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The Illicit Love Visit: 
An Archaeology of Old Norse Sexuality 

JENNY JOCHENS 
Department of History 
Towson State University 

S EXUALITY IS perhaps that sphere where Christianity has most pro- 
foundly influenced human behavior. In all areas of the world where it held 
sway, Christian thinking imposed itself on every aspect of sexual life, from 
regulations of marriage to proper coital positions.l Originally without a 
filll program of its own, the new religion slowly formulated its sexual and 
marital policies by simultaneously adopting and rejecting ideas from its 
host cultures, Judaic, Greco-Roman, and Germanic.2 Viewing sexuality 
with profound suspicion, churchmen eventually demanded celibacy for 
their officials and formulated a strategy for the laity that domesticated the 
human sexual drive within marriage by defining this bond as an indissolu- 
ble sacrament instituted for procreation, into which a man and a woman 
entered voluntarily, promising each other fidelity for life and thus excluding 
all other sexual contacts.3 Fully developed by the middle ofthe twelfth cen- 

A shorter version of this article was read at the annual meeting of the Society for the Ad- 
vancement of Scandinavian Study, Madison, WI, May 1990. Support from Towson State 
University in the form of assigned time and a travel grant is gratefillly acknowledged. I want to 
thank FranWois-Xavier t)illmann, Paris, and the anonymous readers from Jourwal of the History 
of Sexuality for their valuable criticism and suggestions. 

liames A. Brundage, Law, Senc, and Christian Society in Medieval Europe (Chicago, 1987), 
pp. 10-175. 

2Michel Foucault, The History of Sencuality, trans. Robert Hurley (New York, 1986), vols. 
2, 3; Peter Brown, The:Body and Society: Men, Women, and Sexual Renunciation inEarly Chr- 
tianity (New York, 1988); Elaine Pagels, Adam, Eve, and the Serpent (New York, 1988); 
Suzanne Fonay Wemple, Women in Frankish Society: Marriage and the Cloister, 500-900 
(Philadelphia, 1981), pp. 10-15. 

3Jean Gaudemet, Le mariage en Occident (Paris, 1987), pp. 23-107; Hans Zeimentz, Ehe 
nach derLehre derFrubscholastik (Dusseldorf, 1973); Georges Duby, TheKni,ght, theLady, and 
thePriest: TheMakinB of ModernMamage inMedieval France, trans. Barbara Bray (New York, 
1983). 
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tury, the implementation of this program obviously encountered local 
resistance according to its variance with previous sexual mores and the sud- 
denness with which it was introduced into a new region. 

In societies without a native literary tradition, such as the Germanic 
world, pre-Christian sexual behavior will in most cases remain elusive. 
Since churchmen simultaneously introduced both a new religion and a 
new medium of writing, the former undoubtedly informed the latter re- 
gardless of subject matter, in the present case constructing a picture of 
pagan sexuality mediated through a Christian optic. The Norse corner of 
the Germanic world, however, standing at the outermost limit of the geo- 
graphic and chronological expansion of Christianity, offers a special case 
worth filrther investigation. Arriving in the north with its sexual and mar- 
ital program almost fully developed at least half a millennium later than in 
the rest of Europe, churchmen encountered sharper confrontations with 
native culture here than on the European continent where Germanic and 
Christian traditions had been in contact for centuries. As a consequence, 
Old Norse sources afford abundant illustrations ofthe near-impossible task 
of imposing Christian sexual morality on a recalcitrant population. Is it also 
possible, therefore, to bring into focus the latent image of pre-Christian or 
pagan sexuality from this evidence? It seems apparent that those features 
against which churchmen fought most vigorously or which they accepted 
with reluctance, traits such as extensive concubinage and easy divorce, can 
be hardly less than still vital remnants of pagan sexual deportment. Beyond 
traits such as these, however, it is also feasible to enlarge the picture of 
pagan sexuality from this evidence or, at least, to ascertain subtle shifts of 
sexual behavior within the Christian epoch. 

SOURCES AND ISSUES 

Viewed from the standpoint of marriage and sexuality, the Old Norse 
sources fall into three distinct groups.4 In the middle are the laws, origi- 
nally formulated during paganism, but written down and modified in 
Christian times.5 As among other Germanic tribes, the laws describe mar- 

4Einar Ol. Sveinsson, TheA,ge af the Sturlungs: Icelandic Civilizatrwn in the Thirteenth Cen- 
tury, trans. Johann S. Hannesson, Islandica, 36 (Ithaca, NY, 1953); Jenny M. Jochens, C'The 
Church and Sexuality in Medieval Iceland,"Journal of Medieval H«tory 6 (1980): 377-92, 
and "The Medieval Iceland Heroine: Fact or Fiction?" Viator 17 ( 1986): 35-50, reprinted in 
Sqgas ftheIcelandets, ed. John Tucker (New York, 1989), pp. 99-125. 

5The Icelandic Grwas is published by Vilhjalmur Finsen: Graas, vols. la and lb 
(Copenhagen, 1852), vol. 2 (Copenhagen, 1879), and vol. 3 (Copenhagen, 1883); all three 
volumes reprinted (Odense, 1974) (henceforth abbreviated Gsg). Citations for quotations 
Som this and other Old Norse sources are generally given in the text. For edition inforrnation 
on the other Old Norse sources, see nn. 8, 10, 55, 72, 76, and 82. Pages 1-217 of G<g la have 
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riage as a commercial contract arranged by two men, most often the groom 
himself and the marzeur of the woman, who herself, however, played no 
role in the negotiations. Through the exchange of a woman (from one fam- 
ily) and property (from both families) pagan society regulated human 
production and reproduction, transferring property to the next genera- 
tion, children born in legitimate union between the man and his wife. The 
Christian notion that the woman must consent to this arrangement appears 
only in the so-called Christian-law sections, later added to the Norwegian 
and Icelandic laws, but this novel condition was attenuated by penalties 
against women who married contrary to the advice of their male kin.6 A1- 
though pagan society thus had brought sexuality under control through 
legal marriage that directed a man's sexual energy into one accepted chan- 
nel, that of his legally acquired wife, the laws also adrnit that these regula- 
tions did not fillly control male sexuality. Men's sexual violence against 
women and its consequences emerge as serious social issues in the legal 
texts. Whereas the Icelandic Gragas does countenance a woman accepting a 
man's advances, the more frequent reference is that of a man using violence 
and rape against a woman or gaining access to the woman's quarters by 
using female disguise.7 The law inflicts severe punishments on males who 
commit such crimes and differentiates penalties for stealing kisses, sleep- 
ing with, and impregnating women on whom they have no sexual rights 
(G<g [lb:47; 2:176]). In other words, as in most societies the law is con- 
scious of a discrepancy between the desired norms and actual social behav- 
ior. The text does not, however, construe sexual crimes as affecting the 
women as individuals but, rather, their families who controlled their sexual 
and reproductive capabilities. Furthermore, by not distinguishing married 
from unmarried women, the law takes marriage less seriously than later 
Christian doctrine, which considered it as a sacrament. Thus, the legal 
model, as well as its infractions, fits well within the confines of paganism. 

been translated in Andrew Dennis, Peter Foote, and Richard Perkins, trans., Laws of EarlyIce- 
land: GraUgas (Winnipeg, 1980). The Norwegian laws are found in R. Keyser and P. A. Munch, 
eds., Norgesgamle love, S vols. (Christiania, 1846-95); the English translation of some of 
these can be found in Laurence M. Larson, The Earliest Norwegian Laws Bein,g the Gutathing 
Law and theFrostathin,gLaw (New York, 1935). On the problematic value of Germanic laws as 
sources for paganism, see Elsa Sjoholm, Gesetze alsQuellen mittelalterlicher Geschichte desNor- 
dens (Stockholm, 1976), pp. 53-85, and Sveri,ges medeltidsla,gar: Europeisk rattstradition i 
politisk omvandlincg (Lurld, 1988). To my knowledge nobody has yet suggested applying her 
ideas from the Swedish laws to the Icelandic and Norwegian texts. See also Clausdieter 
Schott, "Der Stand der Leges-Forschung," Friwhmittelalterliche Forschungen 13 (1979): 29- 
55. 

6Jenny Jochens, "Consent in Marriage: Old Norse Law, Life, and Literature," 
Scandinarian Studies 58 (1986): 142-76. 

7The text rules in the case when a man would "fell" or "strike down" ( fellirser, Gg [lb:47]) 
a woman in order to have intercourse with her. 
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This picture of a society troubled by frequent discrepancies between de- 
sired and actual sexual behavior is also found in the second group of 
sources, the so-called contemporary sagas, that portray Christian society in 
Iceland and Norway during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.8 Mar- 
riages were still established through private contracts between men who 
often sealed political reconciliations between formerly feuding parties in 
this way. It is important to notice that these sources rarely mention violence 
against women, but they do rcveal a society that disregarded the Christian 
demands of monogamy and marital fidelity. Consisting of open con- 
cubinage and multiple sexual partners and involving both laity and clergy, 
such conduct would be considered unacceptable in Christian society. This 
deportment did indeed produce violence among men later, but apparently 
not during the initial sexual encounters to which women seern to have ac- 
quiesced. On the whole the narrative accounts simply record the behavior, 
limiting overt criticism to the ecclesiastical legislation.9 

These two types of sources offer usable historical evidence for the Chris- 
tian society of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Because their common 
features of contractual marriage and multiple sexual partners are at variance 
with the Christian program of marriage and sexuality, they also permit the 
interpretation that these traits are remnants of an earlier pagan sexuality in 
the north. 

The interpretative problems become more complicated in the third and 
final group of sources, the so-called family sagas, the most famous of the 
Old Norse literary evidence. Written during the thirteenth century, they 
seek to depict the pagan society of Norway and Iceland from the ninth 
through the eleventh centuries, including, therefore, the conversion to 
Christianity. 10 How do these narratives accord with the traits of pagan sex- 
uality suggested by the sources describing Christian society? The family 
sagas concur in the almost total absence of violence against women found 
in the contemporary sagas. They also agree with both the sagas and the 

8They include the massive collection known as Sturlunflasa,ga) the episcopal sagas, and the 
contemporary kings' sagas treating Norvvegian royalty. For the purposes of this article, the 
most important ones are the two first (StrlunBa sa,ga) ed. Jon Johannesson et al., 2 vols. 
[Reykjavik, 1946];BiskgpasoBur, 2vols. [Copenhagen, 1858-78]). 

9See Jochens, "The Church and Sexuality in Medieval Iceland." 
l°The standard edition is the series Islenzk fornrit (henceforth IF) (Reykjavik, 1933-). A 

few sagas not found in this collection are cited from the series Snd til udgivelse af gam- 
mel nordisk litteratur (henceforth SUGNL). Citations are most often given in the text. When 
there is no indication, the IF edition has been used. In order to facilitate the location of pas- 
sages in translations, references are given to volume, chapter, and page. Most sagas can be 
fourld in English translations (see Donald K. Fry, Norse Sa,gas Translated intoEnBlish:A Bibli- 
osgraphy [New York, 19801). The new religion was accepted peacefilly by the Althing in 
Iceland in 1000 (or 999) and imposed by royal force in Norway during the late tenth and earl 
eleventh centuries. 
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laws in viewing marriage as a commercial contract involving the exchange 
of a woman and property, but, in addition, they reveal that the woman's 
guardian occasionally asked for her consent, a-notion normally associated 
with Christianity. Even more surprising is the near total absence of prob- 
lems posed by uncontrolled male sexuality. In some thirty-five extant family 
sagas extramarital sexual activity can be demonstrated through only a 
handfill of mistresses and informal marriages, a few casual sexual encoun- 
ters, and about a dozen illegitimate children among literally hundreds of 
seemingly faithfill and stable couples. Such behavior, furthermore7 is lim- 
ited to periods when travel, death, or other calamities have interrupted 
normal married life. Thus, in Eyrby,j} sq, after Porsteinn's drowning, 
his wife Pora continues to run the firm with a hired man to help with the 
work; without marrying, they have a son, Mar, who plays a prominent role 
in the next generation (4.11.19).1l The family sagas convey) therefore, the 
impression that men were content with one sexual partner at a time, living 
most often in legal marriage. 12 Considering that the men were often absent 
on extended trips within Iceland and abroad, this sexual restraint is all the 
more remarkable.l3 

Briefly stated, while the contractual marriage is the norm in all three 
groups of sources, the family sagas generally keep silent on problems of 
multiple sexual partners and violence against women; the laws admit the 
existence of both problems; and the contemporary sagas are particularly 
voluble on the first issue and silent on the second. By reading the family 
sagas and the contemporary sagas as a continuous narrative of Nordic sexu- 
ality from pagan through Christian times, therefore, the reader might 

1 lThe most famous of the few extramarital affairs involves the beautifill slave Melkorka in 
Laxdta sasgoD whom HQskuldr buys on a trip to Norway and who becomes the mother of his 
favorite son Olafr pai. The author prepares the reader by saying that HQskllldr and his wife get 
on well together "but were usually rather reserved with one another" (5.9.18). He goes out of 
his way, however, to explain that when HQskuldr returns and has installed Melkorka in his 
household "he slept with his wife every night and had nothing to do with his concubine" 
(5.13.26-27). Even the dignified Njall in the saga of his name had a mistress who had given 
him an illegitimate son (taxn,getinn, literally, conceived in hiding), named HQskuldr after her 
father (12.25.71); she no longer lives with:Njall, but their son is about the same age as his 
other children. As a rare exception torgrimr in Vatnsdclg sa,ga has both a wife and a mistress 
(8.37.97). 

