





IN NJALS SAGA

her moral rigout, but the benign simplification of her personality
when faced with death.

We are invited to see more deeply into Bergpdra’s concept of
wifehood than this calm contract of death. Njall has a natural
son by another woman; the young man is often with his half-
brothers. One evening he is found killed, with sixteen wounds.
His mother, Hrédny, will not believe that he is dead, since the
head is not off: ‘Njill will heal greater wounds,” she says, her
mind seeming to wander. She carts the body to Njill’s sheep-byre
at night, knocks at the house-door, brushes past the man who
opens for her—snarar pegar inn hjé honum—without greeting him
and goes straight to Njill’s bed. She asks whether he is awake.
He answers patiently, with a touch of humour, that he was
asleep until this moment, but now he is awake—'but why have
you come here so early?” (It is clear that he knows her propensity
for melodrama.t) She quickly dispels any tone of frivolity by her
unexpected and peremptory words: ‘Get up from your cushions
away from my co-wife—statt pit upp 6r binginum frd elju minni,
and go outside with me, and she shall go too, and your sons.”
She maintains the fiction that her son is alive, but Njall sees that
he is dead—Daudamdrk sé ek & honum, en engi lifsmérk—but why
has she not performed the last rites and closed the nostrils of the
corpse? ‘I meant that for Skarphedinn,’ she says. We see now
the deliberate fantasy behind her actions. She pretends she thinks
her son is not dead: that is her excuse for taking him for healing
to Njall in the night. The image of her past association with
Nj4ll dominates her mind as she rouses him from his bed beside

Nec hunc, necis sensura poenas, deseram,
quem dignum Venere constitui mea,
qui prima nostri carpsit oris oscula
et floris teneri primitias tulit.
Nullum puto votum futurum certius,
si quid feminea vox fidei gerit.

1 The saga-writer maintains this characterization of Hré8ny in the scene when
she goes to persuade her brother not to join with Flosi against Njill (chapter 124).
She does not return his greeting, makes him go outside to talk with her, grasps hold
of him as they sit down together—sidan preif hon til hans, ok settusk pau nidr. She has
the torn and bloody cap of her son and Njill’s in her purse to show to her brother
and enforce her request.
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Bergpéra—though all of them are aged now. Now, when she
comes to tell him that the child he had by her is dead, she reverses
the roles: she is the wife who claims priority in the husband, the
other is the concubine in the lovers’ bed. The word she uses for
bed, bing, is poetical (in verses attributed to Kormakr and Bjdrn
Breidvikingakappi it is used by the lover of his beloved’s bed)
and the term she applies so possessively and ironically to Bergpéra,
elja, though used in the Norse paraphrase of the Bible to denote
legitimate wives in the polygamous society of the Old Testament,
was probably (the evidence is scanty) used in Norse society itself
only of the concubine, like the term arinelja, ‘co-wife of the
hearth’, in the old Norwegian laws. No doubt this is Hré8ny’s
meaning here. Bergbéra shows no resentment at Hrédny’s
behaviour; she understands it and is deeply moved by it and
reacts in sympathy with the violence characteristic of her nature.
When Hrédny asks Skarphedinn most solemnly to avenge his
half-brother, though he was not born in wedlock—pd at hann sé
eigi skilgetinn—Bergp6ra breaks in before he can reply, turning with
a strange roughness upon her sons (a roughness that perhaps the
author means to be a reflection of the upheaval in her own heart,
as she perceives the derangement in Hrédny): “Your behaviour is
astounding—undarliga er yor farit. You kill when small cause
compels you, but stay digesting this and stewing it in your minds
till nothing comes of it—en meltid slikt ok sjédid fyrir yor, svéd at
ekki verdr af.” And she urges them to kill in vengeance as Hrédny
asks, before the peace-makers come. She identifies herself with
the obligations Njall has to Hr4dny, but also with the feelings
of the other woman. Though Bergpéra scorns Hallgerdr, she has
respect, at once austere and emotional, for her husband’s former
mistress.

The saga-author has also given us the picture of a wife who
resents her husband’s interest in another woman. At Gunnarr’s
own marriage feast another marriage breaks out. Priinn cannot
take his eyes off the fourteen-year-old Porgerdr, Hallgerdr’s
daughter—hann var starsynn 4 Dorgerdi. She has her mother’s
beauty—var hon kvenna fridust. Priinn has a harsh-natured wife
whom he does not love much—hann unni henni litit. She is a
poetess, with a diabolical tongue—hon var ordgifr mikit—which
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she frequently used to satirize others—ok fdr med flimtan. As she
helps Berghpéra to serve at the wedding feast, she sees her husband’s
dazzled gaze; she grows angry and mocks him in a verse for his
staring:

Those feelings are not fine—

there is a leer in your looks,—Priinn

—with a snappish tone of rebuke calling out his name after her
verse.! She sees with asperity the sexual admiration that does not
go out to her roused by another. She is the image of the older,
dry-witted wife, neither loved nor lovable, sourly mocking what
she no longer possesses, but with no intention of relinquishing
her hold. Stung beyond bearing by her taunt and the publicity
of it, bréinn leaps from the table and names witnesses to his
divorce. ‘T will not have her sarcasms and her words of malice
flung over me—uvil ek eigi hafa flimtan hennar né faryrdi yfir mér,’
and he insists that she be dismissed from the wedding. When the
drink flows again, Priinn asks for Porgerdr as his wife. ‘It seems
to me only a short time since you parted with the wife you had
before,” her grandfather replies in some bewilderment, but in
the end consent is given. With deliberate economy the saga-author
has set this climax of dislike in one marriage within the inaugu-
rating celebration of another.

After Gunnarr’s death, what happens to Hallgerdr? The last
we are shown of her is exchanging insults with Skarphedinn.
Like his mother, he sees Hallgerdr as a2 woman of no importance,
whose words are not worth hearing, because she is either ‘an old
crone in a corner—hornkerling’ (he throws back at her the term
she herself used on the memorable occasion of his mother’s first
insult) ‘or a whore—p#ita’. Then she is living with her daughter
and Préinn, and with Priinn is Hrappr, and some people said
that she and Hrappr were on very friendly terms—vingott veri
med peim Hallgerdi—and that he had seduced her—ok hann fifldi
hana, but others said it was not so—sumir maltu pvi { méti. What

1 The verse reads Era gapriplar gédir, ggr er Pér { augum (with manuscript variants
of gapriplar gé3ir). The first sentence has not been interpreted with certainty, but
words with the stem ripp- suggest that the term gapriplar may refer to the man’s
state of erotic excitement (see Islenzk Fornrit, x11, 89, note to the verse).
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are we shown of Hrappr, this possible lover of Hallgerdr? In some
respects he bears a striking resemblance to her fosterfather
Pj6stélfr. He has the same genius for disturbing the peace of a
household: of both men it is said, when they stay in other men’s
homes, hann pétti par éllu spilla. And he has the same speed and
dexterity in killing the men he provokes. But Hrappr is more
sprightly, more versatile, more modern than Pjéstélfr, and
certainly suffers no sexual frustration. He lives by his impudent
wits. He comes to Norway and cheeks his way to a seat in the
hall of the famous nobleman, Gudbrandr of Dalir. At first people
find him amusing, but after a while many feel his talk is too bold
—mdérgum pétti ofkerski. He got into conversation with Gudbrandr’s
daughter, and many people said he was trying to seduce her—
margir t6ludu at hann myndi fifla hana. Eventually her father has
her accompanied everywhere by his steward. Once she said she
wished to go gathering nuts—at fara d hnotskdg at skemta sér—
and out she went into the woods with the steward in attendance.
Hrappr meets her and leads her off, and the steward finds them
lying together in the bushes. He leaps at them with his axe and
aims at Hrappr’s leg. Hrappr whirls out of the way, grasps his
own axe and cuts the steward’s back in two as he turns to run.
‘Now,’ the girl says, ‘you will not be able to stay any longer
with my father because of what you have done. And yet there is
one thing he will be even less pleased about, because I am expecting
a child.” Promptly Hrappr shoulders this situation: ‘He shall not
learn this from anyone but me—eigi skal hann petta af 60rum frétta—
and I shall return home and tell him both pieces of news.” “Then
you will never get away alive,” says the girl. “That shall be risked,’
he replies. Here the saga-author has depicted a couple of lovers
well matched in cool bravado, the man living up to the boldness
of his tongue by the dare-devil frankness of his actions, the girl
his adventurous, unrecriminating pattner, following her own will
as much as his. With unhurried courtesy he leads his pregnant
sweetheart into the care of some women before he goes to
confront her father—fylgir hann henni til kvenna annarra, en hann
fér heim.

Before a tiny audience—there were few men in the hall—
Hrappr plays the scene with Gudbrandr for laughs. When asked
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why his axe is blood-stained, he says he was helping to ease the
steward’s lumbago. ‘You must have killed him then,’ says
Guobrandr. “What was his misdeed?” “You would not think it
much of a misdeed,” answers Hrappr, ‘he wanted to cut my leg
off.” “What had you done to occasion that?’ ‘Something that was
no business of his,” Hrappr replies primly. ‘But you can say
what it was.” ‘I you wish to know, I was lying with your daughter
and he did not like it.” ‘Stand up and seize him,” Gudbrandr
bellows to the few men around him in the hall. ‘He’s got to be
killed.” “You are not letting me benefit much from the fact that
I have married into the family—alllitt letr pit mik njéta mégsemdar.
But you don’t have those handpicked men you need to carry
out that order in a trice,” and Hrappr skips out of the hall and
escapes to the forest. In the forest he comes upon a lonely house
and a man outside chopping wood. Why is this man in the forest,
remote from other people? He has abducted a woman, he tells
Hrappr, and she lives with him now, and only here in the depths
of the forest can he escape pursuit. Hrappr blackmails the man
into harbouring him—"if you don’t, I'll tell of your hiding-place’
—and then spends his time roaming—hann var forull mjok ok var
aldri heima. Always at night he visited Gudbrandr’s daughter.
There were always guards out for him, but they never caught him.

