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INTRODUCTION

PEOPLE TODAY STILL take the pilgrimage road Kristin Lavransdatter journeys more than once in this novel, from Gudbrandsdal up through Dovre to Saint Olav’s shrine at Nidaros. Most modern travelers are not pilgrims, however, or even medieval historians. Many are retracing the footsteps of Sigrid Undset’s heroine, who has become more real to them than the actual historical figures responsible for the sights at their destination. Despite her being a fictional character, Kristin’s joys and travails seem to many people more real than Saint Olav himself, the eleventh-century martyr who was once the most popular cult figure in northern Europe, and more real than the visionary Eystein Erlendssøn, the twelfth-century archbishop who recognized the potential of the Olav cult and designed Europe’s northernmost Gothic cathedral and shrine to accommodate it. Indeed, in the valley at Sil (today Sel) Kristin herself is enshrined in a greater-than-life-sized statue, to which over 10,000 literary pilgrims pay homage each year.

Kristin Lavransdatter’s grandeur of conception, indomitable heroine, and vast gallery of fully realized characters in a Norwegian historical setting have won Undset’s trilogy the status of a national epic, and for many people medieval Norway simply is the world Sigrid Undset portrayed in her fiction. It is fortunate, therefore, that she was such a meticulous scholar and historian. It is also fascinating to sort out this novel’s relation to the actual historical events and people of the period when it is set, and to the historical circumstances in Undset’s own time, when it was written.

The historical novel as we know it was invented in the early nineteenth century by Sir Walter Scott. Many of Scott’s historical romances were set in the Middle Ages (e.g., Ivanhoe, 1819) and his invocation of the colorful age of chivalry touched a nerve in a European century blighted by the defacements and dislocations of  industrialism. Scott’s immensely popular works set the stage for the nineteenth century’s national romantic dreams of bygone mythic heroes, such as Wagner’s musical reinterpretations of Germanic myths, Tennyson’s Idylls of the King, and Ibsen’s early historical plays, as well as for nostalgic longings after the craftsmanship of the preindustrial past, including Ruskin’s paean to Gothic architecture in Stones of Venice and the Pre-Raphaelite William Morris’s Arts and Crafts movement.

Undset, who was born in 1882, did not fully belong to this Victorian generation, however, and though she shared many of its concerns, she strongly disagreed with its romantic, idealizing sentiments. She was not a romantic but a realist, and belonged to Norway’s group of “epic novelists” (others include Olav Duun, Kristofer Uppdal, Johan Falkberget) whose major works on historical themes appeared in the 1920s. Two factors influenced the flush of historical fiction in Norway at this time: the country had peacefully regained national independence in 1905 after five hundred years of foreign rule, and it had not participated in World War I. Elsewhere in Europe, disaffected Modernists of the post-war period came to disdain the nineteenth-century preoccupation with glorified history as escapist and delusionary, but Norwegian writers of the ’20s had a very different project: to establish meaningful ties with a past only recently reclaimed as their own, and to present longer perspectives for a deeply traditional culture now undergoing rapid technological change.

Still, because Undset’s trilogy shares certain features with Walter Scott’s Romantic prototypes, including a medieval setting, and interest in rural life, readers sometimes come to the book expecting something misty and nostalgic, a latter-day Pre-Raphaelite dream. If so, they are in for a surprise. Kristin Lavransdatter is neither dreamy nor sentimental. Like the Icelandic sagas she so much admired, Undset’s fiction portrays medieval life with a vigorous, sometimes brutal realism. It paints vivid, highly individualized portraits of women, men, and children—all sympathetic, all flawed, and none of them sweetened. Furthermore, while the Scott prototype uses fictional characters to illustrate the impact of momentous political events (e.g., war, regicide, revolution) on the lives of ordinary people, Undset redefines the genre by telling an epic story about normal occurrences in an ordinary woman’s life,  set in an unusually quiet historical period. The most dramatic political event in the novel—Erlend Nikulaussøn’s attempt to depose the child-king Magnus VII Eirikssøn (which occurs in this volume) —is one Undset invented.

 

The Norway into which Kristin Lavransdatter was born in 1302 had left the pagan Norse gods behind just three centuries before, and in that compressed period the culture embraced both the missionary fervor of the early Christian era and the intellectual refinements of the high Middle Ages. The last years of the Viking era (780-1030) had been dominated by Norway’s two great folk kings, both named Olav: Olav Trygvassøn (reigned 995-1000), who is credited with Christianizing both Norway and Iceland, and Olav Haraldssøn (r. 1016-30), Norway’s only native saint. Both Olavs were exposed to Christianity while on Viking adventures abroad, both worked toward the creation of a united Christian nation, and both died in the struggle after making striking progress toward that end. Their personalities were very different, but both have inspired hundreds of legends.

Saint Olav Haraldssøn is mentioned frequently in this novel, and Kristin’s pilgrimage to his shrine is one of the most vivid and memorable episodes in this volume. Olav Haraldssøn’s reign was marked by dissent and turbulence, but his death in 1030 at Stik lestad (near the royal seat at Nidaros), while attempting to defend his right to the throne, had a spectacular impact on the young country. In the first decade after his death so many miracles collected around his name that in 1041 the English Bishop Grimkell declared Olav a saint, and placed his body over the high altar of the church at Nidaros. His cult spread swiftly abroad, attracting pilgrims from all over Europe, and straining the resources of the town to house and feed them. Because of this unprecedented attention to Norway, Sigrid Undset explains elsewhere, it “became a kingdom conscious of itself, and the kingship was invested with the glamor of the saint who had been Norway’s king.”

The period between 1030 and 1330 is designated the high Middle Ages in Norway, but unlike southern Europe, which had been Christian for almost a millennium longer, it was distinguished there by a peculiarly intense intellectual activity, as people struggled to accommodate the Christian mentality to old Norse ways.  Saint Olav’s faith was widely embraced as more progressive and humane than the arbitrary world of Odin and Thor, yet heathen customs and ideas lingered in popular imagination throughout the Middle Ages. Undset illustrates this in Kristin Lavransdatter with many incidents, notably the appearance of the elf-maiden to Kristin in Volume 1, and the frightened people attempting to divert the Black Death with witchcraft in Volume 3.

The eleventh century saw a growth of royal and ecclesiastical power, which eventually had a stabilizing influence on society. Olav had established the Church of Norway in 1024, and with the help of Bishop Grimkell formulated new church laws (known as King Olav’s law), the country’s first national legal enactments. Nonetheless, Norway remained different from the feudal societies to the south. Though the king had power to enforce the laws through his hird, or guardsmen, only freemen assembled in the local or regional tings could pass or amend laws, and the king himself was also subject to them.

Trade also increased in importance in this century, and the ancient trading towns of Oslo, Tunsberg, and Bjørgvin (Bergen) grew. Viking raids of monasteries and other European settlements became increasingly unacceptable, and a different hierarchy developed among wealthy landowners, based not on conquest and spoils of war but on skillful husbandry and loyal service to the king. As Christians, landowners were also expected to free their slaves, resulting in a new class of tenants and free laborers.

The twelfth century (1130-1228) was tumultuous, an age of civil wars revolving around an unusual number of vigorous personalities making rival claims to the throne. While royal succession had been established, primogeniture had not, nor was legitimacy a requirement. Many claimants appeared—sometimes arriving from abroad, sometimes offering dubious credentials—to battle it out, and ruthless, pillaging soldiers brought sporadic misery to the countryside. The battles were not always decisive either, and for some periods several kings reigned at once.

In 1152 Nidaros was elevated to an archbishopric due to the efforts of the English Cardinal Nicholas Breakspeare (later Pope Hadrian IV), and the first king to be crowned by an archbishop was fourteen-year-old Magnus V Erlingssøn (r. 1163-77). Magnus took his divine calling seriously and established clearer guidelines  for royal succession, but this did not protect him from the challenge of the brilliant and daring Sverre Sigurdssøn, one of the most remarkable persons in the history of Norway. It is with Sverre’s reign (1177-1202) that Undset begins to weave the fictional Erlend Nikulaussøn’s lineage together with that of real historical families.