l2The comment about BjQrn in Droplaugaxsona sa,ga that he is married but "was not con- 
tent with his wife aloner' (hlitti to ei,gi tein einaisaman [11.6.151]) is unique. 

l3Among the family sagas only Grettis saf a takes seriously the sexual problems of the sin- 
gle, roaming male, by incorporating four episodes in which are described the hero's encounter 
with women, including the wife of another man, the daughters of a giant, a widow, and a 
servant girl (7.17.51-53, 61.200, 67.219, 75.238-41). On Grettir's filrther sexual exploits 
described in the poem GrettiNfuersl erased in the manuscript before the end of the sixteenth 
century but restored through modern technology, see Olafur Halldorsson, C'Grettisicersla," 
Opuscula 1, BibliothecaArnamagnazana, 20 (1960), pp. 49-77. 
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conclude that the earlier pagan Icelanders controlled their sexuality with 
greater discipline than their Christian descendants. Such an observation 
would contrast sharply with the progression from chaotic to more or- 
derly conditions theorized for the Continental tribes by German scholars 
who have attempted to demonstrate a development in the normal form of 
marriage from Raubehe, marriage by capture, to Kaufshe, marriage by 
purchase. 14 

The chief problem is how to evaluate evidence from the family sagas. 
Written during the thirteenth century, must they be seen as constructions 
reflective of their authors' age, or do they convey trustworthy evidence of 
the pagan era through oral tradition? The applicability of the Old Norse 
sources to the study of paganism has always been problematic. 15 For Ger- 
man scholars of the nineteenth century these sources provided materials 
for the construction of a pan-Germanic pagan past throughout north- 
western Europe. The so-called Icelandic school, which produced the most 
important saga scholarship of this century, has narrowed the sagas' geo- 
graphic and chronological scope. These Icelandic scholars interpret the Old 
Norse sources as literary products exclusive to the Icelandic twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries, thus denying their applicability to the larger Ger- 
manic and pagan world on the Continent, although allowing unspecified 
validity for the authors' own culture and society. 

Outside Iceland, however, scholars have begun to read Old Norse liter- 
ature in a way that can best be described as rehistoricization, or-in literary 
terms labeled as "New Historicism." Anchoring the family sagas in their 
period of composition, the thirteenth century, but without confronting 
their pagan setting, Preben Meulengracht S0rensen, for example, lays im- 
portance on the contemporary Christian audience who, as producers and 

14K. Kostler, "Raub-, Kauf-, und Friedelehe bei den Germanen," Zeitschnft der Savi,gny- 
StiftungfiiilrRechts,geschzhte;,gersn.Abt. 63 (1943): 92-136; Noel Senn, Le contratde vente de 
lgfemme en droit matrimoniale,germanique (Portentruy, 1946); S. Kalifa, "Singularites matri- 
moniales chez les anciens germains: Le rapt et le droit de la femme a disposer d'elle-meme," 
Reoue histonque de droitfranfais et etrax,ger 48 ( 1970): 199-225; Peter Buchholz, "Die Ehe in 
germanischen Literaturdenkmalern," in hisII matrimonio nellasocieta altomedievalen Settimane 
di Studio del Centro Italiano di Studi sull'Alto Medioevo, 24 (Spoleto, 1974), pp. 887- 
900; Sjoholm, Gesetze als Quellen mittelalterlicher Geschichte des Nordens (n. 5 above), 
pp. 53-85. 

15For the most recent discussion of the problem and application of the new theories, see 
Theodore M. Andersson and William Ian Miller, Law and Literature in Medieval Iceland 
(Stanford, CA, 1989), pp. vii-xiv, 1-118. For a historiography ofthe family sagas, see The- 
odore M. Andersson, The Problem efIcelandic Saga Origins:A Historical Survey (New Haven, 
CI, 1964); and Carol J. Clover, "Icelandic Farnily Sagas (IslendingasoBur)," in Old Notse- 
Icelandic Literature: A Critical Guide, ed. Carol J. Clover and John Lindow, Islandica, 45 
(Ithaca, NY, 1985), pp. 239-315. 
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consumers of the evolving manuscript tradition, found these pagan stories 
meaningfill in written and oral form.l6 In an analogous manner, an- 
thropologists and legal historians under the influence of structuralismhave 
begun to explore similarities between Icelandic society, whether pagan or 
Christian, and tribal societies elsewhere, regardless of time and space.l7 
Singling out at first the unchanging character of the macro and mlcro nar- 
rative structure within the sagas, literary scholars, in turn, later stressed 
permanent aspects of Icelandic culture and society, for example, feuding 
and gift giving, thus qualifying such features for the pagan period as 
weX. 18 

Although structuralism and continuity may allow backward projection 
in time in certain cases, a more difficult problem is the interpretation of 
behavioral descriptions in areas such as sexual mores where Christian lead- 
ers sought to effect societal change! In other words, what are we to make of 
the display of seemingly Christian sexuality among pagan Icelanders in the 
family sagas? It may be the safest recourse to see these narratives as con- 
structions, direct or indirect, of thirteenth-century sociery. They indicate 
what the authors thought or wanted thcir audience to think about their 
pagan forefathers. Elsewhere I have argued that the notion of consent in 
the family sagas can be seen as the clerical propaganda of the authors who 
wished to depict suitable role models for contemporary audiences. 19 Two 
other striking "Christian" features in the family sagas are the absence of 
violence against women and the ubiquity of monogamy. It strains credence 
to conclude that already in the ninth century pagan Norwegians and Ice- 
landers had developed marital and sexual mores indistinguishable from the 
contemporary ideals preached by churchmen several centuries later, and 

l6Preben Meulengracht S0rensen's work, SaBa og samfund: En indfen,g i oldislandsk lit- 
teratur (Copenhagen, 1977), may be seen as the starting point of this trend. See also his 
"Murder in Marital Bed: An Attempt at Understanding a Crucial Scene in Gisla sa,ga," in 
Structure and Meanin,g in Old Norse Literature, ed. John Lindow et al. (Odense, 1986), pp. 
235-63. For an anthropological approach, see Kirsten Hastrup, Culture and History in Medi- 
eval Iceland (Oxford, 1985). 

l7Among several articles by William Ian Miller, see in particular his "Choosing the 
Avenger: Some Aspects of the BloodSeud in Medieval Iceland and England," Law and H:story 
Revtew 1 (1983): 159-204. 

l8Theodore M. Andersson, The Icelandic Family Sa,ga: An Analytic Readin,g (Cambridge, 
MA, 1967); Carol J. Clover, "Scene in Saga Composition,t' Arkiv for Nordisk Filolo,gi 89 
(1974): 57-83; William Ian Miller, "Gift, Sale, Payment, Raid: Case Studies in the Negotia- 
tions and Classification of Exchange in Medieval Iceland," Speculum 61 ( 19863: 18-50; Jesse 
L. Byock, Medieval Iceland: Society, Sa,gas, and Power (Berkeley, CA, 1988). Byock goes as far as 
stating that his book will explore "the course of legal and political decision making, especially 
from the tenth through the twelfth century" (pp. 7-8), thus including the transition to 
Christianity. 

l9Jochens, "The Church and Sexuality in Medieval Iceland" (n. 4 above). 
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that these ideals had reverted to "pagan" practices during the turmoil of 
the Sturlung age.20 

Is violence- that of men forcing themselves on women in sexual en- 
counters-entirely absent from the family sagas? On closer inspection such 
sexual violence is indeed present-not linked with tnarriage, to be sure- 
but with the theme ofthe illicit love visit. Undoubtedly aware of problems 
of uncontrolled sexuality in their own society, the thirteenth-century au- 
thors may have found it hard to imagine that their forefathers had not 
experienced similar problems, but they may also have perceived them, as we 
shall see, as simpler and under better control than in their own days, when 
people were burdened with the new rules of churchmen. Although demon- 
strating the success of the pagan marriage regulations in controlling 
sexuality, the authors admit the occasional explosion of sexual violence in 
the theme of the illicit love visit. In the interstices before marriage young 
men occasiorlally acted forcibly either against the girl whom they wanted 
to visit or against her family who attempted to prevent such visits. In the 
course of events these men often resorted to physical aggression, probably 
including rape. Although the initial interest in the woman was quickly lost, 
the brutality escalated into violence among men as the woman's family en- 
listed support to resist the aggressor. The consequence was often a drawn- 
out feud resulting in several deaths. 

The purpose of this article is to analyze the topos of the illicit love visit 
found primarily in the Icelandic family sagas. Distributed throughout fif- 
teen sagas, the topos occurs more than tsventy times.2l Since these 
narratives purport to describe the pagan society of Nornvay and Iceland 
from the ninth through the eleventh centuries, this approach may aid us to 
uncover some perceptions of the elusive pagan sexuality in this area.22 
From this analysis I shall first argue that thirteenth-century authors viewed 
male sexual violence as a serious problem for their pagan ancestors. The 
frequency ofthe topos and the subsequent unfoldingofdisorder in the sto- 
ries suggest that male aggression had been an important component in 
sexual encounters in the period spanning the transition to Christianity. Al- 
though restrained in part by marriage regulations, the laws and the 
contemporary evidence suggest that this violence continued into the medi- 
eval Christian era. 

Second, the topos will make possible an inquiry into gender responsi- 
bility for sexual encountersO As to which gender takes the initiative, a shift 

20Although Einar 01. Sveinsson admits that the twelfth century was no better than the 
thirteenth, he seems close to such a conclusion (see his TheAge of the Sturlun,gs [n. 4 above], pp. 
62-65). 

21 Rolf Heller, Die literarische Darstellung der Fraa in den Islandexsagas (Halle, 1958), pp. 
30-47, treats the theme. His list (p. 154) is not complete. 

22The contemporary sagas contain only rare references to such visits (see n. 79 below). 
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from male to female can be discerned coinciding with the change from the 
pagan to the Christian era. Third, the theme ofthe illicit love visit will allow 
us to speculate on the apparent discrepancy between the monogamous mar- 
riage pattern of the family sagas and the multiple sexual partners found in 
the laws and the contemporary sagas. Revealing disparate layers in the de- 
velopment of actual pagan and Christian sexual behavior, as well as in the 
authors' perception ofthese matters, the topos will help lay bare an archae- 
ology of sexuality in the Nordic world. 

VIOLENCE 

A young girl was an asset to her family not only for her potential as mother 
of the next generation but) more immediately, for new kinship networks 
established through her marriage. Normally, however, a father could do 
nothing to initiate a marriage match for his daughter but, instead, had to 
wait until an attractive suitor appeared, at which time negotiations took 
place between two men without the girl necessarily approving or even 
being present.23 

A disapproved love visit occurred when an unmarried male, after having 
taken a fancy to a girl, started to visit her regularly but without making a 
marriage proposal. Her relatives would naturally be displeased because he 
did not approach the family immediately to arrange a marriage. The father 
or other guardian would have allowed a legitimate suitor to marry the girl if 
normal procedures had been followed, but these visits dishonored the fam- 
ily and devalued the girl for filture matrimonial negotiations. The unwel- 
come male, although seeking female company, was usually not yet willing 
to marry.24 

The seriousness with which the illicit love visit was considered can be 
gauged from the fact that such visits presented the only occasion when the 
girl's relatives could break the unwritten rule against openly soliciting a 
suitor. In ICorznaks saga and Hallfredar sa,gg, for example, fathers felt ob- 
liged to arrange the marriage of daughters who had been sullied through 
previous visits of unwelcome males; however, characteristically, it was 

23Jochens7 "Consent in Marriage" (n. 6 above). 
24In Hallfredar saga the protagonist is in love with Kolfinna, the girl he visits, but al- 

though her father wants to marry her off, Hallfretir is not yet ready (8.3.144). VVhen Grima in 
Fostbrdra saga offers Pormodr her daughter in marriage if he will desist from his visits, he 
answers that "I am not in the mood for marriage" (eigi er skaplyndi mitt til pess at kvangask 
[6.9.161]). Pormodr never marries, but Hallfred5r eventually does. When his Swedish wife 
dies he returns to Iceland and starts his visits to Kolfinna again. In VatnsdmlasagaIngolfr con- 
tinues his visits with Valgerdr after his marriage, but this is the only case of a married visitor. In 
a unique case in Bjarnat sazga httdclakat1a a visit is preliminary to a marriage proposal; the 
marriage, however, never takes place (3.1. 113-14); see also n. 66 below. 
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not done by the fathers directly but through intermediaries (8.7.225; 
8.3.144-45, respectively). 

When the unwelcome man was told to cease his visits, his refisal initi- 
ated a series of murderous actions that often dominate the rest of the 
narrative. Rolf Heller has shown, often convincingly, that many of the fig- 
ures involved, particularly the women, cannot be identified from other 
sources. He concludes, therefore, that the episodes are not historical and 
that the theme is of little interest even for cultural history and is simply a 
literary device.25 The question remains, however, why this theme became 
so popular. We remember that authors and their audiences in the thirteenth 
century were conscious of the ecclesiastical criticism of their sexual behav- 
ior and recognized the destructive power of male sexuality in their own 
society. In recounting the illicit love visits of their pagan ancestors the au- 
thors recognize the deep historical roots of extramarital sexual relations and 
of male sexualviolence. On the other hand, the ubiquity of marriage in the 
world of the family sagas suggests that they perceived these problems 
largeiy to have been brought under control. 

