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The Category of Affinity (Mágsemð) in the 
Old Norse Model of Family Relations

It w ould appear im possible to  im agine a description of Scandinavian 
society in th e  saga epoch w ith o u t such notions as 'th e  k inship con­
sciousness’, ‘k inship  trad itions’, and ‘kinship, clan e th ics’. T he role of 
and respect for fam ily and ancestors in th a t epoch w ere undoubted ly  
great, and cannot be overestim ated. However, few instances have been 
described w herein  fam ilial and kinship relations are m anifested  in eve­
ryday practice. T he dom estic cu lt and ancestors is so universal th a t it 
is practically im possible to  po in t ou t spheres w here it is no t present. 
Yet, for th is very reason, it is difficult to  identify  th e  spheres w here it 
is fully m anifested.

I in tend  to  discuss th e  m eaning o f th e  te rm  mágr /  mágar (often tran s­
lated as ‘relative by m arriage’) and the  lim its o f th is  notion. I note at
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Abstract: In the present paper the question o f the m eaning o f the term  mágr, mágar 
(often translated as ‘relative by marriage’) and o f the lim its o f  th is notion is discussed. 
T he word mågr in the O ld Icelandic m eant a very w ide sphere o f relations m uch ex cee­
ding the traditionally accepted notion o f affinity. In particular, m àgar may be called  
a stepfather and a stepson, relatives o f the concubine, the parents o f  the girl and her 
fiancé or her lover. T he category o f  mágr remains very general: this term quite regularly 
designates any kind o f  non-blood relations betw een  men acquired through w om en, 
the relations betw een  mágar being sym m etrical and w ith  no regard to the generation  
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once th a t I have no in ten tion  o f discussing here the  etym ology o f term s 
of fam ily relations in th e  G erm anic languages1. Primarily, I w ill be con­
cerned  w ith  how  a num ber of qu ite  d ifferent relations betw een  people 
w ere recognized in term s of affinity and w ere adjusted to  fam ilial ca te ­
gories in Scandinavia during th e  eleventh th rough  th ir te e n th  centuries.

K inship relations w ere no t m erely im p o rtan t for Scandinavians of 
th a t epoch; it w ould be m ore exact to  say th a t there  w ere no relations 
ou tside of kinship. Perhaps there  is some exaggeration in th is  assertion, 
b u t it should be em phasized th a t all relations betw een  people w ere 
seen th rough  the prism  of kin.

A ny connection betw een  tw o  relatives is conditioned by th e  te rm  of 
affinity w hich describes it. O ne m ight say th a t these designations help 
to  establish th e  order of in terpersonal relations. A  kinship system  may 
determ ine, or even create, some very com plex connections by choosing 
som e very exact or very general te rm  of affinity to  describe th e  rela­
tionship  betw een  any given pair o f individuals.

T he designation of a person by his blood- or non-blood relations to  
o thers is th e  sphere w here phenom ena of poetic  language are b lended 
w ith  those  o f o rdinary  usage. For exam ple, in Hárbarzlióð Thor, a fter 
m eeting  th e  boatm an and exchanging som e abusive rem arks, in tro ­
duces h im self w ith  the  following words:

Segia m un ek til nafns mins, / /  þ ó tt ek sekr siak, / /  ok til a llz  ødlis: / /  ek 
em  Ó ðin s sonr, / /  M eila  bródir, / / e n  M agn a fadir, / /  þ rú ð va ld r  goda: / /  
vid Þórr kn á ttu  hér d œ m a l  (H rbl. 9).

T he b o a tm an ’s answ er is m ost laconic:

H árbardr ek heiti / /  hylk um nafn sia ldan  (H rbl. 10).

Thus, T hor tells his real nam e acting, in my view, as any o ther m an of 
th e  w orld of th e  k inship system  w ould. First, he gives the  m ost im por­
tan t inform ation: his fam ily connections. O nly  afterw ards does he tell 
his ow n nam e, w hich seems a secondary and alm ost unnecessary  piece 
of inform ation. By contrast, an individual who w ould tell only his own 
nam e w ould  seem  to  w ish not to  announce b u t to  conceal w ho he was, 
and w ould  hence appear suspicious and poten tially  dangerous.

1 T h e etym ology o f  the term  in question (G oth, mëgs ‘son-in-law ’, ‘daughter’s hus­
band’; O ld English mceg, O ld Frisian mëch, O ld Saxon and O ld N orth G erm an mëg) is 
not so far established. For details, see: Vries 1977: 375.
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It is becom ing a scholarly com m onplace tha t, in narrative genres 
w here genealogy figures prom inently, th e  fam ily connections o f a p e r­
sonage largely determ ine  his fate and personal characteristics. As a 
rule, th e  saga usually tells us first th a t he is “th e  son of X ”, “th e  grand­
son of Y”, and “th e  great-grandson of Z ”. For m odern  readers, these 
characteristics are of m inor im portance in com parison w ith  th e  m an’s 
personality  and his deeds. However, from  th e  v iew point of th e  k in ­
conscious saga-w riter th e  m ost im p o rtan t inform ation is the  descrip­
tion of fam ily connections. It is these connections th a t p redeterm ine 
th e  person’s character, deeds, and, to  some ex ten t, his nam e. O f  course 
he is not necessarily nam ed after one of th e  d irec t ancestors th a t the 
w riter has listed; if he is not, he is given th e  nam e e ither of his fa th e r’s 
b ro th er or of a great-grandfather. Thus, if th e  fam ily connections of th e  
personage have been  characterized, th en  alm ost all has been said about 
h im  and, in  som e sense, th e  m ention of th e  re fe ren t’s nam e is equiva­
lent to  a periphrastic  description of his fam ily connections.

This m odel is m ost strongly m anifested  in poetic  language, w here 
periphrastic descrip tion  becom es canonical as one of th e  accepted 
designations of th e  referent. In fact, here we can argue from  n u m er­
ous skaldic and Eddaic instances of kenning form ation using term s of 
affinity, as w ell as from  S norri’s descrip tion  o f th is k ind of kenning 
form ation:

Enn eru þ a u  heiti, er menn lá ta  ganga fy r ir  nçfn m anna; þ a t kçllum  vèr  
viðkenningar eöa sannkenningar eða fornçfn. Þ a t eru viðkenningar, a t  
nefna annan hlut réttu nafni ok ka lla  þann, er hann v ill nefna, eiganda  
eda svá, a t  ka lla  hann þess, er hann nefndi, fçdu r eða afa; å i er enn 
þrid i. H eitir  ok sonr ok arfi, arfuni, barn, jóð ok mçgr, erfingi; heitir ok 
bródir, blódi, barm i, hlýri, lifri; heitir ok niðr, n e f, áttungr, konr, kundr, 
frœ ndi, kynstafr, niðjungr, œ ttstuöill, œ ttbarm r, kynkvisl, œttbogi, arf- 
kvcemi, afspringr, hgfuðbaðmr, ofskppt. H eita  ok mágar, sifiungar, hleyta- 
m enn  . .. (SnE ., 65 (67): 144).

O ne exam ple o f viðkenning  form ation according to S norri’s m odel is 
th e  kenning, w idespread in skaldic poetry, of Thor: Ulls mágr2. Mâgr, 
as has already been  m entioned, indicates relation by marriage. It is, 
however, w ell know n th a t T hor and U llr w ere no t m arried  to  tw o sis­
ters and w ere no t father-in-law  and son-in-law  to  each other. T hor is

2 This kenning occurs, for exam ple, in the verse o f  Eysteinn Valdason (SnE.: 80) and 
in the poem  H austlöng  by Þjóðólfr enn hvinverski.
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know n to be th e  husband o f th e  goddess Sif, U llr’s m other, b u t he was 
no t U llr’s father; in o ther words, T hor was U llr’s stepfather. In o th er 
kennings these relations w ere reflected in a m ore fam iliar form: in 
skaldic po e try  T hor could be called “S if’s frien d ” Sifiar rúni or “U llr’s 
s tep fa ther” Ullar gulli. Respectively, Snorri recom m ends th a t Ull be 
called “T h o r’s stepson” stjúp Þórs, stjúpsonr Þórs (SnE.: 31, 84).

