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Chapter 2 

Pre-Christian Society in Njáls saga 

 

2.1 Introductory 

 Laxdœla saga is the work of an author of considerable originality, who was also 

‘a modernist enchanted by the splendour of foreign courts’195. Chapter 1 of this study has 

argued that there was a further dimension to the author’s ‘modernism’, evidenced in his 

borrowing of ideas taken from Scripture and its exegesis, and the liturgy for the 

Thursdays before and after Easter; and in his use of the Christian metaphor of shipwreck, 

with subsequent survival or drowning. It was suggested that these ideas enter the 

narrative with the conversion of the Icelanders to Christianity, and that they provide a 

frame of reference against which to measure the spiritual condition of a character: they 

function to enrich the characterisation of Kjartan Óláfsson and, especially, Guðrún 

Ósvífrsdóttir, and lend added poignancy to the tragedy of Þorkell Eyjólfsson; they define 

the quality of a Christian individual’s relationship with God, and may be said 

collectively to form the spiritual counterpart to ‘courtliness’ (kurteisi),  the ethical ideal 

against which to measure an individual’s relationship with his fellow man. 

 The presence, unobtrusive, but unmistakable and important, of these Christian 

ideas in Laxdœla saga is evidence that by the mid-thirteenth century, one particular 

creative saga author could aspire to go beyond the traditional narrative conventions of 

the Íslendingasögur, a secular genre - and had the learning and library to realise his 

aspirations. The remainder of this study will be concerned with the issue of whether the 

author of Njáls saga can be shown to have followed in the same direction. It was 

suggested in chapter 1 above that Christianity brought new values of humility and 

penitence to Kjartan and Guðrún (albeit only very late in their lives), as an answer for 

the problems of pride and vengefulness which had earlier so damaged them and their 

society. The present chapter will seek to identify the forces that undermine the social 

bonds of law and marriage in the pre-Christian Iceland of Njáls saga, problems which 

demand a solution. 

 

 

                                                 
195 Andersson, Growth, p. 150. 
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2.2 Law and legal judgement 

‘More than any other family saga, Njáls saga is about law’196. Ever since Karl 

Lehmann and Hans Schnorr von Carolsfeld published in 1883 their study of the legal 

elements in the narrative of Njála197, it has been recognised that law is a major concern 

of the saga. The narrative opens in Iceland, with the author immediately drawing the 

reader’s attention to the process of law, and to what will be another important theme 

in the saga, the theme of marriage, which itself involves a legal contract (p. 5): 

 MQrðr hét maðr, er kallaðr var gígja … hann var … svá mikill lQgmaðr, 
at engir þóttu lQgligir dómar dœmðir, nema hann væri við. Hann átti 
dóttur eina, er Unnr hét; hon var væn kona ok kurteis ok vel at sér, ok 
þótti sá beztr kostr á RangárvQllum. 

 
(There was a man named MQrðr whose nickname was gígja (‘fiddle’) … He was … so 
skilful a lawyer, that no judgement was held to be valid unless he had taken part in it. He 
had an only daughter named Unnr. She was beautiful, well mannered and gifted, and was 
thought to be the best match in the Rangarvellir.) 
 
MQrðr gígja is here depicted both as a public servant, a lawyer of national importance, 

and as a private man, a father. The first of the many legal disputes in the saga directly 

affects MQrðr himself, but ironically in his private, rather than public role. It concerns 

a wrangle over the possession of his daughter Unnr’s dowry, following her divorce 

from Hrútr Herjólfsson, the man she marries near the start of the narrative (ch. 6). 

This episode, and the events that lead up to it, will be discussed at 2.6 and 2.7 below. 

 The sheer amount of legal process and argument in Njáls saga has evoked 

varying responses from critics, some of whom feel there is too much legal detail, 

particularly in the account of the law case that follows the burning of Njáll and his 

family. Allen states that, ‘for present readers many of these passages may become 

tedious and they are easily skipped over’198, while Einar Ólafur Sveinsson, who 

considers that the author had access to a law book, from which he copied ‘whole series 

of legal formulas’199, believes the volume of legal detail to be a weakness in the 

narrative200. On the other hand, Maxwell, a lawyer by training, feels the use of legal 

formulas to be ‘superbly dramatic’201. Lönnroth takes the middle way. He concedes that 

                                                 
196 Cook, Njal’s saga, p. xxiii. 
197 Die Njálssage insbesondere in ihren juristischen Bestandtheile. 
198 Fire and Iron, p. 173. 
199 Literary Masterpiece, p. 51; see also ÍF 12, p. liv: ‘söguritarinn mundi hafa notað ritaða lagaskrá, þegar 
hann samdi söguna’. 
200 ÍF 12, p. lv. 
201 ‘Pattern’, p. 24. 
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the presence of so much legal detail is ‘partly at the expense of narrative structure’, but 

in a gentle swipe at the academic profession he excuses it, on the grounds that it is akin 

to ‘unnecessary lecturing’, born, like the latter, of the desire to ‘unburden’ oneself of 

‘esoteric learning’202. 

 In his review of Lönnroth’s book, Foote notes that lawsuits other than that 

following the burning are ‘described more or less summarily’, and suggests that 

Lönnroth is wrong, therefore, in his claim that the author’s intention was to provide the 

reader with instruction in legal detail, regardless of whether its inclusion was essential to 

the narrative. Foote recommends that the reader should ‘explore all the possible dramatic 

and “poetic” purposes the legal matter may serve within the saga itself’203. Whether or 

not the author saw himself as teacher, he did not produce a historically accurate account 

of Icelandic law in the late tenth and early eleventh centuries, the period in which the 

narrative is set. Heusler long ago noted that MQrðr Valgarðsson’s swearing of a legal 

oath on a volume of Scripture (ch. 142) is a case of anachronistic legal procedure204, 

while Lönnroth himself has acknowledged that ‘the laws and the legal formulas quoted 

[in the saga], as well as the court procedures described, are largely those of the thirteenth 

century’205. If there is in fact any ‘poetic’ purpose in the legal matter, these anachronisms 

may form a part of it206. 

 Allen is of the opinion that Njála gives ‘a consistent picture’ of law, despite 

‘discrepancies (nagging ... to historians) both with law procedure in the days of the 

republic and with the Norwegian law which replaced it’207. The ‘consistent picture’ seen 

by Allen is a pessimistic one. Of the collapse of the lawsuit against the burners, he 

comments: ‘the court and the law have failed, had to fail given the structure of the 

law’208. According to Allen, a paradox at the heart of the legal system renders it 

structurally weak. The paradox concerns the fact that, whereas the law should work to 

control aggression, in Njáls saga it may be used as an instrument of aggression: 

 The saga makes it all too clear that the law itself can be used and misused 
as an aggressive and personal weapon. Njáll himself is introduced as a 
man ‘of sound and benevolent counsel, and all advice which he gave men 

                                                 
202 A Critical Introduction, p. 248. 
203 ‘New dimensions’, p. 55. 
204 Die Geschichte, p. 318n. 
205 A Critical Introduction, p. 241. 
206 For a study of these anachronisms, see Lehmann and Schnorr von Carolsfeld, Die Njálssage 
insbesondere in ihren juristischen Bestandtheile. 
207 Fire and Iron, p. 225, n. 18. 
208 Fire and Iron, p. 172. 
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turned out well’ (ch. 20). But he is not above manipulating the law for his 
own family’s benefit ... In other contexts, it is possible to see that the law 
cannot only be used aggressively, but that it is indeed aggression itself in 
a sublimated form209. 

 
Allen’s pessimistic view of the law in Njáls saga sees it also as ‘consistent’. But the law 

is not a monolith, and the present study will argue that the author was interested in 

examining a particular aspect of the law. The opening lines of the saga, already quoted in 

part, read as follows: 

 MQrðr hét maðr, er kallaðr var gígja; hann var sonr Sighvats ins rauða; 
hann bjó á Velli á RangárvQllum. Hann var ríkr hQfðingi ok 
málafylgjumaðr mikill ok svá mikill lQgmaðr, at engir þóttu lQgligir 
dómar dœmðir, nema hann væri við. (p. 5) 

 
(There was a man named MQrðr whose nickname was gígja (Fiddle). He was the son of 
Sighvatr the Red, and he lived at VQll in the Rangárvellir district.  He was a powerful 
chieftain and strong in pressing lawsuits. He was so learned in the law that no verdicts 
were considered valid unless he had been involved.) 
 
Baldur Hafstað210 has suggested that 

this is virtually an echo of Landnáma which says of Mörður: “[Hann 
var] mestr høfðingi […] á Rangárvöllum um hans daga, ok þat var 
hvert kallat loklausu þing, er hann kom eigi til.” ([He was] the 
greatest chieftain … of his time in Rangárvellir, and any legal 
meeting which he did not attend was regarded as an absurdity.) 
 

It overstates the case somewhat to claim that the opening of Njáls saga is ‘virtually an 

echo of Landnáma’ - the latter text is concerned with legal meetings (þing), while Njáls 

saga is concerned with legal judgements (dómar). This difference of emphasis may be 

significant: the present study will argue that the principal theme of Njáls saga is not the 

law per se, but what constitutes good judgement. 

 The narrative has at the outset hinted at a potential problem for the legal system. 

At the same time as the saga’s first words introduce MQrðr gígja, they suggest a history 

of wrangling over the legality of lawyers’ decisions during the period when the narrative 

begins (ca. 950), since legal judgements could only be validated if MQrðr had had a hand 

in them. The larger implication is that the Icelandic legal system of this period was 

vulnerable because it depended for its success on the presence, and therefore the health, 

of one very skilful lawyer, rather than on the well-being and efficiency of a socially 

agreed and understood code of laws. Given the frailty of human existence, the 

                                                 
209 Fire and Iron, pp. 137-38. 
210 ‘Egils saga, Njáls saga and the Shadow of Landnáma’, p. 30. 
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implication of the saga’s opening words is that, since sooner or later MQrðr gígja will 

die, the legal process in Iceland must then be thrown into crisis, with arguments over 

what does and what does not constitute a valid judgement. 

 This crisis threatens when MQrðr’s former son-in-law, Hrútr Herjólfsson, a 

young man with recent experience of battle, challenges the elderly MQrðr to settle by 

legal combat their dispute over the possession of MQrðr’s daughter’s dowry (ch. 8). 

While the law entitles Hrútr to do this, the legal process will be halted the moment he 

exercises his right: if MQrðr refuses to fight, he surrenders the case by default, and its 

merits therefore cannot be forensically examined; if, on the other hand, he chooses to 

fight, he will inevitably be killed - causing the invalidation of all legal judgements until 

another, equally skilled lawyer should appear on the scene. In the event, MQrðr does not 

fight, and not only loses the case thereby, but becomes an object of derision: ‘MQrðr then 

announced that he would not fight with Hrútr. Great hooting and hissing went up at the 

Law Rock, and MQrðr was much disgraced’211. 

