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	By Matt Flavel, Alsherjargothi of the Asatru Folk Assembly

	 

	 

	 

	Before beginning the foreword of this essential work, I want to express my gratitude for being asked to contribute in this way. On a Tuesday night in 2010, while working the door at a popular local bar in Anchorage, Alaska, I opened The Culture of the Teutons for the very first time. Being it was an uneventful Tuesday evening, I had plenty of time to read. I have always had a deep interest in history and a profound commitment to understanding the soul of my folk and ancestors. The Culture of the Teutons is the single most impactful book I have yet read to further those pursuits. I found myself having to set the work aside every few pages and let myself digest and absorb what I was reading. The author was able to take complex ideas and stories from such diverse source material and crystallize the core values of our ancestors in an unprecedented and profound way. 

	Before understanding the culture of a people, we must first understand who the people themselves are. As sons and daughters of Europe, as Aryans, our roots run deep. We are the bearers of a torch that was lit in the distant past and a soul that is shaped by a noble ethos (Aryan means noble). The nobility that defines us and that has built civilization is derived from the ancient warrior values expressed so well in this book.  

	Many of us are reading this work out of a love of history. Some are reading The Culture of the Teutons from an interest in ancient sociology. In either case, understanding how our ancestors lived is fascinating, and understanding why they lived that way is essential for our identity. To really learn and absorb culture, we must not only know what a person or people did, but we must also understand why a person or a people acted in a certain way. The Culture of the Teutons breaks down the fundamental question of “why” in a profound way that is of immediate and enduring value. The “why” is essential if we wish to learn the lessons of the past and, in doing so, build a future for our children and our Folk. 

	In my position as a gothi (a priest of the Asatru religion), I am often asked for study or book recommendations. While we have numerous sagas, eddas, archaeological studies, works of mythic lore, epic poetry, and endless historical writings and studies, The Culture of the Teutons has always been the one book I recommend above all others. Religiosity aside, The Culture of the Teutons is an excellent resource to research and reconnect with the traditional values of our ancestors. Better than anyone else, Vilhelm Grønbech is able to distil the core values and principles that have defined the culture of our European people in a way that truly connects the dots between all the varied source material. The Culture of the Teutons ties together all the texts, stories, songs, and histories of our ancestors in a comprehensive way that shines a light upon the core values that shaped our race, that shaped our common Folk Soul. 

	Even while we may not all share the worship of the same gods as our ancestors, we all can find that spark of our Folk Soul. It is the inherent knowledge of ethics; of what is right and what is wrong; a fundamental agreement of proper and improper; a culturally accepted set of standards and virtues that noble men and women of old laid before us and that we can still recognize in our own behaviors and conduct today. Within the Folk Soul lies the recognition of the elements of those ancient songs, sagas, and poems. We can feel the truth of them in our very bones, the reality of these truths, deep within our soul. It is a message carried through our very bloodline. It is our inheritance. 

	Regardless of the faith of the reader, the importance of community has always been fundamental to our people. Devotion, Frith, Luck, and Honor are not new concepts. One meaningful concept that this book helped me comprehend more fully is that of honor, how our ancestors approached the meaning of honor and how that has evolved in the modern age. Honor to our noble forebearers was not an internal code as it is in our isolated and fragmented society of today. Honor was a matrix of reputation and deeds that defined your worth and place in society. This focus on reputation and accomplishment is more important now than ever before. The reality that deeds equal reputation comes through loud and clear in this book. 

	Another equally important lesson that is taught in The Culture of the Teutons is the importance and the true meaning of Frith. In this book, for the first time, we find examples of “proactive frith,” a reciprocal exchange and relationship that does not merely exist to avoid conflict but rather is actively enforced in a shared web of responsibility forming the bonds that create a strong and functional community. By building those bonds, by uniting our families, and by tying our Folk together in one beautiful tapestry of strength, we build something much greater than that of the single thread of individuality. Standing strong and standing together for the honor of the whole community rather than the ego of the self and the individual is what we desperately lack today, especially in our traditionally-minded White community. 

	This work was originally published in 1909. Reading books from this period is such a treat because the works, while scholastically objective, are written with genuine enthusiasm for the subject and are unencumbered by the modern obsession with “political correctness.”  This work presents the subject on its own terms and judged by its own standards. Therein lies yet another value of this book. The Culture of the Teutons is immersive and goes a long way towards inculcating an understanding of the thinking and feeling of European culture prior to the coming of Christianity. 

	Often, in the modern times, we are told that as White people, we do not have a “culture,” or we are asked to forsake our history and the accomplishments of our ancestors to make room for others. This book lays the foundation of the beautiful culture of our ancestors in poignant terms and in bold colors. Understanding and internalizing the values in these pages in not only something we should do, it is something we owe our ancestors, but more than that, it is something we owe our descendants.  
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	The term “Germanic” is ordinarily used to denote the racial stem of which the Scandinavians, the modern Germans, and the English are ramifications. The name itself is probably of extraneous origin, given to us by strangers.

	We do not know what it means. Presumably, it was first intended to denote but a small fraction of these peoples: the fringe adjoining the Celts. Over time, however, it came to be accepted as a general designation for the whole. The Romans, having learned to distinguish between the inhabitants of Gaul and their eastern neighbors, called the latter Germani, thus rightly emphasizing the close friendship that from the earliest times united the northern and southern inhabitants of the Baltic regions and the riparian and forest-dwelling peoples of Northern Germany. This kinship was evident, not only in language, but fully as much in culture, even to its innermost corners.

	The Teutons make their entry suddenly upon the stage of history. Their appearance falls at the time when Rome was working out the result of its long and active life, crystallizing the striving and achievements of the classical world into the form in which the culture of antiquity was to be handed down to posterity. Into this light they come, and it must be admitted that its brilliance shows them poor and coarse by comparison.

	There is little splendor to be found here, it would seem.

	We see them first from the outside, with Roman eyes, looking in upon them as into a strange country. And the eye’s first impression is of a foaming flood of men—a wave of warriors—pouring in with the elemental fury of the sea over eastern Gaul, to break upon the front of Caesar’s legions, and be smoothed away in a mighty backwash of recoil. Thus, roughly, Caesar’s first encounter with these barbarians appears in the description by the great Roman himself.

	And beyond this flood, we look into a dark, barren, and forbidding land, bristling with unfriendly forests and spread with marshes. In it, we are shown groups of men who, in the intervals of their wars and forays, lie idling on couches of skins or sit carousing noisily by daylight, and, for sheer lack of occupation, gamble away their few possessions: horses and women, even their very lives and freedom, down to the pelt upon their back.

	And between the groups go tall, sturdy women with ungentle eyes and scornful mien. Among all these shouting and raving sounds here and there a voice of mystery: an old crone making prophecy to an awed stillness round—a vague suggestion that these riotous men at moments give themselves up in breathless silence to the worship of their gods. But what are they busied with in the gloom of their sacred groves? Some slaughtering of men,1 no doubt, along with horrible sacrifice and drinking, for shouting and screaming can be heard far off.

	To the peoples of the South, these dwellers in the northern wastes were simply barbarians. The Romans and the Greeks regarded their existence as the mere negation of civilized life. They lay stress upon the unpretentious character of Germanic life. The little needs of these poor people were easily satisfied.

	A covering of skins for the body, perhaps a touch of paint about the face, some sort of weapon in the hand, and the external apparition is practically complete. They look magnificent, it must be granted, in their semi-nakedness. What human art neglects is here provided for by nature, which has given them beautiful muscles and splendid red or blond hair that would not shame the loveliest lady in Rome.2 The German is a piece of nature’s work, and his place is in a natural environment, among the forests of the mountain slopes. There he lives, whether in the excitement of the chase or in some fierce, warlike raid.

	At home, he spends his time in a somnolent state of idleness and intoxication; he lies amid the dirt and soot and smoke in a place that he may call his house, but which is really nothing better than a shed, a stable where man and beast are equally at home. The need to shape his surroundings according to a personality of his own—which might well be called the instinct of nobility in civilization—is something he has clearly never felt.

	He lives in the wilds. A house, for him, is merely a shelter from the violence of wind and weather, a refuge easily built, and as easily dismantled for removal to another place.

	Living thus in a state of nature, and existing on what nature provides, he has in himself the wildness of that nature. True, he was credited by the fastidious onlookers of the South also with a certain greatness. He is capable of great devotion; he will risk his life for the sake of a chance guest whose only claim upon him is the fact that he came last evening to the dwelling of his host, and spent the night upon his couch. The women often exhibit an instinctive horror of anything that could in any way degrade them. But in reality, the barbarian knows absolutely nothing of such qualities as faithfulness and keeping to a given word. The power of distinction, which is the mark of true humanity, is something he entirely lacks. It never occurs to him that anything could be good by eternal law. He has no laws, and when he does what is good, his action is dictated solely by natural instinct.

	These Germanic peoples live and move in hordes, or tribes, or whatever we may call them. They have kings of some sorts and something in the nature of a general assembly, which all men capable of bearing arms attend. But we should be cautious of supposing anything properly answering to a state institution as understood among civilized people. The king has no real authority; the warriors obey him today, and turn their back on him defiantly tomorrow. One day, their kings may lead them forth on any reckless enterprise; the next, they may be scattering, despite his orders, and in defiance of all political prudence, to their separate homes. And in their assembly, the method of procedure is simply that he who can use the most persuasive words wins over all the rest. The warriors clash their weapons, and the matter is decided. They are like children in regard to coaxing and gifts, but fickle and ungovernable in regard to anything like obligation, indisposed to recognize any definite rule and order.

	Briefly, in the view of the Roman citizen, these Germanic tribes are a people of strongly marked light and shade in character—for such words as virtue and vice, good and evil, cannot be used to describe them by anyone with a linguistic conscience. The Roman may speak of their natural pride, their stubborn defiance, proof even against the chains of their conqueror’s's triumph, but such words as majesty or nobility he will unconsciously reserve for himself and his equals.

	Here and there, among the highest types of classical culture, we may find a half-aesthetic, half-humane sympathy for these children of the wild. Even this is in its origin identical with the layman’s mingled fear and hatred, inasmuch as it regards its object as a piece of wild nature itself. In the midst of their civilization, men could feel a spasm of wistful admiration in the face of nature, for the primeval force of life, the power that rushes on without knowing whither. Man at the pinnacle of his splendor might ponder in melancholy upon the happy lot of nature’s children playing in the mire far below—a state which he himself, for better or worse, could never reach.

	Tacitus, the romantic, voiced the praises of the simple life in the personal style of the decadent period: with original twists and turns of phrase, and a vocabulary of the very rarest words that he could find. He does not beautify his savage artificially and makes no attempt to show him as wiser or better clad than he is. On the contrary, he is at pains to point out how few and simple are the needs of savage life. His enthusiasm is expressed in the most delicate phrases. Among the Germani, he declares, good customs are of more avail than are good laws elsewhere: “interest and usury are unknown to them, and thus they eschew the vice more fervently than if it were forbidden.”

	In their customs, these savages find a naive and simple form of expression for dumb, primitive feelings: 

	 

	It is not the wife who brings a dowry here, but the husband who comes with gifts to his bride . . . and these gifts do not consist in women’s fripperies . . . no; cattle, a saddled horse, a shield, a sword—these are the bridal gifts. And she in return brings weapons for her husband’s use. This they consider the strongest of bonds: the sacredness of the home, and the gods of wedded life. To the end that a woman shall not feel herself apart from manly thoughts and the changing circumstance of war, she is reminded in the marriage ceremony itself that she there enters upon a sharing of her husband’s work and peril. . . .3

	 

	And as between friends: “They rejoice in one another’s gifts, giving and receiving freely, without thought of gain; friendly goodwill it is that unites them.” In other words, no sickly cast of thought, but pure spontaneous feeling.

	Tacitus is concerned to show particularly how all “virtue” and “vice” is a natural growth among the people he describes.

	He depicts them with so affectionate a hand, and at the same time with unvarnished truth in detail, because he views his object as a piece of unspoiled nature. So thoroughly is he filled with the sense of contrast between himself and his barbarians that he fails to mark how every fact he brings forward infallibly tears the frail theory in which he tries to weave it.

	The thing that fills civilized man with horror and loathing of the barbarian is the feeling of being face to face with a creature incalculable, a man devoid of law. Heedlessly, unthinkingly the savage keeps his oath and will as heedlessly break oaths and promises. He can be brave and generous in his unruly fashion, and in that same unruly fashion brutal and bestial. Any act of cruelty, any breach of faith, is far more repulsive when it stands without relation to anything else than when it appears as the infringement of an accepted moral law, a lapse from grace.

	The barbarian has no character—that is the essence of the Roman verdict. When a civilized man does wrong, he does so at worst because it is wrong. Thus, the villain’s consciousness of being wicked marks him as a human being with whom one can associate. But to receive a barbarian among one’s circle of acquaintance is equivalent to building one’s house in the immediate vicinity of a volcano. What if the barbarians do build some sort of houses, and till the soil? Heaven knows their agriculture is but primitive at best, the way they scratch at the surface of the earth and raise a miserable crop, only to seek fresh fields the following year. What if they do keep cattle, make war, and dispense some kind of justice among themselves? Or grant them even some degree of skill in forging weapons? They are not a civilized people for all that.

	It was about the beginning of our era that the Germanic people first appeared in history. A thousand years later, the world saw the last glimpse of them. For a short period, the Northmen held the scene of Europe, working out their racial character and ideals with feverish haste, before they were transformed and merged in the mass of European civilization. Their going marks the disappearance of the Germanic culture as an independent type.

	The Northmen, too, have been portrayed by strangers from the outside, and the picture has marked points of similarity to that image of them left by their anterior kinsmen in the records of the Roman historians: wild, bloodthirsty, little amenable to human reason, gifted with splendid vices, and overall devils. Thus runs the character given to them by medieval chroniclers. The civilized men who now judged them were Christians who saw the world not as divided in degrees of culture, but as divided between the powers of light and darkness; whence the incalculable must necessarily be ascribed to some origin in the infernal regions. The barbarians of classical times answer to the demons of medieval Christianity.

	This time, however, the picture does not stand alone without a foil. Here in the North, a people of Germanic race have set up their own monument to later times, showing themselves as they wished to be seen in history, revealing themselves, not with any thought of being seen by strangers, but yet urged by an impulse toward self-revelation.

	To outsiders, the Northmen seem to have something of the same elemental, unreflecting violence, the same uneasy restlessness that led the cultured world to stamp their Southern kinsmen as barbarians: they were reckless and impulsive—not to say obstinate—in their self-assertion, acting on the spur of the moment, shifting from one plan to another. The cool political mind might find considerable resemblance between the German brigands and the pirates of the North. But our more intimate knowledge enables us to discern the presence of a controlling and uniting will beneath the restless exterior—what at the first glance appears but aimless flickering shows, on closer inspection, as a steadier light. In reality, these Vikings have but little of that aimlessness which can be characterized as natural. There is more of calculating economy in them than of mere spendthrift force. The men are clear in their minds both as to end and means, will and power. While they may seem to be drifting toward no definite goal, they have yet within themselves an aim undeviating as the compass, unaltering however they may turn.

	The old idea of the Vikings as sweeping like a storm across the lands they touched, destroying the wealth they found and leaving themselves as poor as ever, has, in our time, had to give way to a breathless wonder at their craving for enrichment.

	The gold they found has disappeared. But we have learned now that there was gathered together in the North a treasury of knowledge and thought, poetry and dreams, that must have been brought home from abroad, despite the fact that such spiritual values are far more difficult to find, steal, and carry safely home than precious stones or metals. The Northmen seem to have been insatiable in the matter of such spiritual treasures. They have even, in the present day, been accused of having annexed the entire sum of pagan and Christian knowledge possessed by the Middle Ages. Looking at the Norse literature of the Viking Age, we find some difficulty in refuting this charge, though it may seem too sweeping as it is urged by Bugge and his disciples.4 Others, again, ask scornfully if we are really expected to believe that our Northmen sat over their lessons like schoolboys in the Irish monasteries, studying classical authors and medieval encyclopedias. This would no doubt be the most natural explanation for modern minds who suck all their nourishment from books and lectures; we must probably assume that they gained their learning in some less formal fashion. On the other hand, if they had not the advantage of a systematic education, it is all the more incomprehensible that they should in such a degree have gained access to the art and science of their age. They had not only a passionate craving to convert the elements of foreign culture to their own enrichment, but they had also a mysterious power of stirring up culture and forcing it to yield what lay beneath its surface.

