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Let me begin with two clichés. One is that funeral
lamentation is a cultural universal and that its expressions
are remarkably similar throughout the world and throughout
human history. The other is that funeral lamentation is a
typically female form--not infrequently a female profession.

By the term "funeral lamentation" is meant two things:

behavior and verbal expression. Typical lamenting behaviors
include weeping, wailing, tearing at one’s hair or letting it
fall into dishevelment, self-mutilation, tearing one’s clothes
or other cloth, and wearing tattered garménts. The verbal
lament can range from a "formless outery," as Brakeley puts

it, to a "high order of poetic and musical expression approaching
the lyric elegy and the epic lay." It typiecally combines praise
for the dead person'with expressions of fear or self-pity at
being left alone and perhaps unprotected. In Mustancija®’s

words, lamenting one®s own fate in another®s seems to be a

. more or less inherent feature of funeral songs wherever they

are heard. To the extent that verbal lamentation of this sort
constitutes a literary genre, it is a literary genre repeatedly
associated with women.

With these generalities in mind, let us turn to verbal
lamentation in the Norse world. The memoral poem or erfikvaedi
is a well-developed genre there--but it appears to be an
exelusively male genre, not a female one. Ffor example, borkell
Elfaraskéld on the death of Gunnarr of Hlidarendi:

Spurdu vér, hvé vardisk . [We héard how the battle-sturdy
vigmébr kjalar sléda tgeafuver, Gunnarr, defended
gladstyrandi geiri, : himself with his sword south of
Gunnarr, fyrir Kjgl sunnan., Kjglr. On sixteen fyarriora
Séknryrir vann sdra the decimator scored wounds;
gextdn vidar mina two he killed.]

hridar herdimeida " .

haudrmens, en tva dauda. SiﬁiaEZZi_gggﬁr of the horse of

#*warriors: hard-trees of the storm
of the wood of the earth-girdler

. (earth-girdler=sea; wood of the
gsee=sip; moons of the ship=shields;
storm of the shields=battle; hard
trees of battle=zwarriors)
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r borsteinmn drémundr Asmundarson on the death of hisg brethen
reT¥in:

Y ‘. o . . -
EipgZ mgt*“ atta - NCT even eight #Fyarriors could
egghin bodar, nrings pul® the shert swerd frem brave
Gruﬂ;, » 8rettils hendi Crettin’s grip--until, #woman,
ge6“a<<s kema saxi, These vigorcus *warriors hewed
afr hvardyggv1ﬁ riuggu off the bold ¥sailor’s hand.
nerdendr feti iis gerdar
axlarf6t af yt; *warricrs: givers of blade-play
unnbiakks hugar ngikicum. *weman: flielé (goddess) of rings

®xarricrs: wielders of <he
' swerd-strap staff
#gaiicr: man of the wave-horse
#4hand: foot ¢f the shculder
Cr bormé¥r Xelbwinarskdld on the death of his foster-brother
Porgeir Hévardarson:

Stirdr réd stafn et varia The hard wealthr-dealer mounted

strenghreinsg tdgum drengia, his bocld Zefense on the *ship’s

itr pv’t dr vas heitinn stem against forty fighting men,
audsTidri brek, ficrum, for ne was early named to glocry--

A% 51greyﬁ¢r sinum . until, with great valor {truly

—usgr klutu melr at hvgru—- men were wounded), out cn the

4t vid eigl litla ship, the victecry-tester fell.

erring fell 4 knerri.

#ship: cable-relindeer
The typical skaldic grfixvaedi, then, iz a laconic chituary,
4 backward-lccking description cof the Ffortitude of the herc
and the circumstances of hig Ffall, all in mcre or less
unemotional terms. Not sc the masterpiece of the genre,
however, which is Zgilil Skeilagrimsscn’s long poem Sonartorrel,
of which three D r
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7) Migk hefr Rén Rdn has handled me roughly,
ryskt um mik, I am deprived of loving friends;
em ek ofsnaudr the sea has cut the bonds of
at dstvinum; my race, a strong strand of
sleit marr bend me myself.

minnar =ttar,
gnaran pdtt
af sjglfum mer.

25) Nl er mér torvelt, Now it goes hard with me:
Tveggja bdga - the sister...of Tveggi’s
nijgrfa’ nipt enemy stands on the headland;
& nesi stendr; but yet happy, 1in good heart
skal ek bd gladr and fearless, I ghall await
med gdban vilja the goddess Hel.

ok 6hryggr
Heljar bida.

Egill®’s immediate subject is the loss of his son Bgdvarr,

drowned at sea. But it is also about the loss of his other son

in illness; the earlier loss of his brother BérSlfr in battle;

the loss of his father; and the loss of his motherf4the loss,

in short, of his entire family. His line, he says, is at

its end, like the withered stump of the forest maple (?);

the sea has severed the strand (pdttr) of his lineage. Note

for future reference the tree conceit and the word pattr,

both used in connection with the end-of-the-family-line theme.
What distinguishes Scnatorrek from the other gkaldic

erfikvae$i is its personal tone and its interest not so much

in the deceased as in the survivor. Egill’s poem is finally

about himself--about his own history, hib own poetic talenf,

his own grief and self-pity, his anger at the powers that robbed

him of his son, his thwarted desire for revenge, and finally

his own mortality and his resclve to face his own death not only:.

defiantly but happily. According to the saga, Egill never planned

to compose this poem; he planned to perish from grief in his

bed chamber and was on the point of succeeding when his daughter

talked him into eating, drinking, and composing an erfikvedi.