 

2.3 Honouring one’s debts: Hrútr Herjólfsson  

Hrútr is one of the principal combatants in the saga’s first battle, fought off the 

coast of Denmark. He had left Iceland for Norway almost immediately after entering 

into his betrothal with MQrðr’s daughter, Unnr, his reason for travelling being to claim 

an inheritance to which he was entitled. On receiving news of the inheritance, he asks for 

advice from his older half-brother, HQskuldr Dala-Kollsson: 

“Hvat skal nú til ráða, bróðir?” sagði Hrútr; “þykki mér nú vandask málit, 
er ek hefi áðr ráðit brúðhlaup mitt.” HQskuldr mælti: “Þú skalt ríða suðr til 
fundar við MQrð, ok bið hann, at þit skipið máldaga annan, ok siti hon þrjá 
vetr í festum. En ek mun ríða heim ok flytja vQru þína til skips.” Hrútr 
mælti: “Nú vil ek, at þú takir mjQl ok við ok slíkt annat, sem þér líkar, af 
varningi.” (p. 10) 

 
(‘What am I to do now, brother?’ said Hrútr. ‘Things are becoming difficult, for I have 
just made arrangements for my wedding.’ 
HQskuldr said, ‘Ride south and visit MQrðr, and ask him to change the terms so that his 
daughter is pledged to you for three years. I will ride home and bring your wares to the 
ship.’ 
Hrútr said, ‘I want you first to take flour and timber and whatever else you want from 
this cargo.’) 

                                                 
211 The view expressed here sees MQrðr as the victim of a legal system that is rigidly concerned with 
maintaining ‘honour’, to the exclusion sometimes, as in this episode, of justice. Heinemann, ‘A 
Reader’s View’, sees MQrðr himself as possessing ‘a rigid legal mentality’ (p. 16), the reason why ‘the 
author comes down so hard’ on him (p. 6). 
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Hrútr, it will be noted, is careful to reward HQskuldr for his help. 

 During his time in Norway, Hrútr has a sexual relationship with Queen 

Gunnhildr, who promises to look after his inheritance claim. Again, the author shows 

Hrútr making a payment in return for services: 

Hrútr gaf henni hundrað álna hafnarváðar ok tólf vararfeldi. Gunnhildr 
þakkaði honum gjQfina. (p. 15) 

 
(Hrútr gave her a hundred ells of woven cloth and twelve homespun cloaks, and she 
thanked him for the gift.) 
 
Gunnhildr and her son, King Haraldr Greycloak, each give Hrútr two manned ships for 

the expedition to recover his inheritance. On his voyage he encounters the fleet of a man 

called Atli, whose plunderings and killings have led to his being outlawed by the kings 

of both Sweden and Denmark. In the ensuing battle, Atli is killed. Hrútr returns to 

Norway that Autumn with a large amount of booty, and immediately goes to meet King 

Haraldr and Queen Gunnhildr, to whom he makes another payment, in exchange for 

their support: Hann bauð þeim at hafa af slíkt sem þau vildi, en konungr tók af 

þriðjunginn (He offered them as much of it [the booty] as they wanted to take, and the 

king took a third.) 

 Hrútr sails back to Iceland the following year, and soon goes to visit his brother, 

who has been looking after his property during his absence. Hrútr again rewards his 

brother: 

sagði HQskuldr Hrúti fjárhagi sína, ok hafði mikit á grœðzk, meðan hann 
var í brautu. Hrútr mælti: “Minni munu verða launin en vert væri, en fá vil 
ek þér mjQl, svá sem þú þarft, í bú þitt í vetr.” (p. 21) 

 
(HQskuldr told Hrútr about his property, which had gained greatly in value while he was 
away. 
Hrútr said, ‘Your reward is less than you deserve, but I will give you as much flour as 
you need for your household this winter.’) 
  
Up to this point, Hrútr has thrived. He has shown himself to be brave and skilful in 

battle, and, in King Haraldr’s words, ‘well fit for the company of noble men’ (ok vel 

kunna at vera með tignum mQnnum). Also among his social virtues, as the above 

quotations show, is his concern to repay his debts, whether to his brother, or to King 

Haraldr or Queen Gunnhildr. Something of the moral values of this early society can be 

learned from Hrútr’s behaviour: honest individuals desire to be fair in their dealings with 

others, and are careful to repay all debts of goods and services. 
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 The thirteenth-century audience would have found nothing strange in Hrútr’s 

concern to repay his debts, since the principle of honouring one’s debts was central to the 

medieval concept of justice: 

 Ambrose had ... describ[ed] justice as giving to each his due. And this - 
reddere debitum unicuique - became the standard and universally 
accepted definition ... The notion of ‘debt’ was fundamental to the 
medieval definition of iustitia or ‘truth’... a just or true man was one who 
balanced his books, left no payments outstanding212. 

 
The principle had a Scriptural basis: mutuabitur peccator, et non solvet, justus autem 

miseretur et tribuet (‘The sinner borrows, and does not repay; the righteous shows 

mercy, however, and yields’, Ps. xxxvi, 21); and: Redde quod debes (‘pay back what 

you owe’, Matt. xviii, 28). 

 This concept of justice involves maintaining an equal balance in all areas of 

social interaction, including not only the payment and repayment of goods and 

services rendered by others, but also within marriage. The marriage contract between 

Unnr and Hrútr is the first legal agreement in the saga (ch. 2), arranged on terms that are 

stipulated by Unnr’s father. The author clearly wished to draw attention to this 

agreement, because ‘we are told of the negotiations preceding marriage in more detail 

than in any other saga’213. Since the opening words of Njáls saga make it clear that 

MQrðr was regarded as the leading lawyer of his day, and that no decision was felt to be 

legal unless he had had a part in it, this first contract must be regarded as a properly 

‘legal’ agreement, and a model, therefore, for other marriage contracts, including 

Hallgerðr’s. One of MQrðr’s stipulations is that: “ef þit eigið erfingja, þá skal vera 

helmingarfélag með ykkr” (‘if you have heirs you are to share the property equally.’) 

 When seen from the medieval point of view, this is a just condition: medieval 

law was itself the interpreter of equity214, Latin aequitas having the meaning: ‘justice’215. 

The same principle of equal balance was looked for in a king’s administration of justice. 

When Hrútr first presents his case at Haraldr’s court, it is with the acknowledgement that 

it cannot succeed without the king’s support (p. 14): “ek á erfðamál mikit hér í landi, ok 

mun ek yðvar verða við at njóta, at ek fá rétt af” (‘I have a suit for a large inheritance in 

this country, and I will have to have your help if I am to have justice’). The king’s reply 

(“Hverjum manni hefi ek heitit lQgum hér í landi” – ‘I have promised law for everyone 
                                                 
212.Stokes, Justice and Mercy, p. 4. 
213 Berger, ‘Law in Njáls saga’, p. 87. 
214 Policraticus IV, ch. 2; Dickinson, pp. xxxvii, 6 and 7. 
215 Dickinson, Policraticus, p. xxxvi. 
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in this land’) makes no rash decision in Hrútr’s favour, instead articulating the principle 

of impartial justice, in accordance with the central medieval concept of equity: 

 Now equity (aequitas), as the learned jurists define it ... seeks to apply 
like rules of right and wrong to like cases, being impartially disposed 
toward all persons, and allotting to each that which belongs to him216. 

 
Maintaining a proper balance in society, the balance that is essential for the maintenance 

of peace, involves full acknowledgement of the principle of equity. In theory, this 

principle should govern repayment for an injury inflicted just as much as for a service 

rendered or a loan received. Insults and injuries lead to indebtedness just as gifts of 

goods and services do, the only difference being, in Miller’s words217: ‘in the world of 

feud, unlike the world of gift-exchange, the debts are debts of blood.’ 

 

2.4 Vengeance and Feud 

 Accounts of feuds and blood vengeance are among the conventional literary 

elements found within the Íslendingasögur. Miller notes that the frequency with which 

disputes lead to violence in these sagas seems to reflect historical conditions in 

Iceland during the thirteenth century:  

There is the rather recalcitrant problem of how to evaluate the saga 
evidence … The sagas indeed show a marked preference for processing 
disputes by blood rather than by law or arbitration. Out of some 520 
cases in the family sagas counted by Heusler … 297 led to blood 
vengeance, 104 to arbitration without prior recourse to law, and 119 to 
lawsuits. Of the 119 legal actions, however, fifty led to a judicial 
decision; sixty ended up being arbitrated out of court and nine others 
reached no conclusion, usually because the court was scattered by 
violent disruption. Sturlunga saga confirms these ratios. 218 
 

Byock suggests that the ‘principle of revenge’ was developed into a socially constructive 

system of feud, arguing that, while ‘Christian teaching did much to enlarge the world 

view of Icelanders in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, ... it did not change the 

fundamental nature of the society’, and that ‘feud was the bedrock of Icelandic medieval 

culture’219. It was certainly common at least, to judge by the evidence given in 

Sturlunga saga, where it is implied that vengeance killings occurred not infrequently 
                                                 
216 Policraticus IV, ch. 2 (Dickinson, p. 6). 
217 Bloodtaking and Peacemaking, p. 182. 
218 Bloodtaking and Peacemaking, p. 236. (‘The Sturlunga saga compilation… was created around 
1300 … [it] recounts the political history of the twelfth, but especially the thirteenth, centuries in 
Iceland. The interest of the compilation lies with crucial events and the main political players in their 
contest for power’: Guðrún Nordal, Ethics and action, pp. 11-12). 
219 Byock, Feud, pp. 35-36. 
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during the feuding and warring that took place in thirteenth-century Iceland. Guðrún 

Nordal points out that men of power, if captured in battle by their enemies, could 

expect to be executed; it was rare, however, for chieftains to carry out these 

executions themselves, possibly ‘a precaution so that if vengeance is taken for the 

killings it will not be aimed exclusively at them’220. 

 Churchmen could not remain isolated from the events occurring around them. 

Lönnroth’s suggestion,221 that ‘the Icelandic and Norwegian church had to adjust to the 

realities of the Old Norse clan system, and the principle of revenge was inherent in that 

system’, seems to be an understatement, at least so far as Iceland is concerned. Byock222 

is able to identify ‘the widespread participation of priests and bishops’ in the feuds 

recounted in the ‘semireliable historical source’, Sturlunga saga. 

According to Byock223: 

Feud in Iceland was a socially stabilising process ... Loyalty depended on 
personal interest, and both farmers and chieftains were expected to adhere 
to a code of conduct whose central value was hóf, a term implying 
moderation in the seeking of personal power … The behavioural code 
revealed by the sagas was based on the standard of hóf, meaning 
moderation or measure. A man of power, such as a goði, was expected to 
curb his ambitions. Hóf was more than an ethical judgement; it specified 
the kind of conduct looked for in those who held power. 
 

Written some twenty years before Sturlunga saga was compiled, ‘Njáls saga is an 

intricate network of feud stories’224. The first of these is the account of the feud between 

Hallgerðr and Bergþóra, which has been described as: ‘an extended and brilliant symbol 

for the great chain of revenge which at once held together and held down the early 

Germanic peoples’225. Its ‘extended’ nature seems to have been developed by the author 

for rhetorical purposes: as Clover226 has pointed out, ‘the feud between Bergþóra and 

Hallgerðr, however colourful it may be as a display of temperament, [does not] have any 

direct consequences in the plot.’ It is, in fact, ‘the most systematic representation [of the 

feud model of] careful scorekeeping, an alternating rhythm of giving and taking, 

inflicting and being afflicted’227. 

