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Raubilfs Dittr contains an interesting story of King 6lafr
helga's conversation with Rauddlfr's son Dagr. Told by the young
man that he possessed the gift of physiognomy, the king asked
Dagr what fault in character he saw in him. Although reluctant to
answer at first, Dagr finally revealed that the king suffered
from what afflicted most men, excessive love of women. Olafr
readily agreed that he was right.l The story may have originated
independently, but it became incorporated into the saga of Olafr
hélga at the point when his voyage to Upplénd in 1028 came to
include a visit to Raudilfr and his sons.2 -The saintly king's
‘many sexual adventures were well attested by that most reliable
of historical sources, scaldic poetry.3 That marriage did not
curtail this activity is apparent from the fact that his succes-
sor Magnis was born by Alfhildr, a servant of the king, after his
marriage to Astridr, daughter of the Swedish king. The author of
Raudiilfs Pdttr does not suggest that the king harbored bad
conscience over this behavier, but he dees admit that it was a
skapléstr, a fault in character. It is doubtful whether any
Scandinavian king would have shared such a conscience by the
first haif of the eleventh century, but it is also clear that by
the time the story was composed, the author, although aware of
human frailty, saw excessive male sexual activity as a fault and
falt that the saintly king ought te be have been aware of the new
mode of behavior.

Known by Snorri, our story was probably written about
1200.4 Snorri's use of the story is equally of interest. He
also made the king ask Dagr what his skapléstr was, but he does
not reveal Dagr's résponse, except to say that the king agreed



532

wilth oum.> Une iniygint ask why Snorrl chose not to give the tull
answer. A sufficient reason would undoubtedly be that it did not
fit into Snorri's depiction of the king's" saintly character:
he also avoided the references to the sexual adventures mentioned
above, although he could not hide' Alfhildr's existence since
she played a fairly important rolei during her son's reign. It
may also be possible to argue thaﬁl Dagr's revelation of the
king's sexual behavior was an embarrassment for Snorri personal-
ly. Sturlunga‘ saga informs_ us th\; Snorri was "f£j&llyndr,
fickle, and had children wiﬁh more women than Herdis (his
wife)".6 If this interpretation is cocrrect we see Snorri not
only acceptirg the restraints on sexuality of his own time at
least to the extent that he hides the fact that his hero did not
adhere to these ideals two centuries earlier, but also revealing
his béd consclence concerning his own behavior at thg time of
writing. _

The purpose of this article is to disentangle within the
Kings' sagas an older, pagan sexual morality from a younger,
Christian and to see how the latter transformed the former. As
demonstrated by the analysis of the above example no direct
approach can be taken, since all our'sources, with the exception
of some scaldic poetry, have been mediated through the authors'
Christian consciousness and therefore do not present an undis-
torted view of the pagan code.

I

At the beginning of Norwegian history stands the imposing
figure of Haraldr hérfagri. The first to be sole king over
the country, his reign maf have 'extendéd over nmore than seven
decades during = the ninth and tenth centuries, His sexual ehergy,
however, was to affect Norwegian history for ‘the next three
centuries. Reputedly the father of as many as twenty sons and
several daughters?, his male offspring and their descendants
dominated and devastated Norwegian society, causing endless civil
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wars until the male sexual drive had been domesticated by the
influence of the Church and the succession brought under the rule
of legitimacy and promogeniture during the. reign of HAkon
Hikonarson in the first half of the thirteenth century.

We know very 1little about the women with whom Haraldr
harfagri pfocreated. According to Snorri, some were wives, others
were concubines whe, simply summoned by the king were placed
next to him in bed. These lialsons seem ¢to have been both
serial and simultaneous.8

None of the different wversions of the history of Haraldr
harfagri indicate disapproval of his sexual behavior but rather
show pride in this ancestor whose sexual prowess provided both
the framework and the material for the narratives. It may be no
coincidence that the narrative sources stop at the same time that
the monarchs'sexual behavior was controlled. Familiar with the
dream of King Halfdan, Haraldr's father, of the king's long hair
taken'to symbolize his 'descendants, Snorri inserted before this
dream another, attributed to Haraldr's mother Ragnhildr. Before
his birth she dreamed that she took a thorn out of her dress.
Growing rapidly, this thorn became a huge tree with branches
spreading over all Morway. Later Snorri interpreted the dream to
symbolize Haraldr's descendants, adding that all the -kings of
Norway had belonged to his kin.9 Olifs saga Tryggvasonar en
mesta informs us that at the age of sixty when many of Haraldr's
sOns were qro@n and some already dead, he decided to make his
remaining sons kings. The saga further stipulates that descend-
ants in the male line shculd be given king's name while sons born
of daughters should be made earls.10