	Even this thirst for knowledge, however, is not the most surprising thing about them. That they did learn and copy to a great extent is plain to see, but even now we may speculate without result, or hope of any result, upon what it was they learned and how much they may have added thereto of their own. There exists no magic formula whereby the culture of Viking times, as a whole, can be resolved into its original component parts. So thoroughly have they refashioned what they took, until its thought and spirit are their own.

	The two sides must be seen together throughout. The Northman has not only a powerful tendency to extend and enrich his mental sphere, but this craving for expansion is counterpoised by a spiritual self-assertion no less marked, that holds him stubbornly faithful to the half-unconscious ideal that constitutes his character.

	He does not face the world with open arms; far from it, he is all suspicion and reserve toward strange gods and ways and values, that he feels incongruous with his own self-estimation. All that is alien he holds aloof until he has probed its secret, or wrung from it a secret satisfying to him. All that cannot be dealt with as such, he shuts out and away from him; in fact, he is hardly aware of it. But wherever he can, by adapting himself at first to an alien atmosphere, extract its essence for his own particular use—there he will draw in greedily all he can, and let it work in him.

	He has that firmness that depends upon a structure in the soul, and that elasticity which comes from the structure’s perfect harmony with its surroundings, enabling him spiritually to conform to the need of his environment. He is master of the world about him, by virtue of a self-control more deeply rooted even than the will, identical with the soul-structure itself.

	In his innermost being, there is a central will passing judgment upon all that penetrates from outside, a purpose that seizes upon every new acquisition, which seals and enslaves it to one particular service, forcing it to work in the spirit of its new master and stamping it with his image. Where this cannot be done, the alien matter is rejected and ignored. All that it takes to itself is transmuted into power—all power subjected to discipline—and flung out as a collective force. Thus, violence here is not a mere extravagance of power. The central will gives to each action such an impetus that it overshoots the mark in every case, setting a new one beyond. Thus, man’s whole life is lived at such a pressure of power that he himself is ever being urged on toward ever further goals. But the scale and measure of his doing is a thing outside himself. The ultimate standards whereby his life is judged are the verdict of his fellows and the verdict of posterity: standards unqualified and absolute.

	The violence is organized from the depths of the soul. It is energy that keeps the spiritual life awake and athirst, and thus creates the single-minded, firmly set personality of the Northman. These men are not each but an inspired moment, fading vaguely away into past and future; they are present, future, and past in one. A man fixes himself in the past by firm attachment to past generations.

	Such an attachment is found more or less among all peoples, but the Northman makes the past a living and guiding force by constant historic remembrance, and historic speculation in which he traces out his connection with former generations and his dependence on their deeds. His future is linked up with the present by aim and honor and the judgment of posterity. And he fixes himself in the present by reproducing himself in an ideal type, such a type for instance as that of the chieftain: generous, brave, fearless, quick-witted, stern toward his enemies, faithful to his friends, and frank with all. The type is built up out of life and poetry together: first lived, and then transfused into poetry.

	This firmness of spiritual organization which characterizes the Northman as a personality is no less evident in his social life. Wherever he goes, he carries within himself a social structure that manifests itself in definite political forms as soon as he is thrown together with a crowd of others speaking the same tongue. He is not of that inarticulate type which forms kaleidoscopic tribal communities. However small his people may be, and however slight the degree of cohesion between its component molecules, the social consciousness is always present and active. He is a people in himself, and has no need to build up an artificial whole by the massing of numbers together. As soon as he has settled in a place—for a little while or for a length of time—a thing shoots up out of the ground,5 and about it grows a community. Whether his sense of social order finds scope to form a kingdom, or is constrained within narrower bounds, it is a tendency deep-rooted, part and parcel of his character itself.

	Culture, in the truest sense of the word, means an elastic harmony between man’s inner self and his surroundings, so that he is able not only to make his environment serve his material ends, but also to transfigure the impulses of the surrounding world into spiritual ideals and aspirations. The cultured man possesses an instinctive dignity, which springs from fearlessness and self-reliance, and manifests itself in sureness of aims and means alike in matters of formal behavior and in undertakings of far-reaching consequence. In this sense, these Vikings are men of character; they possess themselves and their world in lordly right of determination. Their harmony may be poor in the measure of its actual content, but it is nonetheless powerful and deep.

	What a difference between these two pictures—the portrait that Southern pens have drawn of their Germanic contemporaries, and that which the last of the Germanic race have themselves imprinted into history. Yet for all that, we group them together under one name, and we do so fully conscious of what it implies. It was early realized that the two are so closely related as not merely to justify, but to necessitate our treating them together.

	Such indications as we have of the primeval Germanic customs, laws, and ethical values prove that those earliest forbears of the race were one with their younger kinsmen in mode of thought, and in that which unites thoughts and feelings and makes them the bearers of personality.

	In this light from the North, we can see then that the Suebi and the Marcomanni and whatever they were called,6 were not mere creatures of the moment, devoid of character, as the Romans fondly imagined. With the aid of the Northmen, we can interpret all—or nearly all—the scattered notes that have been handed down, and find something human in what our authorities found meaningless. We can dimly perceive, for instance, that the alternating fealty and infidelity of the Germanic tribes, which so often led the Romans to harsh measures, had in reality its foundation in an ethical system. And we can plainly see that behind their actions, with such vices and such virtues, stood a character widely different from the Roman, but neither more natural nor unnatural. In principle, the Germanic character was just as consistent, just as rational, and no less bound by the consideration of preserving a certain unity in the personality. And a political genius like Caesar recognized that if his plans concerning these barbarians were to be of any firmness in themselves, it was not enough that he thought them out in Latin. His eagerness to penetrate beneath the thought of these Germani, down to the habit of mind which determined their form of utterance, is in itself a testimony to the fact that these barbarians bore the stamp of culture and the mark of character.

	We are better off than the Romans in that we have been guided to a view of the Germanic life from within. The Romans had excellent opportunities of observation and were often keen observers; the great majority of what the Romans and the Greeks wrote about the Germanic people is right in its way.

	But every single remark, great or small, reveals its derivation from a sweeping glance across the frontier. We can always notice that the narrator himself stood far outside; he has seen what these people did, but he has not understood why they did so. In his account, we see their actions without perspective and without proportion, and the more precise his details are, the stranger the whole account seems. Such descriptions leave us with, at best, the same grotesque impression one would have after watching from a distance men talking and gesticulating, but without any idea of what affected them.

	There is a great difference between making the acquaintance of a people from outside as the Romans did, following it home to gain a glance at its daily life, and on the other hand, being received into the midst of that people, seeing its men at home preparing for a campaign, and being there again to meet them on their return.

	We are more fortunately situated than the Southern writers in this respect, but are we much wiser? There may be some danger of arriving too easily at our understanding. The inability of the Romans to recognize the actions of the Germani as human may warn us against letting our own interpretation pass over what was really strange in our forefathers, erroneously attributing to them motives of our own.

	The Northmen are a cultured people in the full sense of the word. We must recognize them as our equals. They lived as energetically as we do, found no less satisfaction in life, and felt themselves masters of life—masters who determined their aim and inflexibly had their way. But the recognition of this fact in itself emphasizes the distance between us, because it brings out more pointedly the difference between ancient and modern modes of conquering and enjoying life.

	The difference is evident the moment we compare the Teutons with the other Northern European race of ancient times: the Celts.

	For all our Germanic descent, we are more nearly related to the Celts.7 They are a more modern type of people, we might say.

	It needs not long acquaintance with them before one comes to intimacy. Here comes a man in whose face the whole world—of nature and of man—is reflected. The beauty of nature, the beauty of mankind, man’s heroism, woman’s love—these things thrill him, and lead him into ecstasy. He feels and feels until his soul is ready to burst—and then pours forth a lyric flood, plaintive and jubilant, wistfully pondering, and earnestly exalting all that delights the eye. A religious ecstasy comes over him. He gives himself up to the invisible, grasping and surrendering himself at once, living the invisible as a reality with real joys and real sorrows. He flings himself over into the full experience of mysticism, yet without losing hold of the visible reality—on the contrary, his inner sense takes its fill of the beauty of nature, of delight in the animal life of earth and air.

	The violence of life meets an answering passion within him; he must go with it and must feel his pulses beating in the same hurrying rhythm as that which he feels without and about him. He can never make his pictures vivid enough or rich enough in color. Beauty overwhelms him, and in his feverish eagerness to let nothing be lost, he loads one picture on another. The terror and grandeur of life excite him till he paints his giants with innumerable heads and every imaginable attribute of dread; his heroes are of supernatural dimensions, with hair of gold or silver, and more than godlike powers.

	Little wonder that the Celt often frightens and repels us by his formless exaggeration. He fills us at times with aversion, but only to attract us anew. Exaggeration is a natural consequence of passionate feeling that derives its strength and its character from the sensitivity of the soul to everything about it, down to the faintest motions in the life of nature and man.

	Such a breadth of soul life is unknown among the Norsemen, not even to be found as an exception.

	Compared with the Celt, the Northman is heavy, reserved, a child of earth, yet seemingly half-awakened. He cannot say what he feels, save by vague indication in a long, roundabout fashion. He is deeply attached to the country that surrounds him; its meadows and rivers fill him with a latent tenderness, but his sense of home has not emancipated itself into love. The feeling for nature rings in muffled tones through his speech and through his myths, but he does not burst into song of the loveliness of the world. Of his relations with women, he feels no need to speak, save when there is something of a practical nature to be stated; only when it becomes tragic does the subject enter into his poetry. In other words, his feelings are never revealed until they have brought about an event; they tell us nothing of themselves save by the weight and bitterness they give to the conflicts that arise. Uneventfulness does not throw him back upon his inner resources, and it never opens up a flood of musings or lyricism—it merely dulls him. The Celt meets life with open arms: ready for every impression, he is loath to let anything fall dead before him. The Teuton is not lacking in passionate feeling, but he cannot and will not help himself so lavishly to life.

	He has but one view of man: man asserting himself, maintaining his honor, as he calls it. All that moves within a man must be twisted around until it becomes associated with honor, before he can grasp it. All his passion is thrust back and held until it finds its way out in that one direction. His friendship of man and love of woman never find expression for the sake of the feeling itself; they are only felt consciously as a heightening of the lover’s self-esteem, and consequently as an increase of responsibility. This simplicity of character shows in his poetry, which is at heart nothing but lays and tales of great avengers, because revenge is the supreme act that concentrates his inner life and forces it out in the light. His poems of vengeance are always intensely human, because revenge to him is not an empty repetition of a wrong done, but a spiritual self-assertion, a manifestation of strength and value. Thus, the anguish of an affront or the triumph of victory is able to open up the sealed depths of his mind and suffuse his words with passion and tenderness. But the limitation that creates the beauty and strength of Teuton poetry is revealed in the fact that only those feelings and thoughts which make man an avenger and furthers the attainment of revenge are expressed; all else is overshadowed. Woman finds a place in poetry only as a valkyrie, or as inciting to strife; for the rest, she is included among the ordinary inventory of life. Friendship, the highest thing on earth among the Teutons, is only mentioned when friend joins hands with friend in the strife for honor and restitution.

	There is abundance of passion in the poetry of the Northmen, but it appears only as a geyser, up and down, never bursting out and flowing forth in lyrical streams. Impressive, but gray; powerful, but sober. His epics are marked by a trustworthy simplicity and restraint of imagination keeping well within the bounds drawn by the grand reality of a warlike existence. His heroes are of a size generally comparable to the heroic figures of everyday life, and their powers are but the least possible in advance of ordinary standards. In life, there is none of that fever-pulse so characteristic of the Celts that comes of over-susceptibility, of the tendency to live every moment at the same pace as one’s surroundings, or inability to resist the rhythm of one’s environment. The Northman’s response to impressions from outside is so long in coming that it seems as if his movements were dictated solely from within. An impulse from the world without does not fall deadly on his soul, but its force is arrested, laid in bonds, on impact with his massive personality.

	And there is but one passion that can let loose this accumulated force: his passion for honor. For the Northman to be affected by this or that in what he meets depends on something that has happened—something past, and something ahead, an event which has happened to himself or his ancestors, and an event which must be brought to pass for the betterment of himself and his descendants. He does not live in the moment; he uses the moment to reckon out how can it serve him to the attainment of his end. He does not hate a thing for its own sake, or on his own account, for if he can purchase a chance of revenge by giving up his dislike, he tears his hate away. Where he can gain a chance by enmity, the hate wells up again in undisguised power. This does not mean that the Northman is temporarily beside himself when he is seeking redress for his wrongs.

	Surely an avenger is all the time a son, husband, father, and member of a legal community; it is not a question of laying aside his humanity. On the contrary, this wholesale humanity of his puts on the armor of vengeance and comports itself accordingly.

	In these very moments of ruthless self-assertion, the Teuton rises to moral grandeur—herein lies to us the test of understanding. There is something in the Northman’s attitude toward life which chills away our familiarity at first sight—and if the chill is not felt very acutely nowadays, our complacency is largely due to the romantic literature of the nineteenth century.

	By a love too ready and too undiscerning, the poets and historians have smoothed away the strong and wayward features of the saga men and toned down these bitter figures into recognized heroes and lovers. The old characters have been imperceptibly modernized with a view to making them more acceptable. The hardness and implacability of the Northmen have been pushed into the shade of their heroism and generosity and tacitly condoned as limitations, while the fact is that these qualities are based on the very constitution of their culture. If we are brought up suddenly against their everyday life, we are liable to brand them as narrow and even inhuman, and we do not immediately recognize that what we call poverty and inhumanity means nothing more and nothing less than strength and compactness of character. The ancients are just, pious, merciful, and of a moral consistency throughout, but on a foundation such as could not suffice to bear a human life in our own day.

	The humanity of the Teuton is not the humanity of the modern European, hence our aloofness that no romantic revival has been able to overcome. In the North, the European hovers about with the gratification and lurking uneasiness of a guest; in Hellas he feels at home.8 The heroes of Homer are as friends and intimates compared with the Vikings; these battling and boasting, suffering and weeping heroes and heroines are more of our own flesh and blood than the purposeful men and women of the sagas. We call them natural and human because they take life bit by bit, finding time to live in the moment, giving themselves up to pleasure and pain and expressing their feelings in words. In Greece, we find men whose patriotism and self-seeking egoism and affection take a course sufficiently near our own for both to join and flow together. Even their gods are not so very far from what we in our best moments, and in our worst, ascribe to the higher powers. There is hardly need of any adaptation on our part; the gods and men of ancient Greece can of themselves enter into us and be transformed. In Hellas, we soon learn to recognize, under the alien forms, the aims of our own time. Thus, in the words of Greek poets and philosophers, we constantly catch hints that sound as a still, small voice in times of crisis.

	The reason is not hard to find: our intimacy with Hellas is the familiarity of kinship. The main stream of our thoughts and ideals flows from the South. However far we have drifted from classic standards in many respects, our intellectual and religious history—and no less the development of economic and social Europe—have kept our course in the channel of Hellenism and Hellenistic Rome. For this reason, we regard the problems and interpretations of greed as being eminently human and vital.

	We are repelled by the Teutons, because their thoughts will not minister to our private needs. This instinctive recoil at the same time explains a furtive attraction which was not exhausted by the Romantic revival of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The concentration of the Teutons exposes a narrowness of another kind in ourselves: every time we are confronted with a people of another type, a stone in the foundation of our complacency is loosened. We are surprised by an uneasy feeling that our civilization does not exhaust the possibilities of life; we are led to suspect that our problems derive their poignancy from the fact that, at times, we mistake our own reasoning about reality for reality itself. We become dimly aware that the world stretches beyond our horizon, and as this apprehension takes shape, there grows upon us a suspicion that some of the problems that baffle us are problems of our own contrivance. Our questionings often lead us into barren fastness instead of releasing us into the length and breadth of eternity. The reason may be that we are trying to make a whole of fragments and not, as we thought, attempting to grasp what is a living whole in itself. And at last, when we learn to gaze at the world from a new point of view, revealing prospects that have been concealed from our eyes, we may perhaps find that Hellas also contains more things, riches as well as mysteries, than are dreamt of in our philosophy. After all, we have perhaps been no less romantic in our understanding of Greece than in our misunderstanding of the Teutons, and other primitive peoples.

