Miller notes, referencing the
scene from Laxdala saga in which Gudrun is confronted by her husband’s killers, how most

of the men read her smile as being indicative of an ambivalence towards her husband, and
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were confused by it, suggesting that it was an inappropriate expression for this scenario. '3 Ai
continues with this idea, commenting how “Gudrun is exploiting behavioural norms in an
attempt to mislead”.’** Indeed, one of the men in that killing party comments “hygg ek, at
henni gengi pat meir til leidiords vid oss, at hon vildi vita sem ggrst, hverir men hefdi verit i
bessi ferd” (“I think, rather, that she walked and talked with us, because she wanted to know
exactly which men had taken part in this journey”).1> In this scene, then, the smile is shown
as understandable in two very different ways — ambivalence and a misleading performance.
Ai, however, goes on to showcase yet another understanding of saga smiles, specifically the
‘grin’ — using multiple sources, Ai notes how “there is nothing friendly about Old Icelandic
grins... the grin... is a completely self-assured expression”.116

We, as scholars, then, must be wary of placing our personal understandings on
familiar-looking historical emotions, and emotional expressions, as they do not necessarily
match. And yet, we must also be vigilant with emotional expressions that are not familiar.
Indeed, with our modern minds and understanding of biology, it can be easy to dismiss some
physiological impossibilities and not give them the examination they deserve. For example,
we might struggle with most of bPérhallr’s response to hearing of his foster-father’s death; the
fainting is plausible but the swelling is suspicious, and the blood gushing from the ears is
extremely dubious with regard to medical possibility. As a result, this scene could be simply
dismissed as unrealistic and representative of the sagas’ lack of historicity. However, that
would be poor scholarship. Instead, for this scene, we must prioritise medieval Icelanders’
views. Did they consider it a possible reality, despite what our modern sciences today suggest?
Or did they also deem it an impossibility and, if so, why did they write it in their literature?

In order to answer these questions, we must look back to medieval Icelanders’ cultural
conceptualisations of emotions and the possibilities of the human body, and not “treat the
body here as an absolute limit”.?” We can get an idea of this through the fact that some
medieval Icelanders would likely have known about humoral theory — a medical system

prevalent in medieval Europe, and beyond, which designates humans as each having a balance
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of four humours — because of an Old Norse treatise on the subject.!!® Through her discussion
on how this Old Norse treatise was drawn from a specific Latin text along with the general
trends of medieval thought, Brynja bPorgeirsdéttir outlines the Old Norse model of humoral
theory as there are some slight variations from the typical model.'*® However, what is
specifically of interest to us is how humoral theory is connected to emotions and emotional
expression.

According to humoral theory, an individual who possesses an equal balance of the four
humours (red/yellow bile, blood, black bile, and phlegm) is healthy in both body and mind.*?°
When one humour becomes predominant, however, it alters the emotional character of the
individual. An abundance in red bile, or red blood, could cause one to be hot-tempered and
volatile, for example.?! Alternatively, blood, also known as right blood, could make one gentle
and well-intentioned when dominant in the body.*?? Alongside this, there was the idea that
the different seasons and different age groups of one’s life would also affect one’s humoral
balance, thus prompting a change in an individual's emotional disposition.?3

Being aware of humoral theory’s presence in medieval Iceland helps us to understand
the scene of blood pouring from Pérhallr’s ears due to his foster-father’s death, something
modern medicine would struggle to explain. This is because humoral theory describes the ears
as being the bodily exit for red bile.'?* Therefore, we now have a causal link between Njall’s
death and bdrhallr’s resulting expression of emotion; Njall’s death triggered bérhallr’s body
to possess an overabundance of red bile, which escaped his body through its natural exit of

his ears. Humoral theory, then, would suggest that blood gushing from one’s ears as a result
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of one’s emotions was considered a physiological possibility at the time.?> Nevertheless, it is
not readily apparent as to how widespread this knowledge was in medieval Iceland, yet its
existence suggests that the humoral theory was, at least, “important to an Icelandic literary
man of high social standing”, if not the literary elite as well.12® As such individuals would have
been the ones who created the sagas, it is then understandable that humoral theory emerges
in Pérhallr’s response to Njall’s death.

In her studies on Anglo-Saxon psychologies, Lockett also recommends the prioritising
of contemporary ideas when exploring medieval psychologies. She states that the “Western
practitioner’s fundamental attitude toward other cultures’” mind-body holisms” must be
reorientated, especially considering how the Western mind-body dualism is the global
minority.'?’ Indeed, Lockett goes on to state that Old English medical evidence “does not
characterize the brain as the seat of the mind”.*?® Brynja borgeirsdoéttir also observed this in
her comparison of skaldic poetry and Old Norse prose, noting that her sources predominantly
showed the chest as the site of emotion and cognition.*?® If the Anglo-Saxons and Old Norse
sources did not view the mind as existing within the brain, what are the consequences of that?
Lockett explains that Anglo-Saxons understood that “the breast or heart [could] contain every
mental activity or attribute” and so “a ‘roomy heart’ [was] the bodily symptom of an
extraordinarily good emotional or intellectual state”.13°

In a similar vein on medieval understandings of the body, Benton observes how some
medieval medical treatises indicated that an ovum was released during orgasm and that the

natural consequences of this idea was that “a woman who conceived had taken pleasure in

125 For how a character’s angry and jealous actions are communicated to the reader through his physiology, as
according to humoral theory, see Brynja borgeirsddttir, “Humoral Theory in the Medieval North,” 49-50; Band,
361-363.

126 Brynja borgeirsddttir, “Humoral Theory in the Medieval North,” 59-60.

127 | ockett, Anglo-Saxon Psychologies, 10.

128 | eslie Lockett, “The Limited Role of the Brain in Mental and Emotional Activity According to Anglo-Saxon
Medical Learning,” in Anglo-Saxon Emotions: Reading the Heart in Old English Language, Literature and
Culture, ed. Alice Jorgenson, Frances McCormack, and Jonathan Wilcox (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing, 2015),
36.

129 Brynja borgeirsdéttir, “The Head, The Heart, and the Breast: Bodily Conceptions of Emotion and Cognition in
Old Norse Skaldic Poetry,” Viking and Medieval Scandinavia 15 (2019): 56-57.

130 L ockett, Anglo-Saxon Psychologies, 72, 89. For how, in Old Norse literature, the heart could be physically
examined to reveal the individual’s character, see Brynja borgeirsdéttir, “The Head, The Heart, and The Breast,”
48.

32| Page



intercourse”.’3! Without this knowledge, it could be difficult for readers to fully comprehend
a community’s response to rape, when the victim consequently conceived.3?

As these examples show, a knowledge of the society and its cultural nuances is
necessary when studying historical emotions, along with a caution of allowing personal ideas
to influence the understanding of the emotion. Therefore, a historian must explore the

contextual layers, facets, and ideas that surround a historical emotion in order to study it.

Finding a Model for Emotions

That being said, we still require a model for what an emotion is, otherwise any
exploration will have no guidance to work with. This is a seemingly simple task with no simple
answer.'33® The elements that come to mind when discussing emotions, for most Western
people, are the ‘feelings’ and the ‘expressions’, or ‘actions.” People, then, can feel sad or feel
happy and their emotional expressions change accordingly. Is this a good enough set of criteria
for our model of ‘emotion’, though?

| would say that the two components of feeling and expression are almost enough to
constitute a model for emotion. As | have already discussed, we need to always be conscious
of the culture and context in which the feelings and expressions occur, for they inform the
emotion’s expression. Otherwise, we then fail to acknowledge the differences between
peoples and cultures. Thus, | would include cultural expectations in the mix of what
constitutes an emotion, alongside feelings and expressions. | show myself, then, to be a
proponent of weak social constructivism, in that | believe culture and society impact the
construction of emotion but do not entirely create it. As Radenovi¢ notes, this is an
unsurprising stance for a historian as a history of emotions requires a historical precedent,

rather than a biological one, to be considered for historical study.3* This tripartite model — of
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feelings, expressions, and cultural expectations — is fairly simple in its criteria for what
constitutes an emotion, but this simplicity allows us to utilise a wide range of tools, alongside
the model, in the study of historical emotions.

To have arrived at this model, | surveyed various literatures on what an emotion is
from both sides of the universalist-constructivist debate, in order to find what worked and
what did not. So what approaches are available to scholars in their search for a model for
emotions, then?

Scholars could attempt to utilise the sciences and psychology to help illuminate what
an emotion is. The nineteenth-century psychologist, William James, divides emotion into two
categories: there are, what he calls, the ‘coarser’ emotions and the ‘subtler’ emotions.'*
James describes the ‘coarser’ emotions as ones “in which every one recognizes a strong
organic reverberation”, such as “grief, fear, rage, love”, while stating that ‘subtler’ emotions
are “the moral, intellectual, and aesthetic feelings” which are “genuinely cerebral forms of
pleasure and displeasure” and “whose organic reverberation is less obvious and strong”.*3¢ In
other words, James is saying that there are emotions which are primarily physiological and
then there are emotions which are primarily intellectual. This concept of ‘subtle’ emotions,
then, arises from those feelings which have no physical sensations and are purely mental, or
intellectual. For the arousal of this form of emotion, he gives examples of intellectual pursuits,
such as: mathematics, music, and art.’3” He goes on to state that with these ‘subtle’ emotions,
“our state of mind can hardly be called emotional at all” but admits that “the moral and
intellectual cognitions hardly ever do exist thus unaccompanied”.’®® Despite their
intellectuality, then, the ‘subtle’ emotions are still connected to the physiological ‘coarse’
emotions.

My concern with this splitting of emotion into two categories is that it raises questions
of elitism, in that it can be seen to connect societal status with emotional expression, or rather,
its lack thereof. For instance, what does it mean when an individual has no access to occasions
which would arouse the ‘subtle’ emotions, due to personal circumstance? Could that make

them less of a human, or an inferior person? This question of elitism is also not helped by
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James’s statement of how regular exposure to aesthetic and intellectual matters “has blunted
mere emotional excitability as much as it has sharpened taste and judgement” enabling access
to ‘intellectual emotion’, or the ‘subtle’ emotion.'3? This would suggest that those who are
emotional have a poorer taste and judgement than those who are unemotional, and this
consequently feeds into further divisions between people, while holding unemotional
intellectuality as a sign of expertise and eliteness. This concept becomes further problematic
if we consider it in the light of perceiving different cultures. For example, a stereotypical
English attribute which has been widely cited is the ‘stiff upper lip’, where the individual seeks
to remain outwardly unemotional despite what they are feeling. This national stereotype
could be perceived as indicative of having a blunted emotional excitability, potentially
suggesting that English people therefore have sharper tastes and judgement than a nation
whose stereotype suggests a higher degree of emotional expression. While James’s idea does
incorporate ‘feeling’ and ‘expression’ components, as general Western thought today does,
there are too many concerning areas in this conceptualisation of emotions for it to serve as a
model for this project, and so we shall move forward to more modern theories.

The renowned psychologist and anthropologist, Paul Ekman, has played a large role in
the scientific study of emotions and so must be mentioned in this survey. Many people
recognise Ekman for his claim that there are universal basic emotions, rendered visible via the
face; he calls them ‘basic’ for “[t]here are a number of separate emotions which differ one
from another in important ways” and “[e]volution played an important role in shaping both
the unique and the common features which these emotions display”.}4° Many scholars have
crafted their own ideas of ‘basic emotions’ and these have ranged widely — some have argued
for six basic emotions and others have argued for twenty-two.*! For Ekman, there were six
basic emotions, consisting of “anger, fear, sadness, enjoyment, disgust, and surprise”.'4? He

does, however, ponder whether he should also include “contempt, shame, guilt,
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embarrassment, and awe” as other basic emotions.'*? To account for all the variant terms for
similar emotional states — happiness and joy, for example — Ekman expands these basic
emotions. He calls them ‘emotion families’ and so “[e]lach member of an emotion family
shares certain characteristics, for example, commonalities in expression, in physiological
activity” among others.'** He then goes on to provide an example of an emotion family, saying
“in all members of the anger family the brows are lowered and drawn together” and
“variations in the family of anger facial expressions are hypothesised to reflect whether or not
the anger is controlled... simulated or spontaneous”.'** His reasoning behind this concept of
basic emotions is a set of nine characteristics which he believes distinguish basic emotions
from one another and other mental states. The list comprises of ‘distinctive universal signals’,
‘presence in other primates’, ‘distinctive physiology’, ‘distinctive universals in antecedent
events’, ‘coherence among emotional response’, ‘quick onset’, ‘brief duration’, ‘automatic
appraisal’, and ‘unbidden occurrence’.1*¢ Ekman goes on to conclude that there remain other
emotions to be examined and discussed for their potential of being a basic emotion; he then
attempts to fill the gaps his model leaves with regard to our knowledge of emotions.'%’
Perhaps the most obvious concern | have with Ekman’s taxonomy is the lack of
emotions that we might expect to see, such as love. With Ekman’s approach, love is not a basic
emotion but is an ‘affective state’, or is ‘emotion-related’, and thus must be part of an emotion
family; but which one? An immediate answer may be ‘enjoyment’ and that is not surprising;
many people enjoy their love with their loved ones. But what about unrequited love? Loving
someone and knowing they do not or will never love you back is not enjoyable; instead, it can
evoke sadness or even anger. Ekman does try to deal with love, describing it as one of his
emotional attitudes, which are “more sustained, and typically involve more than one
emotion”.*® For Ekman, then, if an emotional state, such as love, is able to last longer than
the immediate sensation, it is not an emotion but an emotional attitude. However, is it not
possible to be sad for an extended duration when you are in mourning for the loss of a loved

one?
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Sabini and Silver take note of this in their investigation into the validity of Ekman’s
model. In a quick discussion on anger, they explore how it is acceptable to say that someone
has been angry for 40 years over a past wrong and yet we do not expect that individual to
have shown the signs of anger for every moment of those decades.*° Instead of Ekman’s
categorisation, they observe anger in both a dispositional sense and an episodic one, before
stating that sadness “can endure in some sense for years”.*>° Ekman’s answer to this problem
is to regard grief as an emotional plot, a complex “involving settings and stories in which
emotions occur”.*>! According to Ekman, then, grief does not fall into the emotion family of
sadness. Ekman goes on to say how “[w]e know in grief a death has occurred, in sadness we
only know that the person has suffered an important loss, but not what kind of loss”.*>2 The
difference, then, is that knowing the object of an emotional state makes it an emotional plot.
What are we to say of anger, though? Is it possible to be angry at nothing in particular? Is
anger thus an emotional plot rather than an emotional state? Does anger not require an object
to be angry with?

Furthermore, Ekman’s model raises the question of translation issues. All of his
model’s emotion words are in English. Does he consider these to be indicative of the basic
emotions of humanity? Would that not be Anglo-centric? It is not right to assume that the
other languages of the world have the same understanding of a word that the Anglophone
peoples do. For example, should modern Icelanders consider dapur, hryggur, or the English
‘sad’ as a basic emotion?*>3 To choose the third results in Anglo-centrism yet which of the first
two maps onto Ekman’s sadness without falling into emotional attitudes, or the like, is
uncertain. Indeed, Keltner calls for more non-Western samples of potential emotion
categories.'> However, Keltner also neglects to discuss whether the English words are unduly
given precedence.

Problems keep coming up with Ekman’s model but the attempts he makes to diffuse
some of them only cause more questions to emerge. Many of these questions seem to arise

from Ekman’s drive to subsume all emotional experience under his six basic emotions. This is
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an ongoing trend in psychology, as “[p]sychologists have longed to reduce the list [of
emotions] to some subset from which the other emotions could somehow be constructed”.*>>
In the field of psychology, maybe a short and workable list of emotions can help speed up the
process of helping people with their emotional health. For a historical study, this artificial list
could be problematic in two major ways. Firstly, by potentially leading historians to try and
force their historical agents’ emotional experiences into these artificial boxes, this model
could destroy any historical nuances, through ignoring historical conceptualisations of what
we call emotions, and risk restricting the scholarly scope to a set of basic emotions, regardless
of the number. Second, this reliance on facial expressions is not conducive to historical
explorations of emotion as we do not always have sources that reference or show such
emotional expressivity.1>®

Therefore, this model of reducing emotional expressions to a list of basic emotions will
not be useful in this study and so we will need to look elsewhere.

The scientist Michel Cabanac creates a four-dimensional model of consciousness in his
search to quantify the concept of emotion. The four dimensions of this model are: the
‘gualitative dimension’, the ‘intensive dimension’, the ‘hedonic dimension’, and the ‘time
dimension’.**” The ‘qualitative’ dimension consists of the idea that “[d]ifferent emotions are
simply responses to different stimuli”, and these stimuli can be from perception or
imagination.?>® Recognising how several authors have connected intensity with emotion,
Cabanac sees the ‘intensive dimension’ as a necessary component of emotion and that a low-
intensity stimulus “would unlikely arouse emotion”.?>° For the ‘hedonic dimension’, Cabanac
states that emotions all possess a quality of pleasure or displeasure, going on to state that the
“hedonic dimension is what... defines emotion”.*®? In other words, an emotion is inherently
pleasurable or displeasurable; there is no middle ground. The ‘time dimension’ is simply the

acceptance that emotions have “a limited duration” after their arousal.'®® With this all
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sketched out, Cabanac concludes that “[e]Jmotion is any mental experience with high intensity
and high hedonicity”.162

Cabanac, here, has attempted to be exhaustive with this model, shaping it to be as
inclusive of various emotions as possible, prioritising neither positive ones nor negative ones.
It may be useful for scientific and biological ideas of emotion, which suits his discipline, but
my concerns with his model arise when we try to consider his ideas outside of the scientific
realm. Indeed, he raises the topic himself. Cabanac briefly considers how emotional concepts
may not exist in languages other than the one in which it originated; to illustrate this, he
mentions how ancient Greek uses one word for what Anglophones would call heat and
temperature, concluding that the two concepts therefore did not exist for ancient Greeks as
it does for Anglophones.1®3 Does the lack of a term for something, though, necessitate that it
does not exist within that culture? To use a non-emotional concept, should we say that a non-
francophone individual has no knowledge of I‘appel du vide simply because they do not know
of a cognate for it in their language?'®*

We now find ourselves in the discussion on the relationship between language and
thought, often known as the Sapir-Whorf debate, or the Whorfian hypothesis. The central
question of this discourse “is whether people who speak different languages think
differently”.1®> This hypothesis posits that the “semantics of a language can affect the way in
which its speakers perceive and conceptualize the world”.1%® Linguistic determinism, or the
‘strong’ form of the Whorfian hypothesis, dictates that “language forces you to think and
perceive only in certain ways”.%” If this were the case, we would be unable to translate across
languages with any degree of accuracy and would not have a need to introduce new
terminology into our language. The weaker form of this hypothesis, called linguistic relativity,
argues for a less forceful approach. As Agar describes it, “[IJanguage isn’t a prison; it’s a room

you’re comfortable with... the usual way of seeing the world and talking about it”.1%8 When
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you learn of other cultures and languages, you also learn “that other languages lay down other
habitual patterns of seeing and thinking and talking and acting” and “it’s not impossible to
move from one to another, but it’s not easy either”.'%° Linguistic relativity, then, claims that
an individual’s language provides them with a model to understand and engage with the
world; they are fully capable, though, of adopting a new model from their experience in
another language.

Let us return to the French example of I'appel du vide and the question | posed. |
believe it would be wrong to suggest, as Cabanac does with his ancient Greek example, that a
non-francophone individual could not know or understand the idea behind the phrase l'appel
du vide. Instead, | would argue closer to linguistic relativism, seeing language to be a tool for
understanding the world rather than the determinant. Indeed, a non-francophone may have
a ‘eureka’ moment when they find the phrase 'appel du vide because it renders intelligible a
concept that they knew but could not satisfactorily explain nor describe. Therefore, | disagree
with Cabanac’s suggestion that emotions cannot exist outside of the language or culture that
they originated within. Similar to translating a word across languages, it can be difficult to
understand an emotion, or emotional expression, from another culture’s lexicon but that does
not mean we do not have the capacity to understand it.

Following on from this, should we say that it is impossible for a modern individual to
feel a historical emotion? For example, is it impossible for a modern individual to experience
the emotion acedia? In Antiquity, acedia was generally considered to be relegated to
monasteries and “seems in this early period to have been understood in at least two, possibly
three ways”; these consisted of “a specific, perhaps mildly depressive illness brought on by an
excess of solitude and physical deprivation... [a] malicious boredom... [a] clinically defined
notion of severe melancholia”.1’? Frevert remarks how acedia was characterised by feelings
of guilt and sin, thus concluding that it is a lost emotion as modern people would not ascribe
guilt and sin to the emotional content of acedia.’? Is this the case, though? Can we be certain
that this emotion is not felt by some people in the world, even if they do not have a convenient

term for it?'’2 These questions, while worthwhile, are not encompassed by this project.
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There is another issue with Cabanac’s model which must be mentioned. Cabanac fails
to nuance the ‘qualitative dimension’ and his statement that different emotions arise from
different stimuli; according to the article’s statements, a certain stimulus evokes a certain
emotional response — there is no variation. This conceptualisation of emotion responses
cannot be adopted, for what, then, are we to say of a family’s emotional response to the
stimulus that is a family member’s death? Perhaps some people would be sad at the death.
Others may be both sad and relieved if the individual had been suffering a long while before
their death. And yet others may be happy if they were expecting to receive a large inheritance.
This all illustrates that context matters. It is not as simple as a certain stimulus causing a certain
response; we must consider the relationships of the people, and objects, involved. | bring
objects into this discussion on the basis that they also contribute to the emotional world. For
example, if | break my favourite mug, | will be sad. My wife, however, will be happy since she
dislikes the mug. This single stimulus would create two opposing emotional states due to
differences in opinion on tasteful décor; context really is a necessity, then.

Working against this idea of an axiomatic experience of emotion is ‘the circumplex
model of affect’. This model takes into consideration how different people have varying
emotional temperaments and that people recognise “emotions as ambiguous and overlapping
experiences”.}’® Furthermore, it takes issue with the predominant theory of basic emotions
largely on the grounds that the basic emotions theory is not particularly helpful or useful “in
the fields of clinical psychology and psychiatry”.2’4 The circumplex model states that “[e]ach
and every affective experience is the consequence of a linear combination” of the valence and
arousal systems.1’> Valence is the equivalent of Cabanac’s ‘hedonic dimension’, while arousal
is the degree to which the emotional state is perceived.’® Using the cooperation of valence
and arousal, this theory is able to explore how similar physiological responses can occur from

opposing emotions. Experiencing “the threat of physical harm, for example, can variously
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produce a pleasurable excitement, as when on a roller coaster... or alternatively intense fear,
as... when falling from a precipice”.}””

Where this model shows its unsuitability for our purposes is when, as with Cabanac’s
model, we attempt to bring it into the realm of historical study, regardless of its scientific
validity. How could we seek to measure the arousal and valence of historical figures, when we
cannot use the tools of neuroscience on them? At best, we could deliberate and speculate on
the varying levels of valence and arousal of their historical emotions, as we receive them, but
this would involve too much of our personal understandings of an emotion’s valence and
arousal. It would, thus, be a historian’s job to fill in the blanks, so to speak, and this practice
would inherently be anachronistic.

The disciplines of neuroscience and psychology cannot, in the end, provide a workable
model for a historical study of emotions. What, then, are the social sciences talking about
when they refer to emotions? Just like the sciences, there is no unanimity to what comprises
an emotion. We can hear this in Deploige’s comments on the field of history. He comments
how “[h]istorians often reproach themselves and their colleagues for a lack of accurate
definitions and clear-cut concepts in their research” and yet “it turns out that the numerous
current definitions of emotions differ as much from each other as do the numerous
presuppositions and points of view from which these emotions can be studied”.'’® In other
words, there are multiple definitions and there is no general agreement amongst scholars in
the humanities.

Because of this difficulty in finding an agreed definition, some scholars consider
historical emotions to be “unfeasible to investigate” as they “are by definition fluid and
unstable... and remain hidden inside the human body”.1”° Others have “shied away from” the
history of emotions on the grounds that “[e]motions have seemed tangential (if not
fundamentally opposed) to the historical enterprise”.'® Despite such beliefs, the history of
emotions has boomed in the last few decades, with explorations of various topics in manifold

eras and regions.8! This has not created a unanimous understanding of what constitutes an
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emotion, however. Indeed, Rosenwein, a leading academic in the field, neglects to define what
constitutes an emotion within the introductions of her two books on anger and love,
respectively, instead offering a model by which to explore emotions.'® Many scholars have
acted similarly to Rosenwein, choosing to skip the search for a definition so as to focus upon
their research interests.’® While | also may not be searching for a definition of emotion, I still
need a model, so | will survey some of the workable models.

One such key conceptualisation of emotions has been that they are childish and naive
impulses. This notion is most associated with the sociologist Norbert Elias and his ‘civilising
process’. To summarise, Elias states that societies start off as warrior societies but slowly and
naturally become more complex and self-restrained.'® In a warrior society, he claims, an
individual (a man) “could openly indulge his inclinations... but he paid for this... with a greater
chance of direct and open fear... He had less control of his passions; he was more controlled
by them”.18> As the warrior society slowly becomes more complex in its social institutions and
the individual becomes more dependent on society as a whole, the individual becomes more
self-restrained, less emotional.*®® To illustrate this, he imagines society as a road. The warrior
society is a simple country road, where an individual must be ever vigilant to survive and
thrive; the complex society is the various roads of a big city, where an individual is generally
safe due to everyone self-regulating through their adherence to shared rules.®’ In his
conclusion to this section, he states that self-regulation is extensive in the Western world,
despite its variations.88
Fortunately, as Rosenwein observes, there have been attempts to upset Elias’s grand

narrative but, unfortunately, some of these attempts have only sought to push further back
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the ‘childhood’ of humanity rather than remove the idea altogether.'® This is frustrating for
scholars of both the medieval and antiquity, for Elias’s idea of the civilising process merely
uses these periods as a convenient foil to showcase the ‘development’ and ‘progress’ of the
modern world. In his work on disgust, Miller also notes how Elias presents a “caricatured
picture of a vulgar uninhibited childlike medieval people” and Miller remarks how the case
studies he explores reveal inconsistencies in Elias’s theory.'®® Indeed, Pollock is correct in her
comments on how “[c]ultures construe and make use of emotions in a variety of dissimilar
ways” and so “what historians should be examining is not so much the growing repression of
‘uncivilized’ emotions, as the different conventions in existence at different points in time. !
Unlike Elias, then, we should not try to locate a grand narrative of emotions through time but
see the emotions in their contextual timeframes and study them there.

Moving away from grand narratives, we come across Reddy’s focus on emotional
utterances centred upon the speaker, what he calls ‘emotives’. Reddy states that an emotion
statement, such as ‘I am angry’, “is an effort by the speaker to offer an interpretation of
something that is observable to no other actor”.1°> He goes on to say how the attempt to
characterise one’s emotional state has effects on the emotional state — by saying ‘l am angry’,
one could become angrier, less so, or feel no different.'®® There can also be second-person
emotives; by saying ‘you are angry’, the other person may become angrier or less so.1%*
However, if an emotional utterance is said about an absent third party, there is no emotive to
be found, as the person being described is not present and remains unaffected by the
statement.®> For Reddy, then, emotions are altered by the act of being verbalised and so are
created through the verbalisation.

A big problem with this concept is that Reddy’s focus on emotional utterances can lead

nowhere, in a historical study. If an emotional utterance can make one sadder, less sad, or
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make no change, how is a historian to identify which change occurs if there is no context or
extra information to work with? If the individual is lying, what can the historian do to know
the individual is lying?

Perhaps this is why Reddy also brings up the idea of ‘emotional regimes’. He describes
this as “the set of normative emotions and the official rituals, practices, and emotives that
express and inculcate them; a necessary underpinning of any stable political regime”.1% In
order to access the historical emotives, you must go through the emotional regime. How
exactly do you find the historical emotional regime, though? You could try exploring official
documents for discussion on public behaviour or look to public documents detailing how
people have broken the societal expectations. Indeed, Reddy, in his article exploring the
French Revolution, discusses some of the ideas in that emotional regime; he details the rise
and fall of sentimentalism and how this was part of the Jacobin regime’s legislation.'®’
Similarly, the Stearnses use public advice literature to locate a historical society’s emotional
standards, rather than the elite’s discussions on theology and the social sciences.®® So, there
are some sources a historian can use to locate emotional regimes.

However, these sources which Reddy and the Stearnses explore are all modern. How
are we to explore the emotional regime of medieval people? Medieval historians do not
always have access to the sorts of prescriptive and descriptive documents that Reddy and the
Stearnses are suggesting — diaries, autobiographies, letters, advice literature, or the like — to
provide us with an emotional and cultural backdrop of historical peoples. So how should we
proceed for a medieval study? Sif Rikhardsdottir, in her book Emotion in Old Norse Literature,
succeeds in her medieval study on emotions by not becoming preoccupied with the sources
that Reddy and the Stearnses use. Indeed, drawing upon Reddy, she uses a literary variation
of emotives and moves away from Reddy’s political conceptualisation of ‘emotional regime’.

She instead utilises the base idea “of ‘emotional regimes’ to designate the reigning stance with
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respect to emotions and emotionality at any given time in history”.1*° Sif Rikhardsdottir does
not take Reddy’s model as it is but remoulds it to suit her research.

So, Reddy’s models of emotives and emotional regimes can be used for the study of
historical emotions in the modern period. By drawing from the emotional regime of the time
and place, one can use the emotives uttered by people to discern some emotional content
from that statement. As one pushes further back in time, though, the availability of sources
for the emotive and emotional regime method reduces significantly; it can become difficult to
use. Thus, scholars must adapt the concept to their needs if they wish to use it, such as
including more elements as to what constitutes an emotive or emotional regime.

On that note, Rosenwein observes that many historians who follow Reddy’s line of
thought go a step further than solely vocabulary, by choosing to bring in the physical gestures
due to their stronger visibility in the sources.??° Indeed, the cultural historian, Ute Frevert,
does this — Frevert takes Reddy’s idea of emotives but includes physical gestures and
expressions. Like Reddy, she concludes that it is futile to distinguish “between the “emotion
itself” and its expression”.2%! For Frevert, distinguishing between a preconscious state and the
consequent expression is problematic for, she says, “it tends to overestimate the degree of
consciousness that accompanies the expression of a feeling; on the other hand, it
underestimates the constructive impact of that process”.?%? She concludes that “we should
consider the expression as emotion tout court and not reduce it to the external part of
something much greater that unfortunately does not “come before us” so that historians can
never reach it”.23 Tout court is an expression that approximates to ‘simply’ — for Frevert, the
expression of feeling is the same as the emotion. So, Frevert sees that there is a feeling, or
preconscious state, and that this feeling is transformed via its expression, verbal or physical —
this follows Reddy’s emotives. This expression, or emotive, she says, should be what historians
consider an emotion and what they should be seeking, as the initial feeling cannot be located.

In all of this discussion of emotives and final expressions, we can see echoes of

Hochschild’s work on feelings. Hochschild disagreed with the biological-leaning idea that
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emotions were “a sealed biological event” which was brought on by external stimuli; for her,
“[t]he very act of managing emotion can be seen as part of what the emotion becomes”.?%*
For these scholars, then, what we are capable of studying in the history of emotions is only
the final expression. As a result, Reddy, Frevert, and Hochschild consider a historical
expression to be the same as a historical emotion.

There is a logic to these variations that is highly appealing and scholarly. It helps
simplify the complexity of emotions to just an expression, or utterance, which can be located
and explored. However, this rationale meanders rather close to treating historical people not
as people; their initial feelings are being dismissed as irrelevant. While we cannot ever truly
know what someone’s internal feelings were nor what ideas went through their mind, is it
then acceptable to dismiss those preconscious states as unworthy of consideration?

We can see in Barclay’s work on the nineteenth-century male body that it is possible
to retain the initial feeling without attempting to describe or find it. She remarks that “emotion
is not the free-flowing expression of the soul, or a straightforward biological response to
stimuli, but a cultural expression of feeling that is created, not prior to, but through
performance”.?% So, Barclay understands an ‘emotion’ to consist of a feeling, a culture, and a
performative element, believing that culture and society impact the construction of an
‘emotion’ and are a necessary element for scholars to consider, when attempting to
understand a historical emotion. While Barclay agrees with Frevert that an emotion possesses
both a feeling and an expression component, Barclay does not equate the initial feeling with
the action and call that an emotion. Indeed, despite Barclay’s agreement with Frevert, that a
preconscious state exists alongside the emotional expression, Barclay does not dismiss the
preconscious state, as Frevert does, but simply accepts that textual “descriptions... cannot
capture what is being felt by those described”.?%® Even if the original feeling cannot be found,
Barclay states that it still exists and is fundamentally different to the emotion and the
expression.

Both Frevert and Barclay proceed with similar, yet differing, conceptualisations of what

an emotion consists of. They are useful and workable for the study of historical emotions, but
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what the historian must decide for themselves is the emphasis and weight that they give this
preconscious state; is it something too inconsequential to regard as different to an emotion
or is it a constituent part which is inaccessible? | believe it is the latter.

Responding to the models offered by the Stearnses and Reddy, Rosenwein offered her
own model for the study of emotions, one that opposes the idea of a grand narrative in which
people become more ‘rational’, and less ‘emotional’, over time. Rather than study the
emotions themselves, Rosenwein seeks to “uncover systems of feeling” via, what she calls,
‘emotional communities’.?” What this means is that Rosenwein is observing how
communities — and individuals in those communities — assess, define, and understand their
own emotions, as well as the emotions of others, “and the modes of expression that they
expect, encourage, tolerate, and deplore”.2°® Furthermore, individuals do not exist in a single
community; people move between communities and adjust their emotional behaviours
according to the various communities they enter.2®® For example, the emotional expressions |
share with my wife (a community consisting of my wife and 1) are not the same as the ones |
share with my sisters (a community consisting of my two elder sisters and myself) nor the ones
| share with my friends (a community consisting of my fellow scholars and myself). In order to
locate the emotions of the time and communities that she is interested in, Rosenwein studies
the texts that the community produced to locate which words were linked to the heart.?!°
After locating her emotion words, she then “studie[s] the contexts in which their emotions
arose, and [she] analyze[s] their sequences, as very often one emotion followed another in
consistent patterns”.?!! For Rosenwein, then, in order to determine the emotional culture of
an emotional community, one should study the texts produced by that community and locate
the words associated with the heart; these heart-words, thus, correspond to the emotional
culture of the emotional community.

In his interview with the creators of the big three methods for studying historical
emotions, Plamper reiterates the concerns that some scholars have had with Rosenwein’s

method; he highlights that the issue lies with Rosenwein’s use of “highly elaborate textual
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artifacts”, sources that some deem should not be used for an “emotions-historical reading”
because of the text’s genre or figurative speech.?!? In response, Rosenwein does not “deny
that literature and texts have many agendas besides expressing emotions” remarking that
“they may be didactic, idealizing, satirical, or demonizing”.?!3 She states, however, that this is
not so different to other forms of confessions of feelings and so concludes that we cannot find
““emotional communities” that are not, at the same time, “communities of emotional styles
and/or norms””.?'* In other words, all expressions of emotion can be entangled with other
possible ideas, or motives, whether the expression be spoken, gesticulated, or textual.
Emotions “are always embedded in gestures and words, and they must always be expressed

“u

in some way” meaning that to differentiate between a ““real emotion” and an “emotion as

nn

expressed in a certain way”” is impossible.?*>

We have looked at the major groupings for a model of emotion that is suitable for the
study of the Old Norse sagas, that is, universalism and social constructivism. There has been
a wide range of vocabulary and theories within those two groups and, having observed their
various strengths and weaknesses, | will work with a simpler and more all-encompassing
model. My model corresponds most to Barclay’s, in that | believe an emotion to be
constructed from three elements: the feeling, the cultural expectations, and the expression
(gestural, verbal, somatic, and such). | accept that | cannot ever reach the initial feeling of
someone’s emotions; even if a diary were to consist of someone’s thoughts, the process of
recording them would have brought in the other two elements of culture and expression,
resulting in an emotion rather than a feeling. This is not a problem; it is simply something to
accept and move on from. Additionally, | will be drawing from Rosenwein’s methods for my
study but that will be further discussed in the ‘Methodology’ section. Furthermore, | will not
be adopting a singular set of technical vocabulary from the various models we have seen.
Instead, | will be utilising such terminology where appropriate so as to enhance my analysis.

This model of emotions may not be acceptable to everyone — some may want a more

psycho-analytical basis to work from, for example — but that is not a bad thing. | want my
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model to “operat[e] with a certain modest methodological vitality rather than impressing
itself upon a wiggling world like a snap-on grid of shape-setting interpretability”.2*® This way,
| can utilise a variety of methodologies and approaches to locate and explore emotion, rather

than rely on a single manner of looking at emotion.

Old Norse Emotions and Familial Relationships: The Field so far

Approaches to Old Norse Emotions

Considering that the field of the history of emotions is relatively new and has only
burgeoned in the last few decades, it should come as little surprise that the study of emotions
in the Old Norse sagas has also only recently appeared. In the scholarship on emotions,
specifically, | would judge there to be two strands of thought on the study of Old Norse
emotions, both of which are viable and worthwhile, and can be exemplified by a major work.

One of these strands opens studies of saga emotion with the sagas that are Old Norse
translations of Continental literature and courtly romances. An example of such a work is
Tristrams saga ok [séndar, an Icelandic translation of the romance, Tristan and Isolde, which
“diverges significantly from [the] French source”; the “long passages describing the
psychology of [the author’s] characters’ love are often truncated or condensed in the Old
Norse text”.?'” In comparing the Old Norse text with its Continental original, ideas of how the
cultures differ in emotional expression, and understanding, can be explored, which can lead
to new understandings of Old Norse emotions. This method also provides an investigative
avenue by which to study the degree of Continental influence on the construction of saga
narratives.

A major work | would highlight for this is Sif Rikhardsdottir’s 2017 book, Emotion in Old
Norse Literature, which takes the aforementioned approach as her springboard. For instance,
she notes in her first chapter how the Old Norse version of the romance, Yvain, is altered to
fit the Old Norse saga tradition via a reduction in emotional vocabulary.?'® Using this
exploration and its findings, Sif Rikhardsdottir goes on to explore the same concepts within

native texts before ultimately returning to translated ones; it nevertheless began with a
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comparative study of translated and native texts. Through this research, Sif Rikhardsdottir
seeks to explore “the role played by emotive scripts”; these scripts are what “stipulate the
behavioural codes that frame the act of decoding characters’ actions, gestures and vocal
declarations”.?® In other words, she wants to examine the sagas’ scripts which allowed the
audience to decode and thus understand the emotions being expressed by the saga
characters. While Sif Rikhardsdottir’s work does draw from the idea of emotives, she is not
studying the same concept as Reddy; “Reddy’s conception of emotives is... explicitly aimed at
particular emotional expressions within texts... whereas the focus [in her work] is on emotive
literary representation that frames both the emotional ideology of the text and its generic
‘horizon of feeling’”.?2% She is, therefore, not seeking out historical emotions, which Reddy is
trying to do, but rather reach the emotional behavioural codes that allowed the Old Norse
audience to reach the emotional expressions present in the sagas. Indeed, she remarks that
the “conventions of emotional depiction may reflect the emotional behaviour of the actual
reading communities they served (and in many cases perhaps do so rather accurately), but
they are nevertheless literary representations of emotional behaviour”.??! | do not disagree
with Sif Rikhardsdottir on this point for the texts are inherently literary and she acknowledges
that the sagas’ portrayals of emotional expressions can be reflective of the culture in which
they originated and can thus reflect the historical emotions of that culture. Nevertheless, we
do differ in our foci; Sif Rikhardsdottir is concerned with showcasing the literary artistry of the
sagas whereas | intend to illuminate the emotional culture behind the sagas’ literary
representations of emotional behaviour.

This starting point of employing sagas that are translated versions of Continental tales
in order to reach more general saga conclusions can be traced through the years back to the
1980s, when Kalinke published her work, King Arthur, North-by-Northwest, in which she
explores how Arthurian romances were transmitted to the Old Norse peoples.??? This

exploration continued with Kalinke’s 1990 Bridal-Quest Romance in Medieval Iceland and her
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2011 edited volume The Arthur of the North.??3 Alongside Kalinke’s later works but with more
of a focus on the emotions, Larrington published the article “Learning to Feel” on the subject
of Parcevals saga, exploring how this specific romance was altered and the repercussions of
this on saga writing.??* Similarly, Sif Rikhardsdottir published Medieval Translations and
Cultural Discourse and “Translating Emotion”; the first primarily deals with the reasons for the
romances’ modification while the latter discusses the Old Norse penchant for deducing a
character’s emotional interior.?

The second strand of saga emotion scholarship takes as its starting point the native
saga corpuses, using them to draw conclusions about Old Norse emotions. A principal player
in this strand is Miller with his works on various elements of Old Norse culture. In his 1993
work Humiliation, Miller explains that “[w]e are not without light... in recovering the
emotional life of the sagas... There are many sagas, and after reading them with care one
discerns that certain actions tend to elicit similar responses”.??¢ Miller, then, proffers the idea
of intertextual and intratextual reading to help comprehend emotional expressions that are
ambiguous. Indeed, he questions the idea of cold, unfeeling characters, as he discusses the
characters of Hallgerdr, from Brennu-Njdls saga, who laughs about the death of her husband
to his killer, and Gudrun, from Laxdaela saga, who smiles at the men who slew her husband.??’
The scene with Gudran, Miller explains, reveals to us the variety of meanings that can be
associated with a smile; “[the men] expected signs of grief, tears and wailing, not signs of
casual cordiality” but Miller notes that, intertextually, smiles “are markers more often of
hostility than of amiability”.??2 Therefore, this scene, in the context of other sagas, informs the
reader how smiles could be understood to be amicable, hence the men’s confusion, but that
they also were signs of future threat.

In a similar vein to Miller, Bandlien, in his 2005 book Strategies of Passion, uses sagas

alongside other source material to explore the intersection of love, marriage, consent, and
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society.??® However, he goes further than that, painting a timeline of how this intersection
changed with time and new ideas. As will soon become abundantly clear in my discussion, |
utilise this idea of intra- and intertextual reading often in my investigations into love in the
family.

Before we move into surveying what scholarship of Old Norse emotions is available, |
would like to quickly state that both of these approaches to understanding emotions are
incredibly useful and contribute to this field in a major way. Although this work draws more
upon the latter approach, it would not exist if not for the former one as well; both have been

instrumental in informing this project.

Studies in Old Norse Emotions

A chief reason for this project’s existence is the field of Old Norse love; little has been
discussed on the topic of familial love. Indeed, | have already mentioned a few of them but
there is large body of emotions scholarship dedicated to romantic love in the sagas. In his
2001 book, Chaos and Love, Bredsdorff explores how erotic and sexual urges drives the
conflicts and narratives of the sagas.?3® Coming three years after Bandlien’s Strategies of
Passion, the edited volume Romance and Love in Late Medieval and Early Modern Iceland was
published in honour of Kalinke, in 2008.23! Within it are, unsurprisingly, chapters dedicated to
the topic of depictions of romantic love in the sagas. In his study of the marriage between
Gunnarr and Hallgerdr in Brennu-Njdls saga, Cook reaches the conclusion that Hallgerdr loved
Gunnarr not for himself but for the heroic ideal that he once evoked.?32 Theodore Andersson,
meanwhile, explores the differing depictions of men and women in verse and poetry, before

concluding that “the chief symptom of love in both legend and saga is melancholy”.?33 Similar
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in negativity, Margrét Eggertsdottir studies the masculine pursuit of love and how the sagas
suggest that “men who let themselves be controlled by love are viewed negatively”.?3*
Moving away from a specific focus on love, there are a variety of shorter works on
different emotions, showing the blooming possibilities of a history of emotions for medieval
Iceland. There is Le Goff’s work on laughter in Brennu-Njdls saga, for example, in which he
explores how laughter was connected to death and fate, concluding that it served as “lucid
and brave pessimism” for the hero destined to die.?3> There has been a discussion on whether
a character’s red-facedness originated from his holy fervour or from his father denying him a
masculine role, and thus shaming him.23¢ Looking at external expressions of emotion, there is
Ai’s work, which | have previously referenced, on the smile and how that facial expression held
multiple meanings.?3” Tackling the emotion of empathy, Jakobsson explores how, in Egils saga
Skalla-Grimssonar, the empathy, as well as the audience’s knowledge and understanding of
empathy, can be inferred from the text.?3® Mills explores the various reasons behind a man’s
weeping and how this may interact with the idea of masculine honour.?3° In more recent years,
however, Brynja borgeirsdottir has been producing various articles on the subject of Old Norse
emotions, stemming from her doctoral thesis. For example, in her 2018 work, she examines
the Old Norse treatise Af natturu mannzins ok blodi, or “on the nature of man and his blood”,
illustrating how humoral theory existed in medieval Iceland, whilst also presenting her
conclusion that the second section of this text was a translation of the popular Latin text,
Epistula Vindiciani.?*® As a result, it is possible to see saga expressions of emotion as resulting

from certain humoral balances.?*! In her work of the following year, through surveying both

234 Margrét Eggertsdéttir, “The Anomalous Pursuit of Love in Kormaks saga,” trans. Philip Roughton, in
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skaldic poetry and two prominent sagas, Brynja borgeirsdéttir concludes that the Old Norse
understood emotion and cognition to be, predominantly, located in the chest and not in the
head, as was mentioned earlier.242

Having surveyed some of the available literature on medieval Icelandic emotions, | will
also summarise some of the key ideas from kinship studies, for they have also impacted my

work here.

Familial Relationships

Kinship in medieval Iceland has been a point of great interest for scholars over the
years, for there is much discussion of kinship and their obligations within the sagas and laws.
In order for me to discuss the emotional relationships of intergenerational kin, | must discuss
some of the studies of those who came before me, as they set the many foundational layers
that allow me to do this work.

Over a century ago, in 1913, Phillpotts investigated the structure of kindred in medieval
Iceland as part of a larger exploration of kindred in the medieval period. She remarked upon
the disintegration of kinship as the Icelanders emigrated from Norway and settled in Iceland,
a place in which they had no major kinship ties to draw upon. She states that “[e]ven if the
original emigrants had been accustomed in Norway to the support of such distant relatives,
their descendants in Iceland would have grown used to doing without them” in that first
century of settlement.?*3 By the thirteenth century, she notes that “[t]he disintegration of the
kindred seems even more complete” than it was in the previous centuries.?** Rather than
kinship, Phillpotts sees the relationship between godi and ping-madr as “the central fact in
the Icelandic constitution”; with an absence of kinship ties, this relationship was of chief
importance.?* According to Phillpotts, then, kinship had all but disappeared in the emigration
to Iceland, leaving a vacuum that was summarily filled by the bonds between a godi and his
ping-menn.

Kinship studies in medieval Iceland then went into a fallow period, until the late

twentieth century. At this time, Hastrup employed an anthropological approach, and created
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a composite study on medieval Icelandic kinship through a comparison of the saga literature
and the law codes. Rather than attempting to classify the kinship of medieval Iceland, Hastrup
seeks to “demonstrate how both the terminology and the models upon which medieval
Icelandic kinship were based were inherently ambiguous”.?*® Indeed, she raises the Old Norse
term eett, describing it as a kin group “basic to the conceptualization of kinship in medieval
Iceland” and yet “[t]he variation in possible interpretations indicates some degree of
ambiguity inherent in the term”.2*” Despite the inherent ambiguity of kinship in medieval
Iceland, Hastrup succeeds in locating some general patterns of kinship structure; she notes
that “[t]he analysis of the models of kinship showed a coexistence of two basic principles, a
lateral and a lineal one” and both were “socially significant dimensions of the kinship
universe”.?*® In other words, kinship was drawn from those relatives of one’s generation
(possibly also including friends and similar relationships) as well as those relatives from
previous and subsequent generations; both were of great importance, though. Nevertheless,
these two axes of kinship “provide a model for conceiving of ‘my kin group’ as separated from
the otherwise amorphous social space”.?*° While Hastrup does not offer an easy classification
system of what kinship consisted of for medieval Icelanders, she succeeds in her goal of
showing the ambiguity of their idea of kinship whilst also giving us a general sense of what
kinship consisted of within medieval Iceland.

Similar to Phillpotts’s line of thought, Jon Vidar Sigurdsson, in his 2017 book Viking
Friendship, sees kinship in medieval Iceland as less significant to an individual in comparison
to friendship, by prioritising power and status in his research. Drawing from the law codes, he
regards kinship as encompassing one’s parents, children, siblings, grandparents,
grandchildren, aunts and uncles, nieces and nephews, and cousins, with it occasionally
including a more distant relation if they were a secular leader.>° Utilising Hastrup’s bilateral
structure of kinship, in which “a person could trace his kin though both the male and female

lines”, Jon Vidar Sigurdsson concludes that “[iln a bilateral kinship system, it is difficult for
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individuals to maintain equally close contact with all their relatives”.?! He, thus, continues his
analysis into the social bonds of kinship and friendship, remarking how “[i]n Iceland, one had
to make choices, and what determined one’s choice was a kinsman’s power. It was more
important to nurture a relationship with a secular leader, even though he was a distant
relation, than with a brother”.2>? His concluding thoughts on the matter of kinship and
friendship is that “[t]here was no strong notion that kinsmen should unite in conflicts. Blood
was not a guarantee of support. The multi-faceted overlapping of family relations saw to this.
Friendship was generally of greater significance”.2>3 Jén Vidar Sigurdsson, then, understands
kinship to be marked by blood relations, within a certain degree, but that these relations were
inferior to friendship, for friendship could escape the possible conflicts of interest that
overlapping kinship could cause and, consequently, were more worthwhile.

Seeking to illustrate the transience and mutability of kinship, Olley, in her 2022 work
Kinship in Old Norse Myth and Legend, proposes “[a] focus on kinship as narrative, arising in
the telling of the story and sustained by tension while also striving for closure, allow[ing] an
inclusive approach” rather than trying to force such relationships to conform to categorical
boxes.?>* Indeed, she understands medieval Icelandic kinship to be “biosocial, transpersonal
and, above all, voluntary rather than predetermined... a managed construction rather than a
pre-social fact”.?>> In other words, kinship was not some abstract construction that the
medieval Icelanders all knew and adhered to; it was a fluid concept that people chose to
partake in with others. It therefore makes sense how “[t]he deeds of one person have
implications for all their kin because they lead interdependent lives”.2°® Kin choose to
recognise each other as kin and so their lives become somewhat entangled. Similar to
Hastrup’s conclusions on the variability of who was deemed ‘kin’, Olley states that “it is
possible to talk of kinship existing in Old Norse society, albeit not in the categorical form”; we
must view kinship as a lived experience rather than a social category.?®’
| see great merit in Olley’s perspective on how kinship was understood in medieval

Iceland. She, as well as Hastrup, views kinship more as a series of relationships with others,
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rather than an unambiguous social category in which individuals inherently knew and
followed. Thus, their approaches to kinship allow for adaptability. Indeed, as the construction
of this project revolves around forms of kinship, | will be taking a stance similar to that of Olley
and Hastrup, in that | will not be rigid in my understanding of kinship. Rather, | subsume
multiple types of kin-based relationships under a single term, for | see similarities in their
depictions of emotions.

To be clear, what | mean by this is that | will be using four dyadic terms, drawn from
medieval Iceland, in my research to explore intergenerational relationships within the family.
These terms are maedgur (mother and daughter), fedgar (father and son), fedgin (father and
daughter), and madgin (mother and son).2°® Fedgin typically translates to ‘parents’, in the Old
Norse texts, with one possible use in the parent-child manner that | am using.?*>® Nevertheless,
| am using it as a term for ‘father and daughter’ so as to mirror the other three terms; the
term also exists in modern Icelandic in the parent-child sense, so is thus applicable on that
basis, too. Under these four terms, however, | also include the other intergenerational
relationships that are similar. For example, for this project, maedgur is an umbrella term for
mothers and daughters, grandmothers and granddaughters, aunts and nieces, foster-mothers
and foster-daughters, as well as mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law.

Why do | subsume these various relationships under a single umbrella term? Simply
put, it is because, as we have already seen with Hastrup and Olley, kinship is somewhat
amorphous. Indeed, Hastrup notes how “[i]n a few cases the legal aspect of foster ‘kinship’
was identical with real kinship... Certainly this must have seemed natural, considering the
strong emotional bonds that often resulted from fostering”.26® As Sahlins puts it, “[t]he
constructed modes of kinship are like those predicated on birth... love and nurture, giving food
or partaking in it together, working together... as well as adoption and marriage, are so many
grounds of kinship”.2! If a fosterage relationship has the same dynamics and experiences as
a biological relationship, then only biology separates them, and biology is of little importance

in discussing these relationships. Furthermore, the multiple relationships | subsume under
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those four terms all share the same respective intergenerational variations in gender and age,
and thus do not deviate from the core aspect of the four umbrella terms. Therefore, | use
these four terms to guide my research in exploring how love was understood to exist within

intergenerational relationships in the family.

Proto-Methodology

Although this project developed in fascinating and astonishing ways, into the current
study on love within the Old Norse family, it began quite differently, as an idea to catalogue
and compare the usage of love terminology in the sagas, the [slendingaségur and Sturlunga
sogur specifically, so as to explore the Old Norse emotional culture of love. | have chosen to
discuss it here, for this early methodology informed the one that this thesis now uses.

So as to achieve this catalogue of the usage of love terminology, this early method
demanded a close reading of the aforementioned saga corpuses for any scenes involving love
terms. Whenever one of these scenes was located, the appropriate information was extracted
from the saga and compiled into a digital database. This information included the saga the
word was found in, the specific love term, the relationship between those involved, which
member of the relationship was expressing the love, and the context in which the love was
expressed. The result of this was a database of saga scenes consisting primarily of romantic
love and familial love; | will expand upon this shortly. Originally, the next step would have been
to use the data to search for any major correlations and patterns in the expressions of love.

During this process, however, it soon became evident that relying solely on scenes with
love terms could restrict an exploration of the Old Norse culture of love, for two prominent
reasons. First, there were multiple occasions in which | was confronted with a sequence of
events that possessed strong similarities to scenes with love terms, yet the sequence in
guestion contained no love terms. Second, if | were to focus solely upon cataloguing love
terms and seeking patterns, | would struggle to illustrate the emotional culture of medieval
Iceland and its inhabitants. Gareth Lloyd Evans, in his Men and Masculinities in the Sagas of
Icelanders, came to a similar conclusion. He noted how Old Norse words that could
correspond to Modern English’s ‘masculinity’ appeared to help in uncovering the “model of

Old Norse masculinity” but actually revealed “little about the qualitative content of saga
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masculinity” — they instead “function as bywords, the signification of which would have been
understood by the audiences for which the sagas were written”.262

As a result, | felt that my method by which to explore the Old Norse emotional culture
was insufficient and so | adapted my project. | put into my database any scenes which were
reminiscent of those ones with love terms, for explicit statements of emotion are not the
single method by which emotions could be expressed by saga characters. Furthermore, | re-
examined my database and looked to the scholarship on Old Norse love — | noted that there
was yet work to be done on familial love in medieval Iceland and that my database had many
entries that could help illuminate such a topic. | thus concluded that my study could benefit
the field, as well as other sub-disciplines of Old Norse studies, by instead exploring love in the
family through the relationships between intergenerational family members.