                                                 
220 Ethics and action, p. 204. 
221 A Critical Introduction, p. 145. 
222 Feud, p. 36. 
223 Feud, pp. 28 and 218. 
224 Byock, Feud, p. 161. 
225 Fox, ‘Western Literary Tradition’, p. 297. 
226 The Medieval Saga, p. 28. 
227 Miller, Bloodtaking and Peacemaking, p. 182. 
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Through his account of the feud between Hallgerðr and Bergþóra, the author of Njáls 

saga shows that the ‘careful scorekeeping’ to which Miller alludes is futile. The 

scorekeepers can only observe the feud, and cannot prevent its escalation, as with each 

successive exchange it destroys men of increasing social status. With considerable irony 

the author reduces his two principal protagonists, Njáll and Gunnarr, to the roles of 

‘careful scorekeepers’ in this women’s feud.228 The level of indebtedness increases with 

each round of killing. And furthermore, long before the start of that feud, the author 

implies that the principle of debt, if it was made to operate without flexibility, could 

result in innocent parties being treated unfairly, as for example, when they were made 

to suffer through the debts of others. Njáll is aware of how obligations towards others 

can undermine the justness of one’s own case (málaefni):  

Njáll sagði hann vera inn mesta afreksmann – “ok ert þú mjQk reyndr, en 
þó munt þú meir síðar, því at margr mun þik Qfunda.” “Við alla vilda ek 
gott eiga,” segir Gunnarr. “Mart mun til verða,” segir Njáll, “ok munt þú 
jafnan eiga hendr þína at verja.” “Undir því væri þá,” segir Gunnarr, “at ek 
hefða málaefni góð.” “Svá mun ok vera,” segir Njáll, “ef þú geldr eigi 
annarra at.” (p. 84) 

 
(Njáll said that he was a most valiant man – ‘and though you have been much tried, you 
will be tried much more, because many men will envy you.’ 
‘I want to get along well with everyone,’ said Gunnarr. 
‘Much will happen,’ said Njáll, ‘and you will often have to defend yourself.’ 
‘Then my grounds must be,’ said Gunnarr, ‘that my cause is right.’ 
‘It will be,’ said Njáll, ‘as long as you do not have to pay for the doings of others.’) 
 
The verb here translated ‘to pay’ is gjalda, a verb which refers to a process of debt and 

payment: 

A buyer will … be obliged to gjalda (to pay) a seller who will selja or gefa  
for a consideration. The seller was the person who was willing to part with 
his goods first. He was the creditor. This is confirmed by both the sagas 
and the laws, which, with rare exception, show that buyers take the goods 
first and arrange for future payment … Once the debt was discharged, 
there was nothing in the transaction that bound the parties to continue 
dealing with each other.229 

 
 Njáll warns Gunnarr that his cause will only be a good one: ‘ef þú geldr eigi annarra 

at’, and Gunnarr’s fall will indeed result initially from having to pay for someone 

else’s actions, and finally not having justice on his side. The implication already in the 

saga is that the reasons for Gunnarr’s fall are traceable to his relationship with 
                                                 
228 For Andersson, the ‘elaborate and symmetrical detail’ in the account of the feud between Hallgerðr 
and Bergþóra ‘is self-consciously constructed to the point of being comic’ (Growth, p. 191). 
229 Miller, Bloodtaking and Peacemaking, p. 82. 
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Hallgerðr: directly following Njáll’s warning are the words: Njáll spurði Gunnar, 

hvárt hann mundi til þings ríða (Njáll asked Gunnarr whether he intended riding to 

the Alþingi), and it is while Gunnarr is at the Alþingi, in the following scene, that he 

meets Hallgerðr. The author’s use of the verb gjalda in Njáll’s warning can be seen to 

refer back to when the word first occurs, which is near the start of the saga, in Hrútr’s 

prophetic utterance about the child Hallgerðr: 

“Œrit fQgr er mær sjá, ok munu margir þess gjalda; en hitt veit ek eigi, 
hvaðan þjófsaugu eru komin í ættir várar.” (p. 7) 

 
(‘The girl is beautiful enough, and many will pay for that, but what I don’t know is from 
where the eyes of a thief have come into our family.’) 
 
Later, during the escalating feud that Hallgerðr instigates against Bergþóra, the verb 

gjalda, and its cognate noun, gjald230, are used repeatedly of the payment of increasing 

amounts of compensation. When Svartr, the servant of Njáll and Bergþóra, is killed by 

Hallgerðr’s overseer, Kolr: 

Njáll tók sjálfdœmi231 af Gunnari ok mælti: “… þú skalt gjalda tólf aura 
silfrs.” (p. 94) 

 
(Njáll accepted self-judgement from Gunnarr and said, ‘… you shall pay twelve 
ounces of silver.’) 
 
 The escalation in debt that comes with each round of killing plays off 

ironically against ‘the symbolism of equipoise [that] is reinforced by giving the 

slaves synonymous names (both mean black)’232. Increased social rank demands 

increased compensation, irrespective of an individual’s moral worth, and the death 

of Brynjólfr rósta (‘the brawler’), even though he was illmenni mikit (‘a very 

wicked man’), demands a higher level of compensation, since he was a free man, 

and a kinsman of Hallgerðr’s (p. 105): 

Njáll bauð honum þegar sættina. Gunnarr játti því ok skyldi sjálfr dœma, 
ok gerði hann hundrað silfrs. Njáll galt þegar féit, ok sættusk at því. 

 
(Njáll offered him a settlement at once. Gunnarr agreed and was to judge the 
amount himself, and he fixed it at a hundred ounces of silver. Njáll paid over the 
money at once, and with this they were at peace.) 
 

                                                 
230 Usually used in the plural: gjQld (Cleasby-Vigfússon, sub gjald).  Kolr (ch. 37) is assessed at a 
‘slave’s price’ (þrælsgjQld), a fate that his killer, Atli, hopes will not also be his (ch. 38).  
231 For a discussion of the legal significance of the term sjálfdœmi, (‘self-judgement’), see Miller, 
Bloodtaking and Peacemaking, pp. 284-89. 
232 Miller, Bloodtaking and Peacemaking, p. 183. 
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By the time that Þórðr leysingjason, who had acted as the Njálssons’ foster-father, 

is killed, the compensation amount has reached two hundred ounces of silver (p. 

111): 

“ok hQfu vit Gunnarr nú sætzk á málit, ok hefir hann goldit hann tvennum 
manngjQldum.” 

 
(‘Gunnarr and I have just made a settlement about the case, and he has paid double 
compensation for him.’) 
 
Only the friendship between Njáll and Gunnarr prevents the feud between Hallgerðr and 

Bergþóra from causing a complete and potentially far more deadly rupture between their 

families. When there is no such friendship between the parties, as later when Gunnarr is 

involved in a dispute with Otkell Skarfsson233, a feud develops and escalates until it 

destroys the principal persons in the two contending families: Otkell, and later, his son 

Þorgeirr, and finally, Gunnarr himself. This feud, too, is caused by Hallgerðr, who lives 

up to the early promise seen in her eyes by Hrútr, and becomes a thief, stealing a 

considerable amount of butter and cheese from Otkell’s house (ch. 48). 

 Gunnarr offers to repay Otkell twice the value of the stolen produce (and 

therefore twice the debt), but his offer is rejected (chs. 49-50). Otkell, deceived by the 

malicious advice and deeds of his friend Skamkell, rejects Gunnarr’s attempt to bring 

about a settlement, even at an increased cost, and escalates the conflict by insulting him 

with a summons for the consumption of the stolen food. Miller has pointed out just how 

serious an accusation this is: 

Theft, in Iceland … was a contemptible deed, sharing with murder (the 
unannounced killing) the shame of secretiveness … And no one was 
lower than the thief, the secret appropriator of another’s property. To sue 
someone for theft was so insulting to the defendant that the plaintiff who 
did not get a panel verdict in his favour was liable to slander at the suit 
of the original defendant.234 
 

The system of ‘balancing the scales’ quickly breaks down in this dispute, an 

unsurprising development, given the nature of Icelandic feud, as Miller has suggested: 

The paradoxes of weighing are also played out in the native model of 
balanced exchange in feud. The notion of getting even, as the semantic 
burden of the modern English phrase “getting even” suggests, is not the 
most benign of sentiments, nor is it all that easy to administer as a 
principle of justice. For it was by getting even that one established the 

                                                 
233 For further dicussion of this dispute, see 4.2 and 4.3 below. 
234 Bloodtaking and Peacemaking, pp. 89 and 250. 
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inviolability of one’s honour, that is, by getting even, paradoxically, one 
person reasserted superiority relative to the other.235 
 

There is a strong tendency, therefore, for feuds in the sagas to escalate. Byock236 

points to a typical process, in his discussion of a feud in Droplaugarsona saga: 

 This example is typical of saga feud. A mundane dispute over livestock 
starts off the quarrel. A failed resolution occurs before the injured party 
turns to a broker; when the second broker responds aggressively, the feud 
grows. The eventual resolution of the specific matter of sheep stealing 
clearly does not end the longer feud of the saga, but it does complete a 
chain of events that forms a small feud. Often such resolutions did not 
hold, and the process would begin again. 

 
The similarities and differences between the accounts of these two disputes in Njáls 

saga suggest that the author intended the disputes to fulfil a rhetorical purpose. For 

Miller, the ‘paradox’ at the heart of the revenge ethic centres around the concept of 

‘honour’, but in Njáls saga neither Hallgerðr’s nor Otkell’s ‘honour’ is central to the 

development of their disputes. (Andersson goes so far as to claim that Njáls saga as a 

whole ‘has provided almost no foothold for elaborations on honour, at least honour in 

the traditional sense of magnified personal reputation.’ 237) Instead, the author’s 

message would appear to be that feud always escalates, unless those who find 

themselves involved in a dispute display altruism: love for their fellow men.238 

 

2.5 Hallgerðr HQskuldsdóttir 

 

Gunnarr of Hlíðarendi, whose story forms the main part of the first ‘half’ of Njáls saga, 

dies violently (ch. 77), killed as an outlaw in retribution for his own killing of Þorgeirr 

Otkelsson (ch. 72). The series of events that leads to his death under these circumstances 

seems particularly tragic, considering his personal qualities. Einar Ólafur Sveinsson’s 

description of Gunnarr portrays him as an ideal figure: ‘enveloped by an idealistic, 

romantic radiance ... gentleness ... sensitivity and self-control ... his competitive spirit 

and conscientiousness ... the fine nuances of these traits of character’239. 

                                                 
235 Bloodtaking and Peacemaking, p. 302. 
236 Byock, Feud, p. 46. ‘Resolution’ is one of ‘three active narrative elements’, out of which ‘saga feud is 
constructed: conflict, advocacy and resolution’ (ibid., p. 39). 
237 ‘Displacement’, p. 57. 
238 This suggestion is at odds with Andersson’s claim that the feud between Hallgerðr and Bergþóra ‘is 
self-consciously constructed to the point of being comic’ (Growth, p. 191). 
239 Literary Masterpiece, p. 89. 
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The combination of competitiveness and self-control (Gunnarr is described as stilltr vel – 

‘well controlled in temperament’) suggests that Gunnarr ought to thrive in the pre-

Christian society of Njáls saga. He certainly attempts to uphold its values in his own 

deeds. His warning words to Starkaðr Barkarson show how he aims first to warn 

potential aggressors that they risk his retaliating if they attack, but then to act in equal 

measure when retaliation is necessary (p. 149): “Mun ek þar eptir gera, sem þér gerið 

fyrir” (‘I will do after as you do before’). 