	To appreciate the strength and the beauty of the culture of the ancient Teutons, we must realize that their harmony is fundamentally unlike all that we possess or strive for, and consequently that all our immediate praising and blaming are futile. All things considered, we have little grounds for counting ourselves better judges than the classical onlookers. In our sentimental moments, we lose ourselves in admiration of the heroism and splendid passion of our forefathers, but in our moments of historical analysis we pride ourselves on styling them barbarians. This vacillation is in itself sufficient to show that in our appreciation, we have not reached the center whence the Teutons’ thoughts and actions drew their life and strength. If we would enter into the minds of other peoples, we must consent to discard our preconceived ideas as to what the world and man ought to be. It is not enough to admit a set of ideas as possible or even plausible; we must strive to reach a point of view from which these strange thoughts become natural. We must put off our own humanity as far as it is possible and put on another humanity for the time. We need to begin quietly and modestly from the foundation, as if knowing nothing at all, if we would understand what it was that held the souls of these men together and made them personalities.
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	The historians of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries had one great advantage: they felt themselves as citizens of the world. They were never strangers to their subject matter, and knew nothing of that shyness which the stranger always feels. They felt themselves at home throughout the inhabited world so long as they remained in their own country or the lands immediately adjacent, in a bodily sense, and made all further journeys in the spirit alone. They did not sit fumbling over their material, but went straight to the persons concerned, whether men of the immediate past or those of earliest ages—whether Romans or Greeks, French, English, Hindus, Chinese, or Indians. The historian stepped forward without formality and took his hero cordially by the hand, spoke to him as friend to friend, or, let us say, as one man of the world to another. There was never any fear in those days that differences of language, or of circumstances in a different age, might place obstacles in the way of a proper understanding. Men were inspired with faith in a common humanity, and by the certainty that if once the human element could be grasped, all the rest would work out of itself. All mankind was agreed as to what God was, what good and evil were; all were agreed in patriotism and citizenship, in love of parents and of children—in a word, agreed in all realities.

	If ever this straightforward simplicity that sought its rallying point in things of common human interest were justified in any case, it would be in regard to the Germanic peoples.

	We find here a community based upon general unity, mutual self-sacrifice and self-denial, and the social spirit: a society in which every individual from birth to death was bound by consideration for his neighbor. The individuals in this community show in all their doings that they are inspired by one passion: the welfare and honor of their kin; and none of the temptations of the world can move them even for a moment to glance aside. They say themselves, that this passion is love. What more natural then, than that we, who from our own lives know love and its power, should begin with what we have in common with these people we are considering? Given this agreement on the essential point, all that appears strange must surely become simple and comprehensible.

	Bergthora, wife of Njál (Thorgeirsson), was a true woman of the old school: strict on the point of honor, inflexible, and unforgiving. The key to her character, we might say, is given in the famous words: “Young was I given to Njál, and this I have promised him, that one fate shall come upon us both.” There is something of common humanity in the words, something we can appreciate at its true value. On the male side, we have an even more old-fashioned figure to set up as a model: Egil Skallagrímsson,9 the most typical representative in Viking times of love of kin. See him, as he rides with the body of his drowned son before him on the saddle,10 carrying it himself to its last resting place, his breast heaving with sobs until his tunic bursts. It is all so direct in its appeal, so obvious and natural, that one feels involuntarily as if one could read Egil’s whole soul in this one episode. Life standards, customs of society, morals, and self-judgment derived from such elementary emotion surely cannot be hard to understand?

	We can easily put it to the test.

	In the history of the Faroe Islands, we find two women occupying prominent places: Thurid [Torkilsdóttir] and Thora, wife and daughter of Sigmundur Brestisson. Both are strong, resolute characters like Bergthora, and both are guided in all their actions by love of Sigmund and his race. Sigmund was an ideal chieftain of the Christian Viking period: strict on the point of honor, never relinquishing a shred of his right, and always able to gain his cause. Frank, brave and skillful—altogether a man to admire and remember. After a life of ceaseless fighting for the supreme power in the Faroes, he is murdered, having barely escaped from a night surprise. Time passes, and one day, Thrond of Gata makes his appearance in Thurid’s house, asking Thora in marriage for his foster son Leif. Thrond was a man of different stamp, one of those who is ready enough to strike, when first they have their victim safely enmeshed by intrigue: one of those who can plot and plan with all the craft of evil, and always find others to bear the danger and disgrace of carrying out their schemes; a Christian by compulsion, and an apostate, not only practicing the rites of the old faith in his daily life, but even dabbling in black magic. Thrond had been Sigmund’s bitterest opponent; it was he who had arranged the killing of Sigmund’s father, and the surprise attack which ended in Sigmund’s death was led by him. Yet Thora holds out to her suitor the prospect that she will accept his offer, if he and his foster father give her an opportunity to avenge her father. And she keeps her promise: she marries Leif, and has her reward in seeing three men killed in honor of her father.

	Once more these two women appear in the history of the Faroe nobles. It happens that a son of Sigmund’s cousin has been slain while staying in the house of Sigurd Thorlakson, a kinsman of Thrond’s. Sigurd had at once struck down the slayer, and these three being the only ones present at the fateful moment, some shadow of suspicion attaches to the host. The mere possibility that one of Sigmund’s kinsmen lies slain and unavenged is enough to keep Thurid and Thora in a state of unrest day and night. Poor Leif, who will not or cannot take any steps in the matter, hears nothing but scornful words about the house. When then Sigurd Thorlakson, in his blindness, asks on behalf of his brother for Thurid’s hand, her daughter wisely counsels her as follows: “If I should advise, this must not be refused, for if you are minded to vengeance, there could be no surer bait.” And she adds: “No need for me to set words in my mother’s mouth.” The plan proceeds. Sigurd is invited to speak with Thurid. She meets him outside the homestead and leads him to a seat on a tree trunk. He makes as if to sit facing the house, but she seats herself resolutely the other way, with her back to the house, and her face toward the chapel. Sigurd asks if Leif is at home—no, he is not. If Thurid’s sons are at home—yes, they are at home. In a little while, both they and Leif appear, and Sigurd goes off mortally wounded.

	These two were Thurid, “the great widow,” and Thora, “whom all held to be the noblest of women.” Their greatness lay not so much in the fact of their loving truly and faithfully, as in their understanding of what that love demanded, but their fulfilling its demands in spite of all. The question asked of us here is not what we think of these two, but if we are able to accept the appreciative judgment of their love as it stands, without reserve.

	On a closer scrutiny of Egil’s love and sorrow, we find, too, some characteristic features that are likely to trouble our serene faith in a common humanity. It is related that, having made provision for his son in the hereafter by setting him in a burial mound that might content him, the old champion himself was minded to die. However, his quick-witted daughter, Thorgerd, artfully brought back his interest in life by reminding him that nobody else would be able to honor the youth with a laudatory poem, thus enticing him to make a lay of his loss.

	And fortunately for us, this poem in which Egil laid down the burden of his sorrow has been preserved. There is a depth of meaning in the fact that the most beautiful poem remaining to us from ancient times is a poem of kinship and love of kin, and that it should be Egil himself, the oldest-fashioned of all the saga heroes, who made it.

	Unfortunately, our understanding and enjoyment of this confession are hampered in a very high degree by the difficulties of its form. Egil was not only a man of considerable character, he was also what we should call a poet, whose soul found direct expression in verse. The kennings, or metaphors, which were part and parcel of ancient poetry, fell from Egil’s lips as images revealing the individual moods and passions of the poet. But so strange to our ears are the poetic figures of the ancient skalds, that it needs a great deal of work on our part before we can approach him from such a position that his picture-phrases appear with life and significance. Given the patience, however, to acquire familiarity with the artificial metaphors of the skaldenough to realize what it is that forces itself through the poet’s mind in this cumbersome form—we can feel the sorrow of this bereaved father dropping heavily, sullenly from verse to verse.

	He complains that sorrow binds his tongue: “Little chance is here to reach forth Odin’s stolen goods; heavy they are to drag from their hiding of sorrow—thus it is for one who mourns.” Egil applies the parallel of Odin, who with great pains brought the poet’s cup—the mead of inspiration—from the giant’s cave to himself in his struggle to force a way to expression through the walls of his own sorrow.

	 

	The sea roars down there before the door where my kinsman’s Hel-ship is laid. My race bends to its fall, as the storm-lashed trees of the forested. . . .

	Cruel was the hole the waves tore in my father’s kin-fence; unfilled, I know, and open stands the son-breach torn in me by the sea.

	Much hath Ran [the queen of the sea] stolen from me. I stand poor in love-friends. The sea hath sundered the bonds of my race, torn a close-twisted string out of myself.

	I say to you: could I pursue my cause with the sword, there should be an end of the ale-maker [Ægir, the king of the sea]. If I could I would give battle to that loose wench of Ægir’s [the wave]. But I felt that I had no power to take action against my son’s bane. All the world sees emptiness behind the old man where he strides along.

	Much the sea hath stolen from me—bitter it is to count up the fall of kinsmen—since he that stood, a shield among the race, turned aside from life on the soul-ways.

	I know it myself, in my son grew no ill promise of a man. . . .

	Ever he maintained that which his father had said, ay, though all the people thought otherwise. He held me upright in the home, and mightily increased my strength. My brotherless plight is often in my mind. When the battle grows, I take thought, peer about and think what other man stands by my side with courage for a daring deed, such as I need often enough. . . .

	I am grown cautious of flight now that friends are fewer.

	 

	These are words that, with their great simplicity, can be repeated in all times—at least as long as life is still a struggle. It would be hard to find higher praise for such a poem.

	From what we can understand of them, the following verses consist of variations on these fundamental thoughts: 

	 

	No one can be relied on, for men nowadays lower themselves and are glad to accept payment instead of revenge for the blood of brothers. He who has lost a son must beget another—none else can replace the lost scion. My head is drooping, since he, the second of my sons, fell beneath the brand of sickness, he whose fame was unsmirched. I trusted in the god, but he was false to his friendship with me, and I have little heart now to worship him.

	 

	In spite of his bitterness, however, he cannot but remember that he has himself the art of the poet, and a mind able to reveal the plans of enemies, and he cannot forget that this mastery of words, the comfort of many ills, is a gift from the god who has betrayed him.

	 

	Darkly he looks toward the future: I am strongly beset, death stands on the cape, but blithely, unruffled by fear I will wait for Hel.

	 

	The first part of the poem is properly independent of time: the reader has no need to look into a distant age and a distant culture in order to understand it. It is the form, and that only, which binds it to Egil and skaldic poetry, and the exegesis of the learned. Even Egil’s passionate outburst against the high powers that have usurped the mastery of the world hardly appears to us as strange. On the contrary, we might perhaps approve the words as thoroughly human, and even award them honorable mention as being “modern” in spirit.

	Our weakness for all that savors of titanic defiance, however, must not blind us to the peculiar form of expression in which it is voiced by Egil. His verses do not express instinctive defiance of fate, but an earnest longing for vengeance and restitution. He is lamenting that he is unable to pursue his cause, or in other words, uphold his right. Is it really to be understood that Egil only relinquishes plans of revenge because he stands alone in the world, without followers or kin? We must ask: if one lacks the courage to take arms against a god, can it mend matters greatly to march up with a few staunch friends and kinsmen at one’s back? In the asking of this question, our sympathy gives place to a vague poetic feeling that is equivalent to giving up all attempts at understanding.

	Sorrow can always drive a man to such extremes of his being that his words run into apparent contradictions, but the inconsistency of passion never sets meaning at defiance. It has its explanation in the fact that the opposites have their point of intersection somewhere in the soul. At times, the feelings are exalted to such a degree that they appear irreconcilable, but the sympathetic listener feels he has no right of criticism until he has followed the lines to their meeting point. In Egil, the cohesion between the apparent contradictions is no doubt very firm. There is an inner contact between defiance of the gods and the outburst of helplessness at the sight of one’s solitary plight. We can ponder and speculate as much as we please. 

	A true understanding of Egil’s thought here—that he would feel himself master of death if he had a strong circle of kinsmen about him—is not to be won by mere study of these lines. We cannot get at it unless Egil himself and the men of his time give us the real solution. Egil appears to regard life in the light of a process of law, where the man with a strong circle of kinsmen wins his case because he is backed by a crowd of men ready to swear on his side, and whose oaths carry weight enough to crush his opponent. 

	Let us imagine that this idea of his is not merely a piece of poetic imagery, but that life itself, with all its tasks, appeared as a lawsuit, where a man with many and powerful kinsmen could further his aims and fortunes—materially and spiritually—gaining power over his surroundings, not only by battle, but by oath, in virtue of that power of race which he possessed. Let us further imagine that this faith in the power of kinship is great enough to reach out beyond life and embrace death itself within its scope, believing itself capable of summoning and outswearing the gods, ay, shaking heaven and earth. Egil’s words have then a new significance and lose nothing of their weight, but they become anything but “modern.” The titanic defiance disappears—or almost disappears—and in its place we have the despairing cry of a suffering human soul. The paradox then lies not where we at first discerned it, but in quite another direction.

	And reading now from these words backward and forward, the other verses that at first flowed so glibly from our tongue will have gained a strange power and violence—both where he speaks of a string torn out of him, a breach, and also where he calls to mind his son’s help, and reveals his own discouragement when he looks about him in the fight for one to aid him. It would be strange if we did not now feel, in place of the confident enjoyment of the words, a sense of uncertainty that makes us hesitate at every line. The words have become vague, because we have lost our own ground and failed to get a new foothold. Torn out! Our fancy flutters doubtfully away from the metaphorical meaning—which at first appeared the only one the words could have—and hovers about the idea of an actual bleeding to death, but without finding anything to hold by.

	And our uncertainty cannot but increase when we discover that Egil’s image of the family is a fence of death, built up stake by stake, as a breach in the family and those left. That these images are common, everyday illustrations, one is tempted to say, is part of the technical stock-in-trade. We cannot give ourselves up to the mighty feeling of the poem until we have grasped exactly what it is this breach, this wound, consists of, what precise meaning lies in the word “help.” We begin to perceive that we must learn the meaning of every word anew.

	Here our trust in primeval, common feeling as a means of communication between men of different cultures breaks down for good. We cannot force our way into understanding through mere sympathy or intuition; there is no other way but to turn around and proceed from the external inward to the generally human.

	We must begin with the kin, the race or family, a gathering of individuals so joined up into one unit that they appear incapable of independent action. As to the feeling which so unites them, this we must leave until later. The point here is that the individual cannot act without all acting with and through him; no single individual can suffer without affecting the whole circle. So absolute is the connection that the individual simply cannot exist by himself: a slight loosening of the bond, and he slips down, the most helpless of all creatures.

	We cannot gain speech of the individual human being. Here lies the difference between Hellenic and Germanic culture. The Hellene is nearer to us, for we can go straight to him, speak to him as man to man about the life of man, let him introduce us into the strange world—as it seems to us—in which he lives, and let him show us the aims that determine his daily thoughts and actions. His utterance and expression form an idea as to how he reacts in the face of what he meets. The barbarian does not move. He stands stiffly and uninvitingly. If he speaks, his words convey no meaning to us. He has killed a man. 

	“Why did you kill that man?” we ask. 

	“I killed him in revenge.”

	“How had he offended you?”

	“His father had spoken ill words to my father’s brother; therefore, I craved honor as due from him to us.”

	“Why did you not take the life of the offender himself?”

	“This was a better man.”

	The more we ask and pry, the more incomprehensible he becomes. He appears to us as a machine, driven by principles.

	The Hellene exists as an individual, a separate person within a community. The Germanic individual exists only as the representative, nay, as the personification of a whole. One might imagine that a supreme convulsion of the soul must tear the individual out from that whole to let him feel and speak as for himself. But actually, it is the opposite that takes place: the more the soul is moved, the more the individual personality is lost in the kin. At the very moment when man most passionately and unreservedly gives way to his own feelings, the clan takes possession of the individual fully and completely. Egil’s lament is not the lament of a father for his son; it is the kin that utters its lament through the person of the father. From this breadth of passion springs the overpowering pathos of the poem.

	If we want a real understanding of such men as Egil, we are driven to ask: what is the hidden force that makes kinsmen inseparable? First, we learn that they call each other “friend” (frændi in Icelandic, freond in Anglo-Saxon), and a linguistic analysis of this word will teach us that it means those who love (each other). But this brings us no farther, for etymology tells us nothing of what it is to love. We can perhaps get a little nearer by noting the etymological connection between the word “friend” and two others that play a great part in the social life of those days: “free” and frith. 

	In frith (i.e., peace), we have the old kinsmen’s own definition of the fundamental idea in their interrelationship. By frith, they mean something in themselves: a power that makes them “friends” one toward another, and “free men” toward the rest of the world. Even here, of course, we cannot take the direct meaning of the word for granted, for that little word has not passed the centuries unscathed. Words such as “horse” and “cart” and “house” and “kettle” may remain more or less unaltered throughout all vicissitudes of culture, but terms used to designate spiritual values necessarily undergo a radical change in the course of such spiritual transformations, as have taken place in the souls of men in the North during the past thousand years. And the nearer such a word lies in its origin to the central part of the soul, the more sweeping changes it will undergo.