Nevertheless, | had to make an additional change to my project as | explored love
terminology in the sagas. As the database grew, | decided to exclude the sagas’ poetry, despite
the fact that poems are regularly regarded as providing “direct access to the personal voice in
the text... offer[ing] insights into characters’ emotive interiorities” and have thus served as a
cornerstone of locating emotional expression in the sagas.?®®> My reasoning for this decision
was twofold. The foremost reason was that this project simply cannot explore both the prose
and the poetry in the time available; in other words, such a scope would have been too large.
The second reason emerges from the first, in that | had to reduce the scope so as to render
this project more viable. | could have focused on the prose or the poetry and | chose the prose,
the basis for which was in moving away from a poem-centric study. Poetry has served as an
important medium by which to locate emotions in the sagas and so much work has already
been achieved. For example, Sonatorrek, the renowned poem that Egill composes following
the death of his sons has received considerable scholarly attention.2®* What has not received

as much attention, however, is Egill’s actions within the prose around the poem and how they
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follow a pattern recognisable in other sagas. Indeed, while poetry is significant, this does not
consequently prevent prose from also being important. Thus, | wanted to maintain, as others
have done, that the saga prose remains worthwhile in locating Old Norse cultural expressions

of emotion.

The Love Words and The Results of the Database

In the creation of this database, under the umbrella term ‘love’, | chose four Old Norse
love terms to seek and record; these were dst, elska, elskr, and unna. Ast is a noun that
translates as ‘love’ and is often used as a part of compound words.?% Elska can be either a
verb or a noun, translating as ‘to love’ or ‘love’ respectively.?%® Elskr [at] is an adjective that
can translate as ‘to be fond of’ or ‘to be loving towards’.2%” The final love word is unna, a verb
that translates as ‘to love’.2%8 Nevertheless, these are not all of the Old Norse words, or
expressions, that can correspond to love; in her work on exploring emotion words in Brennu-
Njdls saga and Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar, for example, Brynja Porgeirsdottir includes keerr,
or ‘dear, beloved’, and its associated compound words, along with leggja hug d, or ‘to lay to
heart, to take interest in, to be in love with’.2%° The reason for selecting the four love terms
chosen was practical in nature; | chose them because they were direct in illustrating love being
present in the relationship and | did not include other applicable terms due to the time
constraints of this project.

The result of my exploration for love terminology in the sagas is a database with many
entries on the sagas’ use of love terms, along with even more entries that possess no love
terms. So as to demonstrate the various frequencies of, specifically, the terms’ usage, as well
as make some comments on the contexts in which the terms were used, | will draw upon the
[slendingaségur entries, which amount to over 200 entries in my database.

The broadest statement to make regards the distribution of the relationships that are

stated to have love within them. In grouping the four love terms together, it becomes possible
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to see that approximately 45% of the love terms are used for romantic purposes, in that the
word is being used in the context of married couples and lovers. Similar in frequency to
romantic love is that of kinship love, in that this usage also appears in about 45% of my
database’s entries. By kinship love, | am referring to those four relationships that are the
subject of this project, as well as those of siblings, foster-siblings, cousins, sworn-siblings, and
the like. If we exclusively refer to the four relationships of this project, however, that number
drops to roughly 30% of the database. The remaining 10% of the love terms consist of
miscellaneous entries that do not neatly map onto romantic or kinship.

Despite these variant terms for what modern English deems as simply ‘love’, the
[slendingaségur showed variation in their usage within relationships, suggesting that these
Old Norse words possess differing connotations, evoking different ideas with the different
words. For the sake of clarity, | will compare and discuss two relationships through the
exploration of the individual love terms. They are the categories of ‘romantic’ and ‘familial’;
by romantic, | am considering those relationships between married couples as well as lovers
(45% of the database); by familial, | am referring to those four relationships that are the
subject of this project (30% of the database). | do not discuss the other forms here since
romantic and familial were the most plentiful.

Indeed, while | tracked the words’ usage, | detected that unna was the most common
love term used throughout the database, occurring in over half of the total entries.
Furthermore, it possesses a roughly equal distribution between romantic love and familial
love. In terms of overall trends in familial love, unna was predominantly used in expressing
the older of the pair’s love for the younger, with a number of those expressions of love being
centred around the younger characters’ personalities. Additionally, half of those familial
entries belong to fedgar relationships alone, with the main depiction of fedgar love being how
the younger of the men was the most loved of all the older one’s children. While fedgin and
maedgin pairings are notably present, their trends cannot match the scale of that of fedgar
pairs and the general trends of unna. Nevertheless, in both fedgin and madgin relationships,
we are told that, in many cases, there was a great level of love present between those
involved. Madgur relationships, on the other hand, are barely present in terms of lexical
entries. Despite that, a trend that is visible is the connection between love and

companionship.
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Following unna in frequency was dst, making up roughly 40% of the whole database.
The romantic form of dst appears twice as much as familial dst. Similar to unna, a majority of
the familial entries depict an older character’s love for a younger one, and, again, half of the
dst uses are dedicated to fedgar pairings. The main trend visible in fedgar expressions of dst
is a low level of love for the younger man, most of which are connected to a son who refuses
to do work. The remaining three relationships did not possess enough entries to observe a
pattern. However, two general trends of familial love were noticeable; one was how love was
connected to one’s capabilities and the other was that almost a third of dst entries were used
to discuss low levels of love.

In comparison to unna and dst, elskr and both forms of elska are barely present in my
database. On the occasions they were used, their usage was typically dedicated to romantic
relationships, so much so that locating a trend for their familial use is not currently possible.
This relative scarcity of Old Norse elska, however, is especially interesting when we consider
that modern Icelandic, and similar descendant languages from Old Norse, vastly favour(s) the
verb elska over the verb unna.

It thus appears that these four love terms were favoured for romantic usage, but not
by much. The spread of these love terms indicates that there is a strong concept of familial
love in the fslendingaségur, which itself suggests that medieval Icelanders had a keen

understanding of familial love.

Methodology

As was earlier explained, | will be using four dyadic relationships for my project, each
with a chapter devoted to its study. This schema aligns with Rosenwein’s idea of emotional
communities; these are communities in which its members define, comprehend, tolerate, and
express a certain range of emotions. Moreover, these communities can exist between two
people as easily as they can exist for a large group, and an individual is not restricted to a
single emotional community; people can pass between multiple emotional communities.
Indeed, | will be viewing these dyadic relationships as emotional communities, in that these
kinship pairs may express love to one another in certain ways that are not necessarily the

same as expressions of love in other relationships.
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In order to locate those expressions of love, | begin with a lexical study approach,
searching across the [slendingaségur and Sturlunga ségur for the use of love words — dst,
elska, elskr, and unna — with regard to the respective emotional community that | am
investigating. Having found that love terminology, | then use the context of the scene in which
the love term appears to search for similar contexts, which may or may not have love terms
themselves. This is achieved through intertextual and intratextual reading. As a result of this,
| can then speak of how these expressions of love existed in medieval Iceland, as the sagas,
and the characters within, serve as conduits by which the contemporary emotional culture
can be rendered accessible.

Using this approach, not only am | able to see how love was expressed in these
relationships but | can demonstrate the pattern and consistency of such expressions of love.
Because expressions of love are recurrent in the sagas, there is strong evidence that the
medieval Icelanders understood that love could be expressed in such a way in their own

relationships.

Discussion Overview

In ‘Chapter 1: Love in Maedgur Relationships’, | dig into the saga depictions of maedgur
pairs, and their interactions, in order to illustrate the possibilities of a study based on
emotions. Using my methodology, | highlight three areas in which conceptualisations of
maedgur love can be observed within the sagas. The first motif of love | discuss is ‘protection’,
in that the pair of women are shown to express their love for one another in seeking to protect
their wellbeing. This manifests in a physical manner as well as a mental and emotional one.
The second theme of love | explore is that of contact. By this, | mean that madgur women
who love one another show a strong desire to maintain contact after they have been
separated for some reason. This contact appears as a desire for news and information but also
through living in close proximity. In exploring the third expression of love, | change tack and
instead locate the consequences of low levels of love; in looking at what resulted from a lower
level of love, we can therefore infer what a higher level of love brought about. As a result, the
third section investigates how maternal love and marital prospects were connected; a loving
mother would aid a daughter in getting a suitably great husband.

‘Chapter 2: Love in Fedgar Relationships’ moves from the bond between women and

does the same exploration with the male equivalent. In discerning how fathers and sons
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showed their love for one another, | locate two manners by which their love was rendered
visible. Firstly, | study what | call the ‘bed of grief’ and how men interacted with it. This term
describes the bed in which men —typically fathers — retreat to after the death of their beloved
sons. Indeed, the sagas repeatedly describe how fathers would die soon after their sons,
following them to the grave. Following that, | discuss how fedgar pairs exist within a structure
of reciprocal obligation. Excavating a single source in depth, | note how the love between a
father and son could grow, or wane, depending on the success of reciprocal acts. In other
words, as the love between them grew, so did the amount of reciprocation between them.

My ‘Chapter 3: Love in Fedgin Relationships’ shifts from exploring multiple themes to
just one. A large and understudied subject with regard to emotions, | examine the bridal
negotiations that occur between fathers and daughters. Before getting into the case studies, |
summarise the betrothal and marriage situation of medieval Iceland, so as to provide a
foundation from which | can study the relationships. While common in this marital context,
fedgin pairs are exceedingly brief in detail. Therefore, | read the sagas intertextually, as well
as intratextually, so as to help clarify the scenarios in which | find these relationships. As a
result, | compare the fathers’ and daughters’ respective views on the betrothal process,
allowing me to see how fathers may be understood to be loving, as well as self-serving, in their
choice of son-in-law, and how daughters felt unloved through their father’s choices.

Finally, ‘Chapter 4: Love in Madgin Relationships’ explores how mothers and sons
showed their love for one another. This chapter comprises of two themes, each with its own
case study. As done before, | delve into the various contexts of these scenes in order to
illustrate the manners in which these maedgin expressions of love are displayed. My first
segment is about protection, how a mother can indirectly protect her son by providing him
with what he needs to survive, after her husband refuses to provide anything. The topic that
concludes my discussions on the four dyadic relationships of this thesis is how love can appear
as trust between those in a maedgin pairing. This section starts with an ambiguous statement
of love, which requires a contextualisation of magic and several other saga scenes; finding this
context, however, allows me to gain a deeper understanding as to why love and trust are

linked in this obscure scenario.
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Chapter 1: Love in Madgur Relationships

This first chapter will explore familial love in the Old Norse sagas through the maedgur
relationship. Madgur translates to ‘mother and daughter’.?’° As stated earlier in the
subsection titled ‘Familial Relationships’, | shall be using the word maedgur as an umbrella
term consisting of relationships between mothers and daughters, as well as similar inter-
generational relationships. As was stated in that subsection, and as will become clear
throughout this chapter, these comparable relationships had some fundamental similarities
in the manner in which their love was depicted and consequently understood in medieval
Iceland.

Thus far, there has been an increasing body of scholarly research into women and their
lives in the Old Norse world. This growing body of academic literature has allowed us to gain
considerable insight into the lives of Old Norse women and has laid the foundations that have
allowed this chapter to be written.

In the 1980s and 1990s, there was a boom in scholarship on women in medieval
Iceland. In 1986, Clover investigated the topic of maiden warriors and how they functioned as
male figures. Drawing from the fornaldarségur, she takes an anthropological approach rather
than a psychoanalytical one, observing how women in the tales took on the role of a man to
fill breaches in the male line.?’! Continuing this idea of women participating in masculinity, in
1993 Clover explores the ideas of masculinity and femininity in the Old Norse sources, arriving
at the conclusion that these categories were so movable as to indicate “a one-sex, one-gender
model”.?’? Instead of imagining gender as a binary of male and female, Clover utilises the pre-
eighteenth-century idea that the female body is the inverse of the male to suggest that we
consider the Old Norse model for the sexes “more as a gender continuum” in which the
masculine side of the continuum is the ideal.?’ Everyone was measured against that ideal and

consequently placed on that spectrum of ‘maleness’.
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Judith Jesch’s Women in the Viking Age appeared in 1991, covering various aspects of
women’s lives in medieval Scandinavia. Approaching the subject from a range of
interdisciplinary avenues, including archaeology, art, runestones, and literature, Jesch locates
the women and aspects of their lives in this period of history, despite the “predominantly
masculine discourse throughout most of the Viking Age” and its cultural products.?’* Writing
prolifically on the subject of women throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Jochens published her
Women in Old Norse Society in 1995. Basing her study upon the law codes and three saga
genres ([slendingaségur, konungaségur, or ‘kings’s sagas’, and the samtidarségur), Jochens
explores different aspects of a woman’s life, ranging from her marriage to her times of leisure
to her daily work.2’> In 1996, she followed up with Old Norse Images of Women, in which she
looks at the roles in which Old Norse women were portrayed; some of these were mythical in
nature while others were more grounded in the social fabric of Old Norse culture.?’® Such
foundational works as these prompted further investigations into women, and gender, in the
Old Norse world.?”

In the last decade, these scholars and works have been joined by Johanna Katrin
Fridriksdottir, and her two works on women — Women in Old Norse Literature: Bodies, Words,
and Power, and Valkyrie: The Women of the Viking World — both of which cover various
aspects of Old Norse womanhood.?’® Women in Old Norse Literature explores the various
literary roles available to women and how those roles give rise to questions of female power,
instead of the many studies which primarily focused upon the woman in the role of inciter. In
Valkyrie, continuing her study of female roles in depictions of women, Jéhanna Katrin
Fridriksdottir explores these elements and their intersection with the different life stages of a

woman.?”?
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Research specifically focusing upon maedgur relationships, however, has not grown as
much as general womanhood has. In the 1996 edited volume, Medieval Mothering, Jochens
investigates motherhood more generally, looking at the rarity of loving mothers and raising
the question of whether maternal love emerged with the introduction of Christianity.?8% In
specifically discussing mother-daughter relationships, Jochens concludes that “[i]nformation
about mothers and daughters — not to speak about a loving relationship —is extremely rare”.?8!
Indeed, she remarks that love may “have been present in the saga age but unarticulated in
the texts.”?®? Since then, scholarly approaches have been further developed and the history
of emotions has emerged as a historical sub-discipline; we are now in a better position to
locate love within such relationships, even when those relationships are scarce within the
sources.

While the body of scholarly research on women in the sagas has been steadily growing,
there still remains many avenues for scholars to explore. This chapter will explore one of those
avenues, that is, love in maedgur pairs, and | will do so in three ways. First, while Jochens
speaks of the rarity of mother-daughter relationships, this chapter will demonstrate that the
strides in scholarship over the last few decades allow me to initiate a sustained examination
and that there remains more to be explored. Second, | will study the relationships between
women, as opposed to the roles of women; in other words, | will examine the relationship
rather than the individual. The one work which comes close to this is Van Deusen’s article
“Sworn Sisterhood? On the (Near-) Absence of Female Friendship from the fslendingasogur”,
in which she also discusses relationships between women, as opposed to women
themselves.?®3 However, while Van Deusen explores friendship and the sagas’ negative
portrayals of extra-kin female relationships, | concentrate on madgur relationships,
specifically, and how love was expressed in those relationships. Third, | will illustrate how
embarking on a study from an origin in emotions, rather than power or honour, can illuminate
cultural elements of maedgur relationships in medieval Iceland that may otherwise go

unnoticed.
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In order to study the madgur relationships, | will start with the case studies which
possess love terminology, drawn from my lexical database, so as to establish that section’s
theme as well as the contexts surrounding the saga’s use of the love terms. After that, | will
move into the scenarios that do not have any love terms yet love can be inferred in those
scenarios by drawing upon the contexts | observed prior. Furthermore, | will explore the
silences present in the sagas’ depictions of madgur relationships, and so illuminate the
meanings behind the sagas’ silence.

This chapter will not cover every occasion of love in madgur relationships, but |
anticipate that it will serve as a springboard from which further research can be achieved, on
maedgur relationships as well as female relationships more generally.

This chapter is split into three main themes to help present the manners in which we
can observe the representations of love within maedgur relationships. First, we will look to
contact, by which | mean maintaining communication and desiring to be in close proximity.
Second, we will follow the notion of protection. By this | mean not only physical protection
but also include supporting and attending to someone; in other words, the protection of one’s
wellbeing. Third, the final section will look to the opposite side of the above segments,
exploring what it means, in a maedgur relationship, when love exists in a reduced state.

These themes were drawn from the lexical entries | recorded in my reading of the
sagas. The use of love terminology within maedgur pairs was not common and so the themes
of this chapter utilise most of the lexical data | found, along with the scenes that possess no
love terminology. As we will soon see, many of these case studies that possess love terms are
not that of a mother-daughter relationship but that of the other relationships deemed as
equivalent under the term of madgur. While these various interpersonal relationships that
fall under madgur are socially equivalent, it is noteworthy that while the fosterage
relationships are as common as the biological ones in utilising love terminology, it is only the
biological maedgur relationships that sees a use of love terminology to depict a low level of
love, or lack thereof. While it could be said that this shows fosterage relationships to have
been more loving overall, it can be also argued that love between a mother and daughter was
somewhat expected and it was thus the lack of love that was worth writing about. To sum up,
there were few occasions in the sagas in which love terms were used for a madgur
relationship, most of which are referenced in this chapter, and they informed the upcoming

themes, in which | draw upon additional saga episodes so as to further explore these concepts.
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Due to the number of case studies and my thematic structure, | will not work through
this chapter saga by saga but will adhere to the aforementioned sections, returning to the

same sagas when appropriate.

Contact

As previously noted, the first theme through which we will explore how love
manifested within maedgur relationships is contact. By looking at the contexts surrounding the
love words in the following case studies, we will observe how one such expression of love was
contact; this emerges from the sagas in two similar ways. One is how madgur women wanted
to be in close proximity, and the other, which is also related to the close proximity, is that these
women desired communication from one another. In other words, one way in which a
meaedgur pair expressed love was the maintenance, or desired maintenance, of contact.

Opening our thematic discussion on madgur relationships is Laxdaela saga, a
thirteenth-century work which Jéhanna Katrin Fridriksdéttir remarks is “often cited as a saga
particularly interested in women”.?®* Similarly, Auerbach comments on how, in the saga,
“several variations of female effectiveness are set before the reader, illustrating the ability of

females to be potent”.?® It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that this saga starts this section’s

thematic journey.?%®

We can see love through contact when we look at the well-renowned Gudrun of
Laxdeela saga, in which she and her granddaughter were often in close proximity. We learn of
this maedgur pair early in their relationship and see its effects when the granddaughter grows
up. Before we learn of them, however, we are informed about Bolli, Gudrun’s son, and his
decision to travel abroad; Bolli says that “pykkir madr vid pat faviss verda, ef hann kannar ekki

vidara en hér island” (“a man is thought to become foolish, if he explores no more than this

country, Iceland”).?®” This sets the scene for the maedgur’s subsequent introduction: “Pau Bolli

284 J6hanna Katrin Fridriksdottir, Women in Old Norse Literature, 131. Cook and Jakobsson are two such
scholars who state the saga is interested in women; see Robert Cook, “Women and Men in Laxdeela saga,”
Skdldskaparmdl 2 (1992): 36-9; Armann Jakobsson, “Laxdaela Dreaming: A Saga Heroine Invents Her Own Life,”
Leeds Studies in English, New Series 39 (2008): 43.

285 | oren Auerbach, “Female Experience and Authorial Intention in Laxdeela saga,” Saga Book 25 (1998-2001):
36.

285 Much scholarship on the women in this saga focuses on the major female characters; Melkorka and Gudrun
Osvifrsdéttir are prime examples of such. For a detailed account of the many women, and their effectiveness,
within this saga, see Auerbach, “Female Experience,” 30-36.

27 | axd, 211.

70| Page



ok boérdis attu eina dottur; su hét Herdis; peiri mey baud Gudrudn til féstrs. Hon var pa
vetrgomul, er hon for til Helgafells. bérdis var ok lpngum par; var Gudrun ok allvel til hennar”
(Bolli and pbdrdis had a daughter, who was called Herdis; Gudrun offered to foster their
daughter. [Herdis] was one winter old when she came to Helgafell. bérdis was also there for a
long while; Gudrin was very kind to [Pérdis]).?88 Gudruin, then, treats both daughter-in-law
and granddaughter well; the saga never explicitly tells us of any love between Gudrun and her
daughter-in-law, however. After the death of her husband, Gudrin becomes a woman of faith,
going to the church every night, for extended periods of time, to pray and “Herdis Bolladéttir
for jafnan med henni um naetrnar. Gudrun unni mikit Herdisi” (Herdis Bolladottir always went
with [Gudran] in the nights. Gudran loved Herdis greatly).?8° Soon after, despite us already
observing the fact, we are again told that “Herdis Bolladéttir 6x upp at Helgafelli, ok var hon
allra kvenna veenst” (Herdis Bolladottir grew up at Helgafell, and she was the finest of all
women).?°° The saga may have chosen to remind the audience at this point because time had
moved on and Herdis was soon to be married. Indeed, by this point in the saga, Herdis was
approximately sixteen years old and so had spent approximately fifteen years of her life with
Gudrun.?!

The saga states that Gudrun unni mikit, or ‘greatly loved’, and this follows on from the
sheer abundance of contact these women shared in. The key aspect to look to, however, is
the nightly prayers that the two conducted. By the time of Herdis reaching sixteen years of
age, Gudrun’s husband has been dead for five years, meaning Herdis would have been
approximately eleven at the time when Gudrun developed her faith.2°? Therefore, the saga
indicates that Herdis accompanied her grandmother every night for at least five years, before
her marriage. It is little wonder, then, that J6éhanna Katrin Fridriksdéttir remarks that “[t]he
touching examples of fondness between adults and girls lead us to believe that in Norse
society, young girls were often loveable companions”.??®> We must remember, too, that the

saga specified that these prayers’ durations were long; this means that the maedgur pair were
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not only sharing the day but the nights too. That is a lot of time to be together. It is, thus,
informative that after the saga tells us of Herdis accompanying Gudrun to her nightly prayers,
we are given a short sentence stating Gudrun’s great love for Herdis, alluding that the two are
linked. | am not attempting to state that contact was the only manner in which the audience
would have been expected to understand that love was being expressed between Gudrun and
Herdis, but the saga provides nothing more to explore. Nevertheless, we shall follow this
thread of love through contact into other sagas to observe how this was a recurring manner
in which maedgur pairs were understood to express their love.

We can also see this close proximity in Finnboga saga, in which a fosterage maedgur
pairing stay within a day’s travelling distance. This saga scene is too detailed and noteworthy

to not be quoted in full:

Madr hét Gestr... Syrpa hét kona hans. Hon hafdi fostrat porgerdi fyrr meir, pa er
hon var barn; ok unni hon henni mikit ok lét hana fara med sér, pa er hon var gipt
pbangat a Eyri. Var hon vel kunnandi allt pat, er hon skyldi gera. Hverju kykvendi var
hon leidiligri at sja, ok litit var Asbirni um hana ok pétti hon zerit nser ganga
borgerdi. Fyrir pvi lét hon Syrpu brott fara ok gipti hana Gesti. Atti hon litit fé eda
ekki adr, annat en pat, er borgerdr lagdi til hennar, en hann atti po eigi mikit. Gestr

hafdi it mesta kvanriki, pvi at hann var mannaeli mikit ok veslingr.2%

There was a man called Gestr... Syrpa was his wife. She had previously fostered
porgerdr, when [Porgerdr] was a child; [porgerdr] loved [Syrpa] greatly and
[Porgerdr] caused [Syrpa] to go with her, when [Porgerdr] was given away in
marriage there at Eyrr. [Syrpa] was well aware of all that which she should do.
[Syrpa] was more hideous than any living creature to see, and Asbjorn liked her
little and it seemed to him that [Syrpa] was close enough to borgerdr. Therefore,
[Porgerdr] had Syrpa leave and gave [Syrpa] in marriage to Gestr. [Syrpa] had little
or no money, other than that which borgerdr gave her, and [Gestr] too had not
much money. Gestr was largely dominated by his wife, for he was a great fool and
wretch.

Despite a relatively detailed introduction, Gestr and Syrpa are by no means major characters
in this saga. They are poor and not deemed noble; their primary purpose is the safekeeping

of the saga’s eponymous hero, Finnbogi (known as Urdarkottr in the early chapters), in his
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infancy, after his father had demanded that he be left to die from exposure.?®> Furthermore,
they are not present in the saga for long; once Urdarkottr begins to live with his biological
parents, Gestr and Syrpa return to their home and are then out of the saga.?°® Despite this
short span of the saga, there is a great amount to excavate about Syrpa and the relationship
she shares with her higher-status foster-daughter, borgerdr.

Perhaps most obvious in presenting the love in their maedgur relationship is the saga’s
statement that Porgerdr unni mikit, or ‘loved greatly’, Syrpa, her foster-mother. We are not
told of Syrpa’s reciprocation of that love; we can only infer it from her position as a foster-
mother and her interactions with bporgerdr. This is contrary to what we saw with Gudrun, as
hereitis the younger member of the maedgur relationship who is stated as loving her maternal
figure. Jéhanna Katrin Fridriksdéttir has similarly observed such relationships, stating that
“Im]any characters in the sagas care for their lower-class foster-mothers, and... this suggests
that the Norse took seriously their duty to provide the elderly with a home”.?°” However, |
believe that it is more than duty that drives bPorgerdr’s actions, as well as the Norse peoples’
actions; since she loves Syrpa, Porgerdr wants to look after her and keep her close, especially
as borgerdr is going to a new home with new people. Love and duty were not necessarily
mutually exclusive.

It may seem obvious that people would want to keep one’s loved ones close, but the
Western study of history has, in the past, undervalued such concepts, hence the need for the
history of emotions. Boddice has observed how “[i]ln general, the historiographical record...
tends to mark emotions as effects of events” but he asserts that “the affective life of humans
is as much a moving force as anything else”.?®® Therefore, this desire to keep loved ones close
merits study and observation.

Despite borgerdr’s wish to keep Syrpa close, her husband, Asbjérn, dislikes Syrpa and
considers her too attached to bPorgerdr. This is not elaborated on at all, so we can only infer as
to why he dislikes her. By placing the statements close to each other, the saga author may be
trying to attribute Asbjorn’s dislike for Syrpa to her ugliness. In his study, Gallo links Syrpa to

giantesses, through her ugliness as well as her name, “which is widespread among

295 See Finnb, 254-263.

29 Finnb, 262-3.

297 J6hanna Katrin Fridriksdottir, Valkyrie, 176-177.
2%8 Boddice, A History of Feelings, 15.

73| Page



giantesses”.2®® With a giantess-like figure and name, perhaps the audience is to understand
that Asbjorn is disturbed by Syrpa and her capabilities, and so he wishes her to leave as soon
as possible.3%° While not explicit, the saga strongly indicates that Asbjorn’s dislike for her is
the reason for Syrpa’s departure from the household, through the use of fyrir pvi, or
‘therefore’, in the cited paragraph. Nevertheless, Asbjorn’s loathing of Syrpa does not prevent
bporgerdr from keeping her beloved foster-mother close.

Indeed, Syrpa was kept in close proximity to Porgerdr through her marriage to Gestr.
We know that Gestr’s farm was close to Asbjorn’s household, since, during Urdarkéttr’s
upbringing at Gestr’s farm, “hleypr hann pangat hvern dag” ([Urdarkottr] runs to [Eyrr] every
day”), despite Syrpa’s concerns that he would be recognised as not being their child.3°? For
Urdarkottr to be able to make a return journey to Eyrr from the farm every day and without
staying overnight, the two places must have been in close proximity. We can also know this
from Eyrr’s, and the surrounding area’s, topography.3%? Immediately east and south of Eyrr are
abrupt mountainous regions; 1km to the north is the shoreline and the west has a northward-
running river which has another mountainous region on its other side. Furthermore, we also
know that “Urdarkottr rann opt til fijoru” (Urdarkottr often ran to the shore) and, one day, from
the beach “streitist nu af nyju vid fiskinn, ok dregr heim i tun til Syrpu, féstru sinnar” (he now
struggles anew with the fish, and drags it into the home yard to Syrpa, his foster-mother).3%3
This indicates that Gestr’s homestead must also have been relatively close to the shoreline,
further suggesting a close proximity between his household and Asbjérn’s. We also know that
it was not mere chance that Syrpa was married to Gestr, the saga clearly states that borgerdr
was the one with agency; she gave Syrpa in marriage, which means that borgerdr took on the

role of giptingarmadr (the individual who had the right to give a woman in marriage) and so
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negotiated the betrothal. Porgerdr may have allowed this marriage solely because of the
proximity of Gestr’s farm to Eyrr, allowing these madgur women to maintain contact.

Was betrothing Syrpa the only choice available to borgerdr, though, or would the
saga’s audience have expected another result? According to the saga, Porgerdr is responding
to Asbjorn; he dislikes Syrpa and so borgerdr takes action to remedy the situation, as he so
wishes. Nevertheless, did she have to betroth Syrpa? Was that the only option available or did
the text need this outcome? Considering the situation, Porgerdr had three options available
to her: keep Syrpa in the household, send Syrpa to another household, or marry her off into
another household. Only the last two choices were actually viable, however, when the saga
itself and the Grdgds laws are considered.

Regardless of borgerdr’s wishes, keeping Syrpa in the Eyrr household was not an
option. We learn this when the saga later tells us of how borgerdr had had Urdarkottr exposed
“fyrir reidi ok grimmleik bonda mins, Asbjarnar” (“because of the anger and cruelty of my
husband, Asbjorn”).3%4 If borgerdr submitted to Asbjorn’s wishes with her newborn child,
because of her keen awareness of what might happen if he were counteracted, it is unlikely
that she would have countered him in regard to Syrpa’s habitation at Eyrr, when his distaste
for Syrpa was so evident.

Sending Syrpa to another household would not have been difficult for borgerdr. First,
considering Syrpa’s position as a foster-mother to a freewoman, Syrpa was almost certainly of
a lower status; a servant if not a slave. Gallo comments how Syrpa would have had a low status
as a slave, and Jéhanna Katrin Fridriksdottir states how fosterage in the parental home “was
often the job of lower class people”.3%> Holding such a position, Syrpa could be transferred
from Eyrr to a number of different households to take up work there, rather than remain at
Eyrr. Indeed, the saga records, earlier on, the homestead of borgerdr’s brother, borgeirr,
through his title Ljésvetningagoda, or ‘godi of Ljosvatn’.3%® Also, Ljésvatn is not a totally
unacceptable distance to send someone in Syrpa’s position, as it is approximately 60km away
from Eyrr. Thus, Syrpa could have been kept in the family and moved to serve borgeirr.

Alternatively, Syrpa could have been sent to the other farms in the valley in which Eyrr sits;
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there are, at least, another two notable farms (Brettingsstadir and Jokulsa) to the north-
northwest of Eyrr, all closer than Ljdsvatn, with the possibility for smaller, unremarkable farms,
t00.3%7

The final option available was Syrpa’s marriage. It is important to note that, generally,
“[s]uch people [as Syrpa] must have had dim prospects of marrying.”3°® These diminished
prospects emerge from the Grdgds laws; they stipulate that if the people getting married own
too little, “then their penalty is lesser outlawry, unless the woman is past childbearing”.3%°
Furthermore, “[lJesser outlawry is also the penalty for the man who gives a woman in
betrothal in such circumstances” unless he can maintain the dependants himself.3!° However,
these laws would not affect Syrpa, for the saga states how “borgerdr... hugdi, at fostra hennar
mundi sva gomul, at hon mundi eigi barn mega eiga” (Porgerdr... thought that her foster-
mother must be so old, that she could not be able to bear a child).3!! Thus, Syrpa could be
married without penalty. It is unknown, however, how many men were available for Syrpa to
be betrothed to — the saga makes no mention of such information — and so we could only
guess. As previously mentioned, there are the two relatively close farmsteads, as well as any
unmentioned farms, but this does not allow us to get any closer to an answer; we can still only
guess.

Despite the availability of the option to simply send Syrpa to another household,
porgerdr made the choice to marry Syrpa to Gestr, a decision that held great importance for
the narrative in that it saved Urdarkottr’s life. It is unclear as to Syrpa’s overall marital
prospects, due to her station, but Porgerdr managed to betroth her, regardless. And why did
porgerdr go through all this? As just mentioned, it was narratively significant. However, the
audience can also infer that borgerdr did this out of love; to keep Syrpa in close proximity, and
thus regular contact, as we have already discussed. But do we know that Gestr’s household
was closer than the other farmsteads? We do not. However, choosing Gestr specifically allows
for further contact.

It is Gestr’s poor financial situation that ensures regular contact between the two

households. Gestr’s poor finances are not elaborated upon by the text, but that is not as

307 See ISM; “Landabréf”.

308 Miller, “Some Aspects of Householding,” 330.
309 1 aws 1, 61.

310 1qws 1, 62.

311 Finnb, 257.
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important as what is able to arise from such a state. The saga states that borgerdr gave Syrpa
most of, if not all, the money that Syrpa brought into the marriage with Gestr. It is not clear
whether this was in the form of a dowry or regular payments; if the latter, this would further
indicate regular contact between the households, if not the women themselves, which would
allow the women to keep updated on each other. Nevertheless, the saga later tells us, after
baby Urdarkéttr has been found by Gestr, that “Gestr kom a Eyri ok sagdi borgerdi, at Syrpa,
fostra hennar, hefdi barn faett, ok kvad hvarki vera mat né hviluklaedi” (Gestr arrived at Eyrr
and told bporgerdr that Syrpa, her foster-mother, had given birth to a child, and he said that
they had neither food nor bedclothes).3'? Not only do Syrpa’s funds originate from borgerdr
but Syrpa’s household is also somewhat reliant on borgerdr for material needs. Again, such a
condition would warrant frequent contact to obtain those materials. Furthermore, the saga
explicitly maintains that there was recurrent contact; Syrpa sent Gestr to collect some
“brungras pvi at hon gerdi mart fostru sinni, pat er hon purfti at hafa” (brungras because
[Syrpa] made many [things] for her foster-daughter, that which borgerdr needed to have).3!3
Cleasby and Gudbrand Vigfusson translate briungras as ‘brown grass’ but state that it probably
implies Icelandic moss.34 In his translation, Kennedy also translates this term as ‘moss’.3'°> The
contents of this sentence, therefore, would suggest that Syrpa was crafting something with
the moss, and that borgerdr needed something made with moss. Considering the context and
the absorptive properties of moss, the audience could understand this as Syrpa creating
bandages for the pregnant borgerdr, thus revealing that Syrpa was in regular enough contact
to be aware of the due date for Porgerdr’s birth. Alternatively, this moss could have been used
to make menstrual pads, before borgerdr became pregnant.3'® Nevertheless, both uses for
the moss suggest that Syrpa and borgerdr were close enough to be in regular contact so as to
cater to such needs. Indeed, what we see here is the result of regular contact; Syrpa is creating

items to help borgerdr.

312 Finnb, 257.

313 Finnb, 256.

314 cyp, 84.

315 “The Saga of Finnbogi the Mighty,” trans. John Kennedy, in The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, vol. 3, ed.
Vidar Hreinsson et al. (Reykjavik: Leifur Eiriksson Publishing, 1997), 222.

316 For how Sphagnum (a genus of moss) can be used for its absorbent properties, see Eric S. J. Harris,
“Ethnobryology: Traditional Uses and Folk Classification of Bryophytes., The Bryologist 111, no. 2 (2008):
especially 177, 205-6. Harris states that Icelanders used Sphagnum for cradle linings but cites sources from the
1700s and later; therefore, the absorbent qualities could still have been utilised for bandages and menstrual
pads in the centuries prior.
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Through this episode, therefore, we find multiple elements of love between Syrpa and
bporgerdr. Because of her love for Syrpa, borgerdr was able to engineer a situation in which
Syrpa remained close in proximity, meaning the women could stay in regular contact with one
another. borgerdr achieved as much by betrothing Syrpa to a poor man who lived nearby;
unable to be fully self-sustainable, Gestr and Syrpa were somewhat reliant on borgerdr for
aid, again ensuring regular contact with this maedgur relationship. We will return to this scene,
again, to explore the element of protection in this relationship, as well.

We now return to Laxdaela saga, but at an earlier point, in which we continue to see
love expressed through the desire for communication and close proximity between the
women in a madgur relationship. Before the analysis can start, though, some
contextualisation is required.

Early in the saga we observe a man, called Hoskuldr, attending a royal assembly, and
its festivities within which he learns of slave-women being sold; he enters the slave tent and
says “at hann vill kaupa ambatt nokkura” (“that he wants to purchase a slave-woman”).3%’ This
slave-woman is later revealed to be an Irish princess, called Melkorka, who we learn “var

|II

badan hertekin fimmtdn vetra gomul” (was abducted from [Ireland] at the age of fifteen).3®
Hoskuldr purchases Melkorka and brings her back to Iceland with him “ok & ofanverdum vetri
beim foeddi frilla Hoskulds sveinbarn... Hann bad sveinninn kalla Olaf” (and in the later part of
winter, Hoskuldr’s slave-woman gave birth to a boy... He requested that people call the boy
Olafr).31° Olafr grows up into a notable man yet cannot escape his origin; eventually, Melkorka
helps him prepare for a journey to Ireland to meet his highborn kinsmen, stating “Eigi nenni
ek, at pu sérambattarsonr kalladr lengr” (“l cannot bear that you be called the son of a slave-
woman any longer”).32° Before Olafr leaves for Ireland, Melkorka gives him a gold ring to show
her father, King Myrkjartan, and “enn fekk hon honum i hond knif ok belti ok bad hann selja

nn

féstru sinni, - “get ek, at hon dylisk eigi vid pessar jartegnir”” (she also placed into his hands a
knife and belt, and she requested that he hand them over to her foster-mother, - “I guess that
she will not ignore these tokens”).32* Ol4fr then travels to Ireland and meets with Myrkjartan

on the shores of Ireland, resulting in a passage too detailed to paraphrase:

317 | axd, 23.
318 | axd, 27-28.
319 axd, 27.
320 | gxd, 50.
321 | axd, 51.
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Konung reid pa til Dyflinnar, ok pykkja mgonnum petta mikil tidendi, er par var
dottursonr konungs i for med honum, peirar er padan var fyrir longu hertekin,
fimmtan vetra gomul. En po bra féstru Melkorku mest vid pessi tidendi, erpa la i
kor ok sétti baedi at strid ok elli; en b6 gekk hon pa staflaust & fund Olafs. P4 maelti
konungr til Olafs: “Hér er nG komin féstra Melkorku ok mun hon vilja hafa
tidendasogn af pér um hennar hag.3??

King [Myrkjartan] then rode to Dublin, and people consider it great news, that the
son of [Melkorka], the daughter of the king, was on the journey with him; she had
been abducted from there long ago, at fifteen winters old. And Melkorka’s foster-
mother was most affected by these tidings, who was then laying bedridden in both
strid and old age. She then set out and went, without her cane, to find Ol4fr. Then
the king said to Olafr: ”Melkorka’s foster-mother has now arrived, and she will
want to have news, from you, about [Melkorka’s] condition.

The timeline between Melkorka’s abduction and Olafr meeting Myrkjartan is at least
eighteen years; we know Olafr’s age since the saga says that upon reaching Norway, on his
journey to Ireland, Olafr tells the king “NU em ek &tjan vetra” (“I am now eighteen winters
old”).32® Unfortunately, we do not know the exact length of time between Melkorka’s
abduction and Hoskuldr’s purchase of her; the saga does not elaborate and so we can only be
certain that the minimum length of time was eighteen years. With the context in place, we
can move to the discussion of the love in this maedgur relationship.

Unlike the previous two maedgur pairs, Melkorka and her foster-mother have no love
terms attributed to them; the foster-mother is mentioned in only three sections of the saga
and is only present for one of them.3?* Despite the lack of love terms, we can still accept that
love existed between them by inferring from what the saga gives us and by drawing upon the

prior examples. Indeed, Van Deusen agrees that love was present and comments on the

322 | axd, 58.

323 | axd, 53.

324 The first time has Melkorka give Olafr the knife and belt, which are to be given to the foster-mother; the
second is when Ol4fr meets the foster-mother; the third is Melkorka’s question on why Ol4fr did not bring the
foster-mother back to Iceland. See Laxd, 51, 58, 61. Also, Melkorka’s foster-mother is unnamed in the saga and
so shall be referred to as ‘foster-mother’.
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noteworthiness of “the love described in Laxdcela saga between the Irish princess Melkorka
and her wet nurse”.3%

As we will explore more fully in the next chapter on fedgar relationships, we can use
portrayals of grief and how that is symptomatic of love to explore this relationship. Indeed,
the use of strid in describing the foster-mother is quite peculiar, as the word can be translated
in slightly different ways. Cleasby and Gudbrand Vigfusson offer “woe, grief, affliction... a strife,
combat” as possible translations.326 The first group are the likeliest candidates (it is difficult to
consider a bedridden woman in combat) as they each share in the essence of debilitation,
which corresponds with a bedridden woman. Kunz translates this use of strid as “illness”.3?”
Considering the range of words, | believe illness to be too ambiguous. Is the foster-mother
afflicted by a physical illness? A mental one? What Cleasby and Gudbrand Vigfusson suggest
is rather an emotional ailment; Melkorka’s foster-mother is not just ‘ill’, she is afflicted with
grief and woe for her long-lost foster-daughter. While this can be easily described as an illness
of the heart, using the term ‘iliness’ provides too many variables and will often lead people to
assume a physical ailment, rather than a mental or, even less likely, an emotional one. | will,
thus, translate strid as grief, so as to encompass the physical, mental, and emotional
components that grief contains. Therefore, if we consider the foster-mother as having ailed
from grief, the subsequent actions comfortably fit with the concept of love and grief in this
meaedgur relationship.

Furthermore, if we look to a later point in the same saga, we come across strid again,
and a similar sense of grief is depicted, albeit for the dead husband of Hrefna, rather than a
lost foster-daughter. After her husband’s death, Hrefna “var mjok harmprungin” (was greatly
harmprunginn) and went north with her brothers; then “hon lifdi litla hrid, sidan er hon kom
nordr, ok er pat spgn manna, at hon hafi sprungit af stridi” (she lived only a little while, after
she went north, and people say that she died from strid).3?® The word harmprunginn is an
interesting one, for it does not simply inform the audience that Hrefna was upset with her

husband’s death but that she was ‘filled with grief’ or ‘swollen with grief’.32° While “filled’ is a

325 van Deusen, “Sworn Sisterhood?,” 67. Also, Van Deusen believes there to be love without any need of love
terminology.

326 cvD, 598.

327 “The Saga of the People of Laxardal,” trans. Keneva Kunz, in The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, vol. 5, ed.
Vidar Hreinsson et al. (Reykjavik: Leifur Eiriksson Publishing, 1997), 28.

328 | axd, 158.

323 cvp, 240.
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workable translation, it does not carry the implication of tautness that the verb préngva (the
participle of which is prunginn) carries.?3*® This sense of a taut, swollen body is strongly
reminiscent of borhallr, from Brennu-Njdls saga, in which his body swells after the death of
his foster-father.33! This sense of swelling from strong emotions continues into that next
sentence with strid. Indeed, an alternative translation to my more direct “she died from strid”
is Kunz’s translation, which captures some of the implicit physicality of Hrefna’s emotions.
Kunz translates it as “she had been shattered by her grief”.332 Both translations are acceptable
but differ due to the meanings behind sprungit, the past participle of springa; the second
meaning for springa is “to burst, split” but under that heading is “to die from over-exertion,
grief, or the like”.33® With the meaning behind sprungit, then, Hrefna is being again depicted
as bursting from the grief inside her. All of the description of Hrefna’s grief indicates that there
is a physical dimension to Hrefna’s grief, much like Porhallr. Therefore, the saga suggests that
Hrefna was swollen with grief, physically as well as mentally for her dead husband and this
emotional swelling eventually burst, or shattered, thus killing her.334

Putting the saga’s later use of strid in dialogue with the foster-mother’s grief over
Melkorka, we can apply this understanding to the foster-mother and perceive the depth of
her grief for the loss of Melkorka. Left in the dark as to what had happened to Melkorka, the
foster-mother could not escape her grief, and this emotional turmoil thus resulted in her
becoming bed-bound. Perhaps the audience would understand that she had become swollen,
like Hrefna and borhallr, but the saga does not report as such.33°

Following from this is the need to consider how Myrkjartan knew what the nurse would
want before she had even reached Ol4fr and himself. The saga gives no indication that the

king is prepared for the nurse’s visit or knows how exactly she has been affected by this news

30 cvp, 748.

331 For the discussion on borhallr’s swelling body, see Chapter 1: Setting the Scene, 1-4. For further discussions
of swelling and harmr, or ‘grief’, see Chapter 4: Love in Fedgar Relationships.

332 “The Saga of the People of Laxardal,” 81. Interestingly, Hrefna’s physical swelling has emotion directly
attributed to it, whereas borhallr’s swelling is left to inference. Could this be due to a cultural understanding of
how women and men expressed, or were expected to express, emotions differently?

333 cvD, 584.

334 There is only one other use of strid in the fslendingaségur corpus; see ONP. That use appears in P6rdar saga
hredu, in which it is used in the sense of combat, see bord, 189. It appears more often outside the
Islendingaségur corpus. For strid being used when two sons mourn the loss of their beloved father, see fs/, 290.
For its use where a man grieves over the lost opportunities following the death of a woman, rather than
grieving over the woman, see St, 182.

335 For how grief could lead to becoming bed-bound as well as leading to death, see Chapter 2: Love in Fedgar
Relationships.
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— only the audience knows. There are two plausible ways by which Myrkjartan could be
expected to know what she was going to say. The first is that the foster-mother had repeatedly
asked for news concerning Melkorka over the years since Melkorka’s abduction; this is a strong
possibility considering the eighteen years of knowing nothing of what became of Melkorka,
and this may have resonated with the audience. The second is that she, as a foster-mother,
was expected to crave news of her long-lost foster-daughter, by the king as well as the saga
audience, because of the bonds within their maedgur relationship. Both are plausible and are
not mutually exclusive. Therefore, no matter which was the reason for Myrkjartan’s prescient
comment, we can observe that there was an undeniable bond between Melkorka and her
foster-mother, despite the many years since they last saw each other.

What are we to make of the foster-mother’s reaction to the news of Olafr’s arrival? Not
only did she leave her bed, despite her ailments, she then searched for Olafr without her cane.
While the saga does not state it directly, leaving her cane behind is a critical element. If the
saga had not mentioned the cane, the audience could assume she never had one or that it
was so normal that it did not warrant attention. However, by mentioning it being left behind,
the saga marks it as a usual tool to aid her movement, that she has abruptly abandoned. It is
as if the lure of positive news cures her debilitating ailments, that is, grief. Suddenly, the cane
is no longer necessary —it is either forgotten, or would be a hindrance in her rejuvenated state
— and so the foster-mother searches for Melkorka’s son. With there being news relating to
Melkorka, she is able to leave her bed as she grieves no longer. This ending of grief, and overall
improved condition, continues past Olafr’s departure, for “var kerling hress pann vetr allan”
(the old woman was healthy for the rest of that winter).33° Since Olafr travels away from
Ireland soon after Myrkjartan’s speech, which occurs near the end of winter, the saga is unable
to account for her health afterwards; it is possible that she remains in good health afterwards,
due to learning of Melkorka’s current situation of comparable comfort. Therefore, the saga
indicates that news of Melkorka brought a positive emotional change to her foster-mother,
taking her out of grief. With no information regarding her foster-daughter, the foster-mother
fell into grief, and upon receiving good news regarding her foster-daughter, the foster-mother
escaped grief. In other words, it was love that brought grief to the foster-mother and it was

love that brought her out of grief.

336 | axd, 58.
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What else can be said about the love in this relationship? The main interaction between
Olafr and the foster-mother is where we can look for further insights. After Olafr tells her of
Melkorka’s comfort in Iceland, “[p]a seldi Olafr henni knifinn ok beltit, ok kenndi kerling gripina
ok vard gratfegin; kvad pat badi vera, at sonr Melkorku var skoruligr, — “enda & hann til pess

nn

varit”” (Olafr then delivered the knife and the belt to her, and the old woman recognised the
objects and tears of joy came to her eyes; she said that Melkorka’s son was both excellent, -
“and also that it is in his nature to be excellent”).33” The key emotional expression here is the
foster-mother’s tears of joy, and these tears are caused by two elements; the recognisable
knife and belt that Melkorka wanted the foster-mother to receive, and Olafr’s excellent
character. Why do these warrant tears of joy? Let us first look at the objects, before looking at
Olafr.

The foster-mother must have a personal knowledge of these objects, as she recognises
them after the many years between Melkorka’s abduction and this point in the saga.
Furthermore, the direct statements from both Melkorka and the saga add a significance to the
objects; this importance is not clear to us, as the saga refuses to elaborate. Nevertheless, we
can still study this recognition and what it means.

Indeed, the objects could not be random; they must have been immediately
recognisable as Melkorka’s, such as the gold ring Myrkjartan “gaefir henni at tannfé” (gave
[Melkorka] upon her teething); upon seeing the ring, “gerdisk raudr mjok asyndar (his face
became very red).33® The foster-mother may have originally gifted the knife and belt to
Melkorka herself, thus making them personal to the both of them as opposed to just generally
recognisable; this, then, would make the objects’ return to the foster-mother more
emotionally potent.

Brady suggests that the knife and belt may be an Irish symbolic token of sovereignty
given to Olafr by Melkorka.33? If this was the case, perhaps Melkorka was given the knife and
belt due to her royal blood, and so it was an immediately recognisable symbol of her royal

status. However, Brady does admit that this sovereignty motif was likely reshaped to fit the
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339 Lindy Brady, “An Irish Sovereignty Motif in Laxdaela saga,” Scandinavian Studies 88, no. 1 (2016): 68.
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Icelandic storytelling tradition, consequently depicting Icelandic attitudes to kingship rather
than Irish ones.34°

Even if this motif was reshaped, why would Melkorka request that Ol4fr give the tokens
of royal sovereignty to her foster-mother, who was likely in a servile position? As symbols of
royal authority, would they not be better suited to go to Myrkjartan or Olafr, as they are the
ones with royal blood? The only answer that makes sense is that Melkorka wants her foster-
mother to receive an unmistakable symbol of Melkorka’s survival and wellbeing. She does not
want her foster-mother to grieve over her and so Melkorka communicates with her via Olafr
as the messenger.

Regardless of the symbolism behind the knife and belt, what we do know is that they
were instantly recognisable as belonging to Melkorka. Otherwise, the saga is silent on the
matter. What we can see from this, however, is that the foster-mother recognised objects
inherently reminiscent of Melkorka and cried from joy, as these are signs of Melkorka’s being
alive. The foster-mother finally received news about her beloved foster-daughter and,
fortunately for her, it was good news.

Then there is Olafr himself. By this point, Olafr had not won renown from battles; the
main information the saga reveals is, as usual, in his introduction — “Ol4fr vex upp med bordi
godda ok gerisk mikill madr ok sterkr; sva var hann vaenn madr, at eigi fekksk hans jafningi...
var hann pvi audkenndr fra ollum monnum” (Olafr grows up with bérdr goddi and becomes a
big and strong man; he was such a handsome man, that none could be found that were his
equal... he was thus distinguished from all other men).34! While he may not be renowned in
battle, the saga sets him up as a notable man of distinction, with a royal heritage.
Unsurprisingly, these characteristics have a place in bringing Olafr offers of kingship, as Brady
observes in her article.3*2 What does a kingly Olafr bring to this discussion of love in this
maedgur relationship, though? For that, we look beyond Olafr, for it is less Olafr himself but
what he represents and communicates. Indeed, by answering the foster-mother’s questions,

he “transmits a familial affection from one woman to another”.343 Olafr is thus a conduit by

340 Brady, “An Irish Sovereignty Motif” 72, 74.

341 | axd, 38-39.
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343 Robert Kellogg, “Sex and the Vernacular in Medieval Iceland,” in Proceedings of The First International Saga
Conference, University of Edinburgh, 21-29 August 1971, ed. Peter Foote, Hermann Palsson, and Desmond Slay
(London: Viking Society for Northern Research, 1973), 255.
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which the madgur pair can communicate, and so the foster-mother learns of Melkorka’s
survival and success. Thus, the foster-mother’s desire for information and communication is
satisfied. Furthermore, if we consider Olafr’s kingly nature, we can infer what this meant for
the foster-mother. Not only has Melkorka successfully raised a son, despite having been
abducted and sold into slavery, she has raised a regal son of distinction, who was deemed
worthy to rule Ireland by King Myrkjartan.3** Melkorka has made her foster-mother proud.
What about Melkorka? Is it possible for the audience to see that she loves her foster-
mother in return? Like with the foster-mother, we are not given a direct statement about
Melkorka’s love for her foster-mother; we must, therefore, infer it. We have already seen how
Melkorka sent the knife and belt to her foster-mother — a sign that she was alive and well -
but other than that, there is only one other point at which Melkorka mentions her foster-

mother. That occasion is upon Ol4fr’s return to Iceland.

Bratt spurdi hon, ef féstra hennar lifdi; Olafr kvad hana at visu lifa. Melkorka spyrr
ba, hvi hann vildi eigi veita henni eptirleeti pat, at flytja hana til islands. b4 svarar

Olafr: “Ekki fystu men pess, modir, at ek flytta féstru pina af irlandi.” “Sva ma vera,”

segir hon. bat fannsk &, at henni pétti petta mjok i méti skapi.3*

[Melkorka] soon asked if her foster-mother lived; Olafr said that she was certainly
alive. Melkorka then asks why he did not want to give her that joy of bringing her
to Iceland. Olafr then answers: “They did not want me, mother, to take your foster-
mother from Ireland.” “So it may be,” she says. It was evident that she thought
this greatly against her skapi.