Broadly speaking, there  are o ther exam ples in th e  sagas w here s te p ­
father and stepson are bo th  called mágr. Moreover, these relations are 
com pletely sym m etrical: no t only is th e  step father his stepson’s mágr, 
b u t also th e  stepson can be called th e  mágr of his s tep fa ther3. It should 
be noted , tha t, as a rule, these usages p erta in  to  adults o f legal age, 
not to  th e  relation b etw een  an adu lt and a child. Thus, th e  connection  
indicated  by th e  te rm  mágr is genuinely sym m etrical.

For example, in a num ber of sagas Sigurd the Swine (Syr), the king 
of Hringariki, who m arried Asta Guðbrandsdottir after the death of 
Harald grenski, is called the mágr of Saint Olaf:

þ á  tók inn helgi Ó lá fr  viþ  Nóregs r ík i . .. H ann v a r  enn fy rs ta  vetr lengstom  
m eþ Sigurþi m agi sinom  à  U pplçndom  (Ágr. 24: 26)4.

There are cases w hen th e  te rm  mágr refers to a stepson, as in th e  story 
of how  Svein Forkbeard sends am bassadors to  Olav th e  Swedish, his 
mágr:

Snim m a vm  va r itsen d i Sveinn konvngrm enn i Sviþioð a fu n d  O lafs Svia- 
konvngs m ags sins  (CF: j 58).

It should be no ted  th a t O la f’s m other, Sigrid th e  Im perious (Stórráda), 
was m arried  to  th e  king of th e  D anes after th e  death  of h er husband, 
Erik th e  V ictorious, th e  father o f O laf of Sweden. Thus, O la f u n doub t­
edly was Svein Forkbeard’s stepson.

In th e  O ld-Icelandic trad ition  th e  events of a later period  of D an ­
ish h istory  (the 12th century) are described in sim ilar words. Rikisa, 
the  daughter o f th e  Polish prince Boleslaw hi and th e  Russian princess

3 Cf. Eitt sinni er þæ ir ræ ddozc vid m agarner O lafr (the Saint) oc Sigurôr (the Swine) 
þa rænna a t þæ im  synir Sigurdar H alfdan oc H aralldr  (Ó H Leg. 27: 27).

4 Com pare also: þann vetr andaðiz Sigurôr sy r  magr hans (SÓ H  58: 63); O lafr  ... fæ rr  
um haustet a Upplond a Ringa riki til Sigurdar syr, fostra sins og mags (Ó H L eg. 22: 23); i 
for varo með Svæini hinir mesto hoßingiar i landeno: Æ rlingr Skialgsson oc Æ inar þam bas- 
cælvir. M agr Svæins hann atte  Berglioto, dottor H akonar rika ... Samnade O lafr konongr 
ser lidi ocfecc ser langskip oc med hanum Sigurôr sy r m agr hans (Ó H Leg. 24: 24).
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Sbyslava was m arried  th ree  tim es. She first, m arried  M agnus, th e  son 
o f the  D anish king Nils. From th is m arriage she had a son nam ed K nut. 
H er n ex t husband was th e  prince of M insk V olodar’ G lebovich (i.e. the  
son of Gleb), by w hom  she gave b ir th  to  Sophia, th e  fu tu re  queen of 
D enm ark and th e  wife o f V aldem ar th e  G reat. A fte r being divorced 
from  V olodar’ G lebovich, Rikisa m arried  th e  Swedish king Sverkir.

It was K nut M agnusson, th e  son of Rikisa and M agnus Nilsson, who 
was tw ice characterized  as mágr in Knýtlinga saga. H e is called mågr 
of th e  king V aldem ar th e  G reat because he was m arried  to th e  u te rine  
sister o f K nut, Sophia, V olodar’s daugh ter5, and he is called mågr of th e  
Swedish king Sverkir because he was K n u t’s stepfather:

H ann (K n ú tr  konungr) fann i  G a u tla n d i Sørkvi K arlsson, m åg sinn  
—  hann å tti  R ikizu, m odur K n ú ts konungs —  ok beidd i hann lidsafla  
(Knýtl. 108: 237).

Thus, mågr ra ther regularly signifies ‘s tep fa th e r’ or ‘stepson’. S trictly  
speaking, such a connection  may be defined precisely as a relation 
acquired th ro u g h  m arriage, because it em erges w hen th e  m o ther of 
one p artic ipan t in th e  relationship m arries th e  o ther partic ipan t. It is 
characterized  th is  way in th e  Icelandic code of law know n as Grågås, 
w here am ong close relations by m arriage (nå mågar) not only th e  hus­
band o f th e  daughter or sister b u t also th e  stepfather (m o ther’s hus­
band) is m en tioned”. Such “defin iton”, however, is com pletely alien to 
many kinship system s outside of th e  Scandinavian world (of Russian in 
particular). H ere it is im possible to  im agine th e  designation of a s te p ­
father or stepson as a relative by m arriage. T he relationship of stepfa­
th e r and stepson is no t included in any m ore general category e ither 
in O ld Russian or in m odern  Russian k inship term inology because the 
Russian step father is ne ither blood relation nor relative by m arriage.

A m ong Scandinavians, non-blood relationship of any kind betw een  
m en may be designated as mågr, and it is evidently opposed to blood 
relationship. It is significant tha t, w ith in  th e  mågr category, th e  posi­
tions of th e  partic ipants are only weakly differentiated . For th e  s te p ­
son /  s tep father relationship, w hich does no t take th e  central place 
in th is category, th ere  are th e  special term s stjúpfaðir, stjúpsonr, and

5 Peir létu þ á  vigja sik båd ir til konunga, Valdim arr ok Knútr konungr, mågr hans 
(Knýtl. 111: 245) “T hen, they were both anointed kings, Valdemar and Knut king, his 
mágr (wife's brother)”.

(’ See, for exam ple: (Grg. 1: 47, 62, 158, 201); compare: (Grg. 1: 160).
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stjúpr'. As for such im p o rtan t relations as ‘daugh ter’s husband’ (son- 
in-law), ‘w ife’s fa th e r’ (father in-law), and ‘w ife’s b ro th e r’ (b ro ther-in - 
law), th ere  are actually  no special term s for them . T hey are expressed 
by th e  general te rm  mágr, or, in legal texts, by descriptive, periphrastic  
constructions like ‘wife's fa th e r’.

Thus, th e  O ld N orse category of affinity (non-blood relation) is d is­
tinc tly  opposed to  th e  category o f blood relation; it is relatively hom o­
geneous and in logical order includes all fam ily connections th a t a m an 
can acquire by his own m arriage or th e  m arriage of his relatives.

L et us now  consider th e  kennings we cited  at th e  beginning of th is  
paper from  th e  v iew point ju st set forth . W e may recall th a t T hor in 
skaldic po e try  could be designated by th e  kennings ‘U llr's mågr or 
‘S if’s hu sb an d ’, w hile Ullr, according to  Snorri, m ay be called ‘S if’s 
son’, w ith o u t U llr’s father or his blood relations being m entioned at 
all. From  my perspective, in a certa in  sense they  should no t be m en­
tioned.

T h is assum ption, strange at first sight, is su p ported  by th e  inner 
form  o f th e  nam e S if w hich m eans literally ‘relative, k insw om an’. T he  
plural form  of th is word, as a rule, refers no t to  blood relations b u t to  
relatives by marriage*, i.e., sifjar or sifjungr may and o ften  does signify 
th e  category of affinity mågr; mågar (cf. th e  abovem entioned vidken- 
ning  definition in th e  “Younger E dda”: heita ok mågar, sifjungar ...). 
However, as ex tan t tex ts  show, th e  notions s i f  or  and mågar are close 
b u t no t com pletely identical.

It should be noted, first of all, th a t the  w ord sif is of th e  fem inine 
gender and in th e  Singular it is used  only as th e  nam e o f th e  goddess. 
Thus, Sif, whose place and function  in th e  pantheon  of gods is not very 
well know n, may be regarded as a personified notion of non-blood rela­
tions, relations th rough  a wom an, relation by m arriage, and affinity by 
agreem ent. T hus it becom es clearer why her son is no t a blood relative 
to  any of th e  gods of his sex. U llr is th e  son o f th e  Relative by M arriage, 
and he rem ains in th e  position of the  eternal Relative by M arriage, a 
stepson, having no father. T he m asculine te rm  mágr com plem ents th e  
fem inine te rm  s if in th e  m ythological plot.