	If ever word bore the mark of the transforming influence of Christianity and humanism, it is this word frith. If we look closely into the older significance of the word, we shall find something sterner: a firmness that has now given place to weakness. The frith of earlier days was less passive than now, with less of submissiveness and more of will. It held also an element of passion which has now been submerged in quietism. But the word tells us indisputably that the love which knit these kinsmen together is not to be taken in a modern, sentimental sense; the dominant note of kinship is safety and security.

	Frith is the state of things which exists between friends, and it means, first and foremost, reciprocal inviolability. However individual wills may clash in a conflict of kin against kin, and however stubbornly individual heads may seek their own way according to their quota of wisdom, there can never be question of conflict, save in the sense of thoughts and feelings working their way toward an equipoise in unity. We need have no doubt but that good kinsmen could disagree with fervor. However, the matter might stand, there could, should, must, inevitably be but one ending to it all: a settlement peaceable and making for peace—frith.

	A quarrel had no lethal point. Two kinsmen could not lift a hand one against the other. The moment a man scented kinship, he lowered his arms. The ending of The Saga of Björn, Champion of the Hitardal People has a touch of something heroic and comic about it,11 stemming from this very fact. Bjorn fell after a brave fight by the hand of Thordr Kolbeinsson and his companions. The grounds of enmity between the two were numerous and various, but we may safely say that Bjorn had done all in his power to interfere with Thord’s domestic bliss.

	Among the opponents, Thord’s young son, Kolli, takes a prominent part. The moment he was beaten to his knee and at bay, Bjorn says, “You strike hard today, Kolli.”

	 “I do not know whom I should spare here,” answers the youth. 

	“True enough, for your mother has surely urged you not to spare me. But it seems to me that you are not wisest in the matter of knowing your kin.” 

	Kolli answers, “It is late in the day you tell me of it, if we two are not free to fight.” And with these words, he withdraws from all further participation in the battle.

	Even in the Icelandic sagas from the period of dissolution, we find very few instances of men entering into combinations which might lead to family conflicts. The by no means lovable Faroe chieftain Thrond of Gata is offered money to take sides against his cousins; before accepting, however, he pays tribute to the sense of what is right by saying to the tempter: “You cannot mean this in earnest.” On another occasion, when we read that a certain man must have been sorely blind to take part in a fight where his own sons were on the other side, there rings through the words a mixture of wonder and repugnance. This speaks louder than the sharpest condemnation, for this wonder springs from the thought: how can he do such a thing?

	It is hard to get at a true impression of the fundamental laws in human life that provide the very essence of a conscience—harder still to render such an impression living to others. They are not to be illustrated by noteworthy examples. In books of great deeds, a quality such as frith will never be represented in proportion to its importance; it goes too deep. It does not find direct expression in the laws; it underlies all accepted customs, but never appears in the light itself.

	If we would seriously realize what is strongest in men, we must feel through their daily life, with all its inhibitions and restraints in little things. But once our eyes are opened to the unbroken chain of self-restraint and self-control that constitute the inner connection in the life of working human beings, we may find ourselves almost in fear of the power that sits innermost in ourselves and drives us according to its will. When one has worked through the spiritual remains of our forefathers, one must infallibly emerge with a constraining veneration for this frith. The Northmen are ever telling of war and strife, quarrels and bickering—dispute now over a kingdom, now an ox, now some piece of arrogance on the part of an individual, now a merciless combination of accidents by the hand of fate, leading men into a chaos of strife. But we notice that even in the most violent turmoil of passion, all alike are ever amenable to one consideration: every single happening stands in some relation to frith.

	And behind every law decree, there is a perceptible fear—a sacred dread—of interfering with one particular thing: the ties of kinship. We feel that all law paragraphs are based upon an underlying presumption that kinsmen will not and cannot act one against another, but must support one another.

	When the Church began to exercise its supervision in matters of legislation, it noticed first of all an essential failing in the ancient code: namely, that it knew no provision for cases of killing between kinsmen. This crime therefore came within the clerical jurisdiction; the Church determined its penal code, just as it provided terms for the crime by adaptation of words from the Latin vocabulary.

	When the lawgivers of the Middle Ages gradually found courage to come to grips with this ancient frith, in order to make room for modern principles of law, the attacks had first to be made in the form of indulgences: it was permitted to regard a kinsman’s suit as irrelevant to oneself. It was declared lawful to refuse a contribution toward the fine imposed on any of one’s kin. It took centuries of work to eradicate the tacit understanding of this ubiquitous frith principle from the law, and establish humanity openly as the foundation of equity.

	Strangely enough, in the very period of transition when frith was being ousted from its supremacy as conscience itself, it finds definite expression in laws, namely in the statutes of the medieval guilds. These guilds were a continuation, not precisely of the clan, but of what was identical with clanship: that is to say, the old free societies of frith, or communities of mutual support. The guild laws provide that members of the guild must have no quarrels between themselves. In the regrettable event of such quarrel arising between two of the same guild, the parties are forbidden, under pain of exclusion in disgrace, to summon each other before any tribunal but that of the guild itself. Not even in a foreign country may any member of a guild bring suit against a fellow member before a magistrate or court.

	The Frisian peasant laws of the Middle Ages also found it necessary to lay down hard and fast rules for the obligations of kin toward kin, and decree that persons within the closer degrees of relationship (such as father, son, brother, uncle, aunt, etc.) may not bring suit one against another before the court. They must not sue or swear against one another, but in cases where they cannot agree in a matter of property or the like, one of their nearest of kin shall be appointed judge.

	The guild statutes are as near to the unwritten law of kinship as any lifeless, extraneous provision can be to the conscience that has life in itself. And they give us, indeed, the absolute character of frith and its freedom from all reservation. But they cannot give the very soul of it, for then, instead of insisting that no quarrel shall be suffered to arise between one brother and another, they would simply acknowledge that no such quarrel ever could by any possibility arise. In other words, instead of a prohibition, we should have the recognition of an impossibility. The characters in the Icelandic sagas are still in this position, though we may feel that the cohesion of the clan is at the point of weakening. They have still, more or less unimpaired, the involuntary respect for all such interests as may affect the clan as a whole, an extreme of caution and foresight in regard to all such enterprise as cannot with certainty be regarded as not affecting the interest of all its members.

	Even the most reckless characters are wary of making promises or alliances if they see any possibility of prejudicing a kinsman’s interest. They go in dreading such conflicts. The power of frith is apparent in the fact that it does not count as a virtue, something in excess of what is demanded, but as an everyday necessity, the most obvious of all alike for high and low, heroic and unheroic characters. And the exceptions, therefore, show as something abhorrent and uncanny.

	Clanship was not the only form of relationship between individuals, and however wisely and cautiously a man might order his goings, he could never be sure of avoiding every painful dilemma. He may find himself in a position where, apparently, the power of frith within him is put to the test.

	For instance, with Gudrun. Her husband, Sigurd, has been slain by her own brothers, Gunther and Hogni. She voices her resentment in stirring words. In the Lay of Gudrun, we find it thus: “In bed and at board I lack my friend to speak with—this wrought Gjúki’s sons. Gjúki’s sons have brought me to this misery, brought about their sister’s bitter weeping.” The poems of the North also make her utter words of ill-omen; it sounds like a curse when she says, “Your heart, Hogni, should be torn by ravens in the wild places, where you should cry in vain for aid of man.” But there is no place in the saga for even the least act on Gudrun’s part to the prejudice of her brothers. She seeks by act and word to hinder Atli’s plans for vengeance against Gunther and Hogni, and when all her warnings are in vain, she makes Atli pay dearly for the deed. The Northern poets, while laying stress on her sorrow, keep it throughout inactive—they do not even attempt to soften the contrast by any kind of inner conflict in her soul. There is no hesitation, no weighing this way or that. Frith was the one absolute thing to them. The poet lets Hogni answer Gudrun’s passionate outburst with these deeply significant words: “If the ravens tore my heart, your sorrow would be the deeper.”

	The Sigurd poems are fashioned by Northern hands dealing with ancient themes; they give us Germanic thoughts as lived again in Norse or Icelandic minds. Altogether Icelandic, both in theme and word, is the tragedy which leads to Gisli Surson’s unhappy outlawry. The two brothers, Gisli and Thorkel, are depicted by the writer of the saga as widely deferent in character, and in their sympathies, they take different sides. Thorkel is a close friend of Thorgrim (Thorsteinsson the Godi), their sister’s husband; Gisli is warmly attached to Vestein, brother to his own wife, Aud. Relations between the two half-brothers-in-law have evidently long been strained, and at last Vestein is slain by Thorgrim. Gisli takes vengeance secretly by entering Thorgrim’s house at night and stabbing him as he lies in bed.

	Thorgrim’s avengers, led by a natural suspicion, pay a visit to Gisli before he is up; Thorkel, who lives with his brother-in-law and is of the party, manages to enter first. Once he sees Gisli’s shoes on the floor full of snow, he thrusts them hurriedly under the bed. The party is obliged to go off again without having accomplished anything. Later, however, Gisli, in reckless verse, declares himself the culprit, and a party rides off to summon him to account. Thorkel is with them as before, but once more he manages to warn his brother. On the road, the party comes to a homestead where he suddenly remembers there is money owed to him, and takes the opportunity to dun his debtor. But while his horse stands saddled outside the house and his companions imagine him counting the money inside it, he is riding on a borrowed mount up into the woods where his brother has hidden. And when at last he has settled his various money affairs and taken to the road again, he is overtaken by little accidents on the way, sufficient to delay the progress of the party considerably.

	Gisli’s blow was a serious matter for Thorkel. He says himself to Gisli: “You have done me no little wrong, I should say, in slaying Thorgrim, my brother-in-law and partner and close friend.” The great obligations which are customarily laid upon friends are evidence of the seriousness with which such intimacy was regarded, and how deeply the parties engaged themselves and their will in the relationship. Thorkel’s position is therefore bitterer than immediately appears. But friendship must give way to frith; it is not a matter of choice on Thorkel’s part. Here again we have the same contrast as in the Gudrun poems. Thorkel’s bitterness and his frith can have no dealings with one another; they cannot come within reach of each other so as to give rise to any conflict, for they belong to different strata of the soul. To us, perhaps, it may seem as if there was a link missing from the sober statement of the story, but the words as they stand are good Icelandic psychology.

	This frith is something that underlies all else, deeper than all inclination. It is not a matter of will, in the sense that those who share it time and again choose to set their kinship before all other feelings. It is rather the will itself. It is identical with the actual feeling of kinship, and not a thing deriving from that source.

	Thorkel has his sorrow, as Gudrun has hers, but the possibility which should make that sorrow double-edged is out of the question, as is the mere thought that one could take sides here. Thus, there can never be room for any problem. The fact of kin siding against kin is known to poetry only as a mystery or a horror, as the outcome of madness, or as something dark and incomprehensible—something that is not even fate.

	From early times, men’s thoughts have hovered about the fact that a man could come to slay his kinsman. The sad possibility of father and son, each unknown to the other, meeting in battle and shedding each other’s blood has even been treated poetically. A magnificent albeit small fragment of these poems is found in the German Hildebrand Lay, where the father, returning home after long absence in foreign lands, meets his son, who forces him to engage in single combat against his will. We find the pair again portrayed by Saxo as two brothers,12 Halfdan and Hildiger. In the Hildebrand Lay, it is the skepticism of the son in regard to the father’s declaration of kinship that brings about the disaster; the father must accept the challenge, or stand dishonored. In Saxo, the inner force of the conflict is weakened by the fact that Hildiger, for no reason, keeps his knowledge of their kinship to himself until he lies mortally wounded. Saxo’s story, however, is evidently derived from the same situation as that preserved in the German lay. 

	Hildiger tries a crafty trick to escape from fate, declaring in lordly fashion that he cannot think of engaging in single combat with an unproven warrior. But when Halfdan, undismayed, repeats his challenge and strikes down one set of antagonists after the other, Hildiger, who sees his own fame thus threatened by Halfdan’s prowess, cannot endure any longer to refuse this challenge. 

	An Icelandic version, preserved in the Ásmundar saga kappabana, mirrors Saxo’s account so closely that we are forced to presume a close relationship between the two. One of the brothers here has still the old name, Hildebrand, and the other has been assimilated with Asmund, the hero of the saga. The difference between the more natural presentment in the Hildebrand Lay, and the dramatic artifice in the Northern variants, is mainly due to the saga writers’ anxiety to preserve as much effect as possible for the final plaint.

	The story of the fatal meeting between two kinsmen is, as an epic theme, not specifically Germanic. We can follow it westward, among the Celts, and southward—even as far east as Asia. As a matter of literary history, it likely has its origin in the south, but it is more important to note how the theme has been reborn again and again, among one clannish people after another: proof that the same thoughts were everywhere as a weight upon so many people’s minds. Men pondered and speculated over this mystery in the ordering of life, that a man could be driven against his will to harm his kin. In the Germanic tradition, the case is clearly and simply stated: frith was inviolable, but honor, too, had its own absolute validity, so that the two could collide with such force as to destroy both on impact, and the man with them. 

	The close of the Hildebrand Lay is unfortunately lost: the very part that must have shown us the united plaint of the two combatants over what had passed. The loss of the poem’s ending is all the more serious, since this was the dominant point of the whole poem. Saxo’s reproduction, and still more the modernized elegy of the Icelandic saga, gives but a faint echo. But even in these later, imitative works, we seem to find pathos of an altogether different nature from the usual: not the merciless seriousness of death, but a wonder rising to horror. Not a confident appeal to fate with a sense of comfort in the conviction that there is reparation for everything—and that reparation will be made for this as well, if those that remain are of any worth—but only helplessness and hopelessness. 

	The same note is struck elsewhere, as in The Saga of Hervor and Heidrek, where Angantyr, upon finding his brother’s body on the field of battle, says, “A curse is upon us, that I should be your bane. This thing will be ever remembered. Ill is the doom of the Norns.”13 The words express his sense of being a monster; so desperately meaningless is his fate that it will force the thoughts of posterity to hover about it, that he will be a “song for coming generations.” The close of Hildebrand’s complaint runs, in Saxo’s paraphrase, approximately as follows: 

	 

	An evil fate, loading years of misfortune on the happy, buries smile in sorrow and bruises fate. For it is a pitiful misery to drag on a life in suffering, to breathe under the pressure of sorrow-burdened days, and go in fear of the warning [omen]. But all that is knit fast by the prophetic decree of the Parcae,14 all that is planned in the council of high providence, all that has once by fore vision been fixed in the chain of fates, is not to be torn from its place by any changing of worldly things.

	 

	There is nothing corresponding to these lines in the saga. The first part of the poem expresses the same as Saxo’s paraphrase: 

	 

	None knows beforehand what manner of death shall be his. You were born of Drot in Denmark, I in Sweden. My shield lies sundered at my head; there is the tale of my killings; there [presumably on the shield] lies the son I begot and unwilling slew.

	 

	What this refers to we do not rightly know. And then the poem closes with a prayer imploring the survivor to do “what few slayers have any mind to.” Namely, to wrap the dead man in his own garments: a termination which sounds altogether foreign in its romantic sentimentality to the Northern spirit. Saxo here has undoubtedly worked from another version, nearer the original. His portrayal of the evil days people lived through in fear fits more or less accurately to the old thought. Such a deed buries all hope for the future and spreads among the survivors an everlasting dread. It is futile to guess how the words originally stood in the Northern version, but Saxo’s omen in particular seems to hold a true Northern idea: that such a deed forms an ill-boding warning. For the rest, fate rules. What is to come will come, but here is a thing breaking out beyond fate. One can say that the fate of the kinsmen was burst asunder.

	The same hopeless keynote rings through Beowulf’s description of the old father’s sorrow when one of his sons has by chance slain his brother. The poet compares him to an old man who sees his beloved young son dangling in the gallows—a desperate illustration for a Germanic poet to use: 

	 

	Then he lifts up his voice in a song of anguish, as his son hangs at the ravens’ pleasure, and he cannot help him; old and burdened with days, cannot save him. Always he remembers, morning after morning, his son’s passing; an heir in his stead he cares not to wait in the castle. . . . Sorrowing he sees his wine-hall waste, the chamber wind-swept, empty of joy, in his son’s house. The gallows rider sleeps, the hero in his grave. No sound of harp, no pleasure now in the homestead, as there was once.