After taking an aside to explain how obvious Melkorka’s disappointment was, the saga
promptly moves forward and it is not stated why the foster-mother was not allowed to travel
to Iceland. Indeed, there is not even an explanation when Ol&fr, in Ireland, asks to bring the
foster-mother to Iceland; all that we are told is that “Olafr beiddisk at flytja féstru Melkorku &
brott med sér; konungr kvad pess enga porf, ok fér hon eigi” (Olafr requested to take
Melkorka’s foster-mother abroad with him; the king said that there was no need for this, and

so she did not travel).3*® Although both passages provide no reasoning behind the refusal,

344 For the events in Ireland, including the offer of kingship, see Laxd, 55-59.
345 | axd, 61.
346 | axd, 59.
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what we can alternatively look to is the fact that both raise the idea of taking the foster-
mother to Iceland. Melkorka makes no mention of desiring this, before learning of
Myrkjartan’s refusal, and it is a lone sentence for Olafr; there is nothing prior to indicate that
this travel arrangement would emerge. However, that is useful in itself. If we consider the lack
of elaboration on the topic, the case may be that the notion of a foster-mother going to live
with her foster-daughter was so commonplace to the audience that it merited no explanation.
As we saw with borgerdr and Syrpa earlier in this section, borgerdr loved Syrpa, her foster-
mother, and Syrpa would have continued to stay with Porgerdr due to the love in their
relationship, if not for the husband’s dislike of Syrpa.3*’ Indeed, these examples prove J6hanna
Katrin Fridriksdottir’s statement that “[t]he bond between low-born foster-parents and their
female ward is often characterized by intimacy and trust... and it is understood as lifelong”.348

Is this enough to state that there was love? To provide further evidence, we can also
look at Melkorka’s thoughts on the idea of receiving her foster-mother. This can all be found
in her response to Olafr’s failure to bring the foster-mother to Iceland. When she
acknowledged that her kinsmen prevented the foster-mother’s travel, the saga takes an aside
to tell the audience that Melkorka found this to be against her skapi. Skap, the nominative of
skapi, does not easily translate to English. Cleasby and Gudbrand Vigfusson give it three
archetypal meanings, each with variant sub-meanings; for us, the appropriate ones are
‘condition of mind’, ‘temper’, ‘mood’, ‘mind’, and ‘heart’.3*° These nouns all relate to a person’s
psychology and their interiority, each with slightly different connotations.3>° By looking at
these terms, we can see the overall idea is that the foster-mother not arriving was displeasing
to Melkorka; it was against her wishes, so to speak. Therefore, Melkorka would have been
pleased if her foster-mother had arrived, for that would have fulfilled her desire to be close in

proximity to her foster-mother.

347 For how a mother, Arneidr, gives her farm to her sons and marries off her other daughter, so as to
accompany her daughter, Droplaug, to Iceland, see Flj, 232. Arneidr subsequently cohabitates with Droplaug
and her husband.

348 J6hanna Katrin Fridriksdottir, Valkyrie, 29.

349 CVD, 537. The second meaning given to skap is fate and destiny, while the third is another spelling for skaf,
or ‘a scraping’. For further details on fate and fate’s role in the cultural area of Scandinavia during the Viking
Age and the early medieval period, see Karen Bek-Pedersen, The Norns in Old Norse Mythology (Edinburgh:
Dunedin Press, 2011); Carolyne Larrington, review of The Norns in Old Norse Mythology, by Karen Bek-
Pedersen, The Journal of English and Germanic Philology 112, no. 2 (2013).

350 For a reminder of how the Old Norse heart and mind are almost one and the same, see Chapter 2:
Developing a Methodology, 31.
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Does wanting to receive someone equal love, though? This is where we must look
again at what Melkorka says to her son. The saga reports that she asks: “hvi hann vildi eigi
veita henni eptirlaeti pat, at flytja hana til islands” (why [Ol4fr] did not want to give her that
joy of bringing her to Iceland).3>! The key element here is that Melkorka says that eptirlzeti
would have resulted from the foster-mother’s arrival to Iceland; the sentence is not entirely
clear on who would have gained that joy, since it says ‘she’ will gain it.3>? However, for our
purposes, it does not matter who gained the joy, for both reveal the depth of affection that
Melkorka held for her foster-mother. If the foster-mother was the one to gain the joy, then
this shows that Melkorka knew her foster-mother well and that she cares about her foster-
mother’s wellbeing. This explains her disappointment as one of being unable to be close to
the woman who raised her.3>3 If the joy would have been for Melkorka, then this indicates that
she would have been happier if the foster-mother had come to Iceland. If Melkorka would
have been happier upon her foster-mother’s arrival, then there must be a reason for that
increased happiness; the only viable reason is love and affection for her foster-mother.

What are we to take from the relationship between Melkorka and her foster-mother?
Despite the lack of love terminology in these few short scenes, there are multiple instances
that strongly indicate that love was present in this maedgur relationship. Losing a loved one
caused the foster-mother to become afflicted with grief, resulting in her retreating to bed;
only the fortunate news of Olafr‘s arrival aided her escape from grief and her bedridden state.
Furthermore, the foster-mother was joyous upon learning of Melkorka‘s being alive and well,
and how Ol4fr was a magnificent man. Melkorka also reciprocated that love, shown through
her disappointment that her foster-mother did not go to her in Iceland, and how that was
against her wishes. This case study, however, cannot be said to be a realistic example of how
maedgur love existed in medieval Iceland, for it is too unique through its use of royalty.
Nevertheless, this does not mean that the emotions were unrecognisable to the audience.
Indeed, the various elements we discussed point to a concept of love through contact, in that
this maedgur pair sought news of one another and wanted to be close in proximity, both

emblematic of their love for one another; this still aligns with the previous examples. In

351 | axd, 61.

352 For how eptirlaeti can translate as either ‘enjoyment’ or ‘indulgence’, see CVD, 131. For an example of its use
with sexual connotations, see Nj, 24.

353 While there could be an element of duty, it is unlikely to be the chief aspect of Melkorka’s disappointment,
for it is difficult to conceive of eptirleeti arising from duty, considering its alternative translation is ‘indulgence’.

87| Page



essence, the emotional content of this maedgur pair would have been recognisable to the
audience, despite the royal elements of the narrative.

Providing us with comparatively little information, yet portraying love through contact,
is Droplaugarsona saga, in which the maedgur relationship consists of Droplaug and her
mother Ingibjorg. This is not the renowned matriarch Droplaug; it can be confusing as both
Droplaugs are introduced early in the saga.>®* There is no informative introduction for
Droplaug and Ingibjorg, or their relationship. Instead, all we are given to work with is the

following:

bat var sidr i pann tima at feera konum peim kost, er a@ seeng hvildu. Ok sva bar til,
at Droplaug for at finna Ingibjorgu, modur sina, & Bersastadi, ok foru med henni

tveir preelar... Droplaug var eina nétt uppi par, pvi at mannbod skyldi vera a

Oddsstodum einni nétt sidar, en pat var litlu fyrir varping.3°°

It was a custom in that time to bring food to those women, who had lain in
childbirth. And so this happened, that Droplaug went to visit Ingibjorg, her mother,
at Bersastadir, and travelled with her two slaves... Droplaug was up there for one
night, because there would be a banquet at Oddsstadir one night later, and that
was not long before the spring assembly.

Immediately after this scene, Droplaug and her slaves begin their journey home to
Oddsstadir to be there for the banquet but, on that journey, they start crossing a frozen river
before “drukknudu pau par oll” (they all drowned there).3°® Despite this abrupt death, we can
still observe the close contact that this mother and daughter shared through the journey
Droplaug took. First, this maedgur pair must have been in regular contact with one another.
How else could Droplaug have become aware of her mother’s recent childbirth? Some news
must have passed between the two households, for Droplaug to have heard of Ingibjorg’s
recent delivery and subsequently plan the journey to fulfil the custom of which the saga
informs us. Alongside the regular contact is the distance between the two women; it was

approximately 12km, as the crow flies.?*” How else could Droplaug have successfully

354 Cf. Flj, 238-239, in which there is only one Droplaug, the matriarch, and the other woman is called borlaug.
Furthermore, borlaug is stated as going to visit her father, not her mother.

355 Dpl, 143-144.

356 ppl, 144.

357 See ISM; “Kort,” in [slenzk fornrit X|, ed. J6n J6hannesson (Reykjavik: Hid islenzka fornritafélag, 1950).
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scheduled a visit to Ingibjorg just before a banquet at her own home? If the distance were too
great, Droplaug would have likely waited until after the banquet and the spring assembly
before visiting, but this was not the case. Furthermore, Droplaug only stayed for one night
with her mother; the journey could not have been longer than a day’s ride then. This maedgur
pair were in regular contact with one another as well as being quite close in proximity, and it
seems they were readily able and willing to visit one another, if Droplaug’s behaviour is
anything to draw from. This information suggests a level of love in this maedgur; visiting your
mother the night before you host a banquet cannot be duty alone.

If we also take a look at the contemporary saga, Islendinga saga, we continue to see this
connection between contact and love via the maedgur relationship between Hallbera, Snorri
Sturluson’s daughter, and her grandmother, Gudny. In this particular scene, there is no direct
interaction nor outright declaration of love for us to observe but there are consequences for
us to consider. These consequences result from Snorri’s actions; he was preparing to travel to
Norway and so transferred his property to his brother, Pérdr, “en fyrir buit i Reykjaholti setti
hann Gudnyju, modur sina” (but over the inhabitants of Reykjaholt [Snorri] set Gudny, his
mother) since she had previously managed bérdr’s estates.?>® The saga then states how “pat
sumar, 4dr Snorri fér utan, gifti hann Hallberu, déttur sina, Arna, syni Magnuiss Amundasonar...
Varu pau i Reykjaholti lengstum pau misseri, pvi at ekki nytti af henni um samvistur, ef pau
varu eigi par” (that summer, before Snorri travelled abroad, he gave Hallbera, his daughter, in
marriage to Arni, son of Magnts Amundason... They were at Reykjaholt for most of that year
because he would not nytti her, during their marriage, if they were not there).3>°

It is not immediately clear what the saga means by nytti. It’s derived from nyta which in
turn is derived from njéta, which has multiple possible translations.3¢° Both words carry the
possible meanings of ‘to use’, ‘to consume’, ‘to benefit from’, ‘to enjoy one another’ and ‘to
live together’. McGrew translates that last part as “she took little pleasure in her marriage
unless they lived there”.3®! |t is likely that what this means is that Hallbera would not be

intimate with Arni unless she was living in Reykjaholt.

358 [s], 73.

359 [s, 73.

360 CvD, 456, 460.

361 The Saga of the Icelanders,” in Sturlunga Saga: Volume I: The Saga of Hvamm-Sturla and The Saga of
Icelanders, trans. Julia H. McGrew (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1970), 164.
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The saga gives no reason as to why Hallbera is withholding intimacy from Arni; it merely
states that it would only happen if they were at Reykjaholt. What, then, can the audience
discern from this scene? The fact that Hallbera decided to withhold this from her husband is
the main element to consider. We see in other sagas similar scenes of withheld intimacy, which
were used by the women to obtain what they desired. For example, in Brennu-Njdls saga, one
husband is told by his wife “Ef pu fylgir Kara illa, pa skalt pu pat vita, at pu skalt aldri koma i
mina rekkju sinn sidan” (“If you help Kari poorly, then you will know that you shall never come
into my bed ever again”).362 Returning to [slendinga saga, the saga does not explain what this
desire is, leaving the audience to figure it out. Considering that the placement of the
paragraph about the grandmother’s establishment at Reykjaholt is directly before Hallbera’s
marriage and subsequent withheld intimacy, this may be the object of Hallbera’s desire, so to
speak. Indeed, McGrew’s translation also supports this idea of Hallbera’s desire being
cohabitation with Gudny. However, her translation is also vague as to why that is.
Nevertheless, if we look to the scenes we have looked at so far, the reason behind it becomes
clearer. Like the younger women of their respective madgur relationships who we have
already discussed, Hallbera wants to be closer to her grandmother, because she loves her
grandmother, and does not feel happy being away from her. Therefore, Hallbera does what
she can to get closer to them; she persuades her husband to do as she wills.

This section has explored the theme of contact and how it was one manner in which
love was expressed between maedgur women. Despite many of these women becoming
separated and consequently living apart, they strove to maintain a line of contact; this
emerged through the two primary elements of communication and proximity. These women
could influence the situations in which they found themselves in order to maintain contact,

even when the odds were stacked against them.

Protection

We will now be moving on to the second topic in our exploration of how love was
expressed in maedgur relationships. That topic is protection. While much of the protection will

be physical in nature, | am also including mental and emotional protection under this term. In

362 \j 429,
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other words, this section will investigate how the women in these relationships had an active
role in looking out for the other woman’s wellbeing.

This section on how love in maedgur relationships was understood through protection
begins with a mother protecting her infant daughter from harm. This episode is found in
Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu, through the actions J6fridr takes immediately after she has given
birth. Her husband, borsteinn, about to travel to the bing, says “pu ert med barni, ok skal pat
barn ut bera, ef pu foedir meybarn, en upp foeda, ef sveinn er” (“You are with child, and [you]
shall expose it, if you give birth to a girl, but raise [it], if it is a boy”).3%3 Disliking this situation,
J6fridr speaks out against his decision; “Porsteinn svarar: “Veizt pu skaplyndi mitt,” segir hann,

nn

“at eigi mun hlydisamt verda, ef af er brugdit”” (Porsteinn answers: “You know my skaplyndi,”
he says, “nothing good will happen, if [my skaplyndi] is deviated from”).364 It is worth noting
that this sentence is undoubtedly a threat to prevent J6fridr’s disobedience, due to the fact
that nothing good will come of her disobedience. It becomes even more so when we consider
the various translations for skaplyndi; it can translate as “mind, temper, disposition”.3%° In her
translation, Attwood suggests it is referring to Porsteinn’s ‘temper’.3%® However, it is not
certain whether Attwood is using the term in its neutral sense, more akin to ‘disposition’ or
‘temperament’, or with the implicit connotation of anger that ‘temper’ can also possess.3¢” |
believe either ‘disposition’ or ‘temper’ would be the most appropriate translations for
skaplyndi, for both can be linked to aggression and could feasibly precede borsteinn’s talk of
the implicitly negative result of Jofridr’s disobedience. Furthermore, by reminding J6fridr that
“you know my skaplyndi”, borsteinn indicates to the audience that Jéfridr has already
experienced his skaplyndi and so would be keenly aware of the repercussions for
disobedience.

Despite these threats, however, Jofridr, having just given birth, tells the shepherd to

take her new-born daughter to Porgerdr Egilsdottir to be raised in secret “ok peim dstaraugum

renni ek til barns pessa, at vist eigi nenni ek, at pat sé Ut borit... en borgerdr skal fa pér fari

363 Gunnl, 55-56.

364 Gunnl, 56. For further discussion on Porsteinn’s possible motives for this decision, see ‘Chapter 3: Love in
Fedgin Relationships’.

365 CVD, 538; Cf. CVD, 401, for the suggested translation of skaplyndi as ‘temper’ under the word lyndi.

366“The Saga of Gunnlaug Serpent-Tongue,” trans. Katrina C. Attwood, in The Complete Sagas of Icelanders, vol.
1, ed. Vidar Hreinsson et al. (Reykjavik: Leifur Eiriksson Publishing, 1997), 308.

367 For example, see Gr, 169, 276; Hdv, 302, 342, 345; Nj, 30-31, 87, 105, 420 for their uses of skaplyndi. These
uses are also inconclusive in what would be the most accurate translation.
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vestr par ok vist um haf” (“and I look at this child [with] these eyes of love, that | cannot bear,
by any means, to see it [be] exposed... and borgerdr shall procure for you passage across the
sea and an abode there in the west”).3%8 With her eyes full of love, J6fridr goes against her
husband’s wishes and keeps the baby alive, risking her own safety in the process.

Thus, we are told directly that J6fridr has love for her daughter, through the use of
dstaraugu, ‘eyes of love’, and so we see maedgur love manifest through J6fridr protecting her
daughter as well as her taking a risk by disobeying her husband. We can also be certain that
J6fridr took a risk, for her disobedience comes to light six years later, when borgerdr reveals
all to porsteinn, “ok bidr hann fyrirgefa sér ok konu sinni pessi afbrigdi” (and begged him to
forgive her and his wife for this transgression).3®® While borsteinn does not blame them,
Porgerdr’s request for forgiveness indicates to the audience that there was a perceived risk
for their deception.

Alongside this risk to herself, Jofridr also sacrifices her loving attachment to her child
in seeking to protect the child. Indeed, “[k]onur vildu pat bera at henni, en hon kvad pess litla
borf” (The women wanted to take [the baby] to [Jofridr], but she said there was little need of
this).37° At first, this may appear to be harsh and unloving behaviour, but if we instead consider
the circumstances in which Jofridr finds herself, we know that she cannot keep the child under
any circumstance; to keep her child safe, J6fridr is willing to sacrifice any attachment between
her and her child. Therefore, this denial, and sacrifice, of attachment is in itself an affirmation
of love. If J6fridr were to keep the child until borsteinn returned, she and the child would
become attached over that time, which could result in two scenarios, both of which would
involve suffering. The lesser of the two would have J6fridr send the child away after their
attachment to one another, making their separation much harder than if it were done earlier.
The second, and more harrowing, would be borsteinn returning, while the infant was still
there; with his disposition on the matter unchanged, it is possible he would harm the child
and Jofridr. The best option, for both, was the one Jéfridr took. Thus, through this episode,
the author shows Jofridr taking risks and making sacrifices to protect her daughter from harm,

all of which can be seen to manifest out of her love for her newborn daughter.

368 Gunnl, 56.
369 Gunnl, 57-58.
370 Gunnl, 56.
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We now return to Finnboga saga, in which we can observe another form of protective
love, albeit less serious than protection from suffering, or death. As we have already seen,
Syrpa was married to Gestr and many elements of the marriage pointed towards borgerdr and
Syrpa expressing their maedgur love through the maintenance of contact despite the marriage
separating them. Similar to how Syrpa’s marriage to Gestr allowed for that continued contact,
Gestr’s character once again serves as the focal point, albeit for protection this time. However,
we now focus on the man himself rather than his farmstead. Indeed, it is strange that Porgerdr
gives her beloved foster-mother in marriage to Gestr, a man the saga scathingly describes as
having little wealth and how he “hafdi it mesta kvanriki, pvi at hann var mannzali mikit ok
veslingr” (was largely dominated by his wife, for he was a great fool and wretch).3’! This is
because he does not fall into the typical mould an audience may expect of desirable husbands
for one’s female relative. In Bandamanna saga, Gellir refuses to betroth either of his
daughters unless the men “at beedi sé storaudigr ok hafi stadfestur gddar, kynrikir ok vel
mannadir sjalfir” (“are both very wealthy and have good stability, are of great family and are
well-bred individuals”).3’2 Similarly, in Brennu-Njdls saga, a man who divorced his wife mere
moments ago was allowed to marry a young woman for “madr er audigr at fé ok gorr at sér
um allt ok it mesta mikilmenni” (“the man is wealthy and accomplished in every respect and
the most powerful man”).372 Jéhanna Katrin Fridriksdttir observes that this marriage “is thus
presented as a brilliant coup” for the family of the young woman.3”* Gestr, on the other hand,
seems to be the opposite of these ‘desirable’ men; he is poor, wretched, and weak.

So, why Gestr? In what ways could the audience have understood this decision?
Perhaps Gestr was chosen because he was the closest in status to Syrpa; they are both poor,
for example. Indeed, Miller’s remarks on how marriages were supposed ‘to be jafnraedi’, or
‘an equal match’, would support this idea, if they are actually jafnraedi.?”> While this may play
arole in borgerdr’s decision, | would argue that borgerdr chose him, for Syrpa, because of his
conventionally negative characteristics. It is these same characteristics that allow Syrpa to

dominate him and be the head of the household. The word used for Gestr’s domination is

371 Finnb, 256.

372 Band, 339-340.

373 \j 90,

374 J6hanna Katrin Fridriksdéttir, Valkyrie, 40.

375 william lan Miller, “Why is your Axe Bloody?’: A Reading of Njéls Saga (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2014), 40.
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kvdnriki, which translates to ‘uxoriousness’.?’® In other words, by having kvdnriki, Gestr was
excessively fond of, or dependent on, his wife, Syrpa. Despite this, |, along with other
translations and scholarly works, have instead translated hafa kvdnriki along the lines of ‘to
be dominated by his wife’.3”” Despite the differing connotations between excessive fondness
and a wife’s domination of her husband, the saga’s intentions behind the use of kvdnriki are
the same; the saga’s author wants Gestr to be perceived in a weak and submissive manner,
and that is the important component for this discussion. This word’s only other use in the
Islendingaségur corpus is in Brennu-Njdls saga.3”® Looking for legal support, Flosi is refused by
Sorli, who states that he will support his father-in-law, whichever side he chooses. Flosi
responds with “finn ek pat 4 svorum pinum, at pu hefir kvanriki” (“I find that, by your answer,
you are dominated by [your] wife”).37° Both Gestr and Sorli are depicted negatively through
the use of kvdnriki.3®8® Alongside kvdnriki, we also have an example of how Syrpa is the
dominant spouse; when Gestr initially balks at the idea of pretending that Urdarkottr was their
child, “[h]on bad hann pegja ok eigi pora annat at segja en pat, er hon vill” (she asked him to
be silent and not dare say anything other than what she wants).38?

How does depicting Syrpa’s dominance over Gestr illustrate the maedgur love, as
expressed through protection, between borgerdr and Syrpa? How is giving one’s foster-
mother to such a lowly man recognisable as love? By giving Syrpa to a weak man, bporgerdr
ensures that Syrpa now has a home of her own. From this, Syrpa becomes the de facto ruler
of the household and establishes the household in a way that suits her, which we have seen
through Syrpa ordering Gestr to enact her will. Therefore, by giving Syrpa to a wretched man,
we can observe borgerdr’s love through her gifting Syrpa a more comfortable position to live
with, compared to the alternatives of continued servitude or injury. Porgerdr protects Syrpa

from such alternatives.

376 CVD, 360.

377 See Lars Lénnroth, Njdls Saga: A Critical Introduction (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 50-51;
“The Saga of Finnbogi the Mighty,” 222; Gallo, “The Giantess as Foster-Mother,” 15.

378 This is according to the ONP.

379 \j 351.

380 | nnroth suggests that Sorli’s depiction follows the motif of the ‘cowardly host’, see Lénnroth, Njdls Saga,
51. For how this could also be indicative of a patron-client relationship between Sorli and his father-in-law, see
Ruth Mazo Karras, “Marriage and the Creation of Kin in the Sagas,” Scandinavian Studies 75, no. 4 (2003): 477-
478.
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In [slendinga saga, one of the Sturlunga ségur, we come across foster-mother Arngerdr
and her foster-daughter, Gudny, amidst an attack on the building they were sleeping in. No
background information is given upon their introduction in the saga, so we are not given any
love terms to work with, either. The scene starts with Sturla Sighvatsson, Gudny’s father, riding
away from the homestead and subsequently describes how, the day after, “nu gera
Vatnsfirdingar atgongu” (Now the Vatnsfirdings make [their] attack).38? Immediately after the
foster pair’s introduction, “ok er hon vard vor vid 6fridinn, slokti hon 1jés i skalanum ok hljép
til hvilunnar, par er maerin 13. Hon ték dynuna ok breiddi a sik, en meyna lagdi hon vid stokkinn
hja sér ok undir sik ok gerdi yfir krossmark ok bad gud gaeta” (and when [Arngerdr] became
aware of the un-peace, she extinguished the lights in the hall and ran to the bed, there where
the girl was lying. [Arngerdr] took the bedding and covered themselves with it, then she
placed the girl beside, and underneath, her along the bedboard and she made the sign of the
cross over them and asked God to protect them).383

What we see here is Arngerdr protecting Gudny in all possible ways. She douses the
lights so that they will be less visible to the attackers and then hides with the girl under the
bedding to further reduce visibility. While Arngerdr is likely frightened, fear is not the only
motivator for the actions taken, for if it were, she need not have remained with the young
Gudny. Indeed, Arngerdr deliberately placed herself between any would-be attackers and
Gudny, by lying over Gudny. She is willing to sacrifice herself to protect Gudny from harm, as
the only available ways to strike at Gudny are from underneath the bed or through Arngerdr.
As we saw with J6fridr’s willingness to risk punishment from her husband in disobeying him,
Arngerdr is willing to risk her body and life to protect her foster-daughter, indicating the love
she has for her foster-daughter. Fortunately, their bed is not attacked.

The reason for this fortune, the saga implies, is God’s protection. The saga tells us
that Arngerdr prayed to God before it describes how the attackers came in and tore through
everything as they went through; however, “i pat eitt ram kom ekki hégg, er maerin Gudny 14
i” (in that one bed came no strike, in which the girl, Gudny, was lying).38* If we focus on the
saga author’s use of eitt, we can perceive their implication that God’s protection was present,

for it is otherwise redundant. While | have translated eitt (the nominative masculine is einn)

382 5/ 165.
383 5/ 165-166.
384 5| 166.
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as ‘one’, it can also be translated as ‘lone’, ‘single’, and ‘certain’.3®> Drawing on these words’
connotations of specificity, there is the strong implication of this bed being the only one to
not be attacked, as if by the grace of God. If we follow this reasoning, the saga therefore
suggests that God spared Arngerdr and Gudny from the violence. While this may have been
intended as an authorial gesture to God’s love and grace, we can also use it to observe how
certain that violence would have been otherwise. If God’s aid was what protected them, then,
without Him, Arngerdr would certainly have been struck, and Gudny may have suffered a blow
herself. This again illustrates the risk Arngerdr took upon herself in protecting Gudny, because
of her love for Gudny. While this fosterage relationship is not described with love terms, there
is a definite echo of J6fridr’s self-sacrificial love in Arngerdr’s actions.

Later in the same saga, we have an affinal maedgur pairing — Gréa and her daughter-
in-law, Ingibjorg — in which their reciprocal attempts to protect each other, and sacrifice
themselves, reveal the love in their maedgur relationship. This scene arises out of Eyjélfr’s
desire “at saekja Gizur ok sonu hans annathvart med vapnum eda med eldi, ef eigi fengi peir
00ruvis sott” (to attack Gizurr and his sons either with weapons, or with fire if they could not
otherwise overcome).38 Amidst the consequent flames, these two women are reunited as
they seek a way outside, upon which “Gréa vard fegin henni mjok ok segir, at eitt skyldi yfir
baer ganga badar” (Gréa became very pleased and says that one fate should befall them

both).3%” This joy does not last long, however.

paer Grda ok Ingibjorg gengu nu Ut at durunum. Grda bad Ingibjorgu utgdéngu. bat
heyrdi Kolbeinn gron, freendi hennar, ok bad hana ut ganga til sin. Hon kvadst eigi
bat vilja, nema hon kéri mann med sér. Kolbeinn kvad eigi pat mundu. Gréa bad
hana Ut ganga, - “en ek verd at leita sveinsins borldks, systursonar mins,” segir
hon... Sveinninn hafdi ut hlaupit 49r388

Gréda and Ingibjorg now went out to the door. Gréa asked that Ingibjorg be allowed
to leave the house. Kolbeinn gron, her kinsman, heard that and asked her to come
out to him. She said she does not want that unless she had the choice to take a
person with her. Kolbeinn said that would not happen. Grda asked her to leave, -

385 CVD, 122.
386 [5] 432.
387 [s/ 439,
388 [5] 440.
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“and | must search for the boy, borlakr, my nephew,” [Grda] says... The boy had
jumped out earlier.

What we have in this section are three elements to study, each of which references
love through protection despite the absence of love terms. First, we can look at Grda’s
request to the man preventing the house’s inhabitants from escaping through the front
door. Despite what she said earlier about the same fate befalling the both of them, Gréa
prioritises Ingibjorg’s safety by asking that she be let out, leaving herself out of the
equation.

This, however, leads to our second element. Despite Grda’s intentions otherwise,
Ingibjorg seeks to adhere to one fate for the both of them. She asks her kinsman to let
her bring someone else with her to safety, otherwise she would stay and perish.
Ingibjorg, then, chooses death over abandoning her mother-in-law, here, instead of the
easy option of saving herself. We have seen self-sacrifice in this chapter already, and it
still strongly suggests that there is love involved. How else should the audience
understand someone willing to sacrifice themselves in such circumstances? We also
know that Ingibjorg was prepared to die in the blaze, because we later read how
“Kolbeinn gron hljép inn i eldinn eftir Ingibjorgu ok bar hana ut til kirkju” (Kolbeinn gron
ran into the fire after Ingibjorg and carried her out to the church).3®? Ingibjérg remained
steadfast and did not budge; she preferred death to living without her mother-in-law.

Our third element comes back to Grda’s actions, where she again asks Ingibjorg
to leave the house voluntarily. This time, however, she adds the qualifier that she must
search for her nephew, who, we are soon told, had already escaped the burning building.
Again, Groéa ignores her earlier declaration of a single fate befalling them, so as to save
Ingibjorg. Why does she mention the nephew, though? If she had needed to search for
him, why did she declare the one fate in the first place? Indeed, that would have risked
two lives, instead of just her own, in the search for borlakr. The key question, then, is
whether Grda already knew that Pborlakr had escaped. Considering the author’s
placement of the nephew’s escape so soon after Grda’s sentence about searching for
him as well as the shift in tone with the one fate, there is a strong possibility that the

author wanted to portray Grda as merely providing an excuse to allow her to sacrifice
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herself, thus removing the reason keeping Ingibjorg inside the burning building. While
we cannot know this for sure, the relationships that we have observed in this chapter
strongly indicate that Grda cared deeply enough to prioritise the other woman in her
meedgur relationship.

We shall now move away from the physical forms of protection we have seen so
far and study a scene which displays mental and emotional protection. This episode
arises in Heidarviga saga, in which we come across the slaughter of borsteinn and his
sons in their home, enacted by a man called Snorri Porgrimsson. After bPorsteinn and his

sons’ deaths, the saga reports how:

Kona hans kemr heim dr seli sama drdttinsdags morgun, litilli stundu eptir pat, peir
Snorri eru brott ridnir, ok setlar at foera peim fedgum hreinar skyrtur; tvaer doetr
hennar ungar eru med henni; rida paer nu at tungardinum ok stiga par af baki, ok
bidr hon paer at bida sin par. Hon gengr heim at bcenum ok sér par vegs um merki;
ok pa hon hefir litit &, hverir par liggja vegnir, gengr hon brott ok stigr strax 8 hest
ok getr eigi um fyrir peim, hvers hon hafi heima vor ordit. baer spyrja, hvat valdi,

hon komi sva skjott aptr. Hon kvad grendit eigi hafa krafit lengri dvalar3°°

[Porsteinn’s] wife comes homeward from the shieling that same Sunday morning,
a little while after Snorri and his men had ridden away, intending to bring clean
shirts to [her husband] and sons. Her two young daughters are with her, and they
now ride to the homestead walls and there they dismount their horses; she asks
them to wait for her there. She walks towards the farmhouse and she sees there
the remains of what happened. When she has seen all who were lying there slain,
she walks away and immediately mounts her horse and she does not tell her
daughters what she has learned there. They ask, why she returns so swiftly. She
said the errand demanded no more time than that.

Maybe the audience is to understand that it was the unusual quiet that alerted the
motherthat something was awry at home. Nevertheless, she chose not to bring her two young
daughters along. She alone goes to discover what has transpired and, upon her return, refuses
to say what she had seen; this was a good choice because “[b]era peir nu likin saman i kos par

i taninu” ([Snorri and his men] now bear the bodies together in a heap there in the

390 Hejd, 249-250.
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courtyard).®*! Furthermore, we know the daughters must have been curious about what had
happened, since they probingly ask her why she has returned so quickly. The mother refuses
to elaborate.

The reason | highlight this scene for love, despite the lack of love terminology, is due to
the differences in how sons may have been treated in the same situation; they would probably
have been shown the corpses. Indeed, Laxdeela saga portrays a mother taking her living sons
to the household of the man who slew one of her other sons; ““Veit ek at visu,” segir hon, “at
hér byr Bolli, brédurbani ydvarr, ok furdu olikir uréu pér yorum freendum gofgum”” (“I
certainly know,” she says, “that Bolli lives here, the slayer of your brother, and [that] you have

”).392 While this is not an identical situation, there is a

become nothing like your noble kin
comparative point in the fact that the mother, here, is shown to have provided her sons with
a visual stimulus; they had now seen the home of the man who had killed their brother. Would
it be possible for them to simply forget such a sight? borsteinn’s wife, however, chose not to
give such visual stimuli to her daughters. Admittedly, there is a difference between seeing a
heap of the broken bodies of your father and brothers, and the household of your brother’s
killer. Yet, not much later in Laxdeela saga, we have the depiction of another mother, Gudrun,
who presents to her sons the bloodied clothes of their dead father; despite them having been
four years old and younger at the time, she reprimands her sons, saying “bessi somu klaedi, er
bit sjaid hér, fryja ykkr fodurhefnda” (“These same clothes, which you see here, challenge you
[to seek] revenge for your father”).3%3 Miller comments on this “bloody-token ceremony” and
how it “has resemblances to obligation-creating rituals... it also has them with obligations-
transferring ceremonies”.3%* In this ceremony, the grievant would use this ritual of presenting
an object, identifiable as belonging to the deceased and stained with their blood, to determine
when vengeance should be taken and could even select a primary avenger.3%® Furthermore,
the presence of blood was significant, for “blood, or bloody clothing, would serve as well as
the victim’s head” in creating the obligation.3°¢ These cases, and Miller’s observations, suggest

that sons would likely have been shown the bodies instead of being shielded from them, so

391 Hejd, 249.

392 | axd, 162.

393 laxd, 170, 179.

394 william lan Miller, “Choosing the Avenger: Some Aspects of the Bloodfeud in Medieval Iceland and
England,” Law and History Review 1, no. 2 (1983): 188.

395 Miller, “Choosing the Avenger,” 190-191.

3% Miller, “Choosing the Avenger,” 185.
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as to begin the process of vengeance. This is undoubtedly due to how the culture and honour
system worked; sons would be expected to avenge, while daughters would not.

Even though the daughters of bPorsteinn would not be expected to avenge their father
and brothers, one of the women present would need to inform some male kin of the incident
so as to begin the process, and borsteinn’s wife later does this by reporting the deaths to her
kinsman.3°” How does this scene portray love within the maedgur relationship, though, when
there is so little interaction? Love is observable when we consider how the mother protects
her daughter from unnecessary pain and trauma.3® While we cannot tell if the daughters
necessarily care for their father and brothers, there remains a strong likelihood of suffering
from being confronted with the mutilated bodies of their kin. Thus, the mother is doing what
she can to prevent them from suffering, akin to how Jéfridr sent her daughter away in
Gunnlaugs saga Ormstungu, and consequently protects their emotional and mental
wellbeing. By having that exchange between mother and daughters, the text offers a brief
glimpse as to how a mother could protect her daughters emotionally, rather than physically,
showing an awareness of what would make them suffer and a love of not wanting that for
them. Such a scenario is a rather serious case in which maedgur love would have been
presented to an audience but that does not mean it was unrealistic for medieval Iceland. It
could even have been the author’s attempt to illustrate how best to handle such a situation.
Nevertheless, it shows a mother being loving to her daughters, despite the lack of love
terminology.

In this part of the chapter, we explored how love could manifest in the form of
protection and, consequently, a concern for one’s wellbeing within maedgur relationships.
Moving from the saga’s use of love terminology to the circumstances in the scenarios, we
observed how madgur women would protect the other woman, often risking themselves in
the process, due to the love they shared. While we have primarily discussed the physical forms
of protection, we have also considered the mental and emotional protection that could occur

between those in a maedgur relationship.

397 Heid, 250.
398 We do not know the age of the daughters, but age would not necessarily diminish pain and trauma, so it is
irrelevant here.
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Less Love

So far, then, we have come across multiple occasions in which the members of maedgur
relationships have loved one another and cared for each other through contact and
protection. Perhaps the best place, now, is the opposite side of the coin. What does it mean
to not be loved as much? By looking at the consequences of a deficit of love, we will see that
a lack of love from the mother could break a daughter’s chances of a good life.

Starting this section off is the contemporary /slendinga saga, from which we have seen

episodes of great love and sacrifice. The episode is as follows:

buridr Gizurardoéttir svarar sva, at hon unni Halldéru, déttur sinni, pvi haera en
Alfheidi, at hon myndi hana peim einum manni gefa, er pat paetti frendum jafnadr.
En Alfheidi lézt hon gefa mundu, ef eigi paetti dsaemiliga fyrir henni sét3%°

buridr Gizurardéttir thus answers, that she loved Hallddra, her daughter, so much
higher than Alfheidr, that she would give [Halldéra] in marriage only to a man who
was considered by her kinsmen to be of equal status. But she said that she would
give Alfheidr in marriage, if [Alfheidr] was not considered dishonourably provided
for.

What can we say about this passage, other than this showing a clear case of favouritism?
This partiality towards one daughter comes up when “héf Sighvatr bénord sitt ok bad Halldoéru
Tumadottur” (Sighvatr began his proposal of marriage and he asked for Halldéra
Tumadattir).*%° The saga does not simply tell us the family’s answer to his proposal, but takes
an aside to inform the audience about how much puridr loved her daughter, Halldéra, more
than her other daughter, Alfheidr, and that Halldéra would only be married to a man
considered worthy of her status. This is not to say that Alfheidr was unloved; she was loved,
albeit to a lower degree compared to her sister, and would still be married to an honourable
man. This was not a bad situation in which to be. The saga, however, makes it clear that there
is something different between the two sisters and, hence, they are receiving different
treatment. What is there about Alfheidr and buridr’s relationship then, that has caused these

differing levels of love?

399 5/ 10.
400 5/ 10.
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Unfortunately, and unsurprisingly, the saga does not elaborate. The saga swiftly moves
on, discussing the events before Halldéra and Sighvatr’s wedding, and how “fér Halldéra ftil
bus vid Sighvati i Hjardarholt, ok varu peira samfarir gédar” (Halldéra, with Sighvatr, moved
into the household at Hjardarholt, and their wedded life was good).%%! The next occasion we
hear of Alfheidr is much later, in which we learn of a man’s death in a blizzard; the saga then
informs us “Gudrun var médir hans, déttir Alfheidar Tumadéttur” (Gudrdn was his mother;
she was the daughter of Alfheidr Tumadéttir); Alfheidr had become a grandmother by the

time we next hear of her.4%2

She could even be dead; the saga says nothing more of her other
than her relation to this dead man. Alfheidr, then, is only in the saga for two scenes, and
neither scene elaborates on her relationship with her mother. What does the author intend
the audience to learn from this when no elaboration is given?

To answer this, we could attempt conjecture; we might surmise, for example, that
Halldéra was older and so received better treatment but, without evidence, the idea falls flat.
We could also consider how Alfheidr chose not to name her daughter after her mother.
Indeed, “the name could be given after a family member who had the qualifications, prestige
and respect which the family wanted for the child’s future” and “would preferably be after
one of the grandparents”.?%3 However, “[i]n Old Norse society, names were customarily given
by the father.”4%* Regrettably, we do not know if Alfheidr’s husband was alive and so able to
name his daughter. Even so, Brennu-Njdls saga possesses two occasions in which it is a woman
who names the child, rather than the child’s father.*%> Nevertheless, what we can do is look at
how buridr is said to have loved Halldéra heera, or ‘higher’, than Alfheidr, when one might
reasonably expect meira, or ‘more’.4%

In Modern English, speaking of ‘higher love’ could convey multiple meanings. It could

suggest a love for something higher than humans — God, perhaps; it could also be understood

401 fs], 11.

402 5], 472.

403 Sjgrid H. H. Kaland, “Children and Society in the Viking Age,” in Children, Identity and the Past, ed. Liv Helga
Dommasnes and Melanie Wrigglesworth (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2008), 58. For how a man
asks his wife to name their child after him, if it is a boy, see Svarfd, 190-191. For how a mother names her son
after her recently deceased husband, see Laxd, 169-170.

404 Olley, Kinship in Old Norse, 170.

405 For how a mother and grandmother, respectively, choose the child’s name, despite the father being alive,
see Nj, 46, 149. With the mother, her husband (the father of the child) even asks her what they should name
the child.

406 While ‘higher’ is the more accurate translation, ‘more’ is a more readable translation. For her use of ‘more’
instead of ‘higher’, see “The Saga of the Icelanders,” 123.
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as regarding one’s true love over other loves. In this scene, though, it is about a mother and
her daughters. By considering that it is being used comparatively, the principal idea that fits
the term is hierarchy.

What | mean by hierarchy here is that the mother has consciously placed her two
daughters into a hierarchy, with regards to how much she loves each of them. As we have
already observed, this has a knock-on effect. By being more loved, Halldéra has only the best
of potential suitors; Alfheidr, however, could be given in marriage to a wider pool of potential
husbands, and so, by extension, her worth has been lowered. By scrutinising the text’s use of
haera, we can observe this hierarchy of love, from buridr towards her daughters, in which a
lesser love results in lesser prospects and a greater love results in greater prospects. As
previously stated, we cannot delve too far into the reasoning behind the differing loves, as
they will only be conjecture, but we can see the results of those differing amounts of love.
Indeed, it does not even matter, for the purposes of this project, whether Alfheidr achieved a
marriage as great as her sister.?®” What matters is that the option of a lower standard of
husband, for Alfheidr, was acceptable to buridr, because of a lesser love for her daughter.

We continue to see this idea of love and hierarchy in Viglundar saga, in which the
mother, Porbjorg, has little to no love for her daughter, Ketilridr. Kalinke observes that
“porbjorg’s hatred of her daughter appears to be entirely unmotivated” but admits that while
“one is tempted to seek the key to borbjorg’s heartless dislike of her daughter in Ketilridr’s
relationship to her father and in his absolute love for her”, it is only conjecture.%% Although
she admits the speculation is still worth considering, Kalinke makes no decisive move in this
regard, despite the veritable trove of information available in this scene when compared to
the relationship between buridr and her daughters. Kalinke is correct to say that any reasons
we can surmise for borbjorg’s dislike of her daughter can only be conjecture, however, for the
saga makes no statement for the reasons behind it. As a result, I, too, will not attempt to
establish a reason behind borbjorg’s aversion to Ketilridr. Instead, | will focus on the results of

the low level of love, and thus what we can learn from their maedgur relationship.

407 \We are not told who Alfheidr is married to; we only hear of her daughter and grandson.

408 Marianne E. Kalinke, “Fathers, Mothers, and Daughters: “Hver er ad rda?”,” in Cold Counsel: Women in Old
Norse Literature and Mythology, ed. Sarah M. Anderson and Karen Swenson (New York: Routledge, 2002), 176-
177.
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The relationship between mother and daughter is first established after Ketilridr’s
introduction. We are told that the father “Hélmkell unni déttur sinni mikit, sva at hann matti
ekki i méti henni lata, en borbjoérg munum minna” (Holmkell loved his daughter a great deal,
so much so that he could not work against her, but Porbjérg loved her less s0).4%? Kalinke was
correct; we are given no explanation for this low level of love from borbjorg. However, this is
not enough to conclude that bPorbjorg does not love her daughter; it is possible that she may
just be unable to match her husband’s extreme level of love. This idea, however, is quickly
curtailed, with Ketilridr recognising that “hefir hon litit astriki & mér” (“she has little love-
wealth towards me”).*!? Undeniably, the text wants to state that there is a low level of love
here. Unlike with Alfheidr, who received a comparatively lower love than her sister, Ketilridr
receives a low level, if any love at all, from her mother. How exactly does this map onto the
idea of hierarchy?

If we place Ketilridr at the lowest level on the hierarchy, considering her low level of
love, and relate this to her marriage prospects, we can see some consequences of her low
placement. This comes up, soon after Ketilridr becomes ten years old; “[6]ngvar hannyrdir
vildi borbjorg at Fossi kenna dattur sinni” (Porbjorg did not want to teach her daughter any
hannyrdir, at Foss).*'! What would the Old Norse make of such a refusal to teach? First, we
must understand how important hannyrdir are. Hannyrd, the singular form of hannyrdir,
translates as ‘handiness, skill, fine work, esp[ecially] used of ladies’ needlework, embroidery,
or the like”.**? Jochens describes hannyrd as ‘needlework’, while Larrington uses ‘handwork’
instead.*'3 Taking these possible translations and connotations together, | will use hannyrdir
in the broad sense of ‘handiwork’, as this can cover the various forms of items — mostly textile
— that women created and maintained. Indeed, in his exploration of medieval Icelandic
education, Patzuk-Russell remarks “that for secular women in Iceland, hannyrdir itself could

still function as the core of a worthy and prestigious education”.*** We can see as much, when

409 vijgl, 75.

410 vijgl, 76.

411 yigl, 75. For her agreement that the low level of love results in a refusal to teach Ketilridr, see Jochens, “Old
Norse Motherhood,” 212-213.

412 cyp, 239.
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Agneta Ney, and Armann Jakobsson (Reykjavik: University of Iceland Press, 2012), 257.

414 Ryder Patzuk-Russell, The Development of Education in Medieval Iceland (Berlin: Medieval Institute
Publications, 2021), 46.
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we locate the word in other sagas; it can be found in Asmundar saga kappabana in which we
are told the Danish king’s daughter “var fraeeg vioa um l6nd af vaenleik sinum ok hannyréum”
(was famous far and wide across the land for her physical beauty and her handiwork).4%®

Indeed, J6hanna Katrin Fridriksdottir explains how textile production, a primary part of
hannyrdir, was “a female activity on the whole” and “was not some quaint hobby but a serious
business: on one hand, one needed tools and raw material, and, on the other, skilled labour
and technical knowledge”.4'® Hannyrdir, therefore, could require a woman to oversee the
various stages of textile production, as it “involve[ed] a range of actors and processes on a
daily basis and year-round”*'” This fits neatly with how “high-ranking women... seem to have
had a clearly defined role and realm of power innan stokks “within the domestic sphere” as
heads of households”.*'8 After describing the lengthy process for textile creation, Jéhanna
Katrin Fridriksdottir concludes “it goes without saying that clothing and other textile items for
household use were enormously expensive”. *'° Indeed, “[t]he work that had to be performed
in order to cover simple household requirements for textiles would have been quite
substantial”.*?° These suggest that there was a lot of work to be done for hannyrdir, and that
it was a core element of a woman’s upbringing.

Therefore, this importance of hannyrdir indicates that Porbjorg has made a choice to
not teach her daughter any handicrafts, an important skillset for her life ahead. This becomes
especially noteworthy when we consider what was stated immediately before borbjorg’s
unwillingness. Indeed, we are informed that “[p]a er Viglundar var tiu vetra, en Trausti ellefu,
varu ongvir par i sveitum jafnsterkir... bar féru eptir adrar peira listir, enda spardi Porgrimr ekki
af at kenna sonum sinum” (When Viglundr was ten winters old, and Trausti was eleven, there

was no one in the district of equal strength to them... Next came those skills, which borgrimr

415 Asm, 342. Many of the sagas that contain hannyrdir, or its various inflections, are not from the core genres
that | am studying, but this has been used to illustrate how hannyrdir was understood. For how hannyrdir are
linked to royal and clerical people, see Patzuk-Russell, The Development of Education, 44-46.

416 J6hanna Katrin Fridriksdottir, Valkyrie, 82.
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Stefka G. Eriksen, Karen Langsholt Holmqvist, and Bjgrn Bandlien (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2020), 240.
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spared no effort to teach to his sons).*?! The saga emphasises that borgrimr spared no effort
to teach his sons skills, and this is followed by borbjorg’s refusal to teach her daughter any
skills. Considering the age of the children and how the sons were unparalleled, the skills being
taught were probably those which they would need for the rest of their lives. Trausti and
Viglundr were likely instructed in battle and those skills predominantly used by men, while
Ketilrior would have been trained in those skills chiefly used by women, which would have
included creating clothes and sails — objects needed by the household.#??

Furthermore, the placement of borgrimr’s teaching his sons and borbjorg’s refusal to
teach her daughter suggests a comparison; since borbjorg comes immediately after borgrimr,
the audience cannot help but compare the two. This raises the question of duty in that
Porgrimr is teaching his sons masculine skills; was it, thus, his paternal duty to do so? If so,
was it Porbjorg’s maternal duty to teach Ketilridr? Regardless, bporbjorg refuses to instruct
Ketilridr in these core skills necessary for womanly life, thus lowering her marital prospects; it
is not clear why borbjérg would allow for a lesser marriage for her daughter but then it is not
clear why she does not love Ketilridr, either. However, it would be clear to the audience that
Porbjorg’s lack of love for Ketilridr resulted in this lack of education; these elements are
intertwined. It was only because of her father that Ketilridr received that education, for
“leitadi HéImkell pangat féstrs doéttur sinni til Olofar, at hon kenndi henni hannyrdir, pvi at Olof
var kollud bezt mennt allra kvenna & [slandi” (HéImkell sought out Olof for the fostering of his
daughter, so that [Olof] could teach handicrafts to [Ketilridr], because Olof was called the most
accomplished of all women in Iceland).??3

We can even see, earlier in the saga, that having those skills brought excellent suitors;
in Olof’s youth, her father “sendir ok eptir peim konum, sem hann vissi kurteisastar, ok laetr
kenna déttur sinni allar paer kvenligar listir” (sends after those women, who he knew were the
most courteous, and he had them teach his daughter all those womanly skills), so she could
surpass all others in handicrafts and other feminine skills.*?* As a result, “en pegar hon hafdi

aldr til, pa voldust til margir 4gaetir men at bidja hennar” (and as soon as she had come of age,
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many excellent men then came forward to request her hand in marriage).*?> Therefore, by
having excellent handicraft skills, Olof was extremely desirable as a marital prospect. While
porbjorg’s choice did result in Ketilridr receiving a stellar education from Olof, we should also
be aware that bPorbjorg probably did not intend for Olof to do the teaching. We know
porbjorg’s dislike of Olof’s household for, when her son showed interest in assaulting Olof,
“hon kvad petta vera vel maelt ok neerri sinu skapi” ([Porbjorg] said [his plan] was well spoken
and in accordance with her will).#?¢ If borbjorg wished Olof ill will, it is unlikely that she would
have desired her daughter be taught by Olof. Therefore, if Ketilridr had not been trained in
hannyrdir, she would not have been as desirable a marital candidate, lowering the chances of
an excellent suitor seeking her hand. Thus, we are shown by the text how a lack of maternal
love could result in lowered marital prospects.

What these two sagas have shown us, then, is how medieval Iceland possessed the
perception that there was a hierarchy of love in maedgur relationships, a hierarchy that we are
able to observe through the connection between a mother’s love and her daughter’s marital
prospects, as illustrated through the daughter’s education. A beloved daughter would be given
the best opportunities, by her mother, to obtain a stellar husband. As the daughter fell on a

lower tier of the hierarchy, however, the husband was allowed to be of lower quality, as well.

Conclusion

In my investigation, | studied how love was understood to manifest between the
women in a maedgur relationship by exploring what few case studies were available and
uncovering any patterns. While there has been a recent surge in interest on Old Norse women,
there has been no major change in discussing the relationship of the madgur dyad. In
beginning from the topic of love and emotions, though, | have been able to shed some light
on this relationship and uncover some aspects of the relationship which heretofore have
remained shrouded. Through this study, interesting questions emerged regarding this
relationship, all of which highlight the avenues available to scholarship in researching Old
Norse women. The questions | highlight here follow two threads of thought. The first set
revolve around the sagas’ use of love terminology, while the second set materialise from the

expressions of love | have highlighted.
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Throughout this chapter, we have seen love in the maedgur relationships but we have
often only had one love term used between the two people. The text does not explicitly inform
us that love was reciprocated. Upon further reflection, the majority of episodes we have
studied reveal that in fosterage maedgur pairs, it is the foster-daughter who is actively loving
and the foster-mother is generally receiving the love. However, with the biological maedgur
relationships we have discussed, it appears that it is mostly biological mothers and
grandmothers who are loving their daughters and granddaughters. Does this have something
to do with how nurturing foster-mothers are often from a lower class than the child they
foster? And so was the act of loving another typically understood to belong to the individual
of a maedgur pair who was the higher in status? Or should we understand this to mean that it
was culturally assumed that a foster-mother would love her foster-daughter, and so was
unnecessary to record? This last idea is not improbable, as my database does reflect this by
possessing no examples of any older woman in a maedgur pair, other than the biological
mother, having a lower level of love for the younger woman. It must be restated, however,
that the pool of maedgur relationships to draw from is much smaller than the other three.

With regard to the expressions of love, this discussion has understood love to be a
moving force behind the actions that these women took. For instance, a mother’s love
resulted in her protecting her daughter. However, is it possible to track love as a result of an
action as well, and so learn what acts in medieval Iceland could generate love? If we consider
contact, for example, can we observe recurring contact creating love between the maedgur
women? The maedgur pairs who had lower levels of love from their mothers would suggest
that proximity does not inherently foster love but this question would benefit from
comprehensive study. Moreover, if we were to consider the topic of lesser love in an expanded
sense, with a wider range of sources, would we be able to chart what events could resultin a
lower level of love?

By using the emotion of love as the starting point, this chapter has discerned new
understandings in how madgur relationships were conceived of within medieval Iceland.
Indeed, by starting from emotions, | have been able to showcase some of the manners by
which women could express their love for one another. This love could manifest as a desire
for contact, as protecting the other, and as an important factor in marital prospects.

Looking at how love manifested as contact in maedgur pairings, | demonstrated how

companionship between these women was not duty alone but could possess emotion, too.
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To show this, | investigated the scenarios in which contact and love was found. The findings
indicate that medieval Icelandic women did not just desire contact with their loved ones but
could arrange situations to fulfil that desire. It was not a passive form of love.

In exploring multiple case studies of women striving to protect the other member of
their maedgur pair, | noted that this loving protection emerged in multiple forms. It was not
only physical protection that one of the woman could provide but mental and emotional
protection as well. This manifested, predominantly, in the older woman watching over the
younger one, concerned for her wellbeing and livelihood, and keeping her safe. This
protection could also be self-sacrificing.

Using an intertextual reading of two sagas, | argued that there appears to be a
maternal hierarchy of love for daughters and that the strata upon which a daughter found
herself could influence her opportunities for marriage. Alongside this is the concept of
womanly education; Porbjorg did not care much for her daughter and so refused to teach her.
This suggested that a lack of maternal love could result in a lack of education which, in turn,
could cause lower marital prospects. Unfortunately, these two eloquent and suggestive
episodes are the extent of the evidence we possess when looking at scenes of explicit low
levels of love in maedgur pairings. As a result of this, the conclusions | draw are tentative for
the pool of sources are modest in size. Nevertheless, if we want to make interpretations and
inferences, we must use what is before us, and so | have done as much.

Having explored the first dyadic relationship, that of maedgur women, we can now
move forward to the next chapter, in which we will explore fedgar relationships. In my study
of the many relationships between fathers and sons, and the like, | discuss two expressions of
love. The first is the ‘bed of grief’, in which fathers die from grief after their sons’ deaths. The
second portrayal of fedgar love is reciprocal relations, in that love between fathers and sons

correlates to the reciprocation that they share.
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Chapter 2: Love in Fedgar Relationships

This chapter shall be centred around those intergenerational relationships between
male family members, or fedgar relationships, as | will also refer to them. Unlike the previous
chapter’s pair, this specific pairing is more common as men, and their activities, are a major
focus of the Old Norse sagas. Despite the sagas’ attention on men, there has been a general
dearth in scholarship as to what it meant to be a man. Indeed, Evans and Hancock note that
“a coherent exploration of the works that address masculinities in Old Norse-lcelandic
literature... is long overdue”.*?” As a result, the two of them assembled an edited volume on
the topic, Masculinities in Old Norse Literature, so as “to explore the textual performance and
representation of masculinities in Old Norse-Icelandic literature and to provide a deeper
understanding of masculinities more generally”.4%8

However, only two of the book’s chapters deal with the topic of cross-generational
relationships between men in the family. One of them is Falk’s study on boyhood, in which he
researches saga depictions of pre-adult boys. Discussing the future-looking concept of
mannsefni, or ‘a man to be’, Falk observes how boyhood, as constructed in the sagas, was “a
training period in which [a boy’s] potential had to be cultivated and augmented”.*?® He also
notes how a father remarks that “it is his paternal duty towards his sons to ‘menna pa’ (make
men of them)”.43° The other work is Hancock’s “Male Kinship Obligations”, in which she
explores some of the roles in intergenerational relationships before moving on to sibling
relationships. In her broad exploration, Hancock discerns some of the emotional elements of
masculine obligations and notes some of the literature’s displays of love.*3! Even Evans’ own
book, Men and Masculinities in the Sagas of Icelanders, does not thoroughly discuss fedgar
relationships as their own concept, instead subordinating these relationships under

masculinity more generally; he dedicates one paragraph to what constitutes a good/bad

427 Gareth Lloyd Evans and Jessica Clare Hancock, “Introduction,” in Masculinities in Old Norse Literature, ed.
Gareth Lloyd Evans and Jessica Clare Hancock (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2020), 1.