Sverre Sigurdssøn was raised in the remote, wind-swept Faroe Islands, and at age twenty-four had already entered the church when his mother informed him that his bloodline gave him a better claim to the crown than Magnus had. Though his royal parentage was never proved, there is no question that Sverre believed he had both a right and responsibility to the kingship, and that he made others believe it. His long campaign against Magnus was waged with the help of an intensely loyal, ragged band of disaffected mountainmen known as Birchlegs, since they were sometimes reduced to using bark for clothing. They were accustomed to extreme conditions and hardship, and for seven years Sverre led them over impassable mountains, through trackless forests, and into outposts so remote that the scattered population had never heard of Christianity or the king. While Magnus was aloof and aristocratic, Sverre was a charismatic champion of the underdog, and before long the ruffian band of Birchlegs was also joined by yeoman farmers of substance.

Sverre defeated and killed Magnus and destroyed most of his fleet in 1184, and for the next eighteen years he held the throne. He established himself at Bjørgvin and made it a new capital of culture, welcoming skalds and scholars to his court. Foreign trade had burgeoned since the middle of the century, and cosmopolitan Bjørgvin was also Norway’s most important center for merchants and craftsmen.

Sverre proved not only a commanding leader and tactician but an effective administrator. From the beginning he had been in opposition to the Archbishop of Nidaros, and now he strengthened the royal position through legislation, expanded the hird to a large army, and built a new aristocracy of his Birchleg followers—men of humble origin to whom he bequeathed the property of slain aristocrats. In this volume Erlend refers back to Sverre’s era—when social mobility was linked to the test of battle, as in Viking times—with longing and nostalgia, reminding the peaceloving  Lavrans and Erling Vidkunssøn that Simon Andressøn was their social equal only because his ancestor, Reidar Darre, was a Birchleg who had come into his fortune this way.

Although Sverre believed in Christian mildness and forgiveness, his reign certainly was not a peaceful one. He was challenged by no fewer than five pretenders to the throne, as well as by tensions with church magnates—part of the then-current European debate over Gregorian church reforms (initiated by Pope Gregory VII, 1073-85) which advanced the idea of a universal church under the Bishop of Rome over that of a national church controlled by the king. After exiling his first archbishop, the brilliant Eystein Er lendssøn, Sverre later made peace with him, and Eystein returned from England inspired by the powerful new cult of Saint Thomas à Becket, begun seven years before when Thomas was martyred in his own church in a similar power play with King Henry II. Eystein recognized the power of legends, that the cult of Saint Olav had potential like that of Saint Thomas, and he wrote Passio et Miracula Beati Olavi as its foundation. To give the saint’s shrine the impressive setting it deserved, he revised the original Romanesque plans for the Nidaros cathedral to the English Gothic style then under construction at Canterbury.

Sverre, however, ran into trouble again with Eystein’s successor Eirik Ivarssøn, who was a strong believer in the superiority of church over state, and who conspired with the pope to put the recalcitrant Sverre under interdict. Eirik’s schemes were clandestinely supported by the Bishop of Oslo, Nikulaus Arnessøn (d. 1225), who had been close to the defeated King Magnus—and whom Undset casts as Erlend Nikulaussøn’s great-grandfather.

Bishop Nikulaus was crafty, vengeful, and ambitious, at heart more a warrior and politician than a churchman, and his preparation of one of Magnus’s sons for the throne—while pretending to support Sverre—caused Norway’s bloodiest and most bitter civil war, the Bagler (or Crosier) War. Sverre was both a better leader and a better man, however, and when he died in 1202 he was still on the throne. After his son and successor Haakon died two years later—possibly from poison—the Baglers won a brief posthumous victory over Sverre, when the crown passed to Magnus’s nephew Ingi Baardsøn (r. 1204-17).

At Ingi’s death the most powerful pretender was his half-brother Skule Baardsøn, who had virtually controlled Ingi’s government. But Skule’s claim was thwarted by Birchlegs faithful to Sverre, who had for years carefully protected and prepared their champion’s thirteen-year-old grandson Haakon IV Haakonssøn (r. 1217-63) for the throne. Instead, Skule became a trusted advisor to the young King Haakon, and Haakon rewarded his uncle Skule by making him a duke and by marrying his daughter Margreta. Skule’s other daughter, Ragnfrid, married the son of Sverre’s old enemy Bishop Nikulaus—which made Duke Skule the fictional Erlend Nikulaussøn’s other great-grandfather. It was through Erlend’s grandmother Ragnrid Skulesdatter, sister to Queen Margreta, therefore, that he was kin to the royal house, a connection that is frequently mentioned in the text. Duke Skule also owned a large estate near Nidaros called Husaby (its foundation can still be seen today), which Erlend would later inherit.

During the early years of Haakon’s reign all new attempts at uprisings against the king were quashed by Duke Skule’s well-trained army, and by 1228 the last of the civil wars was over. Norway then entered a peaceful century (1228-1319). It had an established royal line and was a more united, better-organized state than most European countries of the era. Its kings were all descendants of Sverre and looked on him as the hero of their dynasty. All were energetic workers, and all were genuinely religious and cultivated men. The king was backed by a consolidated landowning aristocracy, both lay and clerical, which became more powerful as the century progressed.

The Norwegians’ devotion to their kings was unusual for the Middle Ages. Unlike other nations, its wars had never been between royalty and aristocracy, but between rival kings. The medieval kings took seriously their coronation oath to serve God and uphold the law, and often fought administrative abuses in their own courts. The country’s nobility was also much smaller, less wealthy, and less dominant than in feudalized countries, and its rural population (especially the independent allodial farmers, men of substance and influence in their communities like Lavrans Bjørg ulfssøn) was more powerful than in any other country except perhaps Switzerland. Though the church and crown were gradually acquiring greater amounts of land, independent farmers were sensitive to demands of taxes, rents, and tithes, and misuse of power  brought resistance. The population’s strong sense of justice and personal freedom, held over from the times of pagan chieftains, acted as an internal check on arbitrary use of power. In addition, the tings were still in place for ratifying laws and for expressions of popular will, though their importance would diminish by degrees over the century.

The most famous of the thirteenth-century kings was Sverre’s above-mentioned grandson Haakon IV Haakonssøn (called the Old). It was for faithful service to Haakon the Old that Lavrans Bjørgulfssøn’s family received the manor at Skog—a detail that shows how, even that far back, the interests of Lavrans’s and Erlend’s families were bound to different parties. For Haakon’s support of Erlend’s ancestor Duke Skule did not last after the civil wars ended. Skule (like Erlend) was an appealing but flawed character whose misguided pursuit of power finally turned people against him. Also like Erlend, Skule became restless in peacetime, and in 1240 he was killed while attempting to seize the throne for himself (Ibsen used this story for his play The Pretenders). It is thus hardly surprising that Erlend wonders, in naming his son after Skule, if the child will inherit his namesake’s bad luck.

During Haakon’s long reign the country prospered from trade—exports included fish, whale oil, timber, and highly prized luxury items like walrus ivory, falcons, and furs—and wealth brought to court life a splendor not known before in Norway. Haakon was a builder who improved many of the country’s castles and fortifications. He kept Icelandic skalds and saga writers at court for entertainment, and for the royal heir’s wedding in 1261, he wined and dined 1600 guests in three great halls in Bjørgvin.

Unlike Sverre, Haakon considered himself a partner with, not a rival to, the church, which he strengthened with taxes, gifts, missions, and buildings. Construction of Nidaros cathedral was begun the year after his coronation, and more than a thousand parish churches were built in his century. He also opened the country to the mendicant orders (Franciscan Minorites, like Kristin’s mentor Brother Edvin Rikardssøn, and Dominicans like Erlend’s brother Gunnulf), who built houses in the major towns and roamed the countryside preaching and teaching. The friars sometimes clashed with the secular clergy (one particularly ugly conflict in Oslo, in which local canons tore down a chapel the Franciscans were building, is referred to in this volume). But they were popular with the people, and did much to spread knowledge of and interest in Christianity, especially in rural areas.

Near the end of Haakon’s reign, in 1261, the Norwegian kingdom was peacefully enlarged when Iceland—which for decades had been torn by civil war between rival chieftains—voluntarily submitted itself to Norwegian rule. The political collapse of the proud little republic would reverberate unexpectedly in the finest large body of prose written during the medieval period in any language—the Icelandic family sagas, which made such an indelible impression on the young Sigrid Undset. Already in the 1230s the Icelander Snorri Sturluson had composed his remarkable Heimskringla , or History of the Kings of Norway, which remains the foundation of Norwegian historiography.