	He takes his way to the couch, sings a sad chant, lonely over the lonely one; everywhere, in the fields as in the home, there is too wide a space. So raged sorrow in the prince of the Weders, sorrow for his son Herebeald; in no way could he gain payment for that killing through the life of the slayer, nor by rewarding the young hero with bitter doings toward him, though he had no love for him. Misery held him fast, from the day that the wound was dealt him, until he passed out from the joyous world of men.

	 

	But frith demands more than that kinsmen should merely spare each other. Thorkel Surson was a weak character. He was content to place himself in an equivocal position when he kept his place among his brother-in-law’s avengers. He says to Gisli: “I will warn you if I come by news of any plans against you, but I will not render you any such help as might bring me into difficulties.” Gisli evidently regards such caution as a dishonest compromise with conscience.

	 “Such an answer as you have given me here, I could never give to you, and I could never act in such a way,” he retorts. 

	A man will not ride in company with his kinsman’s adversaries. A man will not lie idle while his kinsman’s suit is in progress, and the fact that this same kinsman has nailed his brother-in-law fast to his bed by night is plainly of no weight in Gisli’s judgment. A man does not sneak around by a back way to offer his kinsman a trifle of help—no, when the latter is finally outlawed, he must at least be able to count on support. This seems in all seriousness to be Gisli’s idea.

	And Gisli is in the right. Frith is something active, not merely leading kinsmen to spare each other, but forcing them to support one another’s cause, help and stand sponsor for one another, and trust one another. Our words are too dependent for their strength on sentimental associations to bear out the full import of clan feeling; the responsibility is absolute, because kinsmen are literally the doers of one another’s deeds.

	The guild statutes provided as follows: 

	 

	Should it so happen that any brother kills any man who is not a brother of the Guild of St. Canute [i.e., of our guild] then the brethren shall help him in his peril of life as best they can. If he be by the water, they shall help him with a boat, oars, dipper, tinder box and axe. . . . Should he need a horse, they are to provide him with a horse. . . . Any brother able to help, and not helping . . . he shall go out of this guild as a nithing. . . .15 Every brother shall help his brother in all lawsuits.

	 

	That is to say, if one brother has a lawsuit, twelve brethren of the guild shall be chosen to go with him to its hearing and support him. The brethren are also to form an armed guard about him, and escort him to and from the place where the court is held, if need be. And when a brother has to bring oath before the court, twelve members of the guild shall be chosen by lot to swear on his side, and those so chosen are to aid him in manly way. A man failing to support his brother by oath—or worse, bearing testimony against him—is subject to heavy fines.

	There are two kinds of cases, involving two kinds of killing: one, a guild-brother kills a stranger, or, two, a stranger kills a guild-brother. In the former case, the brethren of the guild see that the slayer gets away in safety on horseback or by ship. In the latter case, the rule runs as follows: no brother eats or drinks or has intercourse with his brother’s slayer, whether on land or on ship. The guild brethren shall aid the dead man’s heirs to vengeance or restitution.

	It is perhaps difficult to realize that this double-valuation had its place in a community of citizens and not in some freebooters’ camp. It stands valid as the supreme law for decent, conservative, enlightened men—men, who in those days represented, so to speak, progress in historic continuity. This partisan solidarity in frith is their strong attachment to the past, and the cultural worth of this partisan spirit is revealed by the fact that it lies behind the reform movements of the Middle Ages as their driving force. As the brethren here in the guilds, so kinsmen also were filled to such a degree with “love,” so eager to help that they could not well find any energy left for judging right and wrong. They were not by nature and principle unjust nor partisan. Faith and the sense of justice can well thrive together, but they belong—to use a phrase already used before—to different strata of the soul and thus miss contact with each other.

	The uncompromising character of frith is strikingly illustrated by the last appearance of grand old Egil at the moot place. It happened one day, when Egil was grown old and somewhat set aside, that a quarrel arose between his son, Thorstein, and Onund Sjoni’s son, Steinar, over a piece of land. Steinar defiantly sent his herd to graze there; Thorstein faithfully cut down his herdsmen. Steinar summoned Thorstein, and now the parties were at the law-thing. Then the assembly perceives a party riding up, led by a man in full amor: it is old Egil with a following of eighty men. He dismounts calmly by the booths, makes the needful arrangements, then goes up to the mound where the court is held and calls to his old friend Onund: “Is it your doing that my son is summoned for breaking the peace?” 

	“No, indeed,” says Onund, “it was not by my will. I am more careful of our ancient friendship than to do so. It was well you came. . . .” 

	“Well, let us see now if you mean anything by what you say. Let us two rather take the matter in hand than that those two fighting cocks should suffer themselves to be egged on against each other by their own youth and the counsels of other.” 

	And when then the matter is submitted to Egil’s arbitration, he calmly decides that Steinar shall receive no indemnity for the slaves killed. His homestead is confiscated, and he himself shall leave the district before flitting day.

	There is a touch of nobility about Egil’s last public appearance, the nobility of a greatly simple character. He accepts the office of arbitrator and decides the case—as we can see against all reasonable and justified expectation—as if only his own side existed. He does so with a cool superiority, which leaves no doubt that he acts with the full approval of his conscience. Here again Egil stands as a monumental expression of a dying age.

	The same naivete is seen directly in another old-fashioned character: Hallfreðr Óttarsson, called the Wayward Skald. On one occasion, when his father with rare impartiality has judged against him, he says, “Whom can I trust, when my father fails me?”

	The straightforward simplicity when taking one view as a matter of course places Hallfreðr, as it does Egil, outside all comparison with great or small examples of selfishness or injustice, and makes them types. More than types of their age, they are types of a form of culture itself. Not the exceptions, the marked individualities, and not the men who were somewhat apart from the common, but men generally. The idea of frith is set so deeply beneath all personal marks of character and all individual inclination that it affects them only from below, not as one inclination or one feeling may affect another. The characters may be widely different, but the breach in character does not reach down to this prime center of the soul. Egil was a stiff-necked man who was hard to deal with at home and abroad. He would be master in his house, and a treaty of peace in which he did not himself dictate the terms he would not be disposed to recognize. Another man might be more easygoing, peaceable, ready to find a settlement, quick to avoid collision, and eager to remove causes of conflict. But he could never be so, except on the basis of frith and kinship.

	Askel, the right-minded, peace-making chieftain of the Reykdale, is perhaps rather too modern a character to go well in company with Egil. But his story, as we find it in the saga of the Reykdale men, gives us a graphic picture of the principles of reconciliation. Askel is so unfortunate as to have a nephew whose character is such that strife seems necessary to him, and Askel’s task in life is to follow on the heels of this Vemund and put matters right again after him. He carries out his task faithfully to effect reconciliation, and make good the damage done by his kinsman. 

	Vemund’s achievements in the greater style begin with his joining company with a wealthy but bad man, Hanef of Othveginstunga, whom he knits closer to himself by accepting an offer of fostering a child. Hanef naturally makes use of these good connections to carry on his rascally tricks to a greater extent than before. He steals cattle. In spite of earnest representations from Askel, Vemund takes up his friend’s cause, and even craftily exploits his uncle’s respected name to gather men on his side. The result is a battle in which Hanef and two good men fall on one side, and on the other, a free man and a slave. Askel comes up and makes peace between the parties, judging Hanef and the slave as equals—likewise man for man of the others slain—leaving the opponents to pay a fine for the remaining one. Thus judges the most impartial man in Iceland when it is a question of making good what his kinsman has done ill. 

	Vemund’s next noteworthy achievement is cheating a Norwegian skipper by selling him a shipload of wood which had already been sold to Steingrim of Eyja Fjord.16 Steingrim retaliates by having Vemund’s slaves killed, and Vemund’s part of the wood brought home to him. Askel has to go out and settle matters again, and when Vemund finds that this intervention has not procured him reparation for the slaves, Askel offers him full payment for them out of his own purse. Vemund refuses to accept this, tacitly reserving to himself the right to settle accounts in his own fashion when opportunity offers. He tries in vain to balance matters by stealing a couple of oxen Steingrim has bought. His disinterestedness in the affair is shown by his offering them to Askel as a gift, but he gets no real result out of this either, only a couple of killings and a settlement—the last of which is, of course, Askel’s work. The only objection Vemund has to this settlement is that Askel has once again not considered the killing of the slaves in the earlier affair. 

	He now tries another way, hiring a wretch to insult Steingrim in a peculiarly obnoxious fashion; this time Askel’s attempt at peacemaking fails, owing to the bitter resentment of the other party. Not until an attempt at vengeance has led to the killing of Vemund’s brother, Herjolf, does the right-minded chieftain succeed in effecting a settlement whereby Herjolf is to be paid, and two of Steingrim’s companions are to be exiled forever, and two others for two years. Thus, the game goes on with acts of aggression on Vemund’s part, always as mischievous as ever. Intervention on the part of Askel is always in full agreement with the principles of frith, until at last the measure is full. When Steingrim and his followers place themselves in the way of Askel and Vemund and their men, Askel accepts the combat without enthusiasm, but also without demur. And that was the end of Askel and Steingrim.

	Smartness and diplomacy were not forbidden qualities according to the old usage. Any man was free to edge and elbow his way through the world, even in matters directly concerning his relationship to brothers and kin. He could take little liberties with the frith as long as he was careful not to affect any actual breach, however slight, but he must always be prepared to find it rising inflexibly before him. It was quite permissible to let one’s kinsmen know that one personally preferred another way of life than the one they had chosen to follow, and that one would be happier to see them adopt one’s own principles. This at least could be done in Iceland at the period of the sagas, and I do not think this freedom was then of recent date, but frith stood firm as ever. As for disowning the action of one’s kinsmen and taking up a personal, neutral standpoint, such a thing was out of the question.

	A man is brought home lifeless. The question of what he has done, of his antecedents generally, fades away into the dimmest background. There remains only the fact that he is our kinsman. The investigation seeks to answer whether he was slain by the hand of man, or by something else. Has he sustained wounds? If so, of what sort? Who was the slayer? And thereupon the kinsmen choose their leader, or gather around the born avenger and promise him all assistance in prosecuting the case—whether by force of arms, or by law. The kinsmen of the slayer are well aware of what needs to be done now. They know that vengeance is on their heels: so simple and straightforward is the idea of frith. It reckons with facts alone, taking no count of personal considerations and causes which led to this violent conclusion.

	Throughout the whole of the old Nordic literature, with its countless killings—justified or not—there is not a single instance of men willingly refraining from attempts at vengeance on account of the character of their slain kinsman. They may be forced to let him lie as he lies, they may realize the hopelessness of any endeavor to obtain reparation, but in every case, we can apply the utterance occasionally found: “I would spare nothing could I be sure that vengeance was to be gained.” It is certainly saying a great deal to assert that there is not a single instance. There might have been—and there probably were—cases of homicide, the further course of which we do not know. The positive testimony lies in the fact that the saga writer rarely fails to emphasize the bitterness of despair which fell to the lot of men forced to relinquish their revenge. The bitterness of this enforced self-denial is also apparent in the prohibitions, which occasionally had to be issued in both the southern and northern parts of Teutonic territory, against taking vengeance for an offender lawfully judged and lawfully hanged.

	On the other hand, the slayer comes home and states, simply and briefly, that so-and-so has been killed and “his kinsmen will hardly judge me free of all blame in the matter.” The immediate effect of these words is that his kinsmen prepare for defense, to safeguard themselves and their man. If in the course of their preparations they let fall a word about the undesirability of acting as he has just done, it is merely an aside, an utterance apart from the action, and without any tendency to affect it. It serves only to enhance the effect of determination.

	An Icelander greets his kinsman in the doorway with the earnest wish that he would either turn over a new leaf and live decently, or else find some other place to stay. Once said, the two go indoors and discuss what measures are now to be taken in regard to the visitor’s latest killing. Or the offender may answer, as Thorvald Krok—who was guilty of simple murder—answers the reproach of his kinsman Thorarin: “It is little use to bewail what is now done; you will only bring further trouble on yourself if you refuse to help us. If you take up the matter, it will not be hard to find others who will aid.” 

	And Thorarin replies, “It is my counsel that you move hither with all of yours, and that we gather others to us.”

	A crude, but not altogether unique instance of the compelling power of frith is found in the story of Hrolleif of the Vatsdoela. This ne’er-do-well ships to Iceland with his witch of a mother. He makes his appearance at the farm of his uncle Saemund and claims to be received there in accordance with the bond of kinship between them. Saemund shrewdly observes that he seems regrettably nearer in character to his mother than to his father’s stock, but Hrolleif brushes the reproach away with the simple answer: “I cannot live on ill foretellings.” 

	When life with Hrolleif in the homestead becomes unendurable, after Saemund’s son Geirmund complains of him as intolerable, Hrolleif opines that it is shameful thus to rail over trifles and discredit one’s kin. He is given a holding and kills a man, for which killing Saemund has to pay the fine. When at last he has crowned his record by killing Ingimund, Saemund’s foster brother who on the strength of their friendship had given Hrolleif land of his own, he rides straight to Geirmund and forces the latter to protect him, by the words: “Here I will suffer myself to be slain, to your disgrace.” 

	We find it hardly remarkable that Saemund, when a neighbor calls with well-founded complaints against his nephew’s doings in the district, should give vent to a sigh: “It were but good if such men were put out of the world.” 

	And what does the neighbor say but this: “You would very surely think otherwise if any should attempt it in earnest.” 

	Here lies the great difficulty: Saemund is obliged to hold by Hrolleif as far as ever possible; not merely to cover him, but further, to maintain his cause in face of his opponents.

	Here is a scene from Vallaljots saga, where Ljot’s words are particularly characteristic. There have been killings and other matters between Ljot and his kinsmen on the one hand—and the two sons of Sigmund, Hrolf and Halli, on the other. All dissension has now been buried by a fair reconciliation, thanks to the right-minded intervention of Gudmund the Mighty. 

	Bodvar, a third son of Sigmund, has been abroad during these doings; he now returns and is forced to seek shelter during a storm in the house of Thorgrim, Ljot’s brother. Against Thorgrim’s will, and in spite of his endeavors to prevent any of the household from leaving the place while the guests are there, one man, Sigmund, slips away and hurries off to make trouble. Ljot will not kill a non-offending man and break the peace agreed on, nor will he raise hand against his brother’s guests. But there are others who still bear a grudge, and Bodvar is killed as he goes on his way from Thorgrim’s house. What can the eager avengers do now but come to Ljot, the best man of the family?

	 “It may cost a few hard words, but we shall be safe with him,” one of them suggests. 

	“It was he who counseled against vengeance,” another points out, but he is met with the retort: 

	“The more we are in need of him, the more stoutly he will help.” 

	They then inform Ljot that they have taken vengeance for their kinsman, and the saga goes on. 

	“It is ill to have evil kinsmen who only lead one into trouble. What is now to be done?” asks Ljot.

	They set out to find Thorgrim, and of course the saga has no need to state that Ljot is one of the party. 

	Ljot asks, “Why did you house our enemies, Thorgrim?” 

	He answers, “What else could I do? I did my best, though it did not avail. Sigmund did his best, and when all is said and done, it fell out otherwise than I had wished.” 

	Ljot responds, “Better had it been if your plans had been followed, but…now it is best that we do not stay apart…. It can hardly be otherwise now than that I should help, and I will take the lead. I have little wish for great undertakings, but I will not lose what is mine for any man.”

	 Thorgrim asks what is to become of Eyjolf, who of his own will had taken an eager part in the act of vengeance: Ljot will undertake to protect him, and get him away out of the country. 

	“But Bjorn,” says Ljot, “is to stay with me, and his fate shall be mine.”

	Bjorn was Ljot’s sister’s son, and had been the leader of the party who had killed Bodvar.

	There is a sounding echo of the active character of this frith in the old German’s paraphrase of the Sermon on the Mount. In Germanizing Christ’s command as to unreserved self-denial: “If thine eye offend thee, thy hand send thee, cast them from thee,” he says, “Go not with the kinsman who leads to sin, to wrong, though he be never so closely thy kinsman; better to cast him aside, to abhor him, and lay waste love in the heart, that one may rise alone to the high Heaven.”

	Again, personal sympathies and antipathies can, of course, never stand up against the authority of frith. Relations between Thorstein and his father had never been very cordial. To Egil’s mind, this son of his was ever too soft, too easygoing a man. Egil could not thrive in his house, but went in his old age to live with a step-daughter. His personal feelings toward his son could not make him stop a single moment to consider whether or not he should interfere.