' T h e term  gulli, w hich occurs, as far as I know, only once in the  work o f skald Eiliv 
G odrunarson, stands apart from the latter. In the song o f  praise devoted  to Thor, there  
is a kenning gulli Ullar, w hich, proceeding from the etym ology (V ries 1977: 182) and 
standard kennings o f Thor ‘U llr ’s m ágr’, is translated by the specialists in skaldic poetry  
as ‘U llr’s stepfather’ (LP: 208; M eissner 1921: 253).

8 Cf. (Cleasby 1874: 526).
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It may be th a t th e  nam e of the  goddess S if constitu tes a peculiar 
po in t of confluence betw een  language and m yth, th e  po in t w here they 
in tersect. A n elem ent o f language gives b ir th  to th e  m ythological plot, 
and it is th e  relative sparseness o f th is  p lo t th a t allows it to  follow its 
linguistic nature. In o ther words, there  is no thing in th is plot except an 
em bodied explanation  of th e  m eanings contained in th e  w ord. T here  is 
a goddess th a t can be a wife and have a son, b u t her nam e itself is such, 
th a t her son is no t a son b u t a non-blood relative for her husband.

It may be th a t precisely th is represen tation  of th e  goddess Sif is th e  
m ost archaic. A t any rate, Snorri gives as one of th e  kennings o f earth  
— ‘S if’s m other-in -law ’ (sværa S ifa r ) (SnE., 22 (24): 92). It is im por­
tan t th a t th is  kenning is absent in th e  skaldic tex ts  we know, while th e  
term  m other-in -law ’ occurs ne ither in skaldic poetry  nor in the  fam ily 
sagas. W e find it only in Eddaic p o e try  w here it is used in the  A tlam àl 
in grœnlenzka. In th e  scene of his quarrel w ith  G uðrun , A tli says:

Svæ ro létstu  þ ín a  s itia  op t gråtna  (A m .: 96).

T he term  in  question, ‘m other-in -law ’, occurs sporadically also in  þula  
(LP: 555), in late hagiography (H M S 1: 24, 195), and tw ice in th e  th ir ­
teen th -cen tu ry  O ld-Icelandic exposition o f som e chapters from  th e  
O ld T estam ent (St.: 343, 421). It is also m entioned  by Snorri; the  author 
of th e  “Younger E dda” even found it necessary to  explain th e  m eaning 
of th e  word:

Snør heitir sonar-kván; svæ ra  heitir vers m óðir (SnE., 6 6  (68): 145).

Thus, ‘m other-in -law ’ is designated by th e  w ord sværa, w hich has a 
reasonably reliable C om m on G erm anic and Indo-E uropean etym ology 
(Vries 1977: 571). T his word has been preserved to th is day in m any 
languages. Hence, we can see th a t in th e  G erm anic languages a habit­
ual differentiation  of fam ily relations w ith in  th e  category of non-blood 
relations existed, and th a t this differentiation was to  a great ex ten t 
e lim inated  in th e  O ld-Icelandic.

T here  was a sim ilar situation  w ith  th e  rare w ord snør (snor) ‘daugh­
ter-in-law , son’s w ife’. It is used in extrem ely  lim ited  contexts, in ju st 
the  sam e bookish tex ts  w here th e  w ord sværa  ‘m other-in -law ’ occurred  
(þula  (LP: 525), “Younger Edda” (SnE., 66 (68): 145), the  exposition of 
th e  O ld  T estam ent (St.: 420, 421, 426), and vitae  o f continental saints 
(H M S 1: 195)).
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Moreover, like th e  w ord sværa, the  w ord snør figured in th e  “Elder 
E dda”. In its term inological m eaning it is once used in Guðrúnarhvgt, 
in ano ther case it is used as a proper name. In th is la tte r case snør is 
a revived personification of fam ily relations. This is unam biguously 
ind icated  by th e  plot, w herein  snør is used as a proper nam e. I refer to  
th e  Rígsþula w here it is said th a t th e  m an (Karl) b rought to  his p a ren ts’ 
hom e a wife nam ed D aughter-in-law  (Snør):

H eim  óko þ á  / /  hanginluklo, / /  ge itakyrtlo : / /  gipto K arli; / /  Snør heitir  
sú  (Rþ: 23).

Such an identity  of nam e and fam ily function  in th e  poetic  trad ition  
is characteristic  no t only of S if (N on-blood relative), b u t also of Snør 
(D aughter-in-law ). A pparently, as early as in th e  13th century, an ed u ­
cated  person knowing, in particular, the  “Elder Edda”, understood  th e  
m eanings o f th e  w ords sværa  and snør and if  necessary could use th em  
to  archaize or stylize th e  te x t in a story about events tak ing  place o u t­
side of Iceland.

W hy th en  does th e  w ord ‘m other-in -law ’ appear in S norri’s com po­
sition in th e  very kenning w here th e  nam e S if is used?

It is possible th a t Snorri recollected th e  w ord sværa  and com posed 
th is  kenning him self. If th is was th e  case, th is  m eans th a t he tried  to  
underline th e  difference betw een  non-blood relations perta in ing  to  S if 
and  deriving from  her. O n  th e  o th er hand, it is conceivable th a t Snorri 
used  an existing skaldic kenning th a t has no t been preserved in ex tan t 
skaldic verse, w hich is even m ore valuable, because it places Sif in a 
very archaic cu ltu ra l layer in te rm s bo th  o f language and o f m yth. It is 
in teresting  th a t in the  Prologue to  th e  “Younger E dda” the  fam ily s itu ­
ation in question  is p resen ted  som ew hat differently: Sif and T hor are 
given a son Lorridi, w ho becom es th e  ancestor of th e  Aesir, though in 
th a t genealogy there  is som ehow  no place for Ullr:

í  norðrhálfu heim s fann hann (T rór /  Pór) spákonu þá, er S ibil hét, er vér  
kçllum  S if ok fekk hennar. Eigi kann ek segja æ tt  Sifjar; hon var a llra  
kvin na fegrst; h år hennar v a r  sem  gull. Þeira sonr v a r  Lórridi, er likr va r  
feÖr sinum ; hans son v a r  E in r id i ... (SnE.: 6).

U llr is not L o rrid i’s bro ther; ne ither is he th e  founder of som e branch  
o f th e  family. M oreover, he is incom patible w ith  such a euhem eristic  
vision of th e  world and lives in a d ifferent m ythological space. In th is
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m ythological space Sif and T hor have a daughter T rud  (SnE.: 8o ; 186). 
It is notew orthy tha t, on th e  one hand, she is never called 'U llr ’s s is ter’ 
and, on th e  o ther hand, she is th e  daughter and not th e  son of T hor and 
Sif, i.e., she is th e  bearer of another valence for th e  form ation of th e  
m ale relations by m arriage and no t blood relations.

Thus, U llr's role in th e  fam ily system  is mágr and his fam ily relations 
w ith  o ther m en are only non-blood relations. It should be no ted  th a t 
th e  te rm  mágr generally indicates fam ily relations (b u t only non-blood 
relations) be tw een  m en, i.e., fam ily relations betw een  m en acquired  
th rough  w om en. As we have already seen, th e  scope of these connec­
tions is w ider th an  th e  typical one for m odern  m en.

T he unify ing pow er of th is category is exh ib ited  no t only in th e  case 
of some m ythological personages. It may be said th a t th e  m ythologi­
cal and everyday percep tions of th e  w ord mâgr are m ore or less sym ­
m etrical. In o ther words, th e  language arranges th e  m ythological and 
everyday-life spaces o f non-blood fam ily relations in a sim ilar fashion. 
I have already m entioned  th e  usage o f radgr in th e  sagas. T his w ord also 
appears in inscriptions execu ted  in  th e  Younger Futhark. H ere, th e  
im possibility o f d ifferentiating  th e  relations designated by th is te rm  is 
clearly exhib ited . As a rule, given th e  laconic and form ulaic character 
o f th e  tex t, it w ould  have been im possible for even m edieval (to say 
noth ing  of m odern) readers to  de term ine  w hat exactly  th e  non-blood 
fam ily relations w ere betw een  th e  mågar m entioned  in those inscrip ­
tions:

ketil se tt i ste in  þ en a  ebtir fin m ak sin (N I 4: 6 N° 272) "Ketil raised  
th is ston e in honour o f  Finn, h is mágr".