No society can give uncontrolled rein to sexual activity,
not . even to its rulers, and pre-Christian nordic scciety did
regulate marriage, although, as we have seen, more casual
sexual relations were commen for kings. At a time when fathers
arranged the marriages of their daughters, one might ask where
and. how men obtained their more casual bedfellows. Rerfang, the
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taking of women' in warfare, undqubtedly continued as a source for
acquiring women, since it was prohibi;ed by the Church as late as:
1176.11

Married women were off limits for other men in pagan as well

as Christian times. Husbands d4id neot take kindly te the idea
of sharing with other men their sexual .rights over'legally
~acquired wives. Sigurér slefa, one of Haraldr harfagri's sons,

had slept with Alof, the wife of Klyppr bérdarson, against her
will and he was killed by the husband.12 7Tne Church was of
course aliso against this behavior, but that such activity did not
stop, is .shown in- the stery of Sigurdr Jérsalafari who tricked
the husband cf Sigridr Hranaddttir t¢ go to Ireland so that he
could have an affair with her.13

More likely candidates were single women living away'from
their families or even daughters living at hore, who in pragan
times seemed to have benefitted far less from parental protection
against the sexual édvances of preminent men than wives did from
their husbands. There are even indications than a father
welcomed the attention of a king paid to his daughter. Morkin-
skinna details a story about King Magnis gééi who, when visiting
an important chieftain prandr, wanted to sleep with prandr's
daughter Margrét. Aware of Margrét's unwillingness, her father
nevertheless prepared the bed for both of them.1i4 Such liaisons
were often encouraged in the hope of offspring as is clear from
Jémsvikinga saga. King Haraldr of Demmark spent a night with
Asa,the daughter of a farmer Atlii with the father's approval.
When the father noticed that she was pregrnant, he affirmed that
his respect for her would increase with the social prominence of

her lover.15 A similar attitude was expressed by a rich man
Simun, whe had a " beautiful woman péra in his service. When one
day King Sigurdér Jérsalafari came riding by, he was so taken by
her singing that he dismounted and laid with her. Simun watched
her closely thereafter. when she gave birth to Hakon, the
future King Hikon herdibreidr, Simun let the boy be raised
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together with his own two sons. 16

As long as any son born of a king nad a cnance of becoming
a king himself, regardless of his mother's status and relation-
ship to his father it -is understandable why fathers did not
protect their daughte's as well as husbands did their wives.
Since such a liaison was casual at best, however, 1t is no wonder
that whatever expre551on given to restraining male sexuality
may be found in the klngQJ sagas, it is voiced by women.

Knytlinga saga relaﬁes the story of a beautiful woman, the
wife of a priest, who when ordered by the egually married Danish
King Knitr to sleép_ with him, was able to persuade the king to
leave her alone by appealing to his obligation as a model
of moral matters. Convinced by her arguments Knitr "found ancther
bed for the night", apologized to--not the woman of course=-but
her husband whom he gave a present.l7

The reference made by this woman to Christian morality
clearly indicates the source of the new behavior in sexual
matters. Knitr was not the only king- to be persuaded to accept
the new morals. Placed chronologically a half century before
the priest's wife, Margrét, whom we left in bed waiting for the
arrival of King Magnis g6éi, avoided sleeping with the king by
the miraculeus intervention of his father Olafr helga. Magnis
concluded that the saint did not approve of thls behavicr and he
arranged instead an honorable marriage for Margrét.l8 poth these
stories are indicative of the attitude during the thirteenth
century, the time of writing, and not necessarily the eleventh
century of the actual events.

The only suggesticn of male agreement with the. Church's new
morality comes from Olifs saga hins helga where Olafr's father
Haraldr grenski turned down an explicit offer to spend the night
with the wideowed queen of Gautland, Sigridér stdrrdda, with the
comment that his wife Asta was sleeping alone and so should he.