	The Bandamanna saga has a little story based on this theme, of a father and son who never could get along together but are drawn together by their common feeling against all outsiders. The son is Odd, a wealthy man; Usvif, his father, is poor. Odd gets entangled in a lawsuit, which his ill-wishers take advantage of to squeeze him thoroughly. They have sworn together not to let him go free until they have stripped him. Then artful old Usvif comes along, and under cover of his notorious ill will toward his son, goes about among the conspirators, opening the eyes of a few of them to the hazardous nature of their undertaking: 

	 

	As purely as my son has money in his chest, so surely also has he wit in his head to find a way when that is needed. . . . Do you properly know how much of the booty there will fall to each, when there are eight of you to share. . . ? For you need not think my son will sit waiting at home for you; he has a ship, as you know, and save for homestead and land, a man’s wealth will float on water, that much I know. . . . Nay, but what a man has gotten, that he has. 

	 

	And here the old man is near letting fall a fat purse hidden beneath his cloak, the price he had demanded of his son beforehand for his help. Thus, he went unhesitatingly about the work of frith as he understood it, and took a hearty pride in his and his son’s success in settling the matter.

	All must give way to frith: all obligations, all considerations of self, everything down to the regard for one’s own personal dignity—if such a thing could be imagined as existing apart from the feeling of kinship.

	The great heroic example of daughterly and sisterly fidelity is Signy. The Völsunga saga tells, presumably based throughout on older poems, how a disagreement between Volsung and his son-in-law, Siggeir, Signy’s husband, leads to the slaying of the former. Volsung’s only surviving son, Sigmund, has to take to the woods, and there he ponders on revenge for his father. Signy sends one after another of her sons out to aid him, and sacrifices them mercilessly when they show themselves craven and useless. At last, she herself goes out, disguised and unrecognizable, to Sigmund’s hiding place, and bears her own brother a son: an avenger of the true type, instinct with the feeling of clanship. “The war-skilled youth closed me in his arms; there was joy in his embrace, and yet it was hateful to me also,” runs the stirring Old English monologue. And when at last the long-awaited vengeance comes, and the fire blazes up about King Siggeir, she throws herself into the flames with the words:

	 

	I have done all that King Siggeir might be brought to his death; so much have I done to bring about vengeance that I will not in any way live longer. I will die now with Siggeir as willingly as I lived unwillingly with him.

	 

	To such a length is she driven by frith. She cannot stop at any point, in face of any horror, so long as her sisterly love is still unsatisfied. She is carried irresistibly through motherly feeling and the dread of incest, for there is not the slightest suggestion in the saga that Signy is to be taken as one of those stern characters in whom one passion stifles all others from the root.

	One is tempted to regard this episode as a study, as a piece of problem writing, and as a conscious attempt to work out the power of frith upon the character. I think the suggestion has something to justify it, because the story as it stands has its idea. Consciously or unconsciously, the poet and his hearers were concerned to bring it about that the frith on one side and that on the other (a woman’s relationship to her husband is also a sort of frith) were so forced one against the other that the two showed their power by crushing human beings between them. Signy must take vengeance on her husband for her father’s death, despite humanity itself, and she must take vengeance on herself for her own act. Her words say as much: “So much have I done to bring about vengeance that I will not in any way live longer.” This does not come as an empty phrase; rather, these words ring out as the theme of the poem. Gudrun may sorrow for her husband, but she cannot take action against her brothers. Signy must aid in furthering vengeance for her father, even though it cost her her husband, and her children, and something over.

	The frith of the guild statutes is no exaggeration; it requires the brethren to take up one another’s cause, to consider only the person and not the matter itself. And the frith of kinship has one thing about it that can never find expression in a paragraph of laws. That is to say, spontaneity, necessity, and the unreflecting attitude that says, “We cannot do otherwise.”

	And whence comes this “We cannot do otherwise,” but from depths that lie beneath all self-determination and self-comprehension? We can follow the idea of frith from its manifestation in man’s self-consciousness, down through all his dispositions, until it disappears in the root of will. We dimly perceive that it is not he that wills frith, but frith that wills him. It lies at the bottom of his soul as the great fundamental element, with the blindness and the strength of nature.

	Frith constitutes what we call the base of the soul. It is not a mighty feeling among other feelings in these people, but the very core of the soul, that gives birth to all thoughts and feelings, and provides them with the energy of life—or it is that center in the self where thoughts and feelings receive the stamp of their humanity, and are inspired with will and direction. It answers to what we in ourselves call the human. Humanity in them bears always the mark of kinship. In our culture, a revolting misdeed is branded as inhuman, and conversely, we express our appreciation of noble behavior by calling it genuinely human. By the Teutons, the former is condemned as destroying a man’s kin-life, the latter praised for strengthening the sense of frith. Therefore, the slaying of a kinsman is the supreme horror, shame, and ill-fortune in one, whereas an ordinary killing is merely an act that may or may not be objectionable according to circumstances.

	Down at this level of spontaneity, there is no difference between me and thee, as far as kinship reaches. If frith constitutes the base of the soul, it is a base which all kinsmen have in common. There they adjoin one another, without any will or reflection between them as a buffer. Kinsmen strengthen one another; they are not as two or more individuals who add their respective strengths together, but they act in concert, because deep down in them all there is a thing in common which knows and thinks for them. Nay, more: they are so united that one can draw strength to himself from another.

	This peculiarity of man is well-known by the bear, according to a saying current in the north of Sweden: “Better to fight twelve men than two brothers,” runs a proverb ascribed to the wise animal. Among twelve men, a bear can pick off one at a time in rational fashion, but the two cannot be taken one by one. And if the one falls, his strength is passed on to his brother.

	This solidarity—as exemplified in the laws of revenge—rests on the natural fact of psychological unity. Through the channel of the soul, the action and the suffering of the individual flow on, spreading out to all who belong to the same stock, so that in the truest sense they are the doers of one another’s acts. When they follow their man to the seat of justice and support him to the utmost of their power, they are not acting as if his deed were theirs, but because it is. As long as the matter is still unsettled, all the kinsmen concerned are in a state of permanent challenge. 

	The slayer is not the only one who stands in danger of perishing by the sword he has drawn. Vengeance can equally well be attained by the killing of one of his kin, if the offended parties find one easier to reach than the slayer himself, or judge him more “worthy” as an object of vengeance. Steingrim’s words have a most natural ring when he comes to Eyjolf Valgerdson and tells him that he has been out in search of Vemund, but, having been prevented from doing so, instead took Vemund’s brother Herjolf: “Eyjolf was not well pleased that it had not been Vemund or Hals [another brother of Vemund’s],” Steingrim said, “though we had rather seen it had been him.”

	And Eyjolf likewise had no objection to this, despite the fact that Herjolf does not appear to have had any share in Vemund’s doings. The ring of the words—the passionless, practical, matter-of-fact tone in which the speeches are uttered—tells us much better than a roundabout explanation that we have to deal with a matter of experience here, and not a reflection or an arbitrary rule. 

	In another saga, a man named Gudbrand has to pay with his life for the amorous escapades of his brother Ingolf, who had caused offense to Ottar’s daughter with his persistent visits to her home. Her father vindicated the honor of his daughter by having Gudbrand killed. Ingolf himself was too wary to give the girl’s protectors a chance upon his life, and so they had no choice but to strike at him through the body of his kinsman.

	Similarly, all those united by one bond of kinship share any scathes suffered by one of their clan members: all feel the pain of the wound, and all are equally apt to seek vengeance. If a fine is decreed, all will have their share.

	Thus, the kinsmen proclaim their oneness of soul and body. This reciprocal identity is the foundation on which society and the laws of society mast be based. In all relations between man and man, it is frith that is taken into account, not individuals. What a single man has done binds all who live in the same circle of frith. The kinsmen of a slain man appear in pleno as accusers. It is the clan of the slayer that promises indemnity (i.e., the clan that pays damages for the slaying). And it is the clan of the slain man that receives the fine, and the sum is again shared in such a manner as to reach every member of the group. The two families promise each other, as one corporation to another, peace and security in the future.

	When a matter of blood or injury is brought before the tribunal of the law-thing, the decree must follow the line of demarcation drawn by kinship. The circle of frith amounts to an individual, which cannot be divided save by amputation, and its right constitutes a whole that no judgment can dissect.

	Germanic jurisprudence knows no such valuation of an act as allows of distributive justice: it can only hold one party entirely in the right, and the other entirely in the wrong. If a man has been slain, and his friends waive their immediate right of vengeance and bring their grievance before the law court instead, the community must either judicially award the complainants their right of frith and reparation, or doom them from their frith and declare them unworthy of seeking redress. In the first case, the community adds its authority to the aggrieved party’s proceedings, thereby denying the accused all right to maintain their kinship, or to defend and aid the slayer. In the latter case, when the killing was done in self-defense or on provocation, the law-thing says to the complainants: “Your frith is worsted; you have no right to vengeance.”

	We have been taught from childhood to regard the story of the bundle of sticks as an illustration of the importance of unity. The Germanic attitude of mind starts from a different side altogether. Here, unity is not regarded as originating in addition to something; unity is first in existence. The thought of mutual support plays no leading part among these men; they do not see it in the light of one man after another coming with his strength and the whole then added together, but rather as if the force lay in that which unites them. For them, then, the entire community is broken—and the strength of its men therewith—as soon as even one of the individual parties to it is torn up. And thus, they compare the group of kinsmen to a fence, stave set by stave, enclosing a sacred ground. When one is struck down, there is a breach in the clan, and the ground lies open to be trampled on.

	Such then is the frith which in ancient days united kinsmen one with another, a love which can only be characterized as a feeling of identity. So deeply rooted is it that neither sympathy nor antipathy, nor any humor or mood, can make it ebb or flow. No happening can be so powerful as to reach down and disturb this depth. Not even the strongest feelings and obligations toward non-kinsmen can penetrate so as to give rise to any inner tragedy, any conflict of the soul. 

	Signy, to use her as an example, was driven to do what she would rather have left undone. The thrilling words, “there was joy in it, but it was hateful to me also,” are undoubtedly applicable to her state after the consummation of her revenge. So closely can the Northmen approach tragedy that they depict a human being who suffers by taking action. But there is no question of any inner conflict in the sense of her considering, in fear, what course she is to choose. The tragic element comes from the outside. She acts naturally and without hesitation, and her action whirls her to destruction. When disagreement between kinsfolk is first consciously exploited as a poetic subject—as in the Laxdoela account of the two cousins driven to feud for a woman’s sake—we find ourselves on the threshold of a new world.

	The Laxdoela portrays the tragic conflict in a man’s mind when he is whirled into enmity with his cousin by the vengeful ambition of a woman. The strong-minded Gudrun (Osvifrsdottir) is never able to forget that once she loved Kjartan and was jilted by him. When she marries Kjartan’s cousin Bolli, she makes him a tool of her revenge. At last, the day of reckoning has arrived: Kjartan is reported to be on a solitary ride past Bolli’s homestead. Gudrun was up at dawn, says the saga, and woke her brothers:

	 

	Such mettle as you are, you should have been daughters of so-and-so the peasant—of the sort that serve neither for good nor ill. After all the shame Kjartan has put upon you, you sleep never the worse for that he rides past the place with a man or so. . . .

	 

	The brothers dress and arm themselves. Gudrun bids Bolli go with them. He hesitates, alleging the question of kinship, but she answers, “Maybe, but you are not so lucky as to be able to please all in a matter. We will part, then, if you do not go with them.” 

	Thus urged, Bolli takes up his arms and goes out. The party placed themselves in ambush in the defile of Hafragil. Bolli was silent that day, and lay up at the edge of the ravine. But his brothers-in-law were not pleased to have him lying there keeping lookout; jestingly, they caught him by the legs and dragged him down. When Kjartan came through the ravine, the fight began. Bolli stood idly by, his sword, Foot-Bite, in his hand. 

	“Well, kinsman, and what did you set out for today, since you stand there idly looking on?” teased Kjartan.

	Bolli made as though he had not heard Kjartan’s words. At length the others wake him to action, and he places himself in Kjartan’s way. 

	Then said Kjartan, “Now you have made up your mind, it seems, to this cowardly work. But I had rather take my death from you than give you yours.”

	 With this, he threw down his weapon, and Bolli, without a word, dealt him his death blow. He sat down at once, supporting Kjartan, who died in his arms.

	Bolli’s indecisiveness lies altogether outside the sphere of frith. In these chapters, there is a touch of the medieval interest in mental problems, but the old, heartsick, and ignoble melancholy still rings through.

	There is less of tragedy than of moral despair in Bolli’s words to Gudrun when she congratulates him on his return home: “This ill fortune will be long in my mind, even though you do not remind me of it.”

	Frith, then, is nothing but the feeling of kinship itself; it is given, once and for all, at birth. The sympathy we regard as the result of an endeavor to attune ourselves to our neighbors was a natural premise and a feature of character.

	Compared with the love of our day, the old family feeling has a stamp of almost sober steadfastness. There is none of that high-pressure feeling which modern human beings seem to find vitally necessary to love, and none of that pain of tenderness which seems to be the dominant note in our heartfelt sympathy—between man and man as well as between man and woman. The Christian hero of love is consumed by his ardor; he is in danger of being sundered himself by his own need to give out and draw up in himself. The people of older times grew strong and healthy in the security of their friendships; frith is altogether balance and sobriety.

	It is natural then that security should form the center of meaning in the words that the Germanic people are most inclined to use of themselves: words such as sib and frith. Security—but with a distinct note of something active, something willing and acting, or something at least which is ever on the point of action. A word such as the Latin pax suggests, first and foremost, a laying down of arms, a state of equipoise due to the absence of disturbing elements. Frith, on the other hand, indicates something armed, protection, defense—or else a power for peace which keeps men amicably inclined. Even when we find mention in the Germanic writings of “making peace,” the fundamental idea is not that of removing disturbing elements and letting things settle down, but that of introducing a peace-power among the disputants.

	The translator of Anglo-Saxon poetry is faced with innumerable difficulties, because no modern words will exhaust the meaning of terms like freoðu and sib, indicating “frith.” If the translator contents himself with repeating “peace” again and again in every context, he will thereby wipe out the very meaning which gives sense to the line. If he attempts to vary by different interpretations, he can only give the upper end of the meaning; he pulls off a little tuft of the word, but he does not get the root. The energy of the word, its vital force, is lost. When in one place enemies or evildoers beg for frith, the word means fully an acceptance in a pardoning will, admission to inviolability. When God promises the patriarch in Genesis frith, it bears the full meaning of grace: the earnest intention to be with him and protect him, fight for him, and if need be, commit a wrong for his advantage. And it is not only men, but also, for instance, places or strongholds which can furnish those in need of frith.

	And frith is the mutual will, the unanimity, gentleness, and loyalty in which men live within their circle. According to the writer of the Anglo-Saxon Genesis, the state in which the angels lived with their Lord before they sinned has frith; it was this frith that Cain broke by his fratricide “forfeiting love and frith.” So also Mary says to Joseph, when he thinks of leaving her: “You will rend asunder our frith and forsake my love.”

	When Beowulf has killed both Grendel and his mother, the Danish King in grateful affection says, “I will give you my frith as we had before agreed.” And he can give nothing higher than this. But there is the same entire sense of affection and obligation when the two arch-enemies Finn and Hengest, after a desperate fight, enter into a firm alliance in frith—even though the will gives way soon after.

	But the sense of the words is not exhausted yet. They denote not only the honest, resolute will to find loyalty; implicit trust forms the core, but about it lies a wealth of tones of feeling, joy, delight, affection, and love. A great part of the passages quoted above, if not all, are only half-understood unless that tone is suffered to sound as well. In the Anglo-Saxon, sib (or peace) ranges from the meaning of relief, comfort—as in the saying: sib comes after sorrow—to love. When the Northmen speak of woman’s frith or love, the word glows with passion.

	We need not doubt but that the feeling of frith included love, and that kinsmen loved one another deeply and sincerely. It is love between one and another that has drawn the little Old Scandinavian word sváss (Anglo-Saxon svæs) away from its original meaning. It probably means, primarily, approximately “one’s own, closely related,” but in Anglo-Saxon poetry it shows a tendency to attach itself to designations for kinsmen. At the same time its content has become more and more intense—intimate, dear, beloved, joyous. In the Scandinavian, it has concentrated entirely about this sense and is there, moreover, a very strong word for expressing dearness. From all we can see, the relation between brothers—and also between brothers and sisters—was one of close intimacy among the Germanic people, as it was generally with all peoples of related culture. The brotherly and sisterly relationship has a power unlike any other to intensify will, thoughts, and feelings. The kinship has possessed both depth and richness.