Haakon was succeeded by his son Magnus VI Lawmender (r. 1263-80), a thoughtful and pious man who wore the crown as a burden. With the help of scholars trained in Roman law, he oversaw extensive revision and codification of King Olav’s law—one of the most important achievements of the age. Its legal language was modernized and many of the laws and punishments made more humane. The most significant change, however, was in allowing the state to intervene more in daily life: misdeeds were no longer to be considered crimes against the individual or family, as they had been since pagan times, but against the state. This not only promised greater social stability, but also ensured that most of the income from fines would go directly to the royal coffers. The code’s wording was adjusted to transfer legislative power from the people to the king. Laws of succession were established to the twelfth degree of consanguinity, and the 1277 Concordat of Tunsberg legally defined the power and position of the church.

Magnus’s son Eirik II Magnussøn (“Priesthater,” r. 1280-99) was not of age when his father died, and during his mother’s regency ruling power was in the hands of squabbling aristocracy. Wrangling between lay and ecclesiastical magnates intensified when the regency interfered with clerical rights, and peace with the church was not restored until 1290. Eirik made an unfortunate war on Denmark, and also allowed the German Hanseatic League to siphon off much of Norway’s trade, both of which left the country in weakened economic condition.

In 1299 Eirik was succeeded by his brother Haakon V Mag nussøn (r. 1299-1319), who was on the throne when Undset’s Kristin Lavransdatter was born in 1302. The remaining fragment of Haakon’s stone portrait from the Nidaros Cathedral portrays a serious, intellectual, and worried man. Haakon V was the first king to make his permanent residence in Oslo, elevating the town to the status of capital. In the first volume of this novel, Simon’s family takes Kristin to Christmas festivities at Haakon’s court in Oslo, and she faints when Erlend Nikulaussøn—who once had served as the king’s page—also appears there.

Haakon was learned and literate, and he established a national archive as well as clerical schools at Bergen and Oslo. In deference to his German queen’s enthusiasm for chivalric romances, he also sponsored a number of translations, including the stories of Roland, Charlemagne, and Tristan and Isolde, which introduced the flowery continental style to audiences more familiar with the forceful, understated style of sagas and skaldic poetry. At one point in this volume Erlend recalls to his kinsman Erling Vid kunssøn how, when they were young pages together, they were obliged to listen to priests reading aloud the “holy sagas” about bishops’ and saints’ lives.

Haakon was a strong-willed and gifted leader who sincerely believed that the kingship was established by God for the good of the people, especially those little able to protect themselves—a philosophy that greatly appealed to Lavrans Bjørgulfssøn. He checked the power of the aristocracy, which had taken many liberties in his brother’s reign, and abolished the title of baron. He also further strengthened the country’s border defenses with modern forts garrisoned by armed soldiers. One was at Vardøy in far northern Finnmark, where Russians competed with Norwegian interests in the fur trade (it was on Erlend’s youthful tour of duty at Vardøy that he became involved with Eline Ormsdatter). Others were at Baagahus, on the Swedish border (where Lavrans is wounded and has a vision of Saint Thomas); Tunsberg in the south (where Simon Andressøn travels to petition for Erling Vidkunssøn’s help); and Oslo’s redoubtable landmark, Akershus (where Erlend is imprisoned).

Haakon’s foreign policies were less successful, however, and  helped develop the political morass that led to insurgencies under his successor. He failed to check the increasing power of Hanseatic traders in Bergen (one marries Erlend’s daughter Margret)—a fa voritism that led to broken relations with England and facilitated the monopoly of the Hanseatic League that posed a severe threat to Norwegian shipping. Equally important, he allowed himself to be used by the charismatic, unscrupulous Duke Eirik, brother of the Swedish King Birger, to whom in 1302 (the year of Kristin’s birth) Haakon had promised his only child, the one-year-old Inge bjørg, in marriage. Duke Eirik, who was plotting to depose his brother and form a central Scandinavian state under his own rule, led devastating raids on Norway in 1308 and 1310, and Lavrans was among those who fought in the defense. Nonetheless Eirik succeeded in charming his way to asylum at the Norwegian court, where he continued as a central figure in a maze of intrigue and war against Sweden and Denmark. Haakon uneasily supported Eirik’s wars after the duke’s marriage to the eleven-year-old Inge bjørg in 1312, but in so doing he greatly depleted the country’s purse; with the Germans in control of trade, little was coming in.

The year before Haakon’s death in 1319, however, Duke Eirik was captured and imprisoned in Sweden, where he died. His brother King Birger was then deposed, leaving Ingebjørg’s three-year-old son Magnus Eirikssøn a candidate for the throne in both Norway and Sweden. The complications arising from this vesting of two crowns in one person becomes one of the mainsprings of action in this volume of Kristin Lavransdatter.

It was decided that Magnus and his mother, Ingebjørg, acting as regent, would divide time between the two countries, which otherwise would be governed separately. But Ingebjørg continued to nurture Duke Eirik’s dream of a united Scandinavian kingdom, and became involved with her Danish lover Knut Porse in a scheme to take over Skaane (the southern part of the Swedish peninsula, then part of Denmark). Together they led a campaign against Denmark largely at Norway’s expense, scandalizing the Norwegian public and leaving the treasury so depleted it was impossible to care decently for the child king. Porse’s ambition and daring won him some Norwegian admirers even so—among them Erlend Nikulaussøn and Munan Baardsøn, a real grandson of  Duke Skule’s whom Undset casts as Erlend’s cousin and best friend.

In 1322 the Swedes, at a meeting at Skara, deprived the impressionable Ingebjørg (she was only twenty-one) of all political powers; Norway did the same seven months later. At a large meeting of the hird and bishops, the archbishop was authorized to appoint a head of government, whom all promised to support provided he kept the laws and his oath to the king and people. That man was an outstanding young member of the Norwegian nobility, Erling Vidkunssøn, who as viceroy ruled the country with great ability and a high sense of duty until Magnus came of age. As mother of the king, Lady Ingebjørg was treated with respect until she married Porse in 1326; the government then severed all ties with her.

Undset brings Erling Vidkunssøn twice to visit Husaby and Nidaros in this volume, once with the young King Magnus in tow—occasions that serve to introduce these complex political issues both to the unworldly Kristin and to the reader. As viceroy, Erling followed Haakon V’s basic policies, but he was more skillful than Haakon in foreign affairs. He concluded a three-year border war with Russia in 1326 (in the wake of this, Erlend is again sent north to Finnmark, to maintain the peace and negotiate with the Sami about trade and taxes), made peace with Denmark, kept the Hanseatic merchants within bounds, and was generally successful at keeping foreign influence and officeholders out of the government. These policies ended, however, in 1331, when fifteen-year-old Magnus Eirikssøn himself took over. By that time Knut Porse had died, leaving Ingebjørg a widow with two small sons, Haakon and Knut.

Several times Undset’s characters complain that King Magnus’s sympathies were too much with Sweden, where he was educated and continued to spend most of his time. Magnus had also inherited from his parents and stepfather the dream of enlarging the mid-Scandinavian realm under his personal control, and he busied himself with military campaigns to that end. His first Chancellor for Norway was an old antagonist of Erling’s, Paal Baardsøn; when in 1333 Magnus made Paal Archbishop, he neglected to appoint another Chancellor. Twice the Norwegian nobles revolted, demanding effective administration; both times the result was a  compromise. A 1333 revolt led by Erling Vidkunssøn himself, together with the king’s young cousins Jon and Sigurd Haftorssøn, is important in Undset’s story because it left Erling and the king estranged, making Simon’s mission to seek clemency for Erlend especially difficult.

Several historians have admired Undset’s fictional plot, in which Erlend plans to place Ingebjørg’s second son on his unpopular half-brother’s seat in Norway. Some sympathy returned to Inge bjørg after Knut Porse’s death, and Haakon Knutssøn, as a grandson of Haakon V, had a legitimate place in the line of succession. Such a plot very well could have (some even say should have) been conceived. In fact, though, it was 1343 before sovereignty of the two kingdoms was again divided, with one country designated for each of Magnus’s sons. And not until 1350—i.e., after the Black Death, and after Kristin Lavransdatter ends—was ten-year-old Haakon VI Magnussøn crowned king of Norway at Bjørgvin.