So cathartic was the act of composition, the saga says, that he

got up from bed, declaimed the poem to his hcusehold, resumed

his place in the high seat, and lived to enjoy a crusty old
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age (cf., Becwulf, wv. 2L4b-T71),

The poems mentioned so far--the chituary poems, oF which
there are many, arné Son stands alone i: the
skaldic corpus--pretty The genre of death
lamert &s it i1s conventionally defined in Norse literary
history. And by the lights of < a
it would indeed seem to be
men. Women may sing the dead
would sesel, ir this one.

But if Norse wemen do rot sing death, *they do sing
revenge. Saga readers know weil the typescene in which a WOMAT
goads a marn Into teking action over a kin slaying and so
drives tc even blcodier extremes a feud that might oTherwise
Lave been legslly composed or died of its cwn accord. In the
Typical case The women bides her time: days, TonThs, even
years { Teen years in the case of Guérdn in Laxdd®ia saga,
who must wait for her unbern sor te attain maiority), 3But then,
at a chesen and often éarefully staged moment, she lets locse
a sp ech In whick she reminds the designated kinsmen of <heir
relationship and hence their cbligation *o the deaé man. If
need be she adds some femarks_about cowardice and produces a
bloody token: the blcodst ead man

was killed, or his severed
wounds displayed. The eff
language is called "hot blco
If the xinsmen planned to take no action bef
judicial redress, they now want a iife for a
and take i, Not without first chiecting to
thirstiness, however. As Flosl said to Hiidi
and Bgrkr of 24ndis in 2is’s saga, and Pergil
Laxddela saga, and Xing Nidudr +c his queen
."KQld eru kvenna r&&" {(z proverb with some Zevmanic currency,
to judge from its appearance in a fifteenth-century Swiss scurce
(Das weisse Buch) arnd Chaucer’s Nun’s Priest’s Tale.
SBuch a2 scene Is called a hwgt, literally ’whet.’ Two
recurring verbs relatving Tc the wemen’s actions are hvetia
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‘to what, sharpen (a blade)’® and eggja *egg (on),’ related

to English ’edgé’ and hence meaning put an edge on’ or again
*sharpen (a blade)?’. The underlying idea seems to be that the
leading man of the family is its weapon, its instrument of
revenge, while the leading woman is the whetter of the weapon.
As Biargey in HivarBar saga put it, "Pat er karlmannligt mal,
at hann, er til engra hardrabanna er fdérr; at spara bd ekki
tunguna at tala bat, er honum metti verda gagn at." It is

in any case as avengers that men play their most dramatic
role in Norse literature, and as whetters of the avengers
that women play theirs. Not only their mest dramatic’ role,
but alsc their most frequent .one: Rolf Heller counts 51 such
female whets in the sagas alone (though not all of them occur
in cohnection with kin slayings).

On the face of it, then, we are logoking at a literature
in which women are nowhere seen doing what in some sense they
ought to be doing, which is lamenting the dead, but are every-
where seen doing just the opposite, which is whetting or
causing death. Now the question arises whether the absolute
azbsence of one expected female function and the ubiguitous
presence of another can really be coincidental. Is it ﬁossible
that the categoriles are linked--specifically, that the whet
function implies and somehow satisfies the lament function?

The thesis of this paper is that the missing female lament
in Norse literature is not missing at all, but is abundantly
represented, under our very noses, in the form of the hvgt. We
may open ‘the case with two Eddic poems: Ham®ismdl and Gubrdnar-

hvgt. Both poems open with the same event: the legendary
Gudrin’s dispatching of her sons to avenge the death of their
half-sister Svanhildr. Gudmin’s speech in Hambismdl consists

of only three stanzas, the middle of which is defective (Dronke):

3) "Syster var ykkor "Your sister . .
Svanhildr um heitin, was called Svanhildr,
si er Igrmunrekkr whom Igrmunrekkr
idm um traddi trampled with his chargers
Qvitom ok svgrtom white and black
a hervegi, on the common highway,
gram, gangtgmum with the gray, smooth-paced

Gotna hrossom._ horses of the Geths.



4) Eptin
bjéékcnunga——
1ifi% einir &r
bitta mttar minnar
3) "Einstddd em ek ordin
gem gsp 1 no;+1,
alll
em fu
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xémr um dag varma

"You have been crushed back,
you kings of nations-—-
only you rerain
f the strands of my race
"T am left gtanding alone
lLike the aspen in wocdiand,
shorn of kinsmen
as pine-tres of
stripped of Joy
as wool of leaf
when the girl

branch,

L L)

comes on a hot

branch-rotbing,
day."

In the first (number 3) she reminds her scns how Jgrmunvekkr
had their sistew trampled to death by horses., In the (defective)
second, she seems tc suggest that the family line nas dwindled
to a sad end. And in the third, she mourns her owrn sclitude,
comparing hewrself tc a tree, isclated and stripped. The
similarities with Sonatorrek hardly need pointing sut. Both
speakers conge “-rate on themselves and thelir bereft state.
Both of them use the same rare word, bdttr, and both of them
use it in ewactly the same unprecedented connection: with the
end of the famiiy line. And both of them employ the equailiy
rare elegiac ccncelt ¢f the *ree as an image of family growth

and ruin. Jeoseph Harris concludes from these corresponcences
that the Zddic laments should net be sc readi’y dismissed

as medievzl ficticn, and I agrse: the similerities between the
Gudrin poems and Sonstorrex must point to a preexisting traditicn
of elegizs lamernt. Then there Iis the matter of gender: if

lament c¢f trne 3onatorrek type were really an excziusively male
genre in early Scandinavia, we would hardly expect to find it
relocated, as it is hers, in the mouth of a woman, legendary

or net. corsider the relation of Cudrin’s speech o
the narrartive That precedes and folicws It. The speech itgelf
id puirly elegiac--but it is introduced as a whet {...hvattl
Gudrin, /.../ s8¢ Svanhildr--stanza 2)

and it has the effe requisite
grumbling zkout he ff in hot bicod.
Thus 2udrin speaks a meant, and

unctions,
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The second poem, Gudrinarhwvgt, gives another version of

the same event:

1)

2)

3)

P& frd ek senno
s1ibr fengligsta,
traud midl talid
af trega stdérum,
er harbhugud
hvatti at vigi
grimmom ordom
Gudrdin sonc.