	Besides love, there is in frith a strong note of joy. The Anglo-Saxon word liss has a characteristic synthesis of tenderness and firmness that is due to its application to the feelings of kinship. It denotes the gentleness and consideration that friends feel for one another, and it indicates the king’s favor toward his retainers. In the mouths of Christian poets, it lends itself readily to express God’s grace. But then liss is also joy, delight, and happiness: just that pleasure one feels in one’s home, among one’s faithful friends. These two notes—which were of course really one—rang through the words of Beowulf: “All my liss is in thee, but few friends have I without thee.” Thus he greets his uncle Hygelac, as if to explain the offering of his trophies to his kinsman: “All frith is ruined by the fall of fearless Tryggvason.” These simple words disclose the boundless grief which Hallfreðr felt at the death of his beloved king.

	Gladness was a characteristic feature in a man, nothing less than the mark of freedom. “Glad-man”—a man of happy mind—a man must be called, if the judgment were to be altogether laudatory. The verse in Hávamál, “Glad shall a man be at home, generous to the guest, and gentle,” indicates what is expected of a man, and this agrees with the spirit of the following verse from Beowulf: “Be glad toward the Geats, and forget not gifts for them,” as the queen adjures the king of the Geats. In fact, just as bold or well-armed are standing epithets of the man, “glad” must be added to indicate that nothing is wanted in his full humanity. So when Beowulf tells us that Freawaru “was betrothed to Froda’s glad son,” the poet does not intend to explain the disposition of the prince, but simply describe him as the perfect knight.

	Gladness was an essential feature in humanity, and thus a quality of frith. The connection between joy and friendly feeling is so intimate that the two cannot be found apart. All joy is bound up with frith; outside it, there is not and cannot be anything answering to that name. When the poet of Genesis lets the rebellious angels fall away from joy and frith and gladness, he gives, in this combination of words, not a parallel reckoning up of the two or three most important values lost to them by their revolt, but the expression in a formula of life itself seen from its two sides.

	Our forefathers were very sociable in their gladness. Intercourse and well-being were synonymous with them. When they sit about the board, or around the hearth—whatever it may be—they grow boisterous and quick to laughter, and they feel pleasure. Pleasure, of course, is a word of wide scope of meaning in their mode of speech, extending far beyond the pleasures of the table and of conversation; pleasure is properly society. In other words, it is the feeling of community that forms the basis of their happiness. Mandream, delight in man’s society, is the Anglo-Saxon expression for life and existence, and to go hence is called to “give up joy,” the joy in mankind, joy of life, and joy of the hall. It is to forsake delight in kinsmen, in honor, in the earth, in one’s inheritance, and in the joyful site of home.

	Now we are in a position to understand that gladness or joy is not a pleasure derived from social intercourse; it draws its exhilarating strength from being identical with frith. The contents of joy are a family privilege, an heirloom. The Anglo-Saxon word feasceaft means literally “he who has no part or lot with others,” or “the outlaw who has no kin,” but the word implies the meaning of “unhappy” or “joyless,” but not, as we might believe, because one so driven out must come to lead a miserable existence; rather, because he turned his back upon gladness when he went away. “Gladness” must be taken in an individualizing sense, as of a sum of gladness pertaining to the house, and which the man must leave behind him in the house when he goes out into the void. There is no joy lying about loose in the wilds. He who is cast out from gladness of his own and those about him has lost all possibility of feeling the well-being of fullness in himself. He is empty.

	Kinship is an indispensable condition to the living of life as a human being. It is this which makes the suffering occasioned by any breach in a man’s frith so terrible and without parallel in all experience, so intolerable and brutal, devoid of all lofty ideal elements. To us, a conflict such as that which arises in Gudrun when she sees her “speech-friend” slain, and her brothers as the slayers, might seem to present the highest degree of bitterness: a thing to rend the soul asunder. But the Germanic mind knew that which was worse than tearing asunder, which is to say, dissolution. A breach of frith gives rise to a suffering beneath all passion; it is kinship itself—a man’s very humanity—which is stifled, and from that place follows the dying out of all human qualities. What the wretch suffers and what he enjoys can no longer produce any real feeling in him. His very power of joy is dead. The power of action is killed. Energy is replaced by that state which the Northmen feared most of all, and most of all despised: redelessness.17

	“Bootless struggle, an overarching sin, falling like darkness over Hrethel’s soul” says Beowulf about the fratricide; in these words is summed up the helpless, powerless fear that follows on the breaking of frith.

	This places a new task before us. Joy is a thing essential to humanity. It is inseparably attached to frith; it is a sum and an inheritance. But this joy, then, contained something in itself.

	In Beowulf, the hero’s return from strife and toil is sung as follows: “Thence he sought his way to his dear home, loved by his people, home to the fair frith-hall, where he had his battle-fellows, his castle, his treasures.” What did these lines mean to the original listeners? What feelings did the words “dear,” “loved,” and “fair” call forth in them? What we have seen up to now teaches us approximately but the strength of these words—and what we are not to understand thereby.

	What were the ideas attached to this joy?

	The answer is contained in the old word “honor.”
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	Frith and honor: these are the sum of life, the essence of what a man needs to live fully and happily.

	“Be fruitful and multiply, and replenish the earth,” says God in Genesis to Noah on his leaving the Ark. The Anglo-Saxon poet of Genesis gives it as follows: “Be fruitful and increase; live in honor and in frith with pleasure.”

	Once upon a time, there lived in Iceland, in Ísafjörður, an old man by the name of Havard. He had been a bold man in his day, but he was not rich and did not have great influence. His only son, Olaf, was envied for his prowess and popularity by the local chieftain residing at Laugabol, the powerful and intractable Thorbjorn. Thorbjorn sought to be more than the first man of note in that place: he would be the only man of note, and he killed Olaf to attain that end. When the news was brought to Havard, he sank down with a deep groan and kept in his bed a whole year. 

	Indeed, there was no one who really believed that a solitary old man would be able to exact reparation from the domineering men of Laugabol. Havard’s grave wife kept the homestead going by fishing with the manservant by day and doing the rest of her work by night. At the end of the year, she persuaded the old man to pull himself together and set off to demand payment of a fine. He was met with great scorn. His demand was not even refused; he was told to look outside the enclosure, where he would find a creature just as old and lame and halt as himself: an old horse. The horse had lain kicking for a long while past, but now, after some scrapings, might perhaps manage to get on its legs again. Havard was told he was welcome to keep this poor beast if he wanted consolation for the death of his son.

	Havard staggers home and goes to bed for another year.

	Once again. he humors his wife and makes the attempt; he is loath to go, but says, “If I knew there should be vengeance for my son Olaf, I would never care how dearly I might have to buy it.” So he rides to the law-thing. 

	Thorbjorn, when he first sees the old man enter the booth, cannot at once recollect why Havard might have come there. 

	“This,” says Havard, “the slaying of my son Olaf is ever in my mind as if it were but newly done. Therefore, it is my errand now to crave payment from you.” He gains nothing for his pains but new bloody scorn. So downcast is he now as he leaves the booth that he scarcely notices when two men with some standing pass him a kindly word. And his third year in bed is rendered heavier to bear because of his aching joints. His wife Bjargny still manages the work of the place, and finds time between tasks to persuade her kinsfolk to render aid, and to gain knowledge of Thorbjorn’s journeys and the way he goes. 

	Then one day she comes to his bedside again, when the third summer had come: “Now you have slept long enough! Tonight, your son Olaf is to be avenged. If you wait any longer, it will be too late.” This was something different from the comfortless task of riding out to ask for reparation. Havard sprang from his bed, secured his revenge before daybreak, and came the next morning to Steinthor Thorlaksson of Eyri to report his killing of four men. He reminded Steinthor of his words at the last law-thing: “For methinks you said then, that if I should need a trifle of help, I might as well come to you as to other chieftains.” 

	“Help you shall have,” answered Steinthor, “but I should like to know what you would reckon a great help, if this you now crave is but a trifle.” 

	And thereupon Havard seated himself squarely and at ease in the second high seat at Eyri, where he laughed at the future with its troubles, and jested with all he met, “for now there was an end to all fretting and misery.”

	Havard had suffered a shame and a loss of honor. It shakes him in every limb. The evil grips him, aged man as he is, so that he sinks down in palsy. And there he lies, while a single thought gnaws so insistently at his mind that he thinks he has not slept all those three years. At the law-thing he walks, as an onlooker describes him, “a man unlike others, large of growth and something stricken in years; he drags himself along, and yet he looks manly enough. He seems filled with sorrow and unrest.”

	But when at last reparation comes, honor flows once more through his veins, honor newly born and giving new birth again. His limbs are straightened and his lungs are filled. With a sigh of awakening, Havard feels life once more pour through and from him. His strength wells up. His mind grows young, so young that it must learn anew the meaning of danger and of difficulty. It is filled with restive joy of life: the true rejoicing in life that cares nothing for death.

	Paulus Diaconus tells of an aged Lombard,18 Sigvalde, who, like Havard, was sorely tried, and also like Havard, reaped joy in many folds for his sorrow. He had lost two sons in battle against the invading Slavs. In two battles he avenged them with great eagerness, and when a third battle was about to take place, he insisted on going out to fight, in spite of all protestations: “for,” he declared, “I have now gained full restitution for my sons. Now I can meet death gladly if need be.” And so, he went to his death out of sheer abundance of vitality.

	Honor at once brings up the thought of vengeance. It must be so that he who thinks of honor must say vengeance, not only because the two are always found together in the stories, but more because it is only through vengeance that we can see the depth and breadth of honor. Vengeance contains the illumination and the explanation of life; life as it is seen in the avenger is life at its truest and most beautiful—life in its innermost nature.

	Life is known by its ecstasy. There is a sort of delight in which men go beyond themselves and forget themselves, to sink down into the infinite and the timeless. But then, too, there is an ecstasy wherein men go beyond themselves without losing their foothold in time, a delight in which they live through the highest and deepest—their highest and deepest—as in a feeling of power, so that they stand a while in enjoyment of the growth of their strength, and then storm on, stronger and bolder.

	It is by this life-filled delight that life must be known. In it, culture reveals its essence and its value. In order to attain to a just estimate of a strange age, we must ourselves participate in its ecstasy. Living through that one moment gives more than many years’ experience, because a culture’s whole complement of thought and feeling lies close-packed there in its highest power. In this great moment of experience, the refracted rays of daily life must be made clear. The joy of life, its sorrow, its beauty, its truth, and its right reveal to us here their innermost being. What is the substance of a people’s joy and of its sorrow? The answer to this question forces us far into the culture of that people. But it is equally important to measure the degree of strength in joy. What is the measure of height for these people: jubilation, delight, refreshment of the soul, shouts of laughter, smiles, or what? And what is sorrow to them? A thing they can enjoy, if only in the ennobling form of poetry, or a pestilence, a thing terrible and despicable in itself?

	In the days when Christianity constituted a culture, a spiritual atmosphere, and as life-giving and necessary to life, we feel what Christianity was by trying to sympathize with the experience of a father when he praises God, because his children have been found worthy to suffer for the sake of Jesus’ name. The Jew reveals himself in the moment he places a newborn son on his knee, and by his blessing consecrates him to be the upholder of his race. Hellas must be experienced through the aged Diagoras, as he sits on the shoulders of his sons after their victory at the games, surrounded by a jubilant throng, and “accounted happy in his children.” The Germanic ecstasy is reached in the moment of vengeance.

	Havard and Sigvalde tread holy ground. However far we may be from understanding their motives and reasoning, their presence inspires us with awe. It is not their manhood, their violence, their humor, or their quickness of wit that arouses our interest; we feel dimly that vengeance is the supreme expression of their humanity, and we are urged on by the need to convert our veneration into a sympathetic understanding of the ideals guiding their acts.

	Vengeance makes them great, because it develops every possibility in them, not merely a few bloodthirsty attributes. It strains their power of achievement, almost beyond its reach, and makes them feel stronger and bolder. But it teaches them, also, to wait and bear in mind, and to calculate. Year after year a man can wait and watch, arranging all his plans and actions so as to grasp the most fleeting opportunity of satisfying his honor; ay, even to his daily work about the homestead, looking to his hay and his cattle, it is so disposed that he can watch the roads and see at any moment if the wanted man should ride that way.

	Vengeance teaches him to reckon time and space as trifles. One may come through time by remembering, and one can be driven over sea and land, when one has an object in view. A boy of six, seeing his father slain before his eyes, can at once find the right word: “Not weep, but remember the better.”

	Vengeance raises him up and transfigures him. It does not merely raise him, but holds him suspended and thrusts him into a higher plane. And this can happen because the desire of redress is not only the loftiest of all sentiments, but also the most ordinary and most generally human. Whatever differences there might be between human beings otherwise, there is one point they meet: they should and cannot help but seek restitution when wronged.

	What, then, was vengeance?

	It was not the outcome of a sense of justice. There are peoples who see in justice the vital principle of existence, whereby the world is held together and kept going. For them, there is a kind of direct relationship between the behavior of human beings and the motion of the planets, so that a crime unpunished hangs brooding like a peril over mankind. In order to avoid famine, defeat, or disturbances of the order of the world generally, one must, in case of need, execute the sons for the crimes of their fathers, and vice versa. The Germanic people are not of this sort. Justice demands an altogether different type of conscience from that with which our forefathers were equipped.

	Neither did these barbarians understand the symmetrical morality which restores the balance by striking out an eye for an eye. The Germanic mind had as little conception of the word “retaliation” as of the word “punishment.”

	If the thirst for vengeance is understood as meaning the wish to see one’s desire upon one’s enemies, then the word does not accord with the Germanic idea. Vengeance was planned with every care, and carried out in the most cold-blooded fashion, one is tempted to say with a businesslike sangfroid. The avenger plants his axe in his opponent’s head, wipes off the blood in the grass, covers the body according to custom, and rides on his way. He has no lust for further dealings with the fallen man; mutilation of the dead is, in the history of the Northmen, a thing so unique as to mark the doer of such a deed as an exception—that is to say, as an inferior man. Ugly memories can, on rare occasions, lead a man to forget himself. Havard dealt Thorbjorn a further wound across the face after he had given him his death blow, because Thorbjorn had once struck him in the face with a pouch in which Olaf Havardson’s teeth had been kept since the day they were loosened by the blow that killed him. But Havard’s deed at once calls forth the question from his companion: “Why do you deal so by a dead man?” Even if the man were not dead, it was considered unmanly to strike him once he lay mortally wounded. The act would be that of a nithing.

	There is little of exultation over the fallen, and even when it occurs, it is plainly only a casual attendant circumstance, not the main point in the feeling of satisfaction. Behind the outward calmness of vengeance, the mind is in a turmoil of rejoicing and pride. The accomplishment of the deed serves better than anything else to call forth enthusiastic words in praise of the act, in praise of him who wrought it, of him for whose sake it was done, and of the race to which both parties belonged. But these outbursts come from the depths; they are the outcome of life’s ecstasy.

	For the punisher, as for the man of vindictive nature, all thoughts circle about that other one, what is to be done with him, whether he can be properly and feelingly struck. The avenger has the center of his thoughts in himself. All depends on what he does, not on what the other suffers. The avenger procures something: he takes vengeance.

	Two things are requisite for right vengeance: that the offender should fall by stroke of a weapon, and that the weapon should be wielded by the one offended. If the slayer, before the matter could be settled, perished in some other manner—either died a natural death, or was killed by accident—then the offended parties had nonetheless their vengeance due to them. They must then look to the offender’s kin, just as in case of his escaping alive out of their hands (e.g., by choosing that season to travel and see the world, and learn good customs of the kings in other lands). Nor would the injured family regard it as any restitution that the offender should fall by the hand of a third party unconcerned in the affair; their vengeance was yet to come, for they had not yet “gotten honor over their kinsman.”

	But then also, the other party must necessarily have an honor, if the injury was to be wiped out. The most unfortunate death a man could die was to be killed by slaves, and more particularly when these slaves were acting on their own behalf, without any man of distinction as instigator, for there was no vengeance to be gained from bondmen. One of the earliest settlers in Iceland, Hjorleif, was set upon and slain by his slaves. When his foster brother Ingolf found the body later, he cried out in distress: “This was a wretched fate for a brave man, that thralls should be his bane.” Havard, when taking vengeance for the killing of his son, suffered the slaves to go free; the deed would not be “more avenged” by his taking their worthless lives as well. Almost as wretched as death by the hand of slaves was his lot who died by the hand of a vagabond: a man having no companions in honor, and no foster brother or comrades-in-arms in the world. Not only was there the risk of vengeance being lost, since it vested in a single individual, but the honor to be gained from taking vengeance against such a man was in itself but slight.

	Even among true kinsmen, however, there might be degrees of value in revenge. If the family felt the injury very deeply, either because the member slain was one of their best men, or because his kinsmen generally set a high price upon their honor, then they might prefer to aim immediately at a better man among the offender’s kin. This tendency to take vengeance on a kinsman of the offender who was counted “worthier” as an object of revenge dies late in the North.