Woven through this intricate story of kings, tings, and pretenders is the story of another, equally powerful institution—the medieval church. Religion was so bound up in the medieval mind with the rest of life, however, that it can be misleading to distinguish religious from other activities. For example, the missionary kings were fully convinced that they ruled in God’s name, and throughout the Middle Ages clergy and laypeople alike believed that royal blood had holy significance. This was why the man who slew Olav Haraldssøn soon left on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, never to return—regicide was also a form of deicide.

Thus church and state were both crucial to the foundation of a Christian kingdom, and as royal power grew and consolidated, ecclesiastical power kept step. Their areas of authority were understood to be distinctive and complementary, although talented men with strong personalities were bound to clash when interests overlapped. The different spheres were carefully outlined in The King’s Mirror, an anonymous didactic work from the thirteenth century cast in the form of a conversation between father and son, which is Norway’s most important literary achievement of the medieval period. Written sometime in the reign of Haakon the Old, it concerns good manners and pious conduct, and is designed for the instruction of a royal heir. The king, it explains, represents divine lordship; he is supreme judge of temporal matters and final executor of the law. While both the church and crown are God’s houses, the bishop’s authority is in “his mouth,” while the king’s rests in “his hands”—i.e., the bishop represents God’s word and can punish by denying access to God’s table, whereas the king can punish with the sword—but only in righteousness. To slay out of hatred is not justice but murder, and unlawfully preempts God’s judgment. A wise ruler understands that church and crown should support each other and not encroach on each other’s realms.

In this period the church was exceptionally well organized, and it produced several great jurists and statesmen. It also inspired and commissioned most of the artistic achievements of the age, including Norway’s unique, intricately carved and decorated wooden stave churches; its many Romanesque churches and monasteries; and the splendid example of Gothic architecture at Nidaros, which was at its peak of glory at the time of Kristin’s pilgrimage. Increasing numbers of clergy (like Gunnulf Nikulaussøn) studied in universities abroad, and they returned stimulated by books and ideas from Europe and beyond. Such educated men produced the earliest manuscripts extant in Norway—poetry, legends, homilies, and theological writings.

At the mythic level, the king and the church both lived intimately with the population. At the practical level, however, people had far more regular interaction with the church, which offered what we today call social services—education, counseling and health care, and charity. Parish priests like Sira Eirik and Eiliv, as well as wandering friars like Gunnulf and Brother Edvin, instructed people in Christian doctrine and helped them through critical events like birth, illness, and death. It was also left to the clergy to interpret pagan superstitions and sometimes to merge them with Christian ones. Examples of this in the novel include frequent uses of sorcery and witchcraft, and rumors that the devastating fire at Nidaros Cathedral in 1328 was God’s punishment for Magnus Eirikssøn’s youthful homosexual experiences. Monasteries provided more collective services such as boarding schools (like Oslo’s Nonneseter, where Kristin spends a formative year under the tutelage of its real historical abbess, Fru Groa), hospitals (like the one abutting Erlend and Gunnulf’s property in Nidaros), and hostels (like Bakke in Nidaros, where Kristin finds refuge on  her pilgrimage). They also boarded homeless and elderly laypeople for a fee, a service used in Norway mostly by women (as when Kristin retires to Rein Cloister in Volume 3).

 

Undset’s massive compilation of perfectly rendered historical detail in this novel, framed by her equally precise rendering of Norway’s magnificent natural surroundings, is reason enough for the novel’s high reputation, but it is not all that makes Kristin’s world so “real” to modern readers. Equally compelling is the immediately recognizable psychology of her characters, who seem as though they might easily be our neighbors or ourselves. Some historians have criticized Undset for this, insisting that under other historical circumstances people could not have thought and felt as modern people do. Undset, who had instantly felt kinship with characters in the medieval Icelandic sagas and ballads, disagreed. Historical change affects some things about human life, she argued—ideas, social customs, religious beliefs, and technology, for example—but not others. The elemental passions, such as pride, envy, compassion, greed, and desire, are common to humanity in all eras and places.

If the novel’s worldwide popularity is any measure, Undset’s conviction of this, and her skill in uniting the historical and human dimensions in her fiction, leads most readers to agree—or at least willingly to suspend disbelief. We can enter her Middle Ages largely because we recognize her characters on an emotional level: Lavrans Bjørgulfssøn’s solicitude, upright reticence, and tragically unawakened erotic passion; Ragnfrid’s sexual frustration, guilt, and awe of her husband; Simon’s earnest goodness and private longings; Kristin’s stubborn, unforgiving pride and deep maternal involvement; and Erlend’s charm, childishness, and reckless irresponsibility. At the same time, thanks to Undset’s scrupulous research and finely honed historical sensibility, we can also learn much about Norway’s medieval past in which they lived.
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A NOTE ON THE TRANSLATION

Based on the first edition of Husfrue, published in Norway in 1921, this is the first unabridged English translation of Volume II of Sigrid Undset’s epic work. Certain sections, scattered throughout the novel and totaling approximately eighteen pages, were omitted from the previous English translation. Many are key passages, such as Kristin’s lengthy dialogue with Saint Olav in Christ Church, Gunnulf’s meditation on the mixture of jealousy and love he has always felt toward Erlend, and Ragnfrid’s anguished memory of her betrothal to Lavrans. All of these passages have now been restored, offering the reader crucial insight into the underlying spiritual and psychological turmoil of the story. This translation has been published with the support of a grant from NORLA (Norwegian Literature Abroad).
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IN MEMORY OF MY FATHER 
INGVALD UNDSET




PART I

THE FRUIT OF SIN




CHAPTER 1

ON THE EVE of Saint Simon’s Day, Baard Petersøn’s ship anchored at the spit near Birgsi. Abbot Olav of Nidarholm had ridden down to the shore himself to greet his kinsman Erlend Nikulaussøn and to welcome the young wife he was bringing home. The newly married couple would be the guests of the abbot and spend the night at Vigg.

Erlend led his deathly pale and miserable young wife along the dock. The abbot bantered about the wretchedness of the sea voyage; Erlend laughed and said that his wife was no doubt longing to sleep in a bed that stood firmly next to a wall. And Kristin tried to smile, but she was thinking that she would not go willingly on board a ship again for as long as she lived. She felt ill if Erlend merely came close to her, so strongly did he smell of the ship and the sea—his hair was completely stiff and tacky with salt water. He had been quite giddy with joy the entire time they were on board ship, and Sir Baard had laughed. Out there at Møre, where Erlend had grown up, the boys were constantly out in the boats, sailing and rowing. They had felt some sympathy for her, both Erlend and Sir Baard, but not as much as her misery warranted, thought Kristin. They kept saying that the seasickness would pass after she got used to being on board. But she had continued to feel wretched during the entire voyage.

The next morning she felt as if she were still sailing as she rode up through the outlying villages. Up one hill and down the next, carried over steep moraines of clay, and if she tried to fix her eyes up ahead on the mountain ridge, she felt as if the whole countryside was pitching, rising up like waves, and then tossed up against the pale blue-white of the winter morning sky.

A large group of Erlend’s friends and neighbors had arrived at Vigg that morning to accompany the married couple home, so they set off in a great procession. The horses’ hooves rang hollowly, for  the earth was now as hard as iron from black frost. Steam enveloped the people and the horses; rime covered the animals’ bodies as well as everyone’s hair and furs. Erlend looked as white-haired as the abbot, his face glowing from the morning drink and the biting wind. Today he was wearing his bridegroom’s clothing; he looked so young and happy that he seemed radiant, and joy and wild abandon surged in his beautiful, supple voice as he rode, calling to his guests and laughing with them.

Kristin’s heart began quivering so strangely, from sorrow and tenderness and fear. She was still feeling sick after the voyage; she had that terrible burning in her breast that now appeared whenever she ate or drank even the smallest amount. She was bitterly cold; and lodged deep in her soul was that tiny, dull, mute anger toward Erlend, who was so free of sorrow. And yet, now that she saw with what naive pride and sparkling elation he was escorting her home as his wife, a bitter remorse began trickling inside her, and her breast ached with pity for him. Now she wished she hadn’t held to her own obstinate decision but had told Erlend when he visited them in the summer that it would not be fitting for their wedding to be celebrated with too much grandeur. And yet she had doubtless wished he might see for himself that they would not be able to escape their actions without humiliation.

But she had also been afraid of her father. And she had thought that after their wedding was celebrated, they would be going far away. She wouldn’t see her village again for a long time—not until all talk of her had long since died out.