The reality behind many sexual encounters may have been masculine 
physical strength that enabled most men to seize women who were under 
the protection of male relatives less powerfill than the aggressors. In the 
family sagas this phenomenon is occasionally described as existing among 
Vikings, as in the story of a man from the Hebrides whose "custom it was 
to take women who were beautifill or well-to-do and keep them for a while, 
because the men did not dare stand up against him" (Flbamanna swa 
[SUGNL 56.15.21]). That it still was thought to occur among native Ice- 
landers in pagan times is suggested by the description of the godi, or 
chieftain, PorbjQrn who "took men's daughters or other female relatives 
and kept them with him for a while, and sent them home later" (Havariffar 
sSaIWrdinys [6.1.291]).26 InLaosvetninsgastwo brothers are described 
as 'svery violent men in love affairs and law suits" (oeidarmenx mitlar um 
krennafar ok mJlferli [ 10. 1.4]).27 

The existence of such references in the family sagas may add credence to 
the theory of Raubehe (marriage by capture), frequently debated by Ger- 

25Heller, pp. 42-43. 
26A similar behavior is attributed to several of the early Norwegian kings (see Jenny 

Jochens, <'The Politics of Reproduction: Medieval Norvvegian Kingship,"AmericanH&storical 
Review 92 [1987]: 327-49, especially pp. 333-34); a particularly notorious and well-docu- 
mented case involved Hakon Hladajarl (see p. 334, n. 36). The connection between violence 
and sexuality is often seen in the cases of berserks who either took women unceremoniously or, 
at best, waited until they had defeated husbands or brothers in duels (see, for example, Egils 
swa [2.64.199-206] and Grettis saSga [7.19.61-71]). On the issue of duels, see Olav B0, 
"Holmgan,ga and einvif i,"Alediaeval Scandinavia 2 (1969): 132-48. 

27Similar behavior is undoubtedly behind the casual reference to men condemned for 
konumJl(see,forexample, Vatasdelasqga[8.39.101]). 



The Illicit Love Visit 367 

man scholars, suggesting that it was originally practiced in the north, at 
least by chieftains.28 In such cases the men's violence would undoubtedly 
take the form of rape. Memories of such behavior may have been sufficiently 
strong to justify the segregation of women in the dyn,gga, the special wom- 
en's house that was part of the complex Icelandic farm structure, and often 
the immediate goal ofthe suitor's visit. In HallfrebarsaCa the protagonist 
heads straight for the dyn,gia to visit Kolfinna. He even dares to put her on 
his lap and kiss her in ful 1 view, despite the simultaneous negotiations of her 
marriage to Grlss being transacted between her father and her future hus- 
band in the main house (8.4.145).29 The need to protect women during 
such visits was so strong that Steingerdr's father locks her up when Kor- 
makr arrives (Kormaks sa,ga [8.5.218]).3° We also notice that young 
widows and divorcees did not stay on their farm but moved back with their 
parents. When the Icelandic hero Refr, known from the late Kroka-Refs 
sa,ga, arrives in Norway with his family, he warns his sons never to leave 
their mother alone in the rented house. They disregard his admonitions, 
and she is confronted with rape. Although she defends herself successfully, 
her husband kills the offender (14.16.151-52). Clearly, a perception per- 
sists that a young woman could not live alone but needed to be protected 
against men's sexual advances. We shall see that these unmarried visitors 
undoubtedly had other sexual contacts among inferior classes of servants 
and slaves, but multiple partners taken from the same social group was not 
normal behavior for this class of free farmers. 

The illicit love visit thus involved a man and a girl from a good family. In 
the family sagas violence is still present, sometimes even palpable, in these 
encounters, either provoked by the visitor's force against the woman or her 
family or resulting from her family's subsequent resistance. In Ljosretnin,ga 
sa<a SQlmundr comes to take away (;)lvir's daughterwhomhe has beenvis- 
iting. By this time Qlvir has obtained support from a certain Ofeigr, known 
for his strength. Seizing his weapons, Ofeigr catches up with the couple as 
SQlmundr is lifting the girl over the fence. Since he is able to pull her back, 
this is a rare case where the girl's family prevails (10.1.4-5). In Vatnsdmla 

28See Kostler (n. 14 above); Senn (n. 14 above); Kalifa (n. 14 above); Buchholz (n. 14 
above); and Sjoholm, Gesetze alsQuellen mittelalterlicher Geschichte des Nordens (n. 5 above). 

29BjQrn's abduction of tora inE<gilssaCga can perhaps be seen as an extreme case ofthe illicit 
love visit. When BjQrn brings her back to his father wanting to marry her formally, the latter 
decides to accept her as if she were his daughter and BjQrn's sister. The dyn,gia where she is 
placed with BjQrn's mother, and from which BjQrn abducts her again, appears to be placed far 
from the men's quarters (2.37.83-84). 

30I retain the a in the protagonist's name in the title of the saga because it is used in the 
Islenzk fornrit edition but use "Kormakr" when referring to the hero himself (short as op- 
posed to long vowel) because this form is favored by the manuscript tradition (see Einar Ol. 
Sveinsson, "Kormakr the Poet and His Verses," Sg,ga-Book 17 [1966-69]: 16-60, especially 
p. 19,n. 1). 
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saga, when Hrolleifr senses that the family of Hrodny is mustering rein- 
forcements to prevent his visits, he brings along his family's slave, because, 
as he explains, "they are going to cause me trouble" (8.18.53). Kormaks 
saBa provides a case of tsvo men visiting the same girl, Steingerdr, both 
males introducing violence into the household. Her father enlists the help 
of one against the other, but in the end Kormakr kills both his competitor 
and this man's brother (8.18.217, 221).31 In Eyrby,gya saga BjQrn's prow- 
ess overcomes the physical resistance of both Pordis's husband and her 
brother as well as their use of magic. BjQrn continues his visits but 
eventually leaves the country voluntarily (4.29.77-80, 40.106-12, 
47.132_35) 32 

So far, the illustrations have suggested that the visitor used brutality 
against both the girl herself and her family. We shall later examine the at- 
titudes ofthe women involved in these encounters, but for the momentwe 
notice that the authors' interest in violence is not focused on the injury 
done to the woman, but on the unfolding conflict between tsvo men the 
visitor and the girl's protector, each with reinforcements which had been 
prompted by the brutality of the former as he damageKd the property of the 
latter. As in the legal texts) the crime is not against the woman, but against 
the family that controlled her sexuality 

We shall see that most visitors were killed early in the story, suggesting 
authorial disapproval of the behavior, especially when the cases were ficti- 
tious. In a few cases, however) where the girl's familywas of sufficient social 
stature to enforce its demands on the violator, the father renounced vio- 
lence in favor of peacefill settlement through legal prosecution. In such 
cases the visitor remained alive, but violence persisted for years, invariably 
initiated by the visitor. In Vatnsdwla sa,gg, the girl's father, Ottarr, who is a 
prominent man himself, although less so than tlle visitor Ingolfr, wants the 
latter toopay fines or to undergo prosecution by law. Ingolfr has not only 
visited Ottarr's daughter, but he has also made her the object of his love 
poetry. Ingolfr, nevertheless, is so infuriated by this peaceful request that he 

3lIn Kyalnesin,ga sa,ga the beautiful Olof has no less than three visitors competing for her 
attention. After a tense year during which "nobody could say anything to Olof without the 
others hearing it" one of the suitors, Bui, kills the second and wounds the third. He takes her 
away by mild force (tok hann pa 610fu upp aXsandle,g,gserokgskk leid szna), although she assures 
him that her father will not like it. After Bui's death the remaining suitor shows up again and 
takes her away naud,ga (against her will) and also against her father's will ( 14.6-9; 16. I6-24, 
38, especially 19, 23). 

32We shall later have occasion to look at the visitor story in pattr Hrogundar halto; the 
father Porir must have been relieved that Helgi transforms his illegitimate relationship with 
his daughter Helga to a regular marriage, but Helgi's earlier role as an unwelcome visitor pre- 
pares the reader for Helgi's subsequent violence in the community (8.4-5.310-15). 
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threatens to implant his axe in Ottarr's head. When the case is called, In- 
golfr and his uncle attack and clear the court (8.37.99-100), forcing Ottarr 
to move out of the region.33 

More often the visitor's violence was only potential, inferred from the 
condition that the girl's relatives were too weak or old to protect her. In 
other words, the visits occurred only when men were unable to prevent 
suitors, and when they tried, they suffiered defeat. In Ljosvetainga swa 
SQlmundr's regular visits to Qlvir's daughter continue because of the fa- 
therts '(weakness'' (lttilmensku [10.1.4]). In Droplau,garsoxa sasga Brn 
pursues his visits to tordIs because her husband is "very feeble" (hrymbr 
mjpk), and he persists despite Helgi's suggestion that there is no honor "in 
provoking an old man" (11.6.151).34 

That the visitor was aware of his superior strength over that ofthe girl's 
family is suggested by the visitor BjQrn's behavior in Eyrby,ggia saga. 
Originally curious about Purit5r, the new wife of his deceased sister's hus- 
band, BjQrn undoubtedly has stopped at their farm Froda before his former 
brother-in-law's death. Afterward, however, "he made regular visits in 
order to seduce" Puribr, and it appears that their child had already been 
conceived at this stage. Because of these meetings, Puribrvs brother Snorri 
removes her from Froda to his own farm for the winter. Without asking her, 
he accepts a proposal of marriage from a certain Poroddr on her behalf, and 
the following spring the couple is installed at her old farm. BjQrn does not 
call on her while she is with her brother, because he realizes Snorri's superi- 
or strength, but as SOOll as Puribr returns to Frot5a with her new husband, 
he resumes his visits (4.22.55, 29.76-77, 40.109).35 

Faced with unwelcome visits, a father might send his daughter to a more 
powerful ally, if he doubted his ability to prevent them, as Isolfr did with 
Frii5gerdr inLjosvetxi<gasaFa ( 10.12.63-64).36 Conversely, if the visits oc- 
curred elsewhere, a father might bring his daughter home if he thought he 

33For a slightly different version ofthe story, seeHallfredarsazga (8.3.142-44). This story 
contains another love visit involving the protagonist. When he returns to Iceland he spends a 
night with his former, but now married, girlfriend. He even composes insulting poetry about 
her husband and challenges him to a duel (8.10.186-93). 

34In Korsnaks saga Steingerdr's second husband Porvaldr, who is described as being "not 
famous for any great spirit" (ea,giskQrxn,grtskaplyndi [8.17.263]), pretends that there is noth- 
ing wrong with Kormakr's continued visits to his wife, but he finally admits to his brother that 
he is "annoyed" (o'skatfellt [8.20.277] ), at which moment the brother takes charge. 

35A similar pattern can be discerned in Kormaks sa,g. 
36See also SQrla yttr ( 10.1.109-12) where Gutimundr at first pays no attention to SQrli's 

visits to his daughter P6rdis, but ends by sending her to his brother Einarr. SQrli's later request 
for Pordis in marriage is at first turned down by her father, ostensibly because ofthe rumors his 
visits have caused. 
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could protect her better, as Porkell did when he heard about Kormakr's vis- 
its to Steingerdr at her foster parents' farm (KownakssaBa 8.4.216).37 

The man thus gained access to the girl because of his evident or per- 
ceived strength. His continued visits are conveyed through the standard 
expression: "He develops the habit of going there" (hann venrkramursxnar 
sbansgat).38 Although his purpose was obvious to everyone, the authors use 
the euphemism that he came "in order to talk to" the girl (til tals vid).39 If 
asked to refrain by the girl's or his own relatives, the man might stay away 
for a while, as does Ingolfr in Hallfreh5ar saBa when requested by his own 
father who was prompted by Ottarr, Valgerdr's father (8.3.143). Likewise, 
at her mother Grima's request, Pormodr abstains from visiting Pordis for a 
short time (Fostbroedra sasga [6.9.162]). The risitor will invariably return 
(Pormot5r), however, or start to compose love poetry (mannsQnsgsvtsur; 
Ingolfr), a serious provocation, and one sure to exacerbate the anger of the 
girl's relatives. The explicit prohibition in law shows that this was a social 
issue.40 

An element of sexuality is always implied in a manson,gsvisa. Although 
practically all the stories contain a stock phrase that the visitor went home 
late at night, clearly the purpose of his visit was sexual.41 This is, of course, 
obvious in the visits that resulted in pregnancy.42 In all Old Norse sources, 
however, sexual activity is expressed obliquely, but in the pagan period the 
sexual reality is hidden under a veneer of Christian respectability. The au- 

37See also Einks saBa rauda (4.3.203-4) where PorbjQrn removes his daughter Gubribr 
from her foster father Ormr because a certain Einarr has remarked on her beauty and asked 
Ormr to request her hand in marriage on his behalf. 

38Among many examples, see Fostbrandra sa,ga (6.11.170). 
39Among many examples, seeDrt7lau,garsonasazga (11.6.151). On the linking of sexual 

and verbal, particularly poetic, skills in these texts, see Laurence de Looze, "Poet, Poem, and 
Poetic Process inBjarnarsa,gaHttdglakappa and Gunnlau,gssa,ga Ormstun,gu,"Journal of En,glish 
and Germanic Philology 85 (1986): 479-93, especially 484-85. 