428 Evans and Hancock, “Introduction,” 2.

429 CVD, 407; Oren Falk, “Boyhood, Saga-Style: From Mannsefni to Madr,” in Masculinities in Old Norse
Literature, ed. Gareth Lloyd Evans and Jessica Clare Hancock (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2020), 33. For the
alternate translation of ‘a promising young man’, which still possesses that sense of futurity, see also the entry
for efni, CVD, 116.

430 Falk, “Boyhood, Saga-Style,” 30.

431 Jessica Clare Hancock, “‘That which a hand gives a hand or a foot gives a foot’: Male Kinship Obligations in
the Heroic Poetic Edda and Volsunga saga,” in Masculinities in Old Norse Literature, ed. Gareth Lloyd Evans and
Jessica Clare Hancock (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2020), 223-224.
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father and how fathers turn “their sons into socialized men” (74-5).%32 It is within Olley’s book,
Kinship in Old Norse Myth and Legend, in which we come across a chapter dedicated to the
relationships between fathers and sons. There, Olley discusses the destabilisation of father-
son relationships “and the efforts of saga authors and poets to reconcile these tensions with
the patrilineal solidarity between father and son so highly prized by their society”.*** These
works have achieved the important goal of opening up the field of Old Norse studies to
explorations of masculinity and manhood. As a result, new avenues are opening up. Indeed,
there remains much to be studied and unearthed in regards to what it meant to be a father
and what it meant to be a son in the Old Norse sagas and medieval Iceland.

It should come as little surprise, then, that there is very little scholarship on the topic
of love within fedgar relationships. The main work on this topic is Itnyre’s chapter on emotions
between Old Norse fathers and sons, in the edited volume Medieval Family Roles: A Book of
Essays.*** Surveying much material, she covers a broad range of elements within fedgar bonds
and behaviours, but cannot venture too deep due to that breadth. Furthermore, the history
of emotions was not yet established at the time, so she did not have those tools to draw upon.
For example, rather than fully exploring grief over a loved one’s death as a topic and goal in
itself, Itnyre connects the emotions to the consequent economic loss of the deceased
individual before moving on.**> Otherwise, the works on this topic are intermittent. Hancock
and Olley both raise the topic of love, in their respective works, but they do not do so in a
concentrated manner, for it is not the focus of their works. Even Armann Jakobsson’s work on
empathy in Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar uses fedgar love (or, in this case, its lack) as a stepping
stone to create the context for empathy.*3® Thus, a study concentrating on love within fedgar
relationships is needed to fill the current gap, and this chapter seeks to achieve as much.

By working with love and fedgar relationships in the Old Norse sagas, this chapter will
add to the growing foundations of research on both masculinity and cross-generational
masculine relationships in medieval Iceland, for these elements are intertwined.

Understanding how love was understood and expressed inevitably leads to questions of

432 Evans, Men and Masculinities, 74-75.

433 Olley, Kinship in Old Norse Myth, 33.

434 See Cathy Jorgensen Itnyre, “The Emotional Universe of Medieval Icelandic Fathers and Sons,” in Medieval
Family Roles: A Book of Essays, ed. Cathy Jorgensen Itnyre (New York: Garland Publishing, 1996).

435 |tnyre, “The Emotional Universe,” 181-182.

436 Armann Jakobsson. “Egils saga and Empathy,” 15.
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masculinity as well as the roles of father and son. However, as these areas are not the focus
of my study, some questions will go unanswered and must await further study.

Relationships between men, within and outside of kinship networks, are common
within the Old Norse sagas. One may subsequently conclude that there is a consequent trove
of fedgar relationships with which to explore the manifestations of fedgar love. This, however,
is not the case. Already emotionally reticent in vocabulary, when compared to the Continent’s
romances, the sagas generally speak of love in a romantic sense more than in a familial one.
What statements of love there are, then, must be fully explored. For example, in Brennu-Njdls
saga, borhallr is said to love Njéll in an early part of the saga; it is only upon Njalls’ death, at a
considerably later point in the saga, that bérhallr’s displays of his love for Njall are made
particularly visible.*3” A possibly incidental mention of fedgar love can help place later events
into an emotional perspective.

Therefore, this chapter will be split into two sections, both utilising a love term by
which to further explore fedgar love and fedgar relationships. First, | will study what | call the
‘bed of grief’, the place fathers go to die after their sons die. This idea has been touched upon
by other scholars already but it has not been explored with a focus on the emotional content
of the scene; my discussion, therefore, will explore the love that can be found within the ‘bed
of grief’. This will be achieved through a compilation of case studies, all pointing to this same
idea. | shall then move to explore how love could be expressed from one man to the other of
the fedgar pair through reciprocal actions, such as the provision of supplies. While reciprocity
is a well-known cultural element of medieval Iceland, this chapter intends to explore the idea
from a new angle, that of emotions and love, so as to illuminate alternative perspectives and
so enrich our understanding. Unlike the case studies we have explored so far, this expression
of love will explore a single relationship between father and son, and use a range of sources
to clarify and illustrate the relationship and reciprocity.

The themes of this chapter were chosen in two different ways. The first topic, that of
the ‘bed of grief’ emerged from numerous entries in the database. Many of these entries,
however, do not possess love terminology. Instead, it was the major similarities between them
that revealed the pattern of a manner in which love was understood, by the contemporary

audience, to manifest. The discussion of fedgar reciprocity, our second theme, was not chosen

37 Nj, 74, 344, 378, 402. We briefly discussed this scene at the beginning in the Introduction, but will explore
the other manifestation of bérhallr’s love and grief in this chapter.
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for being numerous in the database. It was instead chosen for how the relationship between
the two men noticeably shifted throughout the saga’s narrative, whilst also possessing love
terminology. In addition, both of these topics, as we shall soon see, have been touched upon
by scholarship in the past; | will build upon that scholarship and showcase how much more
can be uncovered if we reconsider these ideas from the perspective of emotions. As
mentioned in the Introduction, fedgar relationships were the most frequently-occurring
pairing of the four relationships | am exploring, by a large degree. We should not take this to
mean that this relationship was more loving than the other three dyads, though; it instead
illustrates the extent to which men were the predominant characters of the sagas. As such,
fedgar relationships were more common and more narratively developed than the other
groupings. Therefore, we can see the prevalence of fedgar love terms as simply resulting from
the predominance of fedgar relationships. Nevertheless, it should come as little surprise that
this chapter does not incorporate all of the possible themes of fedgar love that were rendered
visible through my database. Unlike the previous chapter, much of the discussion in this
chapter revolves around biological father-son relationships, with only one example being a
fosterage fedgar relationship. This follows the general trends of my database also, in that the
biological fedgar pairing was the most common, followed by fosterage and then other
iterations of the relationship. To summarise, there were many examples and themes that |
could have drawn upon in creating this chapter on fedgar relationship, too many for a single
chapter. | thus selected two topics of interest, which have also been previously explored by

scholars, in order to explore the Old Norse emotional culture of fedgar relationships.

The ‘Bed of Grief’

P& stéd Skeggi upp ok maelti: “Ryta mun goltrinn, ef grissinn er drepinn”.438

Then Skeggi stood up and said: “The boar shall squeal, if the piglet is slain”.

This short exclamation can be found in Pérdar saga hredu, and what this statement equates
to is that the father shall avenge his slain son if the son is killed by another. While this sounds

like the start of a discussion on vengeance and feuding, this statement instead serves as

438 p6rd, 182. A similar phrase is also found in Ragnars saga lodbrdkar ok sona hans — “ba maelti Ragnar: Gnydja
mundu nu grisir, ef peir vissi, hvat enn gamli pyldi” (Then Ragnarr said: “The piglets would grunt, if they knew,
that the old one roared”). See Ragn, 210.
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contextualisation for the ‘bed of grief’. Indeed, if an individual was killed, a kinsman was
expected to take up the case against his kinsman’s slayer and execute justice. However, this
act of justice was not reserved solely for a father or son; if neither of these men could seek
justice, it could instead be enacted by various male kinsmen.**° In a practical sense, kinship
consisted of “making claims on others using the idiom of kinship obligation”.4*% A man was
obligated to find justice for the deceased, along with those injured by another party. If the
man took too long to do so, his honour could be called into question. We can see as much in
Bandamanna saga, in which bPérarinn is reluctant to defend his kinsman from a charge of
murder, remarking “Ekki hirdi ek pat” (“l do not care about it”) upon being reminded of his

441

kinship obligation.*** It is only after further convincing and the risk of being said to have acted

litilmannliga (“in a little-manly manner”), with the applicable honour loss, that he relents and

442 50, it is easy enough for the contemporary audience to comprehend

takes up the defence.
why Skeggi would make the above statement of reacting to a slain son; honour, duty, and
expectation bind him to the action. Where is the connection to grief and love, however? For
that, we need to first get more context.

Skeggi says the aforementioned sentence, after his son, Eidr, asks for his father’s
cooperation in defending bordr, Eidr’s foster-father, who is being attacked over the purchase
of a cloak.**? Although Skeggi does go to bérdr’s aid, it should be noted that Skeggi has no
good will towards pordr, despite having previously met with him.*** Indeed, “maelast peir
Pordr ekkivid, po at peir finnist” ([Skeggi] and Pérdr do not talk to each other, even when they
meet each other).**> Therefore, we can be assured that Skeggi is not going for P6érdr’s sake,

but that Skeggi goes because of his son’s request. Indeed, Skeggi’s above statement, said after

Eidr returns to the besieged bordr, suggests a concern for Eidr’s safety. Skeggi’s concern for

439 For the hierarchy of responsibility for who could be the principal for various killing cases regarding kinsmen,
see Laws I, 156-160.

440 Miller, Bloodtaking and Peacemaking, 157.

441 Band, 316.

442 Band, 317. For how Seemundr is mocked for being slow to aid his nephew, see fs/ 95-96. For how Bardi is
slapped by his mother for sitting in his dead brother’s seat and told not to dare sit there until the dead are
avenged, see Heid, 254.

443 pgrg, 181-182.

444 Skeggi did not choose to give Eidr, in fosterage, to bérdr; this developed through Eidr’s original foster-father
attempting to cross an unpassable river, almost resulting in the family’s death, with bordr subsequently
rescuing them. bordr then offered Eidr the opportunity to be fostered by him, to which Eidr agreed. For further
details, see bord, especially 174-175.

445 p6ra, 172.
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Eidr hints at an emotional connection, if not fatherly love. Would Skeggi feel grief and sorrow,
indicative of love, if Eidr were to die? So far, there has not been enough evidence to state as
such but, to try and answer this, we can look at other scenes in the saga.

Throughout the saga, Skeggi repeatedly attempts to slay bPoérdr for killing kinsmen of
Skeggi’s, only stopping because Eidr comes between the two men and, usually, allies with
PArdr.44¢ On one of these occasions, Eidr attempts to make peace between the two parties, by
giving Skeggi the ultimatum of either leaving b6rdr in peace or fighting against borér’s band
of men with Eidr among them. Consequently, Skeggi says “Pat er likast, Eidr, at pu munir verda
at rdda, pvi at eigi mun ek berjast vid pik” (“It is most likely, Eidr, that what you counsel shall
come to pass, because | shall not fight against you”).**” Skeggi is unwilling to risk harming his
own son, despite the animosity between pPordr and himself, and so leaves Pérdr in peace.
Skeggi is too concerned about harming his son to wreak vengeance. Miller, in a discussion on
the tension and strife amongst kin, observes that “[i]n spite of the stresses that the culture
imposed on the father-son bond they rarely led one to oppose the other in such a way as to
endanger each other’s lives”.%*® Perhaps we could suggest that the tensions impressed upon
fedgar pairs were not grand enough to force them into slaying one another but | believe that
would be minimising the expectations and gravity of the situations, such as Skeggi’s. Instead,
we should consider that the fedgar bond was often too strong for strife to materialise into
open hostility to the point of killing.**° Indeed, Skeggi’s repetition of his concern for his son’s
wellbeing, in his statement on boars and his refusal to attack, would suggest that there is a
strong emotional connection between Skeggi and Eidr. However, to consolidate that this
emotional inference is a sign of love, we shall examine other saga cases of father-son relations
to ensure that these fedgar scenes portray love.

Indeed, if we can see a paternal concern over filial harm in fedgar relationships, what
would we see if the sons did come to harm? What if the sons died? Fortunately for us, there
are numerous occasions for exploring this avenue. Indeed, it seems only right that we start
with Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar, within which Egill loses both of his sons and experiences

tremendous grief. The reason it is right that we start here is because Egill’s grief is followed by

446 See p6rd, 189-190, 214, 218, 220, 222.

447 p6ra, 214.

448 Miller, Bloodtaking and Peacemaking, 160.

449 There are, of course, exceptions. In Kjalnesinga saga, for example, Jokull fights and slays his father, Bui, after
Bui rejects his paternity; the slaying, however, is unintentional. See Kjaln, 43.
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the renowned lamentation poem, Sonatorrek, which Falk describes as “one of—arguably,
foremost among—his masterpieces”.**° Falk goes on to say that “Sonatorrek is an exquisitely
narcissistic, yet also movingly plaintive, dirge, composed as a home remedy for Egill’s suicidal
despair at his son’s death”.4>! The suicidal grief that Egill feels is what we are interested in, as
it emerges from his love for his sons. Indeed, in discussing Egill and his sons, Sayers observes
that “the mutual love is the natural prerequisite for the father’s grief”.%>2 It certainly appears
as much, when Egill’s son, Bodvarr, is introduced; Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar states “Egill
unni honum mikit; var Bodvarr ok elskr at honum” (Egill loved [Bodvarr] greatly; and Bodvarr
was lovingly attached to [Egill]).**® Here we have two terms for love, the verb unna and the
adjective elskr. We know, for certain, that love existed in this fedgar relationship, but there is
little information surrounding this love and its cultural elements. The grief elements, however,
soon appear in abundance following Bodvarr’s death at sea; the prose on Egill’s subsequent

actions is brimming with information and so has been quoted entirely below:

bpann dag spurdi Egill pessi tidendi, ok pegar reid hann at leita likanna; hann fann
rétt lik Bodvars; tok hann pat upp ok setti i kné sér ok reid med Ut i Digranes fil
haugs Skalla-Grims. Hann lét pa opna hauginn ok lagdi Bodvar par nidr hja Skalla-
Grimi; var sidan aptr lokinn haugrinn, ok var eigi fyrr lokit en um dagsetrs skeid.
Eptir pat reid Egill heim til Borgar, ok er hann kom heim, pa gekk hann pegar til
lokrekkju peirar, er hann var vanr at sofa i; hann lagdisk nidr ok skaut fyrir loku;
engi pordu at krefja hann mdls. En sva er sagt, pa er peir settu Bodvar nidr, at Egill
var buinn: hosan var strengd fast at beini; hann hafdi fustanskyrtil raudan,
brongvan upphlutinn ok |3z at sidu; en pat er spgn manna, at hann prutnadi sva,

at kyrtillinn rifnadi af honum ok sva hosurnar.#>

That day Egill heard this news, and he immediately rode to look for the dead
bodies; he found Bodvarr’s body; he picked it up and placed it across his knees
and rode with it out to Digranes, to Skallagrimr’s burial mound. He then opened
the mound and he placed Bodvarr inside beside Skallagrimr; afterwards, the

450 Oren Falk, “Konutorrek, “Irreparable Loss of a Wife”: Egils saga’s Absent Husband’s Lament,” Viator 45, no. 3
(2014): 61. While the scenes | am studying are all located around Sonatorrek, | shall not prioritise the poem
itself, as discussed in the Introduction. For how the poem’s dating is likely later than generally agreed; see Karl
G. Johansson, “The Selfish Skald,” especially 140-142. For the emotional content of Sonatorrek, see Markussen,
“Poetic Justice”; Sif Rikhardsdottir, Emotion in Old Norse; Sayers, “Guilt, Grief, Grievance”.

431 Falk, “Konutorrek,” 61.

452 sayers, “Guilt, Grief, Grievance,” 233.

453 £g 243,

454 £g, 243-244.
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mound was closed again, and this was not finished before dusk. After that, Egill
rode home to Borg, and when he came home, he then went immediately to his
locked bed-closet, in which he was accustomed to sleeping; he lay down and
locked the door; no one dared to ask to speak to him. It is said, when they buried
Bodvarr, that Egill was wearing tight-fitting hose and that he had a tight-chested
red fustian kirtle laced at the sides. People say that he swelled so much that the
kirtle and hose burst from his body.

From this one passage, there are three interlinked elements of Old Norse culture, and this
expression of love through grief, for us to explore. They are the general paucity of emotional
terminology, the single use of emotional expression, and the bed of grief.

As Sif Rikhardsdottir has already performed a splendid analysis on this passage, | shall
attempt to expand upon her work here.*>> Regarding the utter lack of emotional terminology
in the majority of the above passage, Sif Rikhardsdottir states how the “lack of emotive
description induces the reader to visualise the scene” using their own emotional experiences
as the foundation.**® She further comments that along with the aural void, “[t]he narrative
structuring, which ends with the adopted silence of the other characters as well, signals to the
reader the momentous emotive significance of the event”.#*’ Indeed, this passage gives us no
direct insights into Egill’s mind and emotions; we are not given any emotion words, such as
the nouns harmr (‘grief’ or ‘sorrow’) or skadi (‘harm’ or ‘loss’), to use as a foundation for our
understanding. We, as an audience, must piece together the layers of meaning present in the
scene in order to comprehend the scene. As such, | would like to specifically highlight two
aspects of Bodvarr’s burial for discussion, that is, the scene’s aural and emotional void.

Put simply, the sequence of events is as follows: the body is found, the mound is
opened, the body is placed inside, the mound is closed; and this is all completed by dusk.
Initially, this does not seem irregular. However, the concluding remark that it took until
nightfall raises a point for readers to notice; namely, that this is worth noticing. Indeed, each
of the locations that Egill travels to/from are quite close (all within approximately 6km of each
other) and yet it took Egill until dusk to collect the body, travel to his father’s grave, and bury

his son in an already-made mound.**® How could this be? It is important, here, to remember

435 See Sif Rikhardsdottir, Emotion in Old Norse Literature, chs. 2-3.
436 Sif Rikhardsdottir, Emotion in Old Norse Literature, 72.

457 Sif Rikhardsdottir, Emotion in Old Norse Literature, 73.

458 See ISM.
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that Iceland has an extreme day/night cycle, where summer daylight lasts for approximately
20 hours of the day, which the saga tells us it currently is, exacerbating this incredible length
of time we are told it takes Egill to bury his son. Furthermore, we also know that Egill is not
alone as he buries Bodvarr, despite the overwhelming sense that the saga portrays, as it states
“béa er peir settu Bodvar nidr” (when they buried Bodvarr).%>° This means that Egill would have
had help to both open and close the mound, meaning that the work would have been
completed quicker than if Egill was alone. Once again, we should consider what the saga is
not telling us about the actions surrounding the burial, as there is presumably a surplus of
time to account for. Unfortunately, Sif Rikhardsdottir is correct in stating that the prose only
provides the “framework that the reader must imbue with feeling” and, as we have here,
activity.*®® From this scene, we can only speculate at what Egill did at the burial; he may have
cried or become angry or behaved stoically. These speculations, however, are inconclusive at
best without any evidence. Therefore, it is prudent that we look elsewhere to fill the gaps.

Moving from the aural and emotional void that readers are likely to fill with their
personal feelings, we shall move to examine Egill’s major act indicative of emotion, that is, his
clothes bursting forth from his body as a result of bodily swelling. Indeed, in maintaining that
void the saga does not describe the swelling in Egill’s activities, but rewinds after the sequence
to remark on how people said that he swelled at the burial. Still, we are told little. We learn
that he swelled but we are given no clear explanation. We are not given any reactions by the
onlookers, either, as to whether such displays of emotion were culturally unacceptable, or an
expected reaction. Again, we can surmise with what we have but that may lead us to conclude
from our own expectations. Instead, let us look back to the scene from Brennu-Njdls saga,
with which this thesis started, to compare the men’s physical outbursts.

Upon hearing the news of his foster-father’s death by being burned alive, bPérhallr
“bratnadi allr ok blé6bogi st6d 6r hvarritveggju hlustinni, ok vard eigi stédvat, ok fell hann i
dvit, ok pa stédvadisk” (swelled all over and a gush of blood streamed out of both ears, and it
could not be stopped, and he fell unconscious, and then it stopped).*? Perhaps Egill too fell
unconscious and that is why he took the whole day for his journey. Nevertheless, unlike Egill,

porhallr did not destroy his clothes in the process of swelling up, but had blood pour from his

459 £g 243,
460 Sif Rikhardsdottir, Emotion in Old Norse Literature, 78.
461 \j, 344.
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ears, and he was a foster-son rather than a father. However, the primary shared element of
swelling is here and, also, it is the result of one man of a fedgar pair losing the other half. More
importantly, Brennu-Njdls saga gives us extra information to work with; we get viewpoints
regarding the event. Immediately after his explosion of blood, “st66 hann upp ok kvad sér
litilmannliga verda” ([Pdrhallr] stood up and said that he had behaved in a little-manly
manner).*®? The people with him tried to reassure him; “[p]eir sogdu, at engi mundi virda
honum petta til skammar, en hann kvad ekki mega taka fyrir pat, hvat men meelti” (they said
that nobody would regard that as shame for him, but he said that nothing would be able to
stop what people say).*®® The onlookers, and Pérhallr himself, offer two viewpoints as to how
this scene, and male displays of grief, can be understood. Pérhallr’s behaviour could be either
shameful and little-manly, or it could not be. How can one action evoke such opposing views?
Why would such behaviour be considered shameful?

Fortunately, Miller has already covered some of these bases. Within his overview of
Brennu-Njdls saga, Miller discusses these questions by observing how Pérhallr’s behaviour
could “prompt as much shame as embarrassment”.¢* The resulting opinions would depend
on who witnessed, or heard about, the event. Miller goes on to state that Pérhallr’s friends
“are telling him that his swelling, bleeding, and fainting are the stuff of mere ‘embarrassment’,
not shame”.%%> So, for his friends, this bloody expulsion was not a shameful act but just an
embarrassing episode that will be soon forgotten. However, bérhallr “knows the agonistic
world in which he lives, a world of highly competitive honor and shame. People, not even
enemies, will use his swelling and seizure to make jokes at his expense”.*¢® It is unsurprising,
then, that bérhallr expects to lose honour through being the victim of ridicule and mockery.
But why does expelling blood from one’s body deserve derision? Is it simply an amusing image
or is there more to it?

To aid us in answering this scenario, which will consequently illuminate our scene in
Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar, we can look to some of the scholarship that has been researched

on the concept of the mind in Old English texts, as they can serve as a comparable entity for

462 \j 344,

463 \j 345,

464 Miller, ‘Why is your Axe Bloody?, 241.

465 Miller, ‘Why is your Axe Bloody?, 241.

465 Miller, ‘Why is your Axe Bloody?, 241. For how men would monitor other men’s behaviour and how it
compared to the masculine ideal, see Evans, Men and Masculinities, 44.
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our discussion on physical swelling. In his work, Mize notes that “[m]any linguistic and literary
traditions commonly represent the mind as a container” and that this includes Old English
poetry in which this concept is common.%®” Lockett uses this idea and draws from the so-called
hydraulic model, in which fluids (representative of emotions) move within a pressurised
system, to suggest that Old English peoples generally accepted that “the mind is corporeal,
localized in or near the heart, and subject to spatial and thermal changes”.*®® For the Old
English peoples, it was not a metaphor but their real understanding of how the body
worked.*®® Matto, however, believes that Lockett’s focus on the hydraulic model, and its use
of pressure, “as opposed to a more general schema” such as Mize’s, leads Lockett into
prioritising hydraulic metaphors of pressure to fit her argument.4’® While | stand with Matto’s
critique of Lockett’s work, | would like to combine Mize’s more general model of the mind as
a container with Lockett’s historically-oriented model of a corporeal mind in the torso that Old
English people accepted, so as to help our understanding of why Pérhallr’s bloody expulsion
could be mocked.*"

So, for the Old English conceptualisation of the mind, Lockett sums up the mental and
physiological phenomena as follows: “[a]n intense thought or emotion is analogous to a
source of heat energy”, thus providing heat to the container in which the thought/emotion
resides (chest cavity), which may result in the container becoming too ‘hot’ and expanding.*”?
However, it is possible that “the internal pressure may become so intense that it threatens to
rupture the walls of the container” after a prolonged period of intense emotions and
thoughts.4”3 Is this rupturing what we see with bérhallr? Lockett explores bérhallr’s scene and

believes as much, concluding that “[a] certain amount of shame is nonetheless attached to

467 Britt Mize, “The Representation of the Mind as an Enclosure in Old English Poetry,” Anglo-Saxon England 35
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Image in The Battle of Maldon,” Studia Neophilologica 74, no. 1 (2002): 68.
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Germanic Philology 115, no. 1 (2016): 102. For how the hydraulic model tends to portray emotions as passive,
through them happening to us, see Robert C. Solomon, True to Our Feelings: What Our Emotions are Really
Telling Us (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), ch. 12.
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such an unbridled outward display of grief”.#’* Indeed, Lockett observes this sentiment
recurring throughout the Old English corpus of poetry, in that a man “ought to keep the
contents of his breast locked up in situations in which speaking and weeping would be
shameful or detrimental to his relationships with other men and hence to his reputation”.*”>
The mind-as-container model, then, follows the saga’s account of how bdrhallr is concerned
with a loss to his reputation because of his expulsion of fluids. Does knowing that this historical
model of mind-as-container probably existed in medieval Iceland help understand how
porhallr’s specific expression could deserve mockery? Somewhat, for bérhallr’s expression
was possibly shameful but is that due to it being grief or the intensity of the emotion? Or
both?

We are given no context other than that it could be perceived as ‘little-manly’ to have
such a display of emotion. So, there is not enough information in Brennu-Njdls saga to clarify
Egill’s display. However, we can compare bdrhallr’s little-manly behaviour with a little-manly
scene in Viglundar saga, in which the eponymous protagonist considers murdering the
sleeping husband of the woman he loves; this episode can provide insight. Before Viglundr
can do anything to the husband, however, his friend tells him: “Varastu... ok ger ekki pat
fordaeduverk at drepa sofanda mann. Lat pu 6ngvan a pér finna, at pu hafir hug a konu pessi,
ok berr pik sem karlmannligast” (“Be on your guard... and do not perform that deplorable
deed of killing a sleeping man. Let no one find out about you, that you have feeling[s] for this
woman; behave like the manliest [of men]”).4”® According to his friend, Viglundr was about to
fail in maintaining an element of his maleness in showing others his emotions regarding a
married woman; no matter how badly he wanted to be with this woman, no one could know
he held such extreme feelings and so he was not meant to show them. This saga episode
suggests, then, that in order to conform to medieval Icelandic ideals of masculinity, Viglundr
would have to hide his emotions for this woman, if not his emotions entirely.

Let us, then, return to Pérhallr’s incident. If the manliest behaviour for Viglundr was to
not show his emotions, then perhaps it is the same for bérhallr. It would, thus, be most manly

of him to not show his emotions regarding Njall’s death. Considering bPérhallr’s concern that

474 Lockett, Anglo-Saxon Psychologies, 147.

475 Lockett, Anglo-Saxon Psychologies, 80-81. Mize also notes this Old English idea of the mind needing to be a
secure container because of the risks of harm and/or shame in the public world. However, Mize does not
regard it as a specifically male requirement. See Mize, “"The Representation of the Mind”, especially 74.
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others will view his behaviour as ‘little-manly’, it seems that he believes he has failed in
maintaining a manly demeanour, and can now be mocked for being unmanly. But what about
his friends? Why do they not also see it as unmanly? Perhaps it is simply because they are
friends and understand boérhallr; as such, they do not wish to mock their own friend.
Alternatively, what if Porhallr’s behaviour was both manly and unmanly? He both held his
intense emotions inside and expressed them, making him perform both a manly act and an
unmanly one. Lockett describes, in her model, how the container can rupture if the pressure
becomes too much. bérhallr’s emotions run too high too fast and his body, unable to find a
suitable outlet in time, begins rupturing, despite his efforts; he cannot hold these emotions
inside, as his body can only swell so much. It is only when he falls unconscious, and can no
longer feel his emotions, that the bleeding and swelling subside. Therefore, perhaps his allies
telling him that his behaviour was not shameful was a result of his visible struggle to retain
the emotional agitation; others, however, would not have seen this struggle and so would
mock the end result. Also, even if others did hear about Pérhallr’s manly struggle, they could
still focus upon his unmanly expression. While bPérhallr’s explosive emotional expression over
his foster-father’s death arose from his grief and love for Njall, its inappropriateness opened
him to mockery for unmanly behaviour, despite his attempts to remain stoic.

Let us now return to Egill and his own explosive response, in which his chest swells and
clothes burst from his body. As we observed earlier, there was no direct indicators as to how
Egill’s behaviour was perceived nor to what emotions Egill actually felt. bérhallr’s episode,
however, sheds much-needed light on emotional expression in fedgar relationships and
indicates that Egill likely felt the same as bdrhallr did. Egill may not have expelled liquid, as
pérhallr did, showing his capacity to keep emotions in check, but his efforts were plain to see;
his clothes burst from his body. As a result of this medically-dubious scene, the audience
would get a strong impression of Egill’s pain and concurrent emotions; they could understand
that the swelling was symbolic for visible displays of emotion. Nevertheless, there is yet more
to be explored with regard to Egill’s grief, and grief in other fedgar relationships.

We now come to what | have termed the ‘bed of grief’, the bed upon which men go
out of their inability to process their grief, usually resulting in their death. Soon after the
passage | quoted, we garner more details regarding Egill’s retreat from everyone. In response
to Egill’s self-isolation, his wife summons his daughter, Porgerdr, to help; she subsequently

joins his self-imposed starvation and he soon asks her “Hver van er, at ek muna lifa vilja vid
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harm penna?” (“What hope is [there], that | would want to live with this sorrow?”).%”” Here
we are granted an insight into Egill’s thoughts, through a vocalisation of his emotional state,
that is, sorrow, and how it is terrible enough for him to seek death. This is not the first time
the saga has such an episode of sorrow, though. Indeed, it also happened to Egill’s grandfather,
Kveld-Ulfr, after he lost his son, Porélfr; we are told “Kveld-Ulfr spurdi fall Porélfs sonar sins;
vard hann hryggr vid pessi tidendi, sva at hann lagdisk i rekkju af harmi ok elli” (Kveld-Ulfr
heard of the death of his son, Pérélfr; he was so grieved by these tidings, that he took to his
bed from sorrow and old age).*’8 Like Egill, Kveld-Ulfr struggled with the death of his son and
retreated to his bed, out of harmr, or ‘grief’. Sif Rikhardsdottir notices this, too, and remarks
how this intertwining of episodes and their emotional content “acts as a map which guides
the reader in the interpretation of events and the characters’ responses”.*’® Therefore, if
Kveld-Ulfr grieved for his deceased son, it is highly likely that Egill is grieving for his beloved
Bodvarr, too.

Rather than love, Itnyre would argue that we should also consider the economic loss
of Bodvarr’s death as a factor of Egill’s grief. She argues that “the diminished economic
support represented by the loss of grown sons must be considered an important factor in the
sagas’ portrayal of paternal grief”.4®% While there probably was a loss in economic terms for
the household, current as well as future, the saga provides little evidence for such a
conclusion. It is true that Bodvarr dies while transporting wood back to Egill's home, and that
his death would result in a lack of support and reciprocation.*®! However, those factors are
wholly inadequate in explaining why Egill spent approximately 20 hours burying his son before
self-imposed starvation, and so shall not be included.

Nevertheless, with Kveld-Ulfr’s grieving, we also have a comment from his other son
that indicates a cultural viewpoint, while Egill’s does not, so we can perhaps map this to Egill’s
scene too. His son says “at allt var annat athcefiligra en pat, at auvirdask ok leggjask i kor”

(that all other things were [more] fitting than to become worthless and bedridden).*®? This
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suggests that it was unacceptable for a man to take to bed after the loss of his sons, yet there
are two examples of it within a single saga.

Scholars have argued that this ritual of going to bed is specifically due to old age.
Indeed, Miller observes that “the sagas suggest that old men take to bed out of grief for the
loss of a loved one and despair for their inability to avenge them properly”.%83 In so doing, the
old man “announced he was no longer a player in the game” of honour, reputation, and

484 |t is unsurprising, then, that Kveld-Ulfr’s son was frustrated; his father was

vengeance.
accepting his old age and giving up on revenge. However, | think Miller’s scope is too limited
here. He believes that it is Egill and Kveld-Ulfr’s age and inability to avenge which is causing
them to retreat to the bed of grief but | posit that it is primarily their inability to avenge a
loved one which results in them going to bed. Nevertheless, their age may play a part in this
inability. It is true that Kveld-Ulfr may be quite old, but the reason that he cannot claim justice
is that it was King Haraldr who had slain his son.*8® Like Egill, Kveld-Ulfr had no chance of
claiming vengeance or compensation; how is Egill supposed to seek compensation or
retribution against the ocean?

Looking at this inability to claim vengeance, we shall investigate the other instances of
the ‘bed of grief’, where men lost their sons and struggled, so as to further prove that this was
a known cultural ritual as well as to further understand this cultural phenomenon in which
grief, love, and fedgar relationships intertwine. The other sagas | will explore include
Heidarviga saga, Gunnars saga Keldugsnupsfifls, Gull-bdris saga, and, with the father’s death
instead of the son’s, Brennu-Njdls saga.

In Heidarviga saga, we come across the same Norse word for grief we have seen
already, harmr, in Gudmundr, another father who loses his son and withdraws to his bed. We
also know that he is old, because his character introduction tells us explicitly that he had been
the bravest of men but had come into old age by the time of this saga’s setting. We are not
told of his love for his son, or vice versa, but his actions follow that of Egill and Kveld-Ulfr,

suggesting that there was indeed love there. Upon hearing of his son’s death, “[p]essi fregn
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feer Gudmundi sva mikils harms, at hann gengr pegar til badar sinnar ok leggsk” (this news
affects Gudmundr with such great grief, that he goes immediately to his booth and lies
down).*® Soon after his withdrawal to his bed, we are told that “[IJeggsk pessi harmr svd mjok
a Gudmund, at hann lifir eigi lengr en manud” (this grief lies so greatly on Gudmundr that he
lives no longer than a month).*8” The wording of his death makes it clear that the grief resulted
in Gudmundr’s death. Incapable of claiming vengeance for his son, Gudmundr retreats to bed
and subsequently dies because of his grief.

porgrimr, of Gunnars saga Keldugsnupsfifls, does not have love explicitly attributed to
him, regarding his sons, but he acts similarly to the fathers we have seen so far. Upon finding
his sons’ corpses, borgrimr had no idea as to who had perpetrated the slaughter and, thus,
“[blar Porgrimr mikinn harm eptir sonu sina” (Porgrimr bore great sorrow [for] his sons).*8®
Once again, we see the use of harmr for the grief over dead sons. Furthermore, this saga
implicitly suggests that borgrimr had the capabilities to attain vengeance for his sons as the
main cause for his inability to do so is that he does not know who killed his sons, resulting in
his grief. And so, unable to find the killers, we are told how the eponymous “Gunnar frétti pad,
ad borgrimr var daudr; hafdi hann sprungid af harmi eptir sonu sina” (Gunnar heard that
Porgrimr was dead; he had died from sorrow for his sons).*® Like the other fathers, borgrimr
was unable to claim vengeance. Furthermore, while this case study does not mention a bed,
it is not difficult to consider that there was one, just unmentioned, for him to waste away in,
considering the similarity of these examples.

Drawing from a fantastical scene, we can find a father who bucks the trend in
expressing his grief for a son but can, tentatively, still be understood through the lens of love
and grief, in Gull-pPdris saga. Here, there is another lack of love, and grief, terminology for their

relationship but there are contextual clues to suggest love’s presence. Indeed, the saga states:

Péri brd sva vid pessi tidindi, er hann frétti, at hann hvarf 4 brott fra bui sinu, ok
vissi engi madr, hvat af honum vaeri ordit edr hann kom nidr, en pat hafa menn
fyrir satt, at hann hafi at dreka ordit ok hafi lagizt & gullkistur sinar.4%°
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borir was so startled when he heard these tidings that he left his farm and no one
knew what happened to him nor where he went, but people thought he had
turned into a dragon and had lain down on his gold chests.

Along with the lack of love terms, Pdrir neither dies nor goes to bed, as we have explored so
far; he instead becomes a dragon and finds a lair. How then could this be said to follow the
bed of grief? The elements needed to answer that question are Porir’s transformation and his
gold chests. Indeed, transforming into a dragon seems a bit extraordinary for our goals, that
is, until we contemplate it in a different light. In one vein, it may be useful to compare this to
Egill and bérhallr’s physical swelling and consider it as a supernatural manifestation of physical
alteration in response to heightened emotion; in other words, borir’s body may have changed
shape out of the grief he feels. Alternatively, it may be better to conceive of this
transformation as a death of some kind for bérir, as he has shed his human form. If we follow
the idea of death by grief, this can still follow it, as Périr has been affected by the news of his
son’s death and subsequently ‘dies’ from it, leaving behind something that is no longer human.
And the gold? While not immediately obvious, the chests of gold here can be construed as the
bed of grief. Kennings have called gold the ‘serpent’s lair’ and, so, the chests here can be
viewed as the bed of a dragon. Following that line of thought, dragon-bdrir lays upon his
chests, as if they were a resting place, a bed.

Before moving to Brennu-Njdls saga, we must take a short detour to discuss the deaths
so far, and why Egill escaped that fate. Some of the scholars who have explored Egill’s retreat
to his bed out of grief have claimed that he was not seriously seeking death for he did not
actively kill himself. They believe that his self-imposed starvation in a locked room was a
melodramatic and attention-seeking performance, and that he expected to receive
intervention from the onlookers.**! I, however, would like to consider Egill’s predicament
alongside the examples we have explored so far in order to reach a more holistic
understanding. In other words, | believe Egill, like the other fathers, would have died if it were
not for his daughter, Porgerdr, who convinces him to compose a poem for his dead sons.**? As
a result, Egill is able to shift his mindset. Instead of being confronted with the task of seeking

compensation from the ocean, “Egil complains against Odin, his patron” and receives
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compensation in the form of poetry.*>* Indeed, for Egill “[t]he poem itself comes to stand in
the place of the son, much as purses of silver paid over to compensate for a dead kinsmen
were understood to be a substitute for the victim”.4°* Able to claim a form of compensation
from his sons’ deaths, Egill escapes the bed of grief and survives.

Moving now to Brennu-Njdls saga, we have the inverse relationship, in which the son
figure is reacting to the father figure’s death. Unsurprisingly, this relationship is between
porhallr and his foster-father, Njall, which was previously discussed in relation to emotional
expression in general. We hear about bérhallr’s love for Njall early on in the saga; “[h]ann unni
meira Njali en fodur sinum” ([Pérhallr] loved Njéll more than his father).°> And as we have
already discussed, bérhallr swells out of grief for his slain foster-father, much like Egill swells
for his dead sons. Unlike the fathers who died, however, bérhallr is part of the group trying to
prosecute the burners and so does not go to the bed of grief and die; he is able to seek
vengeance and justice for his dead foster-father. The next relevant episode emerges during
the talks and preparation for the legal action against the burners of Njall and his family, in
which the saga states that “Pérhallr Asgrimsson ték fétarmein sva mikit” (Pérhallr Asgrimsson
had so great a foot-sore).**® As a result, he was eventually forced to rest in the booth, likely
on a bed, because of the pain, despite being called Iceland’s third greatest lawyer. Initially, the
fact that borhallr is in bed may not warrant much attention, other than that he is incapacitated
by the boil, until we consider how the boil is symptomatic of Pérhallr’s continued grief. Indeed,
Lonnroth suggests that the boil could be indicative of a localised version of the body’s swelling
up from heightened emotions.**” The reason | specify that this boil is symptomatic of grief, is
how this boil manifests in the time leading up to the prosecution. Instead of slaying the
perpetrators outright, there has been the protracted preparation for a legal battle, meaning
pérhallr has not been able to resolve the emotions he feels, and so the emotions have begun
to build up once again. He has been unable to claim his justice and so has found himself in the
bed of grief. Perhaps the most revealing element for how this scenario follows the bed of grief

motif is Pérhallr’s response to the legal case being invalidated. Upon hearing of this, “[h]ann
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spratt upp 6r riminu ok greip spjotit Skarphedinsnaut tveim hondum ok rak i gegnum fétinn
a sér. Var par a holdit ok kveisunaglinn a spjétinu” (he sprang up from the bed and grasped
the spear, known as Skarphedin’s gift, with two hands and thrust it into his foot. There was
flesh and the boil’s core on the spear).°® No longer willing to wait on the legal system’s form
of justice, he seeks redress in the alternative manner of violence, and goes on to start a melee
at the Alping, in an attempt to claim vengeance. His inability vanishes with his acceptance of
an alternative form of redress, just as we saw with Egill’s poetry.

Throughout all of these cases, the bed of grief motif has occurred, revealing to the
audience the grief involved in losing a member of the fedgar pair. This motif has been found
in multiple sagas, all resembling one another in how an inability to claim redress for the son’s
(or father’s) death results in grief, and probable death, for the one remaining. This inability
can manifest in multiple ways, from the assailant being unknown to the assailant being
impossible to slay. Alongside the bed of grief was also the emotional expression of a swollen
body (part). While both the bed of grief and physical swelling seem to have some negative
connotations, the sagas are generally silent on how the audience should understand these
responses to grief, leaving further questions to be answered in future studies.

For example, bérhallr’s swelling is both manly and unmanly, so is it up to the audience
members to decide for themselves which they think it is? Is it masculine or unmasculine to go
to bed from grief? How did medieval Icelandic men feel about these portrayals of men dying
from grief? Was it abhorrent to them? Or was it perhaps an escape from the masculine
system?*°° Also, scholars have noted how the author of Brennu-Njdls saga may have been
discussing “the inadequacy of law to resolve deep human conflicts”.>® Could the saga author
thus be trying to show the slow build-up of emotional stifling and powerlessness in the delay
between death and trial?

Through an exploration of various saga episodes, we have been able to locate fedgar
love via the bed of grief. While this concept had been previously touched upon by scholars,
they had passingly connected it to emotions, instead focussing elsewhere. Thus, by

concentrating on the emotional aspects, | have been able to showcase some new dimensions
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of the topic as well as highlight some areas for further study. While, on the surface, these case
studies and expressions of emotion speak of grief rather than love, it is important to
remember that grief typically emerges from loss. Indeed, losing a loved one produces great
grief, hence this analysis of grief to show one manner in which fedgar love could be found in

Old Norse culture.

Reciprocal Relations

Having explored how fedgar relationships possessed such levels of love that men were
likely to die, or kill, over the death of the other member of the relationship, we will now follow
the bond between a fedgar pair over time. This section will primarily explore one saga and
one relationship, unlike much of this project, for it is uncommon to be able to follow a
relationship so readily over the course of a saga. Indeed, we will chart the relationship over
the course of the saga, that is, Bandamanna saga, in order to observe how their rapport shifts
as they reciprocate actions and gifts with one another. Such reciprocal acts, however, were
not limited to fedgar pairs, nor were they restricted to kinsmen; they were an integral
component of medieval Icelandic culture. Thus, before we fully discuss Bandamanna saga’s
father and son, we must first have a foundational knowledge of what the giving of gifts
entailed.

Indeed, the giving of gifts and services in medieval Iceland was never a simple
transaction; it was the creation, or maintenance, of a relationship complicated by what was
socially deemed as appropriate. As Miller notes, regarding the complexity of giving gifts,
“every situation presents its own set of particular circumstances that might alter what counts
as a violation of proper behavior or what can be excused or understood as an imaginative and
justifiable response to a special situation”.”°! Despite the variability and nuances of the giving
of gifts in medieval Iceland, scholars have succeeded in drawing some conclusions about gift-
giving in medieval Iceland.

Overall, these conclusions point to the establishment of relationships and the
“determination of status” as being the paramount element of gift exchange.>®? In one way,

“[glift-giving was a tool to arrange friendships, and then later to strengthen and renew
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them”.>% By giving a gift to another, a relationship was established between the two parties
via the expectation of a reciprocal gift, which could occur as object or as service. Consequently,
refusing a gift was also a refusal of developing a relationship.>®* One reason for which a gift
may be refused is how the acceptance of a gift “adjusted the status of the parties in relation
to each other. The giver gained prestige and power from the exchange. He exacted deference
from the receiver and obliged him to reciprocate”.”® In other words, the receivers “were
under a debt of honor to the giver until they had repaid the gift” through either gifts or
service.”% |t was not only about one’s reputation, though, for the exchange of gifts was also
established in the law codes. Grdgds states that any promised gifts can be claimed “by a
verdict of neighbours on the contents of [the promiser’s] promises”.>%’

Nevertheless, it was not only the recipient who was at risk through the exchange of
gifts; “[a]t the moment of handing over the gift the giver took a very big risk, the insult of
having his gift refused”.>°® The giver was not safe, even if the gift was accepted, though. If the
gift was finally reciprocated, the reciprocator “could choose the insult of the too hasty return,
the sullenness of excessive delay, or no return at all, which, depending on the circumstances,
could signal utter contempt for the giver or permanent subordination to him”.>%° Returning a
gift too hastily likely indicated that one did not wish to have a relationship with the original
giver, by almost transforming the gift exchange into a mercantile transaction in which no
relationship is established; “delayed reciprocation is one of the crucial differences between
the norms of gift exchange and the norms of the market system”.51°

Despite the possible dangers of gift exchange, it was necessary for the establishment
and maintenance of relationships between the various farmsteads of medieval Iceland,

allowing people to function and survive.*! It could even be mutually beneficial. As Landro
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concludes, “Old Norse poetry and saga literature witness that gift exchange and generosity
were crucial in establishing and maintaining friendship, attracting followers, and forming
alliances”.>? Jon Sigurdsson observes this also, remarking how “[t]hese friendships included
strong reciprocal demands. The chieftains were to protect the householders and their
households... and give them gifts. In return, the chieftains received the householders’ support
in their conflicts”.>13

Exchanging gifts, then, was a complex action for one to take; a single action could be
understood in a variety of ways, each of which could result in additional actions being taken.
Such variety can be readily found in the sagas. For example, in Egils saga Skall-Grimssonar,
Egill is angered to learn, upon returning to his home, that his friend, Einarr, had come over
and gifted him a shield, and so says “Gefi hann allra manna armastr! £tlar hann, at ek skyla
bar vaka yfir ok yrkja um skjold hans? Nu taki hest minn; skal ek rida eptir honum ok drepa
hann” (“Most wretched of men he is, giving it to me! Does he intend that | should remain
awake and make verses about his shield? Now bring my horse; | shall ride after him and slay
him”).>%* Einarr remained unharmed, however, for he had left early in the morning while Egill
had returned later in the day. The saga then reports how Egill composed a poem about the
shield and that “Egill ok Einarr heldu vinattu sinni medan peir lifdu badir” (Egill and Einarr held
their friendship as long as they both lived).>*> Miller provides three reasons as to why Egill
may have been offended by Einarr’s gift. He clarifies that, first, the gift was very costly and so
“also transferred a considerable risk of inadequate repayment”.>¢ Secondly, the gift was made
in an irregular manner. Usually, “one got a gift when one went to another’s farm, a gift of
hospitality and oftentimes a parting gift as well”; one did not generally go to another’s home
to give a gift.>” Third, and perhaps most importantly, the shield was originally given to Einarr
to honour his poetic abilities, so, no matter Einarr’s intent, such a gift “might well have been
construed by Egil as a challenge to match Einar’s poetic skills”.>*® Thus, depending on the

context of the gift, it could be deemed an insult just as much as an act of goodwill, despite

for the obligatory nature of gift exchange in medieval Iceland.
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one’s best intentions. This is a relatively extreme scenario, however, for illuminating the sagas’
depictions of gift exchange, considering Egill’s violent reaction.

To illustrate a more regular scene of gift-giving, | will move to Bandamanna saga, which
is the main saga | shall explore in this section; this scene is for describing gift-giving culture,
rather than investigating fedgar relationships.>*® Towards the saga’s end, a wedding is held for
Oddr, one of the protagonists, and Ragnheidr Gellisdéttir. This was only able to occur through
the aid of Oddr’s father, Ofeigr — who will be part of the upcoming main discussion — Gellir
porkelsson, and Egill Skulason. At the event’s conclusion, with people beginning to make their
ways home, the saga records how “[o]k er veizluna praut, pd eru menn ut leiddir med
stérgjofum, ok var mest fé fram lagit, er Gellir atti i hlut” (and when the banquet concluded,
people were then conducted out with great gifts, and it was that most of the wealth was
surpassingly placed into Gellir’s share).>2° Despite his father having negotiated Gellir and Egill’s
aid, and having given them their reciprocal rewards for their aid, Oddr was advised to give
generously to Egill; Oddr had likely given generously to Gellir since Gellir was now his father-
in-law. There are two ways to perceive this. First, while Ofeigr had been the one to deal with
Egill, it was largely for Oddr’s benefit, and so Oddr was expected to also give gifts to Egill.
Alternatively, Oddr was being advised to develop his own relationship with Egill, rather than
allow a good, and strong, relationship to escape him. Heeding the advice, Oddr gives
generously to Egill, speaking of his eternal gratitude for Egill’s aid, and so “[n]u skiljask peir, ok
likar Agli stérvel, ok binda sitt vinfengi” (they now separate, and Egill likes this well, and they
bind their friendship).>?! The Konungsbdk version of this scene, however, suggests that Egill
may have been expecting some reciprocation; it says “Egill var ekki katr” (Egill was not
cheerful) immediately before the gifts were given to the attendees.>?? There is no mention of
favouritism towards Gellir but Oddr is still advised to give generously to Egill, which Oddr

eventually does. Even this generally positive exchanging of gifts has some areas that are
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unclear as to the expectations of who is expected to receive gifts, and the ease of snubbing
possible friends and allies.

Now, this preliminary discussion has looked at the existence of the gift-giving culture
and reciprocity among medieval Icelanders, as well as the expectations and duties inherent
within it, but there are some areas that have gone unmentioned. The ones of interest to me
are kinship and emotions. How do these exactly fit into the reciprocal gift-giving culture of
medieval Iceland? Overall, scholars have not placed kinship into the framework of gift-giving.
Jén Sigurdsson, however, does discuss these points briefly, concluding that while “reciprocity
is equally important in the relationships between kin as it was in friendships”, this is due to
how kinship was not a guarantee of support; relationships with kin had to be fostered like
friendships.>?3 Nevertheless, he does not query how kinship intersects with friendship and
gift-giving. For instance, how does a fedgar relationship resemble or differ from the typical
gift-giving model? Are there any differences?

Furthermore , emotion has not really been brought into the arena of gift-giving either.
While Miller mentions how “people enjoyed giving and receiving, and they gave to those they
wished to honor and to those they liked and loved”, this is not developed further and he
quickly returns to the realm of insult, honour, and challenges.>?* The power dynamics and
duties of reciprocal gifts are certainly important, yet we should not excise emotions from these
exchanges. What emotions are involved in the reciprocal gift-giving culture of medieval
Iceland? Bandamanna saga has already revealed that Egill was not cheerful because of a gift-
giving context, so how much more remains to be uncovered?

These areas | have highlighted as being understudied (how kinship and emotions affect
the reciprocal gift-giving culture) are where | would like to focus within this section. Indeed,
this next section intends to show how we can observe love in a fedgar relationship via their
reciprocal actions, and lack thereof. This will also highlight how duty and emotion can occur
simultaneously; being duty-bound to someone or something does not mean that one does
not have an emotional reaction to it. Therefore, as | will demonstrate, in medieval Iceland
reciprocity and emotions were not mutually exclusive; they were interconnected. To do this,
we will chart the growth of love in the fedgar relationship of Ofeigr and Oddr, in Bandamanna

saga.
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Upon the saga’s beginning, we are immediately introduced to the two main characters,

Ofeigr and Oddr, and are given their general characteristics. The saga says:

Ofeigr var spekingr mikill ok inn mesti radaggrdmadr. Hann var i ollu mikilmenni,
en eigi var honum fjarhagrinn hoegr, atti lendur miklar, en minna lausafé. Hann
spardi vid engan mann mat, en pd var mjok & fongum, pat er til busins purfti at

hafa... Ofeigr atti son vid konu sinni, er Oddr hét; hann var vaenn madr ok bratt vel

menntr. Ekki hafdi hann mikla ast af fedr sinum; engi var hann verklundarmadr.>®

Ofeigr was very wise and a man of great counsel. He was a great man in all affairs,
but financial affairs did not come easy to him; he had great amounts of land, but
smaller amounts of movable property. He withheld no food from anyone, even
though much of such provisions were what the household needed to have... Ofeigr
and his wife had a son, who was called Oddr; [Oddr] was a promising man and he
quickly became accomplished as a man. He had no great love from his father;
[Oddr] was not a verklundarmadr.

Neither of the two men are given scathing descriptors by the saga author, and they are both
given positive images of being accomplished. The only possible negative description emerges
from Oddr being described as ‘not a verklundarmadr’, which others have translated as
“disinclined to work”.52® However, the placement of that clause suggests that it is being used
more as a reason for why Oddr does not receive much love from Ofeigr, than as a negative
commentary on him as a man.

If we first focus on the word verklundarmadr, we can begin to see some of the
relationship components of this fedgar pair. While Ellison’s above translation of the term as
‘disinclined to work’ is viable and reads well, it also takes away some of the nuance
encapsulated by the word. If we take the word’s components and study them individually, it
gives a slightly different picture of what Oddr is and is not. We have verk, lund, and madr as
component words, translating to ‘work’, ‘mind’, and ‘man’ respectively, which would
approximately translate to a ‘man minded to work’ if put back together, as others have
translated. However, if we put verk and madr together to get the noun verkmadr, the Cleasby

and Gudbrand Vigfusson dictionary provides us with the translation of ‘a workman, labourer,
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servant’.>?’ This word, then, gives us elements of physical labour and servitude to consider. If
we include that sentiment into verklundarmadr, we now have a man inclined to
physical/servile work. Thus, the saga tells us that Oddr is not a man inclined to physical/servile
work. However, we know from a little later in the saga that Oddr is willing to do physical
labour; he works for three years as a fisherman before moving up to a wealthy merchant.
Therefore, what we must take into consideration is that he does not want to do servile work;
is this because he does not want to serve another or is it because he wants to get away from
the domestic setting, which servile work demands? How the saga talks about his fishing work
does not clarify between these two possibilities, as it says that he works in the same group as
the fishermen rather than under the fishermen. However, we do see Oddr, later on, purchase
and establish his own household; this suggests that he was not entirely averse to the domestic
setting. With that in mind, | shall focus more on Oddr’s aversion to servile positions.