Now she realized that this would be much worse. Erlend had mentioned the great homecoming celebration that he would hold at Husaby, but she hadn’t envisioned that it would be like a second wedding feast. And these guests—they were the people she and Erlend would live among; it was their respect and friendship that they needed to win. These were the people who had witnessed Erlend’s foolishness and misfortune all these years. Now he believed that he had redeemed himself in their opinion, that he could take his place among his peers by right of birth and fortune. But he would be ridiculed everywhere, here in the villages, when it became apparent that he had taken advantage of his own lawfully betrothed bride.

The abbot leaned over toward Kristin.

“You look so somber, Kristin Lavransdatter. Haven’t you recovered from your seasickness yet? Or are you longing for your mother, perhaps?”

“Oh, yes, Father,” said Kristin softly. “I suppose I’m thinking of my mother.”

 

They had reached Skaun. They were riding high up along the mountainside. Beneath them, on the valley floor, the leafless forest stood white and furry with frost; it glittered in the sunlight, and there were glints from a little blue lake down below. Then they emerged from the evergreen grove. Erlend pointed ahead.

“There you can see Husaby, Kristin. May God grant you many happy days there, my wife!” he said warmly.

Spread out before them were vast acres, white with rime. The estate stood on what looked like a wide ledge midway up the mountain slope. Closest to them was a small, light-colored stone church, and directly to the south stood all the buildings; they were both numerous and large. Smoke was swirling up from the smoke vents. The bells began to chime from the church and people came streaming out toward them from the courtyard,1 shouting and waving. The young men in the bridal procession clanged their weapons against each other—and with much banging and clattering and joyous commotion the group raced toward the manor of the newly married man.

 

They stopped in front of the church. Erlend lifted his bride down from her horse and led her to the door, where an entire crowd of priests and clerics stood waiting to receive them. It was bitterly cold inside, and the daylight seeped in through the small arched windows in the nave, making the glow of the tapers in the choir pale.

Kristin felt abandoned and afraid when Erlend let go of her hand and went over to the men’s side while she joined the group of unfamiliar women, dressed in their holiday finery. The service was very beautiful. But Kristin was freezing, and it seemed as if her prayers were blown back to her when she tried to ease her heart and lift it upwards. She thought it was probably not a good omen that it was Saint Simon’s Day—since he was the patron saint of the man whom she had treated so badly.

From the church they walked in procession down toward the manor; first the priests and then Kristin and Erlend, hand in hand, followed by the guests, two by two. Kristin was so distracted that she didn’t notice much of the estate. The courtyard was long and narrow; the buildings stood in two rows along the south and north sides. They were massive and set close together, but they seemed old and in disrepair.

The procession stopped at the door to the main house, and the priests blessed it with holy water. Then Erlend led Kristin inside, through a dark entryway. On her right a door was thrown open to brilliant light. She ducked through the doorway and stood next to Erlend in his hall.

It was the largest room she had ever seen on any man’s estate. There was a hearthplace in the middle of the floor, and it was so long that fires were burning at both ends. And the room was so wide that the crossbeams were supported by carved pillars. It seemed to Kristin more like the interior of a church or a king’s great hall than the hall of a manor. At the east end of the house, where the high seat2 stood in the middle of the bench along the wall, enclosed beds had been built into the walls between the pillars.

And so many candles were now burning in the room—on the tables, which groaned with precious vessels and platters, and in brackets attached to the walls. As was the custom in the old days, weapons and shields hung between the draped tapestries. The wall behind the high seat was covered with velvet, and that was where a man now hung Erlend’s gold-chased sword and his white shield with the leaping red lion.

Serving men and women had taken the guests’ outer garments from them. Erlend took his wife by the hand and led her forward to the hearthplace; the guests formed a semicircle behind them. A heavyset woman with a gentle face stepped forward and shook out Kristin’s wimple, which had wrinkled a bit under her cloak. As the woman stepped back to her place, she bowed to the young couple and smiled. Erlend bowed and smiled in return and then looked down at his wife. At that moment his face was so handsome. And once again Kristin’s heart seemed to sink—she felt such pity for him. She knew what he was now thinking; he saw her standing there in his hall with the long, snow-white wimple of a married  woman spread out over her scarlet wedding gown. That morning she had been forced to wind a long woven belt tightly around her stomach and waist under her clothing before she could get the gown to fit properly. And she had rubbed her cheeks with a red salve that Fru Aashild had given her. While she was doing this, she had thought with indignation and sadness that Erlend didn’t seem to look at her much, now that he had won her—since he hadn’t yet noticed her condition. Now she bitterly regretted that she hadn’t told him before.

As the couple stood there, hand in hand, the priests walked around the room, blessing the house and the hearth, the bed and the table.

Then a servant woman brought the keys of the house over to Erlend. He hung the heavy key ring on Kristin’s belt—and as he did this he looked as if he wanted to kiss her at the same time. A man brought a large drinking horn, ringed in gold, and Erlend put it to his lips and drank to her.

“Health and happiness on your estate, my wife!”

And the guests shouted and laughed as she drank with her husband and then threw the rest of the wine into the hearth fire.

Then the musicians began to play as Erlend Nikulaussøn led his lawful wife to the high seat and the banquet guests sat down at the table.

On the third day the guests began to leave, and by the fifth day, just before mid-afternoon prayers, the last ones had departed. Then Kristin was alone with her husband at Husaby.

The first thing she did was to ask the servants to remove all the bedclothes from the bed, to wash them and the surrounding walls with lye, and to carry out the straw and burn it. Then she had the bed filled with fresh straw and on top she spread the bedclothes that she had brought with her to the estate. It was late at night before the work was done. But Kristin said that this should be done with all the beds on the farm, and all the furs were to be steamed in the bathhouse. The maids would have to start first thing in the morning and do as much as they could before the sabbath. Erlend shook his head and laughed—what a wife she was! But he was quite ashamed.

Kristin had not slept much on the first night, even though the priests had blessed her bed. On top were spread silk-covered pillows, a linen sheet, and the finest blankets and furs, but underneath lay filthy, rotting straw; there were lice in the bedclothes and in the magnificent black bear pelt that lay on top.

Many things she had noticed during those days. Behind the costly tapestries which covered the walls, the soot and the dirt had not been washed from the timbers. There was an abundance of food for the feast, but much of it was spoiled or ill-prepared. And they had lit the fires with raw, wet wood that offered hardly any heat and filled the room with smoke.

Poor management she had seen everywhere when, on the second day, she walked around with Erlend to look at the estate. There would be empty stalls and storerooms after the celebration was over; the flour bins were almost swept clean. And she couldn’t understand how Erlend planned to feed all the horses and so much livestock with what was left of the straw and hay; there was not even enough fodder for the sheep.

But there was a loft half-filled with flax, and nothing had been done with it—it seemed to be a large part of several years’ harvest. And a storeroom full of ancient, unwashed, and stinking wool, some in sacks and some lying loose all around. When Kristin put her hand into the wool, tiny brown worm eggs spilled out of it—moths and maggots had gotten into the wool.

The cattle were feeble, gaunt, scabrous, and chafed; never had she seen so many old animals in one place. Only the horses were beautiful and well cared for. But none of them was a match for Guldsvein or Ringdrott, the stallion that her father now owned. Sløngvanbauge, the horse that he had given her from home, was the most splendid horse in Husaby’s stables. She couldn’t resist putting her arm around his neck and pressing her face against his coat when she went over to him. And the gentry of Trøndelag3  looked at the horse and praised his strong, stout legs, his deep chest and high neck, his small head and broad flanks. The old man from Gimsar swore by both God and the Fiend that it was a great sin that they had gelded the horse—what a battle horse he might have been. Then Kristin had to boast a little about his sire, Ringdrott. He was much bigger and stronger; there wasn’t another stallion that could compete with him; her father had even tested him against the most celebrated horses all the way north to this parish. Lavrans had given these horses the unusual names—Ringdrott and  Sløngvanbauge—because they were golden in color and had markings that were like reddish-gold rings. The mother of Ringdrott had strayed from the other mares one summer up near the Boar Range, and they thought that a bear had taken her, but then she came back to the farm late in the fall. And the foal she bore the following year had surely not been bred by a stallion belonging to anyone aboveground. So they burned sulfur and bread over the foal, and Lavrans gave the mare to the church, to be even safer. But the foal had grown so magnificent that he now said he would rather lose half his estate than Ringdrott.