40See G<g (lb: 184; 2:393) 
4lSee, for example, Eyrby,ggia saUga (4.40.109); F16asnanna saBa (SUGNL 56.19.29); 

Fostbrdra sqga (6.9.163). Sometimes the poetry embedded in the text, in most cases sup- 
posed to be older than the prose, is more explicit than the prose (see strophe 25 in Eyrbyfl,gia 
sa,ga [4.29.79] and strophe 2 in BjarnarsaBa hitdtlakappa [3.5.123]). 

42Eyrhy<ja sa,ga (4.29.80, 39.106-9); Droplau,gsona saBa (11.6.152); Njals sa,ga 
(12.87.212); Ljosvetnin,gasaga (10.12.65). The author of Bjarnarsa,ga httdfielakappa suggests 
that Kolli is the son of BjQrn and not of Oddngs husband Pordr (3.21.171-72, 23.174-75). 
The child was not conceived during BjQrn's original love visits tO Oddny, however, but during 
a prolonged winter stay which he had accepted at Pordr's insistence. On the relationship be- 
tween the theme in this saga and inEyrevflgiasasga where it is also found, see Sigurbur Nordal's 
introduction to the IF edition of Bjarnarsa,ga (3:1xix-1n). On the relationship between the 
two verses in which the paternity is described, see Ursllla Dronke, C'Sem jgrlarforbum: The 
Influence of Rfgstula on Two Saga-Episodes," in SpecrlvmNorroenvm: Notse Studies inMemory 
ef Gal Turrille-Petre) ed. Ursllla Dronke et al. (Odense, 1981), pp. 56-72, especially 
pp. 65-72. 
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thor of Egils sa,ga goes out of his way to explain that BjQrn, who has 
abducted Pora twice because of her beauty and who wants to marry her, 
does not sleep with her but arranges a formal marriage in a foreign country 
more than a year after the first abduction.43 The author even makes the 
birth oftheir daughter fit this scheme (2.33.87). Even the most explicit ref- 
erences to what occurred in such love visits are graphically restrained and 
refer chiefly to the social consequences. In pattrHromundoDr halta, when a 
ship full of Vikings is stranded in Iceland, the men need to findwinter quar- 
ters. Fearing violence, however, nobody is willing to take them in. A certain 
Porir eventuaily gives the captain Helgi and his men lodgings, but not 
food, provided they will keep the law ofthe land and promise not to bother 
anyone. After a short time Helgi and Porir's daughter Helga begin to meet 
regularly. "Becoming excited by talk, kisses, and embraces in affection and 
love, an illegitimate relationship resulted" (8.2.307-8). It is characteristic 
that when Porir asks Helgi to stop this behavior, he refers simply to their 
"talk."44 

In this case Porir is undoubtedly relieved when Helgi indignantly replies 
that he and Helga cannot abandon their love because he wants to marry her, 
but the original encounter belongs to the category of unwelcome visits. It 
differs entirely from the rare glimpse of a young man's legitimate visit to a 
young woman, described briefly in Egils saga, in which he goes directly to 
her father to request her in marriage. At a sacrifice in Norway Qlvir meets 
the beautiSl Solveig, daughter of an earl. Stressing Qlvir's growing love 
that results in a request for marriagc, the author uses the expression that he 
"courtecl her" (gerdiser um tztt). When hcr father turns him down because 
of their social difference (manna munv), Qlvir remains so afflictcd that he 
renounces his Viking activities (2.2.6).45 

43The sexless expression that he "celebrated his marriage with Pora" (,gerdi hann brublaup 
til u [2.32.85-86]) is used. 

440n this story, see also n. 32 above. In Drlau,garsona sa,ga ( 11.9.157) Tofa Hlit5arsol is 
mentioned as Helgi Droplaugarson's hialskona, mistress, and they "talked a lot together." In 
the later (sixteenth-century) elaboration of the story in Flj6tsdm1a sa,ga ( 1 1. 13 .249-50), it is 
mentioned that Helgi has his eyes on another woman, Helga, whom he "was in the habit of 
visitingG' (legdi kromur s1nar). He even asks her to come and spend the winter with him, to 
which she agrees. This is told to a man who has wanted to marry her, in the words that Helgi 
plans to "lay her next to himselfin bed" (leMjahana tsxn,ghiaser). In the kings' sagas this is the 
standard term used when a king takes a mistress, but such a relatively explicit sexual term is 
unheard of in the classical farnily sagas and may be due to more recent influences in this 
narrative. 

45The author states that Olvir composes many mansqnyskrdi about Solveig. As a result 
her brothers attempted to kill him (2.4.10). Enhancing the seriousness ofthis love, there is no 
evidence that Olvir ever married. The difference between a love visit and a marriage proposal is 
seen clearly in Eyrby,ggia saga in the Swedish berserk Halli's discourse as he shifts between the 
two issues in his negotiations with the brothers Alermundr and Styrr (4.25.63, 28.71). 
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An illicit visitor might enjoy all imaginable pleasures of a woman, even 
to the point of impregnating her, but only one of these men lived to be- 
come acquainted with his child.46 While the woman disappeared from the 
narratives, the theme of violence is heightened by the fact that all impreg- 
nators, as well as most unwelcome visitors, suffered death at the hands of 
the girl's relatives, as Bardr in Gtslasa,ga (6.2.7-8), or, on a lesser scale, from 
severe wounds, as Pormodr in Fostbroedrg sa,ga (6.9.163-64), or, finally, by 
capture and exile, as Hallfrebr in the saga of his name (8.4.148-49). Since 
the visits had occurred because the girl's relatives were unable to prevent 
them, such consequences may seem astonishing. They may, therefore, re- 
flect more authorial disapproval than historical fact.47 It is not surprising, 
however, that the reactions ofthe insulted relatives can be sorted into cate- 
gories according to the family's strength relative to the visitor. 

At times the injured male pretends that he does not care about the visits, 
like Porvaldr in Kormaks sa,ga (8.20.277), or he may admit annoyance but 
do nothing about it, like Poroddr in Eyrbyfl,gia sa,ga (4.29.77). This lack of 
action can prove embarrassing to friends or relatives who, therefore, offer 
help, as happens on two occasions over the protagonist's continued visits to 
Steingertir in Kormaks saga. Narfi offers help to her father, and later her 
second husband's brother takes charge, because, as he says, the husband 
"does not dare" and the visits "are shameful for us all" (8.4.216, 20.277).48 

A stronger father might resist with force, but his weaker position will 
compel him to resort to ambush at night. In this way Kolr attacks SQria in 
Floamanna sa,ga (SUGNL 56.19.29). Since the father or relatives had not 
been able to prevent the visits in the first place, they must compensate by 
asking help from others. In Droplau,garsona saga Porsteinn requests as- 
sistance from Helgi Droplaugarson, related to his wife, who has been 
visited and impregnated by BjQrn. After three warnings to stop, Helgi kills 
BjQrn (11.6.151). 

Eyrbz,ggio« sqga combines these approaches. As we saw, two young men 
had offered to help Poroddr bring an end to the visits from BjQrn. Accept- 
ing this and help from two other men, Poroddr organizes an ambush late 
one night as BjQrn is leaving Poroddr's wife, but BjQrn kills the two young 

46BjQrn and Kjartan in Eyrbyyg saga. It is probably no coincidence that this is the only 
case where the author bothers to carry the pregnancy theme to its natural conclusion in a child, 
Kjartan, who as a young man plays a minor role in the continuation of the story. 

47Authorial disapproval is evident in the story of Hrappr in Njals sa,ga, perhaps the most 
unpleasant character in the entire saga corpus. Among his many misdeeds is an illicit love visit, 
reslllting in the seduction and impregnation of a young Norwegian woman, and the killing of 
her brother. Skipping the usual circumlocutions, the author lets Hrappr tell the father to his 
face that he had slept with his daughter (la ek hya dbttxrpinni [12.87.212]). 

48See also the offer to P6roddr from the two brothers, Orn and Valr in EyrbyMja sa,ga 
(4.29.77). 
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men. Much later T)oroddr asks their mother, a magician, to create a storm 
that almost kills BjQrn on his return from another visit. Still unsuccessful, 
Poroddr finally appeals to Snorri, his wife's brother. Although Snorri fully 
intends to slay BjQrn, he only persuades him to leave the country (4.29.77- 
79, 40.109-12, 47.132-35). BjQrn was thus unusual among the unwel- 
come visitors not only in prolonging his visits seducing and impregnating 
his mistress but also in escaping with his life. In general, however, the 
fatal outcome was so assured that the topos served as a literary device in 
Njals s<gg to engineer the downfall of Gunnarr.49 

Only two stories do not fit into this underlying pattern of male violence 
originating with the visitor and spilling over to the girl's family. The first 
concerns Pormodr in Fostbrdra satga who, we have seen, had already dis- 
covered the danger inherent in illicit love visits when he was badly 
wounded by Grima's slave Kolbakr as a result of his visits to her daughter 
Pordis. Later, stranded on an expedition, he finds a new widow, Katla, and 
her daughter Kolbrun, whom he starts to visit. Finding the girl attractive, 
he returns regularly, and he even composes love poetry to her. In this case, 
however, Katla encourages I>ormodr to stay on, although he admits that 
the purpose of his visit is "to amuse myself" (t skemmta mer), a frequent 
euphemism for sexual intercourse.50 Furthermore, Katla does not object to 
the love poetry he composes to her daughter but bestows orl him a ring and 
the name "Kolbriin's skald" (Kolbrungrskald [6.11.169-72])* The only ex- 
planation for this strange behavior is the absence of men in the house- 
hold.51 In the earlier encounter between Pormodr and Grimathe latter has 
been helped by her slave Kolbakr, who is described as "big andstrong, of an 
attractive appearance, and a good fighter" (6.11.161). Katla and her 
daughter, on the other hand, live alone. Without male assistance, Katla may 
have decided to put the best face on her helpless situation. This interpreta- 
tion also explains that when Pormot5r later attenlpts to become 
reacquainted with Pordfs, his former friend, she understandably receives 
him coldly because of his love poetry to Kolbrun, but her mother Grima 

49MQrt5r recommends to Gunnarr's enemies that a certain Porgeirr visit Gunnarr's rela- 
tive, Ormhildr, with the purpose of seducing her. The theme of violence on the side of the 
visitor is highlighted in detail when it becomes known that Gunnarr will not stand for this, 
Porgeirr, the sexual offender, will attack Gunnarr. Since Gunnarr has already killed 
Porgeirr's father, and he has been told he cannot kill twice in the same family without jeopar- 
dizing his life) the death of Porgeirr in this encounter, assured by his illicit love visits, will 
guarantee Gunnarr's eventual downfall (12.71-72.174-77). 

50In another of the illicit love visits the girl asks permission to go into the nut forest at 
skemmta ser; a short time later she and her lover are found "lying together in a grove" (t runni 
einum li,g,gia bdisaman [Nyalssaga, 12.87.211]). 

5lThis seems to be implied in the expression that when Pormot5r comes to their house he 
finds that "there were no men but some women present" (par var ekki inni manna nema konur 
einar [170]). 
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welcomes him "with great pleasure" (med miklu,gledibra,gdi [6.11.172]).52 
The reader cannot help but conclude that Grima is forced to act this way 
because she is now alone with her daughter, having sent her slave off to 
Norway for safety after he, at her instigation, has wounded Pormotir.53 

This unusual episode from Fostbroebrasafga, acknowledging the reality of 
men who help themselves to women in the absence of other males, presents 
a negative print ofthe illicit love visit. The second story not accommodated 
within the pattern is found inHavardarsaFa fsfirdings. Here the old topos 
is maintained with disastrous consequences for the visitor, but it has under- 
gone interesting changes. The story concerns the encounter between Olafr 
and Sigritir. In this case violence is not attributed to the visitor Olafr, a 
well-liked young man with exceptional skill in finding lost sheep, but to 
Sigrit5r's employer, the overpowering PorbjQrn. Renowned for his sexual 
aggression, he apparently considers it his right to determine whom his 
young housekeeper can see. Returning lost sheep to PorbjQrn's house, Olafr 
starts a conversation with Sigribr that leads to his regular visits. After 
l)orbjQrn has arranged his own marriage, Sigribr decides that since her 
household services are no longer required, she is free to return to her rela- 
tives and to remove her considerable property after it has been evaluated by 
the neighboring farmers. Resuming his visits at her new home, Olafr is at- 
tacked and killed by torbjQrn (6.1-2; 4.291-99? 303-7). 

Remaining in this story is the visit itself and the visitor's sudden death. 
The initial violence, however, has been transferred from the visitor to the 
formerly weak party, the girl's relative. In this case PorbjQrn was not related 
to Sigriz5r but was merely her employer without rights over her marriage. If 
he had been her marzeur, his power would have prevented the visits in the 
first place. The topos still enabled the author to illustrate the ever present 
reality of male violence. We recall that PorbjQrn was known for using force 
in his own sexual encounters. When he decides to act in this case, he is un- 
doubtedly motivated by a poorly hidden jealousy over his pretty and well- 
to-do housekeeper, aggravated by the young couple's obvious mutual 
fondness. When Olafr and his father participate in evaluating SigrMr's 
property, this offers PorbjQrn an excuse to kill the young man. In the final 
outcome, therefore, the parallel with the old topos was maintained. 