. ..  r i(st)i s(t)inþ in si iftir ... m ak s(i)n  (N I 3: 196 N° 237) “and raised  
th is ston e  in honour o f  his m ágr' .

A pparently, those w ho ordered these inscriptions w ere no t at all em b ar­
rassed by th is  fact. For th em  th e  w ord mâgr bore all th e  necessary and 
sufficient inform ation about th e ir  relations to  th e  deceased.

R eturn ing  to th e  them e of stepson /  stepfather, we should note th a t 
we have one run ic  te x t th a t allows to assum e th a t th e  mägr m entioned  
in it was th e  step fa ther o f th e  m an w ho ordered th e  inscription. I am  
speaking o f a D anish inscription from  G underup  from  th e  V iking Age:

>! Cf. also: (DR 1 N° 289, 69, 324).
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(A) : tuki : raisþi : stini : þpisi : auk : karþi : kub(l) : þausi : a fta b a  : m a k  
: sin : þaikn : kuþan : auk : (B) : tufu : m uþur : sina : þau : lika : baþi : i : 
þ a u m  : hauki : |abi : uni :  tuka : fiaR : sins : aft : sik (D R  i: 180 N° 1 4 3 )

“Toki raised th is ston e  and m ade th is m em orial sign in honour o f  h is  
m ågr (= stepfather?); A bbe (E bbe) k ind m an and h is m other Tova. 
B oth  lie  in th is barrow. A b b e  (Ebbe) le ft  h is p roperty  to  Toki after  
his d ea th .”

T he specific character of th e  Scandinavian notion mágr is not, how ­
ever, lim ited  to  stepfather /  stepson connections; th e  category appears 
to be m uch  wider.

First, th e  relationship of mägar often  required  only an engagem ent 
or agreem ent to  marry, ra ther th an  a m arriage. This po in t is significant, 
inasm uch as th e  connections im plied by th e  application o f mågr to  tw o 
free adult m en were, in general, contractual relations. Such relations 
ex ist insofar as they  are in th e  in terest of th e  partic ipants. T ha t is why 
m any conflicts in th e  fam ily sagas are based on situations w here th e  
mágr-relations cease to  be in the  in terest o f som e individual.

Rem arkable in th is  respect is an episode in Hœnsa-Þóris saga w here 
th e  father o f a young girl arranges her engagem ent to  th e  son of a noble 
Icelander, Blund-K etill. N ot long before th e  described engagem ent, 
B lund-K etill has been b u rn t to  death  on his estate. N ot all th e  charac­
ters involved are aware of th is. K e till’s son, H ersteinn, w ith  his friends 
and servants comes at night to  a certa in  m an, G unnarr, and asks for his 
daugh ter in m arriage. T he description of th is proposal m akes it seem  
m ore like blackm ail — th e  visitors sit dow n on b o th  sides o f G unnarr 
and sit on his cloak w hile speaking. G u n n arr gives his consent and 
th e  young girl is b e tro th ed  to H erste inn  w ithou t being present. O nly 
after they  have com e to  an agreem ent do th e  visitors inform  G unnarr 
th a t Ketill has been b u rn t to  death in his hom e. G u n n arr is very m uch 
upset, and th e  nex t m orning, taking th e  fiancé and his friends w ith  
h im , he rides to  th e  foster-fa ther of th e  girl, Þorðr G ellir, at whose 
hom e she lives.

W ith o u t saying a w ord about th e  burn ing  of Blund-K etil, G unnarr 
tells Þorðr G ellir abou t H e rs te in n s  proposal and persuades Þorðr 
to  b e tro th  th e  girl. A t first, Þorðr does no t w ant to, because th is is 
exceeding his com m ission, b u t G u n n arr is persisten t and, in the  end, 
Þorðr b e tro th es  th e  girl for th e  second tim e to H erste in . Im m ediately 
a fte r th e  second b e tro th a l they  te ll Þorðr th a t th e  fiance’s father has 
been b u rn t to death  in his hom e. Þorðr's reaction is qu ite  negative —
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“This engagem ent w ou ldn ’t  have been  arranged so fast if I w ere aware 
of everything beforehand; and you can th in k  th a t th is tim e you have 
exceeded m e in finesse and wit. However, it is not clear to  m e w hether 
you have rights to  decide on the  m atte r as you like.” — he says. G un- 
narr, th e  g irl’s ow n father, replies w ith  apparen t re lief at th e  solution 
to  th is com plicated situation:

G u n n a rr mcelti: "Par er gott til trausts a t  æ tla  sem  þ ú  e rt enda  er þ ér  
nú sk y lt a t  ve ita  m agi þínum  en vér erum  sk y ld ir  a t  veita  þ é r  fa stn a ô ir  
konuna ok þ e tta  v a r  a llt  vid  þ i t t  ráð gert (H Þ, 11).

Moreover, a contrac tual agreem ent and, hence, mágr-relations could 
exist not only on th e  basis of th e  legal marriage: th e  relatives of a 
w om an w ho was, w ith  th e ir  consent, m ade som eone’s concubine w ere 
also considered mågar. As we know, th is practice was m ost widely 
accepted in Iceland in th e  Sturlunga Age. It was precisely at th a t tim e 
and in th is way of acquiring mågar th a t th e  “contractual side” of th e  
category in question  was m ost fully m anifested. A  girl could be given 
as a concubine for th e  sake of m aking an alliance and her position 
could be as unstable as th e  alliance itself. If th e  situation changed, she 
could re tu rn  to  her paren ts and m arry  som e o ther m an. In any case, 
her children did no t have fu ll fam ily rights. T he in stitu tion  of concu­
binage was, hence, an in stitu tion  of non-blood relations th a t was never 
convertible to  a b lood kinship  relation.

O n  th e  o ther hand, as we shall see, mågr-relations som etim es 
appeared w ith o u t any agreem ent b u t, nevertheless, becam e an integral 
p a rt o f a person’s fam ily connections. It should be em phasized once 
m ore th a t th e  te rm  mågr united , as opposed to  differentiating, all fam ­
ily connections acquired  th rough  a wom an, including, in particular, 
connections th a t had never been sanctioned by a treaty. T he “sem an­
tic capaciousness” of th e  word mågr allowed for a play on the  word 
based on th e  m anipulation  o f w hat m ight be called its reputable and 
disreputable m eanings. Let us clarify th is point.

In th e  kings’ sagas, at least th ree  individuals are given the  n icknam e 
konungs mågr. T he  first is th e  husband of Sverrir’s daughter (the son- 
in-law  of th e  king) E inar K onung’s mågr w ho was also know n as Einar 
P restr (Priest) (Sv. 178: 190; CF: 387; Bp. 1: 498; Flat. 11: 697; hi: 3; An. 
iv: 122 sub anno 1205; cf. A n. vm: 325 sub anno 1205). A second is 
G regorius A ndersson, th e  son-in-law  of th e  king H akon H akonarsson 
w ho lived in th e  13th cen tu ry  (An. iv sub anno 1246). However, we are
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m ost in terested  in th e  th ird  case: th e  noble N orw egian bond A rni from  
S tóðreim  (CF: 337, 343; Flat. 11: 573; Fms. vu: 230).

A rni m arried  Ingirid, th e  w idow  of th e  fam ous N orw egian king H a r­
ald G illi w ho had been killed by the  conspirators in th e  arm s of his 
concubine. Ingirid was of th e  Swedish royal family, the  granddaughter 
of king Ingi Steinkelsson th e  O ld. In her m arriage w ith  king H arald 
G illi she gave b ir th  to  a son nam ed Ingi in  honour of his m aternal 
great grandfather. Ingi was th e  only legitim ate offspring of his father, 
thus, naturally  he inherited  th e  title  o f the  king after his fa th e r’s death. 
H is m o th e r’s new  husband, A rni of Stóðreim , was given th e  nicknam e 
konungs mágr. T h is title  may have em phasized A rn i’s connection w ith  
Ingi, to  w hom  he was a stepfather:

Ingiridr drottn ing v a r  gipt Á rn a  á  Stoðreimi; hann va r síðan ka llaðr  
konungsm àgr (H kr. in: 371).