Why has the author of Njdls Saga given us these sharply
focussed incidents of Hrappr’s seduction and the detail of the man
who had exiled himself in the forest to live with the woman he
had abducted? These tales are not history. They can only be
fictions employed by the author to catch for us two more facets
of the bond that there can be between men and women. The
man who may be Hallgerdr’s lover is not casually drawn: he is
given qualities which might make Hallgerdr class him as ‘a real
man’—outrageous impudence that can raise many a laugh,
iconoclastic fearlessness (he pillages and burns the heathen temple
of Earl Hikon; other sources tell us that King Olifr Tryggvason
did this, but in Njéls Saga it is Hrappr), and the pleasing audacity
of a lover who places more value on his sexual adventures than
on his life. We saw how the sober-sided Gunnarr disappointed
his wife at Bergpé6ra’s feast. The tension of living with her during
the feud that follows makes him disapproving, humourless, stern
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—uver pi del, medan ek em heiman—and unrelenting in coldness
after their quarrels—var pd Gunnarr lengi fir vid hana, until she
is the first to give in—par til er hon lét til vid hann. So far is he from
being her idea of a real man that in her temper she says he is
as much of a chicken-hearted woman as Njéll—hvdrrtveggi er
blaudri—as he dutifully pays Njill compensation for all the men
she has had killed. No one could call Hrappr blaudr: self-assertion
and danger are the spice of his life. But he is a trickster hero from
a fabliau world, of a lower moral—and social—order than the
epic Gunnarr: Hrappr infuriates great men by his irreverence,
Gunnarr rouses animosity in little men by his dignity. And yet,
though the two men are shown to be the reverse of each other
in many ways, in the saga it is only Hrappr and Gunnarr who
express remorse for killing men. Almost as if he were beginning
to see the justice of Hallgerdr’s criticisms, Gunnarr asks his brother,
when they have just killed eight men: ‘How do I know whether
I am less manly—dvaskari madr—than other men, because I feel
it more repellent to kill men than they do—mér pykkir meira fyrir
en 6drum monnum at vega menn? At the killing of Priinn on the
frozen Markarfljét, Hrappr sees his own hand and the axe it
held fall on the ice and he congratulates Helgi Njalsson on maiming
him: “This is a most necessary work that you have done, because
this hand brought many men harm and death.” He is as much
sickened by the memory of his skill in slaying as Gunnarr, who
feels in his moment of victory—Hart ridr pit nik, frendi—no better
than the coarse braggarts who had ridden him down—Hoart
1i0id pér, sveinar!

Hrappr and Gunnarr have no narrative connection with each
other: Gunnarr is dead before we hear anything of Hrappr.
Only their relationship with Hallgerdr is intended to bring the
two men together in our minds. It would have been sufficient for
the coherence of events in the saga if we had been told no more
about Hrappr than that he had offended Earl Hékon by burning ’
his temple down, for this is the chief cause of the quarrel between

1] am indebted to Susan Blackall for pointing out to me how frequently Hallgerdr
refers challengingly to masculinity (as also when she attempts to screen her theft of
food: ‘It is not for men to concern themselves with the preparing of meals—er pat
ekki karla at annask um matreidu.’).
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the Njélssons and Priinn, leading to the killing of Priinn, the
fostering of his little son by Nj4ll, and so ultimately to the burning
at Bergp6rshvill. But the narrative thread is not all that matters
to_this saga-writer. Were he concerned only to build a logical
sequence of happenings, he would not have introduced the
abductor in the forest—whom he does not even allow to perform
the narrative function of harbouring Hrappr—hann var aldri
heima. The behaviour of Hrappr in Norway that is not relevant
to briinn’s fate and the burning of Nj4ll is designed to be relevant
to Hallgerdr. Skarphedinn calls her piita, and the saga-author too
could have dismissed her as one of Cressid’s kind. But he does
not. Some gossiping people said she had taken Hrappr as her
lover, others said this was not true. The author brushes aside the
truth of this matter as unimportant by refusing to decide for us
what it was, and instead opens for us the fictional labyrinths of
amatory adventure—light hazelwoods and impregnable forests—
to depict the kind of lover—debased but valorous—who might
have seduced Gunnarr’s widow. Hrappr, like the girl with thief’s
eyes, was ‘very mixed’. The tracery of the author’s imaginative
structure is delicate, but it is clear that he intends us to see it.

