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The Women of Ljosvetninga saga
Ela Sefcikova'

Abstract

Studies on gender in Ijdsvetninga saga have been largely focused on the somewhat
larger-than-life figure of Gudmundr i riki Eyjolfsson. Gudmundr is an
impressive, often controversial character, eliciting accusations of effeminacy and
homosexuality from his contemporaries and much discussion as to the
implications of his characterisation on the part of modern scholars. Such focus
on Gudmundr has relegated the female characters of the saga to the scholatly
margins—in a saga so concerned with feud and legal proceedings, the scarcity
of female portraits can be seen to confirm the idea that the saga has little interest
in women. The women of Ljdsvetninga saga, however, deserve consideration, as
they cut some of the most striking portraits of all the women of the family sagas,
despite their relative lack of personal power, and their portrayal has much to
contribute to the debate about women’s roles in saga literature. This article
examines the roles of women such as Gudmundr mmn rik7’s wife Porlaug
Atladéttir, Gudmundr’s niece Jorunn Einarsdottir and the prophetess Pérhildr
Vadlaekkja, demonstrating the complex and varied nature of these characters
and the limitations of attempting to classify female characters into tropes such
as ‘the whetter’ or ‘the guardian of family honour’.

Keywords: sagas, women, literature, law, social status

The women of Ljosvetninga saga, unlike those of the better-known family sagas
such as Laxdela saga and Njals saga, have received very little scholarly attention.”
Theodore M. Andersson and William Ian Millet’s extensive introduction to the
saga mentions women only briefly, as lesser players in a male-dominated political
scene.” More recent scholarship, such as that by Gisli Sigurdsson and Yoav

Tirosh, has similarly focused on the male characters of the saga, particularly on

! BA Student, University of Cambridge; es723(@cam.ac.uk.

2 I have based my analysis on the C-redaction of the saga, as edited by Andersson and Miller
and the Lslenzk Fornrit series. The carliest fragments of the C-redaction date to the fifteenth
century, while a fragmentary A-redaction parchment survives from the fourteenth century; the
C-redaction, however, is longer, and can be reconstructed fully from seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century manuscripts; Andersson and Miller, Law and Literature, 64-74.

3 Andersson and Miller, Law and Literature, 3-118; in particular 19-22, 61 and 99.
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the main rival of the Ljésvetningar, Gudmundr Eyjélfsson.* Gudmundr is an
impressive, controversial character, who appears in many sagas and elicits
varying treatment from different saga authors, and his depiction certainly merits
discussion, as it contributes to the debate on Old Norse gender and sexuality.
It has, however, left the women of the saga largely forgotten. Women do not
play as prominent a role in I jdsvetninga saga as they do in Laxdela saga or Njals
saga, as the main focus is on the legal proceedings and political manoeuvrings
through which the feud between the Ljésvetningar and their rivals takes place,
and women are excluded from overt legal or political action. The women of
Ljosvetninga saga are not often visible, but when they are, they do not always fit
into the patterns we expect from other family sagas. Johanna Katrin
Frioriksdottir’s work on women in Old Norse literature has called attention to
the variety of roles available to women in the sagas; building on her approach, 1
will analyse several female characters who do not fit the traditionally
acknowledged roles available to women in the sagas.’

Despite the saga’s heavy legal and political focus, women are not excluded
to the same extent as in Hrafinkels saga; although they are secondary players in the
game, they are all involved at some level, whether on their own account or on
account of their connections with those male characters who are active
participants in the disputes.” Gudmundr’s wife Pérlaug, for example, cuts a
striking figure in the scenes in which she features: at the Bagisda wedding, she
makes a concerted effort to defend her husband’s honour, providing him with
an excuse to leave when the situation becomes very tense. Later, she shows
considerable courage and determination when she protects the killer of Porbjorn
rindill by refusing to leave his house despite her husband’s threats to burn her
and their son Halldérr inside it. Porkell sakr’s wife Porgerdr also proves to be

more perceptive than her husband in her suspicion of Rindill when he comes to

4 Gisli Sigurdsson, *The Immanent Saga of Gudmundr riki’; Tirosh, *The Fabulous Saga’ and
‘Argr Management’.

5 Tirosh, *The Fabulous saga’, 3; Andersson and Miller, Law and Literature, 86-90.

¢ Jéhanna Katrin Frioriksdottir, Women in Old Norse Literature, 8. For more discussion on female
agency see, for example, McGillivray, ‘Gender and Subversion’.