Below the surface, however, are othcr changes reflecting new sen- 
sitivities to humarl emotion that undoubtedly entered the native literary 
consciousness through translations of French courtly poetry into Old 
Norse prose romances. There is no indication that Sigribr's sole relative 

52Pormodr never marries, but his subsequent career in Greenland suggests that he con- 
tinues to take his pleasure with women wherever he can find it (see 6.21.224-26). 

530n Pormodr's two love affairs, see Bjarni Einarsson, "Um Pormod5 skSld og unnusturnar 
tvzr," Gripla 5 ( 1982): 66-76, reprinted in his Mxlt mJl o, forn frzdi (Reykjavik, 1987), pp. 
139-49. 
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Poralfr objects to Olafr's visits, and in his eyes her wealth may have assured 
her independence. The author takes great pains to demonstrate the young 
man's extraordinary character, suggesting that he and SigrK5r are a good 
match. The unusual aspect of the story, however, is the growing love be- 
tween the young couple, eloquencly expressed in their last conversation. 
The pleasure they find in each other's company is conveyed through mutual 
greetings. At the end of a long and intimate dialogue Sigribr warns Olafr 
against PorbjQrn whom she sees approaching on the water. She listens to 
his manly but youthful boasting as to how he will handle the older man, 
but, with foreboding, sadly replies that she would rather not hear any 
more. They part with mutual good wishes. When Olafr has been killed, 
people look in vain for Sigrzbr; she has disappeared, never again to be 
found (4.304-7). 

The topos of the illicit love visit not only demonstrates that the thir- 
teenth-century authors of the family sagas imagined that sexuality 
expressed outside marriage had provoked violence among their pagan fore- 
fathers in certain cases, but it also confirms the information from the legal 
material clearly formulated within the pagan context, that extramarital sex- 
uality had been and continued to be a social phenomenon productive of 
violence. How does this topos affect current scholarship concerning the 
possible existence in the north of the so-called Raubehe, marriage by cap- 
ture, hypothesized by German scholars as a first step in the history of 
marriage on the Continent? It seems reasonable to postulate that during 
periods of wandering and endemic warfare men used rape and other vio- 
lence to obtain women, establishing exogamous unions in this way, some of 
which may have led to permanent marital relationships. Lacking a word for 
marriage as a state of life, Germanic languages were restricted to the cere- 
mony that instituted this condition. The origin and meaning of the Old 
Norse bruidlaup or brubblaup (wedding) (with similar German cognates) 
remains under debate, but the most likely interpretation conjures up an im- 
age of a young woman in flight. The constitutive elements ("bride," and 
"leap" or "run") suggest the factor of violence in the origin of marriage.54 

54Vilhjilmur Finsen, "]Fremstilling af den islandske Familieret efter Gragas," Annaler for 
Nordisk Oldkyndi,ghed osgHistorie (1849), pp. 150-331, especially p. 236, n. 5; (1850), pp. 
121-272; and Konrad Maurer, Vorlesun,gen iwberAltnordischeRecht,geschachte, vol. 2: UberAlt- 
nordische Kirchegrerfassung und Eherecht (Leipzig, 1908), pp. 473-678, especially p. 541. 
Finsen and Maurer agree that the origin ofthe term must be sought in the expression hleypa til) 
used about bringing male animals tO the females. The hlaup) or leap, may originally have re- 
ferred to the running female, but it came in time to mean the procession that brought the bride 
to her new house. See the article "Brollop," in Kulturhistorisk LeksikonforNordiskSiddelalder, 
22 vols. (Copenhagen, 1957-78), 2:306-23 (henceforth KLNM). This theory has been op- 
posed by Wolfgang Krause, Die Frau in der Sprache der altislandischen Familiengeschichten 
(Gottingen, 1926), pp. 213-19, where he connects the word withBrauttanz, a bridal dance 
(p. 217). 
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Unsettled conditions, similar to those found on the Continent during the 
Germanic invasions, still obtained in the north throughout the Viking age. 
Men, in particular chieftains and kings, regularly acquired women abroad; 
some returned with the men as wives or mistresses. Herfag) or the taking 
of women in warfare, was prohibited by the church as late as 1176.55 Medi- 
eval English and Nordic historians concur that Alfllildr, the beautifdl 
mistress of King Olafr helgi and mother of his only son, was an English 
woman, abducted by Norwegian Vikings, married to one of them, to 
whom she bore a child, before she became the king's mistress.56 Ordinary 
peoplc, however, required marriages that assured the passage of property 
from two families to the next generation. This peacefiul purpose could best 
be obtained through negotiation, suggesting the prevalence oftheICaufshe 
model (marriage by purchase) overRaubeDe. That thc similar illicit lovevis- 
its never ended in marriage but always entailed disaster would seem to 
indicate authorial disapproval of men gaining sexual access to women of 
their own class through Raub. 

FROM MALE TO FEMALE INITIATIVE 

By returning to the topos of the love visit we shall be able to elicit informa- 
tion about our second problem, gender responsibility for sexual en- 
counters. We recall that young Olafr inHavardarsabYaIsJErdinys was a more 
sympathetic character than the other visiting lovers, and it is therefore no 
wonder that the author of this story allowed the woman to express tender 
feelings toward him. It is worth pursuing the subject of the women's at- 
titudes toward their visitors in the other stories, because these episodes 
reveal important gender differences over the responsibility for breaking 
sexual norms, differences that evolved during the introduction of Chris- 
tianity. If the woman's male reiatives disapproved of the visitor but could 
not prevent him from coming, how was the victim herself expected to 
behave? 

Although the sagas employed euphemisms for all sexual topics, there is 
little doubt about the perceived power of sexuality in the saga world.57 It 
took its toll on men of all ages. Olafr in the previous narrative was only 
eighteen when he was smitten by Sigribr. At a wedding in hals sa,gg we 

55DiplomatariumIslandicum, 15 vols. (Copenhagen, 1857-), 1:234; Keyser and Munch, 
eds. (n. 5 above), 1:409. 

56Jochens, "The Politics of Reproduction" (n. 26 above), p. 334, n. 34; p. 335, n. 38. For 
sirnilar behavior among prominent Icelanders, see the case of Helgi Ottarsson inLandnamabok 
(1. 123). 

570n this issue, see Thomas Brcdsdorff, Kaos o,g kerlighed: En studie i islmndin,gesa,gaers 
lirsbillede (Copenhagen, 1971), and the important review by Bjarni Einarsson in Mediaev6Dl 
Scandinavia 3 (1970): 143-53. 
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meet the mature Prainn who "cannot keep his eyes from" (varstarsynn a) 
the beautifill fourteen-year-old Porgerdr, daughter of the bride. Divorcing 
his own wife on the spot, he irlLmediatelymarries Porgerdr (12.34-.89-90). 
Egils sa,ga contains the arresting story of the old BjQrgolfr who falls vio- 
lently in love with the young Hildiribr whom he meets at a feast. Shortly 
thercafter, he visits her father, asks for her hand, and declares that he wants 
to take her with him and hold a "loose marriage" (lausabrullaup) with her.58 
When her father offers no objection, BjQrg61fr pays an ounce of golcl, and 
they sleep together immediately. Hildiribr accompanies him home, 
and they have two sons. After the old man's death, his grown son sends 
Hildiritir back to her fither where her two sons grow up (2.7.16-18). 

Nothing is said about Porgerdr's and Hildiribr's feelings about their el- 
derly husbands, because in most societies women are expected to accept 
older men without complaint.59 Contrary to the Christian Westcrn tradi- 
tion, in which Mother Eve bears the preponderant blame, Old Norse 
sources are almost alwaysx silent on women's responsibility in sexual en- 
counters. It is rare to find women who articulate their fathers'-as well as 
the author's-disapproval ofthese visits. InE,gilssa, howevert Helga re- 
fuses to cooperate with the man who tries to seduce her after her father has 
turned down his marriage proposal (2.7.2383;6° and in the relatively late 
A6rdar sa,ga hre Sigribr asks Ormr to stop visiting her because she is en- 
gaged to his brother. He returns nevertheless, but when he lays his head in 
her lap and places her hands on his head, she protests that it is against her 
will and warns him of her brotherrs vengeance (14.5.187-88).61 

Normally, however, in these love visits, as in marital arrangements, 
women remaineci passive, siding neither with their family nor with the vis- 
itor, at least initially. Little evidence surfaces that itwas thewomenwho had 
tempted or enticed the men; rather, the men came on their own initiative. 

58Since this is the only time this term is used, we do not know exactly what it covers. 
BjQrg61fr pays for her, but the text does not use the word mundr, the normal term for a bride 
price. The illegality ofthe marriage, which was to become a major problem in the saga later, is 
not the lack of payment as much as the lack of the normal waiting period between the agree- 
ment and the consummation (2.7.17, n. 2). InEyrbyMlasa0 BjQrn admits that he would not 
be able to refrain from visiting Puribr as long as they live in the same region (4.47.134). 

59In Flbamanna sa,ga we encounter a young woman who considers a suitor at the age of 
fifty-five as too old for her (SUGNL 56.31.61-62). They were married nevertheless. 

60This episode is only an abbreviated version of the love visit, but the fundamental prob- 
lem is the same; the man wanted to "seduce" (,glepja) her. The same expression is frequently 
used in the love visits (see, for example, Eyrsffl1as<ga [4.27.55, 47.134]). 

6lHer brother tordr was famous for his strong views on correct sexual behavior. The Nor- 
wegian king, Sigurdr slefa, krlown as a "violent man in love affairs" (oeirdarmSr mikiU um 
kvennafmr) had abducted the wife of Pordr's brother Klyppr and "placed her next to him in 
bed." At the age of fifteen tordr upbraids his brother for tolerating such a hllmiliation. At his 
urging, the four brothers kill Sigurdr in an encounter where Klyppr loses his life. This story, 
also known from the kings' sagas, received its filllest treatment in this account (14.1.165-67). 
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We have already seen that men may have resorted to rape to get their way 
with women. If we are to take the narratives literally, many cases involved 
seduction in which men used persuasive powers to "talk" the women into 
submission.62 This expression undoubtedly hides some form of physical 
force, but regardless of the method, there is no doubt about full male 
responsibility for the encounter. This is expressed by the termfMa, mean- 
ing to "trick," "fool," or "seduce," used about men in the active voice al- 
most without exception. In Fostbrandra saga the author comments that 
Pormodr's frequent visits to Pordis and his "talks" with hcr made people 
suspect that he mightf#a her. Later her mother directly accuses him of 
doing so (6.9.161). Ottarr tells Ingolfr that he would rather give him his 
daughter in marriage than suffer that hefMdi her (8.37.99).63 In a unique 
episode in FlWamanna sasga, however, Hclgi tells his widowed mother that 
he does not approve of her ff in,gar with Porgrimr, suggesting that she 
shares the responsibility for the visits, perhaps a permissible action for a mature 
woman, especially since Porgrimr is her own age (SUGNL 56.18.27).64 
This unique suggestion of dual responsibility may be due to the date ofthis 
saga, one of the latest in the genre, after the appearancc of new perceptions 
of women's sexual role. 

It is not surprising, therefore, that expressions of overt female sexuality 
in any setting are rare in the sagas, both within and without the topos of 
the illicit love visit. In fact, most direct evidence is to the contrary that 
women are sexually passive and take little initiative. In Droplauzgarsona sa,ga 
Porgrimr whose unpleasant character is enhanced by his nickname 
torill, Dungbeetle starts the rumor that Droplaug had not been con- 
tent with her husband alone (he has been dead for some time). Although 
nobody believes this gossip, Droplaug is so incensed that she incites her 
youngsons tokill Porgrimr (11.3.144-45). In Hrapss pattrGubrunarsonar 
a married man, who has killed another, approaches his victim's widow with 
an offer of compensation for her husband in return for sexual favors. She 
answers that she is not so "eager for a man" (mannzgjQrn) that she will ac- 
cept him, even if he were unmarried (8.1.321). 

If the woman did not initially entice her visitor and most likely had been 
exposed to a forced sexual initiation, once the visits had started, however, a 
woman often sided with her lover against her family. Originally a victim, 
and now with her sexual and reproductive fiature at stake, she probably had 

62In the Eddic poemHJvamJl (98.1-3) the woman whom the chiefgod 6dinn wants to 
seduce offers the advice that he should come at night and "talk" if he wants to succeed (ef vilt 
Nrnmlaman) (see DavidA. H. Evans, ed., HavamPl [London, 1986], pp. 59, 118). 

63Forotherexamples, see Visga-Glumssaga (9.22.73);Ljoswetninqasa,ga (10.21[31].105); 
Gx'slasa,ga (6.2.7); Ny'sa,ga (12.71.174); Reykdglasaga (10.30.241). 