As we have seen, th e  te rm  mágr is readily used to  describe th e  fam ­
ily connection betw een  a stepson and a stepfather. In th is case, A rn i 
was no t Ingi H um pback ’s first stepfather: before being A rn i’s wife his 
m o ther had been m arried  to  O tta r  Birting. Snorri m entions th a t Ingi 
was O tta r ’s mágr b u t th is  te rm  was not included in O tta r  B irting’s 
nicknam e:

Sigurdr konungr v a r  ekki m ikill v in r hans ok þ ó tti hann a lt hallr un dir  
Inga konung, m á g sin n  (H kr. in: 369).

As for A rn i konungs mágr, a different, or additional, in terp re ta tion  of 
his nicknam e is possible.

Family connections acquired by m en th rough  w om en in th e  O ld  
Icelandic sagas could be understood  not only pragm atically b u t also 
ironically. First, as already noted, som eone could becom e th e  mágr of 
ano ther m an w ith o u t desiring to do so or know ing th a t it had happened. 
T h is te rm  could designate no t only a m an who got legally m arried  to 
som eone’s kinsw om an b u t also one w ho had sexual relations w ith  her 
w ith o u t th e  sanction of her fam ily and clan. H ere, we shall give only 
tw o  exam ples from  Njalssaga.

O ne of th e  chapters of Njálssaga tells about th e  plans of the  nex t 
a ttack  on G un n ar of H liðarendi. G u n n a r’s enem ies ask some N or­
wegians staying at th e  farm  Sand Ravine to  join them . T he Norwegians 
refuse and th e  hostess addresses one of them , saying:
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Ilia he fir  G u örú n  d ó ttir  m in brotit o d d  a f  ofiæ ti sinu ok legit hjá þér, er þú  
ska lt eigi þora a t fy lg ja  bónda þínum  ok m ági (N j. 61: 138).

W e should em phasize th a t in th e  saga nothing has been said so far 
about G u d ru d ’s m arriage w ith  th e  N orw egian, or of any plans for such 
a marriage. It is no t by chance th a t th e  N orw egian replies —  Tara m un  
ek med bónda þínum, ok m un hvårgi okkar aptr kom a  — and in his reply 
it is no t his connections w ith  o ther partic ipants of th e  situation th a t 
are actualized, b u t th e  relations betw een  th e  host of th e  farm , Egil, 
and the  hostess, his wife. N onetheless, th e  N orw egian is forced to  obey 
and go fighting against G unnar.

In th e  attack, w hen G un n ar kills Egil, th e  N orw egian is reproached 
again:

A lls  vesall e rt þú, Þórir austm adr! er þ ú  s itr  hjá; nú er veginn Egill hús- 
buandi þinn ok m ágr  (N j. 63: 142).

A fter th is reproach for no t observing social and fam ily ethics th e  
N orw egian rushes to  fight and is k illed by G unnar. As for th e  girl 
G udrud , who was th e  cause of th is episode, she m arries another N or­
wegian who had  stayed at hom e and did no t go to  fight w ith  G unnar 
of H liðarendi.

A no ther episode in Njálssaga shows th a t one could becom e th e  mágr 
o f ano ther m an even w ith o u t his knowledge. T his is th e  story o f H rapp 
th e  M urderer. Having appeared w ith  under scandalous circum stances 
in Norway, H rapp  begins courting  a girl called G udrun , the  daughter 
o f an im p o rtan t N orw egian, G udbrand  of th e  Valley. Learning of th is 
courtship , G udbrand  appoints h im  a bodyguard to  look after th e  girl. 
However, th e  lovers m anage to  m eet in a hazel-w ood, and th e  body­
guard finds th em  lying in th e  bushes. T here is a fight be tw een  H rapp  
and th e  bodyguard, and th e  la tte r is killed.

In persuading H rapp  to  run  away after th e  m urder, G u d ru n  con­
fesses to  being pregnant. T hen  H rapp  goes to  G udbrand, th e  g irl’s 
father, and the  following conversation betw een  th em  ensues:

G udbrand asked: “W h y  is your p o le-axe  covered  w ith  b lood ?”
“I have cured  Asvard o f  a pain  in th e  back".
“It w as hardly w ith  a k ind  heart,” said G udbrand, “apparently, you  
killed  h im .”.
"Right”, said H rapp.
“W hy?” asked G udbrand.
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"To your m ind  it m u st be tr ifle ,” said Hrapp, "He w anted  to  cut o ff  m y  
leg .” "And w hat have you don e?” asked G udbrand.
“W h at I have done w as not h is business at a ll”, said H rapp. 
“N everth eless, tell w hat it w a s”.
H rapp said: “If you w ant to know, I s lep t w ith  your daughter, and he  
did n ot like  i t”.
G udbrand said: "Servants! C atch  and k ill h im !”
"Little do you  resp ect m e, your so n -in -la w ”, said H rapp (lit. A llli tt  
læ tr þú  m ik njóta m ágsem ðar (N j. 87: 191)).

H rapp  manages to  escape. H e hides in th e  local forest, sets G u d b ran d ’s 
heathen  tem ple on fire, and on his way back m eets his “b ro ther-in -law ”. 
In a fight, he inflicts a fatal w ound on T hrand , the  g irl’s brother, and 
again he em phasizes th e  relations o f affinity existing betw een  them : “I 
could have killed you, however, I w on’t  do it. I w ill do you, my b ro ther- 
in-law, m ore honour than  you and your fa ther did to  m e” (lit. Kosti á  
ek nú at vega þik, ok vil ek eigi þat; skal ek meira virâa mágsemð vid þ ik  
en þérvirðid vid m ik  (Nj. 88: 193)).

In these cases (especially in th e  story of H rapp) th e  p o in t is no t th e  
affinity acquired by m arriage bu t th e  ironic understanding  o f the actual 
situation. It is in teresting  th a t in all th e  exam ples of th is k ind  the  mâgr- 
relations are no t contractual, as they  usually are. T his is ra ther a rare 
case w hen affinity is actually  considered equivalent to  blood fam ily re la­
tions because it is obligatory, regardless of th e  person’s being unaw are of 
it. Plainly speaking, a m an may be som eone’s fa ther or b ro ther w ithou t 
knowing it, and his unaw areness does no t cancel th e  fact. In the  sam e 
fashion, sexual connection  w ith  a w om an m akes a m an mägr of her 
blood relatives, even if they  do not yet know  about it.

F urtherm ore, th e  ironic idea of affinity th rough  a w om an and 
undeclared  mágr-relations could be used w ith  good effect and carried 
th rough  to th e  logical end. Two m en could be called mågar if  they  
m arried or form ed a sexual connection  w ith one and th e  same wom an. 
My som ew hat lengthy digression into Njálssaga, has been in tended  
to  dem onstrate  th a t A rni of Stóðreim  could be called konungs màgr 
not only because he was the  stepfather of Ingi Scram pback b u t also 
because o f his m arriage to  th e  w idow  of th e  king H arald  Gilli. Such 
m ocking characterizations of m en w ho have had th e  same kind of con­
nection w ith  th e  sam e w om an are even reflected in juridical sources. 
H ere is one exam ple of th is sort o f unusual and rare irony in O ld-N or- 
wegian law. It concerns the  right of free m en and em ancipated  slaves
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to  m urder a m an w ho has been caught in th e  bed  of his kinsw om an, 
w hether daughter, niece, or sister, etc. This right was given to  m en in 
all Scandinavian countries, b u t only Borgarthing Law tells w hat a slave 
should do in such a situation:

N v  a  þ rœ ll vigh vm  kono sina  ok do ttor sina. E f han taskr m an i hia  
henni, þ a  sk a l han ganga til bru ndz ok ta k a  span fu lt va tz  ok slæ tta  a  
þau  ok b id ia  hæ ilan  sofua magh sin  (B orgartingslovens K ristenret 15: 
66) “A  slave has th e  right to  m urder for h is w ife  or daughter. If h e  has 
caught a m an w ith  her h e  sh ould  go to  th e  w ell, get a pail o f  water, and 
pour it o u t on th em  w ish in g  a good  sleep  to  h is m ágr”.