7'The only women who feature in this saga are servants; Miller, Hrafnkel or the Ambiguities, 149.
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their house to spy. There are a few women who are involved in legal disputes
directly, and to varying degrees; Qlvir’s daughter, who in the saga’s first chapter
is subject to unwanted visits from SQlmundr, has neither a name nor a voice,
and her case is discussed solely through the men who take an active part in it,
but not all of Ljdsvetninga saga’s legal cases proceed in this way. Fridgerdr, who
becomes pregnant, initially tries to appeal on her own behalf to her employer
Porkell, and only when he refuses to help her does she return home to her father,
who takes over her case. There is even a case of a woman—Einarr of Pvera’s
daughter Jérunn—arbitrating a feud.® The behaviour of Porhildr 1Vadlackkja, a
sorceress whom Gudmundr consults, is also worth discussion; she is one of very
few women in the sagas who are depicted wearing trousers, and the saga author
has no qualms about describing the pagan ritual she performs to ascertain the
future for Gudmundr.

I do not argue that women in Ijdsvetninga saga are particularly unusual, or
that they transgress social norms established by other sagas; given the degree to
which these norms are subjective to individual authors and subject to change
over time, such an assessment would be close to meaningless. Unlike Andersson
and Miller, who believe that ‘one of the fortunate side benefits of the sagas... is
the abundance of social and cultural information preserved in them,” I do not
seek to ground my argument with reference to social or cultural norms in
medieval Iceland, or to generalise the evidence of the sagas in order to construct
a model for wider Icelandic or even Germanic perceptions of women.” Instead,
I treat the sagas as literary works, operating on the assumption that each saga
authot’s construction of women and femininity differs, but that constructions
of gender across the sagas, sharing a common culture and time period, are
broadly comparable."” It is, therefore, productive to compare the depiction of

women in I jdsvetninga saga with depictions of women in other Icelandic sagas, in

8 Ljdsvetninga saga, 139.
° Andersson and Miller, Law and Literature, 3. Some scholars, such as Jochens, in O/d Norse

Images, 10, argue that a common Germanic culture can be accessed through the sagas.
10 J6hanna Katrin Frioriksdottir, ‘Gender’, 227.
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order to place them in context and to broaden our understanding of how women
in the sagas can function as characters within the narrative context."

The argument is sometimes made that the only option for women in the
sagas who wish to influence the course of a feud is to goad their male relatives
into action."” Jenny Jochens estimates that 48% of the women in Njals saga goad
male relatives to action, and Armann Jakobsson also argues that women in Nji/s
saga are quick to anger and urge their sons and husbands to avenge every insult.”’
Other family sagas such as Laxdela saga and Gisla saga Sirssonar also feature
several prominent female characters, such as Gudrian Osvifrsdéttir and Pérdis
Porbjornsdottir, who achieve their ends by goading men into action. A close
examination of women in ILjdsvetninga saga, however, suggests that women’s
involvement in feuds can vary in both nature and degree, and depends on
multiple factors, such as the source of the dispute, the possible courses of action,
the woman’s relationship to the men who are involved, her social status, and her
personality. The women of Lyjdsvetninga saga are very rarely depicted as goading
their husbands and relatives. The only exception to this is Gudrun, the daughter
of Porkell hdkr, who is killed by Gudmundr’s men in retaliation for spreading
rumours of Gudmundr’s effeminacy.'* Many years after her father’s death, as the
dispute over Fridgerdr’s case escalates and both sides gather men to fight, her
husband Otryggr protests that he is not ready to join the battle as he is washing
his hair; she retorts ““satt var pat, at Porkell hakr var mér skyldr, en eigi pér, enda skal
¢k ok fara” (“it is true that Porkell hakr was related to me, and not to you, and
so I will go”)."”

This method of goading, where a woman threatens to take her husband’s
place in seeking vengeance, is unusual in the sagas; even women like Porgerdr
Egilsdottir in Laxdwla saga, who accompanies her sons when they avenge Kjartan

on Bolli, worried that they would fail to carry out her instructions if left to their

11 J6hanna Katrin Frioriksdottir, Women in Old Norse Literature, 3.

12 Andersson and Miller in Law and Literature, 32; see also Jéhanna Katrin Fridriksdottir, Women
in Old Norse Literature, 8-15.

13 Armann Jakobsson, ‘Masculinity and Politics’, 191.

14 Dorkell hakr is killed when Gudran is four years old; Ljdsvetninga saga, 51.

15 At this time, her husband Otryggr is ‘gamall’ (0ld), and they have an adult son; I jdsvetninga
saga 77. Translations are mine.
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own devices, do not go as far as suggesting that they would replace their male
relatives in taking revenge.'® Gudrin’s taunt is also unlike the infrequent cases
in which women, such as Audr in Laxdela saga, actually attempt to take revenge
themselves. Audr has no close male relatives, and none of her more distant
relatives are willing to attack her ex-husband Pordr, while Gudran has a husband
and adult son, both of whom seem reasonably eager to join the fight. The issues
at stake are also different: Audr has recently been insulted and divorced by her
husband, while the fight between the Ljosvetningar and the sons of Gudmundr
has come about due to the escalation of a relatively inconsequential case.
Otryggt’s main motivation to fight is his obligation to support his family, and it
seems almost out of place for Gudrun to bring up an incident that happened
decades ago, except to remind her husband of the depth and history of the feud
between the two factions. Otryggr is described by the saga narrator as ‘“inn
vaskast? (the most valiant of men), and immediately answers Gudran’s taunt with

(113

a curt ““mér somir [Qrin, enda skal ek ok fara” (“it is honourable for me to go and 1
so will go”), offering no further protest against joining the fight."”