Before that, however, it is prudent to note that verklundarmadr is also used in Grettis
saga Asmundarsonar, to describe Grettir. This descriptor emerges when Grettir is seeking
shelter while an outlaw; he is sheltered by a kinsman who was a smith. Unlike this busy
kinsman, “Grettir var litill verklundarmadr” (Grettir was little verklundarmadr).”?® While
Scudder translates this is as how “Grettir did not care much for physical labour”, | feel it would
be better to, once again, consider the word more carefully.>?° This is compounded by the fact
that verklundarmadr is being used to describe Grettir. | remark as such because this scene will
also be discussed in Chapter 4, in which | mention how Grettir is given tasks unsuitable to his
station. As Poole notes, the saga indicates that Grettir belongs to the warrior class, “not the
farmer class” and so such tasks are unsuitable.>3° Therefore, perhaps it would be better to
consider the saga’s use of verklundarmadr more in the vein of unsuitable work than physical
or servile work.

Nevertheless, Oddr was being provided work unsuitable to him and the text suggests
that this was the reason why he did not receive a great amount of love from his father, Ofeigr.
But why would the saga author have Ofeigr not love his son for refusing to do such work?

Moss’s work on fathers and sons in fourteenth-century England can be of service here, as her
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work illustrates how fathers, sons, and the family can be interconnected in a loving father-son
relationship. While her work is not about medieval Iceland, it remains a worthwhile point of
comparison. Moss’s analysis of her Middle English sources reveals how “[i]t is clear that
fathers are supposed to be treated with appropriate dignity, be deferred to and consulted,
and that their sons are meant to serve them and their family. Failures could incur a father’s
wrath, as well as his punishment”.>3! Taking this into consideration, perhaps the audience is
supposed to understand that Ofeigr did not provide Oddr with much love simply because Oddr
was reluctant to serve Ofeigr as part of the household, regardless of the suitability of the work
required of Oddr.

Furthermore, despite the quasi-negative connotations of verklundarmadr, we can
continue to see that the saga does not condemn Oddr’s behaviour. A young man disinclined
to work could easily be described as a kolbitr, a young man who idles away his youth, often
beside the firepit, and yet the saga does not describe Oddr as such. Indeed, the saga says the
opposite; it states how by the time he was twelve, “[s]a ordrémr lagdisk &, at engi madr par i
sveitum veeri betr menntr en Oddr” (people said that no man in the area was better
accomplished than Oddr”).>32 Despite being the most accomplished young man in the area,
however, “Ofeigr var falatr longum vid Odd ok unni honum litit” (Ofeigr was mostly cold with
Oddr and loved him little).>33 So, being an accomplished man was not enough for Ofeigr to
love Oddr. It seems, then, that Ofeigr simply wanted his son to obediently work for the
household but not in a way which could benefit from Oddr being accomplished as a man.

Apart from the filial duty of serving his household, perhaps Oddr was also given less
love because he did not help his father accrue more economic profit; we are told that Ofeigr
did not have much in terms of movable property (in which crops and cattle are included), and
so Oddr’s reluctance results in less work being done on the lands, consequently providing the
household with fewer provisions. Nevertheless, Moss’s model along with the saga’s account
gives us information suggesting that Oddr has not fulfilled his role of serving his father, and
the household, and Ofeigr has not shown love to his son. If the saga is portraying love as a

commodity that can be given, like a gift, then we can already see the reciprocation, or its lack.
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If a son does not do what his father expects, or demands, of him, then this lack of action is
repaid with a lack of love. If love is not being portrayed as a giftable commodity, then the
reciprocation for Oddr’s lack of work emerges soon after we are told of the coldness in the
relationship.

Having grown up in Ofeigr’s home, Oddr soon seeks his way out. He goes to Ofeigr for

some financial aid,

“ok vil ek fara & brott hedan. Er & pa leid,” sagdi hann, “at pu leggr til min litla
scemd; em ek ok ekki nytsamliga ydru radi.” Ofeigr svarar: “Ekki mun ek minnka
tillog vid pik or pvi, sem pu hefir til unnit; mun ek ok pvi naest gera, ok muntu pa
vita, hvert fullting pér er at pvi.” Oddr sagdi, at litt matti hann vid pat stydjask
mega, ok skilja vid pat talit.>3

“and | want to travel abroad from this place. It is thus,” he said, “that you give me
little honour; and | am not useful for your endeavours.” Ofeigr answers: “I will not
make your contribution less than that which you have earned; and | will prepare
it immediately, and you shall then know, what assistance it is for you.” Oddr said
that he would not be supported much by that, and with that the conversation
breaks up.

This passage reveals to us that a lack of love was not the only thing Ofeigr neglected to give
to Oddr; Oddr believes that Ofeigr has given little honour towards Oddr too. This lack of
honour towards Oddr would match well with the unsuitable work that Ofeigr wants from him;
it is work beneath Oddr’s status and so his father’s compulsion to do such work would likely
chafe at Oddr’s honour. We, again, see this same idea in Grettis saga Asmundarsonar, in which
Asmundr demands Grettir do tasks that Grettir deems unworthy and, likely, dishonourable for
him. Also, Asmundr connects the success of these tasks and their fedgar relationship, stating
“leys pu petta vel af hendi, ok mun pa batna med okkr” (“perform well in this task, and it shall
then improve things between us”).53* Oddr’s reluctance to do the jobs Ofeigr gives him match
Grettir’s distaste for lowly work.

Ofeigr immediately accepts Oddr’s request but reveals his feelings on Oddr’s

behaviour and disobedience by telling Oddr exactly what he would be given, that is, Oddr
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would receive money corresponding to the amount of work he did for Ofeigr. Since Oddr did
little to no work, Ofeigr would provide little to no funds for Oddr’s travels; thus, it was not
enough for Oddr to go abroad with. It is at this point some interesting questions emerge,
which the saga does not explicitly answer nor can this project properly study. Considering that
a fedgar relationship has this reciprocal element, which of the two men are expected to first
provide for the other? Is Ofeigr at fault for not giving Oddr work appropriate to his status or is
Oddr at fault for not working towards the benefit of the household? Did Ofeigr’s lack of love
for his son prompt his son to become disobedient or did Oddr’s disobedience result in lower
levels of love from his father? These questions will have to wait for a comprehensive study on
the gift-giving culture between fathers and sons in medieval Iceland.

Receiving little help from his father, Oddr leaves for the coast and becomes a
fisherman. Over the next three years, Oddr goes from fishing with borrowed gear to becoming
a renowned and wealthy merchant, who, soon after, buys land and set up his own
household.>*® We are then told how “[h]ann var betri af fé en flestir men adrir, gédr dérlausna
vid b3, er hans purftu ok i nand honum varu, en fodur sinum gerdi hann aldri hagraedi” ([0ddr]
was better with money than most other men; he gave good help thereupon to those who
needed him and were near him; but to his father he never gave comfort).>3” Here we see a
reciprocation of nothing; Oddr received nothing from his father and so he does nothing for his
father in return. While the saga directly tells us that Oddr did not provide aid to Ofeigr, there
is information in the local geography, which a fourteenth-century audience would likely have
known, which shows how cold this fedgar pair relationship was. When Ofeigr was introduced,
we were told that he dwelled at Reykir in Midfjoror. When Oddr builds his household estate
of Melr, we are told that it also was in Midfjordr. So, the two of them lived in the same region
and Oddr helped those who were near him, yet Ofeigr was excluded from those needy people,
even though we were already told that Ofeigr was constantly on the edge of financial ruin.
This exclusion becomes even more apparent when we look at the distance between their
households; they are approximately two kilometres apart, as the crow flies.>38 There is a river

between them, which would make the journey a bit more arduous, but this does not mean it
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could not be forded. Therefore, despite such close proximity, the author shows how Oddr
refused to include his father among the number of people that he helped, and so how their
relationship continued to possess no positive reciprocity, love, or friendship.

This kind-heartedness eventually finds Oddr taking on the unpopular Ospakr, a
descendant of Grettir. Ospakr behaves wonderfully for Oddr, working hard at all times.
Witnessing Ospakr’s hard work, Oddr enlists Ospakr’s aid, asking Ospakr to be the overseer of
the household, to which Ospakr agrees. Soon after, we are told how Oddr reinforced his
honour by obtaining a godord. Eventually, Oddr seeks to go on another mercantile venture.
Thus, he once again speaks with Ospakr, asking him to take control of the godord, too, while
Oddr was away. To this, Ospakr states that Oddr’s father would be a much better fit for such a
task. Despite his father’s qualifications to maintain the godord, “Oddr kvezk eigi mundu
honum i hendr f§” (Oddr says he would not put it into his father’s hands) and so Oddr has
Ospakr take control of the godord as well as his household.>*° Oddr’s decision here continues
the reciprocation of nothing; this may have been a good opportunity for Oddr and Ofeigr to
develop their relationship, through Oddr trusting his father with his godord, but Oddr quashes
the notion as soon as it emerges. Having received little to no affection, honour, or wealth from
his father, Oddr does the same to Ofeigr, giving him no opportunities to gain honour, wealth,
or love.

There could be other reasons as to why Oddr rejects the idea of Ofeigr taking over the
godord, and does not even consider Ofeigr overseeing the household estates. Indeed, we are
told that Oddr’s wealth surpassed many and was equivalent to the top three richest of Iceland,
and we already know that Ofeigr was not financially astute. Perhaps Oddr does not trust his
father to not squander, or give away, such a fortune. However, this can only be a hypothesis,
as we are not expressly told why Oddr rejects the thought of Ofeigr overseeing the estate,
whereas we can observe the continuing trend of reciprocation in their relationship.

It is during the following sequence of events that the author illustrates how this cycle
of reciprocating nothing is able to finally break. To explore this, however, | first need to state
that there has been a man beside Oddr throughout his ventures; this man is called Vali. Oddr
did initially offer his estates to Vali for their security and operation, but Vali refused on the

basis of being better suited to mercantile endeavours than household. Vali was more trusted
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than Ospakr, then, but this does not affect our exploration of fedgar relationships. The reason
we need to be aware of Véli is his role in breaking the cycle. Indeed, once Oddr and Vali return
from their mercantile journey, Oddr attempts to reclaim the godord. Ospakr, however, is
reluctant to return such a prestigious possession; Oddr, unsurprisingly, takes this poorly and
so coerces Ospakr to return the godord. Upset with this, Ospakr steals Oddr’s sheep. With a
retinue of men behind them, Oddr and Vali go to where Ospakr lives, in an attempt to either
settle the case of theft or summons Ospakr to the bing. This ends with Vali’s death, Ospakr’s
escape, and Oddr’s consequent loss of honour. Despite this setback, Oddr goes to the courts,
seeking justice for Vali’s death. However, Ospakr is not prosecuted because of a flaw in Oddr’s
case. On his way back to his booth, Oddr comes across an old man who asks about Oddr’s case
— unbeknownst to Oddr, this old man is his father, Ofeigr. Before offering anonymous aid,
Ofeigr criticises Oddr, saying “en vera kann, at pér sé meir lagidr fésnudr ok ferdir en allgott
tilstilli um malaferli” (“but perhaps you are more interested in making money and travelling
than managing legal affairs”).>*° Receiving some money from Oddr, Ofeigr goes up to the
court’s circle and, through guile and bribery, persuades the court to find Ospakr guilty. At some
point after this court case, Ofeigr reveals his identity to Oddr, for we are told “Oddr unir nt vel
vid sina pingreid, ok er nu fleira i freendsemi med peim fedgum en verit haféi” (Oddr was now
well-pleased with his journey to the bing, and there is now more kinship between them, father
and son, than there had been before).”*? What is it about this sequence of events that
improves this fedgar relationship and increases their love? How and why did the cycle of
reciprocating nothing break?

Could it be that Ofeigr did not want his son to lose honour in this failed prosecution of
VAli? Within medieval Iceland, honour was a finite resource that was involved in every
transaction, always shifting. Honour has even been referred to as a zero-sum game for these
Icelanders; if someone gained honour, then someone had to have lost their honour.>*? In
Oddr’s attempted prosecution of Ospakr, he is shown to fail because of a technicality on how
he should have summoned his witnesses, giving others the impression that he struggled with

understanding how a legal case should be handled. Furthermore, we have already been told
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how Oddr was well-known, accomplished, and generous; he was a beacon that people looked
towards. On top of all this, Oddr had become a major chieftain and thus could be seen as a
rival to the other chieftains, through his displays of wealth, generosity, and power; such
renown could even cause Oddr to poach some of the other chieftains’ pingmen. | highlight
these points because we see such grievances being aired by two chieftains moments before
they disrupt Oddr’s case against Ospakr. One chieftain says how “tredr hann oss alla under
fotum ok pingmen véra, sva at hans eins er getit; sakar eigi, at hann reyni, hversu logkcenn
hann er” (“[Oddr] tramples all of us and our pingmen under his feet, so that he alone is spoken
of; there is no harm, that he learns how well-versed in law he is”).>*3 This statement makes it
clear to the audience that these two chieftains want to teach Oddr a lesson. Being a new
chieftain, perhaps Oddr is an irritation to them, one that needs to be broken and brought back
to a place beneath them, through his failure in legal affairs. By being a threat to the chieftains,
this means Oddr was in a position to lose honour via his failed prosecution, and the
consequent damage to his reputation. The problem with this explanation for Ofeigr’s help is
that it is unsubstantiated by the text. While the loss of honour can be inferred by the
knowledge of how honour was conceived of in medieval Iceland, we do not possess any saga
evidence for how Oddr’s loss of honour would concern Ofeigr. In fact, we know that Oddr has
previously commented that Ofeigr gave him little honour, so why would Ofeigr suddenly be
interested in maintaining Oddr’s honour? Has something changed between them,
unbeknownst to us? If so, the text does not provide answers.

A more productive point to depart from is the comments that Ofeigr and the two
chieftains make in regard to Oddr’s handling of the case. Indeed, as we have just seen, both
groups have commented on how Oddr has acted in this case alone. The chieftains remark how
Oddr should soon know that more heads are better than one, alongside their general thoughts
that Oddr is vainglorious. The author shows that Ofeigr shares this sentiment, believing his
son to think himself above others and in no need of others. Miller observes how mutual
consultation was a major activity for kith and kin in preparing for any actions; “[t]aking counsel
gave the moving person the chance to get broad-based support among his kin for his proposed
course of action, thereby increasing its chances of success; it also gave his kin the opportunity

to dissuade, modify, or ratify his proposal”.>** As a result, those who did not seek advice “were
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judged harshly by the sagas”.>*® That is what is happening here; Oddr is being condemned by
both his enemies and prospective ally, ensuring that it is clear to the audience that such
courses of action are foolish. Indeed, in other sagas we see both sides of a case seek and
amass support for the bing and Alping. For example, in Brennu-Njdls saga, we can see how
the two sides of the case on the burning of Njall both seek out allies to figure out how to
approach the growing tensions between them.>*® Considering everything that has arisen
about this scenario, the author makes it clear that Oddr was expected to seek advice and
support from his friends and allies. Who did he have available to him, though?

His ally Vali may have been such a man, for he is described as fraendi hans or ‘his
kinsman’.>’” As Jn Sigurdsson says, “a fraeendi could well be a vinr”, or “friend’, so perhaps Vali
was a friend as well as a kinsman.>*® With his death, however, who remained for Oddr to call
upon? The saga does report that Oddr had friends, for he is often described as vinseell, or
‘well-liked’ and when he returned from his mercantile ventures, “pa var hann bedinn af vinum
sinum at stadfestask hér” (then he was asked by his friends to establish himself with a
household here).>*° These friends, however, are neither named nor show up in Oddr’s time of
need; they are simply gone from the saga. Should Oddr have sought out his father’s aid, then?
Considering Ofeigr’s introduction, he was a strong candidate for being able to help; there was
just no positive relationship between them. Indeed, we are told at the beginning of the saga
that Ofeigr was wise and of good counsel, alongside his general greatness in everything except
money matters. Given this reputation and repertoire, the audience would recognise that
Ofeigr would be a great ally in legal affairs, and yet Oddr did not seek his advice. It is likely that
Oddr remains unwilling to begin a relationship with his father, who loved him little, and so
does not start the cycles of reciprocation. But why does Ofeigr intervene? Why does he
provide his skills to Oddr and, thus, begin the cycle of reciprocation?

It cannot simply be because Ofeigr had the requisite skills; there are undoubtedly
other skilled men who could have tried to help Oddr in this case, if they desired to build a
relationship with him. If it is not the skills, then it must be a personal reason. But Ofeigr had

no real relationship with Oddr; Ofeigr and Oddr have not interacted with one another for over
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three years, according to the saga, due to their lack of love and their emotional distance.
Would such a kinship pair still be expected to help one another in a legal situation, in spite of
their deficient relationship? Unfortunately, the saga does not provide us with a simple and
direct answer to this question. To help illuminate the situation, we can again look to Moss’s
work on the letters of the fifteenth-century English family, the Pastons, and what it reveals
about fatherly relationships. In her discussion on John | and his son, John Il, she notes how
“John | was frustrated because his son was wasting opportunities... His decision was to tell
John Il he could not return to the family home until he made better use of his time”; this was
the result of John Il covertly leaving the home and neglecting to stay in contact.>*° Regarding
this decision, Moss comments that “John Paston senior is often read as a stern disciplinarian,
but what comes across here is a father exasperated” who wants to push his son into action.>>!
John | may not have liked his son’s decisions, but it seems that he still cared for his son and his
son’s future; concern remains but it exists amongst the duties and regulations of this father
and son.

While not an exact comparison, this may possibly be what is occurring between Ofeigr
and Oddr. Despite over three years of no contact, Ofeigr came to his son’s aid, when Oddr
needed it, because of his concern for Oddr’s welfare. Yet the saga has, before this point, only
told us of Ofeigr’s little love for Oddr. Are we expected to imagine that over these years Ofeigr
has developed a love for his son, despite the lack of contact and initial lack of love, which has
only now resulted in a care for Oddr’s wellbeing? Maybe we are, but the saga does not tell
us, nor does it provide much evidence towards that point. Alternatively, it is also possible that
Ofeigr is simply worried about his own honour; if the case goes poorly, perhaps he would also
lose honour for not aiding his son. Nevertheless, these ideas raise the question of how
divorced kinship and providing support actually were, compared to Jén Sigurdsson’s
suggestion that friendship was paramount.

One area we can look to, though, is the figure of Vali. During the introduction of Ofeigr
and Oddr, we are briefly introduced to Vali; the saga says “Vali hét madr er par éx upp heima
hja Ofeigi. Hann var veenn madr og vinszll” (there was a man called Vali who grew up in

Ofeigr’s home. He was a promising and well-liked man).>>2 Considering that Vali grows up in
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Ofeigr’s household, alongside Oddr, it is probable that Vali is being fostered by Ofeigr. It is not
explicitly stated that Vali is a foster-son but his description as promising does not fit the status
of a servant or slave.>>® As we have already seen, and will continue to see throughout this
thesis, fosterage relationships are not inherently inferior to biological relationships. Indeed, in
Brennu-Njdls saga, Njall laments his foster-son’s death, saying that he would have rather lost
all of his biological children than lose his foster-son.>>* Interestingly, Vali is described as vaenn,
or ‘promising’, just as Oddr is. Also, Vali’s description comes immediately after Oddr’s. It seems
the saga wants the audience to compare, consciously or not, the two boys. Indeed, both of
the boys’ short introductions begin with vaenn; we are told how promising they both are but
that is where the descriptions diverge. Whereas Oddr is then said to become well-
accomplished yet receives no paternal love for his refusal to work, Vali is described as well-
liked, or popular. However, we should not thus think that Oddr is unliked. To the contrary, we
see Oddr be described as vinsall, or ‘well-liked’, elsewhere in the saga. So, why is he not
described as such in his introduction, specifically? Considering the placement of the little
paternal love and then Vali being liked, it is likely that the saga is indirectly telling the audience
that Vali is liked, or even loved, by Ofeigr specifically — not just the general populace.

How does this serve us in answering why Ofeigr came to Oddr’s aid, breaking the cycle
of non-reciprocation? As a foster-father, Ofeigr had a right, and compulsion, to seek justice for
Vali’s death.>>> He may not have seen Vili for over three years, for Vali had stayed with Oddr
throughout that time, but that does not prevent Ofeigr from going to the bing to obtain justice.
So, if we pair Ofeigr’s little love for Oddr and his love for Vali, perhaps the result is that Ofeigr
did not go to the bing for Oddr’s sake at all; Ofeigr did not intend to break the cycle. Instead,

Ofeigr went to the bing in order to ensure that Vali’s killer was punished; he went on behalf

553 Vli could possibly even be a biological son and brother. We regularly see in the sagas a son be named after
his grandfather. For how Ofeigr’s father-in-law was called Vali, see Band, 293. For how the grandparents’ names
were the preferred name for a newborn to pass along their positive attributes, see Kaland, “Children and
Society,” 58.

554 Nj, 309. For a runic inscription, dated to the eleventh century, remarking how it was better to have a good
foster-son than a bad son, see IM MM130, (Uppsala: Department of Scandinavian Languages, Uppsala
University, 2020). Runor, accessed December 22, 2023. http://kulturarvsdata.se/uu/srdb/1f63965e-5b72-4340-
8707-420ae3d08aee.

555 For how a father was the second choice to be the principal in a killing case, after sons, with brothers coming
after fathers, see Laws [, 156.
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of the foster-son whom he loved rather than the son he did not.>>® Therefore, the only reason
that the fedgar relationship is shown to have blossomed after Ospakr was successfully
prosecuted is that, in doing so, Ofeigr helped Oddr through a difficult situation. He had begun
the cycle of reciprocation. It is telling that after we hear of the case’s success, the next thing
we hear is “Oddr unir nu vel vid sina pingreid, ok er nu fleira i freendsemi med peim fedgum
en verit hafdi” (Oddr was now well-pleased with his journey to the bing, and there is now
more kinship between them, father and son, than there had been before).>>” Their
relationship had improved as a result of Ofeigr’s actions and so Oddr stopped keeping a
distance from Ofeigr; we soon hear of how the fedgar pair meet up at a bath to chat about
recent happenings.

However, if Ofeigr did not care about Oddr and their relationship, the audience may
guestion why he disguised himself when questioning Oddr about the case? To answer this, we
must simply recall how Oddr refused to be in contact with Ofeigr for over three years. If Oddr
had already refused to have anything to do with Ofeigr, that would not change now, meaning
that Ofeigr would need to be incognito if he wanted to be given the requisite funds to bribe
the troublesome chieftains; we already know Ofeigr is constantly low on cash. It could also be
to gather information about the current situation from Oddr, but there is no indication as to
why Ofeigr could not have witnessed this himself. Nevertheless, this incognito persona of
Ofeigr’s was needed if he wanted this case to have a positive resolution, but this does not
compel us as to why exactly Ofeigr aided Oddr and broke the cycle. It instead explains the
need for concealment.

Is there a single answer to this question then? What exactly caused this fedgar pair to
improve their relationship and grow in fedgar love? From what we have discussed, it could
be: the father’s concern for his son’s honour, the father’s expectation of being called for help,
or the father seeking justice for his favourite son, Vali. All of the options are viable, but the
most compelling one is the last one since the saga directly supports that claim. However, this
also does not necessitate that they could not all occur at once within Ofeigr; humans are more

than capable of having conflicted feelings and reasons behind their actions, and so Ofeigr’s

556 Along with the general focus of Old Norse studies being focused upon the major sagas, of which this is not
one, there has been little said on Vali, let alone Vali and Ofeigr’s relationship. For his brief mention of Vali in his
summary of the saga, see Andersson, The Growth of the Medieval Icelandic Sagas, 170-172.
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character could reflect as such. And yet there is one more statement that needs to be
mentioned. The element that unites all of these arguments is Vali’s death. Because of Vali’s
death, Ofeigr and Oddr were united in their cause of seeking redress, albeit separate in
approach. Perhaps that common cause is reason enough for the fedgar pair to improve their
relationship.

Despite this legal case’s conclusion, Ofeigr’s actions to end it give rise to another case,
in which Oddr is to be punished for having money brought into the bing’s court, for bribery.
This time, though, he has a good relationship with his father, and the events are a lot smoother
as a result. We are quickly shown the change in their relationship and how events unfold. After
some discussion, Oddr follows his father’s counsel, unlike his earlier rejection of Ofeigr being
in charge of his property, and sails away with all his possessions. We are then treated to some
clever planning and convincing achieved by Ofeigr, resulting in a paltry reward of money for
those prosecuting Oddr and two new allies to both Oddr and Ofeigr. To inform Oddr of his
success, Ofeigr gives the simplified explanation, saying that he gave the prosecutors self-
judgement while omitting his cunning arrangements which resulted in two of the eight
prosecutors awarding the eight of them a small amount of poor-quality silver. Not yet knowing
of Ofeigr’s behind-the-scenes machinations, “Oddr svarar: “Skilsktu manna armastr vid mal””
(Oddr answers: “You forfeited the case, you most wretched of men”).>>® Here, we get to see
the fedgar reciprocity fluctuate. Oddr has, to his understanding, just heard that Ofeigr has
allowed the worst possible situation to occur. It is likely that Oddr was expecting the result to
be Ofeigr’s self-judgement or that a neutral party would arbitrate between the two sides, since
a contemporary audience would understand that these are, generally, the most amenable
results to have. It is true that self-judgement can be expected to be done in a civil manner. By
this, | mean that the party given self-judgement is civil in that they take a reasonable sum of
goods for the crime committed rather than exploiting their right and taking everything. These
prosecutors, however, were planning to carve the entirety of Oddr’s wealth up between them.
Thus, Oddr likely believed that his father had done nothing and allowed the prosecutors to
take all of Oddr’s property. Suffice to say, this would have appeared to be a major failure in

reciprocity; Oddr had trusted his father and it was for nought. It is unsurprising to the
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audience, then, for Oddr to be upset and call Ofeigr the most wretched of men; Ofeigr had
appeared to have failed to do what he promised.

Fortunately for Oddr, this was not what had actually happened. Upon hearing Ofeigr’s
fuller explanation, “[p]a pakkar hann honum lidveizluna, ok pykkir hann langt hafa fylgt um
fram pat, er honum kom i hug, at vera maetti, ok segir nu, at hann skal aldri skorta fé” (then
[0ddr] thanks [Ofeigr] for the support, and it seems to [0ddr] that [Ofeigr] has pursued the
case beyond that which Oddr thought possible, and now [0ddr] says that [Ofeigr] shall never
be short of money again).>>° Here, we see their relationship and reciprocation reach a new
level. Indeed, Ofeigr not only saved Oddr’s wealth but also gained two allies for Oddr and
himself, and managed to get a wife for Oddr. It is no wonder that Oddr comments on how
Ofeigr has gone beyond reasonable expectations. In recompense for Ofeigr surpassing
expectation, Oddr also goes beyond expectation. In direct contrast to their earlier relationship,
Oddr promises to always ensure Ofeigr remains afloat financially, a grand gesture considering
Ofeigr’s substantial generosity to others.

In charting the relationship of Ofeigr and Oddr in Bandamanna saga, | have illuminated
some new aspects of the well-established topics of reciprocity and gift-giving. By bringing
emotions to the forefront, we have seen how enmeshed emotions can be within these acts of
giving. Furthermore, by looking at fedgar relationships specifically, this discussion has been
fruitful in uncovering some of the aspects of reciprocity between men in the same family, and
what forms this could take. Through this approach of exploring emotions and familial dyads,
we have seen varying levels of reciprocation and what actions could be deemed a reciprocal
act. Indeed, refusing to work beneath one’s station could result in a lack of love from one’s
parent, or vice versa. Saving a son from being financially ruined, and finding him a wife, could
result in increased love and, thus, being cared for financially. The more love that exists in the
relationship fosters a greater level of reciprocal acts but the lesser the amount of love fosters
a complete lack of reciprocation. Nothing creates only more nothing. Such an expression of
love, however, creates questions that exist outside the purview of this work. For example, who
is supposed to begin the cycle of reciprocation: the older member of the pair, or the younger?

Is there a life stage at which one begins, or is expected to begin, this reciprocation cycle?
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Indeed, by following this fedgar pairing, we have diverted from the typical discussions
focussed upon power and obligation. We, instead, began with the love that existed between
this father and son, in order to see how the typical aspects of reciprocal gift-giving intersected
with this emotion. Drawing upon other saga material and previous scholarship in this
endeavour, | have been able to reach the conclusion that there was a definitive connection
between fedgar love and the reciprocation of gifts between fathers and sons. In other words,
the degree of love an Old Norse fedgar relationship possessed correlated with the

reciprocation that the pair engaged in.

Conclusion

In this chapter, | have explored fedgar relationships from a starting point that typically
goes unused. Instead of studying these relationships from the perspective of honour and
shame and violence, | began from emotions, specifically love. As a result, | have been able to
explore medieval Icelandic culture with a new light, finding new conceptualisations of how
these people expressed, and understood, themselves. In approaching the material in this way,
further questions have been generated. The first set | mention are questions that emerge from
my discussion on the forms in which love could be expressed within fedgar pairs. The second
set look at the physiological depictions of emotional expression.

In exploring the ‘bed of grief’, we came across one occasion in which another man
perceived, and judged, the other man. The man lying in bed was Kveld-Ulfr and the other was
his son. The son’s comments to the grieving father suggest that such lying in bed, from grief,
was abhorrent behaviour; it should not be done. However, how far was that perspective on
grieving fathers a universal one? Was this viewpoint shared by all men and, thus, a cultural
perspective on fathers grieving in bed? Or could such behaviour gather sympathy from the
Old Norse audience? Can we find examples of Old Norse men approving of such emotional
displays? Indeed, the cases we have seen either deplore the man for his behaviour or regard
it neutrally. Does this extend into emotional behaviour more generally? Furthermore, what
about the sons who lost their beloved fathers? Are there additional examples of such
relationships? And, if so, how did those sons grieve?

The exploration of reciprocal relations between fedgar pairs also gave rise to questions
that merit further study. Indeed, what exactly are the duties expected of those in a fedgar

relationship? We can see some general ideas of service from the sons and funding from the
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fathers, but what else was expected? In the previous chapter, there was some discussion on
fathers providing an education in those manly skills needed for adult life. Is it possible to locate
more information about these elements of fedgar life? Looking at reciprocity, specifically, how
was the cycle of reciprocation expected to begin? Does the father start it, by giving the son a
chore? Did filial obedience thus allow paternal love to manifest?

Looking more widely than fedgar bonds, there are questions to be asked about
masculinity and the expression of emotions. We have seen how bérhallr Asgrimsson could be
ridiculed for what he understood to be little-manly behaviour, that is, swelling up and falling
unconscious. However, Egill Skallagrimsson, in his saga, had no such ideas attached to his
bodily swelling; it was devoid of any opinions on the matter. How should we understand these
scenes, then? Is it, as | posited earlier, that emotions are only permissible to be expressed
through, and after, the effort to restrain their expression? Is this only for those emotions
judged as inappropriate for men, such as grief, or is it emotions in general? Moreover, what
were the acceptable expressions, or outlets, for masculine emotion? The sources explicitly
suggest violence and poetry as emotional outlets, but are there more to be discovered?
Moving even broader, in medieval Iceland, what emotions were deemed appropriate, and for
whom were they appropriate? Indeed, in the previous chapter, we explored how Hrefna died
from grief in a manner strikingly similar to these men; the phrasing of the scene evoked a
sense of her body swelling, or shattering, whilst explicitly linking her physical distension to her
grief. Was it, therefore, more acceptable for a woman to physiologically express her emotions
than it was for a man?

By starting with emotions as the point of departure, this chapter has been able to
uncover new elements as to how fathers and sons could express their love for one another in
medieval Iceland. The expressions of fedgar love that this project highlights are the ‘bed of
grief’ and the reciprocation of gifts.

Through an exploration of how a number of fathers retreated to their beds after the
deaths of their beloved sons, and subsequently died, | observed that this behaviour did not
necessarily occur because the fathers were old, as other scholars have suggested. | instead
noted that this behaviour occurred due to the broader reason of being unable to claim justice
for one’s deceased son(s), of which being too old was one. Such expressions of love and grief
were not restricted to fathers, either; it appears to be available to both fathers and sons, in

their grief for a loved one.
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In exploring a single fedgar pair, their love for one another, and how reciprocation
occurred within their relationship, | have been able to reveal some new elements of the gift-
giving culture of medieval Iceland. Indeed, with this relationship’s development, | have
charted a correlation between the love they had for one another and the degree in which they
reciprocated gifts and actions. As their relationship possessed more love, the pair would give
gifts and reciprocate more often; the reciprocity was appropriate to the level of love. As a
result, we can start to consider how love and emotion affects the giving of gifts more generally
throughout medieval Iceland’s culture. Nevertheless, due to this discussion’s fortune in being
able to follow the development of love and reciprocity within a single relationship over the
span of a saga, it should come as little surprise that there was no opportunity for additional
examples. As such, the conclusions about fedgar reciprocity should be taken as tentative.

This chapter on fedgar relationships has now concluded. Therefore, we will now move
to the third chapter of this project. In the upcoming chapter, | will explore fedgin pairs, that is,
fathers and daughters, and similar relationships. Due to the lack of research on emotions
within the topic, the entire chapter will be dedicated to how love manifested between fathers
and daughters in the bridal negotiations. Before the main body of analysis, however, | will

survey the laws and social expectations of the marital process.
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Chapter 3: Love in Fedgin Relationships

As Chapter 1 mentioned, there has been an exciting increase in scholarship dedicated
to women in medieval Iceland, covering a vast range of topics, which shall not be repeated
here. However, when we come to the subject of fathers and daughters (fedgin), we find a
much-reduced range of topics upon which scholars have studied.>® Indeed, when we consider
Jéhanna Katrin Fridriksdottir’s books, Valkyrie and Women in Old Norse Literature, and
Bandlien’s Strategies of Passion, we are predominantly confronted with discussions on power,
honour, shame, sexual purity, and marriage. This is unsurprising, as the relationship embodies
the patriarchal model, which medieval Iceland followed, and so those discussion topics are all
enveloped by the bridal negotiation; thus, “[m]arriage was primarily a business transaction
between men”.>%* However, no thorough discussion is given to the fedgin relationship, other
than these responsibilities and duties to each other. Focus has been given to the strategy and
transactional nature of bridal negotiations and so other topics have been neglected. Indeed,
where is the discussion on the thoughts and emotions of the parties involved? We can see
such an absence of emotions in Johanna Katrin Fridriksdéttir’s Valkyrie when she discusses a
scene from Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu.

The scene in question opens with a man, named borsteinn, having a dream about his
homestead, “ok sa ek upp 4 husin ok @ moeninum dalpt eina vaena ok fagra, ok pottumk ek eiga,
ok potti mér allgéd” (“and | saw, up on the house and on the ridge, a promising and beautiful
swan, and | thought it was mine, and it seemed very good”).>%? Soon after, two eagles arrive
from different directions and attempt to woo the swan, resulting in the eagles fighting and
their consequent deaths, “en alptin sat eptir hnipin mjok ok daprlig” (“but the swan sat, left
behind, sad and greatly downcast”).>®® The audience is then told how Porsteinn subsequently
watched a falcon come to the swan and they left together from whence the falcon came.>%
Asking an Austmadr, or ‘Eastman’, to interpret this dream, borsteinn is told “en husfreyja pin

er eigi heil, ok mun hon feeda meybarn fritt ok fagrt, ok munt pud unna pvi mikit” (“but your

560 As asserted in the Introduction, | am using fedgin as an umbrella term to mean ‘father and daughter’, and
similar relationships.
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wife is not well, and she will give birth to a baby girl, beautiful and fair, and you will love her
greatly”).>%> The Austmadr continues to say that the eagles and falcon represent the men who
will come to woo his daughter, before the falcon finally takes her away. borsteinn rejects the
Austmadr’s skill at dream interpretation, before remarking that “llla er draumr radinn ok
évingjarnliga” (“In an evil and unfriendly way is the dream interpreted”).>%® Despite his
assertions, the audience would know that borsteinn believed in the interpretation, for he told
his wife as he prepared for the bing “pu ert med barni, ok skal pat barn Ut bera, ef pu foedir
meybarn, en upp foeda, ef sveinn er” (“you are with child, and [the child] shall be exposed, if
you give birth to a girl, but raise it, if it is a boy”).>®” Through the efforts of his wife and sister,
though, the daughter survives and is, eventually, raised by borsteinn and his wife “med mikilli
virding ok ast” (“with great honour and love”).>%8

There is a lot happening in this scene, and a range of emotions being touched upon.
Porsteinn gazes happily upon the swan that belongs to him, before the eagles kill each other,
leaving the swan downcast. He is told that he will love his daughter but also that she will suffer
as the swan has. He subsequently tells the Austmadr that he is unfit to interpret dreams, as
he works evil in such pursuits. Before leaving for the bing, bPorsteinn then tells his wife to
expose the child to the elements, if it is a girl, thus sentencing the daughter to death. What is
Jéhanna Katrin Fridriksddttir’s reading of this sequence of events? She states that “[t]he father
naturally becomes worried about future violence and his solution is to nip the problem in the
bud”.>® Is this the natural response? | cannot deny that this is a possible reason behind
porsteinn’s choices, for O’'Donoghue has noted how, in the sagas, “men are shown to be
struggling to replace [violence and conflict] with settlements and agreements” (90).%7°
Furthermore, the saga does tell us how borsteinn reacts when two men start contending for
his daughter’s hand; he says “Ek & far doetr fyrir at sja, ok vilda ek gjarna, at engum manni yrdi

baer at rogi” (“I have few daughters to provide for, and | eagerly wished that they would
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become the cause of contention for no man”).>’! He has not forgotten the Austmadr’s
prophetic words, then, and so the possible strife and bloodshed has been on his mind. So,
perhaps borsteinn truly is following this trend.

Nevertheless, | do not believe this to be the natural and immediate response; it is,
rather, one possibility or one among many that a contemporary audience could understand
to be happening in this scene. As such, Jacobs, who is not focusing on why borsteinn does this,
comments that porsteinn’s decision was simply “an attempt to avoid this fate”; Jacobs,
however, does not remark on what “this fate” actually is.>”2 Rather than focusing on the power
and the tearing of social fabric, that J6hanna Katrin Fridriksdéttir suggests, bPorsteinn’s choice
to have his future daughter killed could be due to a number of reasons, which we should
consider as well. For instance, Porsteinn may not want a subpar man for a daughter he dearly
loves. The first two men (eagles) “are strong men and gifted poets”, while the third man “is a
comparatively less illustrious man, indicated not only by the falcon, but also by his perfunctory
appearance in the saga and absence from other Old Norse sources”.>”? If borsteinn was going
to love his daughter dearly in the future, he could not accept her having anything less than
the best; a falcon of a man could not contend with an eagle. Indeed, the saga continues the
daughter’s story after she is fatefully married to the third man and it ends on a tragic note;
she and the household falling ill, she could not sleep and so fiddled with the kingly cloak that
the first eagle had given her, before dying in her husband’s embrace. Rather than that she
should have such a meagre ending with a meagre husband, Porsteinn would prefer her to have
a quicker and less painful end. While this possible explanation for borsteinn’s decision draws
upon the status of these men, and so appears to hinder my efforts to prioritise emotions, it is
worth noting that there is a difference between loving a daughter and wanting a good
husband for her, and only wanting a good husband for one’s daughter. Both may involve a
dutiful father but only the first one had affection within the mix of motivations.

Moreover, perhaps borsteinn does not want to watch a daughter, who he will love
greatly, suffer extreme grief, and subsequently become downcast from the deaths of the

eagles. Witnessing such grief, he may seek to spare her from that future pain by having her
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never reach that future in the first place. Alternatively, Porsteinn himself could not want to
suffer the heartache of his daughter’s grief, being unable to do anything to ease her pain, and
so prevents his own pain in wanting her dead. Also, if Porsteinn will love her greatly, he may
love her to the point of not wanting to witness her leave the home with a husband, leaving
him and his wife without her presence; thus, killing her early will prevent that from coming
true. Alternatively, borsteinn may simply be attempting to fight fate. Having been told that
this is his and his daughter’s future, borsteinn could be seeking to control his life, rather than
have fate dictate it to him. Finally, it could be all of the above simultaneously. As an individual,
it is possible that borsteinn is conflicted on the matter, as he embodies multiple roles. As a
father, Porsteinn may want to lavish love and affection upon his daughter. Also, as a father,
Porsteinn may hate the idea of his daughter having a life of anguish, thus conceiving an early
death as a mercy. As a man possibly seeking an end to disruptive conflict, the non-disruptive
violence of killing a daughter may be deemed best. Alas, his attempt to disrupt fate’s plans do
nothing to alter his and her fated paths.

Therefore, we can see that there are multiple possibilities surrounding this one
interaction within a fedgin relationship and what they can reveal about borsteinn, and thus
can reveal about medieval Icelandic fathers of daughters. Yet there is little scholarship on the
fedgin relationship, let alone the emotional elements of a fedgin relationship. The closest
research that we can currently find discusses either Middle English texts or late-medieval
Sweden.

In her discussion on fathers and daughters, Moss too observes that “scholarship has
been remarkably silent on the relationship between fathers and their adult daughters”.>”*
Exploring the Middle English romances of the thirteenth century, Moss examines the
interactions between fathers and daughters, seeing how they can be “loving, supportive,
abusive, destructive”, and how the literature inevitably communicates “that the most
significant aspect of the father-daughter relationship — good or bad — is the father’s power
over his daughter”.>”> With medieval Sweden, we find a discussion on the intersection of
fatherhood, masculinity, and religion; while not concentrating on a specific relationship
between a father and his child, Katajala-Peltomaa examines the role of a father in a country

comparable to medieval Iceland. Moreover, Katajala-Peltomaa observes the emotional side of

574 Moss, Fatherhood, 112.
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fathers, through clerical documents; she thus infers how “[t]here were several different types
of masculinities as social practices”.>’® Katajala-Peltomaa also notes that “for an adult man, a
father, it was important to construct and perform his masculinity in a positive way... to be
reliable, take responsibility and take care”.>’’

| agree with these conclusions, seeing these concepts in the sagas, too. Indeed, we
will see these conclusions appear throughout my discussion, as we saw in the short
exploration of Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu above; Porsteinn was shown to always be in the
position of power, so much so that he had the authority to take his daughter’s life, yet we
know that his love for his daughter did appear as foretold. And as we will continue to see,
there are multiple interpretations of the reasoning behind a father’s actions, which can help
construct the various elements of fatherhood and masculinity. Taking these considerations
forwards, | will move in a slightly different direction to the current scholarship, prioritising the
emotional side of fedgin relationships, rather than solely fedgin relationships. With a starting
point in emotions, we will undoubtedly see general elements of fedgin relationships and
fatherhood, as we move through the exploration of those relationships. My work, here, will
therefore fill some of the gaps in understanding familial emotions and what it means to be a
father, or daughter, in medieval Iceland.

Compared to maedgur relationships, fedgin pairings are numerous. Both of these
relationships, however, are few in number and sparse in detail when compared to fedgar
relationships. Despite fedgin relationships being more numerous than meadgur pairings, we
do not see much of the relationship between a father and daughter. We sometimes learn of a
daughter’s name only to be told, by the saga’s narration, that she was then married off to
someone and she is never mentioned again. Such depictions of daughters, though, are
characteristic of the sagas’ overall treatment of women; women are generally described and
characterised only when it relates to a man in some fashion. Indeed, as we work through the
case studies, there is a noticeable absence of how a daughter feels about her father marrying
her off. The closest we get from the sources is how a daughter perceives her father’s love for

her to have been thrown into doubt; it does not explicitly tell us what she is feeling.

576 Sari Katajala-Peltomaa, “Fatherhood, Masculinity and Lived Religion in Late-Medieval Sweden,”
Scandinavian Journal of History 38, no. 2 (2013): 231.
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Furthermore, there are exceedingly few scenes in the sagas in which we have a fedgin
scene which does not focus on bridal negotiations or marriage, leaving us with few occasions
to observe this relationship outside of the context of marriages. With so few fedgin
relationships not being about the marriage negotiation, it is unsurprising that marriage has
dominated that scholarship. However, the scholarship does not talk about love and emotions,
and how they intersect with the marital negotiations. Therefore, | too will be talking about
fedgin relationships, with regard to the fathers betrothing their daughters to suitors. | will do
this in order to illuminate the emotional side of the negotiations; it has been undiscussed for
too long and so | will illustrate how love was understood to have existed within fedgin
relationships at this major juncture in a daughter’s life.

As usual, | will start my analyses from the usage of love terms, so as to discern the
context around that use of love before exploring what this shows us about medieval Icelandic
understandings of familial love. There will also be some dual views of the love in a scene; this
usually arises when bridal negotiations are being completed, and the daughter remarks that
her father cannot love her, since she was not consulted. In these situations, | will attempt to
show the two views on the situation and what we are supposed to do with that information.

To help set this discussion, we will survey the laws and practices of marriage before
entering into the case studies in which our analysis can proceed.

As stated earlier, the theme | have decided to examine is that of the bridal negotiation
so as to discern some aspects of fedgin love, as shown through the sagas’ depictions of such
events. This is to provide a balance to the scholarship already available which does not discuss
the relationship in terms of emotions. Additionally, this decision follows the trends of my
database entries. With regard to possessing love terminology, bridal negotiations were not
especially numerous. Indeed, my entries for fedgin love terms did not show any regular
themes or motifs. Yet when the entries with no love terms were included, the bridal
negotiation was the predominant situation in which fedgin pairings interacted, hence the
scholarly focus on a daughter’s marriage. Nevertheless, the other episodes in which | found
love terms, as well as the fedgin relationship more generally, merit further study in the future.

All of the case studies for fedgin relationships that | use for this exploration are that
between a biological father and daughter. This makes sense, as it was typically a biological
father who negotiated his daughter’s betrothal with the suitor. This is not to say, however, that

other types of men in fedgin pairings could not give the daughter away in marriage. In Egils
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saga Skalla-Grimssonar, for example, we are told that Egill marries off bordis, his niece and
step-daughter.>’® Furthermore, while there are many instances of the men in fedgin dyads
betrothing the women, | have selected those episodes which most illuminate how the love in
the fedgin relationships is connected to the bridal negotiations, rather than attempting to
include every iteration of this scenario.

In summary, the current scholarship on the intersection between the fedgin
relationship and a woman’s marriage has largely neglected the emotional aspect, and this
chapter demonstrates what cultural elements of medieval Iceland can be uncovered when we
return emotions to the situation. Furthermore, tracking the sagas’ usage of love terms
proffered no clear motifs with which to explore the fedgin relationship; incorporating the
contextually-similar scenes, however, showed the relationship’s strong connection to the

woman’s marriage.

Church, Laws, and Sagas: Understanding Old Norse Marriage

As | said previously, we will need an overview of the marriage laws in medieval Iceland
before we can undertake our discussion on fedgin love, as revealed through the father’s
negotiations to marry his daughter off. The reason | cannot discuss fedgin love without a
foundation in the legal context is that there is a tension between Iceland’s laws, the Church’s
laws, and the sagas on the topic of who should provide consent in a marriage; should it be the
woman or her father who consents?

We can see this tension in the late Viglundar saga, in which the saga shows the

existence of two different threads of thought. The saga reports:

Porgrimr maelti: “Hefir pu, Ketill, kepyt Olofu?” Ketill kvad pat satt vera. “Var pat
nokkut med hennar radi gert?” segir borgrimr. “Ek zetlada, at Périr jarl mundi sjalfr
eiga at rdda dottur sinni,” segir Ketill, “ok mundi pat kaup logligt vera, sem hann

gerdi.>”®

Porgrimr said: “Have you, Ketill, bought Olof?” Ketill said it to be true. “Was [the
betrothal] done with [Olof’s] consent?” says Porgrimr. “l thought that Jarl bérir
himself would be entitled to consent for his daughter,” says Ketill, “and it would
be a lawful agreement, as he had made it.”

578 £g, 241.
578 vigl, 73.
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In the same saga scenario, two men have opposing ideas as to what is required for a marriage;
one man believes the woman’s consent is paramount while the other prioritises the father’s
consent. This difference in thought reflects the conflict that had been happening in Iceland
since the twelfth century on the topic of consent. This was not an isolated instance, however,
for the sagas, especially the [slendingaségur, repeatedly depict a story different to the law
codes, in that the laws authorise less female agency.>°

In order to reach the tensions as they exist in the sagas, we must quickly survey a key
element of their origins, that is, the emergence of the Church’s doctrine of consent. This idea
of consent originated from two differing positions on the subject, in the mid-1100s, with
regards to what exactly constituted consent.>®! From these two theories, Pope Alexander IlI
(1159-1181) created a hybrid doctrine “combining the best of both theories”.>®2 From the mid-
1100s onwards, then, “the Church taught that the woman’s consent was necessary for a
marriage to be valid”.>® This line was drawn because “[iln the Church’s official thinking
marriage was a strong, free, individual choice... Because the commitment was for life,
responsibility must be undiminished by family or other pressure”.>8 Thus, “[florce and fear
exerted by parents or others in order to secure consent to a marriage nullified that
consent”.>%

Would this have affected Iceland before it was subsumed into the Kingdom of Norway

in 1262-64? While it is difficult to know the details, we do know that in 1152/1153, a

Norwegian archbishopric was installed at Nidardss; this archbishopric presided over the two

580 For a thorough discussion on the marriage laws and their history, see Agnes S. Arndérsdéttir, Property and
Virginity: The Christianization of Marriage in Medieval Iceland 1200-1600 (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press,
2010). Also see Philadelphia Ricketts, High-Ranking Widows in Medieval Iceland and Yorkshire: Property, Power,
Marriage and Identity in the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries (Leiden: Brill, 2010). For a discussion on the
difference between the marriage laws and the saga corpuses, see Jenny M. Jochens, “The Medieval Icelandic
Heroine: Fact or Fiction?,” Viator 17 (1986).
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Twelfth Century,” in Regional Variations in Matrimonial Law and Custom in Europe, 1150-1600, ed. Mia
Korpiola (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 43.

582 Reynolds, “The Regional Origins,” 44. Also see Charles Donahue, Jr., Law, Marriage, and Society in the Later
Middle Ages: Arguments About Marriage in Five Courts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 16.
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Icelandic bishoprics. It is, therefore, possible that twelfth-century medieval Icelanders would
have been confronted with the Church’s teachings on consent. Nevertheless, this teaching
would definitely have become more widespread in Iceland after being enveloped into the
Kingdom of Norway, for according to the Frostaping (the Norwegian law codes) a woman could
only be betrothed if she explicitly agreed to it or if she remained silent.>8® Indeed, under the
episcopacy of Bishop Arni borlaksson (1269-1298), “it was consent and publicity that made a
marriage valid”.>®’

While the Icelandic episcopacy may have been attempting to spread the doctrine of
consent, does this necessitate that the medieval Icelanders adopted such a doctrine?
“Committed to writing in 1117-18", but extant beforehand as well as into the later centuries,
the Grdgds laws do not corroborate what the /slendingaségur report as happening in terms
of betrothal nor do they adhere to the Church laws.>® Rather than any talk of women’s
consent, the betrothals section of the law begins with who has the right to give a woman in
betrothal, an individual that can be referred to as a giptingarmadr.>® The only mention of
female consent being required for marriage is when she is widowed; this, however, is
redundant if her father gives her in marriage for “then he shall decide”.>®® Otherwise, there
were only two ways for a woman’s opinion to be heard. One is when more than one man can
arrange the marriage but disagree on which suitor to choose; in this case, her opinion could
break the stalemate as long as that suitor was deemed an equal match.>*! The second option
emerges when two suitors, thought to be equal matches for her, are rejected by the men
arranging her marriage; then, she can “make a marriage with the third, if that too is thought
an equal match”.>°? Alternatively, a woman could choose to become a nun, in which case “a
father is not to force his daughter into marriage” in that circumstance.>% Overall, the Grdgds
laws indicate that a woman’s marriage was dictated by the men in her life, with little

opportunity for her to make her own choices, despite the Church’s efforts to the contrary.

586 ENL, 254.

587 Agnes Arndrsdottir, Property and Virginity, 92. Cf. Brundage, Law, Sex, and Christian Society, 335-336, for
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After Iceland swore fealty to the Kingdom of Norway and during Bishop Arni’s
episcopacy, however, the Icelanders could no longer ignore the Church’s doctrine of consent
for it now held a legal precedent. Nevertheless, while the Icelandic elite begrudgingly
accepted “the Church’s jurisdiction over marriage”, this did not prevent them from adjusting
their civil laws to accommodate this change to marriage law whilst maintaining paternal
authority.>®* The need for this suggests that the Church’s “law had teeth” and the Icelanders
were concerned about it.>® This compromise with Church law appears in 1281 with the
Icelandic JOnsbdk, a new compilation of law codes. Within, we find a paragraph on marriage;
it states “[e]n ef kona giptiz vtan rad f[o]dur [ins. b:odur eda modur. Eda pess er gi/ptingar
madr er fyrir Ra0i hennar. hafi fyrir gert ollum [@]3fum peim er hon [tod til eftir giptingar mann
sua lem [u kona veeri eeigi getin til pess arfs” (if a woman marries without the consent of her
father, brother, mother, or the marriage-man who is to arrange her marriage, then she has
forfeited all the inheritance that she had a right to from the marriage-man, just as if she had
not been born).>%® Less compromise and more resistance, this law code does not explicitly
refute the Church’s laws but severely undermines them, to the point of obsolescence. With
Jonsbok, any woman who marries against the will of the one with the authority to betroth her
— often a man — could be punished for doing so, by her family.>®” Coerced marriages remained
a strong possibility, then. Therefore, despite the decrees of the Church, women did not have
arealfreedom, as the Church desired, to consent to their marriages, for the medieval Icelandic
civil laws had effectively hamstrung the doctrine of consent, in terms of legal effectiveness.

| say “in terms of legal effectiveness” for there may still have been a separation
between the legal and social realities of consenting to marriage. Indeed, the sagas would
suggest as much, as they display a tension as to who had the authority to consent to a
woman’s betrothal, thus reflecting the conflict between Iceland’s civil laws and its Church laws
on the matter. We have already witnessed this tension in the prior passage from Viglundar

saga, and it is worth noting who holds each of the two opinions on who has betrothal

594 Agnes Arndrsdottir, Property and Virginity, 96. For further discussion on how the Icelandic elite adjusted to
the Church’s ruling and expectation for monogamous relationships, married or not, see Audur Magnusdottir,
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Routledge, 2020).
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authority. It is Ketill, the older man, who believes consent lies with the father, and it is
borgrimr, the younger man, who believes consent comes from the woman. In the end, it is
porgrimr who gets the girl and has a happy life with her. Nevertheless, the saga displays a
tension about consent.

