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PREFACE

The subject of this thesis was suggested by 
Dr. L. V. Jacks of the Creighton Faculty and en
couraged by Professor H. F. Fore. To them is due 
grateful acknowledgment of their kind inspiration 
and helpful suggestions. The purpose of the Thesis 
is to trace the development of Sigrid Undset's 
structure in her modern publications, from her 
first novel, Jenny, to the most recently trans
lated novel, In The Wilderness. It endeavors to 
set forth the aims of this author of international 
repute, to outline the plots, and to give a resume 
of her character delineation. Her books are tales 
wherein the narrative flows like a river, some
times majestic, stately; sometimes rapid, breath
taking in their exuberance. She recounts the life 
of a northern people, a social and family life of 
an age, long past, but impregnated with Catholic 
faith. Under her competent hands, this life glows 
before the readers in unforgettable stories, for 
she is one of the most erudite authorities in the
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field of Scandinavian antiquity.
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Chapter I

JENNY

Sigrid Undset was born in 1882 at Kallun- 
borg in Denmark, the home of her mother's family.
Her father, Dr. Ingvald Undset, is one of the 
best known archeological scholars of Norway.
Her childhood days were spent in Oslo, the capital 
of Norway, where her father taught at the Uni
versity. As the eldest of his three girls, she 
took the place of a son in her father's heart 
and assisted him in his research work. Her know
ledge of the Vikings of the Middle Ages is hardly 
surpassed; this she acquired when, as her father's 
companion and assistant, she pored over old books 
of history, archeology, and religion. Obliged, 
at an early age to earn her own living, she entered 
the business world. When she was graduated from 
the commercial college, she was engaged as secretary 
to a famous lawyer. Notwithstanding her busy life 
as a stenographer, she devoted her spare moments 
to writing. At this time she published her first



work, Fru Marta Oulie, the story of an unhappy 
marriage. Her second publication, The Happy Age, 
was a collection of short stories, somewhat her 
own story, of the dreary and monotonous life of 
a young office girl. Jenny, published in 1911, a 
novel of contemporary life, was the first work 
to focus the attention of the world.

After this first period of writing on con
temporary life, she rewrote in Norwegian, Malory's 
Morte de Arthur, which brought back to her all the 
old passion for the medieval scene. To her earlier 
developed taste for the sagas and ancient tradi
tions of the Viking period, she now applied the 
technique of the modern psychological and realistic 
novel. Kristin Lavransdatter became the first 
fruit of these labors, and through this monumental 
work she reached international distinction. The 
first volume, Kransen, or The Bridal Wreath was 
published in Norway in 1920; it was followed by 
Husfrue, or The Mistress of Husaby, and Korset,
The Cross. This trilogy won her the Nobel prize in 
1928, and at present she is composing a tetralogy, 
three volumes of which have been translated into 
English by Arthur G. Chater, under the titles,



The Axe. The Snake Pit, and In The Wilderness.
At present, she is making her home in an 

ancient country house, dating back to the year, 
1000, in the Lillehamnar Valley, on the shore of 
the beautiful Lake and near the ruins of the old 
Hammar Cathedral. She has four children, who are 
her main ambition, and since she divorced her 
husband, the artist, Anders Svarstadt, whom she 
married shortly after 1911, she tries to fill the 
places of both a father and of a mother in their 
hearts and lives. Her divorce occurred before

1her reception into the Catholic Church in 1924.
Jenny, the novel, which won for her a repu

tation, was translated in 1921 into English by 
W. Emme. It describes the life of an art student 
in Rome, the trials and difficulties which prove 
insurmountable in the end. It is a true and some
what realistic description of the life of a modern 
young woman. Jenny is the girl who feverishly 
desires to do only that which she knows to be good. 
Since she has no norm for measuring subtle dif-