 The reader of Njáls saga cannot fail to find it both moving and ironic that a hero 

of such fine qualities as Gunnarr, ‘a paragon among the men of his day, [should be] 

drawn into misfortune and manslaughter and ... finally slain himself’240. For Fox, 

Gunnarr’s tragedy is the result of a systemic flaw in the old ethical code of honour: 

Gunnarr shows how it is impossible for any man, no matter how well-
intentioned and slow to anger, to live in a society whose only non-
materialistic value is a narrow concept of honor (largely something as 
simple as the imperative: ‘A man must revenge injuries’) without losing 
either his self-respect or his life241. 

 
Lönnroth takes a different view. He sees Gunnarr’s tragedy as principally the result of 

his relationship with Hallgerðr, who ‘constantly brings destruction and misfortune’ upon 

him, and suggests that the author portrays Gunnarr as ‘a great hero who is flawed by 

vanity and ambition’242. These vices cause Gunnarr to suffer two ‘moral falls’243: when 

he first sees the beautiful Hallgerðr, and then and there determines to marry her (ch. 33); 

and when he catches sight of the ‘pale cornfields’ at Hlíðarendi, and disobeys the 

sentence of the court: that he should spend three years in exile abroad (ch. 75)244. In any 

event, whether it is a moral flaw in Gunnarr’s own character, as Lönnroth believes, or a 

systemic flaw in the old ethical code of honour, as Fox maintains, that is ultimately to 

blame for Gunnarr’s tragedy, it is Hallgerðr whose actions embroil him in the chain of 

violence that leads to his death. 

 The saga’s final description of Hallgerðr is given by Skarpheðinn Njálsson, who 

describes her as annathvárt hornkerling eða púta (‘some old woman in the corner, or a 

whore’). Among modern critics, Maxwell takes an even more negative view: ‘we know 

                                                 
240 Einar Ólafur Sveinsson, Literary Masterpiece, p. 188. 
241 ‘Western Literary Tradition’, p. 300. 
242 A Critical Introduction, p. 155. 
243 A Critical Introduction, pp. 156-57. 
244 This episode, and Gunnarr’s death, will be discussed below at 4.1, 4.6, 5.3 and 5.7.  
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from Njáll’s words that Hallgerðr is the root of evil to come ... Hallgerðr (the known 

cause of evil) ... the bosom evil that spreads from Hallgerðr’245. 

 Other critics have viewed her character more favourably, however. Taking a 

psychological approach, Dronke sees her ‘degeneration’ as ‘her response to progressive 

disappointment in marital life’246; George Clark notes that the author himself ‘makes no 

explicitly judgemental observations on Hallgerðr’247, and suggests that her tragedy 

results from the interaction of ‘her social environment ... some basic given of character ... 

and some malevolent disposition or disposer of things in general we might call fate or 

bad luck’248. 

 Hallgerðr’s paternal uncle, Hrútr Herjólfsson (a more objective commentator 

than Skarpheðinn), sees her character as ‘very mixed’ (blandin mjQk: p. 86), when 

summing up her qualities for her suitor, Gunnarr Hamundarson. Clark is of the opinion 

that, not Hrútr alone, but ‘the saga realizes Hallgerðr’s mixed nature, her potential for 

honour or disgrace’249. 

 This ‘mixed’ quality is suggested from the outset, in her first physical 

description. Although only a child when she is first seen (ch. 1), she is already possessed 

of a marred and dangerous beauty: the prescient Hrútr comments that she is œrit fQgr 

(‘beautiful enough’), but that she also has þjófsaugu (literally ‘thief’s eyes’). Dronke 

notes that: ‘þjófs- might be prefixed to any part of the body - þjófsnef, -tennr, -haka- [-

nose, -teeth, -chin] - to indicate scorn and aversion’, and argues that in context, the 

meaning of þjófsaugu is ‘low-born, have-not’s eyes’250. 

 Dronke suggests that the author gives Hrútr’s ‘colloquial’ comment a structural 

role in the narrative, since it clearly ‘refers ahead to the occasion when Hallgerðr sends 

out a serf to steal butter and cheese’. But she claims its primary function at this point in 

the saga is to make the reader ‘see just what Hrútr sees, the seeds of a dissatisfied - and 

therefore vengeful - nature ... an ungoverned guttersnipe spirit, wholly alien to his own 

sound temperament of rigorous probity’251. 

 Support for Dronke’s first point, that the reader is meant to see Hallgerðr as 

Hrútr does, comes from the fact that he has just been described as tillagagóðr inna stœrri 

                                                 
245 ‘Pattern’, pp. 28, 29 and 33. 
246 ‘Sexual Themes’, p. 14. 
247 'Hallgerðr Hoskuldsdóttir', p. 174. 
248 ‘Hallgerðr Hoskuldsdóttir’, p. 187. 
249 ‘Hallgerðr Hoskuldsdóttir’, p. 182. 
250 ‘Sexual Themes’, p. 14 and n. 2. 
251 ‘Sexual Themes’, pp. 14-15. 
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mála (‘a good adviser in important matters’). There is, however, no objectively verifiable 

indication that the author intended any other than a literal meaning for the word 

þjófsaugu. When judged from a medieval viewpoint, the literal interpretation provides a 

more satisfying reading, since it would have been understood by at least the educated 

among the audience in accordance with the commonplace view that the eyes indicate the 

intention of the heart252. Such an audience would therefore have recognised Hallgerðr as 

having the potential for theft right from childhood, and for them, from the first mention 

of her þjófsaugu, the interest in her would have lain in her spiritual development: 

whether or not she would act according to her heart’s early intention.  

 To read þjófsaugu in this way, as an indication of intention, is to suggest that 

Hrútr’s comment attests to a belief that spiritual, as well as physical characteristics could 

be inherited. There is evidence for this belief elsewhere in saga literature. In chapter 

three of Víga-Glúms saga, for example, there is a comic episode in which the 

eponymous (and cunning) hero’s father, Eyjólfr Ingjaldsson, who had previously been an 

object of ridicule among a group of Norwegians, gains heroic stature among them by 

proving to them that he has killed a bear single-handed. He is alone in the forest when he 

meets the bear and kills it. He then cuts off the animal’s snout and shows it to the 

Norwegians as proof of his deed. In fact, what the reader knows but the Norwegians do 

not is that the bear was young and extremely weak, and completely incapable of offering 

the slightest resistance. In this episode, Eyjólfr demonstrates the cunning that he will 

pass on to his son, Glúmr253. 

 When Hrútr wonders how ‘thief’s eyes have come into our family’, Hallgerðr’s 

father is, not surprisingly, furious, ok var fátt um með þeim brœðrum nQkkura hríð (‘and 

for some time the brothers had little to do with each other’). Hallgerðr is, after all, a 

daughter of one of the grandest families in the land, a fact that leads Andersson to 

suggest that Hrútr’s comment ‘instantly transforms the proudest lineage of Laxdœla saga 

into a sinister brood, for thievishness is as unsavoury an accusation as can be levelled in 

the sagas’254. But the very fact that the family was so renowned from Laxdœla saga and 

other sources means that the thirteenth-century audience might have understood why 

HQskuldr interprets Hrútr’s remark as an insult. Hallgerðr’s mother, according to 

                                                 
252 As explained by, for example, Hrabanus Maurus, De universo, PL 111, col. 149. 
253 Davíð Erlingsson, ‘The last laugh’; Vésteinn Ólason, Dialogues, p. 70. 
254 Andersson, Growth, p. 184. 
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Laxdœla saga, was the wealthy and very respectable Jórunn Bjarnardóttir, a woman 

who, before she was married, ‘was considered the best match in the Westfjords’255. 

 Njáls saga includes within the genealogy of some of the important male 

characters the names of their wives256, but is silent concerning the identity of Hallgerðr’s 

mother / HQskuldr’s wife. The saga’s silence on this point is one of the ‘riddles’ at the 

start of the saga to which Anne Heinrichs refers: for Heinrichs, Hallgerðr ‘grows up 

without a mother’257. The origin of Hallgerðr’s ‘thief’s eyes’ can now be explained: she 

has inherited them from her mother’s side of the family, and the saga provides evidence 

that this is so (p. 32): Svanr var fjQlkunnigr mjQk; hann var móðurbróðir Hallgerðar 

(‘Svanr was greatly skilled in witchcraft; he was Hallgerðr’s mother’s brother’). 

Thievishness has sorcery as one of its symptoms in men 258. 

  Hallgerðr is blandin mjQk because, while she inherits thievishness from her 

mother, she also has her father HQskuldr’s blood in her. This ‘greatly mixed’ character is 

also reflected in the different natures of her offspring: there are no children from her first, 

unhappy marriage, but she has a daughter, Þorgerðr, from her happy second marriage. 

Þorgerðr proves to be ‘an excellent housewife’, and becomes the mother of the saintly 

HQskuldr Hvítanessgoði (ch. 59). It is HQskuldr’s grandmother, Hallgerðr, who decides 

what name he shall be given, and the child is named after her recently deceased father. 

 Hallgerðr has two sons by her third husband, Gunnarr, and their contrasting 

characters reflect the mixed nature of this marriage. The author defers the description of 

them until late in Gunnarr’s life (ch. 75), by which time Hallgerðr’s thievish nature has 

come out in her theft of provisions from the farm of Otkell Skarfsson (ch. 48): 

‘Gunnarr’s sons, HQgni and Grani, were fully grown by this time. They were men of 

very different natures; Grani had much of the nature of his mother, but HQgni was a fine 

person’ - hafði Grani mikit af skapi móður sinnar, en HQgni var vel at sér (p. 182). 

 There is another influence working upon the ‘mixed’ character traits Hallgerðr 

has inherited from her parents. She also has a foster-father, who is introduced into the 

narrative directly before her first husband, Þorvaldr Ósvífrsson: 

                                                 
255 ÍF 5, pp. 17-18. 
256 For example, Njáls saga names Bergþóra as Njáll’s wife in chapter 20; and in chapter 105 names 
Guðríðr Þorkelsdóttir as the wife of Þorgeirr from Ljósavatn, who as Lawspeaker made the historic 
decision that Iceland should accept Christianity.  
257 ‘Hallgerðr’s Saga’, p. 332. 
258 Andersson, Growth, p. 184, with reference to Kress, ‘“Ekki hQfu vér kvennaskap”’, p. 310. 
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Þjóstólfr hét fóstri hennar; hann var suðreyskr at ætt. Hann var styrkr maðr 
ok vígr vel ok hafði margan mann drepit ok bœtti engan mann fé. Þat var 
mælt, at hann væri engi skapbœtir Hallgerði. 
Maðr er nefndr Þorvaldr; hann var Ósvífrsson. (pp. 29-30) 
 

(Her foster-father was called Þjóstólfr; he was a Hebridean by ancestry. He was a strong 
man and a good fighter, and had killed many men and had paid no compensation for any. 
It was said that he did nothing to improve Hallgerðr’s character. 
There was a man called Þorvaldr; he was the son of Ósvífr.) 
 
Þjóstólfr kills Hallgerðr’s first and second husbands, in retaliation both times for their 

having struck her. Hallgerðr, unhappy in her first marriage, approves of Þjóstólfr’s 

killing of Þorvaldr, and sends him to Svanr, her mother’s brother, who uses witchcraft to 

protect him from being brought to justice. Hallgerðr is happy in her second marriage, 

and gives birth to her daughter, Þorgerðr. At this moment of happiness for Hallgerðr, 

Svanr drowns in a storm (p. 46)259; and when Þjóstólfr kills the husband she loves, she 

sends him to her father’s brother260, to be justly executed. 