It seems as though Otryggr, despite being past fighting-age, barely needs
goading at all before agreeing to fight, so the strength of Gudrun’s taunt is
curious; why would she bring up an old, irrelevant issue to shame a husband
who intends to fight anyway? If it is intended to persuade Otryggr to take
revenge, it would be somewhat out of place. If, instead, her main aim is to tease
him for not being ready to go yet, it makes rather more sense; he protests that
he is washing his hair—a mundane, household activity—so it would make sense
for Gudran to needle him about his lack of heroism, questioning his masculinity
by suggesting that she is the man in their marriage and he the woman. Instead
of painting a classic whetting scene, therefore, the saga plays with the idea of
goading and the gender relations it implies, while exposing the limits of women’s

power over the actions of men. Gudrun is not depicted as trying to change her

husband’s intentions, although her words do have some effect: they are a

16 Jesch, Women in the 1Viking Age, 194.
7 1 jdsvetninga saga, 77.
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challenge, and they increase the urgency of Otryggt’s departure, as Gudrin has
called his masculinity into question and further delay would only exacerbate the
situation.

There has been much debate over whether the literary trope of the
whetting woman had any basis in reality. Jochens argues for this trope as a
literary device, given its near absence in the contemporary sagas on one hand
and its frequency in several of the family sagas on the other, while Carol Clover
maintains that the prominence of whetting in other bloodfeud cultures, such as
those of ancient Greece and Albania, suggests a corresponding role for women
in early Iceland."”” Whether or not the whetting woman is a literary motif,
however, the absence of this image in Ljdsvetninga saga suggests that the depiction
of women in the family sagas is more varied than a narrow focus on the whetting
woman allows.

Several women are directly involved in legal cases in Ljdsvetninga saga, but
their involvement takes different forms each time. The case of Qlvir’s daughter
shows little concern for her character at all; in the opening scene of the saga, a
man called Sglmundr pays some unsolicited visits to Qlvir’s daughter against her
father’s wishes. Unable to do anything about the situation, Qlvir asks Ofeigr
Jarngerdarson for help, which enables the saga author to demonstrate Ofeigr’s
good character in protecting an innocent girl and driving off her would-be
kidnappers as they are about to abduct her. As demonstrated by his reliance on
Ofeigt’s help, it is clear that Qlvir is not an influential figure, and the saga author
seems little interested in him or his daughter, choosing to focus instead on the
righteousness of Ofeigr, who later in the saga ousts Gudmundr himself from a
high seat at a feast after threatening to beat him up."” Andersson and Miller argue
that the lack of interest in Qlvir is due to the author’s preoccupation with the
upper stratum of society; Qlvir is reasonably wealthy but unable to command

respect, and is thus considered weak, while Ofeigr acts as ‘a corrective to Olvir’s

18 Jochens, O/d Norse Inmages, 194; Clover, ‘Hildigunnt’s lament’, pp. 30-6.
19 I jdsvetninga saga, 58-9.
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fecklessness”” Qlvit’s daughter is not named, and does not speak. The focus on
Ofeigr and the other men involved in the incident suggests that she, as an
individual, is of little interest to the saga author, and is little more than a pawn
in a political game in which she holds no sway.

Not all the women in Ljdsvetninga saga share the fate of Qlvir’s daughter,
however. Fridgerdr Isolfsdéttir is also of somewhat low status, and we hear of
her father’s wealth depleting as she returns home after falling pregnant.”
Although she is eventually forgotten amid the larger feud between the
Ljosvetningar and the sons of Gudmundr, she initially tries to settle her own
case, taking up the matter with her landlord, Porkell Hallgilsson. Fridgerdr is
described in positive terms by the narrator; she ‘pdtti vera kona samilig ok allmikill
gledimadr ok samdi sik mjQk I hattum med ungum mQnnum ok var verkmadr mikill ok
umsyslumadr (was thought to be an honourable and very cheerful woman and she
fitted in well among the young people; she was active and a very hard worker).*
Despite her promiscuity, she is described as an honourable woman; although her
father does make an effort to move her to a farm where she would not be subject
to advances from young men, when she comes home pregnant he simply notes
that ““Fig hefir vel ordit, enda var eigi goon radi til at bregoa™ (“It has not turned out
well, and yet there was no good way to solve this”).”” The absence of judgement
for Fridgerdr’s actions suggests that the author takes a reasonably lax attitude to
extra-marital sex, and there is little association between chastity and moral
character within the saga, at least in relation to unmarried women. Fridgerdr
seeks support once it becomes difficult for her to work, but one gets the sense
that it is financial support she needs to help her bring up her child rather than
compensation for a damaged reputation. The description of her implies that
honout, in her case, has less to do with sex than with her character and her

actions: she is valued for her hard work and high spirits, though she ends up

20 Andersson and Miller, Law and Literature, 99.

2V I jdsvetninga saga, 64-7.