More generally, we see this duality of consent in some of the [slendingaségur, where
we are told the woman — often a daughter — needs to consent to the marriage, or it would not
work, after the giptingarmadr has already consented to her betrothal to a suitor. Jochens
notes, here, that “we are led to believe that fathers normally conferred with their daughters,
because of the anger and frustration of some girls when not asked”, as we will later see as we
analyse the saga scenes.”®® In other sagas, the daughters are simply betrothed, unaware of
their father’s machinations. And yet there are others in which the daughter is asked but seems
to have no real opinion on the matter; it seems almost customary to both ask and affirm.

However, when we move to the Sturlunga ségur, we are shown a different story. As
Jochens recounts, “[t]he dense and action-filled Sturlunga saga which brings to life the
turbulent society of twelfth- and thirteenth-century Iceland, reports countless marriages, but
not a single case where the woman’s wishes are considered. Rather, men arrange the
marriages of their available womenfolk... according to their own economic and political
advantages”.>® For Jochens, then, the Sturlunga ségur suggests that a woman’s marital
consent is non-existent; she is merely a tool for a man to gain power and/or wealth.

We do see this in the considerably shorter Haukdaela pdttr in which two sisters, both
named bora, discuss their future, married lives. The older bdra asks her sister what she thinks
married life will bring, to which the younger béra answers that she had never given it much
thought “pvi at ek uni allvel vid, medan sva buit er” (“because | am very happy with things as
they currently are”).6% While agreeing with the younger Pdra, the elder Pdra continues the

line of thought, commenting on how life is not as great as it could be, and the younger sister

owiu nn

remarks ““sva er vist,” segir in yngri Péra, “en eigi er vist, at pu unir pa betr, er pessu bregdr
(“that is certain,” says the younger béra, “but it is not certain, that you would be happier if

this way of life changes”).®%! So, the sisters cannot be sure that married life is better than

5% Jochens, “The Medieval Icelandic Heroine,” 37.
59 Jochens, “The Medieval Icelandic Heroine,” 43.
600 Hauk, 97.
501 Hauk, 97.
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unmarried; there seems to be little incentive for these women to marry. Despite their
misgivings on whether married life will possess more joy, they still discuss who they would
prefer to marry out of the two male visitors to their home. The pdttr continues that they are
married to the man they had said they preferred.®°> However, the pdttr does not say anything
about the women’s consent, despite the women sharing their romantic interests with the
audience. Instead, it simply states “at Péra in ellri var gift Jéni, en in yngri borvaldi” (that béra
the elder was given in marriage to Jén, and bdra the younger was given in marriage to
Porvaldr).6%3 We are neither told that their father consulted them about the betrothals nor
that the sisters consented. This seems to follow Jochens’s observations of the Sturlunga ségur.

Yet, the sagas have expected the audience to be aware of ideas not explicitly stated
before, so can we be certain that this is not the expectation here? We already know that the
sisters are interested in the men, so would it not thus be obvious to the audience that the
daughters would consent to these marital arrangements? Furthermore, the Sturlunga ségur
depict the turbulent period of medieval Iceland as it was brought under the Norwegian
crown’s rule; was it likely for the saga compiler to deem a woman’s consent to marriage
important enough for mention, when so many women were being bartered for power and
allegiance networks? First, the Sturlunga ségur were a near-contemporary corpus of work.
Once again, it may have been obvious to the audience whether the women consented as the
women involved would have been recent ancestors if not living relatives; the audience may
have first- or second-hand knowledge of what the women thought about their situations.
Second, a saga’s material often originated from “striking events that merited recording” and
remembering.5%* A woman’s consent, then, would need to be striking or a component of
another striking event for it to be recorded.®®> We do, however, see that in the Sturlunga
ségur. Indeed, we already have an insight into the repercussions of non-consensual marriage,
in Prestssaga Gudmundar Arasonar, in which a daughter, Ulfheidr, “var gift naudig” (was given

in marriage against her will).%°® However, this arrangement did not last long because “en sidan

602 1t js unclear why but the older béra lies about who her romantic interest is — it is actually the same as the
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lagdi pokka & hana Ari borgeirson ok atti vid henni born fjégur” (soon after, Ari Porgeirson took
a liking to [Ulfheidr] and had four children with her) and so the two of them lived together.5%’
We are not told how Ulfheidr’s father, or husband, reacted to this turn of events, likely because
they were unimportant to the story of this saga. Indeed, the reason we know about this failed
marriage in the first place is because it reveals the origin of the eponymous bishop, Gudmundr
Arason, who was born to Ulfheidr and Ari in the 1160s — the time in which the Church made
known its need for women’s marital consent. Perhaps this is why we are told of how unwilling
Ulfheidr was about her parents’ betrothal decision. Nevertheless, it is because of his
remarkable life and story that we gain an insight into women’s consent, and some of the
consequences of its dismissal.

Also, Bandlien notes how “[d]aughters wanting divorces could be a more dangerous
threat... a divorce could threaten an alliance or a financially good contract for their fathers”.6%8
We can see echoes of this in Snorri Sturluson’s marrying off of his daughters in /slendinga
saga. Snorri Sturluson “managed to enrich himself enormously through marriage” but “his
efforts to create solid alliances through these relationships continuously failed” as his
daughters’ marital relationships struggled and ended.®%° Subsequently, his daughters’ “former
husbands became some of Snorri’s worst enemies”.®'° Like with the birth of Gudmundr
Arason, Snorri Sturluson’s politicking allows us to glimpse how a lack of a woman’s consent
could be problematic for the giptingarmadr, and so were worth recording.

Considering all of this, | cannot disagree with Jochens’s earlier assertion of how the
Sturlunga ségur provide no direct evidence of female consent. However, | cannot agree with
her conclusory remarks that “the contemporary historical sagas and the law codes furnish
virtually no evidence that churchmen were able to modify the matrimonial regime” in
medieval Iceland.?'! While the law codes may have been undermined by Iceland’s civil laws,
the sagas do show evidence that the repercussions of non-consensual marriage were being

observed by medieval Icelanders; if the woman’s consent was not gained, turmoil was a real

possibility.
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Furthermore, | also cannot entirely accept her conclusion that “[t]he repeated
emphasis in Iceland on female consent was most likely the local church’s answer to the
common problem of male control over women in these matters”.'2 While churches certainly
played their part, my concern is that she places all of the focus on those in power, suggesting
that the women of medieval Iceland did not raise these concerns themselves and meekly
accepted the marital decisions imposed upon them, each and every time. | believe this is far
too broad a brush. Rather, | understand the emphasis on female consent to emerge from both
the Church and the women.

The fact that laws came into being to push back against the Church’s consent model
suggest that there was a strong case for women raising issues of consent and, thus, following
the ecclesiastical guidelines, or that the Icelandic elite were anxious about that possibility. If
the women would only ever accept the wishes of their giptingarmadr, why would the elite be
anxious in the first place?

Therefore, | believe that there were two didactic threads, in medieval Iceland,
considering the necessary consent for a woman’s marriage — the woman’s consent and the
kinship group’s consent — and these did not necessarily align. And these threads can be
observed in the sagas. Unfortunately for us, | believe the compilers of the Sturlunga ségur
were not much interested in marriage outside of its use as a transaction, probably because of
that saga corpus’s contemporary nature. Therefore, the case studies of fedgin love we now go

to explore will be from the fslendingaségur.

Finding Love in Bridal Negotiations

As | mentioned earlier, the main area we find occasions of fedgin relationships is the
bridal negotiation, in which the giptingarmadr negotiates with the suitor about a possible
betrothal between woman and suitor. These bridal discussions, as Jochens notes, typically
show how “although the woman had the greatest interest in the arrangement, she was totally
absent from the negotiations”.?'® One of the rare exceptions to this absence is Porgerdr, in
Laxdeela saga, in which her father, Egill Skallagrimsson, confers with her prior to the betrothal.

The suitor for Porgerdr was Olafr Hoskuldsson, son of Melkorka and grandson of King

612 Jochens, “The Medieval Icelandic Heroine,” 48.
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Myrkjartan, whom we discussed in Chapter 1. Despite Egill’s explanation of how Olafr is an

excellent suitor for her, Porgerdr takes Egill’s suggestion poorly. The saga tells us that:

bporgerdr svarar: “pat hefi ek pik heyrt maela, at pu ynnir mér mest barna pinna;
en nu pykki mér pu pat ésanna, ef pu vill gipta mik ambattarsyni, pott hann sé
vaenn ok mikill dburdarmadr.”614

bporgerdr answers, “l have heard you say that you loved me most out of all your
children; but it now seems to me that you disprove that, if you want to give me in
marriage to the son of a slave-woman, even if he is an excellent and renowned

man.”

So as to resolve her concerns, Olafr, viewing her refusal as disgraceful to him, dresses in finery
and speaks with borgerdr personally and so proves him being jafnraedi, or ‘an equal match’, to
her; she thus accepts the proposal, resulting in their marriage.*>

While we will return to this scene later on, and in more depth, this scene presents a
scenario in which both forms of consent were, by the end, given. However, it was not an
entirely smooth process, for bporgerdr was doubtful of her father’s intentions; fortunately, his
intentions were good for her, as well as himself, since Olafr was an excellent man.
Nevertheless, that doubt of which | spoke earlier — when a daughter doubts her father’s love
for her, due to the bridal negotiations — makes an appearance. While the saga indirectly tells
us that Egill has previously stated that he loves her, the supposed mismatch in suitor causes
porgerdr to doubt his words. This is understandable, considering the number of daughters
who are married off without their consent. Indeed, as mentioned earlier, scholarship has
predominantly understood the betrothal of a daughter to be transactional. Nevertheless, | will
focus on that mention of paternal love, and its perceived lack, for this starting point of emotion
allows for new avenues of discussion. Indeed, while Porgerdr worried that Egill did not have
her interests in mind, it appears that he had prioritised her. Therefore, | would like to explore
how a father could express his love for his daughter, within the process of bridal negotiations,

and how such actions were understood by the daughter. Unfortunately, the only daughterly
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saga Skalla-Grimssonar while being majorly relevant to Laxdzela saga. See Bandlien, “The Church’s Teaching,”
70-71. For the comparatively short bridal negotiation, see Eg, 242.

515 | axd, 63-65; Bandlien, Strategies of Passion, 247-248.
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views on, specifically, love we find are like bPorgerdr’s, perceiving a comparable loss of love
than the father has previously stated.

To open our discussion on this topic, we shall turn to Viglundar saga for
contextualisation. Not only does its scene possess a love term from the father and a
considerable amount of information for context, but the father’s love is never thrown into
doubt. It must be noted, however, that this saga has been overtly influenced by tales from the
Continent. This is most clear in a later scene in which the saga rhapsodises the love between
a man and woman, how the fire of their love will burn brighter through trials and opposition,
“sem nattura er amorsins” (as is the nature of love).%%® Such an explosion of emotion words
and expressions in this saga “is fully indebted to the romantic tradition rather than the native
one”.5Y Furthermore, we also have a Franco-Latin word, amorsins, which is clearly a loanword
introduced into this Old Norse text. These influences, however, are not an insurmountable
obstacle to a historical study. As was discussed in the Introduction, Icelandic saga authors did
not simply translate foreign tales, they translated the emotional expressions as well, generally
resulting in a reduction of emotional vocabulary and more suppressed forms of emotional
expression.®® What this means, then, is that even if a saga was influenced, or translated, from
the Continental romances, the saga remains palatable and understandable for an Old Norse
audience. It can thus be used as a cultural product which reflects medieval Icelanders’ ideas
of emotions and emotional expressions. As such, | am not using this scene to reach the social
or material realities of medieval Iceland; | am, instead, seeing it as representative of attitudes
and assumptions that existed in medieval Iceland, on fedgin relationships in the marital
negotiations.

Within Viglundar saga, we are introduced, in the early pages, to the fedgin characters
of Jarl Périr and Olof, father and daughter respectively, and the dynamics of their relationship
in the setting of Norway. These dynamics to which | refer consist of three parts - a difference
in opinion between father and daughter, the jarl wanting a certain type of suitor for his

daughter, and the possibility of family dishonour. The saga tells us:

616 v/igl, 82.

617 Colin Peter Mackenzie, “Vernacular Psychologies in Old Norse-Icelandic and Old English,” (Doctoral Thesis,
University of Glasgow, 2014), 109.

618 Sif Rikhardsdottir, “Translating Emotion,” 166-167.
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Jarl unni mikit déttur sinni ok var sva vandlatr um hana, at enginn karlmadr matti
tala vid hana. Jarl Iét gera henni eina skemmu; pat hus |ét hann vanda mjok at allri
smid. Skemman var vida grafin ok gagnskorin ok rennt gulli i skurdina. petta
herbergi var pakit blyi ok steint allt innan. Skidgardr har var um skemmuna ok laest
grindhlid med sterkum jarnhurdum. Ekki var petta his midr vandat utan en innan.
bessa skemmu byggdi jarlsdéttir ok hennar pjonustukonur. Jarl sendir ok eptir
pbeim konum, sem hann vissi kurteisastar, ok laetr kenna déttur sinni allar paer
kvenligar listir, er burdugum konum byrjadi at kunna. Ok pat hugsadi jarl, sem
honum gafst, at sva skyldi hans déttir bera af 6llum konum hannyrdir sem hon var
hverri peira fridari. En pegar hon hafdi aldr til, pa voldust til margir agaetir men at
bidja hennar, en jarl var mjok kostvandr fyrir hennar hénd, ok kom sa engi, at hann
vildi hana gipta; visadi hann peim fra med haverskligum ordum.®?

The jarl loved his daughter greatly and was so exacting regarding her, that no man
was allowed to speak with her. The jarl had a private dwelling made for her; he
had that house made elaborately, through every artistry. The dwelling was
engraved all over, and these engravings were inlaid with gold. This building was
thatched with lead and all of the inside was painted. A high fence surrounded the
dwelling and the fence’s lattice gate was locked with strong iron doors. This
dwelling was no less elaborately made on the outside than the inside. The jarl’s
daughter and her serving women lived inside this dwelling. The jarl sends after
those women, who he knew were the most courteous, and he had them teach his
daughter all those womanly skills, which women of high birth were expected to
know. And the jarl thought, as was his wont, that his daughter should surpass all
other women in handicrafts, in the same way she was more beautiful than other
women. And as soon as she had come of age, many excellent men then came
forward to request her hand in marriage, but the jarl was very fastidious about her
hand in marriage. And it did not happen, that he wished to give her in marriage to
them; he sent [all the suitors] away with polite words.

We do not have to go far into the scene before we are told directly how much bérir
loved his daughter, before we then learn how the jarl isolates her from all men, other than
himself. Indeed, the saga goes into great detail regarding the space that Olof is placed within;
the building was beautiful and well-adorned, while also being fortified with high fences and
secure gates — a gilded cage. We can already see some of the Continental romances’

influences, here, through the beautiful maiden being secreted away from the world.
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Indeed, the dwelling-place Périr has built is quite remarkable, so much so that it raises
the question of it being a historical possibility or a fictive creation. For this project, a historical
basis is not necessary, as the key element for us is the purpose behind the building, not the
building itself. The key element is that the daughter lived in isolation and extravagance,
somewhat plausible as a possibility for life in medieval Iceland. So why did Pdrir construct a
life of isolation and extravagance for his daughter, in the first place? Is it a result of his love for
her, or something else? The construction of the building follows directly after the audience
learns of: how Porir loved Olof; how he was fastidious about her life; and how men were
forbidden from speaking with her — such placing suggests that these elements are all
connected.??? Let us work backwards through these elements to better understand how
bdrir’s, and thus a father’s, love could manifest.

So, why did bdrir prevent men from speaking to his daughter? The high fences and
locked gates indicate that either something was supposed to stay inside or to stay outside.
The end result is the same, no matter which of the two is true, as bdrir is likely seeking to
prevent an unacceptable man approaching his Olof. However, there are nuances depending
on whether he is doing this for Olof’s sake or his family’s, although these are not mutually
exclusive motives.

Many scholars have already discussed the reasoning behind an Old Norse father’s
desire to prevent unacceptable men approaching his daughter, and it comes back to the
familial honour. Indeed, Bandlien has explored the reasoning behind why Old Norse men court
women with no marital intent — the reasons behind this seduction include: not believing the
prospective father-in-law to be worthy; not wanting to protect, and so consider, a
weaker/lower family; and to display one’s power over the father’s household.®?! Thus, the
reasons behind why a man may refuse to seek marriage, and instead seek to seduce, may be
less about the daughter and more about the father and broader kinship group. Therefore,
Périr’s construction of an inaccessible space, in which resides Olof, cannot be said to originate
from his love for her, if we use this explanation to understand the scene, as it instead indicates

his concern about power being displaced from him to another man. Indeed, we can see as

620 |n the saga corpus, conversations between a man and woman can have a variety of meanings, ranging from
a simple chat to sexual intercourse. See Lucy Anne Keens, “Scenes of a Sexual Nature: Theorising
Representations of Sex and the Sexual Body in the Sagas of the Icelanders,” (Doctoral thesis, University College
London, 2016), 10.
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much in another saga, Ljésvetninga saga, in which a father is displeased with his daughter
‘talking” with a man, “til pess at i pvi aukisk var éscemd” (“because it increases our
dishonour”).522 Unable to curb the man’s pursuit of his daughter, the father relents and sends
his daughter away to prevent further seduction and consequent dishonour.®?* Considering
these points, it is difficult to see how the construction of Olof’s isolation could be an indicator
of borir’s love for her. It, instead, appears that by preventing any illicit relationships between
Olof and an unacceptable man, Périr attempts to prevent dishonour falling upon himself and
his family. We could try to argue that he made such a space so as to prevent himself being in
a situation where he would have to consider sending Olof away, that is, he loves her too much
to send her away and would not want to. However, this line of thinking has no real foundations
to work from. It, instead, appears to be what scholars have noted; a father fears that his
daughter will be seduced and so keeps her away from all men. Thus, we must look elsewhere
to discern how his love emerges.

If we cannot see Périr’s love in the isolation of his daughter from men, can we observe
it in his exacting expectations of her life? Yes and no. We can locate love not in the fastidious
expectations regarding her but in their probable consequence — Olof’s marriage, but
specifically her marriage to an excellent man, which we can see in the first example of Egill
and Porgerdr. This desire for a perfect suitor can be seen through bérir’s fastidiousness and
that can be seen in the above passage regarding Olof’s entire lifestyle. In essence, since Olof
is inaccessible, lives in opulence, and is well-versed in the womanly skills, the contemporary
audience could understand bérir to be trying to attract the best possible suitor for his beloved
daughter. Yet how exactly are these aspects of Olof’s life, orchestrated by her father, supposed
to attract exceptional suitors?

We have already explored how Olof is inaccessible, through it preventing her meeting
with men and thus maintaining her family’s honour. This, however, is one side of the coin. The
other is that it improves her marital prospects, which could result in a great marriage;
something a loving father may want for his daughter. We can see this in three defined ways:

sexual purity, a strong father-in-law, and a desire for the unknown and forbidden.

622 | i6sv, 64.

623 A similar arrangement occurs in Kormdks saga, after Kormakr woos and fails to marry the daughter; she is
then married to another man. See Korm, 223-228. Bandlien views this as the father retaining “much of the
honour he was in danger of losing”. See Bandlien, Strategies of Passion, 68. For a father who chases after his
daughter and the man she was speaking with, when he saw them walking away hand-in-hand, see s/, 7.

169 | Page



The first manner in which her inaccessibility helps her marital prospects is how she is
not known by men; men have only heard about her. By having Olof isolated from the
community’s view, Porir can guarantee to any suitor that she has not been touched by any
man; she lives in isolation with female-only staff, so she cannot possibly have had relations
with a man. Indeed, this concern for sexual purity can be seen in Kjalnesinga saga, in which
BUi rescues his lover, also called Olof, from his romantic rival after she has been with him for
a year.5?* The saga is not explicit about what happens in that year but the following reaction
gives a strong indication. Upon slaying the rival and returning to her father’s household, Bui
says: “en nu skal Olof, déttir ydur, vera med pér, par til henni bydst forlag, pvi at ek vil ni pé
ekki elska hana, sidan Kolfidr hefir spillt henni” (“and now must your daughter, Olof, dwell
here until marriage is offered for her, because | now want to not love her since Kolfinnr has
spoiled her”).%%> Despite the saga not outright stating that Bui would have married Olof had
she not been abducted, it is probable that he would have, as the audience was earlier told
how his foster-mother, Esja, was scolding him for not courting her, “sem ek hefi pér pessa konu
tlat” (“as | have intended this woman for you”).62¢ Nevertheless, any desire Bui had for Olof
was quashed after her abduction, leaving this Olof’s father with one less suitor. This possible
loss of suitors, then, may have been what drove laws to be enacted with a purpose “to protect
the sexual integrity of the woman in order to reserve it exclusively for the husband, or, before
marriage, to keep the young girl intact to maintain her value on the marriage market”.®?” The
Grdgds laws of medieval Iceland reveal as much with an entire section dedicated to “[w]hat
behaviour towards a woman is liable at law”, ranging from kissing a woman — consensually
and non-consensually — to rape to fathering children.5?® Many of these actions resulted in
some degree of outlawry for the men involved, which involved banishment and a loss of civil
rights. Thus, the unsanctioned touching of a man’s daughter was a potentially dangerous and
fraught action to take. Nevertheless, borir’s construction of an isolated space for his daughter
prevents these scenarios taking place; thus, she will not be deemed impure for having been

abducted or ‘spoken to’, as there is no opportunity for these events to occur. As a result, her
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marital prospects are not damaged and so she could still obtain a husband of stellar character;
something that could be indicative of Périr’s love for Olof.

This concept of sexual impurity, however, may only exist for pre-marital relations,
which fall under the father’s purview, specifically. | raise this possibility because of the
contemporary Sturlu saga in which an abducted woman, Hallgerdr Runélfsdéttir, must be
persuaded by Jon Loptsson to return to her husband.®?° Bandlien rightly notes “how natural
it is for the saga writer and Jon Loptsson that Hallgerdr chooses to stay with the man that took
her away” and how this sequence of events “proves that she is desired”, provides her with “a
strong negotiating position at the Thing” and gained her “the friendship and support of the
powerful Jon in her interests”.63° Rather than be reduced in the eyes of her male kin, through
her abduction, she instead gains more than she had before. Bandlien goes on to say that
“women who pursued extramarital affairs did not lose prestige in the eyes of others”.%3! Is this
because she was married and no longer her father’s responsibility? If we recall how Olof was
treated by Bui in Kjalnesinga saga, would he have still sought to stop loving her if they had
already been married prior to her abduction? We cannot know for certain. However, Hallgerdr
and Jén'’s discussions indicate that unmarried and married women may be treated differently
in being approached by unsanctioned men, as the unmarried remain on the marriage market
while the married are not.

This idea of sexual purity leads us to the second way in which an inaccessible daughter
allows for greater prospects in husbands. Indeed, as J6hanna Katrin Fridriksdéttir states: “[a]
man’s honour was dependent on preventing outsiders from getting near the young women in
his family”.632 Perhaps the author wants us to view Pdrir’s isolation of his daughter in these
terms, that is, Porir is portraying himself as having a great amount of honour because he is
able to prevent men reaching her. Indeed, “[t]he daughter’s virginity is a marker that the
father has done his duty... he has kept intact her most valuable attribute”.®33 In doing this,
Porir is able to attract suitors not only because she remains untouched by other men but

because he, as her guardian, has been able to prevent other men reaching her, showing
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himself to be a strong and wealthy enough man to achieve as such.®** And by being such a
man, Porir does not have to worry about young men viewing him as an unsuitable father-in-
law; he has the resources to protect his daughter from unscrupulous men and so would likely
have the resources to help any son-in-law, meaning potential suitors could have a strong ally
if they were to marry his daughter. Also because of such power, bdrir can prevent any suitor’s
anxieties about other male visitors to their future bride.®3> This means there are no hindrances
to potential suitors other than bérir himself, who, as far as we have been shown, rejects all
who approach. bérir is, thus, also in a position to be exacting in his choice of son-in-law.

One other way in which bérir’s isolation of Olof could potentially bait excellent suitors
is the isolation itself. Scholars have already noted how female trolls and giants could evoke a
sense of the forbidden desire, in that they represent the “hidden desires and anxieties” of the
medieval Icelanders.?3¢ Indeed, Gourlay notes how the Saracen princess Floripas, from the
chanson de geste of Fierabras, is a beautiful and smart, yet violent and volatile, woman who
went against the cultural norms of the audience without correction or punishment for such
social deviancy.®3” Similar to the Old Norse trolls and giants, Gourlay suggests that Floripas’s
combination of traits (including beauty, passion, violence, and otherness) may have had an
exotic and erotic appeal for men who may have found such traits attractive.?38 This concept of
forbidden desire, then, is nothing new. However, what about a more mundane forbidden fruit;
one that is neither socially prohibited nor socially deviant but is simply forbidden. | posit that
Olof’s isolation could excite potential suitors simply because she was unknown and unseen.
These men would hear tales about her beauty and skill but would be left without confirmation,
creating a desire to know more. We can see something similar in Kormdks saga, in which
Steingerdr moves to stealthily survey the guests of her foster-father’s hall. Despite her covert
efforts, in the doorway “par kdmu fram foetr hennar” (there arrived her feet) and this inspires

Kormakr to speak in verse about his sudden great love.®3° This prompts her to shift position,
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which, again, leaves her partially visible around her eyes; this also inspires Kormakr’s poetry
within which he reveals “yet while | live that longing will never leave me”.%40 If Kormakr’s
burning love can be ignited from simply seeing Steingerdr’s feet and eyes, it is credible that
unnamed suitors may be interested in Olof, despite no man having lain eyes on her. Sparking
such passions may have been (a part of) Périr’s plan in isolating Olof, building a desire for her.

Depending on the perspective the audience takes, this isolated life Périr has
constructed for Olof could be indicative of his love for her, through the obtaining of a good
marriage, as much as his desire for strong kinship connections, via the same route of a good
marriage. Despite the various ways in which he makes her attractive to potential suitors, the
saga leaves it unclear as to what bdrir’s motives exactly are.

Nevertheless, Olof is made even more desirable a wife by bérir having her trained in
handicrafts, those skills we discussed in Chapter 1 that were a fundamental element of a
highborn woman’s education. If Olof did not possess the skills expected of a noblewoman,
porir would have a tougher time in attracting a suitor equal to his expectations. So, unsatisfied
with the thought of his daughter being simply skilled, Périr has her trained to be the best for
the sake of her future marriage.

Having presented his daughter as inaccessible and skilled, and thus desirable, the saga
depicts how Poérir is able to further entice potential suitors by showcasing his wealth and
status through her living situation. We should not take the description the saga paints of her
living quarters as genuine. Instead, we should focus solely on bdrir’s display of extravagant
wealth, for that is an idea that could legitimately fit with medieval Icelandic lifestyles. Such
depths of luxury suggest that bérir could provide a generous dowry for any suitor who is
betrothed to her. Again, the audience is shown that she is rendered an appealing catch by her
father.

What we see throughout this is the idea of jafnraedi, or ‘an equal match’, in which the
man and woman needed to be roughly equal in terms of wealth and status; any deficiency in
status, however, could be offset by a large wealth.®*! It is through this concept of jafnraedi that

we can perhaps discern facets of paternal love in bdrir’s actions. By doing all these things —
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making Olof inaccessible, having her taught womanly skills, and displaying his wealth — which
the saga describes as being fastidious, borir is able to winnow out suitors he deems unfit for
his daughter, through making her too quality a bride. By this, | mean that Olof is a bride that
exceedingly few men could possibly hope to match; only the best of men could attempt to ask
for her hand. Indeed, this is not the usual affair for Old Norse families. As Jochens has noted,
“the girl most often married down [in terms of status], her family unable to resist the
attraction of a wealthy suitor”.%*> On the poorer side and unable to find a suitor equal to them
in status, such girls were married off to wealthy men who could not match their status or
character. For example, in Grettis saga Asmundarsonar, a woman named Spes is married to a
man and “hann var audigr ok aettsmaeri en hon; hafdi hon verit gefin honum til fjar” (he was
wealthy and of lower status than her; she had been wedded to him for his money).543 We later
learn of how Spes has an affair and eventually divorces her lowly husband.®** So, as Jochens
goes on to observe, “[t]he fact that in the texts such marriages invariably developed problems
later suggests that social class originally may have meant more than wealth”.54> Perhaps the
author sought to showcase that bdrir was aware of such difficult marriages and so sought
superior matches for Olof out of concern for her wellbeing, indicating his love for her. With
Moss’s observations on fatherhood, Porir would likely be deemed a ‘good’ father, for “a good
father would be expected to test his daughter’s suitors to ensure they were suitable; he had
a responsibility to ensure that she married well”.%¢ Unable to be blinded by the allure of
money, Périr could be as particular as he so wished in choosing Olof’s husband; he could wait
for a man of equal status to show up. Conceivably, Périr’s negotiating position could be an
idealised representation of how a father should be in bridal negotiations; a father should not
be swayed by money. Nevertheless, while périr may have had a certain type of man in mind
for Olof, he could not take the first step. Instead, he had to wait to be approached, as a

giptingarmadr was supposed to.%*’

642 Jochens, Women in Old Norse Society, 21.

643 Gr, 274.

644 Gr, 274-285.

645 Jochens, Women in Old Norse Society, 22.

646 Moss, Fatherhood, 129.

647 We see something similar occur in Bandamanna saga, in which a father does not marry his daughter off,
despite his own financial struggles, for a suitor suitable enough for her has not yet approached him. See Band,
339-340. Bandlien thus describes the father as “an ideal giptingarmadr” for prioritising his daughter. See
Bandlien, Strategies of Passion, 262.

174 | Page



This would explain the repeated rejections that Pdrir gives to the suitors that do
approach. They are not good enough for his daughter, in his view. What type of man is bdrir
waiting for, then? The suitor that is ultimately accepted is a widower by the name of Ketill,
who has a daughter similar to Olof in age. Our introduction to Ketill reveals him to be a stellar

III

man; “[h]ann var mikilhaefr madr, rikr at audaefum, vitr ok vinsall” (he was a distinguished
man, rich in wealth, wise and popular).®*® We further learn of Ketill’s excellence when the king
bade great men come to him for a feast, of which “fyrstum baud hann béri jarli ok Katli bénda”
(he first bade Jarl P6rir and bdndi Ketill).%*° As both men were summoned as the first of the
exceptional men, the saga indicates that the men were equal in status; neither were higher in
the king’s esteem, and so Ketill would naturally be jafnraedi with Périr’s daughter, Olof.
Another facet of Ketill that may have specifically piqued Périr’s interest is that before
becoming a widower, “Ketill unni svd mikit konu sinni, at hann matti hennar ekki mein vita”
(Ketill loved his wife so much, that he could not bear to have her know pain).>° Ketill, then, is
an outstanding man who was devoted to his wife; what more could bérir be looking for in a
potential suitor? We cannot know how much of an impact this had on pPérir’s decision but Olof

Ill

was eventually betrothed to Ketill “med fulltingi konungs” (with the support of the king).%>!
Porir was thus willing to marry his daughter off to an exceptional man, known to be deeply
concerned about his wife’s wellbeing, who had the support of the king in asking for her hand;
that is an extremely high calibre of man. Once again, however, this would not have been a
reality for the medieval Icelanders; it is certainly a fabrication created for their entertainment.
Rather than being preoccupied with Ketill’s superb calibre, we should simply focus on the fact
that he was deemed as jafnraedi; he was thus a good match for Olof, and that was understood
as necessary for a successful marriage.

While this extended discussion has been done with the aim of considering Périr’s
behaviour as that of a father who loves his daughter, this does not mean that there are no
other elements behind his actions in marrying Olof to an exceptional man. Indeed, Karras

neatly summarises how “[m]en in the sagas are able to choose... the in-laws they acquire”

through bridal negotiation, and “they could expect support” from these networks.®>? By
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drawing Ketill into kinship with himself, bérir could now enlist the aid of a powerful supporter,
one who has the ear of the king, if he ever found himself in difficult situations. Alongside this,
Olof was not in a strong position to go against her father’s wishes, for she ran the risk of losing
her inheritance if she disobeyed his decisions, as we discussed with regard to the law codes.
We have also discussed how Olof was removed from the power dynamics between men, in
which men would seduce other men’s daughters so as to display power over the fathers. Such
a preoccupation with factors other than her wellbeing is likely what borgerdr was afraid of
when Egill spoke with her about marrying Olafr; she was afraid that Egill intended to marry
her off for his own benefit. However, while Pdrir’s actions can be seen through the lens of
power dynamics, it would be only one part of the whole, for, as we have explored, bérir’s
actions also suggest that he acted as a good father with love for his daughter as a motivator.
Both ideas are possible and could occur simultaneously, and the contemporary audience could
know this.

By having such a fastidious regiment for his daughter, bérir is able to marry Olof off to
the best man possible, in his view. Ketill is an exceptional man and reputed to be a loving
husband with the support of the king. This is the end result of bdrir’s love for her. But what of
Olof’s thoughts and feelings on the matter? If borir’s love for his daughter manifests as
securing an especially good husband for her, what are Olof’s opinions on the marriage and her
father, if we can access them?

Immediately after we are told of Périr's agreement with Ketill, regarding Olof’s
betrothal, the saga informs us how “[l]agdi Olof par ekki jayrdi til né sampykki” (Olof gave
neither assent nor consent to this).5>® This statement is both revealing as it is ambiguous, for
this could mean that Olof explicitly told her father that she did not want to marry Ketill or it
could mean that Olof did not want to marry but did not outright refuse the betrothal. If she
performed the latter, then, according to the Frostaping and Eidsivaping laws, “her silence is
interpreted as an affirmative answer”.5>* While this episode is set in medieval Norway and the
law codes are Norwegian, these understandings of what constitutes an affirmative response
to a betrothal may have arguably existed in medieval Iceland, and the sagas, too. Yet if the
sagas and audience also understood silence as affirmation, then they both would view Olof’s

lack of affirmation and consent as a declared refusal rather than a silent one, considering the
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saga’s statement of Olof giving neither assent nor consent. Considering that the saga’s
declaration of Olof’s refusal to marry cannot be misconstrued, it is safe to accept that Olof did
not agree to this marriage, and thus her father’s wishes. And what, according to the saga,
were Olof’s reasons for this?

While Ketill was a great man, Olof had already fallen in love with another prior to
Ketill's betrothal request. This occurred when the king bade great men come to him for a feast,
revealing Ketill and Périr’s high statuses. Indeed, after learning of this, the saga states “[f]or
Olof geisli til veizlunnar med fédur sinum” (Olof the Radiant travelled to the feast with her
father).%%> It was here that she met and fell in love with Porgrimr, an honoured vassal of the
king. Porgrimr, however, was not deemed acceptable by bPérir; we are not given any reasoning,
only “en jarl sagdist eigi mundu gipta honum doéttur sina” (but the jarl said that he would not
give his daughter in marriage to [pPorgrimr]).®°® Perhaps Périr wanted Ketill, specifically, to be
Olof’s husband. Perhaps Périr simply found borgrimr to be lacking in some capacity. Perhaps
it is both, in that Ketill is an older man who has succeeded in many a trial whereas borgrimr is
younger, untested, and an unknown.®*’ Despite Périr’s rejection of borgrimr’s proposal,
porgrimr stayed with bérir’s household, regularly seeing Olof, “ok segja pat ndkkurir menn, at
ba hafi pau bundit sitt eiginord” (and some people say that [Olof and Porgrimr] had bound
themselves through betrothal).?® So, Olof likely consented to marry borgrimr. The saga
confirms this when her father betroths her to Ketill, because immediately after we are told
she did not consent to the betrothals, Olof speaks a verse of poetry saying how Ketill would
never receive love from her because of her prior vow to borgrimr. As a result of her verse,
“If]lestir hofdu pat fyrir satt, at Olof mundi heldr viljat 4tt hafa borgrim, en p6 vard sva at vera”
(most people held it to be true that Olof would rather have wanted to have borgimr, yet the
betrothal to Ketill came to be).%>° Here is the tension between the forms of consent. She

consented to one, but her father consented to the other, despite Olof’s wishes and public

855 Vijgl, 70.

856 Vigl, 71.

557 For how a woman chooses an older and experienced man over a younger but promising man, see Bandlien,
Strategies of Passion, 284-285. Cf. Moss, Fatherhood, 143-144, in which she discusses how a younger and virile
man was preferable to an older man.
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poem revealing her prior vow to marry.?¢ So what does Olof do? How does she feel about her
father’s disregard for her feelings?

Other than Olof’s refusal to consent and her poetry detailing how Ketill will never be
loved by her, the saga tells us nothing about any resistance on her side. Instead, she is
betrothed to Ketill, as her father desires. This follows Jochens’s observation that “most often
the girls yielded to their fathers’ wishes”.%¢! Fortunately for Olof, Porgrimr confronts Ketill at
the wedding feast three nights before the wedding ceremony and steals her away to Iceland,
where they marry and have children.®®? We do not hear anything of Périr’s thoughts on his
daughter being abducted, for he disappears from the saga after this. Nevertheless, in this
process we return to the first passage of this chapter to see the tension between who has the
right to consent to a daughter’s marriage: the daughter or the giptingarmadr. Indeed,

lll

Porgrimr asks Ketill “var pat nokkut med hennar raddi gert?” (“was [the betrothal] done with
[Olof’s] consent”) to which Ketill responds “ek aetlada, at bérir jarl mundi sjalfr eiga at rada
déttur sinni” (“I thought that Jarl bérir himself would be entitled to consent for his
daughter”).66® Nevertheless, we are given no insight into how she feels about her father, as
yielding to one’s parent is not a good indicator for love or lack thereof but is instead indicative
of a power dynamic. We cannot even say whether she loves him or not, for certain, as no love
words are attributed to her; this, however, is not surprising for the sagas rarely give voice to
women who are not primary characters. Furthermore, we cannot explore whether their
relationship shifts after this non-consensual betrothal, for bérir is out of the saga soon after.
Where can we go from here, then? If the daughter’s views of love cannot be found here, we
must look elsewhere for any scraps of information.

To that end, we find a daughter’s voice in Brennu-Njdls saga, in the form of Hallgerdr
Hoskuldsdéttir. Akin to Olof’s situation, Hallgerdr is married off without her consent. Unlike
Olof, however, the scenario involving Hallgerdr’s fedgin dyad provides more information to

investigate, showing Hallgerdr to be similar to borgerdr in her feelings. Indeed, upon learning

of her father's dealings with her future fiancé, Hallgerdr exclaims to him:

660 As stated earlier, we see this tension again when borgrimr confronts Ketill about Olof. See Vigl, 73.
661 Jochens, “The Medieval Icelandic Heroine,” 37.

562 vigl, 72-74.

563 vigl, 73.

178 |Page



“Nu em ek at raun komin um pat, er mik hefir lengi grunat, at pu mundir eigi unna
mér sva mikit sem pu sagdir jafnan, er pér potti eigi pess vert, at vid mik vaeri um
talat petta mal; enda pykki mér rad petta ekki sva mikils hattar sem pér hétud
mér.” 664

“Now | am afflicted by that which | have long suspected, that you must not love
me as much as you always said, when you had not thought to talk with me about
this conversation; in the end, | think this agreement is not so great a thing as you
have promised me.”

Hallgerdr is very transparent about how she feels regarding this betrothal. We do not know
how much her father, Hoskuldr, claims to have loved her but we can know that she feels it is
much more scarce a thing than he has declared. Thus, the audience can comprehend that, in
her view, his comparative lack of love results from his failure to discuss the matter with her
and from it not being that great a marriage. Once again, consent emerges as a point of
contention between father and daughter.

However, what we also learn is that consent seems to play a part in fedgin love. The
saga indicates that Hallgerdr understands her father’s choice to not include her in the bridal
negotiations demonstrates that he loves her less than he has always said. Perhaps the
audience is to understand that she feels like Hoskuldr is using her for his own gains, rather
than thinking about what she wants. Hoskuldr certainly does not mollify her suspicions.
Instead, he makes no concessions, retorting with: “Ekki legg ek sva mikit vid ofmetnad pinn,

| do not value

” (ll

at pat standi fyrir kaupum minum, ok skal ek rada, en eigi pu, ef okkr skilr &
your excessive pride so much, that it may stand in the way of my kaupum, and | shall decide,
not you, if we disagree”; 31).%> There are two ways in which we can translate kaup (kaupum
is the dative plural of kaup): ‘a bargain’ or ‘an agreement’.®®® An agreement would be the
optimistic translation, suggesting that Hoskuldr simply agreed to betroth Hallgerdr. | say
optimistic, since ‘a bargain’ seems a more fitting translation. First, we have the brudkaup, or
‘bridal bargain’, that a suitor had to pay to the giptingarmadr in exchange for the bride and

her dowry. This, as scholars have recounted, strongly indicates the concept as transactional.®®’

664 \j, 31.
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667 See Jochens, Women in Old Norse Society, 27; J6hanna Katrin Fridriksdottir, Valkyrie, 40-41.

179 | Page



Second, this series of events follows a schema that Miller calls a ‘plundering marriage’.®® By
this, Miller means a marriage “not designed to last but entered into by the girl’s father to pay
for the girl’s future marriages” via divorce or the husband’s death.®®® So, Hoskuldr has got
himself a bargain by putting in a little dowry, and his daughter, to get a large financial payout.
In other words, Hallgerdr is being traded to a lower-status yet wealthy man so that her family
can take the suitor’s money and make Hallgerdr an even bigger prize to be had.

To reach this ‘plundering marriage’ concept, Miller compares this scene to that of
Gudran and her father, Osvifr, from Laxdzela saga, in which there is a similar scene.®”° Unlike
Hallgerdr, Gudrun does not speak with her father about this, in the saga. Instead, Laxdzela
saga tells us that “[e]kki var Gudrun at pessu spurd, ok heldr gerdi hon sér at pessu dgetit, ok
var po kyrrt” (Gudrun was not asked about this, and she conducted herself rather displeased

.67 Like Hallgerdr, Gudrun

about it, yet all was quiet) upon Gudrun learning of her betrotha
did not consent to the marriage and so is unhappy with her father’s decision but remains
unable to escape his intentions for her. It is likely that Gudrun did not feel loved by her father’s
actions here, for she is married to a man she has no desire to marry.

We will now return to borgerdr and Egill, in Laxdaela saga as well, so as to discuss their
scene in more detail. While borgerdr was not initially happy with the suitor that Egill was
suggesting to her, resulting in her also seeing her father as less loving than he had previously
said, it is important to recognise that she was asked before the negotiations were complete.
Egill even remarks to the father of the suitor that borgerér must be consulted as well,
otherwise the marriage would go poorly.6’2 Nevertheless, Porgerdr sees Egill’s actions as
suggesting a lower love than expected of her father. Indeed, bPorgerdr’s problem with this
potential arrangement is that Olafr was born to a slave-woman, for Melkorka was enslaved
and eventually purchased by Olafr’s father. It does not matter to her that Olafr is well-
renowned and widely deemed an excellent man; his mother being a slave is enough to make

such a match problematic for her, and thus indicative of her father’s lesser love for her.

Perhaps she feared her father was, essentially, lowering her social status in marrying her to a

568 For further discussion, see Miller, “Why is your Axe Bloody?’, 33-43.

569 Miller, “Why is your Axe Bloody?’, 39.

570 Miller, “Why is your Axe Bloody?’, 36-39; Laxd, 93-94. We will later return to this scene for further
discussion.
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slave’s son. Bandlien has already observed how women lost prestige through having
intercourse with slaves; “[i]f a free woman slept with a slave, she herself chose to define
herself as equal to the unfree”.6’3 Choosing to make yourself unfree is very different to a
supposedly loving parent deciding you should be unfree, via marriage to a slave’s son.
Considering such an idea, it would be little surprise that she felt Egill did not love her as much
as he had said. Or perhaps we are to understand that borgerdr is afraid that her father will act
like Hoskuldr and Osvifr, marrying their daughters to rich but unsuitable men, men who
wanted the wife for her prestige.®’* However, borgerdr’s concern is soon resolved by Olafr and
they are married.

Considering their marriage, does borgerdr still feel as though her father acted with less
love in acknowledging Olafr as a potential suitor? We cannot know for certain, as the saga
tells us nothing explicitly. However, bPorgerdr’s blessing for the marriage would suggest that
she no longer believes Egill to have acted with less love than had been said. While she had
been hesitant to accept her father’s decision, for the aforementioned reasons, Olafr convinces
her that he was worthy. This episode serves as one of the examples Bandlien utilises to
conclude that “[g]lood marriages in Laxdaela saga are closely bound up with the woman’s
consent. The saga is pervaded by the idea that a man and woman who marry should be
jafnraedi, equals, an evaluation that should be left to the woman from the beginning of
negotiations”.6’”> While | agree with Bandlien’s overall idea here, in that Laxdala saga is
focusing upon women’s marital consent, | believe that there is a little bit more to say. Indeed,
| see Laxdaela saga as still straddling the lines between the woman’s consent and that of the
giptingarmadr, pointing to both as worthwhile elements in bridal negotiations. My point here
arises from what Egill says immediately after borgerdr feels that he has acted with less love.
He says “Eigi ertu um petta jafnfréttin sem um annat; hefir pu eigi pat spurt, at hann er
déttursonr Myrkjartans frakonungs? Er hann miklu betr borinn i médurkyn en foduraett, ok
veeri oss pat pd fullbodit” (“You are not as eager for this news as with other things; have you
not heard that he is the son of the daughter of the Irish king, Myrkjartan? He is of much greater

birth on his mother’s side than his father’s kinfolk, and even [his paternal kinship] would be

673 Bandlien, Strategies of Passion, 89.

574 For a discussion on why a man may marry a woman he does not love or who does not love him, see Miller,
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see Bandlien, Strategies of Passion, 252.
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enough of a match for us”).6”®¢ The audience could understand that Egill, here, does not want
to let a good husband escape his daughter’s reach without her being fully aware of the
situation. To Egill’s mind, Porgerdr is refusing to listen to reason, ignoring the amazing qualities
Olafr possesses; to borgerdr’s mind, Egill is dishonouring her and lowering her status. And so,
Egill somewhat chastises her for this unwillingness to listen, while restating Olafr’s qualities.
Since borgerdr is eventually convinced by Olafr, the saga consequently vindicates Egill’s
endeavours to betroth borgerdr to Olafr. Egill understood that they were a good, jafnraedi
match and so sought to bring them together, as a good father should. However, he,
importantly, did not ignore borgerdr’s input. The author thus presents the case that it was the
consent of both giptingarmadr and daughter that allowed for a good marriage.

Reinforcing the point that Laxdeela saga straddles this binary of consent between the
giptingarmadr and the woman is a later episode in which a woman is reprimanded for not
consenting to her father’s decision, resulting in an unhappy marriage; an episode which can
be contrasted with Egill and borgerdr. Osvifr, the father, is approached by an excellent suitor,
Bolli, who wishes to marry his daughter, Gudrun. Osvifr is very receptive to the suitor but
remarks that Gudrun is a widow and so can answer for herself, before going to confer with
Gudrun. Upon hearing of the situation, Gudrun refuses to consent to the betrothal. Unhappy

with Gudran’s reply, Osvifr says:

“Pa munu margir menn maela, at petta sé meir af ofsa maelt en mikilli fyrirhyggju,
ef pu neitar slikum manni, sem Bolli er; en medan ek em uppi, pa skal ek hafa forsja
fyrir ydr bornum minum um pa hluti, er ek kann gorr at sja en pér.”¢”7

“Thereupon many people will talk, that this [answer] is more from arrogance than
great forethought, if you refuse such a man as Bolli; but as long as | am alive, then
| shall provide for you children of mine, accordingly, in matters where | can see
more clearly than you.”

Despite Gudrun’s reluctance to marry Bolli, and her widow status, Osvifr outright
ignores her and pushes her to yield to his will. Thus, Bolli and Gudridn are married. However,

the saga soon informs us of the state of their marriage; “ekki var mart i samforum peira Bolla
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af Gudrudnar hendi” (there was not much intimacy between her and Bolli, as far as she was
concerned).®’® Indeed, this relationship ends extremely poorly, resulting in Bolli killing his
blood-brother, Kjartan, and Bolli’'s own death, all of which can be connected to Gudrun
convincing Bolli to slay Kjartan.®’° What we see in this scene is how the lack of consent from
Gudrdn was a major problem in maintaining the marriage. Like Egill, Osvifr is happy to have
the suitor be his son-in-law but, unlike Egill, Osvifr does not wait for his daughter’s approval.
By comparison, then, Osvifr is less likely to be seen as loving in this decision. Indeed, any case
for this being loving in motive is hindered by the saga informing us how “[s]ynir Osvifrs fysa
bessa mjok; pykkir sér mikil sloegja til maegda vid Bolla” (the sons of Osvifr greatly desired this
[marriage]; they thought it to be a great benefit to have kinship with Bolli).%8° Guérun’s
brothers, and likely her father too, wanted Bolli as an ally and kinsman and were not hesitant
to use Gudrun to gain such an ally.

And yet there is something to consider before we deem Osvifr an unloving father, that
is, his looking to the future. Moss’s studies on Middle English fatherhood indicate that a good
father “is constantly aware of time beyond the moment, of his place within history and of his
responsibility to secure the future”.681 We can see Osvifr as doing this in the above passage.
At this point, Osvifr has likely learned that Kjartan, who is in Norway and is Gudran’s real love
interest, is flirting with the sister of King Olafr of Norway; the king is also happy to marry his
sister to Kjartan.®82 Perhaps the audience is supposed to infer that Osvifr wants to stop his
daughter from waiting for a man who may never come home and so have her marry another
exceptional man; he may not be Kjartan but he is very close. To Osvifr’s mind, maybe she could
thus find love with Bolli and forget about Kjartan. This would align somewhat with how Egill
talked to borgerdr; he wanted to ensure that borgerdr fully understood what exactly she was
rejecting. Osvifr, however, was forceful and unbending, rather than willing to listen to Gudrun.
Thus, we could again see Osvifr as unloving and hungry for powerful allies. If Gudrin awaits a
man who may never return, she will never be on the marriage market, thus providing him and

his family with no marital kinship networks to draw upon.
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By navigating the laws and sagas on the topic of bridal negotiations, | have been able to
reintroduce emotions back into this discussion of fedgin relationships. In doing so, | have
consequently pointed towards the various areas in which a father may express his love for his
daughter. Such fedgin love could manifest through the father’s search for an outstanding
suitor for his daughter, which we saw manifest in various ways. Additionally, a father could
show his love through his willingness to consider, and listen to, his daughter’s opinions.
Alternatively, we can see the differing ways in which we have seen a father show his love as
all falling under the umbrella concept of a father being loving through his concern for his
daughter’s future prospects. Nevertheless, these bridal negotiations always had the possibility

of being aimed towards serving the father and family, rather than the daughter.

Conclusion

This chapter has been dedicated to the exploration of love in fedgin relationships by
studying the process of bridal negotiation in medieval Iceland, via a navigation of the laws and
sagas of the time. This bridal process is a well-trodden topic area in Old Norse studies yet, in
this study, | have taken a new perspective, that of the relationship and the emotions within it
rather than focussing on the power dynamics and networking transactions. | have not ignored
those other two topics, however, for they are deeply relevant to the subject; | have, rather,
made them secondary to my focus on emotions. As a result of this novel approach, | have
been able to point towards the various areas in which a father could express his love for his
daughter through this process of bridal negotiation. Moreover, following this chapter’s
discussion, questions arose from the material and from my analysis. The first number of
guestions emerge from our discussion on madgur relationships in Chapter 1. The second set
of questions are situated on the lack of women’s descriptions and opinions in the sagas.

In this discussion on fathers betrothing their daughters off, it became evident that
there was no mention of the mother’s input on the matter. This should not be a surprise
considering how the rules of the giptingarmadr prioritise men in the betrothal process.
However, in Chapter 1 we explored how mothers could affect a daughter’s marital prospects
through her level of maternal love. Does the mother, then, affect the father’s bridal
negotiations at all? What would happen if a mother did not love her daughter, and so did not
educate her, but the father wanted a good marriage for her? Should we use Viglundar saga’s

Hdélmkell as the guide for this? His wife did not want to educate their daughter and so he had
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her fostered by another woman. Could this be another element of the culture of fosterage?
Or are there other scenes to which we can look for further clarification?

Before the discussion on bridal negotiations truly started, it was clear that there was
very little description of women in this male-dominated process. Despite this lack, | have
collected a few occasions in which a woman’s perspective was, somewhat, visible. And yet all
of these examples remain centred upon the father. We are either given the saga’s depiction
of paternal love for a man’s daughter or the daughter’s perception of a lesser love from her
father; it is all about the love which a father has for his daughter. What about the reverse?
Where is the love directed to the father from the daughter? Do the [slendingaségur and
Sturlunga ségur even possess a love term directed from a daughter to her father, or similar
fedgin relationship? | can find but one such example in Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar, and even
that is not totally suitable for our purposes, as it is the father’s perception of daughterly love;
he remarks to her what “mikla ast hefir pu synt vid mik” (“great love you have shown me”).63
The reason behind his understanding that his daughter loves him is that he believes she has
decided to join him in starving to death as a result of his sons’ (her brothers’) deaths. She is
following dutifully, to his mind. Really, though, she is helping him escape his grief and find a
healthy outlet for it, rather than allowing him to commit suicide. With such little material on
a daughter’s love in the sources | used, would my investigation be helped by drawing more
from the fornaldarségur? Would they serve as a better starting point in exploring daughterly
love for a father? Along with the general lack of description of daughters, as well as women
more generally, it is possible that my methodology hindered my investigation into daughterly
love for a father. This could have emerged from my focus on love terms as a foundation for
contextualisation and analysis. The likeliest option, however, remains the simplest, that the
sagas had little interest in women who were not major characters in the narrative. As such,
they were relegated to the background with a few sentences or were outright excluded.

Nevertheless, through an exploration of love in fedgin pairs, as opposed to the usual
starting points, | found glimpses of how fedgin love intersected with the topic of consent that
must have been prevalent across medieval Iceland. Indeed, if a father was loving and caring,
he would seek his daughter’s thoughts on a particular suitor before accepting a betrothal

while also judging the suitor himself; the suitor had to satisfy both the father and the daughter.

683 Fg, 244-245.
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A less-than-loving father, on the other hand, would prioritise his own interests over his
daughter’s; she was but another tool available to him in increasing his status. This way of
thinking was not without its perils, however. If a daughter were to divorce her husband,
backlash from the husband’s kin was a real possibility, meaning that the smartest move was
to always consider the daughter’s opinions. Considering how the civil law codes fought back
against the Church’s laws on consent, | believe the sagas’ depictions of fedgin relationships
were prescriptive. The sagas sought to illustrate to those self-serving fathers the dangers of
not considering a daughter’s opinion. Consequently, these sagas would not need to illustrate
this message to daughters; they were surely well aware of their own plight. And so, as
Bandliens remarks, “women’s consent was a reality giptingarmenn had to learn to live
with”.684

Having explored one of the ways in which love manifested between fathers and
daughters, | will now turn to the final chapter, in which we will study the last dyadic
relationship. Indeed, | will investigate maedgin relationships, that bond between mothers and
sons. The topics of the chapter will be researching into how mothers could express their love

through protecting their sons, and how sons showed love by trusting their mothers.