"Hyi sitid,

hvi sofid 1ifi?
hvi tregrat ykr
teiti at mzla?--
er Igrmunrekkr
ykra systor,
unga at aldri,
iém of traddi,
hvitom ok svgrtom,
4 hervegi,

grdm, gangtgmum
Gotna hrossom.

"Urdua it glikir
peim Gunnari,

né in heldr hugdir,
sem var Hggni--
hennar mundod it
hefna leita,

ef it mod =ttid
minna brd:dra

eda hardan hug
Hiinkonunga."

Then I heard invective
most virulent,

words forced tc utterance
by great grief,

when, stern-hearted,

to the slaying

by her savage speech
Gudrin goaded her sons.

"Why do you sit,

why sleep your life away?
Why does it not griew you
to talk of glad things?--
when Igrmunrekkr

trod down your sister,
young in years,

with his chargers

white and black,

on the common highway,
with the grey, smooth-paced
horses of the Goths.

"You have not grown like

Gunnarr and his brother--

8till less shown yourselves brave
as Hggni was. -

Her death you would have

sought to avenge,

if you had had the spirit

of my brothers

or the stern heart

of the Hunnish kings."’

This poet too states plainly in the prefatory stanza that Gudrin

is whetting her sons with "grim words"™ and "virulent invective."

But whereas the Hamdismdl poet promised a whet and delivered a

lament, this poet promises a whet and delivers just that.

Strophe

2 accuses the sons of laziness and cowardice, and strophe 3

accuses them of falling short of ancestral expectation.

Notice

the stated reason for her viecious words, however: she is forced

to such utterance by great grief (af tregum stérum).

Notice

too that the last eight lines of stanza 2 duplicate almost
verbatim the eight lines of stanza 3 of Hamdismdl; the fact that

the lines work as well in a whetting context as in a lamenting
context would seem to suggest that the contexts are closely

related.
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After Gudrin finishes 5“eax_d

follows the sons as they complain

the narrative fcocus remains cr Gudr

ané tearfully recounis "grieving laments
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many times.
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with tears on

=f

o sit by the
znd tg relate,

Weeping, Gud»in
Gjuki’s daughter,
went with sad steps
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nain of woes? {as it is
lamernt ¢f the backward-

called in the finsl stanza) is pure

;ooklng cr el EEJ.E.C vari ehy——m.

variety. 'And iike Scnaizsrrek, Gulrid

note as Gudrmin centermplates her own

Megi brenna briést
belvafult eldr
{bungar] um nidrta
bibni sorgin.®

And again like Sonatorrek, This toem result

22) Igriom gllom
7
SAal baini,
swvtum LICT
crg at minni,
at betrta tregwdf
um talit vari.

The correspondences with Scna
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I began this paper with some remarks about lament practices
in general, and I would now like to return to the larger picture--
but this time with an eye to women’s role in funeral ceremonies
in bloodfeud societies. It’s worth remembering that feud is a
normal form of government in stateless societies, and that when
"gztates" emerge, they commonly find themselves at odds with and
try to curtail the preexisting system of self-government via the
mechanism of feud. Especially in those parts of Europe where
the emergence of the state coincides with the emergence of the
Church, as in Scandinavia, what was an essentially political
procesg got colored religious, and feud with time got a bad
name--a worse name than it deserves, according to modern
anthropologists and such historians as Waliace-Hadrill. It is
in any case with this conflict between state and clan in mind
that T would like to consider a few historical references and
their death rituals.

We have some idea, from a variety of early references,
the most famous being Book 24 of the Iliad, of just how
demonstrative women’s lamentations could be in traditional
Greek soeciety, and from the sixth century on there were periodic
attempts to suppress or at least limit the practice. The first
such legislation on record is that of Solon, who forbade "everything
disorderly and excessive in women®s festivals, processions, and
funeral rites"--funeral rites including the singing of set
dirges, the tearing of clothes, and the wailing of other dead.
Plutarch spells out the reason for Solon’s regulations against
women. In Alexiou’s summary:

Women, by wailing, lacerating themselves and holding

ceremonies in public, were attracting attention which

might amount to a social menace....In the inflammable
atmosphere of the bloodfeud between the families of

Megakles and Kylon,...what more effective way could

there by to stir up feelings of revenge than the incessent

lamentation at the tomb by large numbers of women for

"those long dead"? Thanks teo Solon’s suppression of

female mourning, the barbaric excesses for which women

were chiefly responsible were brought to an -end.
The Greeks were not alone in their efforts to restrict women®s
mourning habits. As Diane Owen Hughes points out, medieval Genoa.



alsc from time Tc *time banned wemen’s participatiocn in public
funeral ceremonies on grounds that their singing had the real
effect of fueling vendetta.

Turnizng To Zermanic sources, we find in

that "It is considered atpropriate for women
men te pemember (Yeminig lugere fonestim est, viris meminisse)
and in Jordanes a refevence to the warrior "whe does not mourn
by feminire lamentaticns and tears, but by masculine Sloocd

(Ut preeiliator eximius non femineis lamentationibus et lacrimis

sed sanguine lugeretur vinile}. W¥hat is iIntriguing &

comments is The impiied eguatiocon between female lamen

m*'e revenge.