Erlend laughed and said, “You don’t talk much, Kristin, but when you talk about your father, you’re quite eloquent!”

Kristin abruptly fell silent. She remembered her father’s face when she was about to ride off with Erlend and he lifted her onto her horse. Lavrans had put on a happy expression because there were so many people around them, but Kristin saw his eyes. He stroked her arm and took her hand to say farewell. At that time her main thought had been that she was glad to be leaving. Now she thought that for as long as she lived, she would feel a sting in her soul whenever she remembered her father’s eyes on that day.

 

Then Kristin Lavransdatter set about organizing and managing her household. She was up before dawn each morning, even though Erlend protested and pretended that he would keep her in bed by force; no one expected a newly married woman to be running from one building to another long before the light of day.

When she saw into what a sorry state everything had fallen and how much she would have to tend to, then the thought shot through her mind, hard and clear: if she had committed a sin to come to this place, so be it—but it was also a sin to make use of God’s gifts as was done here. Shame was deserved by those who had been in charge before, along with all of those who had allowed Erlend’s manor to decline so badly. There had not been a proper foreman at Husaby for the past two years; Erlend himself had been away from home much of the time, and besides, he had little knowledge of how to run the estate. So it was only to be expected that his envoys farther out in the countryside cheated him, as Kristin suspected they did, or that the servants at Husaby worked only as much as they pleased and whenever and in whatever manner it suited each of them. It would not be easy now for her to restore order to things.

One day she talked about this with Ulf Haldorssøn, Erlend’s personal servant. They should be done with the threshing, at least of the grain on their own land—and there wasn’t much of it—before it was time for the slaughtering.

Ulf said, “You know, Kristin, that I’m not a farmer. We were to be Erlend’s weapons bearers, Haftor and I—and I am no longer practiced in farming ways.”

“I know that,” said the mistress. “But as things stand, Ulf, it won’t be easy for me to manage this winter, newly arrived as I am in this northern region and unfamiliar with our people. It would be kind of you to help me and advise me.”

“I can see, Kristin, that you won’t have an easy time this winter,” said the man. He looked at her with a little smile—that odd smile he always wore whenever he spoke to her or to Erlend. It was impudent and mocking, and yet there was in his bearing both kindness and a certain esteem for her. And she didn’t feel that she had the right to be offended when Ulf assumed a more familiar attitude toward her than might otherwise be fitting. She and Erlend had allowed this man to be a witness to their improper and sinful behavior; now she saw that he also knew in what condition she found herself. That was something she would have to bear. She saw that Erlend too tolerated whatever Ulf said or did, and the man did not show much respect for his master. But they had been friends in their childhood; Ulf was from Møre, the son of a smallholder who lived near Baard Petersøn’s estate. He used the familiar form of address when he spoke to Erlend, as he now did with her—but that was more the custom among people up north than back home in her village.

Ulf Haldorssøn was quite a striking man, tall and dark, with handsome eyes, but his speech was ugly and coarse. Kristin had heard terrible things about him from the maids on the farm. When he went into town he would drink ferociously, reveling and carousing in the houses that stood along the alleyways; but when he was home at Husaby, he was the most steadfast of men, the most capable, the hardest worker, and the wisest. Kristin had taken a liking to him.

“It would not be easy for any woman to come to this estate, after all that has gone on here,” he said. “And yet, I believe, Mistress Kristin, that you will fare better here than most women might. You’re not the kind to sit down and whimper and complain; instead, you think of protecting the inheritance here for your descendants, when no one else gives any thought to that. And you know full well that you can count on me; I’ll help you as much as I can. You must remember that I’m unaccustomed to farming ways. But if you will seek my counsel and allow me to advise you, then we should be able to make it through this winter, after a fashion.”

Kristin thanked Ulf and went inside the house.

 

Her heart was heavy with fear and anguish, but she struggled to free herself. Part of her worry was that she didn’t understand Erlend—he still didn’t seem to notice anything. But the other part, and this was worse, was that she couldn’t feel any life in the child she was carrying. She knew that at twenty weeks it should begin to move; now it was more than three weeks past that time. At night she would lie in bed and feel this burden which was growing and becoming heavier but which continued to be as dull and lifeless as ever. And hovering in her thoughts was all that she had heard about children who were born lame, with hardened sinews; about creatures that came to light without limbs, that had almost no human form. Before her closed eyes passed images of tiny infants, hideously deformed; one horrific sight melted into another that was even worse. In the south of Gudbrandsdal, at Lidstad, they had a child—well, it must be full grown by now. Her father had seen it, but he would never speak of it; she noticed that he grew distressed if anyone even mentioned it. She wondered how it looked . . . Oh, no. Holy Olav, pray for me! She must believe firmly in the beneficence of the Holy King. She had given her child into his care, after all. With patience she would suffer for her sins and place her faith, with all her soul, in help and mercy for the child. It must be the Fiend himself who was tempting her with these loathsome sights in order to lure her into despair. But it was worse at night. If a child had no limbs, if it was lame, then the mother would doubtless feel no sign of life. Half-asleep, Erlend noticed that his wife was uneasy. He folded her tighter into his arms and buried his face in the hollow of her neck.

But in the daytime Kristin acted as if nothing was wrong. And  each morning she would dress carefully, to hide from the house servants a little while longer that she was not walking alone.

It was the custom at Husaby that after the evening meal the servants would retire to the buildings where they slept. Then she and Erlend would sit alone in the hall. In general the customs here on the manor were more as they had been in the old days, back when people had thralls to do the housework. There was no permanent table in the hall, but each morning and evening a large plank was placed on trestles and then set with dishes, and after the meal it was hung back up on the wall. For the other meals everyone took their food over to the benches and sat there to eat. Kristin knew that this had been the custom in the past. But nowadays, when it was hard to find men to serve at the table and everyone had to be content with maids to do the work indoors, it was no longer practical—the women didn’t want to waste their strength by lifting the heavy tables. Kristin remembered her mother telling her that at Sundbu they had a permanent table when she was eight winters old, and the women thought this a great advantage in every way. Then they no longer had to go out to the women’s house with their sewing but could sit in the main room and cut and clip, and it looked so fine to have candlesticks and a few lovely vessels always standing there. Kristin thought that in the summer she would ask Erlend to put a table along the north wall.

That’s where it stood at home, and her father had his high seat at the head of the table. But at Jørundgaard the beds stood along the wall to the entryway. At home her mother sat at the end of the outer bench so that she could go back and forth and keep an eye on the food being served. Only when there were guests did Ragnfrid sit at her husband’s side. But here the high seat was in the middle beneath the east gable, and Erlend always wanted Kristin to sit with him. At home her father always offered God’s servants a place in the high seat if they were guests at Jørundgaard, and he and Ragnfrid would serve them while they ate and drank. But Erlend refused to do so unless they were of high rank. He had little love for priests or monks—they were costly friends, he said. Kristin thought about what her father and Sira Eirik always said when people complained about the avarice of clerics: every man forgets the sinful pleasure he has enjoyed when he has to pay for it.

She asked Erlend about life at Husaby in the old days. But he knew very little. Such and such he had heard, if he remembered rightly—but he couldn’t recall exactly. King Skule had owned the manor and built it up, presumably intending to make Husaby his home when he donated Rein manor to the convent. Erlend was exceedingly proud that he was descended from the duke, as he always called the king, and from Bishop Nikulaus. The bishop was the father of his grandfather, Munan Biskopssøn. But Kristin thought that he knew less about these men than she did from her own father’s stories. At home things were different. Neither her father nor her mother boasted of the power or prestige of their deceased ancestors. But they often spoke of them, holding out the good they knew about them as an example and telling of their faults and the evil that had resulted as a warning. And they knew amusing little tales—about Ivar Gjesling the Elder and his enmity with King Sverre, about Dean Ivar’s sharp and witty replies, about Haavard Gjesling’s tremendous girth, and about Ivar Gjesling the Younger’s wondrous luck in hunting. Lavrans told of his grandfather’s brother who abducted the Folkung maiden from Vreta cloister; about his grandfather, the Swedish knight Ketil; and about his grandmother, Ramborg Sunesdatter, who always longed for her home in Västergötaland and who one day drove her sleigh through the ice of Lake Vänern when she was visiting her brother at Solberga. He told of his father’s skill with weapons and of his inexpressible sorrow at the death of his young first wife, Kristin Sigurdsdatter, who died in childbed, giving birth to Lavrans. And he read from a book about his ancestor, the Holy Fru Elin of Skøvde, who was blessed to become God’s martyr. Lavrans had often said that he and Kristin should make a pilgrimage to the grave of the holy widow. But nothing had ever come of it.