I called this paper ‘The role of sexual themes in Njdls Saga’
because, by their variety and rarity, these themes show themselves
to be the saga-writer’s deliberately chosen medium for deepening
the shallow image of human society in his native narrative tradi-
tion. The wealth of sexual themes represents his impatience with
the monotony of the subject-matter that was commonly thought
appropriate for the family sagas, and with the rigidity of the
conventional motivations of action. He does not discard the form
of the native saga—he is not discontented with that—but he makes
new growth spring from the old structures. For example, instead
of the familiar sexual motivation for enmity and killing in the
carlier sagas—the rivalry of two men over a woman—the author
of Njdls Saga offers us a less predictable range of sexually based
reasons for slaughter: marital dissatisfaction, conflicting ideals of
wifehood, a fosterfather’s possessiveness. Again, for his chronicle
of Gunnarr, he follows the episodic tradition of earlier sagas that
trace the life of a hero, in which one series of disputes is brought
to a close, before the next springs from a fresh source. But to
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sharpen the realism of his tale, and keep before our minds the
atmosphere of sexual challenge in which so many of his themes
are rooted, the author of Njdls Saga invents a sexual stimulus for
the new outbreak of enmity against Gunnarr. After the victorious
end of his first series of contests, all is peaceful, until some neigh-
bouring braggarts boast of their fighting-stallion: no one dares
to match it. A woman mockingly cuts in on their boasting. She
knows a man who would dare—Gunnarr of Hlidarendi: he has a
good stallion. “You women think no one can be his equal—svd
bykkir ydr konum, sem engi muni vera hans maki,’ the braggarts
complain, ‘but though he’s got the better of others, it’s not so
certain he will get the better of us.” “You won’t get within an
inch of him,” the woman retorts, and a fierce argument follows.
Envious male aggression now turns against Gunnarr, to undermine
the hero-worship of the women. Rivalry at horse-fights is a
common device for reviving feuds in the sagas, but I do not think
it is elsewhere provoked by the wager of a female admirer.

Another common spur to hatred and killing in the earlier sagas
is sexual insult, sometimes a simple mockery for womanishness,
sometimes a more virulent attack on the man, crudely guying
him as the passive partner in a homosexual pair, as in Bjarnar
Saga Hitdelakappa. Such extreme denigration the author of
Njdls Saga uses for Skarphedinn’s jibe at Flosi, as he flings him
the black knickers, but he also displays, in the course of the
narrative, several variants of the mockery of defective masculinity,
making each instance double-edged with irony. Though beardless
as a woman, the patriarch Njll has two wives, and sons by both
of them; over-stimulated virility makes Hrétr an ineffectual
husband; and Gunnarr begins to question his own manliness,
because he loathed killing the men who had mocked him as
unmanly—who spread the rumour that he had cried at a little
injury: ‘You would have said, if it had been a low-born fellow,
that he had actually cried—pat myndi malt, ef dtiginn madr veri,
at grétit hefoi!’

The author of Njdls Saga saw that the realistic conventions of
the native saga allowed for the narrative interplay of a multiplicity
of private feelings—if anyone had the wit to depict them—and
that he did not need to alter the traditional style in order to
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mobilize this diversity. He worked, as did his predecessors in the
family saga, by focussing attention on action and utterance,
without introspection, conveying insight into the mind through
external detail. He differs from his predecessors only in the quantity
and the nature of the details he elects to give, and such is his
dramatic virtuosity and power of concentrated expression that
behind every chosen detail he conveys a full version of the reality
he has imagined. For his creation of a deeper image of the society
of the sagas, he has drawn ideas from every genre of story-telling
—romance, fabliau, folktale—available to him. Their themes
coalesce effortlessly, it would seem, in his writing. Sometimes
we can trace the paths of his invention: the old wife stepping into
the flames is like Signy, but with a difference; trolls can come
down from their mountains to seduce young girls, as B4rdr
Snefellsiss came down from Snzfell to seduce Pérdis Skegg-
jadéttir'—perhaps one comes down from Svinafell for Flosi?
But I know of no model for the touching mixture that is Hallgerdr,
so skilful is the author in making the natural and the stereotype
interact. By the force of his ironic imagination and his command
of old and new literary structures, he has shown us the sensational
life within the World-Serpent body.

1 See Bdrdar Saga Sncfellsdss, ed. Gudbrandur Vigfiisson (1860), p. 24. ‘Troll’ is,
of course, an inadequate translation of dss.
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