64When Porgriinr keeps coming, Helgi kills him. In this story the violence is carried still a 
step filrther when in due course torgrimr's son kills Helgi (SUGNL 56.18.28). 
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little choice. Furthermore, not all visitors were necessarily brutes. Her sup- 
port might be expressed by her warning the man against ambushes and 
attacks; at other times she even articulates her pleasure in his company. 
With foreboding of her mother's plans, Pordis makes Pormodr promise 
one night that he will return home by another route; when he changes his 
mind, he is attacked by her mother's slave (Fostbrdra saga [6.9.163- 
64]).65 In Kormaks sa<a Steingerdr, who expresses her approval of Kor- 
makr's good looks, prevents her father from attacking her adrnirer by 
pulling him away (8.5.211). In SQzla pattz the father has removed his 
young daughter to another farm to avoid the protagonist's visits; when 
SQrli finds her in the new place, her pleasure in seeing him is expressed in 
the lyrical phrase: "There is plenty of sun and southerly winds when SQrli 
comes riding in" ( 10.1.110).66 

If the woman did not take the initiative and, at most, became attached to 
her friend only as the visits continued, it is possible, however, upon closer 
inspection to detect covert suggestions of active female sexuality in a few 
cases. We have noticed that a widow in Floamgnnasa,ga might have started 
a new love herself. A similar conclusion can be gained from EyrbyMja saBa 
about another widow, Puribr, the sister of Snorri godi. Rumor had it that 
she and BjQrn werefiNinsgar, suggesting perhaps that they shared responsi- 
bility.67 The suspicion of Puribr's active role is strengthened when we 
notice the reason her brother gave for marrying her quickly to P6roddr. 
When Snorri claims that "she was in need of much supervision" (hon >6ti 
mjQkforvtstu [4.29.77]), he undoubtedly refers to sexual behavior that has 
been more provocative than society tolerated. This is confirmed when we 
notice that after BjQrn's departure she uses her sexual charms to obtain 
favors from her husband.68 Puribr's behavior could perhaps be seen as 
bizarre, however, the result of biological inheritance, since Gzsla sa,ga hints 

65When Pormodr later thinks of Pordis and wants to return to her, he refers to their pre- 
vious vinfenBi or friendship (6.11.172), thus testifying to his own tender feelings for her. In 
F16mannasqga Ashildr warns her lover against her son (SUGNL 56.18.27). 

66Heller (n. 21 above), p. 42, suggests that this lyrical outburst is a later influence allowing 
expression of female emotions. A similar attitude may be seen in Oddny's fainting and severe 
illness at the news of the killing of her true love BjQrn, whom she had never married (Bjarnar 
saBa hitdtlakappa [3.33.205-6] ). In NjJls sa,ga Gubrun took such pleasure in Hrappr's com- 
pany that her father has to warn her not to be alone with him ( 12.87.21 1). 

67Earlier the author had stated that BjQrn visits her "in order to seduce her" (til,glapa vid 
hana [4.22.55] ), thus placing the responsibility on the man, although it was already rumored 
that "the widow at Frotii was taking her loss remarkably well" (4.19.49). 

68When Porgunna comes to Iceland with her fineries Purit5r wants to see them because 
"she was fond of clothes and loved to dress up." She goes to the ship and asks whether 
Porgunna had any woman's clothing (4.50.137-38). After Porgunna's death PuritSr puts her 
arms around her husband in order to persuade him not to burn Porgunna's bed clothes, as he 
has promised (4.51.142-43). 
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of a similar behavior from her mother, Pordis, thus suggesting that this de- 
porenent was unusual.69 

These episodes involved sexually experienced women. It is also possible 
to detect, on occasion, sexual initiative in young girls. The love affair be- 
tween the two beautifill young people, Ingolfr and Valgerd5r, begins at a 
game when Ingolfr by mistake throws a ball that lands near Valgerdr who is 
among the spectators. She hides it under her coat and encourages him to 
come and look for it. Telling the others to continue the game, Ing61fr sits 
down next to her and they "talked" the whole day.70 Ljosvetnin,ga saga 
preserves the memory of a young, outgoing girl, Fridgerdr, whosc pleasure 
in male company brings trouble. When a young man visits her at home, her 
father serlds her away to a powerful friend for safety. Overtaken by a snow- 
storm en route, she changes her destination to a place frequented by three 
young men. After two of them go abroad, she tells the third, Porkell, that 
she is pregnant, naming one of the departed as the father. Porkell admits 
that they have all had a good time, because she is not "reserved" (falyndr), 
but he intimates that any "land lopper" (hleypimadr) may have been the 
father (10.12[22].63-67).71 

Sexuality is expressed at least implicitly in the sagas, but despite a few 
examples of female initiative, the overwhelming impression remains that 
sexual encounters were the results of the masculine drive. The only sexual, 
almost pornographic, scenes in the Old Norse corpus are found inBosasa,ga 
okHerrauds. 72 This story was written after the family sagas and belongs to a 

6Chis observation has also been made by E. O. G. Turville-Petre (see his Scaldic Poetry 
[Oxford, 1976], p. 63). Bredsdorff (n. 57 above), pp. 67-81, suggests that the complicated 
family relations in Gzsla sagg, in which a sister (p6rdis) betrays her brother (Gisli) because he 
kills her husband, can be explained by the fact that the sister is taking revenge for the brother's 
previous interference in Norway with her lovers. This might indicate that she had enjoyed 
them, or perhaps even encouraged them, again revealing a behavior at variance with the ac- 
cepted male views on female behavior. The so-called long version ofthis narrative contains the 
most detailed description of an illicit love visit replete with an old father who twice shames his 
sons into action (6.6.20-25; sxb text). See also Preben Meulengracht S0rensen, NorrHnt nid 
(Odense, 1989), pp. 55-62. There is an English translation of this work: Joan Turville-Petre, 
trans., The Unmanly Man: Consepts of SeDcual D<famatwn in Early Northerx Society (Odense, 
1983). 

70Two slightly different versions of the story are found in Hallfredar saBa (8.2.142) and 
Varnsdwlasa,ga (8.37.98). Although Ingolfr promises several times to break the relationship, it 
continues also after Ingolfr's marriage. Valgerd5r does not marry until after Ingolfr's death 
(Vatasdueta sa [8.37.100-101, 40.106, 41.109]), enhancing the importance of love. In- 
golfr's preoccupation with women is unbounded. Before he dies he requests to be buried- 
one hopes with a bit of self-mockery-not in the hill normally used by his family, but near the 
road, so the women from the area will have an easier time remembering him (8.41 109). 

710n this case) see Andersson and Miller (n. 15 above), pp. 32-43. 
72Text in Fornaldar SoBurNord?wrlaxdg, ed. Gud5ni Jonsson, 4 vols. (n.p., 1954), 3:281- 

322. 
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different genre, the so-calledfornaldanozgut or legendary sagas. The setting 
is thc mythical expeditions ofthe Swedish adventurer Bosi into farm com- 
munities of an area known as Bgarmaland, or Finland, that part of 
Scandinavia which remained heathen the longest. This framework encour- 
ages us to understand these scenes as evidence not of direct pagan sexuality, 
of course, but of how it was perceived in the fourteenth century. On three 
occasions the enterprising B6si obtains valuable information by sleeping 
with farmers' daughters. Portraying a rollicking sexuality, these scenes leave 
little room for the imagination. Although the women clearly enjoy the ac- 
tivity-the second episode even indicates that "the missionary position" 
was not universal on all three occasions it was Bosi who took the ini- 
tiative, as the point ofthe narrative would require.73 

Old Norse pagan women, in other words, are normally not portrayed as 
the temptress Mother Eve.74 Descriptions of physical beauty are more fre- 
quent, longer, and more detailed for men than for women. Hair plays an 
important role for both genders. Female beauty is expressed in objective, 
almost clinical, terms devoid of erotic connotations.75 Pagan society had 
created marriage to regulate the powerfill drive of human sexuality. Since 
property considerations were uppermost in these negotiations, it is per- 
haps not surprising that men were responsible for the marital arrange- 
ments. When these rules were broken or not observed, however, men, not 
women, were blamed. We have noticed that the law confirms this percep- 
tion derived from tlle family sagas, that pagan society appears not to have 
credited women with as powerfill a sexual drive as men. For this reason 

73The three episodes inBosasa,ga are found in 7.297-99; 11.307-9; 13.313-16. The pas- 
sage about 'ithe missionary position" is the following: Pauskemmtasernusem peimlgkar, ok var 
bondadottirymist of an a eda undir . . . ( 11.309). The saga is translated in Hermann Palsson and 
Paul Edwards, Seven Vikin,gRomances (Harmondsworth, 1985), pp. 199-227; the three pas- 
sages can also be found in Hermann Palsson and Paul Edwards, Le,gendary Fiction in Medieval 
IcelaxdD, Studia Islandica, 30 (Reykjavik, 1971), pp. 79-83. The episodes are so salacious that 
many manuscripts and the oldest editions have omitted them (see the article "Bosa saga," in 
KLNM [n. 54 above], 2:172-73). Even Palsson and Edwards place the girl "now under him 
and now on top," although the text states the reverse. The story may be influenced by the 
French fabliaux tradition. 

74The obvious exception is the Norwegian Queen Gunnhildr whose nymphomaniac be- 
havior deserves special analysis. The most comprehensive study of her is Sigurbur Nordal, 
"Gunnhildur konungam6dir," Samtid o,gsa,ga 1 (1941): 135-55. On her role as an inciter of 
men, see Jenny Jochens, "The Female Inciter in the Kings' Sagas," Arkiv for Nordisk Filoloyi 
102 ( 198 7): 100- 1 19, especially 1 16-19 . 

75Compare, for example, the descriptions of Kjartan and GutSriin in Laxdsrla sa,ga 
(4.28.76-77; 4.32.86). It is probably an anachronistic mistake to see this attitude, as well as 
the lack of overt expressions of sexuality in the sagas, as signs of modesty. The emphasis on 
male beauty and the absence of the female body should rather be seen as manifestations of a 
clllture at the stage prior to C'the male gaze." I hope to treat this problem in a future article. 
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women were not blamed when the sexual drive created havoc with the rules 
established to control it. 

We have observed a slight increase in women's involvement in romantic 
and sexual affairs in later sagas (HJvardar saga IWrdix,ffs and SQrla ffittr), 
undoubtedly inspired by translations of the romantic literature from Eu- 
rope.76 Descriptions of love and sexuality in these native and foreign 
settings are largely phrased in positive tcrms. However, the failure of 
churclonen to enforce the new Christian rules on sexuality and marriage 
was recorded in the contemporary sagas, where sexuality often is portrayed 
in a negative light. More important, women are here assigned responsibil- 
ity for breaking the marital rules originally established by the pagan society, 
but now modified and reinforced by churchmen.77 

Two ofthe most difficult tasks for the church involved the eradication of 
concubinage for the laity and the imposition of celibacy on the clergy. On 
the subject of concubinage, churchmen followed the pagan tradition and 
made men responsible for initiating such affairs. They fulrninated against 
chieftains who kept concubines, urged them to abandon or marry these 
women, and punished both sexes implicated in extramarital affairs by with- 
holding the eucharist. In addition, women who bore illegitimate childreIl 
were denied the lighted candles customarily granted to wives when they 
entered the church after their confinement. In the fourteenth century, 
churchrnen refilsed the last sacrament to sick women, unless their lovers 
married them, or unless the women promised to separate from the men 
when they recovered.78 

In these reglllations women were already singled out for harsher punish- 
ments than the laymen with whom they associated. When clergymen were 
involved in sexual encounters, however, full responsibility was assigned to 
the female partner. Since priests and even bishops were regularly married, 
the clergy were exposed to the same sexual tensions over wives and 
daughters as the laity. An illicit love visit seems to be behind the encounter, 
occurring around 1100, between Bishop Ketill and a certain Gubmundr, in 
which both men lost an eye. The bishop attacks Gubmundr because he has 
heard that the latter "seduced" (fMdi) his wife (who, incidentaXy, was the 
daughter of another bishop). Gut5mundr responds by taking seriotlsly the 

76Blensinbil, Tristan's love-struck mother who takes the initiative in the encounter in 
which Tristan is conceived, was known through the 1226 translation of T"stanssaga and could 
have provided such an inspiration. The text is in Bjarni Vilhjalmsson, ed .,Riddarasosgur, 6 vols. 
(1954; reprint, Reykjavik, 1982), 1:1-247; see especially pp. 1-22. 

77See Jochens, "The Church and Sexuality in Medieval Iceland" (n. 4 above). 
78For references, see Jochens, "The Medieval Iceland Heroine" (n. 4 above), p. 44, n. 55 

or, in Tucker, ed., p. 1 14. The reference to the denial of the last sacrament is specifically aimed 
at women and does not include men (see Dipltarium Islandicum [Copenhagen, 1893], 
2:549). 
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biblical injunction of an eye for an eye (Ljosvetninsgasaga, 10.21[31].105). 
The use offtFa suggests that the saga author blames Gubmundr for the 
affair.79 In torguls sa,ga ok Hafilida in Sturlun,ga swa (1:28-29.46-48) 
the same story is told by the bishop himself. Ketill could have followed the 
native tradition and blamed the male offender for his humiliation, but he 
was clearly steeped in the new clerical training. Although the case involved 
his own wife, he chose to blame the woman: "she was not faithful to me" 
(hox,gerdi mik e,igi einDlttanD, literally, C'she did not rely on me alone" 
[1:29.47]). The sources do not reveal specific cases, but one can readily 
imagine the inclination to blame women in cases of sexual misconduct.80 

Since the church's requirement of clerical celibacy was gained only with 
difficulty, it is here we find clearest indications of the shift from male to 
female responsibility for sexual transgressions. For clergymen, whose sexu- 
al fantasies usually took a female form, it was natural to blame women for 
their own shortcomings in the constant battle to maintain chastity. This is 
particularly clear in the bishops' sagas) a genre that corresponds to the Eu- 
ropean episcopal vitae and belongs to the period of the contemporary 
sagas. Gud5mundr the Good, bishop of the northern see of Holar, was a 
native churchman who took the demands of chastity most seriously for 
himselfas well as for the Icelandic church. HisLife includes a series of mira- 
cles, of which one is an Old Norse adaptation of the well-known vision of 
Tundalus of Irish origin.8l Known as i'Rannveig's vision" (Rannveigar 
leizla), it narrows the original focus from general sinfulness to sexual trans- 
gression and changes the protagonist from male to female, thus enabling 
the author to blame the breaches of clerical celibacy on women where he 
feels it belongs.82 Rannveig, the mistress of a priest, "had previously lived 

7Uhe occasional use ofthe expressionsfa and venr kwamurstnar in Sturlun,gasaga (see, 
for example, 1:102 and 1:203) confirms that, although on the wane, the illicit love visit was 
and had been a social phenomenon. The topos is not found in the romantic and legendary 
genres. 