22 [ jdsvetninga saga, 65.

23 When her father {s6lfr asks Porkell to pay compensation, he retorts ““Er déttir pin kona eigi

falynd ok eigi einn likligri en annarr til pokka med henni’” (“Your daughter is not faithful and
no-one is more likely than another to have been with het”); Ljdsvetninga saga, 66.
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paying for following her high spirits too far. Obedience is another character trait
which is conspicuously absent in Fridgerdr; she has a mind of her own,
disregarding the advice of Porvardr at Fornastadir to return home because of
bad weather after her father sends her away to remove her from the attentions
of a young man from Grimsey. Her father intends for her to go to Eyjolfr
Gudmundarson, but she is determined instead to go to Draflastadir. Higher-
status women in her position might be expected to be subject to their fathers’
authority, but Fridgerdr shows a remarkable degree of autonomy and receives
little censure for her actions—the saga rather implies that her fault lies in
enjoying herself a little too much.

It is possible to interpret Fridgerdr’s story as a moral tale, demonstrating
the consequences of female independence, but if this is the case then it would
make little sense for the narrator to hold her in such high esteem. The argument
might be made that Fridgeror is treated like a man by the saga author, as she
attempts to settle her case by herself, confronting her host Porkell when she falls
pregnant in an attempt to gain compensation. There is, however, no indication
within the text that she is masculine in any way, nor any indication that Fridgeror
is unusual in her behaviour. Miller and Andersson analyse her case thus:

The woman is displaced by her father. This is hardly surprising. Women are
disabled from prosecuting their own suits, and Thorkel’s refusal to negotiate with
Fridgerd informally means that she, as a woman, has no other alternative for
direct public involvement in the dispute.2*

Yet Is6lfr is just as unsuccessful at prosecuting Fridgerdr’s case as she is, and
her case is treated just like many others which involve lower-status farmers: it is
passed up the social ladder in an attempt to get someone more powerful to settle
her case (she goes first to her father, who passes the case to Eyjolfr
Gudmundarson). In the first place, it is her status, rather than her gender, which
prevents Fridgerdr from acting on her own behalf. Fridger0Or’s case suggests that
even relatively low-status women in the Icelandic sagas could have a great deal
of control over the course of their own lives, and the fact that the author of a

saga very much focused on legal and political manoeuvrings devotes several

24 Andersson and Miller, Law and Literature, 32.
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chapters to her case suggests a significant degree of interest in this strong female
character, as well as interest in the affairs of people who do not belong to the
upper stratum of society—an attitude which is relatively unusual in the family
sagas.

Fridgerdr is not the only woman in Ijdsvetninga saga who is actively
involved in a legal case: Jérunn, the daughter of Einarr of Pverd and therefore
Guomundr Eyjélfsson’s niece, is described thus by the narrator after she is
married to Porkell Geitisson:

Jorunn var inn mesti kvenskQrungr, sem @tt hennar var til. Hon kom ok pvi til leidar, sem
engi hafdi dor komit, at peir swttusk frandrnir, Porkel] Geitisson ok Bjarni Brodd-Helgason,
ok heldn pa sett vel ok drengliga sidan.
(Jérunn was an exceptional woman, as was appropriate to her lineage. She also
found a way to reconcile the kinsmen Porkell Geitisson and Bjarni Brodd-
Helgason, which no-one had been able to do before, and afterwards they
observed the terms faithfully and honourably).25

The passage is designed in part to humiliate Gudmundr, who has been forced

to settle with Porkell Geitisson after the betrothal; a little earlier Bjarni Brodd-
Helgason had said to him that:

“Svd synisk meér, Guimundr, sem pi hafir purft badar hendr vid Porkell franda minn, ok
bafi po ekki af veitt um. Ok man ek enn pat, Gudmundr, er ek bad pik, at pi skyldir setta
okkr Dorkel, ok svaradi engi ddrengiligar en pii ok sagdir hann eigi vera mundn meira en
annarrar handar mann gilds manns ok kvazt bann bafa halfpynnu eina i bends, en mik
hoggspjot gilt a havu skapti. En ek em nii minni hQfdingi en pi, ok synisk meér sem hann
i eigi par lengi gengit hafa skaptamuninn.”
(“It seems to me, Gudmundr, that you have needed to use both hands against
my kinsman Porkell, and yet you were not successful. And I still remember that,
Gudmundr, when I asked you to reconcile me with Porkell, and nobody gave a
more unmanly answer than you; you said he was not worth more than half a man
and you said he had a small axe in his hand while I had a proper halberd on a
long shaft. But I am a lesser chieftain than you, and it seems to me that he did
not take long making up the difference”).26

The incident could be passed over as yet another dig at Gudmundt’s masculinity,

since a woman is able to settle a case he refuses because it is too difficult. The
saga, however, states that nobody has been able to reconcile Porkell and Bjarni,

not just that Gudmundr was unable to reconcile them, implying that the case

25 [ jdsvetninga saga, 139.
26 [ jdsvetninga saga, 138.
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was genuinely difficult and suggesting that others had tried to take it up and
failed. Jérunn’s achievement is greater than mere humiliation of Gudmundyr; she
is instrumental in settling a case that no man has been able or willing to resolve.
It is true that she acts on the legal margins—she only seems to get the
opportunity to be involved in the case after several men have failed and is not
otherwise said to be legally active. Her situation, like Fridgerdr’s, elicits no
comment from the narrator and there is nothing to indicate that it transgresses
cultural norms.

There are other women in the family sagas who play a key part in settling
feuds, such as Jorunn’s namesake, the wife of Hoskuldr in Laxdela saga who
persuades him to refrain from attacking his brother Hritr and seek arbitration
instead. The treatment of Jérunn FEinarsdéttir suggests that women’s
involvement in legal cases, while perhaps unusual, does not constitute a
transgression of gender norms—it is mentioned in conjunction with her
wedding, an event which serves to reinforce gender roles and in which she had
very little say, as it was arranged by her father and Ofeigr Jarngerdarson in order
to prevent hostilities from breaking out between Porkell Geitisson and
Gudmundr.”” The fact that J6runn has no say in the arrangement of marriage
but soon after is involved in the arbitration of a difficult legal case is ironic, but
can be explained by the fact that Jérunn’s marriage was arranged during a district
ping, a space from which women are generally excluded, while the legal
settlement she arbitrates was most likely concluded elsewhere. This suggests that
while the assembly or law court was a strongly gendered space, the law itself was
not necessarily so, and that there was perhaps more flexibility in attitudes
towards women’s involvement in legal disputes than recent scholarship has
allowed.

The sorceress Porhildr presents a clearer case of transgression of gender
norms; she is ‘gyrd 7 brakr ok hafdi bjdlm d hfoi ok ox 7 hend? (dressed in breeches

and had a helmet on her head and an axe in her hand), when Gudmundr comes

27 I jdsvetninga saga, 137-9.
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to visit her.”® She elicits no comment from the narrator—positive or negative—
and differs from sorceresses such as Putidr in Grettis saga in that she does not
use her powers to harm people but only to see the future (Gudmundr wants to
know whether he or his sons will suffer vengeance for the killing of Porkell hikr).
Porhildr is an unusual character: the narrator refrains from passing any comment
upon either her character or actions, and she is simply described as ‘forn 7 lund
(heathen in mind).”” The pagan ritual she carries out to determine the future is
described in detail—she wades out into a lake and strikes her axe into it, and
when the water turns bloody it means that vengeance for Porkell Adkr will affect
Gudmundr’s sons. Her actions have no impact on the course of events; after
she finishes, fir Guomundr heim ok sat i virdingn sinn? (Gudmundr returned home
and continued to be held in high esteem), and the next we hear of Gudmundr
are the events leading up to his death.” She is not simply intended as a device to
reflect badly upon Gudmundr—if this were the case, one might expect that
Pérhildr would be more harshly judged; Porbjorn rindill, by contrast, is hardly
spared from disdain. The saga author seems to be interested in her as a character
in her own right, and accords her some respect. Jéhanna Katrin Fridriksdottir
argues that magic in the sagas is not an unambiguously good or evil force and
can be deployed for harmful or beneficial purposes; Pérhildr seems to be an
example of neutral use, without discernible consequences.”’ This attitude to
borhildr’s use of magic is only one among many found in the sagas; Puridr in
Grettis saga, for example, is responsible for orchestrating the death of Grettir,
while PorbjQrg in Eiriks saga randa brings an encouraging prophecy to the hungry
Greenlanders.

borhildr’s wearing of trousers might be compared to Laxdela saga’s Audr,
who takes vengeance on her husband Pérdr for divorcing her. He bases his
divorce suit on the claim that Audr dressed in trousers like a2 man, but like

Po6rhildt, she also receives no direct censure. She deals P6rdr a serious wound

28 [ jdsvetninga saga, 59.