It cannot, thus, be excluded th a t th e  n icknam e konungs mágr origi­
nally had a m ocking character, and in everybody’s opinion A rn i was 
mágr not only to  Ingi Scram pback b u t also to  th e  first husband o f his 
wife, king H arald  G illi.10 T he possibility o f m aking a p u n  on th is term , 
th e  possibility of irony or some o ther wordplay, in  our opinion, is due 
to th e  fact th a t th e  category mágr is in ternally  hom ogenous and, at 
th e  same tim e, fits alm ost any relation th a t m en can acquire th rough  
wom en.

A nother illustra tion  of th e  hom ogeneity of th e  mágr-category may 
be th e  fact th a t, in  principle, A rni could be called th e  mágr o f ano ther 
king: th e  grandfather of his wife Ingirid, th e  Swedish king Ingi th e  
O ld. As already noted, no t only is th e  mágr-category hom ogeneous 
(i.e., ‘fa ther-in-law ’, ‘b ro ther-in -law ’, ‘son-in-law ’ are no t specially 
differentiated  w ith in  th e  category) b u t th e  ind icated  connections th a t 
derive from  th is  hom ogeneity  are tw o-sided. If X  is mágr to  Y, then  
Y, respectively, is mágr to  X; w hile if X  is father-in-law  to  Y, in th is 
fam ily relation m odel, th is  connection is no t sym m etrical and Y is X ’s 
son-in-law.

T he Scandinavian m odel o f affinity is organized on a d ifferent p rin ­
ciple than  th e  m odel of b lood relations, and is d ifferent from  the  m odel 
of affinity, for exam ple, of Russians of th e  sam e epoch. In fact, w hile

l(> Apparently the m ocking nicknam e containing the elem ent mágr was registered in 
K um lbúa þáttr. There a certain H çskuld married to a w om an called Steinverr, has the  
nicknam e mágsefni that can be translated as ‘future mágr, alm ost m ágr’. M ost likely, 
H çsk u ld ’s nicknam e was m eant to be insulting because in the þ á ttr  it was said that Þor- 
stein  Þorvardsson had seduced H çsku ld ’s w ife and she gave birth to a child (Porsteinn 
Þorvardsson m ägr Þorfínns á  Bakka er á tti Helgu Þorgeirsdóttur systur ábóta; hann fifldist 
at Steinvçru konu H çskulls mágsefnis, hann å tti viô henni e itt barn) (Kþ.: 129). It should, 
however, be noted that in other O ld-Icelandic and O ld-N orw egian tex ts the term  mágs- 
efni is used as com pletely neutral (see, for example: St.: 122; D N  6: 65, N" 6g).
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th e  m odel of blood relations im plies; first o f all, a rigid hierarchy o f 
generations, it is com pletely absent in th e  affinity m odel of th e  Scan­
dinavians. If we proceed from  w hat th e  language suggests, adu lt m en 
com e in to  mágar-relations on equal te rm s, regardless o f superiority  
in age or belonging to  a younger or older generation. Affinity appears 
to  be one of th e  m ost im p o rtan t m eans of m astering  th e  world o f th e  
kinship  system .

Specifically, I can present a relatively pu re  exam ple o f how a m an  
w ith o u t b lood fam ily connections takes roo t in the  world of Iceland of 
th e  saga epoch, a world perm eated  w ith  fam ily relations. T he exam ­
ple concerns Kari, th e  son of Sçlm und, one o f th e  m ain characters of 
Njálssaga. As we know, Kari cam e from  th e  H ebrides11, and no living 
b lood relatives of his have rem ained  in Iceland. For th is reason, he m u st 
exploit and actualize  relations by affinity very intensively. A t first, he 
becom es a mágr o f  Njál h im se lf and N já l’s sons. Later, a long tim e afte r 
N jál has been  bu rn t, he becom es a relative by affinity to  N ja l’s m ain  
enem y —  Flosi. It is no tew orthy  th a t Kari Sçlm undsson nam es one of 
his sons by m arriage w ith  Flosi s niece Flosi —  in honour o f his new  
friend and mágr (Nj., 159: 422).

It is clear th a t such undifferen tia ting  term inology  of affinity may bring 
about certa in  difficulties in th e  descrip tion  of fam ily connections, these 
d ifficulties existing  not only for th e  reader — our contem porary  — b u t 
also for ‘th e  detached  onlooker’ o f th e  ancient epoch. In particular, 
we have only controversial and fragm entary  data on royal succession 
to  th e  Swedish th rone  in th e  11th cen tu ry  and o f th e  fam ily connec­
tions betw een  th e  kings w ho occupied it. P art o f th is controversy is 
evidently caused by th e  fact th a t O ld  N orse nom enclature for relations 
by m arriage was no t transparen t to  W estern  European chroniclers.

For exam ple, it can be safely asserted  th a t after O laf the  Swedish (or 
Skötkonung), th e  Swedish ru lers were first his legitim ate son A nund- 
Jakob, and later his illegitim ate son Eym und. T hereafter, however, fol­
lows a ra th er obscure period o f th e  Swedish history. A pparently, after 
Eym und, a m an called Steinkel ascended th e  Swedish th ro n e 12. It w ould 
seem  very im portan t, from  th e  perspective o f dynastic continuity, w hat

11 A lthough, his father, Sçlm und, the son o f  Þorbjorn Yarl’s Warrior, was an Ice­
lander and his grandfather had been  a N orw egian w ho had com e to Iceland from  
Orkney Islands (Ldn.: 120, 227).

12 For the data o f  S te ink el’s origin and personality, see, for exam ple, Beckman 1912: 
30-32; Schuck 1914: 7 -9 , 20-21, 31; Toll 1933.
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kind of fam ily relation connected  S teinkel w ith  th e  preceding king, and 
w hether his heirs w ere of th e  fam ily o f Eirik th e  V ictorious and O laf 
the  Swedish. However, the  sources give d ifferen t data on th e  subject.

The data for th is period of the  h istory  o f Sw eden are ob tained  m ainly 
from  Hervarar saga ok Heidreks and from  G  esta Hammaburgensis Eccle- 
siae Pontificum  by A dam  of Bremen. N aturally, m uch depends on the 
designations o f blood relations and relations by affinity in these texts.

In Hervarar saga ok Heidreks, for instance, th e  dynastic situation 
observed a fte r th e  death  of Eym und Olavsson is described as follows: 
Steinkel, being a noble m an and, as th e  saga tells us, a jarl o f Sweden, 
cam e to  th e  th ro n e  having m arried  th e  daugh ter of Eym und, th e  p re ­
ceding king (Herv., 16: 70). In ano ther redaction  of the  saga, w here 
S teinkel’s story  is largely sim ilar to  th e  s tandard  version, he is m ar­
ried to th e  daughter of A nund-Jakob, and  not o f Eym und. In addition, 
there  is a Swedish genealogy of th e  14th century, w herein  S teinkel is 
considered th e  husband of Olav S kötkonungs sister (i.e., of th e  aun t of 
Eym und and A nund-Jakob) (Bolin 1931: 198).

In any case, Steinkel was mâgr to  th e  th re e  preceding kings, though 
in these tex ts  th e  te rm  mågr is no t applied  to  him . It should be noted 
th a t Hervarar saga and the  Swedish list o f  kings w ere recorded m uch 
later, no t earlier th an  the  14th century. M ost likely, it was th e  expres­
sion mágr or konungs mâgr applied to  S teinkel th a t reached th e  com ­
posers of these records. As we shall see, th is  supposition  is confirm ed 
by th e  te x t from  A dam  of Bremen.