In her fear and need, Kristin tried to pray to this holy woman to whom she was bound by blood. She prayed to Saint Elin for her child and kissed the cross that her father had given her; inside was a scrap of the holy saint’s shroud. But Kristin was afraid of Saint Elin, now that she had shamed her lineage so terribly. When she prayed to Saint Olav and Saint Thomas for their intercession, she often felt that her laments reached living ears and sympathetic hearts. Her father loved these two martyrs of righteousness above  all the other saints, even more than Saint Lavrans himself, whose name he bore, and whose feast day in late summer he always honored with a great banquet and rich alms. Kristin’s father had seen Saint Thomas in his dreams one night when he lay wounded outside of Baagahus. No one could describe how loving and venerable he was in appearance, and Lavrans himself had not been able to utter anything but “Lord, Lord!” But the radiant bishop had tenderly touched the man’s wound and promised him life and vigor so that he would once again see his wife and daughter, as he had prayed for. And yet at that time not a soul had believed that Lavrans Bjørgulfsøn would live through the night.

Well, Erlend had said. One heard so many things. Nothing like that had ever happened to him, and it wasn’t likely to, either. He had never been a pious man like Lavrans.

Then Kristin asked about the people who had attended their homecoming feast. Erlend had little to say about them either. It occurred to Kristin that her husband did not resemble the people here in the countryside. Many of them were handsome; blond and ruddy-hued, with round, hard heads; strong and stocky in build. Many of the old men were immensely fat. Erlend looked like a strange bird among his guests. He was a head taller than most of the men, thin and lean, with slender limbs and fine joints. And he had black, silken hair and a tan complexion, but pale blue eyes beneath coal black brows and shadowy black lashes. His forehead was high and narrow, his temples hollowed; his nose was a little too big and his mouth a little too small and weak for a man. And yet he was handsome; Kristin had never seen a man who was half as handsome as Erlend. Even his soft, quiet voice was unlike the husky voices of the others.

Erlend laughed and said that his lineage was not from around here, except for his paternal great-grandmother, Ragnrid Skulesdatter. People said that he was much like his mother’s father, Gaute Erlendssøn of Skogheim. Kristin asked him what he knew of this man. But he knew almost nothing.

 

One evening Erlend and Kristin were undressing. Erlend couldn’t unfasten the strap on his shoe, so he cut it off, and the knife sliced into his hand. He bled heavily and cursed fiercely. Kristin took a  cloth out of her linen chest. She was wearing only her shift. Erlend put his other arm around her waist as she bandaged his hand.

Suddenly he looked down into her face with horror and confusion—and flushed bright red himself. Kristin bowed her head.

Erlend withdrew his arm. He said nothing, and so Kristin walked quietly away and climbed into bed. Her heart thudded hollowly and hard against her ribs. Now and then she cast a glance at her husband. He had turned his back to her, slowly taking off one garment after the other. Then he came over and lay down.

Kristin waited for him to speak. She waited so long that her heart seemed to stop beating and just stood still, quivering in her breast.

But Erlend didn’t say a word. And he didn’t take her into his arms.

At last he hesitantly placed his hand on her breast and pressed his chin against her shoulder so that the stubble of his beard prickled her skin. When he still said nothing, Kristin turned over to face the wall.

She felt as if she were sinking and sinking. He had not one word to offer her—now that he knew she had been carrying his child these long, difficult days. Kristin clenched her teeth in the dark. She would not beg him. If he remained silent, then she would be silent too, even if it lasted until the day she gave birth. Resentment surged up inside her. But she lay absolutely still next to the wall. Erlend too lay still in the dark. Hour after hour they lay there this way, and each one knew that the other was not asleep. Finally Kristin heard by his regular breathing that Erlend had dozed off. Then she allowed her tears to fall as they would, from sorrow and hurt and shame. This, she felt, she would never be able to forgive him.

For three days Erlend and Kristin went about in this manner—he seemed like a wet dog, thought the young wife. She was burning and stony with anger, becoming wild with bitterness whenever she felt him give her a searching look but then swiftly shift his glance if she turned her eyes toward his.

On the morning of the fourth day Kristin was sitting in the main house when Erlend appeared in the doorway, dressed for riding. He said that he was going west to Medalby and asked whether  she wanted to accompany him to visit the manor; it was part of her wedding-morning gift. Kristin assented, and Erlend himself helped her to put on the fur-lined boots and the black cloak with sleeves and silver clasps.

Out in the courtyard stood four saddled horses, but Erlend told Haftor and Egil to stay home and help with the threshing. Then he helped his wife into the saddle. Kristin realized that Erlend was now planning to speak about the matter which lay unspoken between them. Yet he said nothing as they slowly rode off, southward, toward the forest.

It was now nearly the end of the slaughtering month, but still no snow had fallen in the parish. The day was fresh and beautiful; the sun had just come up, and it glittered and sparkled on the white frost everywhere, on the fields and on the trees. They rode across Husaby’s land. Kristin saw that there were few cultivated acres or stubble fields, but mostly fallow land and old meadows, tufted with grass, moss-covered, and overgrown with alder saplings. She mentioned this.

Her husband replied merrily, “Don’t you know, Kristin—you who know so well how to tend and manage farms—that it does no good to grow grain this close to a trading port? You gain more by trading butter and wool for grain and flour from the foreign merchants.”

“Then you should have traded the goods that are lying in your lofts and have rotted long ago,” said Kristin. “I also know that the law says that every man who leases land must sow grain on three parts but let the fourth part lie fallow. And surely the estate of the master should not be worse tended than the farms of his leaseholders—that’s what my father always said.”

Erlend laughed a bit and said, “I have never asked about the law in that regard. As long as I receive what is my due, my tenants can run their farms as they see fit, and I will run Husaby in the manner that seems to me best and most suitable.”

“Do you think yourself wiser then,” said Kristin, “than our deceased ancestors and Saint Olav and King Magnus, who established these laws?”

Erlend laughed again and said, “I hadn’t given any thought to that. What a devilish good grasp you have of our country’s laws and regulations, Kristin.”

“I have some understanding of these matters,” said Kristin, “because Father often asked Sigurd of Loptsgaard to recite laws for us when he came to visit and we sat at home in the evening. Father thought it was beneficial for the servants and the young people to have some knowledge of such things, and so Sigurd would recount one passage or another.”

“Sigurd . . .” said Erlend. “Oh, yes, now I remember. I saw him at our wedding. He was the toothless old man with the long drooping nose who slobbered and wept and patted you on the breast. He was still dead drunk in the morning when everyone came up to us and watched as I put the linen wimple of a married woman on your head.”

“He has known me for as long as I can remember,” said Kristin crossly. “He used to take me on his lap and play with me when I was a little maiden.”

Erlend laughed again. “That was an odd kind of amusement—that you had to sit and listen to the old man chanting the law, passage by passage. Lavrans is unlike any other man in every way. Usually it is said that if the tenant knew the full law of the land and the stallion knew his strength, then the Devil would be a knight. . . .”

Kristin gave a shout and struck her horse on the flank. Erlend threw his wife an angry and astonished look as she rode away from him.

Suddenly he spurred his horse. Jesus, the ford in the river—it was impossible to cross there now, the earth had slid away recently. Sløngvanbauge took longer strides when he noticed another horse chasing him. Erlend was deathly afraid—how she was racing down the steep slopes. He bounded past her through the copse-wood and doubled back on the road where it flattened out for a short stretch to make her stop. When he came up alongside her, he saw that Kristin herself had grown a little scared.

Erlend leaned over toward his wife and struck her a ringing blow beneath the ear; Sløngvanbauge leaped sideways, startled, and reared up.

“Well, you deserved that,” said Erlend, his voice shaking, after the horses had calmed down and they once again rode side by side. “The way you rushed off like that, senseless with fury . . . You frightened me.”

Kristin held her hand to her head so that he couldn’t see her face. Erlend wished that he hadn’t hit her. But he repeated, “Yes, you scared me, Kristin—to dash off like that! And to do so  now . . . ,” he said softly.

Kristin didn’t reply, nor did she look at him. But Erlend felt that she was less angry than before, when he had mocked her home. He was greatly surprised by this, but he saw that it was so.