684 Bandlien, Strategies of Passion, 262.
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Chapter 4: Love in Maedgin Relationships

In the prior chapters, we have seen love involving mothers and sons, separately, in
manifold ways but now we can move to their relationship, how mothers and sons love each
other. This relationship is far more common to see for extended periods of time within the
sagas than the fedgin and maedgur relationships of the prior two chapters. The reason for this
is that the maedgin relationship — that between a mother and son, or similar intergenerational
familial pairing — involves a son rather than a daughter. Indeed, as we have already seen, “[i]n
the patriarchal tenor of the sagas, boys were more valued than girls.” 68 Also, mothers of sons
in the sagas are able to utilise their sons for their own, as well as their son’s, gains; such acts
that cause or continue strife are interesting to read, and so are also cause for these
relationships to be recorded. As Grundy succinctly states: “[t]he combination of a woman's
implicit social and personal power and explicit legal and physical powerlessness intensifies the
mother-son relationship”.8¢

Nevertheless, scholarship on this relationship focuses on the pair’s roles in the
relationship, very rarely mentioning the emotional side of life. Discussions often revolve
around the theme of callous or even monstrous mothers, how Old Norse mothers can be “so
vicious that they are prepared to throw their children and stepchildren to the dogs if it serves
their purpose”.®®’ Jéhanna Katrin Fridriksddttir goes on to note how the sagas raise the
possibility that mothers may use their sons, as puppets, in their personal machinations.%® The
alternative focus of studying maedgin relationships is the protective and legal elements of their
bond. The mother may act as advisor or protector or supporter, while the son may do the
same when he is of age.®® This reciprocity can even be found in the laws. Indeed, by law a
man had to maintain his mother over all other dependents, including his children; he is even
to go into debt-bondage to maintain her.?®® The mother, supposedly, raised him and so he

must return the favour when she is struggling.

585 Jochens, “Old Norse Motherhood,” 213. See also Jéhanna Katrin Fridriksdéttir, Valkyrie, 136.
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| say ‘supposedly’ for we know that children of higher-status families were often
fostered, in the home or at another homestead, so it is not entirely clear how much of a role
biological mothers had in their children’s upbringing. As a result, any conclusions drawn only
from a single strand of maedgin relationship, such as a fosterage pair, obscures as much as it
reveals; how much of what we learn portrays that specific strand of maedgin relationship, as
opposed to the whole of maedgin relationships?

Toillustrate this, let us quickly look to Urdarkottr and Syrpa from Finnboga saga, whom
we discussed previously in Chapter 1. Urdarkottr is being fostered by Syrpa, and her husband
Gestr, and believes them to be his parents; in truth, however, Urdarkottr was intended to die

from exposure but was found by Gestr.®°!

Syrpa and Gestr raised him as their own until it was
inferred, by his biological uncle, borgeirr, that Urdarkottr could not be their child and so this
fosterage arrangement came to an end when Urdarkéttr was twelve years old.®? In those
twelve years, we learn a fair amount about Urdarkéttr’s relationship with his foster-parents.
We are told how “[h]ann var peim parfr i 6llu pvi, er hann matti. bau hofdu mikla ast 8 honum”
([h]e was useful to [his foster-parents] in everything, that he could be. They had great love for
him).%%3 Being a helpful son, Urdarkéttr would go and enjoy some time with the fishermen and
“haféi hann jafnan gddar hjalpir heim til fostru sinnar, Syrpu” (he always brought good and
helpful things home to his foster-mother, Syrpa).®®* And when Urdarkottr inferred that he was
going to be taken from his foster-parents, he remarked that “enda veit ek eigi, at mér sé énnur
modir betri eda fadir en pessi, pott pat veeri meir til metnadar” (“yet | do not know that
another mother or father would be better for me, than [my foster-parents], even if they would
be higher in status”).®®> If Urdarkottr had been raised in the higher-status household of his
biological parents, would he have had the same childhood? Would he have still worn the rags
that he wore as the son of Gestr and Syrpa? Would he have helped his parents in everything
that he could help with, as he did with Syrpa and Gestr? Do Syrpa’s troll-like characteristics
change anything about this relationship?%°® Was it possible for him to have had the same

parent-child relationship?

591 Finnb, 254-256.

592 Finnb, 260-263.

693 Finnb, 258.

694 Finnb, 258.

95 Finnb, 261.

69 For further discussion, see Gallo, “The Giantess as Foster-Mother”.
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All of these questions serve to highlight the complexity of maedgin relationships and,
thus, the abundance of opportunities for further scholarship. As it stands, this chapter will
present some of the more prevalent patterns and motifs. In order to help offset the potential
complications of specific strands of madgin relationship rather than the broader
understanding | am using, | will be looking at general themes of how love manifests so as to
mitigate any differences in love from a specific upbringing.

Nevertheless, despite all of this, there are but a few occasions, in scholarship, that love
is mentioned as existing between mother and son; and these instances reveal the need for my
work here. In her chapter titled “Old Norse Motherhood”, Jochens mentions love at multiple
points, briefly, but does not delve deeper into the subject of what love meant in a masdgin
relationship. As mentioned before, Jochens’s work here was written before the emergence of
the field of the history of emotions, so it is not too surprising that she does not go further into
the subject. Regardless, she does examine love, concluding that what evidence of love we do
see in the sagas may be “new and sponsored by the Christian clergy”.?’ | believe the
emotional culture of medieval Iceland to be more nuanced than that; | do not believe that the
sagas’ depictions of love were completely of a love that was thrust upon the medieval
Icelanders by the clergy. Instead, | understand the saga authors to be merely writing within
the generally Christianised community that is medieval Iceland.®®® While a message could be,
and likely was, crafted into the narrative, saga authors, regardless of their beliefs could not
record ideas that were too discordant with their audience’s context.®® Regarding the Norse
translation of Chrétien’s Yvain, Sif Rikhardsdottir observes how the Norse translators “had to
convey their material in a manner that would have been comprehensible to their Nordic
audiences; audiences whose emotional perceptions and habits” would have likely differed
from the original, intended audience.”® If the authors translated emotional displays to fit their

audiences, then authors were likely already recording emotions in a manner that was

97 Jochens, “Old Norse Motherhood,” 217.

698 |In a similar vein, Bandlien does not believe that the Christian doctrine of consent is the sole reason behind
saga depictions of women taking part in bridal negotiations. See Bandlien, Stategies of Passion, especially 151-
156.

699 Also see Oren Falk, “A Dark Age Peter Principle: Beowulf’s Incompetence Threshold,” Early Medieval Europe
18, no. 1 (2010): 18.

700 gif Rikhardsdottir, “Translating Emotion: Vocalisation and Embodiment in Yvain and fvens Saga,” in Emotions
in Medieval Arthurian Literature: Body, Mind, Voice, ed. Frank Brandsma, Carolyne Larrington, and Corinne
Saunders (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2015), 163.
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recognisable to the audience.”® Thus, | believe we are able to use the sagas to discern the
meaning of Old Norse love, as it was in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Jéhanna
Katrin Fridriksddttir, too, writes about love without further elaboration, mentioning how
“Im]others bestowed love and care on their children” before moving on to what maintenance
we can assume mothers provided their children.’®? She is likely correct in her statement but
there is no substantiation of what constitutes love for medieval Icelanders. Was love simply
maintaining one’s child? Was it the preparation of the child’s future? Was it both? Was there
more to it? Indeed, while the gaping holes in Old Norse familial relationship scholarship are
gradually being filled, there have been no sustained studies on emotions in those
relationships, let alone love specifically. This is where this work comes in.

To that end, this chapter will be split into two main sections, both revealing aspects of
love in maedgin relationships, and providing new insights, by using love as the starting point.
First, we will look at how maedgin pairs protected and looked out for each other, due to their
love for one another. After that, we will proceed through a deep excavation to discern the role
that trust played in maedgin love.

This chapter’s themes did not emerge from the database, as many of the other chapter
themes did. While masdgin dyads are more acutely visible in the sagas, when compared to
those of fedgin and maedgur, my database did not present me with clear patterns of how love
manifested in that relationship. As a result, | instead selected two saga episodes that
possessed love terminology but also boasted a rich subtext that required excavation, so as to
uncover how the Old Norse culture comprehended these scenes of love.

The first of these themes arises from the primary maedgin relationship in Grettis saga
Asmundarsonar, a saga and familial dyad that have been well-studied. Despite the volume of
scholarship, the scene we will be looking at has not been studied with emotions at the centre
of the discussion. Therefore, using that scholarship as a foundation, | will highlight the nuances
of this scene, the madgin relationship, and the ramifications, by maintaining a focus on
historical emotions. The second theme is to be found in Hei@arviga saga, a less famous saga

— than Grettis saga Asmundarsonar — that has much to say about magic in Old Norse culture.

701 For how the audience could be expected to be familiar with certain conventions and ideas, see Slavica
Rankovi¢, “The Temporality of the (Immanent) Saga: Tinkering with Formulas,” in Dating the Sagas: Reviews
and Revisions, ed. Else Mundal (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2013), especially 138.

702 Johanna Katrin Fridriksdéttir, Valkyrie, 124.
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While this saga has been studied for its descriptions of the supernatural, the emotional
elements have consistently been overlooked. | will thus explore a scene of emotional content
by utilising the supernatural undercurrents present within it.

Through these two case studies, we will discuss two strands of maedgin dyad. | say this
because it is relevant to note that the respective case studies would not necessarily be viable
to consider as behaviour that would fit the whole of what | have deemed to be madgin
pairings. | have hence broadened my conclusions from the specific scenarios to that which
could reasonably fit maedgin relationships, more generally.

In summation, my database yielded no clear patterns with which to analyse Old Norse
love when it came to maedgin pairs. As a result, | selected two thematic examples by which |
could uncover nuances that would have been comprehensible to the medieval Icelanders but

are not readily available to modern readers.

Protection

Our first theme for how love was understood to manifest between a maedgin pair is
protection, in that one member of the pair would protect the other due to their love for that
person. By this, | do not necessarily mean the defending of one with a shield; while it may play
a part, | am using the term in a more general fashion, in that it involves actions taken to reduce
or remove risks to the other party. We see this element of madgin love in Grettis saga
Asmundarsonar, in which Grettir’s mother, Asdis, protects him.

In order to understand this scene of protection, we must first understand Grettir’s
childhood and his relationship with his father, Asmundr, before we can approach his
relationship with his mother. The saga author presents Grettir’s relationships with his parents
early on in the saga; after Grettir is introduced, we are quickly told how “[e]kki hafdi hann
astriki mikit af Asmundi, fodur sinum, en médir hans unni honum mikit” ([Grettir] received no
great wealth of love from Asmundr, his father, but his mother loved him greatly).”® Unloved
by his father but loved by his mother; how did such a situation come about? Asdis’s love is not
explained by the saga but Asmundr’s comparable lack of love is likely explained through what
we are told around the quoted passage. Before the above passage, we are told “hann var mjok

odeell i uppvexti sinum, fataladr ok 6pydr, bellinn baedi i ordum ok tiltekdum” ([Grettir] was

%3 Gr, 36.
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very difficult to deal with in his childhood; he spoke rarely and was unkind; he was unruly in
both words and deeds).” In their translated edition of the saga, Fox and Hermann Palsson
note that “[t]hese sentences are the preface to a series of anecdotes about Grettir’s
childhood, when time and again he defies, violently, cruelly, and wittily, the authority of his
father, and is shielded by his mother”.”%> The anecdotes, which Fox and Hermann Palsson are
referring to, are what follow Grettir’s introduction, and they involve: the killing of goslings, the
injuring of Asmundr, and the maiming of Asmundr’s best horse. Overall, it would be very easy
to understand Grettir as a cruel and disobedient child and that being the reason why Asmundr
does not possess much love for Grettir.”%

These scenes are more nuanced, however, than simply evoking a disobedient son. For
example, the last of these three tasks is more acceptable to Grettir as it is kalt (cold) and, thus,
karlmannligt (manly) work rather than the first two tasks which he deems lpdrmannligt
(feeble-hearted) work and thus too lowly for him.”®” Why would the author have Grettir
bother describing a task’s suitability for himself if he would never consider doing it? True, the
audience could judge Grettir to be a bratty and disobedient layabout who does not want to
work, despite a job’s suitability — this follows the well-known kolbitr (literally, coal-biter) motif
in which the male protagonist, in his youth, is described as lazy and constantly sitting around
the fire.”°8 However, this would be a disservice to Grettir’s character. Indeed, Grettir did his
task of maintaining Asmundr’s horses, if disgruntled with the prize horse’s behaviour, with
little issue. However, winter arrives and we are then told how “Grettir var litt settr at klaadum,

en madr litt hardnadr; ték hann nu at kala” (Grettir was poorly clothed and still a tender boy.

704 Gr, 36.

705 Grettir’s Saga, trans. Denton Fox and Hermann Palsson (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1974), ix.
Evans also notes that father-son difficulties may just be a family trait. See Evans, Men and Masculinities, 110-
111.

7% For how Grettir’s anti-social nature may be connected to him being a monster slayer rather than an ordinary
human, see Armann Jakobsson, “The Fearless Vampire Killers: A Note about the Icelandic Draugr and Demonic
Contamination in Grettis Saga,” Folklore 120, no. 3 (2009). For how this behaviour reflects ideals of Norse
masculinity, see Oren Falk, “Boyhood, Saga-Style,” 28-29. For how this clash between father and son is
indicative of Grettir being born in the wrong era, see Kathryn Hume, “The Thematic Design of Grettis saga,” The
Journal of English and Germanic Philology 73, no. 4 (1974), especially 471-472, 479; Carolyne Larrington,
“Awkward Adolescents: Male Maturation in Norse Literature,” in Youth and Age in the Medieval North, ed.
Shannon Lewis-Simpson (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 160.

707 Gr, 37-38, 40.

708 For the contrasting of the two major hero types in the fornaldarségur, one of which she calls the ‘Grettir’
type, see Ruth Righter-Gould, “The Fornaldar S6gur Nordurlanda: A Structural Analysis,” Scandinavian Studies
52, no. 4 (1980): 427-428.
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He started to freeze).”® It is only from here that Grettir planned to maim the prize horse, who
always grazed in the most unsheltered areas until nightfall.”1° Utilising this scene, Cook
disputes the conclusion that Grettir is bratty and disobedient, with the result of a lack of
paternal love; he instead focuses on Asmundr’s actions. Cook comments on how “[s]urely it is
unjust and perverse for a father who craves warmth for himself... to allow his son to be so
badly clothed for a task that involves extreme exposure to the cold”.”*! While Grettir may have
deemed the third task from his father to be manly work, the working conditions do not appear
to be right for him. Despite his size, he was still only ten years old and, what the saga calls, a
tender boy.

Cold weather aside, there are other elements in this scene to suggest that Asmundr
had provided his son with tasks unsuitable for him. Asdis is the one who brings it to our
attention; in response to Asmundr’s anger with Grettir for maiming the horse, she says “[e]igi
veit ek, hvart mér pykkir meir frda mati, at pu skipar honum jafnan starfa, eda hitt, at hann
leysir alla einn veg af hendi” (“I know not which seems to me more abnormal, either that you
always order him to starfa, or that he settles it all in the same way”).”*? Despite her son’s
violence, Asdis maintains a neutral stance between her husband and son. Why? What has
Asmundr done to match Grettir’s violence, prompting Asdis to be neutral? Alongside Grettir’s
comments about lowly work, there is also the untranslated verb starfa in the previous
passage, a word that needs further clarification. Cleasby and Gudbrand Vigfusson translate
this word as ‘to work’ or ‘to labour’, but neither of these translations explain why such work
results in violent outbursts from Grettir nor why Asdis comments on it.”*3> However, Sturtevant
looks at starfa and questions the general translation of it as ‘to work’.”** By considering the
origins of the term, Sturtevant indicates that starfa may be better understood as being
references to slave labour and similar work.”> Sturtevant’s discussion also links the word to
starvation and death, by connecting it to the Old English steorfan, or ‘to die’, amongst others;

he remarks that “[e]vidently then [Old Norse] starfa passed over from the basic general sense

709 Gr, 40.

710 Gr, 40.

711 Cook, “The Reader in Grettis saga,” 137.
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714 Albert Morey Sturtevant, “Certain Semantic Changes in Old Norse,” Philological Quarterly 30 (1951): 311-
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of ‘to die’ to the particularized sense of ‘to die (from hard labor)’” which resulted in starfa as
‘to work’ or ‘to labour’.”*® With respect to Grettir’s case, | do not believe we should hone in
on the elements of death within starfa, rather, we should focus on the idea that Asmundr is
giving Grettir work that is associated with slaves — those of low/no status. Indeed, if we accept
Sturtevant’s observations, then what we may be seeing is Asdis rebuking her husband for
giving their son jobs which were unbefitting of his status; they were too lowly and menial. To
reiterate Asdis’s neutral statement, then, she is saying “I know not which is weirder: that you
assign him tasks fit for a slave or him responding with violence each time”. Poole confirms the
unsuitability of Asmundr’s tasks for Grettir, reporting how the saga logic seeks “to propel
[Grettir] into, or confirm his place in, the warrior, not the farmer class”.”*’ If Grettir was so
unfit for farming, as this episode shows, why did Asmundr give him these tasks?

Indeed, when “Asmundr bad hann starfa nokkut” (Asmundr bade [Grettir] to starfa
some), Grettir responds that he is not “vel hent”, or ‘well suited’, for such work.”*® And when
Grettir complains about the lowly task of watching the geese, Asmundr responds with: “Leys
bu petta vel af hendi, ok mun pa batna med okkr.” (“Perform well in this [task], and it shall
then improve [things] between us”).”*® There are two perceptions we can take from this
exchange between father and son. One understanding of this scene would suggest that
Asmundr is giving Grettir smaller tasks to see how he handles them, before moving to more
fitting tasks. This makes sense if we consider Moss’s work on fatherhood, in which she
identifies how “the father-son relationship is coded in terms of responsibility and obligation
on both sides, for their mutual benefit”.”?° Moss’s work here may focus upon Middle English
texts, but this is a similar time period to the compilation of the /slendingaségur, and so can
viably serve as a comparative culture. If we consider Grettir and Asmundr’s relationship in
terms of mutual obligation, then, both parties feel aggrieved; Grettir feels wronged for being
given tasks below his station while Asmundr feels wronged by Grettir’s violent insolence. Thus,
both parties are failing to uphold their roles and obligations as father and son, resulting in

Asdis’s exclamation against both of them. Rankovi¢ posits an alternative perception,

716 Sturtevant, “Certain Semantic Changes,” 311. Also, the modern English ‘to starve’ is descended from
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remarking that “[b]y giving his proud son the tasks he knows must be humiliating for him,
Asmundr deliberately sets out to break Grettir’s spirit”.”?! Perhaps the death elements in
starfa could refer to a spiritual death, akin to such a breaking of spirit? Rankovi¢ goes further
and questions Grettir’s generally-perceived sadism, instead seeing Grettir’s actions as part of
a feud between father and son.”?2 Asmundr started the process with a lowly task and Grettir
responded in kind, continuing until Asdis stepped in and rebuked the both of them. Cook also
critiques Asmundr’s behaviour, seeing him as hypocritical since “it is inconsistent for a father
who was indolent in his own youth to be unsympathetic toward a son who balks at lowly
tasks”.”22 Was Asmundr mean-spirited towards his son or simply trialling Grettir with smaller
tasks before a bigger one? Maybe it was one of them or maybe it was both. Regardless,
Asmundr provided lowly and unsuitable tasks and Grettir was not happy with them, nor his
father for giving them out. This multifaceted relationship is summarised well by Cook who
notes that “the reader is not certain whether he has met a tyrannous and unreasonable father,

an incorrigible and sadistic ten-year-old, or a budding hero not content with menial tasks”.”2*

In summary, their relationship was difficult and rocky at this time.”?®

With that overview of the enmity and strains in Grettir and Asmundr’s relationship, we
can begin focusing on Asdis and Grettir. Indeed, the analysis of the relationship begins when
Grettir is punished with three years of banishment, for slaying another man. Upon this

sentencing, the saga explains that Asmundr gets a place for Grettir on a boat sailing from

Iceland and so Grettir prepares for the journey. The saga then details the following:

Engi vildi Asmundr fararefni fa honum, Gtan hafnest ok litit af vadmalum. Grettir
bad hann fa sér vapn nokkut. Asmundr svarar: “Eigi hefir G mér hlydinn verit; veit
ek ok eigi, hvat pu munir pat med vdpnum vinna, er parft er; mun ek ok pau eigi
til 1ata”... Sidan skildu peir fedgar med litlum kaerleikum... Médir hans fylgdi honum
a leid; ok 4dr pau skildu, meelti hon sva: “Eigi ertu sva af gardi gorr, frendi, sem ek

721 Slavica Rankovi¢, “The Performative Non-Canonicity of the Canonical: fslendingasogur and their Traditional
Referentiality,” in The Performance of Christian and Pagan Storyworlds: Non-Canonical Chapters of the History
of Nordic Medieval Literature, ed. Lars Boje Mortensen and Tuomas M. S. Lehtonen, with Alexandra Bergholm
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2013), 264.

722 Rankovi¢, “The Performative Non-Canonicity,” 264. Cf. Poole, “Myth, Psychology, and Society,” 11.

723 Cook, “The Reader,” 137.

724 Cook, “The Reader,” 137.

725 For further discussion on Asmundr and Grettir’s relationship, see Rebecca Merkelbach, “Engi madr skapar
sik sjalfr: Fathers, Abuse and Monstrosity in the Outlaw Sagas,” in Bad Boys and Wicked Women: Antagonists
and Troublemakers in Old Norse Literature, ed. Daniela Hahn and Andreas Schmidt (Miinchen: Herbert Utz
Verlag, 2016), 65-76.

195|Page



vilda, sva vel borinn madr sem pu ert; pykki mér pat mest a skorta, at pu hefir ekki
vapn, pat er neytt sé, en mér segir sva hugr um, at pd munir peira vid purfa.” Hon
ték pa undan skikkju sinni sverd buit; pat var allgédr gripr. Hon maelti pa: “Sverd
petta atti Jokull, fodurfadir minn, ok inir fyrri Vatnsdcelar, ok var peim sigrsaelt; vil

I”

ek nu gefa pér sverdit, ok njot vel.” Grettir pakkadi henni vel gjofina ok kvad sér
betta betra pykkja en adrir fémunir, pétt meiri vaeri. Sidan foér hann veg sinn, en

Asdis bad honum margra virkda.”?

Asmundr would get no travel goods for [Grettir], except for the bare essentials and
a little bit of coarse, woollen fabric. Grettir asked him for some kind of weapon.
Asmundr answers: “You have not been obedient to me; and | know not what deeds
you may achieve with weapons, that one would consider useful; and | will not give
one to you”... Father and son then parted with little love... [Grettir’'s] mother
accompanied him to the road; and before they parted, she said thus: “You are not
as prepared for departure, my son, as | wanted, so well-born a man as you are; it
seems to me that what is most lacking is that you do not have any weapons, which
can be used. And my hugr tells me, that you will have need of them.”’?” She then
took from under her cloak an ornamented sword; it was a very good possession.
She then said: “This was the sword of Jokull, my grandfather, and the ancient
Vatnsdcelir men, and it blessed them with victory; | now want to give you the

III

sword. Use it well.” Grettir thanked her well for the gift and said it seemed to him

better than other valuables, although the valuables were greater [in economic
value]. Afterwards, he went on his way, and Asdis wished him all good wishes.

Once again, Asmundr refuses to oblige Grettir. Despite Grettir’s request, Asmundr gives Grettir
no weapons for his banishment period, leaving Grettir with no tools to defend himself.
However, as Grettir goes to leave Iceland, Asdis accompanies him partway; Asmundr is not
present for this interaction. She reveals that Grettir should have been prepared better,
indicating that she is unhappy with Asmundr’s decision of Grettir departing with only the bare
essentials for a journey across the seas, and no weapon. Believing that Grettir will need
weapons, further indicating her displeasure with Asmundr’s ruling and perhaps also her deep
knowledge of how Grettir behaves, Asdis presents to him an ancient sword for his use. Asdis

loves her son so much, that she chooses to defy Asmundr’s decision and provide Grettir with

726 Gr, 49-50.

727 | have left hugr untranslated as to do so would be to ascribe the belief of mind-body dualism to the
medieval Icelanders, despite hugr suggesting otherwise. Overall, hugr is a term that combines what
anglophones would call ‘mind’ and ‘heart’. For the Anglo-Saxon conceptualisation of mind and heart being
synonymous, see Lockett, Anglo-Saxon Psychologies. For a brief discussion on this topic, see the section ‘What
is an Emotion?’, in the Introduction.
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what his father refused to. In so doing, Asdis provides Grettir with the necessary tools to
protect himself, which he will sorely need throughout the saga. She cannot protect her son
from any dangers, but she can indirectly protect him by rejecting Asmundr’s decision. Not only
is she giving him a weapon with which to protect himself, she is giving him a weapon passed
down through her patrilineal ancestry, a sword that she says blessed her ancestors with
victory. The saga provides no name for the sword at this point and it is not clear whether the
sword is literally victory-blessed, and so is magical, or if Asdis is being figurative; nevertheless,
this sword is a generational heirloom which has seen victory multiple times.”?® This is
important as it shows Asdis’s desire for Grettir to one day return; with a sword that always
grants victory, how could he not come back home? Such love we continue to see throughout
the saga in the form of protection, despite Grettir’s inevitable death.”?®

This scene of a mother giving a sword to her son is unique in the fslendingaségur and
Sturlunga ségur, as the most similar occasions | have found do not come close to this scene.”3°
In meedgin-specific relationships, for example, we have Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar, in which
Egill’'s mother declares, after he has killed a play-mate, that he will soon enough become a
Viking and be ready for his own longship.”3! Egill's mother, however, does not provide these
for Egill nor does she gift him a sword; she only deems it fitting for him, possibly in a bid to
convince her husband to provide them himself. We do have the giving of a sword in
Féstbraedra saga of the [slendingaségur but this too is dissimilar. Within the saga, a witch,
called Grima, gives a sword to her slave, Kolbakr, in order to slay the man who is seducing her
daughter.”? Grima and Kolbakr are not parent and child nor are they in a fosterage
relationship nor any similar relationship, so it is not enough alike to Asdis and Grettir for

comparison. True, Grima and Kolbakr are in a similar power dynamic, in that Grima is the elder

728 The first mention of the sword’s name in Grettis saga Asmundarsonar is when Grettir enters a gravemound
and fights its inhabitant; see Gr, 56-58. For a summary of the history of Grettir’s sword, see H. R. Ellis Davidson,
“The Sword at the Wedding,” Folklore 71, no. 1 (1960): 7-8. For a discussion on the superior status of swords,
see Sue Brunning, The Sword in Early Medieval Northern Europe (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2019), 129.
For how (magic) swords were constructed and possessed agency in the Old Norse saga prose, see Miriam
Mayburd, “Objects and Agency in the Medieval North: The Case of Old Norse Magic Swords,” Sredniowiecze
Polskie i Powszechne 16 (2020). Also see, Korm, 234-6, for an elaborate ritual that Kormakr is supposed to
perform in order to wield the sword, Skofnungr.

729 For a summary of the conflicting reasons behind Grettir’s inevitable downfall, see Slavica Rankovié¢, “The
Exquisite Tempers of Grettir the Strong,” Scandinavian Studies 89, no. 3 (2017).

730 For how this maedgin relationship is a rarity in the Old Norse corpus, see Jochens, “Old Norse Motherhood,”
201-202.
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member of their relationship and Kolbakr is the younger, as well as his expected obedience to
her. However, the relationship of master and slave is outside the purview of this project, so it
shall not be further explored here.

If we move out of the saga corpuses that this project primarily studies, we do find more
examples of swords being given by mothers to their sons. The fornaldarsaga, or legendary
saga, of Vblsunga saga has the mother, Hjordis, give her son, Sigurdr, the broken remains of a
sword.”*3 However, the saga records that it was not solely her decision to give Sigurdr these
sword pieces. Indeed, Sigurdr’s father, in his last moments, bids Hjordis to collect the sword

734 Can we accept such a

pieces for the express purpose of giving them to their son, Sigurdr.
sword gift for this comparison, though, if it was not solely the mother’s decision? Davidson
would say so, for she observed that “[t]he women who became the mothers of sons and on
whom the continuance of the family depended were entrusted with the keeping of the family
sword in the period when it lay at rest between one generation and another”.”3> For Davidson,
Asdis performs that same role, keeping the familial sword for Grettir.”3® Perhaps this is true,
that women were the guardians of swords that had no male heir to wield them. However,
what were the circumstances around the mother giving the sword to her son? Sigurdr’s father
was dead, so only Hjordis could do the giving. Did the father have to be unable, or unwilling,
to give a son a sword before the mother could step in? Was there a hierarchy of providing
weapons?

Now, the saga most akin to Grettis saga Asmundarsonar in its maedgin relationship, as
we have been so far exploring, is Hervarar saga ok Heidreks — another fornaldarsaga. In this
saga, a mother gives her son an ancestral sword in circumstances that reflect that of Grettis
saga Asmundarsonar. Upon receiving this sword, the audience receive Heidrekr’s comments
on the difference between his parents’ treatment of him; he says “fadir minn gerir mik
utlaegjan, enn modir min gaf mér Tyrfing, en mér pykkir betra enn mikit riki” (“my father
proclaims me an outlaw, yet my mother gave me Tyrfingr, and that seems to me better than a
great realm).”3” Like Grettir, Heidrekr has angered his father and is sent abroad with little

provision; in steps his mother, Hervor, granting him a sword to use for his upcoming travels.

733 \6ls, 116.

734 \f6ls, 109-110.

735 Davidson, “The Sword at the Wedding,” 18.
736 Davidson, “The Sword at the Wedding,” 7-8.
737 Heidr, 320.
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Additionally, Mayburd observes the mother taking on paternal characteristics; she notes how
Hervor is “coming across in this act as more of a father figure to [Heidrekr] than his actual
one”.”38 We will soon return to this idea. Nevertheless, should we see this as an indication that
the post-classical Grettis saga Asmundarsonar was influenced by the fornaldarsaga of
Hervarar saga ok Heidreks, or even the fornaldarségur more generally, in its perception of
maedgin relationships? And if so, is that a cause for concern? | believe Grundy suitably answers
these questions; “[t]he two accounts are similar enough that, if one did not exert direct
influence on the other, it may well be suspected that both fit into the pattern of a literary
motif. Yet motifs of this type are likely to some degree to reflect social ideals”.”3° So, there is
little to gain, for this project, in seeking to know whether one of these sagas was influenced
by the other, for it cannot change the overall observation that a mother sought to provide
protection for her child, and, in these sagas, that this could be achieved by giving the son a
sword. Perhaps this was a method by which Old Norse mothers protected their sons, or maybe
it was not. Regardless of saga genre and context, the idea that a mother wanted to protect,
and provide for, her child was comprehensible to the medieval Icelandic audience, and
authors, of these sagas, as an indicator of a mother’s love.

| would now like to return to Grettis saga Asmundarsonar, in order to discuss some of
the possible implications riddled throughout this scene of sword-giving, in which the gift
reveals Asdis’s love and desire to protect her son. The first of these implications is the possible
risk to Asdis, the second is how the gifting of a sword could fit into the whetting schema, and
the third is the potential for giving swords to be a part of a mother’s expected duties.

First of all, it is prudent to notice how Asdis has kept the weapon hidden from her
husband as she walks beside Grettir away from the household. After we are told of Grettir and
Asmundr’s parting, Asdis accompanies Grettir yet we are not told of the sword until she
reveals it from within her cloak. Why was the sword given then and why did she not give it to
Grettir within the household? This question suggests that Asdis intended to give the sword to
Grettir without Asmundr’s knowledge. However, we are left the question of why. Why does
Asdis not want Asmundr to know about this? One possibility originates from the sagas offering

“several examples of women who try to get a sword and even to use it” yet failing in their

738 Mayburd, “Objects and Agency,” 54.
73% Grundy, “The Viking’s Mother,” 232.
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attempts, implying that “[w]eapons are not to be used by women”.”#° Perhaps Asdis is shaking
off male expectation by carrying a weapon and does not want her husband to know she has
handled a weapon. However, | believe there is a simpler and more compelling component for
us to think upon, considering that Asdis is initially hiding the weapon amidst her clothing
rather than wielding it. Indeed, a more fruitful area for consideration is that Asdis knowingly
defies Asmundr’s decision to have Grettir unarmed. The reason for the secrecy, therefore, is
that she does not want Asmundr to know that she has gone against his will. She may be
concerned that Asmundr would try to prevent her from doing this or, perhaps, she is worried
about his possible wrath for her defiance. Not only are we presented with a mother expressing
her love for her son through protection, we also see a mother defy her husband in order to
protect her beloved son, possibly risking herself in the process.

The second implication is whether we can understand this process as a part of
whetting, otherwise known as the incitement speech. This was a woman’s method by which
to leverage the honour and shame system of medieval Iceland to achieve a goal. Johanna
Katrin Fridriksdottir summarises the process of whetting and the key elements as follows:
“someone offends a man by questioning his masculinity in some way... [t]he man whose duty
it is to respond is, in his proud kinswoman'’s view, slow to act” and so “[s]he emphatically
insists on him taking up weapons” so as to retaliate.”*! Furthermore, the incitement was often
“a public matter because it has a different effect from speaking to the husband in private; if
the man is to keep his honour following the incitement, he must take action”.”4> While this
process was “women’s primary device of involving themselves in men’s affairs”, it was not
necessarily used for the man’s, or family’s, gain; it could be utilised for purposes deemed
“more self-centered”.”*® The scene that the saga gives us does not strictly follow the schema
that Johanna Katrin Fridriksddttir has observed; Asdis has not recommended either man to do

anything. It is possible that the audience is to understand Asdis has chosen to give Grettir the

740 Helga Kress, “Taming the Shrew: The Rise of Patriarchy and the Subordination of the Feminine in Old Norse
Literature,” in The Cold Counsel: The Women in Old Norse Literature and Mythology, ed. Sarah M. Anderson
and Karen Swenson (New York; London: Routledge, 2002), 90.

741 J6hanna Katrin Fridriksddttir, Women in Old Norse Literature, 17. For a discussion on how the whetting
woman chose, and compelled, the man to enact revenge, see Miller “Choosing the Avenger,” especially 179-
185 for an exploration of how bloody tokens of the deceased were used to spur vengeful action.

742 J6hanna Katrin Fridriksdottir, Women in Old Norse Literature, 18.

743 J6hanna Katrin Fridriksdottir, Women in Old Norse Literature, 15, 24.
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sword after discussions with Asmundr but such a conversation is not observable in the text
and so cannot be relied upon.

However, Hahn offers an alternative form of whetting. Looking at Brennu-Njdls saga
and Laxdeela saga, Hahn suggests that “[t]heft performed by female characters as a means of
whetting functions according to the same principles as the verbal charge”.”** Theft may
normally rely on, and occur in, secrecy, yet Hahn observes how the stolen goods become
visible once again “in the right moment to achieve their effect as whetting instruments”.”*> If
we apply theft to Jéhanna Katrin Fridriksdottir’s summary above, theft replaces the third
element. Instead of insisting that he take up weapons, the woman steals from the aggressor
and displays the goods in some way; this is what causes the man to react and deal with the
situation, rather than letting it lie. Hahn also observes that theft is the last resort, occurring
after the men have ignored the women’s calls to action.”® If a woman stealing can be seen as
a form of whetting, perhaps Asdis’s gifting of a sword can be seen to function in a similarly
shameful manner, as another of the roundabout methods by which women were required to
act so as to have their will executed.

The main problem, though, with this concept is that Asdis is not making a public
declaration. It is only between Grettir and herself. While it is true that the shipowner, who
takes Grettir away from Iceland, “kvad pat synt, at henni var mest um hann hugat” (said it was
evident that [Grettir] was the one most on [Asdis’s] hugr), this cannot qualify as a public
shaming of Asmundr.”#” Asmundr is not on the boat to be shamed and, when the saga next
mentions him, it gives no indication that Asdis’s actions have affected Asmundr or his
reputation.’*® Even with the addition of action being taken by the woman, such as thievery,
and the understanding that Asdis is securing her agenda of protecting Grettir, it seems that
the current conceptualisation of whetting cannot incorporate Asdis’s giving of a sword to him.

Moving to the third implication — how gifting a sword may fit into motherly behaviour

— we can draw, once again, from a component of the incitement speech. Indeed, in her

744 Daniela Hahn, “Expanding the Repertoire. Theft as a Means of Whetting in the Sagas of Icelanders,” in Bad
Boys and Wicked Women: Antagonists and Troublemakers in Old Norse Literature, ed. Daniela Hahn and
Andreas Schmidt (Miinchen: Herbert Utz Verlag, 2016), 146.

745 Hahn, “Expanding the Repertoire,” 167.

746 Hahn, “Expanding the Repertoire,” 168.

747 Gr, 50.

748 See Gr, 87, for the next scene with Asmundr, which makes no suggestion of humiliation. Also see Gr, 94-5,
for when Grettir returns to Iceland and then to Asmundr’s home; there is no hint of shame here either.
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summary of what whetting is, Johanna Katrin Fridriksdottir provides examples of what an
incitement speech may consist of; the one of interest for us is “threatening to take up
weapons, and thus the male role, if [the man] does not act”.”*® We saw a similar idea, earlier,
in Mayburd’s statement about Hervor being more of a father than her husband, because she
gave a sword to her son.”® Is Asdis, thus, more of a father to Grettir than Asmundr? Before
we engage with that question, we must first establish how the provision of a sword was
normally a paternal task.

To do this, we can start with Grettir and Asmundr themselves. Indeed, the saga tells us
that “Grettir bad hann fa sér vapn nokkut” (Grettir asked [Asmundr] for some kind of
weapon).”®! It is not Asdis who Grettir asks, but his father, and it is his father who chooses to
deny that request. Furthermore, there is no indication that Grettir should have asked his
mother in the first place, despite the fact that she had an ancestral sword. Could this sword
have been unknown in their household, meaning that Grettir did not know to ask Asdis?
Considering the sword’s renown, that is unlikely. It is more likely that it was specifically a
paternal task to give a sword. We can also look at what scholarship is available on the
subject.”>? Looking at the Poetic Edda and Vélsunga saga, Hancock notes how fatherhood is
centred around heroic masculinity and “fathers in particular provide identity as well as
material goods”.”>® Looking at the Middle English poem Sir Degaré, Moss studies the
symbolism behind the son being left a broken sword by his father, a fairy knight. Moss
observes that the “father holds the broken piece of the sword, and he also holds access to
adult masculinity for his son” and so the son cannot be a complete man without knowledge
of his own heritage, via the sword.”* Similarly, J6hanna Katrin Fridriksdottir notes this idea of
inheritance and status through the giving of swords. Using Hervarar saga ok Heidreks, she
states that once Hervor proves herself to her father, “he yields and recognizes her right to
inherit his sword and status”.”>> The sword, then, serves not only as a tool but a symbol of the
father’s ancestral line, something a father provides to a son. In his study of Grettis saga

Asmundarsonar, Poole states that “[iln Grettir’s case the implication is that both sexual

743 J6hanna Katrin Fridriksdéttir, Women in Old Norse Literature, 17.
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potency and patrilineal propertyship are compromised” through Asmundr’s decision
regarding the sword.”>® These accounts consequently provide evidence to indicate that Grettir
has been denied pieces of his identity through Asmundr’s refusal, and we can therefore infer
that Asdis has chosen to lovingly try and provide those same pieces of identity though her
bestowal of a sword.

Does Asdis’s gift of a sword, though, necessitate that she become a proxy father, like
how Mayburd perceives Hervor? | would, instead, posit that the provision of a sword was
within the realms of motherly behaviour; a loving mother could give her son a sword and
remain a mother. For, as J6hanna Katrin Fridriksdottir also notes, it is not the father’s line that
is being passed on, rather, the scene conveys “the sense that Asdis isn’t only outfitting her son
with a sword but also trying to pass on the strength and success of her ancestors”.”’ It is not
Asmundr’s family line but Asdis’s matrilineal heritage that is being passed down via the sword.
How, then, could Asdis be taking on the role of the father? If a father provides a son’s identity
through a patrilineal line and sword, then Asdis cannot be doing this, for the audience is aware
that she does not provide an identity through a patrilineal line. Instead, the sword is
representative of Asdis’s ancestry, one that is longer and, arguably, more renowned than
Asmundr’s.”>8

Despite being a longer ancestry line, the Vatnsdcelir men were said to have “had mixed
Norwegian-giant ancestry”.”>® The saga makes this clear through the name of Grettir’s
ancestor, Ketill raumr; raumr is often translated as the cognomen ‘the large’ but can also
translate to ‘a giant’.”®° Poole also sees this trend, noting that “[t]he idea of Grettir as the scion
of his maternal ancestors is further reinforced through the commonalities between him and
the various non-human adversaries he encounters”.’s* Notably, Grettir is the heir of Asdis and
her ancestors. Poole goes on to present that there was a “contest of attitudes in society”
regarding a female, and specifically maternal, dominance; the monstrous exists in Asdis’s

ancestry, through giants, as well as the pagan divine, via the Zsir’s intermarrying with

756 poole, “Myth, Psychology, and Society,” 10.

757 J6hanna Katrin Fridriksdéttir, Valkyrie, 128-129.

758 For Grettir’s ancestry as it is stated in the saga, see Gr, 3, 7-8, 25, 33, 35-36. | agree with Poole that for the
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760 cvD, 484. Also see the translation in “The Saga of Grettir the Strong,” 64.
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giants.”®? The saga author’s choice, in other words, of providing in-text genealogies to the
audience allows for, and so suggests, multiple views as to how Asdis was perceived.’®3 Indeed,
there are negative, neutral, and positive interpretations of the Vatnsdcelir heritage, each of
which can correspond to Asdis and her choice to give Grettir the ancestral sword.

Therefore, we cannot conceive of Asdis as adopting a paternal role in giving a sword
to Grettir, for she does not provide that which a father does — a patrilineal identity. She
remains a mother, despite doing something most often associated with fathers. Hence, |
believe what we are seeing is a mother filling the space that the father abandoned. Whether
this was necessarily desirable is another question, for Asdis’s Norwegian-giant heritage
suggests that a matrilineal focus may have been seen as problematic in Old Norse culture.

Furthermore, Asdis did not give the sword publicly, but did so while alone with her
son. Hervor too gives the sword in a more private manner; she follows Heidrekr out of their
household in order to give him the sword. These examples of Asdis and Hervér do not fit with
how the fathers were supposed to do it, in the household on full display to its inhabitants.
Instead, these mothers went behind their husbands’ backs and rejected their decisions,
providing their sons with tools to protect themselves.

If we consider the privacy of the matter along with our discussion on the incitement
speech, perhaps we should understand this clandestine sword-giving as a possibly
transgressive act, similar to how women could threaten to take up weapons to do what the
men refuse to. Such an act was not exactly sanctioned but perhaps, similarly, part of a
mother’s duties were to make up for where the father fails in his duties.

Through an eclectic approach to examining my source and digging deep into the oft-
overlooked emotional elements, | have been able to reach some new conclusions with regards
to maedgin relationships. Indeed, the foremost one is that as a result of loving her son, Asdis
provides him with a sword. She does this to provide him with the tool necessary for his self-
preservation; she indirectly protects him from harm by giving him the sword to protect himself
with. Viewed more broadly, we can summarise the scenario as being a mother’s love resulted

in her attempts to protect her son. However, this loving action provides us with some further

762 poole, “Myth, Psychology, and Society,” 7-8. Cf. Jéhanna Katrin Fridriksdéttir, Valkyrie, 129.

763 For a discussion on how the genealogy in Grettis saga Asmundarsonar serves storytelling purposes as well
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204 |Page



insight into the culture of medieval Iceland. Rather than allow her husband to do as he wishes,
risking her son’s life in the process, Asdis takes the place he abandoned and provides Grettir

with a sword and a maternal ancestry. She rejects Asmundr’s decision and imposes her will.

Trust

Having looked at how mothers could protect their sons, we will now explore the theme
of trust, and how sons who loved their mothers, or specifically foster-mothers in this case
study, trusted them to have good intentions and the sons’ interests at heart. So as to reach
this conclusion, | will be drawing from Heidarviga saga’s depiction of a fosterage maedgin
relationship, in which | explore how Bardi’s love for his foster-mother, Alof kjannok, is
understood through his trust in her, despite her sorcerous capabilities. In order to explore this
depiction of love, | will be studying the saga’s use of a single love term to describe Bardi’s
feelings towards Alof and its context. This exploration, however, will require the study of other
sagas and the use of scholarship on Old Norse magic so as to render the depiction of Bardi’s
love more legible, for it is otherwise sparse with details. This is probably because the
connotations were already comprehensible to the audience.

But first | will set out the saga scene. The context of our scenario is that Bardi
Gudmundarson and his brothers have been goaded by their mother to avenge the death of
their brother. Having travelled to the home of his sister and brother-in-law, so as to bring the
brother-in-law into his vengeance-seeking party, Bardi momentarily delays his journey on the
request of his sister; he then goes into the house to meet with his foster-mother, Alof. The

saga then reports that:

Kerlingin cemtir vid innar i husinu, en hon var i rekkju sinni. “Hverr ferr par ni?”
spyrr hon. Hann svarar: “Bardi er hér nu. Hvat villtu mér, féstra?” “Gakk pu hingat,”
segir hon... “ok vil ek preifa um pik.” Bardi gerdi svd, sem hon maelti, pvi at hann
unni henni mikit.”®*

The old woman mutters farther within the room, and she was in her bed. “Who
goes there now?” she asks. He answers: “Bardi is now here. What do you want
with me, foster-mother?” “Come here,” she says... “and | will preifa all over you.”
Bardi did as she said, because he loved her greatly.

8% Heid, 281.
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It is peculiar that the saga takes the time to explain how Bardi allowed her to preifa him
because he loved her. It may be helpful to realise the various connotations the verb preifa can
allude to. Indeed, the word can translate as ‘to touch’, ‘to feel with the hand’, or ‘to grope’;
the latter two of these possible translations offer more provocative imagery of the situation
and what exactly Alof is doing to Bardi.”® This is made all the clearer when the saga states

how:

Hon tekr til i hvirflinum uppi ok preifar um hann gllum megin, allt a teer nidr. Bardi
meelti: “Hvé kennisk pér til, ok hvé aetlar pu vera, pé preifar pu na sva vandliga?”

Hon svarar: “Vel pykki mér,” sagdi hon, “hvergi pykki mér vid hnita, sva at ek finna

storum.”7%6

She grasps the crown of his head and touches him from all sides, all the way down
to his toes. Bardi said: “How does it feel to you, and what do you think about it,
considering how you now preifa me so carefully?” She answers: “It seems good to
me” she said, “nowhere do | find anything to have been wounded.”

Alof, then, is touching all over Bardi’s body for a purpose.’¢’ She is attempting to discern
whether Bardi will be injured in his upcoming battle and, if so, where and to what degree. In
her translation of Heidarviga saga, Kunz makes a footnote on this passage detailing how Alof
is searching for “unevenness or ridges which would be premonitions of wounds”.”®® Indeed,
Wolf notes that, within four /slendingaségur, there are references to “a mother, foster mother,
or a woman skilled in magic stroking or examining with her hands the body of a man before
he went to battle, evidently to check for bumps, raised areas, or other irregularities that might
portend wounds”.”®°

Having confirmed that Bardi’s body holds no future wounds, via her hands-on

examination, Alof provides Bardi with a protective necklace. Having placed this alongside his

765 CVD, 744.

766 Heid, 281.
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other necklace, on which there is a small knife, she sends him on his way, but not before “[h]on
kallar eptir honum: “Lat vera nu sva buit, sem ek hefi um buit, ok veettir mik, at pa mun hlyda””
([s]he calls after him: “Let this now remain, as | have prepared it, and | expect it will suffice”).””°
And with this, the saga tells us no more of Alof and Bardi’s relationship; he rides off to find
vengeance and the next we hear of Alof kjannok is that she has died. What are we intended
to understand in this scene, with regard to the emotional culture? What is it about Alof’s
request that demands Bardi’s love? Why does he need to love her in order to allow this body-
touching to occur?

Before we can satisfactorily answer these questions, we must first possess an
understanding, at least in outline, of how magic existed and was understood in medieval
Iceland, as depicted in the sagas.”’! However, | must be clear that “what is most important is
not whether the magic has some near-forgotten historical basis or is entirely invented by
imaginative narrators, but rather, it is what the authors do with it and how it functions in the
narrative” that is of interest to us.”’? To understand how love and trust are connected within
meedgin relationships of medieval Iceland, we need only draw upon the ideas behind these
depicted relationships, and do not need to make conclusions upon the historicity of the magic-
laden scenes nor the magic users.”’® To that end, | will summarily answer three broad
guestions so as to provide the requisite knowledge for this particular discussion on madgin

relationships.
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So, what is this magic of which | speak? On a fundamental level, “in the
[slendingaségur, magic is commonly employed in order to influence events and people”.””*
The sagas portray this occurring in various ways, appearing in such guises as “divination,
prophecy, bewitching, shape-shifting, manipulating the elements of nature, protecting... and
cursing”.”’> However, the sagas do not portray all of these forms of magic concurrently, rather,
the depictions of magic change over time. Indeed, Johanna Katrin Fridriksdottir has noted
these changes over time, seeing that “[i]n sagas dated to first half of the thirteenth century,
the female characters who perform magic in the /slendingaségur are all prophetesses”.”’® We
have seen this divination at work in Heidarviga saga, already, through Alof’s prophesying over
Bardi’s body. Later on, “[i]ln sagas dated to the second half of the thirteenth century,
representations of women using magic become more complex” and take on roles other than
the prophetess.”’’ Finally, “in the fourteenth century the sagas become more fantastic and
similar to the fornaldarségur, a genre in which realism is completely abandoned”.”’® In other
words, magic comes in many forms and the more fantastic portrayals of magic seem to occur
in later sagas. Nevertheless, these timeframes of saga accounts of magic will not prevent me
from comparing saga episodes across the three periods that Johanna Katrin Fridriksdottir
identifies, for it is not the magic itself that is my focus; it is rather the cultural response to
magic and its users, and how this can aid our understanding of Heidarviga saga’s scene, that
is of interest.

Thus, if magic appears in multiple forms, who are its users? In the /slendingaségur,
there is not a major gender gap in the usage of magic; it is roughly equal between men and
women, but there are more women, nonetheless.””® After noting this rough equalness,
Jochens identifies a key difference in that “[d]espite a dominant emphasis on male affairs,
many women outdid men, not only by staging more spectacular magical performance, but

especially through mastery of several kinds of magic”.”®® Mitchell sees another element that
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differentiates between men and women, which reinforces Jochens’s point; how the different
magic users relate to the protagonist. He sees that male magic users “tend to intersect with
the heroes in more martial terms”.”®! For women, he notes that while some magic users did
stand “in life-threatening opposition to the hero... many female witches... are linked to the
hero through such issues as sexuality and romance”.”®? | do not know what Mitchell means by
“such issues”, whether he means ideas of intimacy or more general ideas of relationship, but
we do also see magical women who are neither opposed to nor intimately involved with the
protagonists. They can appear as related to the protagonist in some way or as a magical
woman who travels around the locality; as we have already seen, Heidarviga saga possesses
a prophetess as a foster-mother.”®3 While men seem to, overall, be relegated to magic that is
linked to combat, women have a broader range to draw upon.

Finally, how were magic and its practitioners perceived? As the various forms of magic
might suggest, magic could be depicted in a positive manner, as well as a negative one, for
“li]t is the context of the narrative that determines whether a deed was to be considered as
malevolent or beneficial”.”® Old Norse magic, then, cannot be placed in a single box with
regards to morality; the sagas depict it as dependent on the situation within which we find it.
Indeed, Raudvere notes that, generally, it is the number of people involved that dictates the
magic’s morals; performances of magic “for the purposes of creating destruction, sickness, or
misfortunes were clandestine and solitary activities, while the positive applications of such
knowledge used in acts of divination were collective events”.”®> Raudvere’s conclusion
indicates that the morals of magic would depend on who the magic serves; if it serves the
community, it is positive, but if it serves the few, it is negative. Despite the potential for

Ill

positively-depicted magic users, Raudvere does observe that magical “[c]haracters were given
a marginal position”; they were marginalised members of society.’®® Korecka summarises the
reasoning behind this; “[i]n the texts, magic is not always perceived as malevolent, but always

as a potential threat to the balance within the community; not always as anti-social, but
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always as lying beyond the society’s boundaries”.”®” While magic may be somewhat morally
neutral, becoming morally charged through its context, it is not totally acceptable conduct, for
it has the potential to upset the cultural norms. Jéhanna Katrin Fridriksdéttir, focusing on
women, observes this possibility for upset, how depictions of women’s magic “shows that
magic is a weapon available to women in order to pursue their own ends. Their ostensible
motives are diverse but can be analyzed in terms of power and social position”.”®® Women
could use magic for their own purposes, as well as for others, and this could make them into
a force capable of upsetting the established order. Magic was a powerful force, neither good
nor evil, but something outside the regular which possesses great power.

Having quickly surveyed some of the important elements of magic necessary for this
work, we can now move on to exploring how trust, love, and magic intersect with maedgin
relationships. Let us start by looking at a number of other sagas, in which Wolf has observed
similar scenes of bodily touching, so as to find some details that will illuminate what is
happening between Bardi and Alof. Wolf observed these scenes in: Heidarviga saga, which is
our central text for this section; Reykdcela saga ok Viga-Skutu; Kormadks saga; and Kjalnesinga
saga.