That women = over- medieval Eurspe ergaged in funeral
lamentation, 3ﬂ1e:imus in excessive forms, is clear amcng other
things from the pronouncements cf the Churoh Counczils. A

variety cf scurces attests tc the usual set ¢f behavicrs:
-
<

1g, wearing ashes, earing ciothes,
ed hair., (Note the eﬁphasis on women’s
trached medieval Germen iliustration. ]

ties in Eurcpe

ir-puylling anc clothes-

A survey of recent
and beyond cen arnd male
revenge go hand in glove. up, "the dirge,

whether turely memzerial o always strongest

where the law of vendetta flcurish [ in Sicily or Mani today
(my emphasisg). It Is lament cf the blcodt! type that interests

Bilack-Mickausd. In nis s*udy of

mary practic
nges the pri
dependents &
ain of the b
f the killer
express ferc
and are -_eque tly *the
outs :aralrg poetical gi ¢ by the
kin zf the v1ct1m over whose Blier they wer sung and are
repeated by their women folk for years after the event
to instill into the male heirs of the decessed, who
may nave been infants at The %time of the killing, the
necessity to bring vengeance when they grow ol enough

to bBear arms.
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Consider the tradition of the vocero in Corsica. Composed
initially as a memorial lament--laudatory, detailed, and
individualized--it is memorized by the listeners at the funeral
and later recited before the victim’s near kinsmen. This
after-the-fact recital of the death lament is known as a
rimbecco and is understood by both parties to be a reproach of
the most insulting and inciting kind.

A similar tradition is the so-called vendetta ballad of
Mani. I quote Alexiou’s summary of a traditional narrative
detalling the eircumstances of such a recital:

One Easter morning, the mother prepares for the revenge

of her husband’s murder eighteen years before. Returning

from church, she lays an extra place at the Easter meal,

telling her five children that it is for their father,

and instructing them to avenge his death by seeking out

the enemy c¢lan and making sure to kill the leader that

very Easter day, or else her black curse will pursue them

everywhere. They ask her solemn blessing, which is given

over the ritual tasting of the lamb, and then go out.

Greeting their return at evening when the deed is done,

she acclaims them as worthy at last, and gives thanks

to Fortune,
"Revenge might be the motive,™" Alexiou cdﬁcludes, but there is
atsc a "more subjective aspect: grief, finding expression, is
relieved and lightened, hence the ritual lament is just as
necessary for the mourner as it is for the dead." The mother’s
meal-speech may be openly vengeful, and it may be delivered
eighteen years after the fact, but it is still perceived and
classified as part of the funeral protocol. Not quite bloodthirsty
but no less vengé&l is the eighteenth-century Irish lament or
keen for Art O°Leary, murdered by some English soldiers. After
a recital of her own life history and a tender recollection of
her husband, 0’Leary’s widow turns her attention to the instigator,
Morris, wishing him blindness and mutilation, daring someone to
Ufire the shot" and bring him down, and vowing, if all else
fails, to "settle things alone with the blackblooded rogue." Morris
was indeed shot not long after, allegedly by 0'Leary’s brother,
and the widow herself engineered the dportation of his English
companions. _

The patterns of. Icelandic blocdfeud described in the sagas

are nowhere more strikingly paralleled than in Albania, where the r@Jﬁz
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throve until recent %imes. Like the
regarded monetary compensation wiith susg

accepted it with contempt, and in Albaniz Too retaliiatorny killings
had the te:de“" to oulminate in burnings-in. Although Alzanian
women {(on when feud was ¢ :ically blamed) were thecretically
exenmpt both zs subjects and objests cf feud viclence; they were
expected to play & fiambecyantly active »cie Iin the 'tsineés cf
remembering and vemiInding, nct least in the form of funeral

songs, and in this capacity they were regarded as "fierce
upholders of the bleoodfeud," as Durham puts It. Just how lcng
wemen’s memcries could Le, and what form their reminders might
take, are indicated in Durham’s summary, which but for the wcrd

"bottle" could stand as a verbatim desc naoter 50 of
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Among Cathnolics in nerthern Al Fania, zimply burying the man

in his bloodstazined clothes was en cgh--ancther gcod
example of how, Iin blcodfeud sccie ely, vengeance mnemecnics and
funeral ceremonies go hand in glove and ars consirued as cne and
the same formality.
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With tThis larger 3 ir mind, let us g
Scandinavia and lecok at three different whettin

]
three Zifferent sagas. The first one comes from Eardar saga.
g Larcar saga

=

The hvgt in Hawbar sapga follows on the slaying of Herdr. lhen
hig sister, Porbjgrg, hears the news, the saga says, she was

50 overceme she. could nct speak:
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Porbjdrg miatti pd ekki mzla, svd fekk henni mikils
...Penna aftan kom Indri®%i [her husband] ok margfmanna

med peim. Ekki fann & Porbidrgu, ok bar hon mat fyrir
gesti, En er peir sdgdu henni tiBendin ok bat, at
Borsteinn gullknappr haf®i vegit HO&rd ok gengit aftan

at honum, en hinn sta%it kyrr fyrir, bd kvad Dorbjérg visu:

Vard i hreggi h&réu
HBrdur felldr at jérdu,
hann hefr atta unnit,
Unns, ok fimm at gunni.
Heldr nam grimma galdra
galdr rammliga at halda.
Mundi bitra branda
brandr elligar standa.