29 [ jdsvetninga saga, 59; an alternative translation might be ‘having an ancient sensibility’.
30 I jdsvetninga saga, 60.

31 Johanna Katrin Fridriksdottir, Women in Old Norse Literature, 48.
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which makes it difficult for him to work, which I would argue counts as success
on her part. Having failed to persuade her male relatives to take revenge on
boror for her, Audr temporarily takes on a male role in seeking revenge for
herself, and her trousers might be seen as an element of this role. In ‘Before the
Male Gaze’, Jochens argues that women’s trousers existed in saga society, but
were cut differently from men’s trousers, which had a triangular insert sewn in;
it is not clear whether Audt’s trousers are of a male or female cut, but the
author’s remark that ‘var hon pai at visu i brokun? (she was certainly wearing
breeches then) reminds us of the accusation of masculinity which P6rdr used as
an excuse to divorce her, and suggests that her current actions justify the
accusation to some extent.”” Wearing armour, however, is an even stronger
indication of masculinity, and is exceedingly rare for women in the family sagas,
since it implies a need for physical protection and the expectation of attack,
something from which the women of the family sagas are generally immune. For
both women, therefore, their clothing reflects the special roles they play; Audr’s
breeches symbolise her taking on a masculine role, and in Porhildt’s case the
armour appears to be of ritual significance, highlighting the preternatural nature
of her actions. Perhaps it is because she is a sorceress that she invites no
comment from the narrator; her access to magic excludes her from traditional
expectations of gender expression, unlike Audr, for whom the saga has
considerable sympathy while offering mild disapproval.

The saga author demonstrates the perils of disregarding women’s advice
in Porkell hdkr's death scene: Porkell’s wife Porgerdr is suspicious of Porbjorn
Rindill when he comes to their house to spy on them and re-latches a door
Rindill has left open for Gudmundt’s men to enter, but Porkell refuses to listen
to her and pays with his life. Her portrayal is not entirely positive: although she
is more perceptive and intelligent than her husband, she comes across as
somewhat heartless compared to him, as he takes the shivering man in from the

bad weather and offers him hospitality. When he refuses to force Rindill to leave

32 Jochens, ‘Before the Male Gaze’, 12; Magnus Magnusson and Hermann Palsson eds.,
Laxdaela Saga, 97 and 127.
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the house, ‘var hon allef i oronm vid hann. En Rindill svaradi henni illa (she threw
angry words at him, but Rindill answered her spitefully).” Although she makes a
scene, she is ultimately powetless to stop Gudmundr’s attack, very much like the
wives of Gunnarr and Hogni in A#lamiil in Granlezkn, whose husbands refuse to
take their advice and fall prey to Atli. Porgerdr’s function within the narrative
thus differs again from the women discussed previously; Fridgerdr and Qlvir’s
daughter are at the centre of the action, while J6runn is an active participant in
it and Porhildr is removed from it, serving only to prophesy future events.
Porgerdr, however, is a witness to the progress of a feud in which she has no
direct part and which she is powerless to stop. Her characterisation is also
different from that of the other women; her personality comes through in her
dialogue with Porkell, and in her actions of arguing with Rindill and checking to
see if the door was latched. Fridgerdr is also a character whom we get to know
primarily through her actions, though she comes across as rather less
argumentative. Pérhildr has both dialogue and narrative description, but the saga
author provides us with very little information that might enable us to form an
opinion of her. Jérunn is characterised only by her actions, and never speaks,
while Qlvir’s daughter neither speaks nor acts. The female characters of
Ljosvetninga saga, though few and somewhat far between, strike one as rich and
varied figures, worthy of discussion in their own right, not only as characters of
little significance who are occasionally involved in the men’s legal and political
games.

The most prominent woman of Ijdsvetninga saga, however, is not
introduced until well into the saga: Gudmundr’s wife Pérlaug only appears on a
few occasions, but when she does she comes across as an exceptionally strong,
determined woman, loyal to her husband until his death despite a troubled
relationship. We first see Pérlaug in action at the wedding of one of Gudmundr’s

pingmenn at Bxgisa, when she has a terse exchange with Geirlaug, the wife of

33 Ljdsvetninga saga, 50-1.
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borir Helgason, who along with Porkell Adkr had been spreading rumours of
Gudmundr’s effeminacy.” Geirlaug says,

“Hefir pii metnad til at vera mest metin; hefi ek engan bint til jafus vid pik nema giaford”
Dérlang svarar: “Vist hygg ek pik vel gefna. En nii er par komit, at ek veit eigi adra framar
gipta en mik.” Geirlang svarar: ‘Pd verir pii vel gefin, ef par vari einmelt um, at bondi pinn
veeri vel hugadr eda snjallr.”’