 Hallgerðr is married three times. Each of her husbands strikes her, and as a 

result, each of them meets a violent death: ‘the stories of the marriages centre on three 

blows to Hallgerðr’s cheek, and three widowings’261. The ‘greatly mixed’ qualities have 

remained: she is completely innocent of the death of her second husband, whom she 

loves, and partly, and to different degrees, to blame for the deaths of the other two. 

 Hallgerðr’s first, disastrous marriage was arranged against her will. On hearing 

that she is to be married, she complains to her father: 

 hon mælti: “Nú em ek at raun komin um þat, er mik hefir lengi grunat, at 
þú mundir eigi unna mér svá mikit sem þú sagðir jafnan, er þér þótti eigi 
þess vert, at við mik væri um talat þetta mál; enda þykki mér ráð þetta 
ekki svá mikils háttar sem þér hétuð mér;” - ok fannsk þat á Qllu, at hon 
þóttisk vargefin. (ch. 10) 

 
(She said, ‘Now I have proof of what I have suspected for a long time: you do not love 
me as much as you have always said you do, since you did not think it worth while to 
ask me about this beforehand. Besides, this is not as good a marriage as you have 
promised me.’ 
It was obvious that she thought she was marrying beneath her.) 

 HQskuldr’s fatherly response is that he will make the decisions, not she (skal ek 

ráða, en eigi þú), and that her pride (ofmetnað) will not stand in the way of the contract. 

                                                 
259 Or rather, he disappears: some said that he disappeared into a mountain. 
260 Hallgerðr stresses her family relationship with Hrútr at this point, and speaks with grim ambiguity: 
“Far þú til Hrúts, fQðurbróður míns, ok sjái hann fyrir þér” (‘Go to Hrútr, my father’s brother, and he 
may take care of you’: p. 50). 
261 Clark, ‘Hallgerðr Hoskuldsdóttir’, p. 178. 
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This appears to be a society in which parents could ruthlessly exploit their daughters’ 

marriageability, in which case Hallgerðr’s suspicions that she has been badly treated by 

her father may be justified. The saga does, in fact, provide an example of a daughter used 

as a bargaining pawn (ch. 64): the mother of Guðrún Egilsdóttir offers her as a bride / 

bribe to Þorgrímr the Norwegian, together with ‘all the money’ (féit allt). 

 It may be suspected that Hallgerðr’s wounded pride (ofmetnað), her sense of 

having been married beneath her, is the reason she can feel no grief when this first 

husband dies. It might well be the case, in fact, that a medieval audience would have 

considered that she had suffered two slights to her honour in this marriage, her sense of 

pride having taken another blow at the moment when her husband had struck her face. 

This view accords with orthodox belief, and has the authority of Scripture: 

 We read in the writings of the Apostle: ‘For you suffer it ... if a man slaps 
your face.’ Then, in order to explain what a slapping of the face means, 
he straightway adds: ‘I speak according to dishonour’ (2 Cor. xi, 20-21). 
It means contempt and disdain262. 

 
 Hallgerðr’s injured pride is also the cause of the feud between her and 

Bergþóra. The feud grows from a grudge she bears against Bergþóra, who has angered 

her by asking her at a feast to move to a lower seat, in order that a more honoured 

guest may have the one she is currently occupying. Bergþóra tells Hallgerðr (p. 91): 

“þú skalt þoka fyrir konu þessi” (‘you must give up your place for this woman’). 

Hallgerðr interprets Bergþóra’s words as an insult, and indeed, a modern view has 

seen them as ‘brusque treatment’263. Hallgerðr is furious, and wants Gunnarr to 

avenge the insult: 

“Fyrir lítit kemr mér,” segir Hallgerðr, “at eiga þann mann, er vaskastr er á 
Íslandi, ef þú hefnir eigi þessa, Gunnarr.” (p. 91) 

 
(‘There’s little use to me in being married to the most manly man in Iceland,’ said 
Hallgerðr, ‘if you don’t avenge this, Gunnarr.’) 
 
 The preceding chapter (34) of Njála concerns events at the marriage feast of Hallgerðr 

and Gunnarr, at which Þráinn Sigfússon divorces his wife and marries Hallgerðr’s 

daughter, Þorgerðr. The seating arrangements for this feast are carefully described, and it 

is stated there that Njáll’s brother, Holta-Þórir, vildi sitja ýztr virðingamanna, því at þá 

                                                 
262 Augustine, ‘Our Lord’s Sermon on the Mount’, p. 83. 
263 Jochens, Old Norse Images of Women, p. 193. 
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þótti hverjum gott þar, sem sat (‘insisted on sitting farthest out of all the honoured 

guests, for that made the others feel satisfied with their places’.) 

 Maxwell has drawn attention to how the reader of Njáls saga is led to see 

connections between these two consecutive chapters. He points out that Þráinn 

Sigfússon, 

 who steals the limelight at Gunnar’s wedding ... is at once closely 
connected with Hallgerðr, who will soon call on him to show himself a 
real son-in-law (ch. 41) ... Their actions at the two feasts - he sending his 
wife away, she forcing her husband to take her home - are significantly 
alike264. 

 
There is a further link between the two scenes, as the second contains a verbal echo of 

the first: Hann [Gunnarr] spratt upp ok sté fram yfir borðit (‘he sprang up and leaped 

across the table’: p. 91) echoes Hann [Þráinn] sté þegar fram yfir borðit (‘he leaped at 

once across the table’: p. 89). Gunnarr’s leap across the table marks the moment when he 

refuses to avenge the insult to Hallgerðr, and she begins to plan her own revenge on 

Bergþóra. The escalating feud between the two women is the result. 

 The description of Holta-Þórir, sitting at the wedding feast in the first of these 

scenes ‘farthest out of all the honoured guests’ (p. 89: yztr virðingamanna), may be 

compared with a familiar Scriptural wedding feast, found in Christ’s parable at Luc. xiv, 

7-11: 

Cum invitatus fueris ad nuptias, non discumbas in primo loco, ne forte 
honoratior te sit invitatus ab illo; et veniens is qui te et illum vocavit, 
dicat tibi: Da huic locum; et tunc incipias cum rubore novissimum locum 
tenere. (vv. 8-9) 

 (When you are invited to a wedding, do not sit down in the highest place, 
in case by chance a more honourable man than you might be invited by 
him. And the one who invited you and him will come and say to you, 
‘Give the place to this one,’ and then you will begin with shame to occupy 
the lowest place.) 

 

The apparently unnecessarily brusque tone of Bergþóra’s words to Hallgerðr: “þú 

skalt þoka fyrir konu þessi” (‘you must give up your place for this woman’) is 

explicable, if they are seen as a verbal echo of Vulgate “Da huic locum” (‘give the 

place to this one’), spoken in the parable by the host.265 

                                                 
264 ‘Pattern’, p. 29. 
265 Using different arguments, Gottzmann, Rechtsproblematik, pp. 330-32, also draws attention to this 
Gospel reading.  
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 Christ’s parable of the wedding guests’ choice of seats forms one of the key 

Scriptural lessons in humility. The parable is a warning against pride: according to Bede, 

in the most influential medieval commentary on Luke, Christ teaches through it that 

humility before both God and man is to be praised266. Luc. xiv, 7-11 was a completely 

familiar passage of Scripture. Proof of its familiarity in Norway and Iceland is the fact 

that Kirby can cite twelve surviving vernacular versions of v. 11267. 

 

2.6 The curse on Hrútr Herjólfsson 

Mention was made at 2.1 above of a potential crisis for Iceland’s legal system, caused 

when the young and battle-hardened Hrútr Herjólfsson challenges the elderly MQrðr 

gígja to legal combat. Hrútr’s challenge to MQrðr is a stage in the development of the 

saga’s first conflict (chs. 2-8, 21-24), which has its origins in Hrútr’s inability to 

consummate his marriage to MQrðr’s daughter, Unnr. The episode must be looked at in 

detail, since it is out of the breakdown of this marriage that Njáls saga’s whole terrible 

sequence of conflicts develops. Shortly after his betrothal to Unnr, Hrútr hears that he 

has been left an inheritance in Norway, and leaves Iceland to claim it. 

 While in Norway, he has a sexual liaison with Gunnhildr, the mother of King 

Haraldr Greycloak. Having gained his inheritance, through Gunnhildr’s help, and 

wishing to return to Iceland, Hrútr parts from Gunnhildr, who exercises some kind of 

power over him (“þá legg ek þat á við þik” – ‘then I lay that upon you’), telling him that 

he will never be able to have sexual intercourse with the woman for whom he is 

returning to Iceland. 

 Following Hrútr’s return, he and Unnr are married, but, whenever they attempt 

intercourse, his penis grows too large to enter her, and finally, after more than two years, 

she sues for divorce. Her father, MQrðr gígja, tries to recover her dowry, which is still in 

Hrútr’s possession, but this attempt fails when Hrútr challenges MQrðr to a duel. Some 

time later, MQrðr falls sick and dies, and once Unnr is left in charge of the household 

economy, she proves unable to manage her finances. She fritters away her resources 

until she is in urgent need of money, although her financial problems would be over if 

she could recover her very large dowry from Hrútr. At this point, she enlists the help of 

                                                 
266 In Lucæ Evangelium Expositio IV, PL 92, col. 511: Aperta quidem ad litteram est hæc admonitio 
Salvatoris, docens humilitatem, non solum apud Deum, sed etiam apud homines esse laudabilem. 
267 Biblical Quotations I, pp. 252-53. 
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her kinsman, Gunnarr of Hlíðarendi, who in turn asks the advice of his friend, Njáll. 

These two are therefore now involved in Unnr’s dispute; the conflict is widening. 

The dispute over the return of Unnr’s dowry is the first in an escalating series of 

conflicts which embroil, and ultimately destroy, Gunnarr and Njáll. For this reason, 

since so much tragedy develops out of the breakdown of this marriage, it is important 

to attempt to assess the nature of the underlying cause of that breakdown - if indeed 

there is one, beyond the immediate problem of Hrútr’s sexual dysfunction. The 

question has significance for an understanding of the author’s tone of voice and 

narrative technique. If there is no further underlying cause, the author may either be 

‘objectively’ reporting a historical tradition, so that no conclusions can be drawn 

about the tone of the narrative; or he may be making an ironic comment about the way 

in which great and tragic events, which form for him the stuff of an epic narrative, 

may develop out of the intimate trivia of domestic life. 

 On the other hand, it is possible that there is some identifiable underlying cause, 

whether it be found within the author’s portrayal of Icelandic social systems, or in the 

motivation of the principal characters involved - the sexual triangle of Hrútr, Unnr and 

Gunnhildr. If there should prove to be some identifiable cause, then the relationship 

between this episode and the rest of the saga becomes more complex: it would follow 

that, since the whole series of tragedies would be seen to have the same ultimate cause, 

the story of Hrútr and Unnr would then become, not simply a prologue to, but a 

precursor of, and commentary upon, other episodes in the saga. 