Having regretted this answer he returned the following year, but
this time Sigridr was no longer interested, not even in_a regular



macrriage proposal, because by +then hacaidris wife had glven
birth to O&lifr, whom Sigridr coveted as her son.l9 Haraldr's
sexual restraint, surprising for a pagan king, mﬁst be explained
as evidence of the author's tacit acceptance of aAristotelian
embrvolegical theories. Because the - father was responsible for
the total personality of the child, the mother was merely the
vessel for carrying the embryo. Hence Sigridr could desire to
carry this - fully-formed future saint, but refuse' ker services
after his - birth. ©n the other hand, the saintly Norwegian king
could nct have had a Swedish mother, and therefore the author was
obliged to make Haraldr refuse the initial offer.20

As I mentioned earlier, it is not possible to discern any
open or latent criticism of King Haraldr harfagri's sexual
‘behaviocr. This is not the case with one of his successors who
was ruler of Norway, if not in name, at least in fact. Hakon
Hlaéajari, the clearest spokesman for paganism in the pages of
the kings' sagas, is together with Haraldr harfagri the best
exampel of unrestrained'pagan sexuality. Among the Latin sources
only Theodoricus mentioned his concubine Theora2l, nut beginning
with Agrip the ©ld Norse sources reveal both abundant details and
criticism of Hakon's sexual hehavior. Alithough married and with
two legitimate sons, ke became sexually insatiabkle in his old
age. Summoning wemen to his place from everywhere, he placed them
next to him in ©bed, kept them for a brief pericd and returned
them te their kinfolk.22 This behavior resulted in the epithet
Hikon the wicked and in -an uproar in which he was killed by
his last remaining slave.Z3 The gimultanecus arrival of Glafr
Tryggvason from England with a program of Christianization of
Norway and personal monagamous behavicr heightens the pagan-
Christian ccntrast.24

Aithough nevér_clearly defined, we can now outline a pattern
af sexual behavior ameng the pagan kings of Norway. While they
do not follow all the rules about engagement and marriage known
from the lawcodes and the Icelandic family sagas25, they do
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enter 1nto marriage uhlohs with some women, thereby implying a
certain stable relationship. Some powerful women may even have.
enjoyed monogamous marriages as seems to’ have been the case of’
Gunnhildr in her marriage to Eirikr blédex.26 But marriage did
not hinder the kings from taking other women to bed for longer or
shorter periods. Offspring of both types of unions were consid+
ered equal in their chances for succession. ‘

II

This behavicr did not aisappear easily after the acceptance
of Christianity. We have alteady mentidned the sexual behavibr of
some Christian kings towards married women. Many kings were
still adulterous, and most of the kings and pretenders between
6lafr helga and Hakon Hakonarson were of illegitimate origin.
The comment made about King Magnis Erlingsson at his death in
1184 that he was kvenna-maér mikill, a great womanizer, would fit
most of the kings in this period.27 King Haraldr Sigurdarson was
a notorious bigamist, marrying Ellisif Jarizleifsdéttif jin Russia
and béra Dporbergsdéttir in Norway.28 King Haraldr gilli was
killed in the arms of his mistress béra Guthormsdéttir, because
he was tricked into admitting to the supporters of his rival,
that he intended to spend the night with her and not with his
wife Ingiriér.29

Still, things were changing. The sagas will not reveal a
precise program in the manner of the ecclesiastical legislation,
but the authors who described the reign of the three scns of
Magnis berfattr, Eysteinn, Sigurédr, and O0lafr from 1103 to 1130,
included incidents that cleary - reveal a new sexual morality.
King Eysteinn devéloped a warm friendship with a beautiful and
intelligent woman Borghildr, daughter of an important chieftain.
Pebple began to talk aqd she felt that her only recourse was to
clear herself of suspicion by submitting to the hot iron ordeal.
She went to Sarpsborg, the place where she had come to know King
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eysteinn, fasted Detore the test ana was cieared. wnlle we are
not told directly that she did this under the auspices of the
Church, we "know that churchmen were. present at other hot iron
ordeals30(.and Borghildr's preparation by fasting implies the
Church's involvement. We thus have a suggestion of the importance
the Churchiplacéd on kKeeping sexuality within marriage, of course
with the wpman bearing the burden of procf. Borghiidr seems to
have gotten\the worse of both the old and new systems. No socner
had she claared herself in this painful way before she was
snappéd up-and made a mistress by Eysteinn's brother Sigurér.
Their son Magnds later became king.31l