(“It is right for you to be the most honoured; I am in no way equal to you except
in marriage.” Poérlaug answered: “Indeed I think you are well married. But now
it comes to it, I do not know of any marriage better than mine.” Geirlaug
answered: ““You might be well married, if everyone thought that your husband
was bold and courageous.”).3

Tirosh argues that this scene is intended to contrast the ‘worthy’ marriage of
Porsteinn and Gudrin (at whose wedding the exchange takes place) with the
problematic relationship between Gudmundr and Pérlaug, and that ‘by finishing
the conversation... Pérlaug is in a way acceding to Geirlaug’s superior honour.”
Andersson and Miller interpret this as a cloaked but very deliberate insult by
Geirlaug, which forms the catalyst for the ensuing feud that leads to Porkell
hakrs death.”” T interpret her response differently: Pérlaug may concede defeat
in the short term, but she is not bested. She first ascertains from Geirlaug who
was responsible for spreading the rumours, before abruptly cutting off the
conversation in order to prevent the situation from escalating. As a guest at a
wedding in enemy territory, this seems a prudent course of action, as does her
subsequent feigning of illness and insistence that Gudmundr accompany her
home. Tirosh argues that Gudmundr’s reluctance to attend the wedding in the
first place suggests that he already knows or suspects that rumours are being
spread about him, and soon after setting out home from Bagisa Gudmundr
makes it clear that he knows Pérlaug is not ill.”® He grumbles that leaving the
feast may confirm rumours of his unmanliness, but quickly turns his attention
to how he can benefit from the situation, which suggests that he is not

particulatly upset about Poérlaug’s actions. In my view, therefore, Pérlaug’s

3 Which, according to Meulengracht Serensen, also implies his cowardice, making this a very
serious insult; The Unmanly Man, 11.

35 1 jdsvetninga saga, 18.

36 Tirosh, *The Fabulous Saga’, 17.

37 Andersson and Miller, Law and Literature, 61.

38 Tirosh, ‘Argr Management’, 249.
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political skill shows through in this incident, as she successfully contrives an
excuse to extract Gudmundr from a potentially dangerous situation into which
he has gotten himself through poor judgement, as well as finding out the names
of the main offenders to provide Gudmundr with targets for future revenge.”
Another situation in which Pérlaug demonstrates her strength of character
is when Gudomundr threatens to set fire to Gnupufell, the farm at which Rindill’s
killer Eilifr is hiding. Tirosh argues that this is a very poor political move on
Gudmundr’s part, as Rindill is not much liked and has little social standing, while
Bruni, the farmer at Gnupufell, is hosting several people in his house (including
bérlaug and Halldorr, her son with Gudmundr). The number of dead if the
house were burned would far exceed the appropriate degree of revenge Rindill’s
death is worth, and Gudmundr’s determination to carry it out, according to
Tirosh, demonstrates Gudmundr’s lack of moderation and poor relationship
with his family.* Pérlaug, however, steps in again to defuse the situation,
refusing to leave the house, and Halldorr follows suit, warning Gudmundr that
“eigi parftu pess mik at eggia, pvi at pér skal engi verri en ek, ef mddir min brennr hér inni.””’
(“you do not need to incite me, because there will be no greater danger to you
than me, if my mother is burnt inside here”).* Pérlaug risks her own life in order
to prevent Gudmundr from committing what the public opinion of the saga
terms a ‘mikla obhaf (terrible crime), causing Gudmundr short-term
embarrassment but averting long-term damage to his reputation in the district.”
She demonstrates her loyalty by standing up to her husband and forcing him to
take the better political choice in the face of his enraged determination to seek
revenge for Rindill. Pérlaug is able to influence the course of events in both
cases, through both words and actions, without ever playing the role of whetter.
The female characters of Ijdsvetninga saga are, therefore, a diverse cast; their
roles are not particularly prominent in the main narrative, but neither are they

mere caricatures or stereotypes. They are each unique; they shape the course of

3 In *The Fabulous Saga’, 20, Tirosh argues that Porsteinn persuades a reluctant Gudmundr
to attend the wedding through flattery.

40 Tirosh, ‘Argr Management’, 254; Gisli Sigurdsson, *The Immanent Saga’, 216.

4 [ jdsvetninga saga, 57.