 To those critics for whom the primary function of this story is to provide an 

introduction, the detail and scale of its telling are problematic, in that it threatens the neat 

balance of the saga’s structure. Clover has summed up the difficulties it presents for a 

structural analysis of the saga: 

 Another prefatory subplot ... is the story of Hrútr and Unnr at the 
beginning of Njáls saga. Its connection with Gunnarr’s saga is clear 
enough: it introduces Hallgerðr, Hrútr’s kinswoman and Gunnarr’s future 
wife; and it brings Unnr, after her divorce, to Gunnarr for help in 
recovering her dowry. Yet the story is considerably over-developed in 
proportion to its actual function. The author appears yet again to have 
pursued it for its own sake and for its proleptic value on the question of 
failed marriages. Thus the bipartite Njáls saga has a presaga in the 
Hrútr/Unnr story ...268 

 

                                                 
268 The Medieval Saga, p. 38. 
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In her unease about the ‘over-developed’ quality of this story, Clover follows other 

critics, notably Allen269 and Lönnroth, the latter of whom had commented: 

 ... digressive mechanisms may be seen at work in the episode of Hrútr 
and Unnr. The main function of this episode is to explain the feud over 
Unnr’s dowry, which later leads to Gunnarr’s first heroic deed and his 
first contact with Hallgerðr’s family. But the ‘explanation’ has become so 
circumstantial through the introduction of standard motifs that the 
episode seems a self-contained narrative with little relation to the saga as 
a whole270. 

 
For Lönnroth and Clover, then, the episode has a ‘main’ (Lönnroth) or ‘actual’ (Clover) 

function, which is to provide material ‘prefatory’ to the story of Gunnarr. Its complexity 

makes of it a complete ‘presaga’, which stands outside the ‘bipartite Njáls saga’ 

(Clover); it is a ‘self-contained narrative with little relation to the saga as a whole’ 

(Lönnroth). Hieatt is also interested in the question of saga structure, but sees Hrútr’s 

voyage, so far from threatening the structural integrity of the narrative, as actually 

playing a key structural role. She draws attention to how the episode establishes a 

repeating pattern, in which the voyage is used as ‘a significant structural element’: 

 the stages of Njála are ...clearly delineated by voyages, which are 
structurally no less important than the ‘Feud Pattern’ in which Lönnroth 
sees them as ‘strands’271. 

 

Gunnhildr is the woman whose sexual relationship with Hrútr Herjólfsson causes the 

failure of his marriage. Traditionally, Gunnhildr has been seen as a witch, a view which 

is in large part based upon her description, characterisation and genealogy, as these 

appear in other sources. Hermann Pálsson sums up the traditional view: 

 The power that Gunnhildr claims to have over Hrútr is a manifestation of 
her witchcraft. The Author of Njáls saga was evidently aware of her 
reputation as a sorceress. According to Heimskringla and other sources 
she learnt witchcraft in Finnmark from two Sami wizards, who were 
great masters of the magic arts272. 

 
 Norse tradition does conventionally represent her as a witch. So, for example, in 

Harðar saga, ch. 8: 

 Þat þykkiz mQnnum, sem Gunnhildr hafi bannat Geir með fjQlkyngi sinni 
til Noregs; líkaði henni nú hit versta, er Geirr komst undan. 

 

                                                 
269 Fire and Iron, p. 66. 
270 A Critical Introduction, p. 55. 
271 ‘Hrút’s Voyage to Norway’, pp. 493 and 494. The views of Allen and Lönnroth are discussed on p. 490. 
272 Oral tradition, p. 129. 
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(People thought that Gunnhildr had prohibited Geirr by her witchcraft from [coming] to 
Norway; it pleased her not one bit that he escaped.) 
 
And, more famously, in Egils saga, ch. 59: 

 Svá er sagt, at Gunnhildr lét seið efla ok lét þat seiða, at Egill 
Skallagrímsson skyldi aldri ró bíða á Íslandi, fyrr en hon sæi hann. 

 
(It is said that Gunnhildr had seiðr performed to the effect that Egill Skallagrímsson 
should never have peace in Iceland before she might see him)273. 
 
The author of Egils saga here represents Gunnhildr as capable of commanding seiðr, 

looked upon as an especially malevolent form of witchcraft. Indeed, Magnus Olsen 

concludes that Norse tradition in general regarded Gunnhildr not merely as a witch, but 

as a particularly despicable one274. And Ellis Davidson notes that it was a ‘particularly 

dreaded form of magic ... which prevented physical union between man and woman. 

Queen Gunnhild employed this against Hrut in Njáls Saga’275. 

 The unpleasantness of her sorcery was explained in Norse tradition by the claim 

that she had learnt her arts from two Finnish sorcerers, with whom she had lived. 

According to Flateyjarbók, the power of these sorcerers was deadly to all living things: 

 hefir ek her uerit at nema kunnostu at Finnum þessum sem frodazstir eru 
her a morkkinne ... þeir uilea æiga mig ... ok ef þa uerdr nokkut kuikt firir 
sionum þeirra deyr þat skiott276. 

 
(I have been here in order to receive knowledge from these Finns, who are the wisest 
men here in the forest ... they wish to marry me ... and if anything living should happen 
to come before their gaze it will swiftly die.) 
 
Each sorcerer wanted to have her as his wife. And she destroyed both of them, in order 

that she could be married to Eiríkr Blóðøx. 

 Gunnhildr’s genealogy provides additional evidence to support an a priori view 

that she is a witch figure in Njála. The saga agrees with all Icelandic sources in naming 

Gunnhildr’s father as Qzurr toti (‘snout’) from Heligoland (whereas Historia Norvegiæ 

names him as the powerful King Gorm of Denmark)277. Magnus Olsen has suggested 

that Qzurr’s nickname indicates dangerous wolfishness, appropriate for the father of a 

                                                 
273 For a fuller discussion of Gunnhildr’s depiction as a witch in Norse literature, see Sigurður Nordal, 
‘Gunnhildur konungamóðir’. 
274 Det skinner altså igjennem at hun ikke bare er en heks, men en heks av laveste orden (‘Skaldevers om 
Nøds-år Nordenfjells’, p. 191). 
275 ‘Hostile Magic’, p. 33. 
276 Flat. I, pp. 42-43 (Óláfs saga Tryggvasonar). Cf. also Heimskringla I, 145 ff.; Fornmanna sögur I, 8 ff. 
277 ÍF 12, p. 11, n. 3. 
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recognised witch278. On the other hand, in Laxdœla saga, where there is more than a hint 

at a sexual relationship between Hrútr and Gunnhildr, there is no trace of the demonic in 

her character279. It is by no means a foregone conclusion, therefore, that the Gunnhildr of 

Njáls saga is a witch. 

 Two quite recent readings of Gunnhildr’s character see her actions and power 

as defined much more by the fact that she is a woman than that she is a witch. The 

first of these, Dronke’s study of sexual themes in the saga, sees in Gunnhildr, as well as 

her traditional witch-properties, the motivation and emotions of a woman who is in 

love280. Comparing the portrait of Gunnhildr in Njáls saga with its counterpart in 

Laxdœla saga, she writes: 

 the author of Njáls Saga has converted this [viz. Gunnhildr’s] proud 
openness into secrecy, but he has kept the tenderness (p. 8); 

 
And discussing the moment when Gunnhildr puts the spell on Hrútr, she notes that 

Gunnhildr is emotionally affected: 

 puts her arms round his neck - a gesture characteristic in moments when 
women wish to impose their will upon their men through their sexual 
power over them ... And she turns from him, melancholy both for herself 
and for him: “Now neither of us has happiness - ok hefir nú hvárki okkat 
vel” (loc. cit.). 

 
 In the second of these recent studies, O’Donoghue sees Gunnhildr as a sexually 

confident and independent woman: 

 Gunnhildr is powerful not only by virtue of her social rank as Queen 
Mother of Norway, but also because of her sexual and domestic 
independence281. 

 
This independent power produces a ‘charged sexual relationship with Hrútr’ (ibid., p.85), 

and defines the nature of Gunnhildr’s spell. For O’Donoghue: 

 Hrútr ... has in a sense been over-endowed with sexual power. One might 
have expected a jealous lover’s curse to make a man impotent; 
Gunnhildr’s punishment is almost ironic, an oddly appropriate reflection 
of her own strong and open sensuality (ibid., p. 86). 

 

And Dronke suggests that ‘the power she has over him is not that of an external magic; it 

operates through his physical nature and his memory’282. These readings treat Hrútr’s 

                                                 
278 ‘Skaldevers om Nøds-år Nordenfjells’, p. 191 and n. 3. 
279 Laxdœla saga, ch. 19. 
280 ‘The Role of Sexual Themes in Njáls Saga’. The relationships between Hrútr and Gunnhildr, and Hrútr 
and Unnr, are discussed on pp. 5-11; Gunnhildr’s powers as a sorceress are noted on p. 6. 
281 ‘Women in Njáls saga’, p. 84. 
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sexual dysfunction when married to Unnr as being psychosexual in origin, brought about 

by the sexual power of an earlier lover. 

Vésteinn Ólason takes the view that Gunnhildr does employ external magic, although he 

goes on to suggest that what motivates her is her feelings of rejection as a lover, and that 

her actions are at least partly justified: 

In Njáls saga sexual jealousy leads her to initiate a chain of evil through 
her sorcery … The author seems to admire the independent-mindedness 
of this sensual woman, and there are extenuating circumstances for her 
punishment of Hrútr who had remained silent about his bride-to-be back 
in Iceland283. 
 

These three readings depend on the assumption that Gunnhildr and Hrútr had been lovers 

in the emotional, as well as the merely physical sense, and that on Gunnhildr’s side, their 

relationship had been an expression of her ‘strong and open sensuality’, rather than the 

nymphomania (ergi) of the witch284. But if Gunnhildr is indeed a witch, then for Hrútr to 

enjoy an equal emotional relationship with her is out of the question, as love and the 

demonic are by definition incompatible. The medieval belief, inherited from Augustine, 

that ‘love is the one infallible sign of real Christianity’, denied the capacity for love to 

the demonic. Quoting Jas. ii, 19, Augustine expressed the denial in a formula: Dæmon 

credit, nec diligit, ‘the devil believes, but he does not love’285. The term ‘love’ in a 

sexual context needs some qualification, however. In the Middle Ages, sex, properly 

used, was considered a means of expressing love primarily to God, rather than to the 

partner. Almost by definition, then, a practitioner of witchcraft could not use sex in this 

way. 

 If it could be shown that the author of Njáls saga did indeed seek to portray 

Gunnhildr as a witch, then it would mean that he intended to give his audience, at a very 

early point in the narrative, an example of how evil operates. The reading of Hrútr’s 

character turns on the question of Gunnhildr’s status: if she is a witch, Hrútr’s collusion 

with her will put him into spiritual jeopardy, and he will remain spiritually weakened for 

as long as he is in her power286; if, on the other hand, Gunnhildr can be shown not to be a 

                                                                                                                                            
282 ‘Sexual Themes’, p. 9.  
283 Dialogues, p. 155. 
284 Vésteinn Ólason, Dialogues, p. 147; Andersson, Growth, p. 187, sees Gunnhildr as ‘an exponent of 
ergi (perversion)’.  
285 In ev. Jn., tract. lxxxiii.3, PL 35, col. 1846. For a discussion, see Nygren, Agape and Eros, p. 457, who 
also quotes from Augustine’s Enchiridion, ch. cxvii. 31 (PL 40, col. 286): ‘When it is asked whether a man 
is good, one does not ask what he believes or hopes, but what he loves.’ 
286 Compare Lönnroth’s observation that, in the view of the clerical author of Njáls saga, ‘a man’s fortune 
is dependent on his morals’ (A Critical Introduction, p. 160). 
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witch, then the reader may agree with Andersson’s assessment of Hrútr, that he ‘through 

no fault of his own, is cursed with a bad marriage’287. 