	In the introduction to the Norwegian law book of the Frostathing,19 we find “Haakon the King, son of King Haakon, son’s son of King Sverri” still mournfully bewailing “the ill mis-custom, which long hath been in the land, that where a man hath been put to death, his kinsmen will take such of the slayer’s kin as is counted best, even though the killing were done without his knowledge, will, or nearness to the deed, and will not take vengeance upon the slayer, even though it might be easily come by,” whence evil men flourish, and the good have no reward of their peaceable life, “and we see ourselves robbed of our best subjects in the land,” sighs this father of his country.

	The bitterness of tone is in itself a token that comfort is yet far off. True, the peasant freeholders would gladly live in safety in the country, and if the king could help them to such peace, then an edict or so were welcome enough. But sure as it was that peace might be furthered by refraining from killing of men, it was no less sure that man could not live by not being killed. And when a man now suffered need, what could the king do for him? The surplus of healing for a wounded honor that the king’s good subjects gained for themselves in ancient ways was not to be replaced by anything the king had to offer in new ways of law. And as long as honor stood as a fundamental factor in the moral self-estimation of the people—stood, indeed, as the very aim of justice—there could be no lopping an end off by a sharp rescript. Prohibitions and law reforms from above are at best only the precursors, heralds of a change of mind that takes centuries to take effect. As long as “law” and “right” had not found one another in a new unity, so long would the “abuse” among the people—their misunderstanding of their own good—be stronger than both kingly power and prudence. 

	“No man in all the land had such brave vengeance taken for him as this one; for no other man were so many taken in payment.” This was, and continued to be, the best proof that the fallen man had been among the greatest of his time. Vengeance, then, consists in taking something from the other party. One procures honor from him. One will have one’s honor back.

	An inflicted injury occasions a loss to the sufferer. He has been bereft of some part of his honor. And this honor is something he cannot do without in case of need—not a thing he requires only for luxury, and which the frugal mind can manage without. He cannot even console himself with the part that remains, for the injury he has suffered may be likened to a wound which will never close itself up, but bleed unceasingly until his life runs out. If he cannot fill the empty space, he will never be himself again. The emptiness may be called shame; it is a suffering, a painful state of sickness.

	Njál, peaceable, peace-making Njál, has not many words about the matter, but the human feelings are as unspoiled in him as in the valiant warrior Egil. He looked at his aged body and said, “I cannot avenge my sons, and in shame I will not live,” and thereupon laid himself down on his bed in the midst of the flames. In a character such as Kveldulf, the suffering displayed itself in violent convulsions. His son Thorolf had fallen in something approaching open feud with no less a man than King Harald himself; it seemed hopeless for a simple yeoman to crave honorable amends from the mighty king of Norway. He himself was old and past his time, but the hunger for honor turned into a stimulant in his body, calling up the last remains of strength to strike down a man or so “whom Harald will count it ill to lose.” Different as the two men are by nature—representing, one might say, the two opposite poles of Icelandic culture—they yet think and feel alike, and act on the same principle: that honor is a thing indispensable, and vengeance inevitable. As long as men still lived the old life, irrespective of whether the outward forms were pagan or Christian, a man could not, under any circumstances, let his vengeance lie; there was no ignoring the claims of honor, for this was a thing that came from within, manifesting itself as a painful sense of fear.

	There was once an Icelander who did a great thing, all but superhuman. After the general battle at the law-thing in the year 1012 when the prospects of reconciliation were dark, and everything pointed to a fatal breaking up of the free state itself, the great chieftain Hall of Sida stood up and said:

	All men know what sorrow has stricken me in that my son Ljot is fallen. One or another of you may perhaps think that he would be among the dearest of those fallen here [i.e., one of those whose death would cost most in reparation]. But this I will do, that men may be agreed again; I will let my son lie unavenged, and yet give my enemies full peace and accord. Therefore I ask of you, Snorri Godi,20 and with you the best of those here, that you bring about peace between us.

	 

	Thereupon Hall sat down. And as his words rose, a loud murmur of approval, all greatly praising his goodwill: 

	 

	And of this, that Hall was willing to leave his son unavenged, and did so much to bring about peace, it is now to be said that all those present at the law-thing laid money together for payment to him. And the count of it all together was not less than eight hundred in silver; but that was four times the fine for killing of one man.

	 

	But blood need not be shed to endanger life. Honor might ooze out as fatally from the wound made by a blow from a stick, or by a sharp word, or even by a scornful neglect. And the medicine is in all cases the same.

	When a man sits talking among others, and emphasizes his words with a stick in such fashion that he chances to strike his neighbor’s nose, the neighbor ought perhaps to take into consideration the fact that the striker was short-sighted, and had talked himself into a state of excitement. Nor can it be called quite good manners to jump up on the instant and endeavor to drive one’s axe into the nose of the other, but should the eager and short-sighted speaker chance to be found dead in his bed a few months after, it would be understood that someone had been there “to avenge that blow from a stick.” No one would on principle deny the name of vengeance to the deed. And if the man so struck were a man of honor, no outsider would deny his right to act as he had done; on the contrary, they would immediately realize that the blow to his nose might prove as fatal to him as the loss of an arm or a leg. Unless honor was taken for the injury, the little sore would, so to speak, lead to blood poisoning.

	It happened thus with the Icelander Thorleif Kimbi. While voyaging abroad on a Norwegian ship, he had the misfortune to act in a somewhat hotheaded fashion toward his countryman Arnbjorn, while they were preparing a meal. Arnbjorn started up and dealt Thorleif a blow on the neck with his hot spoon. Thorleif swallowed the insult: “Nay, the Norsemen shall not make game of us two Icelanders, and haul us apart like a couple of curs, but I will remember this when we meet in Iceland.” Thorleif’s memory, however, seems to have been weak. 

	When one day he sets out to ask the hand of a girl in marriage, her brother answers him as follows: “I will tell you my mind: before I give you my sister in marriage, you must find healing for those gruel scars on your neck that you got three years ago in Norway.” And that blow of a spoon and the refusal based on the scars brought two whole districts into feud, and led to deep and lasting dissension between the families concerned. From the point of view of the age, there is nothing disproportionate in the cause and its effects.

	If a man were called thief or coward when he was not, or beardless—which perhaps the fact forbade him to deny—he would in any case have to win full and complete indemnity for the assertion, if he wished to retain his dignity.

	Njál had the disability that no hair grew on his face. Gunnar Hámundarson’s wife, Hallgerd, saw it and was not silent about the matter: 

	 

	So wise a man who knows a way for everything that he should not have hit upon the plan of carting manure where it was most needed; he shall be called the beardless old man, and his sons be named Muckbeards. And you, Sigmund, you ought to put that into verse. Come, let us have some gain of your art.

	 

	Sigmund does all in his power to win fair Hallgerd’s admiration and her applause: “You are a pearl, to pleasure me so.” The insults have power, not only over the young, hot-blooded sons, but equally so over Njál himself. 

	The verses come to Bergthora’s ears. And when they were sitting at meet, she said, “You have been honored with gifts—you, father, and your sons. There will be little fame for you if you give nothing in return.” 

	“What gifts are these?” asked Skarphedin.21 

	“You, boys, have one gift to share between you: you have been called Muckbeards, and the master here is called the beardless old man.” 

	“We are not womanly-minded, to be angered at everything,” said Skarphedin. 

	“Then Gunnar was angered on your behalf, and if you do not seek your right here, you will never avenge any shame.” 

	“The old woman takes pleasure, it seems, in baiting us,” said Skarphedin, and smiled. But the sweat stood out on his forehead, and red spots showed in his cheeks, and this was an unusual thing. Grim was silent, and bit his lip, and Helgi showed no sign. Hoskuld followed Bergthora when she went out.22 She came in again, foaming with rage. 

	Njál says, “There, there, wife, it can be managed well enough, even though one takes one’s time. And it is thus with many matters, however trying they may be, that even though vengeance be taken, it is not sure that all mouths can be made to say alike.”

	 But in the evening, Njál heard an axe rattle against the wall. “Who has taken down our shields?” 

	“Your sons went out with them,” said Bergtora.

	 Njál thrust his feet into a pair of shoes, and went out around the house. There he saw them on their way up over the slope. 

	“Where did they go?” 

	“After sheep,” answered Skarphedin. 

	“You need no weapons for them; it would seem you were going on some other errand.” 

	“Then we will fish for salmon, father, if we do not come across the sheep.”

	 “If that is so, it is to be hoped that you do not miss your catch.” 

	When he came in to bed, he said to Bergthora, “All your sons have gone out armed. It would seem that your sharp words have given them something to go out for.” 

	“I will give them my best thanks if they come and tell me of Sigmund’s fall.”

	They come home with the good news and tell Njál. And he answers, “Well done!”

	For everything there is but one form of vengeance: vengeance in blood. If it were only a question of retribution or self-assertion, payment could no doubt be made in the same coin. When men have such faith in the power of scornful words over honor,23 one might think they would also regard their own taunts as of some effect. But to give ill words for ill words did not win honor back; the sting of the other’s words remained, and one might lose one’s revenge. A man would hardly dare to take his enemy prisoner and put him to scorn, instead of putting him to death at once. There was the fear of bringing degradation on oneself instead of restitution, and thus it was reckoned unmanly to humiliate an enemy instead of killing him. Vengeance was too costly a matter to jest with.

	Honor was a thing that forced men to take vengeance, not merely something that enabled them to do so. The guilds lived, like the old circles of kinsmen, in frith and honor, and in their statutes the principles underlying ancient society are reduced to paragraphs. A man is thrust out of the guild and pronounced a nithing if he breaks peace with his brother in any dispute arising between them, wherever they may meet, whether in the guild hall, in the streets of their town, or out in the world. He incurs the same sentence, if he fails to take up the cause of his brother, when he is in need of assistance in dealings with people outside the brotherhood. But no less does a brother sin, if he suffers dishonor without calling in the aid of his brethren. And if he does not thereafter avenge the wrong with the aid of his guild brethren, he is cast out from the brotherhood as a nithing.

	Though frith is not directly expressed in the codes of law, it was nevertheless manifest. Its authority is so obvious that the lawyers do not become conscious of it until they begin to find themselves in opposition. Honor, on the other hand, is amply recognized in the codices of the lawmakers.

	For partners in frith, vengeance is a duty; the law sanctions this duty as a right. The laws of Iceland allow for killing on the spot in return for an attack or for a blow, even though they may leave no mark on the skin. In the case of more serious blows and wounds, and of insults of a graver character, the offender may be freely struck down when and where he is found before the next assembly of the Althing.24 Thus far, vengeance is valid.

	But if a man goes home with the little insult still upon him, or lets autumn, winter, or spring go by without settling accounts for the greater offense, then he has forfeited his right to settle by his own hand, and can only bring suit against his opponent in law. Thus runs a law divided against itself. The line of development tends toward a restriction of the right to vengeance, but so long as the necessity of vengeance is admitted in principle, the limits are drawn in a purely external fashion. No wonder then that these loosely-built barriers prove too weak to hold back the pursuer.

	In the laws of Norway, the process of restriction is carried a step further. Vengeance is for the most part only recognized in cases of the very gravest injury. Authority must necessarily sanction the vengeance taken by a man for the killing of his kinsman or the dishonoring of his womenfolk; to include such vengeance under the head of crime, though it were of the mildest order, was out of the question even in the early Middle Ages. But here also, the laws of the Norwegian kings would seek to draw the limit for personal action. There is some hesitation, perhaps, in regard to abuse of the very worst kind. Can one deny a man’s right to answer with the axe when addressed in such words as: “You old woman, you bitch, a jade like you, a slave that you are!”? But a wound or a blow, a nudge, a jeer: a man should be able to carry those to court.

	Nevertheless, a stronger substratum shows clearly through. Haakon Haakonson, in his great novel from the middle of the thirteenth century which serves as an introduction to the Frostathing’s Law, cannot say otherwise than that vengeance for wounds and genuine insults must stand valid, when it is taken before the opposite party has offered to pay a fine. The vague arbitrariness of the addition: “save where the king and other men of judgment deem otherwise” is characteristic of all helpless reformatory movement from above; it is giving the old regime one’s blessing, and tacking on an empty phrase to stand in the name of reform. And if the offender, trusting to his wealth and power, or to influential kinsmen, repeated his insolence, then the offended party had the right to choose whether he would accept settlement or not.

	Half-humorous is an improvement that at one time seems to have been regarded with great hopes: that a man taking vengeance shall be held guilty of no crime as long as his vengeance does not exceed in magnitude the wrong for which it is taken. Any surplus is to be duly assessed at its proper value on settlement and indemnity paid accordingly: a well-intentioned idea, if only it were possible to agree as to what punishment fitted the crime, and what the surplus, if any, might be worth. The thought looks better in the form of a gentle exhortation, as put forward to guide the conscience of the king’s retainers: “Do not take vengeance too suddenly, and let not the vengeance taken be disproportionate.” Thus run the words in King Magnus VI of Norway’s court’s law of 1274.

	All these interferences bear the stamp of weakness and lukewarmness. The improvements themselves show us how clearly and simply the old regime is imprinted on the mind: that injury, whether of this sort or that, demands its cure, and that the cure is certainly to be found in vengeance. True, new ideas are beginning to germinate, but for the present, the reformers have nothing wherewith to lay a new foundation, and are thus obliged to build upon the old, basing their edicts against vengeance upon the fact that vengeance is a thing no man can do without.

	Surely enough, a contrast may be noted between law and life. The man of law appears to have had a keen eye for shades and degrees of offense, which practical men never recognized, or recognized only while in company with the jurists. These Norsemen, good souls, sat at the law-thing and listened with interest when those versed in law expatiated on the distinction between a wound laying bare the bone but closing entirely on proper treatment, and the legally graver case where a piece of flesh of such and such a size was shorn away and fell to the ground. The hearers would make a mental note of how much was to be paid for the first sort, and how much for the second. Or they would be given a classification of the various terms of abuse. “Full fine shall be paid, firstly, when a man reviles another as having lain in childbed; secondly, if he declares that the other is possessed of unnatural lusts; thirdly, if he compares him with a mare, or a troll, or a harlot.” Likewise, there is a full fine if he be called slave, or whore, or witch; for the rest, there are only words of abuse for which a minor fine can be claimed, or which can be avenged by saying, “you are another.”

	Then the assembly dispersed, and the good men went back to their homes, and took vengeance in blood as well for great injuries as for small insults, as if no such scale had ever been. Or the Icelanders, those hard-bitten champions who quarreled and fought and took their revenge in all the simplicity of honor, went to their Althing and heard the lawman recite the chapter on killing, in all its artificial complexity, with conditions, possibilities and circumstances endlessly tangled and woven in and out. Never a man laughed; on the contrary, all listened with the deepest interest.

	This picture has a magnificent humor of its own. If we did not know better, we might be led to imagine a schism in the community. But no. In Iceland, at any rate, there is no trace of any distinction between a law-giving caste and a lawless mob. The same headstrong yeomen who fought with one another in their own districts were jurists to a degree, with a fondness and a gift for the intricacies of law. It is these peasants, indeed, who have made Icelandic law the fine-patterned web of casuistry it is. Law, in the saga isle, has its own particular stamp of almost refined systematism that we find in Iceland and nowhere else, built up by constant lawsuits and constant legislation. Something similar applies in the case of Norway. Even though there were men learned in law everywhere, in the narrower sense, to be found beside the unlearned, the distinction is only valid as a matter of actual knowledge, and does not apply to the interest displayed.

	Another and more likely explanation may be advanced. Men do not remain always at the same stage; they move only with part of their soul at a time. The same individual contains a progressive self, which asserts itself triumphantly when the man appears in some public function or in co-operation with other kindred soul-halves. And an old-fashioned, conservative self takes the lead at home in daily life, and manages altogether to take advantage of any disturbance of balance in the soul—to surprise and depose its rival. The laws of Norway and of Iceland do not represent any primeval law; on the contrary, both are phenomena of progress. It is the progressive self that speaks through them. And strangely enough, while the Norsemen have a scale of values for wounds, according to whether they penetrate to a cavity (which costs one-half mark) or do not go beyond the skin (price one ounce), according as the breach heals without a scar (price one ounce) or with a scar (six ounces), the Icelanders, on the other hand, have plainly not advanced beyond the stage of calling a wound a wound. If we could follow the course of the laws back century by century, we should see how the forms became increasingly simple, see them more and more nearly approaching the simplicity of everyday thought.
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