42 [ josvetninga saga, 57.
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the narrative in different ways, and ought not to be ignored simply because of
the saga’s concern with law and politics. Judith Jesch has observed that ‘many of
the female characters in the sagas are thoroughly unpleasant’, but such an
estimation does not apply to Ljdsvetninga saga: even Poérhildr, who practises pagan
magic, receives no negative judgement from the narrator or saga characters.”
The marginal position of women in the saga does not prevent them from being
accorded respect by the author, and their achievements are not insignificant.
This is demonstrated by the brief description of Jérunn Einarsdottir, indicating
that she achieves a reconciliation that none of the saga’s accomplished male
lawyers were able to arrange, and by the account of Pérlaug’s actions, which
repeatedly protect her husband’s political standing. The female characters of
Ljdsvetninga saga are in many ways similar to their counterparts in other family
sagas, and yet there are notable differences, such as the absence of whetting, and
this diversity of female characterisation ought to be acknowledged in wider
discussions concerning the role of women in the sagas, which too often attempt
to find patterns which are ultimately reductive or archetypes among female
tigures which oversimplify the complexity of social representations in the family

sagas.

Works Cited

Eddukoadi. ed. Jonas Kristjansson and Vésteinn Olason, 2 vols, Reykjavik: Hid
Islenska fornritafélag, 2014.

Eiriks saga randa. ed. Einar Ol. Sveinsson and Matthias Pérdarson, Isknzk Fornrit
4, Reykjavik: Hid Tslenska fornritafélag, 1935.

Gisla saga. ed. Bjorn K. Porolfsson and Gudni Jonsson. Isknzk Fornrit 6,
Reykjavik: Hid Islenska fornritafélag, 1943.

Grettis saga. ed. Gudni Jonsson. Islenzk Fornrit 7, Reykjavik: Hid Islenska
fornritafélag, 1936.

43 Jesch, Women in the Viking Age, 182.

73



Kyngervi, 1 (2019)

Laxdela saga. ed. Bjom Sigfasson. Isknzk Formrit 5, Reykjavik: Hid Islenska
fornritafélag, 1934.

Laxdaela Saga. Translated by Magnus Magnusson and Hermann Palsson.
Middlesex: Penguin, 1969.

1 jdsvetninga saga, ed. Einarr Ol. Sveinsson. Lslenzk Fornrit 10, 1934,

Njils saga. ed. Einar Ol Sveinsson. Lslenzk Fornrit 12, Reykjavik: Hid Islenska
fornritafélag, 1954.

Theodore M. Andersson and William lan Miller. Law and Literature in Medieval
Iceland. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1989.

Armann Jakobsson. “Masculinity and Politics in Njid/s saga.’ 1iator 38 (2007): 191-
215.

Clover, Carol. ‘Hildigunnt’s Lament.” In Structure and Meaning in Old Norse
Literature, eds. John Lindow, Lars Lonnroth, Gerd Wolfgang Weber, 141-
83. Odense: Odense University Press, 1987. Reprinted in and cited from
Cold Counsel: Women in Old Norse Literature and Mythology, eds. Sarah M.
Anderson and Karen Swenson, 15-54. London: Routledge 2002.

Gisli Sigurdsson. *The Immanent Saga of Gudmundr riki” In Learning and
Understanding in the Old Norse World: Essays in Honour of Margaret Clunies Ross,
ed. Judy Quinn et. al., 201-18. Turnhout: Brepols 2007.

Johanna Katrin Fridriksdottir. ‘Gender.” In The Routledge Companion to the Medieval
Leelandic Sagas, eds. Armann Jakobsson and Sverrir Jakobsson, 226-39.
London: Routledge 2017.

Johanna Katrin Fridriksdottir. Women in Old Norse Literature: Bodies, Words, and
Power. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013.

Judith Jesch. Women in the V'iking Age. Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1991.

Jenny Jochens. ‘Before the Male Gaze: The Absence of the Female Body in Old
Norse.” In Sex in the Middle Ages: A Book of Essays, ed. Joyce E. Salisbury,
3-29. London: Garland Publishing, 1991.

Jenny Jochens. O/d Norse Images of Women. Philadelphia: University of

Pennsylvania Press, 1996.

74



The Women of Ljdsvetninga saga
Ela Sefcikova

Andrew McGillivray. ‘Gender and Subversion in Medieval Icelandic Legend and
Saga.” Roda da Fortuna 2017/1, 99-118.

Preben Meulengracht Serensen. The Unmanly Man: Concepts of Sexnal Defamation
in Early Northern Society. Odense: Odense University Press, 1983.

William Ian Miller. Hrafukel or the Ambiguities: Hard Cases, Hard Choices. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2017.

Yoav Tirosh. ‘Argr Management: Vilifying Gudmundr inn riki in [jdsvetninga
saga.’ In Bad Boys and Wicked Women: Antagonists and Troublemakers in Old
Norse Literature, eds. Daniela Hahn and Andreas Schmidt, 240-72. Munich:
Herbert Utz Verlag, 2016.

Yoav Tirosh. *The Fabulous Saga of Gudmundr inn riki: Representation of

Sexuality in I_jdsvetninga saga.” MA diss., Haskoli Islands, 2014.

75



Kyngervi, 1 (2019)

76