En er bau kému i szng um kveldit, bd brd Porbjérg saxi

ok vildi leggja & Indrisa, bénda sinum, en hann tok i

méti ok vard sirr mjdk 4 hendi. Hann mzlti ba: "B=bi

er nid, borbidrg, at dr hirdu er at rdha, enda villtu

mikit at gera, eda hvat skal nd vinna til sitta me?

okkr?" "Ekki annat en pbd farir mér h8fud Dorsteins
gullknapps." bDvi jdtabi Indridi. Hann fér um morguninnn.,.

borbjgrg was-so overcome that -she could not speak...

That evening Indri’i [her husband] and a number of men

came. DPorbjgrg gave no sign, and she served dinner to

the guests. And when they told her the news that Porsteinn
gullknapper had killed H%rér, and had attacked him from
behind, when Hgrdr was s anding still, Porbjgrg spoke a stanza:

Hor®r was felled to earth in the hard storm

of 0dinn. FKe vanquished eight and five in the
battle. The spell of grim spells &he ‘war fetter’]
gripped him powerfully; otherwise the stave of

the blade would still be standing.

And when they went to bed that evening, Porbiqrg drew a
sword on her husband, Indri®%i, and he grabbed for it,
cutting his hand in the process. He then said: "Not only
are we in a hard spot, Porbjgrg, but you want extreme

action. What would it take {o reconcile us? "Nothing

less than your bringing me the head of Porsteinn gullknappr.”
Indri’di agreed to this. In the merning he left...

Notice first that borbj%pg is so stricken by the news of her
brother®s death that she cannot speak. Notice too that when ehe
does speak, it i#.in verse. Her poem is in fact exactly like the
male obituary poems mentioned at the beginning of this paper.

And notice finally that although the text of Porbjgrg’s little
poem is purely memorial, its gsubtext is revenge; that is clear
from what happens in bed later that evening. Her husband’s words
on grabbing away the sword acknowledge, belatedly, the request

or demand implieit in herearlier poem: -"you want extreme action,"



o
=

he says. iny wnen *thus challenged does she admit +the intenticn

her memcrial pcem: she wants revengs. Like the Zddicz Gudrdn,
she speaks a lament which is meant as a whet and is +tzken #a8 a
whet.

The second passage ccmes from Heibarviga szga. The oldest

cf three brothers has been killed, &nd their mother is keeping
his memory alive For the other twe by setting a plase at table
for him every ‘day. Thern cne morning:

num hennar |Berdi and Stein-
gur., ok kvdzk hon deila
n

ce Burifr mzlti, at beim sc
grinr] skyldi eiici dellia dg

mundu....durid» gengr p: innar ck leggr sitt stykki fyrir
S B FIY - .
hvern peira brdedra, ok var Zar bE yxin sbogrlnn ok brytjadr
- A s L : -
i brennt Tekr hann Steipgrimr til orda ck mmlti: "BS

ck ekki &ttu vanda til

er mi Hry jat stérmannliga, médin,

at gefs TRnUm sva kappsamilga mat, ok er 4 bessu mikit
vansTiili, ok ertu nEr dvitandi vits." Hon svarar: "Ekki

er wetta furda nein, ok maTttu petta ekki undrask, fyrir

pvi av siddrra var Hallr, brddir ybvarr, brytiahr, ck heyrda
e' y8r ekki Pess geta, at pat vari neirn furda.” Hon intr

(=}
fylgia sidtrinu sinn stein fyrir hvern beira. bPeir
sp*rﬁu, hvat bat uxy1a¢ ﬂe“k:a Hen gvarar: "Melt hafi
béw bat, bréeAr. er eigi er vdenna +il en steina bessa, er
be“ hafzd e1g_ borat at hefna Halis, brddur yhvars,
pviifiks manns, sem nann var, ok eru pér or’nir iangi fri
yipum ettmgnnum, er mikils eru verdir, ok eigi mundu
be_r byilika s kg eba reisu setil . hafa, sem bér hafi

lat um hrid ok margra dmeli fyrir haft." Gekk hon ftan ok
innar eptir géifinu eiskrandi ok kvad visu:

Brdtt munu Barda fr{ia

beidendr primu seida;

Ullr, munt atftar spillir,

uﬁdllnds, talidx pinnawr,

nems 1¥brautar lqtl“

i&As valdandi :alda,

1§8r nemi 1138, sem v?Aum.
lzubrhyrs boda raubu.

Burifr gave orders that nc breakfast. should be served zo
her sons.-{Bardi and. Steingrimr] , saying that she herse
would serv _hen...u¢*15“ goes L“ now and lays In front of

each of The Lrothers a portlon--and i‘ was tThe shoulder of
an ox, cui inte tnree. Ste_ugr_mu speaxs up, saying: "But

these are huge pieces, mother. IT’s not your habit to give
men such hercic portions. This is excessive--you must be
lesing your mind." She answers: "IT’s not sc strange, and

you src‘;_“'t'be surprised, for your_ brother Hailr was -
carved into even larger pieces, and I never heard you say
that was 0dd." Bhe then put a s*tcne next tc the meat in
front of each of them. They asked what that might nean.
She answers: "You brothers have swallcowad scmething that is
no easlier to digest than these stones, in that you have

not dared Te avenge Hallr, your brother, such a man as he
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was; and you are a far cry from your ancestors, who

were great and worthy men, for they would not have
tolerated the kind of shame and disgrace that you have

been putting up with for some time now and that has prompted
so much blame." - Then she strode back and forth across the
floor, screaming with rage and frustration, and then she
spoke a stanza:

Scon will Bardi’s courage be challenged by the
cravers of the figh of battle. Ullr of the
wound-serpent, you will be reckoned the spoiler
of your kin unless you cause the offerers of the
sea fire to be swathed in red, possessor of the
road of the land fish. Let the people hear the
poem I have spoken.