8the most famous case of sexual misconduct among the laity involved the chieftain Jon 
Loftsson. Although married, he had children by other women. The most notorious was his 
mistress, RangheitSr, whom he kept in his house and by whom he had two children Rang- 
heibr's brother, Bishop Porlakr, the first Icelandic clergyman to take the Christian sexual pro- 
gram seriously, upbraided J6n, placing the full blame for the affair on him, and not on his own 
sister. The story is analyzed in Jochens, "The Church and Sexuality in Medieval Iceland," pp. 
385-86. 

8lSee the article "Tundalus," in KLNM (Copenhagen, 1975), 19:53-56, and "Vi- 
sionsdiktning," in KLNM (Copenhagen, 1976), 20:171-86. 

82The most recent edition ofthe Icelandic text is in Stefan Karlsson, ed., Gubmundarso,gur 
biskups, vol. 1, Editiones Arnamagnzanse, ser. B, vol. 6 (Copenhagen, 1983), pp. 92-99. The 
text can also be found inBiskupasogur 1 :451-55 and 2:9-11 . The most recent treatment ofthe 
filll vision is Thomas Kren and Roger S. Wieck, The Visions of Tondalfrom the Library of Mar- 
,garet of Iork (Malibu, CA, 1990). This illustrated manuscript from the 1470s contains an Old 
French translation of the monk Marcus's Latin text from the mid-twelfth century. 



384 JENNY JOCH:ENS 

with another priest. Although she had few scruples about this, she was a 
pious woman: in other ways." Leaving a bathhouse one dDay, she fiE into a 
tran£e and lays as if dEaci for several hours. After awakenidng! she reports her 
vision to Gubmundr. In her vision she has been seized by demons andjdbag- 
ged, bruised and scratched, across a lava field where she saw marly people in 
suffering and torment. The demons did not let go of her until: 

they came to a place where she saw in front of her a hug;e cauldron or a 
deep, wide pit; it was filled with boiling pitch and around it were hla- 
ing fires. Inside she saw many men, both those living at that titne and 
those who were deceased, and she recognized some of them. There 
she saw nearly aLI the chieftains who had misused their authoru;y. 
Then the demons addressed hcr saying: "Down into this pit you shall 
be cast, for such are your deserts. You have shared in the same sin as 
those who are down there, namely loathsome lechery, which: you 
committed when you lay with two priests and so defiled their office. 
To this you have added vanity and avarice. Now here you shall re- 
main, since you would never abandon our services, and in marly ways 
we shall torment you." 

The story relates how she was burned in the boiling pit, and how she was 
helped by calling on Mary and the saints in her distress.83 She was finaLly 
shown; the blessed abode where all the Icelandic bishops- dwelt inr bliss.84 

The contemporary sagas thus suggest a shift in perceptionDs, undoubted- 
ly promoted by the church, that transferred responsibility for hrearking 
sexual regiations from male to female, particularly those involving the 
clergy. 

MULTIPLE SEXUAL PARTNERS 

The influence of churchrrlen carz.also be detected in the articulation of our 
third problem, that of multiple sexual parmers, an importarlt contempo- 

rary issue although not consideredx serious during the pagan period. We 
recall that the thirteenth-century sources indicate the prevalence of i;nf6> 

83The Icelandic preoccupation with sexual problems is remarkable. In the original text the 
male protagonist's sins do not include sexual offenses, and the only reference to problems of 
this nature is found in his visit in hell to "The Beast That Eats Unchaste Priests and Nuns"- 
sharing the same purlishment for unchastity, monks atld nuns suffer painfill reproduction 
(Kren and Wieck) pp. 48-49). 

84Por another illustration, see Jochens, "The Ghurch and Sexuality in Medieval Icelmd" 
(n. 4 above), p. 391, n. 17. Kormakssa,ggis often said tc3 be without sign of Christianninfluence. 
The author seems to reveal his Christim views on sexuality, however, when he has Pordis 
spakona advise Kormakr not to marry Bersirs sister because she is a falskong (harlot) and af@# 
(idiot, but here probably used with the sexual connotations we have seen inJiNa) (8.9.233). 
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mal unions in place of marriage and the indulgence of multiple sexual 
Icompanions in concubinagefin addition to marriage by most leading 
imen.85 This behavior was especiallyScornmon among the Nordic royalty. 
The ki-ngs'<sagas reveal cases where fathers offered their daughters for sexll- 
aOl plcasure to Dallish and Norwegian kings in:the often justified hope that 
they might produce a royal heir who would in due-course bringRpromi- 
nence;t their ovvn family.86 This fpractice continued deep into the Middle 
Ages iniNorway, causing severe problems for the royal succession, until the 
kiDngs accepted the ecclesiastical rule of monogamy atld legitimacy as neces- 
sary nditions -for succession. Persisting in fNorway and Iceland among 
the-leading classes, this ingrained habit sugggsts that pagan sexuality had 
been originally characterized by multiple partners, at least arnong royalty 
an( W arlstocracy. 

C)ccasional refirences to concubines and illegitimate children in the fam- 
ily sagas suggest the existence of mukiple sexual partners also among free 
farmcrs) a problem that occasionally created tensions,0but the paucity ofthe 
examples implied their relative lack of importance. Their continued exis- 
tence, rather than sudden emergencer cm filrther be deduced from their 
-ubiquiFy in the contemporary sagas. They mayVhave appeared to be more 
frequent in (Christiarl times, because original pagan ou£1ets for male sexu- 
ality khad become restrictped through chmging social, economic, and, 
espccially) religious conditions. The narrative and legal texts indicate that 
pagan men made regular sexual use of slav¢s, poor women, and servant 
girls. WE recall the beautifiil slave Melkofka whom fIQskuld brought home 
from a market.87 The Icelmdic law stipulated that a man shad the right to 
purchafsCe a slave ';for his bodily pleasure" (til kaa; Gg t la: 192]). A1- 
though the law severely pished sexual crimes, none was enjoined if a man 
slept with a beggar womarl. The argument ran that since she was without 
family to take care of her, she needed to beg. Nobody was offended if her 
sexual services were exploited and compensated,: as low as the man in ques- 
tion took responsibility br possible pregnancy ((@ [Ib:48-49; 2:178]). 
Returning to the problem of violence, such encounters, therefore, di(l not 
cause strife amollg men. We carz only speculate on how men behaved to- 
ward these women, arld how they rcacted. Pretending to be mute since her 
capture by Vikings in Ireland, MeJkorka was discovered speaking to her 
son in her native tongue. This is a poignarlt illustration of a slave woman 
torn between impotent selfLdefense and responsibility for her child engen- 
dered through an enforced relationship with a xmaster (4.12.24, 13.27, 

85Jenny Jochens, "En Islande medievale: A la recherche de la famille nucleaire,"Anles 
ESC40 (:1985): 95-112. 

86See Jochens, "The Politics of Reproduction" (n. 26 above). 
87See n. 11 above. 
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20.51). Since men had rights to the sexual services of slave women, it is 
unlikely that the latter protested overtly, and men may not have resorted to 
rape. In other words, violence appears only in the covert form that perme- 
ates all slave societies. 

An episode in Grettts saBa further illustrates the difference in sexual 
availability between a free farmer's daughter and the servant girl from the 
house. Celebrated for his physique, Grettir was discovered sleeping un- 
covered one morning in a farm house by the daughter ofthe household and 
the maid. Admiring his chest, the maid remarks on how small he is "farther 
down." Although admonished by the daughter of the house to stop her 
prattle, she continues to marvel and giggle. Eventually Grettir who, of 
course, has been listening- asserts in verse that his testicles are no smaller 
than other men's and that his penis is capable of growing.88 He grabs the 
servant, but the daughter escapes. The author assures his readers that when 
Grettir and the maid separate she is duly impressed (7.75.238-41).89 

Briefly, by permitting the sexual exploitation of slaves, poor women, and 
servants, pagan society induced most men to accept the imperative of legal 
marriage with a woman they had obtained according to society's rules. 
Since men's relations with marginal women were considered normal, and 
since most often neither the mistresses nor their offspring were important 
enough to enter the narrative of the family sagas, this genre exhibits a rela- 
tively placid sexual surface, portraying most couples as enjoying calrn, 
monogamous marriages. Sexual tension erupts only in the topos of the 
illicit love visit, thus revealing the age-old problem of men using and 
provoking physical violence when they desire women. 

As slaves disappeared and as churchrnen insisted that sexual contacts be 
restricted to monogamous Inarriages, marginal women became less avail- 
able for masculine sexual pleasures. When employed, they elicited the 
authors' notice and churchrnen's complaints. (Prostitutes, a predominant 
urban phenomenon, were virtually unknowrl in the isolated rural condi- 
tions of medieval Iceland.) Whereas problems emanating from men having 
mllltiple sexual partners had largely been passed over in silence in the family 
sagas, they now emerged as major issues in the contemporary sagas. 

88The stanzas are considered to be contemporary with the saga and therefore cannot be 
used to argue for older, more explicit, sexual articulation. 

89Robert J. Glendinning, "Grettis Saga and European Literature in the Late Middle 
Ages," Mosaic 4 ( 1970): 51-62, points to a sirnilarity between this story and a tale from Boc- 
caccio'sDecameron (Day 3, Tale 1). The change from two nuns to a farmer's daughter and a 
servant of whom only the latter is available is, however, indicative of native perceptions con- 
cerningwomenavailableforsexualpurposes.SeeLjorvetninCgasaBa(10.13[23].72)foran 
additional suggestion of men's search for sexual companions among servant women. 
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TWO VISITORS 

Returning to the illicit love visit, we shall conclude by taking a brieflook at 
tvo sagas in which the theme is dominant. They demonstrate the ubiquity 
of male violence but, at the same time, suggest how pagan and Christian 
society tried to tame it in various ways. Old Norse literary scholars need not 
take offense at the suggestion thatKonnakssa, beloved among the family 
sagas and appreciated particularly for its abundant and beautiSl love po- 
etry, can be read almost entirely under the native topos of an extended illicit 
love visit, although it also exhibits the inHuence of Continental liter- 
ature.90 Having already referred to it to illustrate the structure of the visit, 
we recall that Kormakr discovers Steingerdr while she is staying with her 
foster parents. Falling in love with her, he continues his visits, even after her 
father brings her home in an effort to prevent them. When Kormakr per- 
sists in coming, her father is offered help from Narfi, a man living with him 
on the farm, and from Oddr, another competitor for Steingerdr's affection. 
This attempt to stop Kormakr results only in Oddr's and his brother's 
deaths at Kormakr's hands. Our hero perseveres in his visits and his vio- 
lence by taking revenge against the men's mother, Porveig, forcing her to 
leave the area and eventually bringing about her death. 

Being a sorceress, torveig has laid a curse on Kormakr that he shall never 
obtain Steingerdr. Scholars see this as an explanation of the strange con- 
tinuation ofthe story. When a marriage is arranged between Kormakr and 
Steingerdr, Kormakr fails to show up for the wedding. If the saga is read as 
a prolonged illicit love visit, however, his failure need no longer be credited 
exclusively to magic but can be interpreted as fitting our topos, since illicit 
love visits never result in marriage. Incensed over the insult to the family 
honor and eager to make an honorable marriage for his daughter, 
Steingerdr's father whose effectiveness has been strengthened by the re- 
turn from abroad of his grown son Porkell accepts Porkell's offer to 
arrange a marriage between Steingerdr and Bersi, an older and renowned 
fighter. While Steingertir is married to Bersi, Kormakr visits her only once. 
He challenges the husband to a duel but is unable to overcome him. When 
Bersi is badly wounded in a second encounter, it has been inflicted more by 

900n this saga, see Bjarni Einarsson, Skaldaso,gur: Um uppruna oy edli astaskildasagnanna 
fotnu (Reykjavik, 1961); abbreviated and translated to Danish by the author, ToskialdesaFaer 
(Oslo, 1976). There is also a translation ofthe saga into English: Lee M. Hollander, trans., The 
SaBas of Korwak and the Sworn Brothexs (Princeton, NJ, 1949). Outside the main plot this saga 
contains a mini-episode depicting violence The story involves SteinvQr, abducted by a cer- 
tain Porarinn because her father has spoken disparagingly about him. After a while she is 
rescued by Bersi, who installs her on his farm to his new wife's great annoyance. In the end 
SteinvQr serves as an excuse for Bersi to kill his brother-in-law (8.15.257, 16.259-63). 
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93rmakr's maternal unclc than by himself. As we have sem from other 
cases, an aggressive visitor carl be restrained by a strong maDle presexe. 