In her discussion of the secrecy that surrounds the sexual liaison between Hrútr and 

Gunnhildr, Dronke notes the ambiguity of purpose in Gunnhildr’s locking of the upper 

room, where they are to sleep together: 

 This familiar, intimate homely act suggests – as well as the trapping of 
the man – the discarding of all formalities: thrones and tapestried halls. 
They are two lovers alone in an upper room ... Such an imposition of 
secrecy is indeed appropriate to the social circumstances of a licentious 
Queen Mother ... but it brings with it also echoes of the taboo of the 
supernatural mistress – “tell no one of our love” - and of the secrecy of 
the perfect lovers of romance - the Châtelaine de Vergi, Tristan, Troilus - 
for whom the ideal of sexual union is fulfilled in seclusion from the outer 
world and the slanderous tongues of men288. 

 
To read the liaison between Hrútr and Gunnhildr in these terms is to see it, however 

trapped the man, and however tragic its outcome, as a relationship in which the partners 

share a simultaneously domestic and other-worldly mutual love (‘familiar, intimate 

homely act’; ‘two lovers alone’, ‘the perfect lovers of romance’). 

 It is noteworthy, however, that Gunnhildr’s insistence on secrecy concerning her 

own sexual behaviour (‘you have nothing to lose but your lives if you tell anyone about 

me and Hrútr’) is complemented by her detailed knowledge of others’ affairs. From the 

moment when she first appears in the narrative (ch. 3), it is evident that she keeps close 

watch on the movements of ships and men. Her ability to control others depends on her 

prior understanding of their desires and motivations, and on her knowledge of events: 

 Nú spurðisk skipkváman austr þangat til Víkrinnar. Ok þegar er þetta 
spyrr Gunnhildr, frétti hon eptir, hvat íslenzkra manna væri á skipi; henni 
var sagt, at Hrútr hét maðr ok var bróðurson Qzurar. Gunnhildr mælti: 
“Ek veit gQrla: hann mun heimta erfð sína, en sá maðr hefir at varðveita, 
er Sóti heitir.” 

 
(News spread of the arrival in Oslo Fjord of a ship from the west, and as soon as 
Gunnhildr heard of it she wanted to know what Icelanders were on board. She was told 
that one of them was Hrútr, Qzurr’s nephew. 
‘I have no doubt at all that he is here to claim his inheritance,’ said Gunnhildr. ‘A man 
called Sóti has taken charge of it.’) 
 
Gunnhildr’s knowledge of the purpose of Hrútr’s voyage to Norway potentially gives 

her power over him, and from the outset, her relationship with him is one in which she 

                                                 
287 ‘Displacement’, p. 57. 
288 ‘Sexual Themes’, pp. 6-7. 
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controls his actions. A pattern of secretive and coercive behaviour is established when 

her servant, Qgmundr, visits Qzurr and Hrútr, shortly after their arrival from Norway: 

 Hann sagði þeim ørendi sín af hljóði. Síðan tQluðu þeir leyniliga ráðagerð 
sína, ok rœddi Qzurr við Hrút: “Svá lízk mér, frændi, sem nú muni vit 
hafa gQrt ráð okkat, því at ek kann skapi Gunnhildar: jafnskjótt sem vit 
viljum eigi fara til hennar, mun hon reka okkr ór landi, en taka fé okkat 
allt með ráni; en ef vit fQrum til hennar, þá mun hon gera okkr slíka 
sœmð sem hon hefir heitit.” 

 
(He gave them the queen’s message secretly, and then Qzurr and Hrútr considered it in 
private. ‘It seems to me,’ said Qzurr, ‘that our decision is already made, kinsman. I know 
Gunnhildr’s nature. The moment we refuse her invitation, she will hound us out of the 
country and seize all we own; but if we accept, she will treat us as handsomely as she has 
promised.’) 
 
As Gunnhildr knows, the purpose of Hrútr’s voyage to Norway is to claim an 

inheritance, held illegally by a certain Sóti. And as Qzurr makes plain, Hrútr will only 

recover that money if he obeys Gunnhildr’s commands. He does so: “Sit þú”; “Þú skalt 

liggja í lopti hjá mér”; “Þér skuluð slíku ráða,” sagði hann (“Sit down”; “You shall lie 

with me tonight in the upper room”; “That’s for you to decide,” he said). And in return, 

Gunnhildr gives orders that Sóti be killed and Hrútr’s inheritance recovered for him. The 

power that Gunnhildr has gained over Hrútr is brought to effect at the moment when she 

and he part for the last time, when she puts her arms around his neck, kisses him, and 

utters the words that prophesy his sexual difficulties. Dronke’s opinion concerning this 

parting, is that Gunnhildr places her arms around Hrútr’s neck in ‘a gesture characteristic 

in moments when women wish to impose their will upon their men through their sexual 

power over them’289. 

 Norse literature provides another episode where Gunnhildr puts her arms around 

the necks of men over whom she has sexual power, however, and this episode may 

therefore be compared with the passage in Njáls saga. The account given in Flateyjarbók 

of Gunnhildr’s origins relates the series of events that took place after she was 

discovered by two of Eiríkr Blóðøx’s men, in the dwelling she shared with the two 

Finnish sorcerers who were her suitors and teachers. Having decided to marry Eiríkr, she 

hid his men, and by her sorcery caused the Finns to fall asleep: 

 hon hellt sinne hende um hals huorum þeirra (cf. Njála: Hon tók hendinni 
um háls honum). Þeir sofnnudu þegar en hon uekr þa. ... Hon tok þa upp 
selbelge .ij. ok steypte yfir hofud þeim ok batt at uanliga firir nedan. 

                                                 
289 ‘Sexual Themes’, p. 8. 
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Gunnhilldr gerde þa bending konungsmonnum. hlupu þeir þa fram ok 
drapu Finnana ... 

 
(She put her arms around the neck of each of them. They fell asleep immediately while 
she remained awake. ... She then took up two seal-skins, pulled them over their heads, 
and carefully tied them round below. Gunnhildr then made a sign to the king’s men, who 
rushed out and killed the Finns)290. 
 
Gunnhildr’s spell works by relaxing the Finns, so that they fall asleep. Hrútr is also 

relaxed when she embraces him, and laughs as she utters her spell upon / prediction 

about his future marriage. The parallelism suggests that those of the original audience of 

Njáls saga who were familiar with this tradition concerning Gunnhildr would have 

interpreted her embracing of Hrútr as a potentially deadly act, associated with the casting 

of a spell. In all likelihood, then, they would have interpreted Hrútr’s sexual problems as 

caused by Gunnhildr’s witchcraft. 

 Dronke is confident that there is a psychological explanation for Hrútr’s 

symptoms: ‘the author has made it clear that Hrútr has been deeply moved by the 

Queen’s physical love for him ... we can be sure it is of her love ...and not just of her 

gold that he is thinking’291. To interpret in this way the effect on Hrútr of Gunnhildr’s 

words is to assume that a medieval author and his audience had some knowledge of 

psychology - enough to perceive Hrútr’s sexual inability as psychogenic in nature - 

without, of course, defining it in those terms. O’Donoghue has also raised this as a 

possible interpretation: ‘I suspect that a contemporary psychotherapist might attribute 

Hrútr’s sexual dysfunction to a natural response to guilt about his relationship with the 

queen mother’292. 

 A thirteenth-century audience would have looked for a spiritual, rather than a 

psychological cause for Hrútr’s condition, however. And the fact that Gunnhildr 

explicitly aims her spell / prophecy at just one relationship, the marriage relationship of 

Hrútr and Unnr, is of crucial importance in determining how a medieval reader would 

have assessed her character. The orthodox medieval position concerning the impeding of 

sexual relations by witches was as stated by Aquinas293: 

 Concerning sorcerers, it is known that some say that sorcery has no 
existence and that it comes simply from lack of belief or superstition, 

                                                 
290 Flat. I, pp. 42-43. 
291 ‘Sexual Themes’, p.9. 
292 Old Norse-Icelandic Literature, p. 28. 
293 ‘Thomas clearly went to absurd lengths in describing the work of demons, but he did no more than 
follow a long tradition going back to the early fathers. The Christian theology that underpinned witch 
beliefs was not the invention of Aquinas’ (Russell, Lucifer, p. 206, n. 107). 
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since they wish to prove that demons do not exist except insofar as they 
are the creatures of man’s imagination; insofar as men imagine them to 
exist, these fantasies afflict the fearful. The catholic faith, on the other 
hand, insists that demons do indeed exist and that they may impede 
sexual intercourse by their works ... since the devil is stronger than 
matrimony, nothing prevents that through his agency matrimony may be 
impeded294. 

 
While Aquinas here recognises that sexual dysfunction may be caused by the power of 

the demonic (and in these cases is indeed proof of its existence), he does not claim that 

this is the only cause. In this, he follows orthodox belief, enshrined in canon law: 

 The canonists distinguished two types of impotence ... Natural impotence 
was of a physical nature such as castration and was generally considered 
to be permanent. Sexual dysfunction was also attributed to witchcraft and 
this may have been the medieval explanation for psychogenic impotence. 
This category was further subdivided into absolute and relative 
impotence. Absolute meant that a man was incapable of successful sexual 
activity with any and all women. Relative impotence indicated that the 
dysfunction was in relation to a specific woman, generally the man’s 
wife. Impotence caused by witchcraft could also be either permanent or 
temporary in nature295. 

 

The author of Njáls saga does seem to have had canon, as well as secular Icelandic, law 

in mind when he composed his account of the legal dispute that followed the failure of 

the marriage of Unnr and Hrútr296. Dronke notes that Unnr’s father, MQrðr: 

a celebrated lawyer ... insists on a precise, unevasive statement - seg enn 
gørr - such as the law can use. So Unnr spells out her meaning to him297. 

 
There is nothing in the old, native law-codes to explain why the author felt it necessary 

to include mention of Hrútr’s ‘normality’. Canon law, however, declared that two 

conditions must be met before a woman could validly petition for divorce on the grounds 

of non-consummation298. The first of these conditions stated that the impediment must 

have existed prior to the marriage (in other words, the couple must never have had 

sexual intercourse): this condition is met because Gunnhildr’s spell antedates the 

marriage. The second condition demanded that the woman had not knowingly married 

                                                 
288 8. Summ. Theol., Quodl. XI, Quaest. IX, Art. X: ‘Utrum maleficia impediant matrimonium’.  See Kors 
and Peters, Witchcraft in Europe, p. 73. 
295 Murray, ‘On the origins and role of wise women’, pp. 237-38. See also Brundage, ‘The problem of 
impotence’, pp. 135-40. 
296 For some discussion of canon law in medieval Iceland see Kuttner, ‘St. Jón of Hólar’. 
297 ‘Sexual Themes’, p. 9. 
298 Murray, ‘On the origins and role of wise women’, pp. 237 and 247, note 2. 
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an impotent man; the fact that Hrútr is able to ‘prove’ his ‘normality’ prevents any legal 

objection to Unnr’s petition being raised on grounds of this condition. 