ﬁé recall that Sigurdr alsc had an affair with a married
woman32, but he eventually married Malmfridr Haraldsdéttir from
Russia. Develcping an intense dislike for her, perhaps caused by
his increasing mﬂdness, he wanted a divorce in order to marry a
rich woman, Cecilia, but here he encountered the fierce resist-
ance of Bishop Magnis. Characteristic of the old ideas, the
king simply prepared a big wveizla, party, to celebrate his
brullaup, wedding. When the bishop realized what was happening,
he confronted the king with a declaration that it was against
Ged's law for him to marry while the gueen was still alive.
Fearing for his life and realizing that he could not stcp the
king, the bishcp ccmmuted the prohibition teo a heavy fine paid to
the Church. Tke king agreed, married Cecilia, and came to love
her greatly, but when he fell sick a short time later, his
friends and e#en Cecilia saw it as God's punishment and begged
him to separate from  hér.33 while in pagan times a king simply
would have taken a new woman to his bed or established a'polyga—
mous union at most, by the third decade of the twelfth century
Sigurér could still indulge his will, but only at a great
financial cost and at the risk of alienating the Church.

111
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We have seen the Church's stand on the issue of sexuality
ocutside marriage. Closely connected was the problem of the royal
succession. The .old system had permitted any male whose father
had been a king, no matter how small the territory, to try to
become a king himself. As long as a uﬁited kingdom was more an
‘exception ihan a rule, as in the case of Harald harfagri, a large
number of roval siblings could be accomodated in the numerous
small territories. Since we are aware of only a few roval sons in
the eleventh ‘cgntury, the problem was not yet serious.‘ Even
during the first three decades of the twelfth when three half "
brothers, illegitimate sons of Magnis berfettr with three women,
ruled togefher, the succession functioned smoothly.

Between the death of Sigurdr Jdrsalafari, the last of these
brothers, in 1130, and the coronation of Magnis Erlingsscn in
1163 34 no less than nine contenders asserted the royal title and
attempted to become the sole ruler by fighting against thelr
rivals. All nine claimed to be kings' sons, but only one, Ingi
Haraldsson, could assert legitimate birth. ' In five cases the
father's sexual relationship with the mother was so well known
that the paternal origin was not questioned.35 A sixth con-
tender, Eysteinn Haraldsson arrived from Scotland, but since his
father had previously admitted paternity, he was accepted. Two
other candidates who also arrived from abroad had to prove their
paternity by going through the hot iron ordeal. Siqurdr slembi-
djakn Magniisson who had been assumed to be the son of a priest
until his mother said he was the son King Magnis berfattr, after
his return to Norway in 1136 claimed that he had undergcne the
hot iron ordeal in Denmark in the presence of five bishops.36

About a decade earlier Haraldr gilli Magniisson, the father of
four of these pretenders and a pretender himself had been forced
by his half brother Sigurdr Jérsalafari to undergec the hardest
ordeal ever administered in Norway, to walk on nine glowing
plowshares, assisted by two bishops.37 By the second decade of
the twelfth century the Church was using the hot iron ordeal as a
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means of ascertaining both premarital sexuality and illegitimate
paternal Qrigin. )

By the early 1160s all the pretenders had killed off each
other. Although other candidates were available, E;lingr skakki,
who was married to Kristin, the 1legitimate dayghter of King
Sigurdr Jdérsalafari, talked the leaders and people 1nto accepting
their son Magnis as king and even won the Churéh‘s agraement
to his coronation. Erlingr gained the support of tﬁp Church by
arguing that although not of royal lineage himself, Eis son bore
the roval blood from his mether, and most impértani in the eyes
-of the Church, that both mother and son wereborn of legitimate
marriages. 38