Buersi's wounds induce Steingerdr to divorce him. During her secondt 
marriage to the weak Porvaldr, Kormakr often visits Steingerdr me1: even 
has the audacity tof ask her to make him a shirt, a traditional love tokcn. On 
one of these visits they find themselves alone for the night, but lXrmalQr is 
unable or unwilling to make love.9l The saga's tragedy, therefore, is not 
only Kormakr's failure to appear at his wedding but also, especially a£ thifs: 
later moment, his inability to consummate the relationshipf the normal 
goal of an illicit love visit. Yet) despite his failure, he conti-nues his visits:. 
Because Steingert5r's husband does nothing to prevent them, his brother, 
Porvardr, finally takes charge. Not trusting his physical strength; against 
Kormakr, he and the ever helpfill Narfi bribe a vagabond to rccite ar; 
obscene verse about the two ill-starred lovers. In a filrious rage Kormakr 
kills Narfi and pursues his violence against Steingerdr's husbarld; arld 
brother-in-law, but he continues his visits, now on trips tQ Norway arldDon 
board ships. Even though he is unable to consummate his love- for 
Steingertir, his intentions remain openly sexual, as seen fFom rtpeated 
scenes of kissing in Norway. 

The love visit's salient features of physical strength on ther part of the 
visitor and corresponding weakness of the woman's protector is high 
lighted by Kormakr's comment to Steingerdr's husband on his last visit, 
albeit under unusual circumstarlces. Steingerd5r and PorvalcAr have been 
captured by Danish Vikings at sea, Steingerdr abducted, and torvaldr left 
alone on the ship, robbed of all his belongings. When Kormakr arrives, he 
suggests that Porvaldr try to recover her as well: as his belongings, but 
Porvaldr answers that he has insufficient forces. This concession and Kor- 
makr's insistent reply: "Are you willing to admit your lack of strength?" 

9lThere is a vast literature on this subject; in addition to Einarsson, SkZdas,gur, see, for 
example, Hans E. Kinck, "Kjzrligheten i Kormaks saga," in hisMangeslays Snst (Kristiania, 
1921), pp. 59-77; Frederic Durandts introduction to his La sasga de Kormak (Cacn, 1975). 
Some authors harre explained Kormakr's problem in his relationship with Steingertir as imP 
potence (see, for example, Dag Stromback, Seyd: Textstxdier i nordisk Religionshlsbriej 
Nordiska Texter och Undersokningar, 5 [Stockholm, 1935], p. 77)! This interpretation is re- 
inforced by the absence of the word tala as we have seen, a code word for sexuality in these 
meetings during the long afternoon Kormakr and Steingerdr spend togcther on- this occa- 
sion (8.19.272). That Steingertir thought Kormakr had a problem is suggestediby her choice 
of wc)rds in their last encounter. Embarrassed that Kormakr has rescued Steingerd5r from a 
group of Vikings, hcr husband Porvaldr suggests that she shollld now join Kormakr perma- 
nently. Her reply is that-she does not want to kaxpa um knxfa (literally, "exchange knives," or 
"penises," here used as a term for divorce [8:.26.298]). In spite of Kormakr's constant atten- 
tion, she has shown some appreciation of her husband, and, given the choice, she now prefers 
his performance to that of her lover. Kormakr's impotence may only have been intermittent, as 
suggested by the use ofta in the kissing episode in Norway (8.24.293). 
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(seglrffi omatttin:a7 [8.26.296] ) can serve as a motto: for aS:l men fiiling to 
:protectXwomen in the ill:icit love visit. Rescuing Steingerdr from the Vi- 
fkingsR, Kormakr returns her to fonaldr who now offrrs her.to lSormk. 
Theflatter decilines, saying that from the start "evil spiritst'0have prevented 
them :freEn iliving together, ithus confirming that ;I>6rveigE magic curse is 
still in Vfoxe. .He nwer forgets Steingerdr) ubut the saga does not report fi:lr- 
therflove visits. KormAkr finishesthis violent:lifefias a Viking. 
^ >e :problem .:of curbing:nale violence din sexualEencounters may have 

been:so severetthat:pagm society felt obliged to resort to:magic, as sug- 
gested in KormJks qga. Dernonstrating similatities ibereen pagan and 
fChristimEviews on male violence, the author ofHUfreArsqga) however, 
sees Ghristim irlfluence behind the chan:ges in the Xprotapnistrs behfavior. 
W fhave met nHallfrebr as a young, impetuous visitor to lblfinrza, whose 
father was WIuiw tO llet hm have the girl in proper marriage. When he de- 
clines, shefismarried t SCbrlss, and Hallfrebrvgo.es to Sweden where he also 
.marries -in ilue course. When Ethis wifb dies) the retur.ns ito :Icelmd and re- 
suneslthe reslaionship with klfiaeveEl:to-theipoint of spending a night 
with her. Althoug;hXhe fiarther insults Gr1ss by cowosing Xsongs about;him, 
this lor;g-suffering husband is velling to settle fpevefilllyr hut in the end 
Hallfrebr challenges him to a duel. The night b¢fbre the fight, however, 
Hallfrebr2ts :here, SKing Olafr lEyggvason, Who has sponsored Dhis baptism, 
appears -tc) shim in a dre md aiises him to settle rather than fight. The 
impression af the dream on :tIailfrebr is reinbrcedfthe nat morning by the 
news of the fldifngZs i;leath. Accepting the advice, Hallfrebr never dXbothers 
SK-olfinna md:her.thusbarld egain (W:8.10.186-93). uDying ontboard ship, he 
expresses inipoetVic:form regret owr h.is previous behavior arld even admits 
xthat0:he-has caused K6lfima;grief::(str.ophe 33;; 8.:11.198). In thisysaga obly a 
Christian visionSrestrains violent behavior. 

CONCLUS:ION 
The Qtopos of the iHicit xlove visit :in the .family sagas has been fillitfill, not 
nece-ssarilyvfor sllpplying historical facts about specific:0individualsfbut for 
thc articulation of a mentali. Although thirteenth-century authors :imag- 
ined thatisexualntcnsions:had existed in the society oftheir forefithers, they 
perceived such problems to have been less endemic than among them- 
selves.92 lJy.;prohibiting all sexual contacts outside marriage, :by demarlciing 
derical cclibacy-a.-phenomenon unkno in the:formerxpagan religion- 
fby evcntually prohibit-inVg divorce, and sby expanding fthe pagan restrictions 
against incest, dhllrchen vasdy heightned the potential for sexual con- 

92The story of Bishop Ketill andE0Gubmundr not only suggests that it was a real issue but 
also reveals its continuity from pagan to Christian setting. 
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flict in the north. Male violence is endemic to sexual encounters, but, on the 
whole, this problem had been reduced by the pagan society at an early stage 
as it developed rules for establishing marriage. 

We have argued that male sexual aggression was equally a problem for 
pagans as for Christians in early and medieval Iceland. By its frequency and 
the consequent unfolding of disorder, the topos of the illicit love visit in the 
Icelandic family sagas suggests that male violence had always been an 
important component of sexual encounters, reaching backto the early Nor- 
dic people. Although restrained by marriage regulations, this violence 
continued throughout the pagan age, as affirmed by both our topos in the 
family sagas and by the legal texts. To pagan curbs on male violence were 
added those of churchrnen with the advent of Christianity, and the decline 
of male violence in sexual encounters in the contemporary sagas suggests 
that the problem was coming under control by the thirteenth century. 

If women were less threatened by sexual violence, however, our second 
problem suggests that, in turn, they became victims of new hostile at- 
titudes toward sexuality emanating from Christianity. As churchmen 
increased the restrictions on male sexuality, so also did they increasingly 
put the responsibility on women for infractions. 

Violent sexuality, therefore, seems to be under better control in the 
Christian world ofthe contemporary sagas than our third problem, that of 
multiple sexual partners, to which the family sagas make only occasional 
reference. The ubiquity of concubines in the contemporary sagas casts sus- 
picion on the absence of extramarital relations in the family sagas. This 
doubt, combined with the legal provisions to regulate the exploitation of 
women on whom men had no sexual rights suggests that multiple sexual 
partners were far more common in pagan times than the family sagas will 
have us believe. The lack of evidence, however, may result from the low 
social status ofthe women with whom the pagan men cohabited. So unim- 
portant were these marginal women that neither they nor their offspring 
entered the oral traditions used by the thirteenth-century authors. We can 
assume that these Christian authors, most of whom were trained as clerics, 
were opposed in principle to the sexual behavior of their contemporaries. 
Although, when depicting their own times, they could not dissimulate the 
objectionable behavior of their contemporaries, they could eliminate most 
references to the sexual peccadillos oftheir ancient forefathers, and thereby 
coat the past with an ideal patina that concealed the pagan social world and 
accommodated it to their dreams for the filture. Male violence and multiple 
sexual partners not only dominated the discourse on pagan sexual behavior 
in the thirteenth century, but these traits were also, in fact, constitutive of 
the very subject of pagan sexuality in the north. 

Our argument may afford lircle comfort for scholars looking for affirma- 
tion of the strong independent Nordic woman depicted in the Icelandic 
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family sagas. Since the eighteenth century, Old Norse sources have sup- 
plied materials for the construct of a strong pagan female, the ancestress of 
both Germanic and Celtic women.93 The current interest in women's stud- 
ies has encouraged scholars to return to this image, often with hopes of 
arriving at confirmation.94 Undoubtedly women had played important 
roles in prehistoric religion which they continued in the practice of mag- 
ic.95 It is also evident that women in the north, as elsewhere in Europe 
before the development of feudalism, had made indispensable contribu- 
tions to production and management of resources-even to the point of 
owning property on a large scale.96 It is therefore possible to argue for a 
certain equality between the sexes in these areas. Our present subject, het- 
erosexual sexuality, ght also be seen to permit comparable equality, but 
on this most fimdamental relationship women were not men's equals. Orig- 
inally at the mercy of masculine physical strength, women were considered 
as prey whose capture was not deemed a personal humiliation but an insult 
to their families. Snatched away unceremoniously, their abduction initi- 
ated chain reactions of feuds in which the prize was quickly forgotten. 
Women were still exchanged as commodities in marriage negotiations, 

93Jenny Jochens, "Old Norse Sources on Women," in Aledieval Women and the Sources of 
MedievalHistory, ed. JoelT. Rosenthal (Athens, GA, 1990), pp. 155-88, and "L'independante 
femme nordique: Une construction fransaise?"Etudes Germaniques (1991), in press. 

94Among a growing literature, see Anne Heinrichs, "Annat er vart edli: The Type of the 
Prepatriarchal Woman in Old Norse Literature," in Lindow et al., eds. (n. 16 above), pp. 110- 
40; Carol J. Clover, "Hildigunnr's Lament," in Lindow et al., eds., pp. 141-83; Else Mundal, 
"Kvinnebiletet i nokre mellomaldergenrar: Eitt opposisjonelt kvinnesyn," Edolg 6 (1982): 
241-371. For a more balanced view, see William Ian Miller, "Beating Up on Women and Old 
Men and Other Enormities: A Social Historical Inquiry into Literary Sources,t' Mercer Law 
Review 39 ( 1988): 753-66. For a brilliant interpretation, see Carol J. Clover, "The Politics of 
Scarcity: Notes on the Sex Ratio in Early Scandinavia," Scandinavian Studies 60 (1988): 
147-88. The image ofthe strong Germanic woman is also found outside the north; see Helen 
Damico, Beawulf f Wealhtheow and the Valkyne Tradition (Madison, WI, 1984); Michael J. En- 
right, "Lady with a Mead Cup: Ritual, Group Cohesion and Hierarchy in Germanic 
Warband,"FrubmittelalterlicheStudien22 (1988): 170-203; Christine Fell, Women inAnglo- 
Saxon EnBland and the Impact of l O66 (Bloomington, IN, 1984) 

95Marija Gimbutas, The Langua,ge of the Goddess (New York, 1989); Else Mundal, 
Fyl,gfemotiva i norrHn litteratur (Oslo, 1974); Jenny Jochens, "VQluspa: Matrix of Norse Wom- 
anhood,"Joxfwal of English and GermounicPhilolo,gy 88 (1989): 344-62, reprinted in Poetry in 
the ScandinavianMiddleA<ges, ed. Teresa Paroli (Spoleto, 1990), pp. 257-77, "La magie et les 
differences des sexes dans les mythes et la societe germanico-nordique," Cahiers de civilisation 
medievale (1993), in press, and "Old Norse Magic and Gender: tattr torvalis ens Vdferla," 
Scandinarian Studies (1991), in press. 

96Nanna Darnsholt, "The Role of Icelandic Women in the Sagas and in the Production of 
Homespun Cloth," ScandinavianJournal of History 9 (1984): 75-90; Helgi torlaksson, "Ar- 
beidskvinnens, sarlig veverskens, 0konomiske stilling pi Island i middelalderen," in Kvinnans 
ekonomiska stallnin,g under nordisk snedeltid, ed. Hedda Gunneng and Birgit Strand (Lindome, 
1981), pp. 50-65; Anna Sigurdardottir, Vinna kvenng JIslgndi t 1100 of r (Reykjavik, 1985). 
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:subject to male violence as wives, arld obliged to acquiesce to their hus- 
bands' numerous sexual parmers. Christianity eventually provided 
possibilities of marital and sexual equality as churchmen worked for mo- 
nogamy, fidelity, consent, and indissolubility,:but inveterate masculine 
habits preveIlted filll implementation ofthe program. And, to add:insult to 
injury, the m:isogyny of churchmen filrther degraded women with primary 
guilt for offenses against sexuality. 
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