Her performance has its effect: the boys rush off in hot blood,

burifr with them.

Obviously these two scenes have much in common: a general.
structure, climaxing with a speech; the mealtime setting; and a
function in the longer narrative. Where they differ is in the
content of the women®s speeches. Dorbjerg’s is a lament, buridr’s
a whet. T suggested before that Porbjgrg’s lament implied a
whet, and I’1l now propose that there is even in Puribr’s furious
whet a trace of lament--specifically in the references to the
dead son and the ancestry. But more to the point: the stanzas in
both cases £ill a slot in the typescene, and the slot ftself
confers meaning on what is in it. Another way of saying this is
to note that the two stanzas could be transposed without doing
vioclence to the sense of either scene. The whet and the lament
are functional equivalents. (Recall the double-duty stanza
in the Gudrin poems.)

The third passage is Chapter 116 if Njils saga, in which
Hildigunnr goads her paternal uncle Flosi to avenge her husband
Hgskuldr Hvitanessgo®i, slain in cold blood by the sons of Njdll.
This is one of the more savage whetting scenes in the sagas. But
it is alsc one of the scenes most obviously invested with funereal
féatures—~though they are not noted as such, but Haveratherbea»
ignored or dismissed as odd details. The scene opens with Flosi’s,
arrival at Hildigunnr’s just in time for dinner. She greets
him in strong terms, and he answers rudely. When he sees that the
high seat has been prepared for him, he knocks it aside, saying
he won’t be mocked. The next item on the agenda is'a torn towel
she provides for Flosi’s uge. When he sees’ its condition, he flinge it down
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from the tablecigth instead. Now she
"
L

she returns, she begins to cry:

i stofuna ck gexs Eymi ir ? osa ck

a_guT sér ok grét ri ﬂnltl:

nh, andkona, er au gh?_r n &
a*r gvéan mq““." "HGvert eptivmali

a lidveiziu?®" segir hon. Tlosi malti:

ira 1uga efa veira til

be1ra satta, ar g &ir at vér sém vel sdbmdir af

I zilla stabi.” Hon maiti: frna mundi Hgskuldr pin, ef
hann etti eptip plk at mela. Flosi svara®hi: "Eigi skortir
bix grimmleik, ok sét er, hvat pi vill." Hil

'1

i
Minna haf#i misggrt arndrr grnélfsscr Sr Fo
Zr& Treysgoda, fglur pl.h, ok vdgu bréedr pi
{eAksp_ﬁg_, Xolbeinr ok Egill." Hildigunnr gekk hé fram
i skala ok lauk upp kistu i
er Pilosi hafdl gefit Hgskuldi, ok I pe hafdi Hgskuldr
veginn verit, ok hafdi hon par varfve Tl13&i+ a1lx
Hen gen< t& innar { stofuna med skikkjuna. Hon Eek"
&7T

pe5dan TFilcsa. 81 mettr gk fram hovit af
bor&inu Hildigunnr yer 15‘7c:sa skikkiuna; dundi
ba blo uh hann a hon mml b&: "bessa skikkiu gaft
b, T Fiosi, Hgskuldi, ok gef ek bér “ni aph-. Yzr harn ok i

bessi vug*nn. 3kf: ex bvi til gule ok gédra manna, at ek
sderi hik fyrir alia x“apta Krists bins ok fyrir mannddm

ok kar'Tenn sku bina, at pL hefnir allra séra beira, er hann
haféi 4 sér cau64m, eda heit hvers manns nidingr ella

Flosi kastadi af sér skikkiuni ck rax i fang henni ck melti:
"B ert it mesta forad ok v1¢d*r, at vér tdekim pat upp, er

gl+um 0SS gegnir verst, ok eru kxgid kvenna r&5." Tlosa
- . y o .
bré svi v*é at hann var I andliti stundum raubr sem Lid3,
: by = G
enn stundum lr sem gras, en sTundum blér sem hel. beir

Flosi firu tll hesta sinna ok ridu f braut.

Then Hildigunnr came I
Flosi and swept her hair b
said, "You are sufferi

he room and walked right up to
ck from her eyes and wept. Ties
insweman, to te

is a proper thing for you.ts ory for a goed husband," "What
action can exueﬁt from you, what help?" she says. Tiosi
said, "I pursue your case to the I extent of the law

or eise arrive at a settleme that all geed men w
as fully honorable for us." _She said, "Hgskuldr would
have avengedyou with blpod if he were in your place now."

-4
Flcsi answerecd: “Yﬂ"’“e nothing if nct ferccicus; and it’s
clear what yvou want. iw“uLg unny said: "The Injury that
Arndrr Jrndifsson from Forsdrsxdgar did your father, BEdrkr
Freysgcg was less than this, and vet your brothers XKolheinn
and Egiil xilled him at *the Skaptafellsping for it." She

wen+ to the Tar end cf the rcom, tnlocked har chest, and tock
tthe zlcak that Flosi nhad given Hgskuldr, the cne in which .
he had been ki & and that she had saved, hlocd and all.
She came baock with it and silently walked up to Flosi. He
haf finighed eating and the tables had besn cleared. Hildi-
nr Threw the cloak over his shoulders, and +he bits of blecd
shc"e*e; all over him. Then she said: "This cloak, -_osl,