It quickly became clear that royal descent through the
female line was too novel a concept and that legitimacy was not
yet sufficiently important to encourage its acceptance. During a
twenty vear reign Magnis Erlingsson had to fight a haif dozen
contenders, all claiming royal descent through the male lire. The
most serious was Sverrir who was accepted as king in 1177 and
eventually won over both Erlingr and Magnis. Illegitimate himself
at best, Sverrir had made & vague offer of submitting to the
ordeal, but was accepted withocut it.39 although he alsc was
crowned, he had to contend with nihe rivals, all who claimed to
be kings' sons, ameng them three naming Magnis Erlingsson as
their father whom we remember as a great womanizer.40 mwo
others could be shown to ke frauds.41l The only one whom Sverrir
took seriously was his alleged half brother Eirikr Sigurdarson.
At Eirikr's arrival from abroad in 1181 Sverrir forced him to
undergo the hot iron ordeal. When he passed, the king accepted
him as brether but was unwiiling to share the kingdom, and only
reluctantly made him earl in 1185. At the simultanecus death of
Eirikr, his wife and his son in 118% rumors abcut pciscning bkegan
to circulate. Through such means Sverrir may well have kept down
the number of rivals.42

Norwegian historians are still divided over the issue of
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svercil's pacernal origin., Whether or not he hamself was an
impostor, his descendants became the accepted lineage in the
country. The forty-six year rule of his grandson, Hﬁkon Hakonar-
son (1217-63) was the first to rival Haraldr harfagri's rule in
length. In his family and dynastic policy he presents, as we
shall see, a sharp contrast to his pagan predecessor.

After the sudden death of Sverrir's son Hikon in 1204, no
less than twelve candida;es appeared besides the illegiti-
mate, posthumously born Hidkon Hakonarson.43 By 1227 they were
either dead or had been defeated by Hikon, but in 1239 he was
also faced with the long awaited declaration that his own
father-in-law, S$kili Béardarson was king. Only £five of these
thirteen men were legitimate. Among the others, Erlingr Sverris-
son had been recognized by his sister Kfistin on his arrival from
the Faerce islands in spite of the deathbed declaration of their
father that he had no other son but Hakon, no matter how many
might come from the West pretending to be his sons.44 Hikon
Hékonarson himself had found it necessary to have his mother Inga
undergo the hot iron ordeal as late as 1218 45, three years after
it had been prohibited by the Fourth Lateran Council. When
Cardinal vilhjalmr came to Norway to perform the coronation of
Hikon in 1247 he specifically outlawed this procedure.46 The
method had already been discredited thoroughly by the fraudulent
crdeal of 1204 invelving a man who pretended to be Erlingr
steinveggr. Telling this impostor that he was perfectly aware of
his origin, and bragging that he could turn the ordeal any way he
wanted, Bishop Niculds of Oslo had administered the test. Hiding
this man's hand in his own when the bandages were 1lifted, the
bishop declared that he had never.seen any hand more unharmed by
the iron, This man, now certified as Erlingr steinveggr, son of
Magnis Eflingsson, went on to cause great harm toe the Sverrir
party as also did his son Sigurdr ribbungr, in spite of noto-
riety of the fraud.47? '

Clearly, a new policy was needed, and it was found in
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Hakon's new family program. The first Norwegian king to promote
carefully his lineage, he personally groomed his sons for the
succession and planned the marital future of ail his children.
Before the final showdown in 1240 with his rival Skuli he had his
son the young Rakon, born 1232, accepted as Kking, thus ignoring
an older, illegitimate son Sigurér, born before his marriage to
Skili's daughter Margrét.48 In 1251 the yocung Hikon was married
to the Swedish princess Rikiza, and the king began tec plian for
the marriage of his younger son Magnis born 1238.49