In Reykdcela saga ok Viga-Skutu, we are told of how an unnamed foster-mother
delayed Hroi before he went to fight Vémundr and “vildi féstra hans nu preifa um hann, ok
bottisk hon pa gorst vita, hvern veg honum mun farask. Hon finnr a feeti honum, en annars
stadar potti henni vel vera” (his foster-mother now wanted to touch him all over, as she
thought that she would then know exactly how he shall fare. She finds something upon his
foot, but everywhere else seemed well to her).”®® This is it for this saga; the saga provides no
thoughts or judgements on the matter of prophesying foster-mothers touching their foster-
sons, nor are there any explicit emotional displays either. Instead, the saga is very matter-of-
fact about the event, merely telling us that she finds something upon his foot, which is a
successful prophecy; Hrdi is later injured in that exact spot. What do we learn from this saga
excerpt, then? Most obvious, perhaps, is that this physical touching is part of the prophesying
process; by touching him, the foster-mother can predict injuries. Furthermore, the

unembellished depiction of this magic falls in line with J6éhanna Katrin Fridriksdéttir’s

787 Korecka, Wizards and Words, 18.
78 Johanna Katrin Fridriksdttir, “Women’s Weapons,” 425. See also Mitchell, Witchcraft and Magic, 191.
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observations that, in many scenes with magic, “the audience is simply expected to deduce
that magic is being used by hints in the narrative and the subsequent course of events”.”° This
is what we are seeing in Reykdcela saga ok Viga-Skutu; the saga expects the audience to
understand that this foster-mother is using magic in divining the future of Hrdi’s body, as her
prediction of his future injury soon comes true. Otherwise, this use of magic, in Reykdcela
saga ok Viga-Skutu, is depicted in an almost mundane manner with no authorial opinion as
to this magic’s acceptability nor the men’s opinions on the matter.

| will now move to Kormdks saga and see what information it can add to that of our
previous two scenes. While this upcoming scene does not occur between a foster-mother and
her foster-son, it remains a maedgin relationship, as this project understands it, for it is
between a woman and her foster-daughter’s husband. Again, we are provided with no name
of the foster-mother but what we are told is that “Helga, déttir Froda jarls, atti sér fostru
framsyna... Féstra Helgu var pvi von, at preifa um menn, a0r en til vigs foeri; hon gerir sva vid
Qgmund, adr hann fér heiman; hon kvad hvergi stérum vid hnita” (Helga, daughter of Jarl
Fradi, had a prophetic foster-mother... Helga’s foster-mother was accustomed to touch men
all over, before they went to battle; she does as such with Qgmundr, before he left home; she
said no great wounds would come to him).”! While the information we receive this time is
still quite sparse, we again see a connection between the bodily touching and a woman'’s
magic. Indeed, the saga is more explicit about this use of magic, for it ascribes the adjective
framsynn to Helga’s foster-mother; this can translate as ‘foreseeing’, or ‘prophetic’.”®?
Therefore, we cannot understand this foresight to be anything other than magical in nature,
for it is impossible to foresee specific injuries without magical capabilities. Furthermore, we
are also told how this divination, as performed by the foster-mother, occurred regularly; it
appears to be a normal occurrence, with, again, no explicit judgement on the magic’s moral
nature. Therefore, this saga, like Reykdcela saga ok Viga-Skutu, provides us with little
explanation as to the context of Heidarviga saga, other than the element of an older woman
magically prophesying over the other member of a maedgin pair through physical touch.

Before we continue on to Kjalnesinga saga, perhaps Bardi needed to love his foster-

mother so as to let her touch him all over, because he knew she was going to perform magic.

790 Johanna Katrin Fridriksdéttir, “Women’s Weapons,” 421.
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We have seen that this bodily touching has strong connections to divinatory magic, so perhaps
what we are seeing is an anxiety about it. Magic has great power and can be used for many a
purpose, positive as well as negative, meaning that we are seeing Bardi’s love for her
manifesting as trust in her to perform positive magic. He loves her and so trusts her to treat
him well. Perhaps this scene, then, is also indicative of a cultural anxiety about magic and its
practitioners. Nevertheless, regardless of the historicity of magic in medieval Iceland, we can
infer that a foster-son could express his love for his foster-mother through his trust in her.
Alternatively, we could also consider how love was necessary in this scene because of
the possibly emasculating nature of magic. We have already heard how magic users were
generally women and that such women performed greater feats of magic, but there are also
other factors that point to magic being an unmasculine act. In his article about how Odinn is
depicted as performing deviant behaviour, Armann Jakobsson explores how Odinn straddles
the lines of masculinity and femininity through his usage of seidr, a form of magic, as depicted
by medieval Icelander Snorri Sturluson.”® He notes how “[w]e are told that this sorcery is
queer: it is not for men, and therefore seen as a female practice”.”®* Indeed, such magic “was
supposed to be shameful for men”.”®> Armann Jakobsson concludes, however, that Odinn
escapes being described as unmanly for performing female practices because he is a deity;
“[d]eviant behaviour cannot make him deviant since human restrictions are beneath him”.7%¢
Following that logic, human men who perform magic, like that of Odinn, are liable to be
labelled as transgressing masculine boundaries, and so criticized. Indeed, Laurin notes that
“the magical saga-man... is credited within Old Norse literature as invoking social anxiety with
regards to gender, sexuality, and overarching ideas of traditional masculinity and
femininity”.”®” We also see this idea propagated in Bdsa saga ok Herrauds, one of the
fornaldarségur. Within, it tells us how the protagonist Bési responds to his foster-mother, after
she offers to tutor him in the magical arts. The scene goes as such: “[h]in baud Bdsa at kenna

honum galdra, enn Bési kvedst ekki vilja, at pat veeri skrifat i ségu sinni, at hann ynni nokkurn

793 For a discussion of how seidr is connected to spinning and how it is feminine, see Eldar Heide, “Spinning
seidr,” in Old Norse Religion in Long-Term Perspective: Origins, Changes, and Interactions, ed. Anders Andrén,
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(2011): 8.
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hlut sleitum, pat sem honum skyldi med karlmensku telja” (she made an offer to Bdsi to teach
him magic, but Bdsi said that he did not want it to be written in his saga that he accomplished
anything assisted by trickery when it should speak about him with manhood).”*® Bdsi’s
perception of magic, then, is that it is not manly; in drawing upon it, he would lose his
masculinity and incur shame.”®® Therefore, it may be that, in Heidarviga saga, Bardi is
concerned with magic being placed upon him and how that may affect his masculine
reputation. Nevertheless, he loves his foster-mother and trusts her enough to ignore that
anxiety.

With that, we can now move on to Kjalnesinga saga in which we find a fuller account
of a foster-mother touching her foster-son, but in an intimate manner. This scene arises the
night before Bui and Kolfidr were to duel and the saga reads “Esja maelti: “Par er hardfengr
madr, er Kolfidr er, ok fjiormikill; en hér verd ek nu at sofa i nétt hja pér.” Hon gerdi honum pa
laug ok strauk hvert bein 8 honum. Sidan kleeddi hon hann um morguninn sem henni likadi ok
bad hann vel fara” (Esja said: “That Kolfidr is a hardy man, and full of vigour; and so | must
now sleep in the same bed as you tonight.” She then made a bath for him and stroked every
bone in his body. In the morning after, she clothed him as she liked and bade him to go well).2%
This scene provides a lot more detail on the bodily touching, so much more that it begs the
guestion of whether the other scenes prior intend the audience to understand those uses of
preifa, or ‘to touch’, as this specific sequence of bathing and stroking or whether this episode
is particularly different to the others. It depends on how we understand what we are being
told. This scene could simply describe another form of magic, one of protection, in that Esja
must run her hands over Bui’s body as part of the ritual to protect him, as she already knows
that he will be facing a tough opponent. Alternatively, we could view this scene as both
prophecy and protection. The imagery we have seen already indicates that the touching of
the man’s whole body would be the prophesying element and the other elements —the bath,
sharing a bed, and being dressed by Esja — could be indicative of Esja’s protective magic.
Nevertheless, whether it is solely protective magic or both divination and protection magics
does not change my argument, for we are seeking an answer to why, in Heidarviga saga, Bardi

needs to love Alof in order to allow her to use magic on him. After Esja’s ministrations, Bui
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succeeds in his duel, suggesting that Esja’s magic worked in protecting him. However, we are
again given no indication as to how the foster-son feels about this series of events; the men,
it seems, are especially passive in these situations.

Considering the extra details that the saga provides us with, how should we interpret
them? What can they tell us? The point of interest for us is how Esja declares that she must
sleep in the same bed as Bui. Considering the age of Bui, such a sleeping arrangement is more
in line with lovers or married couples than a maedgin pair.

Indeed, we cannot misinterpret the fact that Esja intends for them to sleep beside one
another in the same bed. Cleasby and Gudbrand Vigfusson’s dictionary entry for hjd states
that the sentence structure of sofa hjd [einhverjum] translates as ‘to sleep in the same bed
with someone’, hence my translation as such for the previous passage.®°! As usual for the
sagas, it is not explicitly clear how we should take this component; is it sexual, restful, or
something else? However, Keens, in her thesis on sexual representations in the sagas, shows
that there are many euphemisms in the Old Norse language that direct the audience to see
that sex is occurring in the scene. Indeed, she points out that the use of hjd creates “a sense
of intimacy” and that the sexual metaphors also indicate that ‘sleeping’ could mean ‘to have
sex’; Esja and Bui do both — they share a bed and are sleeping in a position of hjd.8%% Also, we
do not come across scenes in which a biological mother and her adult son share a bed, further
suggesting that Esja and Bui’s sharing of a bed is not typical behaviour. Furthermore, we do
come across these ideas of foster-mothers and eroticism elsewhere.

While not written in the vernacular, nor a saga, Saxo Grammaticus’s Gesta Danorum
describes the giantess Harthgrepa copulating with her foster-son, after having raised him. It
goes that Harthgrepa repeatedly stated “that he must pay her the first gift of his nuptial bed
by marrying her, since she had nurtured him in his infancy”, and so continued until he agreed
to her request.?9® We see here that the foster-son was in the passive role, with Harthgrepa
instigating the sexual encounter. Also, Gallo and Roby have explored supernatural foster-
mothers, in the sagas, and have seen that such figures are connected to a dominating sexual

desire; by this, | mean that these women, like Harthgrepa, were often the instigators of erotic,
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if not sexual, encounters. Surveying Old Norse literature’s depictions of fosterage, Gallo notes
that “[a]n erotic undercurrent is present in most of the later sagas associated with féstr”.8%
Gallo draws this conclusion primarily from eddic poetry and the fornaldarségur, while
discussing giantesses and trolls. In his discussion on human foster-mothers, who also use
magic, erotic elements are noticeably absent.8% Similarly, Roby also draws primarily from the
fornaldarségur, although also includes Kjalnesinga saga, in his study on the ‘Temporary Troll
Lover’ trope. In this, he explores how trolls were characters that provided the sexually
immature male protagonists with the (premarital) sexual experience that would allow them
to take on the dominant masculine role.8% However, he does suggest that “it also seems
possible that these trolls were associated with a particular female figure with whom young
Icelandic men might genuinely have enjoyed sexual contact: the féstra (foster-mother)”.8%7
While he does go on to say that he believes concubines and mistresses to be the “most likely
‘real world’ figure” that such saga depictions would be associated with, | believe there is merit
to considering foster-mothers as being contemporaneously associated with eroticised
depictions of foster-mothers.8%8

Considering the connotations surrounding Esja and Bui’s sharing of a bed, Esja is
straddling the roles of both mother and lover. She is called a foster-mother, like the other
magical women we have mentioned, and so would seem to correspond to a maternal and
nurturing role. Her interest in sharing a bed with Bui, along with his passive acceptance of her
will, would put her more in line with the eroticised trolls and giants of the fornaldarségur.
Could it be this idea of the erotic foster-mother that has perturbed Bardi in our original scene
from Heidarviga saga? In other words, is it that he is keenly aware of the erotic potential of a
supernatural foster-mother and it is his love for her that allows him to trust her in touching
and prophesying over his body?

To help us answer these questions, we can look to Eyrbyggja saga, in which we have a

man, called Gunnlaugr, going to a magical woman for training, who is named Geirridr. The saga

states that:
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Gunnlaugr, sonr borbjarnar digra, var ndmgjarn; hann var opt i Mdavahlid ok nam
kunnattu at Geirridi bordlfsdéttur, pvi at hon var margkunnig. bat var einn dag, er
Gunnlaugr fér i Mavahlid, at hann kom i Holt ok taladi mart vid Kotlu, en hon
spurdi, hvart hann atlar pa enn i Mavahlid — "ok klappa um kerlingar narann?"
Gunnlaugr kvad eigi pat sitt grendi, — "en sva at eins ertu ung, Katla, at eigi parftu
at bregda Geirridi elli." Katla svarar: "Eigi hugda ek, at pat mundi likt vera, en engu
skiptir pat," segir hon, "engi pykkir ydr nd kona nema Geirridur ein, en fleiri konur
kunnu sér enn nokkut en hon ein." Oddr Kotluson fér opt med Gunnlaugi i
Mavahlid; en er peim vard sid aptr farit, baud Katla Gunnlaugi opt par at vera, en
hann fér jafnan heim.8%°

Gunnlaugr, the son of borbjornr the Stout, was eager to learn. He was often at
Mavahlid and he got knowledge from Geirridr borélfsdéttir because she was
margkunnigr. It was one day when Gunnlaugr travelled to Mavahlid that he came
to Holt and spoke much with Katla, and she asked whether he still intends to go to
Mavahlid — “and stroke the old woman’s groin?” Gunnlaugr said that was not his
purpose — “and you are not so young yourself, Katla, that that you should criticise
Geirrior’s oldness.” Katla answers: “1 did not think that there were similarities, but
it does not matter” she says, “You think of no woman other than Geirridr but more
women yet know some things, than she alone.” Oddr Kotlason often travelled with
Gunnlaugr to Mavahlid; and whenever they returned late, Katla frequently invited
Gunnlaugr to stay the night, but he always travelled home instead.

There are multiple elements to note in this passage. First, we have the description of Geirridr
as margkunnigr. Rather than provide a translation of the word, Cleasby and Gudbrand
Vigfusson direct us to two other words; one is margfrdédr, or ‘learned in many things’, and the
other is fiélkunnigr, or ‘skilled in the black art’.81° To adopt margfrédr’s translation for our
translation of margkunnigr would only work if we understood ‘learned in many things’ to be
explicitly signalling that magic is what constitutes those ‘many things’. To use fjélkunnigr,
however, would only be permissible if we replaced ‘black art” with magic, or something
similarly neutral. Quinn’s translation of the word as “very knowledgeable about magic” is
therefore perfect in encapsulating the meaning behind margkunnigr.8?! After learning of

Geirridr’s magical capabilities, the audience is then provided with the talks between Katla and
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Gunnlaugr, which hint at erotic undercurrents between Gunnlaugr and these two older
women. Indeed, Katla asserts that Gunnlaugr and Geirridr are having sexual relations, and
strongly hints at her own interest in such a relationship with Gunnlaugr, by suggesting he
consider other women (herself) for his education in magic. Finally, Gunnlaugr is regularly
invited to stay the night which, together with Katla’s prior statements, confirms her sexual
interest in him. One of these magical women is sexually interested in the younger man, while
the other may or may not be, but how does this scene contribute to our understanding of the
scene in Heidarviga saga, considering that these women are not referred to as foster-
mothers?

First of all, cases can be made that these women are foster-mother figures. Indeed, in
his article on the nature of magic and the relationships these two women share with
Gunnlaugr, Armann Jakobsson states that “[a]s an apprentice, [Gunnlaugr] is not just their
conquest but also their heir... He is a surrogate son to both these women, whose common
trait is that they are both mothers, that is how they are introduced” in this saga.?!? Because
these women'’s introductions announce that they are mothers, the audience knows them in a
maternal role and yet these same mothers are suggested to be sexually interested in
Gunnlaugr; the audience is forced to juxtapose, and combine, these two roles. In describing
Katla, Armann Jakobsson remarks that “[s]he is the mother as lover, as a forbidden figure of
lust”.813 |s such a juxtaposition enough to perceive these women as pseudo-foster-mother
figures? Regardless of whether it is sufficient, the fact that these women are magical is enough
for our purposes, for | am interested in why Bardi needed to love his magical foster-mother,
Alof; these women being magical, therefore, still grants us insight into that topic.

That insight starts to emerge shortly after we are given that introduction about
Gunnlaugr learning with Geirridr; we are then given a sequence of events of increasing

narrative tension. It says that one day:

Gunnlaugr borbjarnarson fér i Mavahlid ok Oddr Kotluson med honum. bau
Gunnlaugr ok Geirridr toludu pa longum um daginn; ok er mjok leid a kveldit,
meelti Geirridr vid Gunnlaug: "bat vilda ek, at pu feerir eigi heim i kveld, pvi at

812 Armann Jakobsson, “Two Wise Women,” 49-50.
813 Armann Jakobsson, “Two Wise Women,” 53.
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margir eru marlidendr; eru ok opt flogd i fogru skinni, en mér lizk nu eigi sem
hamingjusamlegast & pik."8*

Gunnlaugr borbjarnarson travelled to Mavahlid and Oddr Kotluson was with him.
Gunnlaugr and Geirridr then spoke for a long part of the day; and when much of
the evening had passed, Geirridr said to Gunnlaugr: “l wish you would not go
home this evening as there are many marlidendr; and there are often flogd under
a fair skin, and it seems to me that you have a luckless appearance.”

The words that the saga uses, marlidendr and flogd, help us understand why Geirridr does not
want Gunnlaugr to leave. Cleasby and Gudbrand Vigfusson translate marlidendr as ‘sea sliders’
and adds that this is an expression referencing witches and spirits.8'> Armann Jakobsson notes

wu

that marlidendr is another word for ““riders” and other such beings in Old Norse-Icelandic

n u n u,

literature. They have various names, such as ““fylgjur”, “hamhleypur”, “marlidendr”, “troll”,
“kveldrudur”, “myrkridur” and “tdnridur””.8® These beings, he says, are “not unlike the
Central European mora, who may be described as a succuba or a vampire”, creatures that
could drain their victim’s lifeforce.8?” We also have flagd (flogd, pl.) as a descriptor; it
translates to ‘ogre’, ‘giantess’, and ‘witch’.8'® In other words, Geirridr warns Gunnlaugr of
supernatural beings that may seek to do him harm this night. Considering Katla’s magical
nature, as well as her advances on Gunnlaugr, the audience is likely intended to understand
that Geirridr is warning Gunnlaugr about Katla. This is further referenced by Geirridr’s
comments that a flagd is often hiding under a fair skin, as Katla is described as being fair in
her saga introduction.?

Unfortunately, Gunnlaugr dismisses Geirridr’s advice, remarking that Oddr Kotluson
was walking with him, and so goes home. On his way, the audience is told how he stops off at

Katla and Oddr’s home; “Katla var pa komin i rekkju sina; hon bad Odd bjéda Gunnlaugi par at

vera” (Katla had then gone to her bed; she asked Oddr to invite Gunnlaugr to stay there
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overnight).22° Here, Katla becomes even more direct in her advances towards Gunnlaugr. If we
return to Keens’s work, we can see that she observed how the noun rekkja, or ‘bed’, can be
seen as an explicit metaphor for sex.82! While it is true that Katla has already gone to bed by
the time Gunnlaugr arrives, and so nothing sexual could have yet occurred between them,
there are other elements for us to consider. Indeed, the saga gives us no indication that she
moves from the bed upon Gunnlaugr’s arrival. This indicates that she cannot be providing any
hospitality to Gunnlaugr, despite the generally established division of work, in which women
managed the homestead’s affairs and men managed affairs external to the homestead.???

Perhaps that is the intent, though. Indeed, where exactly is Katla inviting Gunnlaugr
to? The saga tells us that Gunnlaugr has come to her house so it could be that she is inviting
him to stay in the house overnight. However, between Gunnlaugr’s arrival to her house and
her invitation is the statement that she has gone to her bed, making that component closer
to her invitation. Is the audience to understand, therefore, that she is inviting him to her bed
for the night? Is she altering the script of hosting guests to a sexual level? Considering all of
the evidence for her sexual interest in him, that is likely the case; she is inviting him to her bed
for the night.

Gunnlaugr, however, rebuffs Katla’s advances once more. As a result, we are given the

“wu

foreboding words that Katla tells her son: ““[f]ari hann p3, sem hann hefir fyrir sér gort," segir
hon” (“he [may] then fare, as he has prepared for himself” she says).2?3 It does not take the
saga long to inform us to what she, and Geirridr, were referring to. It turns out that Gunnlaugr
does not return home that night; it is only due to his father looking out for him, that he was
found. We are told “[p]a var hann borinn inn, ok dregin af honum klaedi; hann var allr blédrisa
um herdarnar, en hlaupit holdit af beinunum” ([Gunnlaugr] was then brought in, and his
clothes were pulled off; he was all bloody on the shoulders, and the flesh had been torn to

the bone).8%* Gunnlaugr is not immediately killed by these injuries, but they are shocking,

nonetheless.?2> As news of his wounds spread, “flutti pat Oddr Kotluson, at Geirridr mun hafa

820 fp, 29.

821 Keens, “Scenes of a Sexual Nature,” 27.

822 Jochens, Women in Old Norse Society, 117. This is not saying that women managed the ‘private’ sphere,
while men managed the ‘public’ sphere; the public/private divide is alluring in its simplicity but cannot stand
against tests to its validity. For a discussion on the categories of ‘public’ and ‘private’, and their usefulness, see
Janet L. Nelson “The Problematic in the Private,” Social History 15, no. 3 (1990).

823 fp, 29.

824 £p, 29.

825 According to Landndmabdk, Gunnlaugr died after visiting Geirridr. See Ldn, 112.
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ridit honum; segir, at pau hefdi skilit i stuttleikum um kveldit, ok pat hugdu flestir menn, at sva
veeri.” (Oddr Kotluson proclaimed that it must have been Geirridr who had ridden [Gunnlaugr],
saying that they had separated abruptly in the evening, and most men thought that was what
happened).8?® How exactly did the author intend for us to understand Katla’s foreboding
words and the subsequent events? And what light does this consequently shed on Bardi’s
reluctance to be touched by his foster-mother?

Let us start by considering the most explicit yet unclear section of this specific
sequence. Gunnlaugr is found unconscious on his homestead’s doorstep with serious injuries
on his shoulders. Considering Oddr’s accusations against Geirridr, it seems that these injuries
came about from someone having ‘ridden’ him. How exactly should we understand rida, or
‘to ride’, though? According to Cleasby and Gudbrand Vigfusson’s dictionary, rida is translated
as ‘to ride’, in terms of travelling by horse, but can also be connected to violence.??’ Batten
notes, however, that “[t]here is no suggestion that Katla uses Gunnlaugr to travel
anywhere” 828 That leaves us with the idea of thrashing and violence for rida, which we can
see through Gunnlaugr’s severe injuries. However, both Batten and Roby propose that we
should also consider sexual intercourse as an option for rida.®?° Which is more appropriate for
the scene? Katla’s lust would suggest rida is about sex but Gunnlaugr’s injuries would suggest
it is about violence. Perhaps we should conceive of it as both at the same time; in other words,
Katla raped Gunnlaugr. This matches up with what we know of the context. Indeed, Katla was
very interested in Gunnlaugr and Geirridr’s relationship, displaying her jealousy through her
asking whether Gunnlaugr was going to stroke Geirridr’s groin, and Katla’s subsequent
invitations for Gunnlaugr to join her instead. However, she was rebuffed every time by
Gunnlaugr, explaining her remark that Gunnlaugr had prepared his own fate; by choosing to
rebuff her sexual advances, Gunnlaugr had frustrated her and so sealed his fate. Katla would
take what she wanted from him. And the injuries Gunnlaugr suffers? In considering the
indirect manner in which this rape is played out, Batten sees the violence as a substitute for

the sexual assault. She states that “[t]he suggestion that Katla has raped him is unavoidable.

826 £p, 29.

827.CVD, 498-499. There is also a second rida verb, which declines in the same ways, that possesses stronger
links to violence.

828 Caroline R. Batten, “Dark Riders: Disease, Sexual Violence, and Gender Performance in the Old English Maere
and Old Norse Mara,” Journal of English and Germanic Philology 120, no. 3 (2021): 366.

829 Batten, “Dark Riders,” 365; Matthew Roby, “Troll Sex: Youth, Old Age, and the Erotic in Old Norse-Icelandic
Narratives of the Supernatural,” (Doctoral thesis, University of Oxford, 2019), 61.
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Yet the saga refuses to name his sexual assault for what it is — perhaps because there is no
need... Violence stands in for sex without significant manipulation or euphemism”.83° Because
of the contextualisation, the audience does not need to be explicitly told that Katla rapes
Gunnlaugr; it is clear enough already. Furthermore, “[t]he elision of flesh-tearing and erotic
predation suggests that what is at stake is the young man’s masculine status, his ability to
perform both martially (in a physical altercation) and sexually”.23! In being raped, Gunnlaugr
has doubly failed in performing masculinity.

After Gunnlaugr’s assault, we learn of Geirridr’s troubles. It is noteworthy that Geirridr
was accused by the perpetrator’s son, and his portrayal of events was readily accepted. This
is a good time to recall Koreckd’s summary of how magic may not be seen as malevolent but
remains a threat to societal balance.®3? We already know that its practitioners were
marginalised, meaning that they were probably seen in a similar light; they were always a
possible threat.®33 A single accusation of malevolence is all it took to get people to condemn
Geirridr, because it was readily believable. It is only through the oaths of popular and powerful
people that she was exonerated from the accusations.?3

Let us now return to Heidarviga saga and the sentence from which this discussion
emerged: “Bardi gerdi sva, sem hon maelti, pvi at hann unni henni mikit” (Bardi did as she said,
because he loved her greatly).83° Bardi allowed his foster-mother, Alof kjannok, to touch him
all over, in order to prophesy for future injuries, because he loved her greatly. Why was love
needed in the first place? The simple answer is that it was this love that allows Bardi to trust
Alof to cast magic upon him. And why was trust a requirement? The answer lies in Alof’s use
of magic. As we have discussed, magic was a powerful and destabilising force that could harm
as much as it could do good. That alone could be sufficient for Bardi’s unease; this powerful
magic was going to be cast over him. His trust in Alof, however, mitigates his unease, for he
loves and knows her; she will not do him harm.

In a similar vein, we have seen the idea that magic is an unmanly thing. It is shameful

and problematic, culturally acceptable only for the divine. Therefore, to engage with it raises

830 Batten, “Dark Riders,” 366. Cf. Armann Jakobsson, “The Fearless Vampire Killers,” 310.

831 Batten, “Dark Riders,” 366.

832 Korecka, Wizards and Words, 18.

83 For how there is no clear demarcation between witches, trolls, night-riders, and mares, see Armann
Jakobsson, “The Fearless Vampire Killers,” 310.

834 Fp, 30.

835 Heid, 281.
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guestions as to Bardi’s masculinity. If he allows his foster-mother to protect him, can he still
deem himself masculine? His trust in her, however, allows him to cede that point; he will trust
her decisions, despite his misgivings.

The prevalent idea of this section, however, is that it is Alof’s position as foster-mother
that has been the cause for concern. Indeed, Waugh notes “a reversal of the usual sex-roles
dominates Alof kjannok’s scene in Heidarviga saga, where her ritualistic intervention strongly
hints at a woman’s sexual desire”.83¢ There are two points, here, for us to consider. First, is
how Alof, among the many magical women we have seen, is in a position of power while Bardi,
amongst the other men, is consigned to a state of passive acceptance. He does as he is told,
for Alof is both foster-mother and magic user. Secondly, other magical women in similar
positions — Esja, Katla, and Geirridr — have been connected to the young man through erotic
ideas. Whilst being the passive figure in the relationship, the young men have been linked
with erotically-charged actions, ranging from being touched across the body to sex to sexual
assault. Thus, for Bardi to allow his foster-mother, Alof, to touch him, he must trust her not to
do any of the things we have just seen women in similar roles do. He trusts her not to undress
him or take him to her bed or to outright rape him. Within his love for her, then, is a trust that
she will do him no harm, despite his passive position in this relationship.

Now, much of this discussion has been about supernatural women —trolls, giantesses,
and magic users — but this does not discount the historicity of trust being an expression of
love between a foster-mother and her foster-son. As | stated earlier, the historicity of the
magic is not the important factor for this study, rather, it is the emotion and its expression that
| seek. Indeed, while the scenes we have explored show some of the anxieties about magical
foster-mothers, and how this results in Bardi trusting his beloved foster-mother, we can also
understand this idea in a broader sense. In other words, medieval Icelanders understood that
trust existed within a loving maedgin relationship, a trust that the mother would look out for
her son and help him in his times of need; a trust that she would not unman him nor do him
harm.

So as to uncover how the audience could have understood the madgin relationship’s
scene of love in Heidarviga saga, we had to explore multiple contexts similar to that initial

saga scene, due to the scene’s rich sub-text. In doing this, | have been able to present a fuller

836 Waugh, “The Foster Mother’s Language,” 326.
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contextualisation of that scene, revealing the concerns and anxieties that may have brought
Bardi to worry. This was achieved by building upon previous scholarly foundations but in a
new direction, that of emotion. As a result, | illustrated how it is his love, and consequent
trust, for his foster-mother that allowed his concerns to be mollified and let him trust her to
do what was right for him. While the scenes we explored were all magical in nature, this does
not prevent us from making a historical conclusion. By broadening my conclusion that Bardi’s
love is indicative of his trust to not be exploited by his supernatural foster-mother, we arrive

at the conclusion that trust was a component of maedgin relationships in medieval Iceland.

Conclusion

Within this chapter, | have studied Old Norse maedgin relationships and how love was
understood to have manifested between this dyad of older woman and younger man. In order
to do this, | explored two case studies and excavated the rich sub-text that had yet to be
examined at length; this was achieved through my chosen starting point of emotions,
specifically love. Indeed, through this investigation of how love existed within the madgin
relationships of medieval Iceland, several stimulating questions have been generated, pointing
towards an exciting future of studies in Old Norse emotions as well as future research of
medieval Icelandic families. The sets of questions that arose come from the respective
sections of this chapter; the first selection of questions revolve around the topic of gifting a
sword as a method of protection, and the second set of questions emerge from the theme of
trust as a part of the maedgin relationship.

From the exploration of protection as an expression of love, two prominent questions
have emerged on the duties and expectations of a man’s parents. It is clear that receiving a
sword from a father figure was understood to be important for a young man, as it provided
him with an identity through the patrilineal line and as a symbol of his masculinity. However,
which was more superior; to receive a sword from a father with a good patrilineal line or to
receive a sword from a mother with an astounding patrilineal line? Both ancestries boast
strong lines of masculine heritage, so, if one was culturally deemed to be superior, what was
the reasoning? Furthermore, if we accept that Asdis and Hervér are doing typically paternal
acts, when the father fails to, can we start to see this maternal fulfiiment of paternal tasks
occurring in other areas of medieval Icelandic family life as well? Indeed, how far was an Old

Norse mother expected, or even permitted, to go?
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The discussion on how love manifested as trust has provoked multiple questions about
the nature of foster-mothers, as well as the relationships they had with younger men. Indeed,
this discussion observed the erotic potential of foster-mothers, and so what are the
implications of such depictions? While Roby wonders whether depictions of erotic foster-
mothers were representative of concubines and mistresses, | wonder whether foster-mothers
could possess an additional role, a sexual one. Could this be evidence of a strand of fosterage
different to the conventional conceptualisation of Old Norse fosterage? Moving toward the
treatment that Gunnlaugr suffered at the hands of Katla, was there a cultural concern for
young men, or boys, being fostered in other households and how the women would treat
them? If there was such a concern, was it specifically aimed at those women who were marked
as other by the Icelandic elite? Alongside my broader conclusion of trust within maedgin pairs
arises a similarly broad question. Can this concern regarding foster-mothers abusing their
foster-sons be expanded to women and younger men, overall?

In this chapter, | have been able to illustrate how beginning a study through emotions
has allowed me to unearth ideas and conclusions, both new and interesting. In exploring
meedgin relationships and how love is depicted between them, | have observed that two ways
in which love was understood to exist between those within a maedgin pairing are that of
protection and trust.

By looking at one of the actions Asdis took for her beloved son, in response to her
husband’s loveless behaviour, | have uncovered some new aspects of the relationship she
shared with her son. Indeed, in order to protect her beloved son, Asdis took on a role more
associated with the father, providing her son with what he needed to survive, rather than see
him journey abroad with no means by which to protect himself. While her protection is
indirect, it is protection nonetheless for it protects Grettir from the dangers of the world he
travels as well as from the consequences of Asmundr’s anger.

Through an eclectic exploration of how sagas depicted supernatural foster-mothers, it
becomes clear as to why Bardi needed to love his foster-mother in order for her to cast magic
over him through touching his body. Women in such positions of authority were a threat to a
young man’s masculinity. Bardi, however, trusted that his masculinity was not endangered by
his foster-mother, for he loved and knew her; she was not a threat to him.

We have now covered the four dyadic relationships between intergenerational family

members, as they can be observed in the Old Norse saga corpus. As a result, | will now move
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to discuss the overarching ideas of familial love that existed in medieval Iceland, drawing from
all four chapters so as to sketch a foundational and holistic image of love within the Old Norse

family.
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Conclusions

Annarr hét bérdr ok var kalladr melrakki;
hann var féstri peira buridar ok
Gudmundar; hofdu bau hann tekit litit barn
af valadi ok foett upp... ok unnu pau honum
mikit ok virdu hann meira en hann var
verdr.837

The other was named Pordr and was called
[P6rdr] the Fox; he was the foster-son of
puridr and Gudmundr; they had taken him,
as a child, from destitution and raised him
up... and they loved him greatly and they
valued him more than he was worth.

“Porsteinn var Oveerr vid alpydu, mikill
vexti; hann byggdi eldahus ok fekk mikit
astleysi af fodur ok moddur ok ollum
frendum sinum... ok eigi vildi porgnyr lata
hann sinn son kalla.38

Porsteinn was fierce with people, and great
in size; he dwelled beside the fireplace in
the hall and he received lovelessness from
his father and mother and all of his
kinsmen... and [his father] borgnyr did not
want to let him refer to himself as a son.

In medieval Iceland, as we can see, the relationship between a parent and child
involved love to varying degrees. A child could be loved whole-heartedly by their foster-
parents despite their shortcomings, and a child could find no love from their biological parents
because of their shortcomings. The immediate major difference between the two sons in the
passages above is that one is in a fosterage relationship while the other is in a biological one.
As this thesis has shown, however, it is often not so simple. Indeed, in medieval Iceland, there
is a large degree of overlap between the various intergenerational relationships between
members of the family. Instead of biology, the divergent levels of love are more likely to be
explained by the social contexts in which these relationships are situated.

For example, Heidarviga saga provides some information about Pérdr’s character in
his introduction which could be used in explaining why he was so beloved. It states that “hann
var alroskinn ok vel at sér gorr, ok pat segja menn, at fyrir hann var einskis grvaent, ords né
verks” (he was fully grown and well-accomplished, and people say that there was nothing
beyond his capabilities, in word or deed).®3° Other than this, however, the saga is largely silent
about bordr, likely due to him being a secondary character in the narrative. With the

information that Heidarviga saga provides, then, the parental love for Pérdr appears to be
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839 Heid, 267-268.

226 |Page



connected to his accomplishments and capable character. It is not immediately clear, however,
what the author intended by the foster-parents valuing bérér more than he was worth. Is this
a disparaging comment about bordr’s lowly origins, in that his new position and abilities can
never erase the destitution he was found in, and thus his inherent worth? Or could it be that
the parents’ love is so great as to be greater than the social value he has accrued through his
accomplishments? These are but two of the possible interpretations on this idea of value yet
neither one inhibits the idea that these foster-parents loved Pérdr and that this love can be
linked to the greatness he later accrues.

By comparing this saga episode to the one in Svarfdzela saga, we can see that this idea
of love and greatness is not limited to Heidarviga saga. Indeed, through the saga’s
contextualisation of the unloved borsteinn, it becomes clear that he is unloved because he is,
at that time, not a great man; he spends his days by the fire and does little else. His lack of
accomplishment and greatness is further expressed by the saga’s comparison of him and his
older brother, Porolfr. After remarking on how the brothers were unalike in character, the saga
states that “Pordlfr var mjok vié alpydu skap, vitr madr ok forsjall, vinszll ok gerdist
kaupmadr... hann var ekki mikill madr ok vel a sik kominn, vaenn at aliti.” (Pérélfr was popular,
a wise and prudent man, much-liked and [he] became a merchant... he was not a large man,
but was accomplished and handsome).4? Essentially, the audience is informed that borsteinn
was unlike his brother and had accomplished nothing in his life so far, and so he was unloved.
Moreover, we do see a shift in the father’s love for borsteinn. It occurs after borsteinn has
been raiding for a few years, and so increased his reputation, prowess, and achievements. The
saga records how “[s]va er sagt, at it pridja haust gekk Porgnyr i méti borsteini ok heilsadi
honum fyrri. Hann ték vel fodur sinum” (it is said that in the third autumn borgnyr went
towards borsteinn and welcomed him. [Porsteinn] received his father well).84! After becoming
a great man, borsteinn’s lack of love, and respect, from his father appears to have diminished,
or vanished entirely; we see that he is now welcomed home rather than simply ignored upon
his return.

Therefore, by starting with the emotion of love, we can consider the contexts and
events around a relationship in a new light. Through a study of emotions, it becomes possible

to highlight nuances and novel insights when exploring the actions taken by saga characters,
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which reflect the cultural attitudes of the Old Norse people from which the sagas came. And
by way of such explorations, we can ask many more fascinating questions.

This study had three major goals it sought to accomplish. First, | wanted to explore and
understand how medieval Icelanders conceived of love in the family, something that has
hitherto lacked devoted scholarship. This led to my second goal of demonstrating a method
capable of undertaking such a study. My method involved the cataloguing of love terminology
within my selected saga corpuses, followed by my inclusion of saga episodes that strongly
resembled those already in my database. | then drew my case studies from the database | had
created and excavated them for meaning. As a result of this exploration, my third goal was to
demonstrate that an examination of emotions within the sagas is an effective way by which
to reach the historical emotional culture of medieval Iceland. Following on from these goals,
| also wanted this research to provide a strong foundation on which others could proceed to
build their own studies on Old Norse emotions and their expressions.

In order to achieve these goals, | needed to be eclectic in my approach, drawing upon
various disciplines and fields of Old Norse scholarship so as to be effective in my investigation
of how love was understood to exist within the Old Norse family. Furthermore, the method
with which | have completed this study can also be broadly characterised as a study of the
granular. Rather than approaching Old Norse emotions with preconceived ideas and themes,
| scrutinised the sagas’ depictions of love and used those to locate the bigger themes which
my chapters have discussed.

This is not to say, however, that there is no place for preconceptions in the study of the
history of emotions; it simply depends on how they are used. For example, having a personal
preconception of what love is can be useful in highlighting those love-filled scenes that are
dissonant with our personal preconception of what love is. However, on the other side of this
example, those dissonant scenes should not be unduly focused upon, without good reason,
for that may skew the historical inquiry. Furthermore, that personal preconception must not
become the one ‘true’ idea of what constitutes love, because that is replacing the historical
emotion with a modern, and personal, one.

Since my database portrayed the sagas’ use of love terminology to be predominantly
employed for either romantic or intergenerational familial relationships, | decided to focus
upon the familial relationships. | chose this for two chief reasons. Firstly, there remains a

comparable dearth in studies exploring Old Norse love as it manifested between family
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members, when it is compared to the available scholarship on romantic love. Secondly, in
looking at the relationships between members of different generations, | can highlight the
emotional potential of choices made by either the child or parent, over the conventional
explanations of power. Discussions of Old Norse familial relationships generally revolve
around ideas of power dynamics, authority, and hierarchy; and these ideas consequently
serve as explanations for most actions the Icelanders took. Thus, | sought to reorientate the
conversation by instead starting with emotions, granting me opportunities to discover new
insights into those relationships, while demonstrating that emotions could be justifiably used
as explanations, too. The Old Norse people were not purely rational and calculated; they had
emotions and could be driven by emotional motives.

Alongside this, by utlising the four dyads of madgur, fedgar, fedgin, and maedgin
relationships, | can, where possible, begin to emphasise any similarities and differences in the
gendered expressions of love in medieval Iceland. By doing this, | can begin to locate any

nuanced clusters of ideas and expressions that are interconnected with Old Norse love.

Discussion Summaries

Chapter 1, which focused on madgur relationships, questioned the conventional
wisdom that the sagas had little to say about emotions between women, not to mention
emotions between mothers and daughters. In re-examining that position, | explored three
manners in which love could be seen to manifest within maedgur relationships. One such
manner was contact. By drawing together various saga episodes, | found that there was a
connection between madgur love and how the women in these dyads desired and
maintained contact with one another. This desire for contact did not manifest in a singular
way but remained visible throughout the various case studies. Another selection of scenes
from my database of love terms helped yield the second theme of protection, in that the love
of one of the women, for the other, could manifest as a desire to ensure, and confirm, the
wellbeing of the other woman. This protection was not only physical but could be mental and
emotional, too. The final topic of this chapter was a study of the inverse of maedgur love.
Drawing upon saga occasions in which the audience is told of a lack, or low level, of love within
the dyad, | observed a stratification of love and how varying levels of love resulted in differing
treatments of the other dyad member. The examined case studies suggested that a mother’s

love could ultimately affect a daughter’s marital prospects.
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My chapter 2 investigated fedgar relationships, seeking to foreground emotions in the
discussion of how fathers and sons, and similar intergenerational relationships, were
understood to have interacted. In using my database, | uncovered two manners by which love
was expressed within a fedgar dyad. The first theme was drawn from the recurring concept of
men withdrawing to their beds after the death of the other dyad member, whom they loved,
due to a lack of means by which to obtain revenge; | dubbed this sequence of events ‘the bed
of grief’. While not a totally new topic of study, | was able to tease out some new connections
from it by focusing on emotions. Indeed, the overall picture suggested that men were
expected to suppress their emotions regarding the other man’s death, with vengeance being
the acceptable outlet. Consequently, men who could not obtain vengeance, nor process their
emotions, died from the grief. The second topic followed a single fedgar dyad throughout the
saga, so as to chart how the love in their relationship correlates to the acts of reciprocation in
which they engaged. Rather than viewing the reciprocal acts through reason and the
expectations of honour, | looked to the emotions involved. This allowed me to conclude that,
in a fedgar relationship, we can see love impacting the reciprocation of gifts; the more loving
the relationship, the greater the acts of gift-giving and reciprocation.

Chapter 3 was occupied by a single theme as it explored fedgin relationships; this
theme was the bridal negotiation, for it was prolific in my database of love terminology.
Prefacing the case studies, however, was a summarisation of the bridal process, which
revealed there to be a general sense that there was a deep social tension in medieval Iceland
on whether consent should be derived from the father or the daughter. By centring my
discussion of the saga episodes around emotions rather than the transactional aspects of the
bridal negotiation, | uncovered new insights into how the Old Norse conceptualised fedgin
love as part of this issue of consent and how fedgin love factored into the marital process.
Indeed, | was able to explore the dyad from both perspectives, noting how each side
understood there to be love present. From the older man’s side, | reached the conclusion that
he could be construed as loving through his acceptance of excellent suitors. On the other side,
he could be perceived as unloving, by both the female character and audience, for multiple
reasons. This perceived lack of love could manifest through any act that appeared to maximise
his benefits over the woman’s, or excluded her from the process. Considering how these
examples show love within a fedgin dyad, the sagas appear to proffer the idea that that

perhaps consent should be derived from both members of the fedgin pair.
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In Chapter 4, | examined the saga portrayals of maedgin relationships by studying the
dyad in terms of its oft-overlooked emotional content, rather than the usual discussion of
social power. As my database volunteered no immediate themes of madgin love, | instead
selected two scenarios rich in sub-text to create my two topics of study. My first topic was
how a mother’s love could be expressed through her actions to protect her son. The way this
protection manifested in the saga was through the gifting of a sword, from mother to son, so
as to let the son protect himself. Through the consideration of additional texts, | concluded
that, in this case, the mother adopted a role often associated with fathers in her presentation
of a sword to her son. Moving outside of the saga, however, this example may have been an
aggrandised depiction of what occurred within maedgin dyads in medieval Iceland. The second
theme of this chapter was trust. With an opaque description of love being necessary for the
young man to allow the woman to touch him, the study proceeded to explore how masdgin
love could intersect with the older woman being supernatural. Throughout the various
possibilities that could clarify the obscure passage, the recurring idea was that of trust, in that
the woman would not take advantage of him. As a result, | concluded that within a son’s love
for his mother was trust, that is, a trust that she would do him no harm nor abuse him but

would look out for his wellbeing.

Old Norse Studies, Parent-Child Relationships, and Love

The recent boom in exploring Old Norse emotions has been a welcome one, for It has
allowed us to reconsider various aspects of the culture in which the people, and sagas, existed.
Indeed, over the years, much discussion has emerged about the romantic love that the sagas
depict, which has brought revelations as to how this love affected the various parties who had
stakes in such romance, as well as how Continental stories were translated in both language
and emotional content. Nevertheless, what this scholarship on Old Norse love focuses less
upon is the emotional culture and, notably, how love existed within families.

As a result of this gap in scholarship, my database of love terminology in the sagas has
been well-placed in aiding my exploration of the saga depictions of familial relationships, and
how exactly love was understood by the saga contemporaries to manifest in such
relationships. From this new orientation of approaching the sagas, | have also been able to
highlight new and important dimensions to some of the passages, and whole sagas, that we

Old Norse scholars enjoy.
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Due to many of the themes of which | have discussed having emerged from the trends
of my database, the chapters did not mirror one another in their topics. And yet we remain in
a position to draw broad conclusions about Old Norse familial love and how contemporaries
conceptualised it.

One such conclusion is how grief was found to be a component of familial love
between the homosocial dyads — fedgar and madgur. This sorrow over a loved one was
depicted as debilitating, causing individuals to struggle in their daily lives and remain in their
beds. In the cases where this grief was successfully processed, the individuals were able to
recover and continue with their lives; those that could not resolve the grief they felt soon died
from it. While this was visible in both dyads, it was more common in fedgar relationships.
Considering my discussion and the recurrence of this idea, | believe this to be representative
of a concern, in medieval Iceland, over men’s emotional health as most of the case studies
simply state that the man died from his grief, rather than giving any opinions on the matter.
The notable exception is Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar, in which such behaviour is expounded
upon in poetry, and at another time ridiculed, but | believe this to be an illustrative example,
in that it shows the audience how others may perceive it as well as how the grieving individual
experiences it. Therefore, | wonder whether the medieval Icelanders were, overall, concerned
that men could not express their grief over loved ones, and possibly other emotions, in a
healthy capacity.

In addition to this, we have seen the sagas depict grief in another manner, through my
investigation into familial relationships. This way in which grief manifested was through the
bodily swelling of the characters who grieved over a loved one, and this was available to both
men and women. However, the saga examples we have seen differentiate between the cause
of the swelling; the men swell over the loss of the other man in their fedgar dyad, while the
woman swelled over the death of her husband. Of the examples we saw, though, only one of
the men’s swelling scenes garnered comments. The saga, once again, does not take a clear
stance on the topic for it depicts the man in such a way that the audience could perceive him
as being both manly and little-manly for his bodily swelling, suggesting various possible views.
For the woman'’s, and other man’s, scenes, however, the sagas neglect to comment on how
their swelling was regarded; perhaps the other man’s swelling is not clarified in the saga, due
to it being obvious to the contemporary audience. While this source pool is too small to draw

conclusions from, | wonder whether, like the previous point on men’s emotional health, the
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sagas are depicting different behavioural expectations. In other words, perhaps Old Norse
men were expected to hold in their grief, and other socially unacceptable emotions, and not
express them, while women were held to a different standard, perhaps with a dissimilar set
of emotions that they were expected to restrict.

In a similar vein, we have seen that by exploring how love emerged within the family,
there has been an overarching idea that the concept of death was a highly emotional point,
as love becomes especially visible, indicating that it was a major component. This may appear
to be an obvious statement, but it is something that must be said, for previous scholarship has
typically neglected the possibility of emotions being a driving force of action. This work and
the sagas, however, show members of the dyads taking action out of love, when it comes to
death. Indeed, the sagas’ maternal figures have frequently shown a willingness to risk, or go
to, death in their attempts to protect the other women of their respective dyads, and we have
witnessed such figures protect the younger men from harm by providing means of defence,
such as weapons or magical charms. With regards to older men, our case studies only showed
them taking action after the young man’s death had occurred. Their love, thus, manifested in
seeking redress for the deceased young man or, unable to achieve such aims, retreating to
their bed and dying. What can we draw from this, though? One idea that emerges is how the
evidence currently suggests that Old Norse women were generally protective of their beloved
family members. It is unlikely that the saga authors were attempting to be prescriptive, for the
case studies we explored were rarely direct in discussing the women involved; this would
coincide with how women were often left in the background of the sagas. Such a conclusion
prompts the consideration of men. In other words, can we also find men expressing their love
through protection? How much male protection of others can we see, and how does it
compare to women? One possibility, from our pool of evidence, is that the men protected in
another way. What we have seen with the women’s connection to love and death has been a
desire to protect the individual she loves, even at the risk of herself dying. Considering how
we have seen men attempt to seek redress for the other man of the fedgar dyad, and how
loving fathers seek a worthy suitor who will care for their daughters, could this be suggesting
that, for men, love and death intersected in a more abstract manner? Could Old Norse men,
then, have been more preoccupied with a social death, over an actual death?

As this project has explored the interactions between these intergenerational dyads,

some broader themes have emerged. Throughout the case studies that this work has
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examined, a majority of them had the older member of the dyad be the one who was stated
as being loving towards, or acting out of love for, the younger of the pair. While this could be
indicative of how familial loving was predominantly enacted by older people to the younger,
further exploration instead suggests that power dynamics were involved in the enacting of
love. We have already seen this in Chapter 1’s discussion of borgerdr and her poor foster-
mother, Syrpa. Younger than Syrpa, Porgerdr possessed a higher status and position, and was
the one described as loving Syrpa. Furthermore, this is not an act of discrimination from the
saga authors, in that they were indicating how lower-born people had less emotional depth
than the elite families, for the same saga states Syrpa to be loving towards the young
Urdarkottr. Now, Urdarkottr is borgerdr’s son and of high birth, so how does this play into the
idea of love and power being connected? In essence, it does not. At this point in the saga,
Urdarkottr is a foundling who has been declared as Syrpa’s biological son, and has not been
publicly recognised by his actual biological parents. Thus, the saga describes their relationship
as if Urdarkottr were of the same status as Syrpa, permitting Syrpa to be described as loving
the boy. Therefore, a general theme that emerged from my project is that in the familial dyads,
power and status and love were connected.

With this thesis, | have sought to add important, and much-needed, dimensions to the
larger conversation of Old Norse studies. By bringing emotions to the fore, | have been able
to approach well-known spaces with new ideas so as to uncover some elements of medieval
Iceland’s emotional culture. Nevertheless, this work has exposed how much more there
remains to be explored.

Foremost amongst these is the study of women and women'’s relationships. There has
been a recent surge in interest, and scholarship, on Old Norse women, and their various roles
— there remains, however, more to find. For example, while | have stated that the teaching of
handicrafts may have been a mother’s duty to her daughter, what other such duties does an
Old Norse mother have for her children? Therefore, by continuing to use novel approaches,
we can seek to learn more about women'’s lives in medieval Iceland. It is true that the sagas,
overall, prioritise men and masculine ideas but there is still material on women to work with;
as a result of the groundwork and developments the field has seen, | have been able to create
a whole chapter dedicated to homosocial female relationships. That is to say nothing of the
relationships women had with men, outside of marriage and bridal negotiations; there

remains much untapped material that needs to be looked at.
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On a similar note, much of the scholarship on men, and men’s interpersonal
relationships, excludes emotional elements. Indeed, there is much discussion available on
men and honour and violence, with good reason, for the sagas possess a great deal of content
on the topic of men doing violence for the sake of honour. However, there is reason to
prioritise topics other than these, for it can start to become reductive, creating a caricature of
aviolent man obsessed with honour rather than a historical man who lived in medieval Iceland
and took part in its culture. While the Old Norse culture seems to have dictated that men
should not display their grief but instead be active in getting justice, | found men trapped in
scenarios where they cannot attain that justice demanded of them; generally, these men
consequently died. To what extent did the men desire this expectation of claiming justice?
How did they feel about it? Was it at all a burden to them? Various avenues emerge from
thinking about men and emotions in medieval Iceland, and many remain unexplored.

Studies with a focus on the emotional side of the medieval Icelandic peoples, and
families, are currently lacking, and more of them are needed. There can be no doubt about
that now. In my research on the topic, however, questions about the family itself started to
emerge. Scholars have spoken about specific roles men and women may take, such as the
giptingarmadr or the whetter, respectively, but | have not found any extensive scholarship on
the topic of interpersonal roles. By this, | mean the roles which family members were expected
to perform. | have inferred some of these roles from my research into the emotions in the
relationships but there is surely more to be found. Indeed, what of emotional variation in the
fosterage and biological relationships | have been studying? | have been generally focusing on
the emotions that these groups shared but a crucial question that comes afterwards is how
do fosterage relationships differ to biological ones, in terms of emotions rather than power
and status? Throughout my discussions and case studies, | have made allusions and
digressions towards some of these questions, where appropriate, but more extensive study is

sorely needed.

The Staying Power of Emotions?

Throughout this study, | could not help but notice how the emotions that | explored
seemed so understandable and yet so peculiar at the same time. They were both familiar and

unfamiliar. Considering those emotions alongside my discussion on the linguistic relativism of
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emotions, | wonder once again on the universality and, thus, timelessness of emotions. Is it
possible to have and understand the experience of an emotion for which we no longer have a
concept? Are emotions ever lost or are they merely dormant? | briefly mentioned the ‘lost’
emotion of acedia in the Introduction and how Zecher authored an article on how the 2020
pandemic has allowed acedia to be rediscovered. That emotion was heavily tied to a monastic
lifestyle and yet it has become relevant today. My question, then, is ‘how exact a match does
the cultural context have to be for the emotion to be the same emotion’? Are the religious
connotations required for acedia, or is it the isolation and lethargy, or both? It is something
we must consider when thinking about where we stand on the spectrum between emotional
universalism and social constructivism.

Parallel to this, we have seen, for example, parental concern over a daughter’s marital
match. Putting aside the potential for parental profit for now, the match was often expected
to be jafnraedi, or ‘an equal match’, between the possible young couple. This led to parental
oversight, negotiating, and determining the suitors’ suitability for their child. How far can we
map this concept onto our modern world? Arranged marriages still remain in the world, and
there are various matchmaking services that straddle the line between arranged marriage and
self-selected marriage. One may imagine it is easier to apply this Old Norse concept of equality
to those types of marriage rather than the purely self-selected ones. However, even in self-
selected marriages one can find these questions of suitability and worthiness from the kinship
group. They can just emerge in different ways: “Can they support you?”; “Do they make you
happy?”; “Are they right for you?”; “Are you sure?”. How far was the concept of jafnraedi a
result of parental concern and how far was it a result of the honour system? Can these
elements even be separated?

Can we ever share the emotional experience of someone from the past? It sounds like
a simple question. To say that we cannot do so would suggest that there is something
intrinsically different between peoples of the past and ourselves, a gap that cannot be bridged.
To say that we can share in it may suggest that we are underestimating the differences in
culture and life experiences. Where should we strike the balance? Such questions may not be
necessary to conduct a historical investigation into past emotions, but they certainly influence

how we approach it.
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Concluding Thoughts

The history of Old Norse emotions is a new field of study, teeming with valuable
opportunities waiting to be explored. The growing amount of scholarship on the topic only
illustrates the spread of excitement felt by scholars. As a result of this worthwhile cause, we
are able to shine new light on passages, and sagas, that have been studied countless times as
well as return to those passages and episodes that have been skipped with revitalised eyes.
Furthermore, in crafting and developing our ideas and methodologies so as to grapple with
Old Norse emotions, we can then benefit those disciplines from which we have drawn. Just as

the history of emotions will benefit from Old Norse studies, Old Norse studies will be advanced

by the history of emotions.
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