you gave to Hgskuldr, and now I give it back to you: it is
*he cloak he was wesring when he was xilied. In the rame
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of God and all good men, I charge you by all-the powers of
your Christ, and by your manhood and your valor, to avenge
all the wounds on Hgskuldr’s body in death--or else be held
in contempt by all men." Flesi thrust the cleak back into
her arms, saying "You fiend! What you want us to do will
be the ruin of us! Cold are the couns€ls of women!"™ So
gtirred was he that his face changed colors--red as bloed,
pale as straw, and black as death. Then he and his men’
went out to their horses and rode away.
The meaning of the high.seat detail is clear enough: on one hand
it announces Hildigunnr’s widowed status andlon the other designates
Flosi as the male kinsman she expects to serve as her guardian
and act on her behalf. Less clear is the torn towel. If we take
the scene as a hvgt pure and gimple, the torn towel seems a
dangling motif, and 86 1t is treated in the commentaries; but if
we acknowledge the funereal dimension of the scene, the towel as
a piece of torn cloth comes intoc focus as a venerable emblem of
female mournihg——yet another reminder of Hildigunnr'’s bereft
condition. It must mean something iike that to Flosi, because
he casts it down in anger and rips the tablecloth.

Having failed to éngage Fiosi with conecrete mnemeonics,
Hildigunnr now sweeps her hair from her face and weeps. At this
point, subtext becomes text; weeping is clearly lamentaticnal,
and Flosi takes it as such: "You are suffering, kinswoman, to
be crying--but it is a proper thing to ecry for a good husband.”
We are to understand, I think, that she is crying for effect, and
that she pulls her hair from her face to expose her tears. But
what was her hair doing in her face to begin with? T wouldn’t
venture to assign meaning to an offhand detail were not the sagas
in general, and this saga in particular, precisely a literature
of offhand detail. Hildigunnr’s hair means just what her torn
towel means: that she is a widow in mourning, with claims on her kin.

Teary-eyed and disheveled, she now comes to the point and
asks Flosi directly to seek revenge. When he refuses, she produces
the cloak in which Hgskuldr was killed, shakes it over him g0
that the clotted blood rains about his shoulders, and launches
into her remarkable speech. Structurally speaking we have
arrived at the speech-slot--a slot cccupied in Hardar saga by a
memorial stanzgtln Hei¥%arviga sapa by a bloodthirsty one. Hildi—

gunny’s speech is of yet a third kind: it bas the ring of a
legal incantation with sacred overtones, and it is in prose.



1€8

sse ¢f a gort: the fingl sentenc iles ericd on De.“-iOG
- 5
+

alliteration on aliiteration {(gud

E]
hvers), and internal rhyme on internal vhyme (sdk r_/Lerr,
mann-/mennsku, sdra/beira). This is not Q'ite verge, but it

i
comes clese; it is in any case not prese of the nowmal kingd.
Hildiguanr is one of the top whetters in Norse literature.
What I aw suggesting here is that her success lies nct cnly
in her strong words zndé the derloyment of the cicak, but in the
set-up of details right from the beginning ¢f the chapter,

details thet sign her conditicn as a mourning-widow: the

sver-eager gresting, the high seat, the tern Towel, the locsened
hair, the biocdy cicakx, the speech. Tor her, and cbvisusly for

s
Flosi as well, lamenting the dead and wnetting the living are one

and the sare thing.

The argument so Tar can be summarized

kypothesis is that there did in fact exist a traditicn of female

death lamernting in early Scandinavia, ard That it is exactly

the sort of lament tradition we might expect to find in a feud
ol

a.
soclety: a verbal display. possibly staged, in which the element

W

of incitement is either implicit or explicit and mcre cr less

elabovated depending on the situztion. I have arrived at this
sg-cultural araliogues; on the

d
conclusion on the basis of cro
o] ch the fusion is clear (ané I have
e e

basis of Eddic poe i
argﬁed that the correspondenc o en thcse peems and the
quasi-histerical 3onastorrek validate them as sources on this po
and on the basis of the sagas themselives, in some of w“v
shetting scenes the dimension of lament is discernibie.

Two &468t¢0u5 remalih Cre 1s wnether the female death

lament agtually took zoetic form, and the other is why, in
the sagas, the dimension of lament is
dimension cf whetting, and why the women who do it are seen in

such a kad light.

As feor peoetic form, it should be remembered thaT women
2id comgpose poetry in early Iceland. The names and in a few

czses gope verses of a handful of femalie skalds have come down ¢
s, anc the phencmencn

of dream women who speak In verse reil
The idea that poetiz recital by females was at least a possible

notion in the early Scandinavian mind. Theoreticaliy, at least,

int);
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there is no reason to doubt that women couid have composed and
performed mourning poems. Preservation is another matter. Women’s
mourning songs in general seem to have a poor rate of survival,
even in cultures where their existence and even their artistic
quality is documented. In S8candinavia, the asscciation of a
women’s lament tradition with blocdfeud would have led to its
devaluation during:the:Chrigtian period (more on this later),
and this, together with the conspicuous lack of interest in the
female sphere that we find in our fexts in general, would hardly
have been congenial to the fair recording of such traditions as
did exist. Under these circumstances, traces of verse are all
we can reasonably hope for--and traces are what we get. The poetic
form of Porbjgrg’®s and Purifr’s utterances isgs in my view a rather
hefty trace, as is Hildigunnr’s near-poetic speech in Nidls saga.
I take these-scenes as evidence that verse was a peossible if not
an expected vehicle in the inciting-lamenting situation. The
ascription teo the Eddic Gudrdin of what I take to be the diction
and themee of traditional lament constitutes another such trace.
Two more traces may now be added to the list--traces pertaining
to historical widows. One is Gunnhildr, wife of Eirfkr Bloodaxe.
Following his death, Fagrskinna tells us, Gunnhildr "had a poem
composed about him" (1ét yrkia kv=8i um hann). The faect that