1257 was a crucial vear for the king's family program.
Early in the year he had received a request from the king of
Aragon to marry his daughter Kristin to one of the king's
brothers. Having summoned the yocung King Hakon to discuss
this important matter, he was informed of the dJdisastrous news,
that the young man had suddenly died on May 5. Consulting with
the important churchmen of the country, the king forged ahead
with the plan, equipped a ship and dispatched the young woman to
Spain by the end of the menth. In the beginning of June we find
the king enccuraging his advisors not to lose hope, since a good
candidate as future king remained in his youngeét son Magnus.
The latter was accepted as king o¢n June 24, a mere six weeks
after the death of the older brother.50 with only one son
left5l it may seem strange that Hakon was willing'to send his
daughter away, thereby effectively cutting off a possible branch
of his own lineage. It was precisely the passing of the royal
line from Sigurdr Jdérsaiafari through his daughter Kristin to
Magndis Erlingsson, however, that had been the griveous fault of
the previous generation. Erlingr skakki's attempt to stabilize
the succession by the coronation of Magnis had only aggravated
the mistake for which both Sverrir and Eakon himself had on
several occasicns blamed Eriingr . and Magnids.52 The speed with
which HAkon negotiated his daughter's marriage irmediately after
the death of his son might almest suggest that he was neot unhappy
about having this potential line of future pretenders removed
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from the nordic stage. In 1257 Hékon could still be sanguine
about the future of his lineage, because not only did Magnis look
promising, but he also had a grandsén Sverrir, the son of Hiékon
and Rikiza, of whom he was very fond. In 1261 when the young boy
died53, however, Hakon speeded ;up the negotiations for the
marriage of the remaining branéy of his family tree. The
marital plans between Magnis and the D&nish Ingibjérg, started
ten vyears earlier, had been taﬁ n up again before Sverrir's.
death. Now Bishop Hakon of leo virtually abducted the princess
from a Danish nunnery, broﬁght‘ her to Norway where she was
married to Magnis in record tiﬁe on September 11, 1261.54 pfter

having met the young woman Hikon commented that he had always
planned to welcome her warmly, but now he found her so giptusam-
ligr {(auspicious, or more specifically, marriable) that he would
grow more fond of her than he had imagined.55 Here he expressed
not only a fifty-seven vear old father's pleasure in a beautiful,
young daughter-in-law, but also his relief in securing the future
of his roval lineage. Ingibjdrg did not disappoint him, beccming
pregnant immediately thereafter and giving birth to 0lafr the
following year.56

Hakon Hakonarson's concern for the legitimacy of his lineage
was not only expressed indirectly through the marriage plans for
his children, but alsoc in a direct statement of pelicy. In 1236
when tension between Hikon and Skdli was increasing, Skdli
demanded that his illegitimate son Pétr whom he had recog-
nized only a few years earlier, should inherit his part of the
country after his death. Hékon refused in the strongest posslble
terms, declaring that none of his own offspring would inherit
unless born by Queen Margrét.57 fThus through word and action
Hakon expressed the two new principles of legitimacy and primo-
geniture,

Hikon was lucky that he never had to face inheritance in the
female line. It is difficult to determine the origin of the
resistance to this idea. The ideal succession, from father to son



in such a way that no kvennkné (female link) intervened, was
often referred to by pretenders as being a law promulgated by
Qlafr helga and thus presumably Christian in origin, while
leaders of the people implied it had pagan roots.5B Unfortunately
there is no case of a grandson following his royal grandfather
while skipping a father who did not obtain the title, but it
seems clear that it was not only the bestowing of a royal title
that distinguished the pretenders, but also their family blood.
The male succession thus reveals a perception of biology that
makes the man primarily responsible feor the future child;
relegating the woman tc a mere vessel carrying the fetus. Such’
were the views of Aristotle eventually accepted and incocrporated
in the Christian doctrine. If the leaders of the people were
correct in claiming an independent, pagan origin of this idea we
see the Nordic and the Greek tradition agreeing con a secondary
reproductive role for women.39

With the future of his lineage secured Hakon departed frem
Norway on an expedition against the Orkney Islands where he died
on December 12, 1263. ¢n his deathbed he was asked by the
churchmen present whether he might have any other sens, if
misfortune should befall Magnus or whether they could look for
his offspring any other place. Although enfeebled, the king
answered firmly that he had no other son but Magnis and ne
daughter unknown to the people. 60

Oon the issue of marriage and succession it is hard to
imagine a greater contrast than between Haraldr héarfagri in
the tenth century, who used his sexual energies with abkandon,
creating in Snorri's imagery the huge tree stretching its
branches over all Ncrway, and Hikon HaXonarson in the thirteenth
century whe pruned and developed his lineage in légal marriage,
producing in the end a single trunk through which the succession
progressed smoothly. When the bddaverja anrdll remarked about
Magnis Hakonarsson at his death in 1280 that he was the first to
have ruled Norway as king without having incited envy (&fund-
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laugs), it was due to the result of the new sexual and marital
policy first implemented by his father.6l
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