W e can expec t th a t A dam ’s data  w ere m ore reliable; however, it is 
ra ther controversial. Speaking o f th e  death  of Eym und th e  O ld, A dam  
inform s us th a t Steinkel, or Stinkel, as he was th en  called, succeeded 
him . A nd A dam , w ho w rote in about th e  seventh decade o f th e  11th 
century, notes th a t Steinkel was nepos or privignus to  th e  preceding 
king:

Legatis igitur ta li m odo a Sueonibus repulses fertu r qu idam , nepos an p r i­
vignus Regis ignoro, prosecutus esse cum  laerim is, suppliciter se commen- 
da n s orationibus eorum . N om en ei S tinkel (A dam , Lib. in 15: 156-157).

A little  la ter A dam  m entions S teinkel once more, still calling him  the 
nepos o f th e  preceding king:

Eodem tem pore m ortuus est rex Sueonum  Emund, p o st quem  leva tu r in 
regnum nepos eius Stinkel, de  quo su pra  d ix im us  (A dam , Lib. in 16: 
158).
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W h at Scandinavian designations o f family relations could be expressed 
by these Latin  term s? T he Latin w ord nepos could m ean, as we know, 
qu ite  a num ber of younger blood relatives: great-grandson’, ‘grandson’, 
‘n ep h ew ’, and, finally, ‘descendan t’ in general. T he derivation of the 
te rm  ‘stepson’ (privignus) in A dam ’s description is m ore or less clear 
from  th e  points already m ade in th e  present article: it reflects th e  word 
mágr as used by his Scandinavian inform ants. T his is evident if we 
rem em ber tha t, in d ifferent redactions o f th e  saga, Steinkel is called 
th e  husband  of king E im u n d ’s daughter or o f A nund-Jakob’s daughter, 
and in th e  genealogical list he figures as th e  husband of th e ir  aunt, the  
sister o f Olav Skötkonung. In o ther words, S teinkel’s connections w ith  
each o f th e  kings fit the  category of mágr.

Judging by th e  vague construction  w ith  an  in th e  Latin tex t, A dam ’s 
in form ants w ere no t fully inform ed on th e  subject and, therefore, p rob ­
ably d id  no t use th e  narrow  and concrete te rm s stjúpsonr or stjúpr to 
indicate a stepson, as th e  use of these words w ould have excluded any 
vagueness and th e  supposition abou t blood relationship w ould  have 
been im possible. In general, th e  m edieval bookish trad ition  tended  to 
select a certa in  single m eaning in th e  vast sem antic field covered by màgr, 
m aking th is  te rm  m ore definite and lim ited  in m eaning th an  it really 
was. In cases of in tercu ltu ra l contacts and translations from  one lan­
guage to  another, th e  extensiveness and the  lack of differentiation  of the  
mÁgr-category w ere alien to th e  translator. H ere, th e  translato r applies 
a k ind of synecdoche, nam ing a p a r t instead of th e  whole and indicating 
a m ore narrow ly defined fam ily connection included in the  category of 
mägr. However, th is concerns no t only translations from  one language 
to  another. For exam ple, Snorri in th e  “Younger Edda” som etim es uses 
th e  te rm  màgr in th e  broad m eaning used in th e  sagas13 and som etim es 
finds it necessary to  specify and lim it th e  m eaning. In particular, citing 
th e  skaldic exam ple w here T hor is nam ed U llr’s màgr; he tells his audi­
ence to  call Tor ‘U ll’s s tep fa th er’ (stjúpfaóir Ullar) (SnE.: 8 0 )H.

13 Cf.: sá konungr réd fy r ir  Uppsçlum, er Ad ils hét. Hann á tti Yrsu, módur Hrólfs kraka 
[ . . . ]  Adils konúngr sendi bod Hrdlfi kraka, magi sinum, at hann kvæm i til lidveizlu vid 
hann (SnE. 41: 108).

14 In the sagas stepfather and stepson can also be called by special term s (stjúpfadir 
and stjúpsonr) and, thus, isolated from the m ágr-category. Cf.: Þá kallar Ó láfr til tals vid 
sik módurbrœdr sina, Lodinn stjúpfodur sinn, m ágasína, Þorgeirok H yrning( Hkr. 1: 361) or 
Sveinn konungr tjúguskegg var a tfa lli Ó láfs konungs Tryggvasonar med þeim Ó láfi sœnska, 
stjupsyni sínum, ok Eiriki jarli, magi sínum, (er) þeir bçrduz vid Svçldr (K nýtl. 5: 33). It is 
typical that in both cases stepfather and stepson are included in the circle o f  relatives 
by marriage. In fact, the m entioned personages becom e sons-in-law  or brothers-in-law  
because o f the marriage w ith  the daughter or sister o f  the king. The uncles on the
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A dam  of Brem en translates mâgr as ‘stepson’, though, perhaps, 
ano ther narrow  m eaning w ith in  th e  mágr category was in tended. T he 
appearance of th e  w ord nepos may have a double explanation. First, 
th is could  be an additional, explanatory translation of th e  word mágr. 
In o ther words, A dam  knew  th a t its m eaning was no t only privignus 
‘stepson’, b u t included o ther nam es of fam ily relations; he d id  not 
know  exactly  w hich ones. In th is case, he un in ten tionally  replaced the  
vague characterisation  of affinity contained in th is w ord by the  sim i­
larly vague, indefinite characterisation  of blood relation of th e  jun ior to 
th e  senior contained  in  th e  Latin  w ord nepos.

If it is so, A dam , in  spite of his ignorance of some facts, exhibits 
great linguistic and cu ltu ra l sensitivity. Inasm uch as the  words nepos 
and mágr are in som e sense antonym s, they  are on the  sam e plane and 
effectively neu tralize  each other. M ágr indicates relations of affinity 
in th e  w idest sense and ignores the  hierarchy of age and generations, 
w hile nepos suggests th e  broadest sort of hierarchical age-based blood 
relationship betw een  m en.

It may be th a t th e  construction  nepos an privignus appears in th e  
te x t for some o ther reason. It could be caused by a still greater inex­
actitude  in th e  data given by th e  Scandinavian inform ant of A dam  of 
Bremen. Perhaps he knew  only th a t Eym und Olavsson and Steinkel 
w ere connected  by som e sort of fam ily relationship. N ot knowing w hat 
exactly th is  relationship was, he po in ted  to  th e  tw o d istin c t varieties of 
fam ily connections —  blood relations and affinity. In th is  case he could 
use tw o w ords corresponding to  these tw o varieties: frœ ndi and mâgr. 
A dam  gave ra th er close translation  o f th e  first w ord and for the  second 
one he chose one o f its m inor meanings, basing on his understanding  
of the  ways of inheriting  royal power.

However, it should be noted tha t, w here th e  ruling kings are con­
cerned, th e  “secondary” significance of th e  te rm  mâgr is reflected in th e  
saga-w riter’s understanding  of history. In Hervarar saga, th is approach 
to dynastic history  is expressed very clearly:

. .. en eftir d a u da  E ym u n dar konungs tóku S v ia r hann (Steinkel) til 
konungs. Þá gekk konungdóm r ór langfeðgaæ tt í Svíþjóð inna fornu kon­
unga (H erv. 16: 70).

m other's side are non-blood relatives o f  his father, and for the king h im self they are, on 
the one hand, blood relatives; on the other hand, from  the v iew point o f rigid succession  
through the m ale line, they in som e sense rem ain “non-blood relations".
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In o ther words, th e  te x t denies th e  continu ity  betw een  th e  dynasty 
founded  by Steinkel and th a t o f Erik V ictorious and O lav Skötkonung, 
i.e. th e  Yngling dynasty. It is precisely th e  te x t of th is  saga th a t in d i­
cates th a t Steinkel was m arried  to  E ym und’s daughter or, in th e  o th e r 
redaction , to  the  daughter of his brother, A nund-Jakob. Thus, even 
th ough  Steinkel is a relative of th e  Ynglingar by m arriage and his ch ild ­
ren  are th e ir  descendants th rough  th e  fem ale line, th e  saga does no t 
acknowledge th em  as successors to  th e  fam ily of th e  ancien t kings.

T his te x t m anifests a general tendency, appearing ra ther early in 
th e  Scandinavian tradition , o f refusal to  acknowledge th e  succession of 
pow er th rough  wom en. As a rule, noble and influential people becam e 
non-blood relatives of th e  king. In Hervarar saga S teinkel is described 
as one such person:

Steinkel v a r  fy r s t  ja r l í Svíþjóð  (H erv. 16: 70).