 

They arrived at Medalby, and Erlend’s leaseholder came out and wanted to show them into the main house. But Erlend thought they first ought to inspect the buildings, and Kristin should come along. “She owns the farm now, and she has a better understanding of such things than I do, Stein,” he said with a laugh. Several farmers were there too, who were to act as witnesses, and some of them were also Erlend’s tenants.

Stein had come to the farm on the last turnover day4 and since then he had been begging the master to come up and see the condition that the buildings were in when he took over, or to send an envoy in his stead. The farmers testified that not one building had been without leaks, and those that were now in a state of collapse had been that way when Stein arrived. Kristin saw that it was a good farm, but it had been poorly maintained. She saw that this Stein was a capable man, and Erlend was also very amenable and promised him some reductions in his land rent until he was able to repair the buildings.

Then they went into the main house where the table was set with good food and strong ale. The leaseholder’s wife asked Kristin’s forgiveness for not coming out to greet her. But her husband would not allow her to step out under open sky until she had been to church after giving birth.5 Kristin greeted the woman kindly, and then she had to go over to the cradle to see the child. It was the couple’s first, and it was a son, twelve nights old, big and strong.

Then Erlend and Kristin were led to the high seat, and everyone sat down and ate and drank for a good long time. Kristin was the one who talked most during the meal; Erlend didn’t say much, nor did the farmers, and yet Kristin noticed that they seemed to like her.

Then the child woke up, at first whimpering but then shrieking  so terribly that the mother had to put him to her breast to calm his cries. Kristin glanced over at the two of them several times, and when the boy had had enough, she took him from the woman and held him in her arms.

“Look, husband,” she said, “don’t you think he’s a handsome and fine young fellow?”

“That he is,” said Erlend, not looking in her direction.

Kristin sat and held the child for a while before she gave him back to his mother.

“I will send a gift over here to your son, Arndis,” she said. “For he’s the first child I’ve held in my arms since I came up here to the north.”

Flushed and defiant, with a little smile Kristin cast a glance at her husband and then at the farmers sitting along the bench. A few of them showed a slight twitch at the corner of the mouth, but then they stared straight ahead, their faces stiff and solemn. After a moment a very old man stood up; he had been drinking heavily. Now he lifted the ladle out of the ale bowl, placed it on the table, and raised the large vessel.

“So let us drink to that, mistress; that the next child you hold in your arms will be the new master of Husaby!”

Kristin stood up and accepted the heavy bowl. First she offered it to her husband. Erlend barely touched it with his lips, but Kristin took a long, deep drink.

“Thank you for that greeting, Jon of Skog,” she said with a cheery nod, her eyes twinkling. Then she sent the bowl around.

Kristin could see that Erlend was red-faced and quite angry. She herself merely felt such a foolish urge to laugh and be merry. A short time later Erlend wanted to leave, and so they set off on their way home.

 

They had been riding for a while without speaking when Erlend suddenly burst out, “Do you think it’s necessary to let even our tenants know that you were carrying a child when you were wed? You can wager your soul with the Devil that talk about the two of us will soon be flying through all the villages along the fjord.”

Kristin didn’t reply at first. She stared into the distance over her horse’s head, and she was now so white in the face that Erlend grew frightened.

“I will never forget for as long as I live,” she said at last, without looking at him, “that those were the first words you greeted him with, this son of yours that I carry under my belt.”

“Kristin!” said Erlend, his voice pleading. “My Kristin,” he implored when she said nothing and refused to look at him. “Kristin!”

“Sir?” she replied coldly and courteously, without turning her head.

Erlend cursed so that sparks flew; he spurred his horse and raced ahead along the road. But a few minutes later he came riding back toward her.

“This time I was almost so furious,” he said, “that I was going to ride away from you.”

Kristin said calmly, “Then you might have had to wait a good long time before I followed you to Husaby.”

“The things you say!” said her husband, resigned.

 

Once again they rode for some time without talking. In a while they reached a place where a small path led up over a ridge. Erlend said to his wife, “I was thinking that we could ride home this way, over the heights—it will take a little longer, but I’ve wanted to travel up this way with you for some time.”

Kristin nodded indifferently.

After a while Erlend said that now it would be better for them to walk. He tied their horses to a tree.

“Gunnulf and I had a fortress up here on the ridge,” he said. “I’d like to see whether there’s anything left of our castle.”

He took Kristin’s hand. She didn’t resist, but walked with her eyes downcast, looking at where she set her feet. It wasn’t long before they were up on the heights. Beyond the bare, frost-covered forest, in the crook of the little river, Husaby lay on the mountain slope directly across from them, looming big and grand with the stone church and all its massive buildings, surrounded by the broad acres, and the dark forested ridge behind.

“Mother used to come up here with us,” said Erlend softly. “Often. But she would always sit and stare off to the south, toward the Dovre Range. I suppose she was always yearning, night and day, to be far away from Husaby. Or she would turn toward the north and gaze out at the gap in the slopes—there where you  can see blue in the distance; those are the mountains on the other side of the fjord. Not once did she look at the farm.”

Erlend’s voice was tender and beseeching. But Kristin neither spoke nor looked at him. Then he went over and kicked at the frozen heath.

“No, there’s probably nothing left here of Gunnulf’s and my fortress. And it was a long time ago, after all, that we played up here, Gunnulf and I.”

He received no answer. Right below where they stood was a small frozen pond. Erlend picked up a stone and threw it. The hollow was frozen solid so that only a tiny white star appeared on the black mirror. Erlend picked up another stone and threw it harder—then another and another. Now he was throwing them in utter fury, and in the end he would have splintered the ice with a vengeance. But then he caught sight of his wife’s face—she stood there, her eyes dark with contempt, smiling scornfully at his childishness.

Erlend spun around, but all at once Kristin grew deathly pale and her eyes fell shut. She stood there with her hands stretched out and groping, swaying as if she were about to faint—then she grabbed hold of a tree trunk.

“Kristin—what is it?” Erlend asked in fear.

She didn’t answer but stood as if she were listening to something. Her gaze was remote and strange.

Now she felt it again. Deep within her womb it felt as if a fish was flicking its tail. And again the whole world seemed to reel around her, and she felt dizzy and weak, but not as much as the first time.

“What’s the matter?” asked Erlend.

She had waited so long for this—she hardly dared to acknowledge the great fear in her soul. She could not speak of it—not now, when they had been fighting all day long. Then he said it.

“Was it the child moving inside you?” he asked gently, touching her shoulder.

Then she cast off all her anger toward him, pressed herself against the father of her child, and hid her face on his chest.

 

Some time later they walked back down to the place where their horses were tied. The short day was almost over; behind them in  the southwest the sun was sinking behind the treetops, red and dull in the frosty haze.

Erlend carefully tested the buckles and straps of the saddle before he lifted his wife up onto her horse. Then he went over and untied his own. He reached under his belt for the gloves he had put there, but he found only one. He looked around on the ground.

Then Kristin couldn’t resist and said, “It will do you no good to look for your glove here, Erlend.”

“You might have said something to me if you saw me lose it—no matter how angry you were with me,” he replied. They were the gloves that Kristin had sewn for him and given to him as one of his betrothal presents.

“It fell out of your belt when you hit me,” said Kristin very quietly, her eyes downcast.

Erlend stood next to his horse with his hand on the saddle-bow. He looked embarrassed and unhappy. But then he burst out laughing.

“Never would I have believed, Kristin—during all the time I was courting you, rushing around and begging my kinsmen to speak on my behalf and making myself so meek and pitiful in order to win you—that you could be such a witch!”

Then Kristin laughed too.

“No, then you probably would have given up long ago—and it certainly would have been in your own best interest.”

Erlend took a few steps toward her and placed his hand on her knee.

“Jesus help me, Kristin—have you ever heard it said of me that I did anything that was in my own best interest?”

He pressed his face down in her lap and then looked up with sparkling eyes into his wife’s face. Flushed and happy, Kristin bowed her head, trying to hide her smile and her eyes from Erlend.

He grabbed hold of her horse’s harness and let his own horse follow behind; and in this manner he escorted her until they reached the bottom of the ridge. Every time they looked at each other he would laugh and she would turn her face away to hide that she was laughing too.

“So,” he said merrily as they came out onto the road again, “now we’ll ride home to Husaby, my Kristin, and be as happy as two thieves!”
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