Gunnhildr evidently did not compose the poem herself but had
somecne else do so--a queenly prerogative--should not detract from
the observation that she evidently regarded the production of a
memorial poem to lie in her province. The second widow is a
certain Gyrid, whose name is recorded on one of the Bdllsta
runestones in Sweden. The inscription consists of fourteen metrical
lines, which Jén Helgason reads as follows: "There shall be no
mightier memorial found than the one Ulf’s sons set up after him,
bold youths after their father; they raised the stones and made
the staff, the splendid one, as a sign of honor., And Gyrid too
loved her husband; therefore she will commemorate him in a lament®
(pvi mun {hon| i griti 14ta [hans] getit fverd] ). Note first '
of all the division of labor between the sons and the wife of the
dead man: theirs is to provide a stone, hers to provide a lament.
Whether she composed it herself or had somecne else do so is
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unfortﬁnately not clear from the wordin ; either reading is

pessible. But I would in either zase peint out that if Jén

s Interpretaticn is correct, then the firs+t named

literary genre in Scandirevia weould szeem To be "lament" (grdtr);

and if Gyrid cid indeed compcse *he poer herselif, then the
+ +

to speak of the first naned

Finally there is the questicn of saga bias. If whetting
T

and lamenting were once and the same thing, why <o we see

sc much whetting and so e lamenting in the texts tnat have

come down to us, and why are the perpetratcrs, the wemen themselves,
depicted in such negative te

rms? To answer this questicn we nesd

to consider the historical rele cf women in blocdfeud. It is

well kncwn that the sagas persistentlyv assccilate women with biso
T

G
revenge, anc That The alternative of legal commutation cf wergild,
when pursued at all, is pursued by men. An earlisr generation of
scholars *cok this as a reflection of historical real ity, sometimes
arguing con the basis of some fairiy cffensive assumpticns about
emale nature that women were indeed predlsposeﬁ to viclent
olutions. The present view holds that the hvgt is a literary

motif, inherited from hercic tradition and nurtured by medieval

misogyny, but finally without historical cecntent.
There seem to me gocd reasons to suppese that women might

in fact have preferred revenge to wergild--but reascns that certain

to social and ecencmic factors,
1,

blatant reasen has to with women

system. Less ‘eccnomic tenefit ran directly to women

in *hat system, which means that they had less
to settled in court. (Even women whe were compensate

centrel cover, and hence limited enijoyment of, thelir

widows--who zcocount for the majcrity of

saga
direct compensaticn a* all.) Ancther reasSon is That women were
rena and hence from whatever agcn:s‘:

e

excluded from the legal a
st

satisfaction a

4]
&
"3
5]
1]

prosecution of a case--satisfacticn and prestige that, according
<o *the sagas, cculd be considerable. Yet ancther reasgn is thaz
wcmen played, in the old blood revenge system, ths key »cle of

cheosing, within Iimits, beth the avenger and in some cases the
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the avengee; to this extent, then, women were directly involved
in the polities of kin hierarchy and honor. Finally there is the
matter of emotional and artistic outlet, a poirnt repeatedly stressed
in the larger literature on women’s role in feud societies. If
Norse women too tock comfort from and pride in the production of
lament poetry, it is no surprise that they might cling to the
system that gave them their moment. (We recall here the explicitly
cathartic effects of verbal lamenting on Egill and the Eddic
Cudrin.} Without meaning to romanticize the position of women
in the early period, I would suggest that in the formal judicial
system that came to prevail, women lost something and gained
nothing. If we see women tilting in the sagas, we should understand
that they are probably not tilting toward something as much as away
from scomething else. Women’s attachment to the old system, I
submit, is in direct proportion to their disenfranchisement from
the new one.

If women’s mourning behavior. played a functional role in
the system of bloodfeud in early Scandinavia, as I have suggested
it did, it can be assumed to have continued te do so, in one form
or another, for as long as bloodfeud flourished, which in Iceland
was well into the Christian and medieval period. During -the
two or three hundred years that the stories passed down orally,
Christianity entered the picture; European political and cultural
notions took root; and in Iceland, at least, the society drifted
into oligarchic violence. The era in which the sagas took their
final form was itself war-torn; by the time Njdls saga was
written toward the end of the century, the Commonwealth had
collapsed and the country passed under Norwegian sovereignty.
It is no surprise that the authors of the thirteenth century,
writing in an era of violence about an earlier era. of violence,
and with the causes and effects of violence very much on their
minds as a-:social problem, should--like Solon nineteen centuries
earlier--focus on and expose ﬁust that dimension in women®s
#raditional behavior they saw as contributory. Or maybe those
final authors were merely completing a process of selective memory
and interpretation that had been in operation for some time in
the course of oral transmission. In either case, the political

and religious climate in medieval Iceland was precisely one in which



the vengeful element cf women’s dirges wculd have been cver-
perceived and overvecorded, and the element of lament under-
perceived and underreccrdsd.

Wnat I nhave sugpgested in this essay is tha* the element cf

lament has gone abscliutely unperceived and unrecorded by modern
¥ 1Aap el :

literary histerians. At least the medieval dropped lcu

hints., It is on the hasis of these hints,

nesgnances
in other blcodfeus societies, that I have ventured =c speculate
that in Iceland, at least, and perhaps in the rest cf Zcandinavi
as welil, *there existed a tradition of female lamenting: an
articulate traditicn that commemsrated the dead perscn and

the ancestry in elegiac Terms, one that played on the themes

of solitude and sel® r;ty, aml cne
called fer it, urge saitisfaction

i
*trat could indeed be zeid. In sho

expects of a feud socciety, and distorted in the ways cne expects

cf an emerging Christian state.
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