











THE ROLE OF SEXUAL THEMES

sharpen the realism of his tale, and keep before our minds the
atmosphere of sexual challenge in which so many of his themes
are rooted, the author of Njdls Saga invents a sexual stimulus for
the new outbreak of enmity against Gunnarr. After the victorious
end of his first series of contests, all is peaceful, until some neigh-
bouring braggarts boast of their fighting-stallion: no one dares
to match it. A woman mockingly cuts in on their boasting. She
knows a man who would dare—Gunnarr of Hlidarendi: he has a
good stallion. “You women think no one can be his equal—svd
bykkir ydr konum, sem engi muni vera hans maki,’ the braggarts
complain, ‘but though he’s got the better of others, it’s not so
certain he will get the better of us.” “You won’t get within an
inch of him,” the woman retorts, and a fierce argument follows.
Envious male aggression now turns against Gunnarr, to undermine
the hero-worship of the women. Rivalry at horse-fights is a
common device for reviving feuds in the sagas, but I do not think
it is elsewhere provoked by the wager of a female admirer.

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

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

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