T h e  children  o f these mágar w ere connected  by blood relations w ith  
th e  royal family, b u t th is connection  gave th em  only insignificant 
advantages in te rm s of power.

T he son of a daughter or sister o f th e  ru ler could com e to  pow er as a 
resu lt o f political struggle, b u t he had no m ore right to  pow er th an  any 
o th er noble and influential m an in th e  country. A  descendant th rough  
th e  fem ale line inherited  only th e  rights o f his fa th e r’s family. For th e  
royal fam ily of his m other, in spite o f th e  blood relation, he rem ained, 
in some sense, like his father, a non-blood relative. Certainly, he could 
no t succeed to  pow er under any circum stances as long as the  preceding 
king had living sons or brothers. It is typical th a t in th is  case th e  rights 
o f th e  heir by th e  fem ale line are inferior to  th e  rights o f an illegitim ate 
son (Uspenskij 2004: 43-55).

It is thu s not coincidental th a t if a m an connected  w ith  the  royal 
fam ily only th rough  w om en com es into pow er th en  we always see th e  
s ta r t o f a new  dynasty. Still, in a struggle for power, th e  claim ant to  
th e  th rone  could by all m eans underline his royal fam ily connections. 
T h is was th e  case, for exam ple, w ith  th e  D anish king Svein Estridsson, 
and th is is how  th e  saga in terp re ts  th e  situation o f th e  Swedish king 
S teinkel and his descendants.

Thus, from  th e  po in t of view o f th e  saga, mágr S teinkel is th e  h u s­
band  of th e  k ing’s daughter and, hence, his children  do no t continue 
th e  dynasty. By th e  14th century, w hen th e  saga was recorded, Stein- 
k e l’s descendants had  left th e  political arena, and th e  recorder of th e
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te x t had no reasons to  presen t th em  as originating from  the  legen­
dary Ynglingar. As for A dam  of Bremen, who characterized  Steinkel as 
Ey m und ’s stepson or blood relation, he, apparently, defined th e  te rm  
mágr in such a way as to  suggest th a t S teinkel’s fam ily largely succeed 
the  Ynglingar, and in any case w ere not contrasted  w ith  them .

It is difficult to  say w hether th is  suggestion o f links betw een  th e  
dynasties reflected a deliberate a ttem p t to “an tiqua te” S teinkel’s 
dynasty. L et us recall th a t A dam  was a younger contem porary  of th is  
king and, perhaps, it was im p o rtan t for A dam ’s Scandinavian in fo rm ­
ants to  dem onstrate  th e  natu ra l order of continu ity  of royal pow er in 
Sweden. Such continuity, in th e  absence o f evident heirs, could be con­
nected  by A dam  w ith  ind irec t b u t blood relations (nepos) or, in th e  
L atin  language trad ition , w ith  adoption (privignus).

In fact, we are unable to  say anything about th e  connection  betw een  
Steinkel and Eym und except th a t they  w ere mágar, though  th is te rm  
was no t applied to  th em  in any source available to us. T he ex tan t 
data regarding th is  king, though  very laconic, allow us to  see how  th is  
connection  is in te rp re ted  from  tw o d ifferent perspectives. A dam  of 
Bremen, th e  au thor o f Gesta Hammaburgensis Ecclesiae Pontificum, and 
th e  com poser o f Hervararsaga come across th e  vast and und ifferen tia ted  
sem antic field o f th e  te rm  mágr. T hey have different approaches to its 
decoding and face difficulties of different kinds. A dam  deals w ith  lin ­
gu istic-cu ltu ra l differences in designations of fam ily connections and 
th e  understanding  o f dynastic succession, w hile the  com poser of th e  
saga faces an aspect o f k inship m em ory th a t is short-lived because it is 
no t firm ly fixed in language.

Thus, it is no t only th e  difference betw een  th e  Scandinavian and 
East-E uropean system s o f fam ily relations th a t m atters. In my view, 
we can see here a special and, at th e  sam e tim e, classic exam ple of 
th e  effect o f language on reality. Indeed, th e  existence of th e  unifying 
language construc t mágr, w hich can designate any fam ily connection 
betw een  m en form ed th rough  wom en, seem s to  allow one to give an 
exact definition of th is connection in descriptive term s. D uring th e  
lifetim e of one or tw o generations, it was easy for several m en to  define 
them selves as màgar; because one of them  was m arried  to  th e  daughter 
o f another, or they  w ere m arried  to  tw o sisters, or one o f them  was th e  
stepson of th e  other. However, w hen the  individuals w ere separated  
by a great distance in space or in tim e, o ften  th e ir  fam ily connection 
was rem em bered  only as far as it was d irectly  expressed in language. 
A pparently , in th e  oral language trad ition  som e evidence rem ained of
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the  fact th a t Steinkel had been mâgr to  Eym und Olavsson, the  last 
representative o f th e  ancient Swedish royal dynasty. D ifferent sources, 
using th is evidence may in d ifferent ways narrow  and concretise th e  
m eaning o f th is term , un in ten tionally  creating new  historical plots.

In my opinion, it is in teresting  th a t th e  und ifferen tia ted  character 
of th e  category of affinity, w hich allows one to  give th e  sam e nam e to  
stepfather, stepson, son-in-law, and father-in-law , apparently  develops 
in th e  historic epoch, and th is  developm ent can be verified th rough  th e  
w ritten  sources. T he w ords svcera 'm other-in-law ' and snør ‘daughter- 
in-law ’ already occur in th e  “Elder Edda”. A pparently, these words w ere 
know n to  educated  people, bu t w ere used only in th e  rare, so to speak, 
“cu ltu ra l” texts, such as expositions of th e  O ld  T estam ent or hagio­
graphie com positions. In th e  sagas and skaldic poetry  they  are absent.

It seem s th a t as soon as th e  category of affinity becom es hom ogene­
ous and und ifferen tia ted  in the  language, it becom es hom ogeneous in 
traditional h istorical m em ory as well. O n  th e  o ther hand, the  great 
po ten tia l o f th e  category of affinity was originally presen t on Scandina­
vian soil: th ere  was a special space for it in th e  m ythological tradition . 
In m yths it was m anifested  exclusively in th e  nam es and im plicit fea­
tu res of th e  holders o f these  nam es, a phenom enon w hich once again 
underlines th e  linguistic na tu re  of th is category.

From th e  dynastic perspective, th e  conventional character o f re la­
tions betw een  th e  mägar is very im portan t. In o ther words, th e  vol­
untary, con tractual character o f these relations is partially  opposed 
to th e  natural, inalienable character of blood fam ily relations. A t th e  
sam e tim e, num erous stories in lite ra tu re  and, apparently, in everyday 
life are based on m aneuvering betw een  in ten tional and un in ten tional 
involvem ent in màgr-relations, or on the  reversibility /  irreversibility 
of th e  once contracted  alliance. In th is respect affinity may be consid­
ered equivalent to  blood fam ily relations.

O ne should bear in m ind  th a t affinity is a som ew hat synchronous 
category: in th e  n ex t generation it is converted into a b lood relation­
ship. In o th er words, th e  son o f one's son-in-law becom es one's own 
grandson. Yet in th e  world of kinship th is transform ation always 
rem ained incom plete. T he real b lood relatives w ere only th e  relatives 
by th e  m ale line. In particular, th e  heir had th e  m axim um  rights in the 
family o f his father, not o f his m other: the  son o f th e  son was evidently 
preferred  to  th e  son o f th e  son-in-law or to  th e  son o f the  daughter.

T he category of affinity, thus, always has a double character. In some 
cases, affinity is considered equal or alm ost equal to  a blood re la tion­



The Category o f A ffin ity  ( M á g s e m ð )  in the O ld  Norse 179

ship. In o ther cases it is opposed to  it. M ágr-relations are one of th e  
m ain ways o f m astering  th e  world, of a peculiar ex ternal expansion of 
th e  individual w ho draws apart th e  fram es of his own family, fram es of 
blood relations, acting, so to  speak, by m eans of fam ily connections.
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