Hrútr suffers the effects of Gunnhildr’s spell in his ‘flesh’ (hQrund hans). Finnur 

Jónsson suggests in his edition of the saga that the term is a euphemism299, but this 

explanation seems unlikely, in view of the frankness with which the details of the 

sexual problem are described. It may well be that the expression should be read both 

literally and metonymically, as meaning both ‘flesh’ and ‘penis’, a double reading 

which accords with Gunnhildr’s role as a witch, an agent of the devil. The theological 

view that mankind is under constant spiritual assault from his three great enemies: 

mundus, diabolus, caro, was wholly familiar from sermons and reading. According to 

this view, Hrútr’s symptoms are appropriate: he has intercourse with a witch in order 

to gain worldly riches, and suffers the consequence in a mockingly disproportionate, 

sterile growth in the flesh300. 

 

2.7 The conflict over Unnr’s dowry. 

 Gunnarr, and with him Njáll, become involved in the growing conflict in Njáls 

saga through the former’s efforts to help Unnr, his aunt, recover her dowry from Hrútr, 

her divorced husband, following the failure of their marriage. Hrútr had refused to return 

any of her property, comprising the heimanfylgja, the amount which a bride brought to 

the marital home (in this case, equivalent to sixty hundreds), and which in any divorce 

should be returned to her, and the mundr, a marriage-gift from husband to wife (in this 

case, equivalent to thirty hundreds). It is particularly ironic that legal action should have 

to be taken against Hrútr for the recovery of the dowry, since, as noted in 2.2 above, the 

author depicts him as a generous man who is concerned to repay his debts. 

 When Unnr first describes to her father the nature of her marital problem, she 

says that whenever she and Hrútr attempt to make love, his condition results in her being 

unable to njóta him. Ursula Dronke has aptly rendered the significance of the word 

njóta: ‘Hrútr is unable to consummate the marriage with her in any way that is of use or 

joy to her’301. Unnr’s understanding of the purpose of sexual intercourse within marriage 

may be summed up in her word njóta, meaning to derive both enjoyment and benefit. 

She uses the word twice in her statement to her father: Hrútr’s inability means that she is 

                                                 
299 At p. 19, n. 25. 
300 See further 6.8 below. 
301 ‘Sexual Themes’, p. 9. 
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prevented svá at ek mega njóta hans; and in their love-making, she and Hrútr try in every 

way at vit mættim njótask (‘that we may enjoy / benefit from each other’). For Unnr, 

therefore, a sexless marriage is one that is deprived, not merely of pleasure, but also of 

benefit. 

 These occurrences of the verb njóta lead to further repetition of the word; it is 

through word-play on njóta that the author establishes an association between, on the 

one hand, Unnr’s view of what constitutes a proper marital relationship, and on the other, 

her recovery of the dowry that had been paid over when she embarked on that marriage 

relationship. Hrútr’s half-brother HQskuldr uses the same word in his disgruntled remark 

to Gunnarr, when he pays back the dowry: Njót þú sem þú hefir aflat (‘Enjoy / benefit 

from it as you have earned it’: ch. 24). Again in this passage, as in the earlier one when 

Unnr had spoken of her problem to her father, the verb njóta occurs twice, emphasising 

the word-play: “Vel munum vér njóta, því at sQnn er fjárheimtan,” segir Gunnarr 

(‘we’ll enjoy it well, because the claim is a just one’, says Gunnarr). 

 The word-play on njóta establishes a lexical link between married sex and the 

repayment of a money debt, a link which would have been powerfully resonant for a 

medieval audience. Canon law spoke of the ‘debt’ that married spouses owed each other, 

and payment of this debt was so central to medieval thinking about the nature and 

function of marriage, that refusal to pay it was matter for confession302. Medieval 

Icelandic law permitted divorce in cases where a spouse refused sexual relations, ‘in 

conformity with medieval European canonists’ insistence on the mutual marital debt’303. 

The belief was founded upon the words of I Cor. vii, 3-4: 

 Uxori vir debitum reddat, similiter autem et uxor viro. Mulier sui 
corporis potestatem non habet, sed vir; similiter autem et vir sui corporis 
potestatem non habet, sed mulier304. 

 
The first occurrence in Njáls saga of the verb njóta is when Hrútr explains to King 

Haraldr Greycloak that he has come to Norway to claim his inheritance (ch. 3). Here, it 

is claimed that the law is the instrument through which people may njóta what is justly 

theirs: 

                                                 
302 Tentler, Sin and Confession on the Eve of the Reformation, Princeton Univ. Press, 1977, p. 171. See also 
ibid., p.170: ‘For medieval casuistry the obligation “to pay the marriage debt” is as serious as the 
requirement of procreative purpose.’ 
303 Itnyre, ‘Smorgasbord’, p. 145. 
304 ‘Let the husband pay the debt to the wife, and likewise the wife to the husband. The woman does not 
have full right to her own body, but the husband: and in the same way the husband does not have full right 
to his own body, but the wife.’ 
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 “ek á erfðamál mikit hér í landi, ok mun ek yðvar verða við at njóta, at ek 
fá rétt af.” Konungr segir: “Hverjum manni hefi ek heitit lQgum hér í 
landi”. 

 
(‘I have a large inheritance here in this country, and I will need to benefit from / enjoy 
your support if I am to secure my rights.’ The king says, ‘I have promised the law to all 
men in this realm.’) 
 
The irony in this case is that it is not through execution of the king’s law, but through 

Gunnhildr’s personal intervention, that Hrútr is able to njóta his inheritance. And her 

invisible presence in the saga’s first battle (ch. 5), where she protects Hrútr, puts him 

further into her debt; as Úlfr óþveginn (‘the Unwashed’) drily remarks, immediately 

before his own death: átt þú mikit at launa Gunnhildi (‘you have much to repay 

Gunnhildr for.’  Just as Unnr is unable to njóta Hrútr because of Gunnhildr, so Hrútr 

cannot njóta his inheritance without her. Gunnhildr provides him with this money, 

together with herself as sexual partner, in a parody of the payment on marriage of a 

bride’s dowry. Their sexual relationship is parodic of the marital debt, and Hrútr’s 

payment to Gunnhildr of half the inheritance, generous and just as it is, is at the same 

time a parody of the contract agreed for the marriage between himself and Unnr: that in 

the event of their having children, the estate is to be divided equally between them (ch. 

2). 

 The parallel between marriage debt and money debt is part of a wider near-

symmetry that operates in the story of Hrútr and Unnr. An overall reverse parallelism 

marks their sexual histories, to the extent that it argues deliberate authorial planning. 

The stages of those histories are arranged around the divorce and its immediate 

consequence, Unnr’s financial hardship, (In the following chronological outline, 1a 

should be read as parallel to 1b, 2a to 2b, and 3a to 3b): 

1a) Hrútr’s sexual relationship with Gunnhildr, a merciless witch, who causes the 
initial conflict, that between Hrútr and Unnr; 
2a) the marriage and dowry-payment; 
3a) Hrútr’s inability to pay the marriage debt; 

4) the divorce, and Unnr’s resulting financial difficulties; 

3b) Hrútr’s refusal to repay the dowry; 
2b) the recovery of the dowry; 
1b) Unnr’s marriage to Valgarðr the Grey, a merciless anti-Christian, who conceives the 
plan by which the climax of the conflict is achieved, with the death of HQskuldr 
Hvítanessgoði and, in direct consequence, those of Njáll and his family. 
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2.8 Conclusions 

 In this chapter it has been argued that the first part of Njáls saga, the part 

preceding the Conversion chapters, depicts a society that operates according to the 

legal system of equity. Honourable men, like Hrútr Herjólfsson and Gunnarr 

Hamundarson, are concerned to repay their debts, whatever the nature of these debts. 

If they are debts of violence, retaliation in like manner is demanded. The 

vulnerabilities of this system are exposed when circumstances cause each man in turn 

to act against his own nature. Hrútr, normally so careful to repay his debts, refuses to 

repay Unnr’s dowry, while the peace-loving Gunnarr becomes embroiled in escalating 

levels of feud. Hrútr survives, but Gunnarr is destroyed. But it is not the debt-and-

retaliation, insult-and-revenge system of itself that has caused these two disasters. 

Two women, Gunnhildr and Hallgerðr, are responsible for the tragedies in the lives of 

these men. 

 The start of the saga’s highly original opening brings to the reader’s attention 

the ties of marriage and law that hold society together: MQrðr hét maðr … Hann var 

… svá mikill lQgmaðr, at engir þóttu lQgligir dómar dœmðir, nema hann væri við. 

Hann átti dóttur eina, er Unnr hét …ok þótti sá beztr kostr á RangárvQllum. (‘There 

was a man named MQrðr  … He was … so skilful a lawyer, that no judgement was held 

to be valid unless he had taken part in it. He had an only daughter named Unnr … and 

she was thought to be the best match in the Rangárvellir.’) These social bonds of law and 

marriage are threatened by the complementary forces of Gunnhildr’s evil (marriage) 

and Hallgerðr’s thievish pride (law). Gunnhildr’s evil is generated by her witchcraft, 

while Hallgerðr is a close relative of a man who practises witchcraft. 

Hallgerðr’s thievishness is inherited from her mother’s side of the family, but her 

pride comes from her father’s, as she herself makes clear to him (p. 31): 

“Mikill er metnaðr yðvarr frænda,” segir hon, “ok er þat eigi undarligt, at 
ek hafa nQkkurn.” 

 
(‘You kinsmen have great pride,’ she says, ‘and it is not surprising that I have 
some.’) 
 
In a society which sets such store by personal and family honour, pride is a virtue that 

impels the proper repayment of debts, whether they be debts of money, goods, services, 

or blood. The taking of revenge is simply a means of repaying the last of these types of 

debt, and leaves the account in balance. But thievishness takes what it is not right to take, 

and in the context of retaliation for an insult or attack, this means that pride cannot be 
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satisfied with retaliation in like measure. Thievish pride is the determination to take more 

than is due, and therefore to inflict more damage than has been received (vengefulness). 

Its act results in imbalance; it causes a further debt which the other party is then honour-

bound to repay. An escalating feud is the inevitable result305. 

It may be noted that both Gunnhildr and Hallgerðr are responsible for generating 

debts: in Gunnhildr’s case, the marriage debt and the dowry debt; in Hallgerðr’s case, 

debts of blood. By their actions, both women strike at the foundations of a society whose 

very definition of justice depends on the concept of equity. There is a need, therefore, 

for some new and powerful resource that can strengthen society’s spirituality in order 

to defeat witchcraft and thievish pride, and that can redirect its understanding of a just 

legal settlement. In order to defeat the power of witchcraft (as distinct from mortal 

witches), it must itself be a supernatural power; and a clue as to how to defeat thievish 

pride is provided by the ‘very mixed’ Hallgerðr herself: when her second husband 

slaps her, she refuses to retaliate - because she loves him. Apparently, what is needed 

is a supernatural power that is based upon love, and that will furthermore redefine the 

relationship between equity (equal justice) and good judgement. 

 

 

                                                 
305 This is not to say that such escalating series are unique to Njáls saga - Andersson has noted that ‘the 
classical sagas tend to organise such quarrels and provocations in a mounting crescendo’ (‘The Long 
Prose Form in Medieval Iceland’, p. 394). What is being argued here is that the author of Njáls saga 
exploits this traditional theme as part of his characterisation of Hallgerðr. 