1. A. Lutz, 0. P., "La Vie Intellectuelle," 
Catholic World, Vol. C XXVIII (Feb. 1929), p. 606.
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ferences between good and evil, she has all the
difficulties of one who in the midst of a flood
clings tenaciously to a piece of driftwood, only
to find that he is carried away with the flood.
She says, "I wanted to be upright, firm,and 

good, and never to have anyone else's 
sorrow on my conscience. And whmt was 
the origin of the wrong--the cause of 
it all? It was that I yearned for love 
without there being any particular man 
whose love I w a n t e d . jenny consists

of three parts, each of which contains eleven short 
chapters. The story in brief, is as follows:

Helge Gram, a Norwegian, comes to Rome for 
the purpose of studying art. He meets two young 
girls from his homeland, Jenny Winge and Francesca 
Jahrman, who are likewise studying art. He ac
costs them and inquires the way to a boarding
house. Presently they meet their friends, whom 
Jenny introduces as Mr. Heggen, the artist, and 
Mr. Ahlin, the sculptor. Before returning home they 
visit a cafe. Thus is begun the friendship which 
proves fatal to Jenny. After much companioning 
at studios, in club-houses, and in parks, she 
promises her love to Helge Gram. They plan to meet

1. Sigrid Undset, Jenny, p. 265.



six weeks later at Nordmarken.
After her arrival, Jenny hires a studio, be

cause her mother and the children are dependent 
upon her. She calls at Helge's home to visit his 
parents and to bring to them reports of their son. 
Only then does she realize the kind of woman his 
mother is: scornful, spiteful, and jealous. From 
the descriptions of home-life he has given, Jenny 
sympathizes with and pities the mother. Now all 
is changed. She feels a physical antipathy toward 
her and longs to get away. Naturally now Jenny 
pities Helge and his father and does not attempt to 
keep her opinion secret. Helge loves his mother 
and cannot tolerate Jenny's dislike for the one, 
who is dearest in all the world to him. Jenny's 
loving attitude toward him is growing cold and she 
asks for a respite to go away for a time to recover 
herself. The farewells are sad, although she is
tired and worn out after all these months of petty,

1
racking humiliations and quarrels.

With this rejection Helge leaves for Konsberg 
to visit a friend, and his departure gives his

1. Jenny, p. 167



character, takes her through many crises, shows 
her in all her varied moods and leads up to a 
logical denouement. The story is intensely in
teresting, not only because of the problem and 
tragedy, but also because of the truthfulness of 
the setting. Sigrid Undset artistically describes 
the landscape; she introduces contrast, owing to 
the geographic situation of these two countries 
where the action takes place: the cheerful, balmy 
sunny Italy, and the bleak northern, somber,Norway

"It was marvelously beautiful up there 
(at the top of Monte Cavo). It was in the 
end of May and the day was glorious. The 
chestnut wood was light green, the leaves 
had just come out, the broom was blossoming 
madly in the crevices, and along the road 
grew heaps of white flowers and lilies.
There was a haze in the air for it had 
rained earlier in the day and the Nemi and 
Albano lakes were lying silvery white below, 
with all the little white villages round.
The whole campagna and Rome were wrapped 
in a thin veil of mist, and farther out 
the Mediterranean shone like a golden line 
on the horizon.
In a moment she transports one to Norway,

the land of frost and ice and snow. "In the 
gathering darkness the sky looked almost
violet....A reddish light rose from the
streets coloring the frosty haze. The 
rolling of carriages and the screech of 
a tram on the rails sounded clearly on the

1. Ibid., p. 221



frozen ground.....The cold was raw
and damp; the fog smelt of soot and
gas and frozen dust."- She appeals strongly

to the senses; of sight, of hearing, and of smell, 
for she realizes that sense appeals are most ef
fective. She uses contrast and harmony in her 
settings for the sake of vividness, not merely for 
adornment, but as an integral part of the story.
She knows well the potency of natural scenery as 
an influence on the thoughts and sentiments of her 
characters.

Sigrid Undset has a complete working know
ledge of plot, form, and structure. She rounds 
out this plot sufficiently and gives her story the 
proper balance because she is so familiar with the 
technicalities of plot construction. Her movement 
is direct, for all the action moves tersely forward 
with each succeeding incident, acting as an index 
to the critical situation. There is action in
the first sentence: "As Helge Gram turned 

the corner into Via Condotti in the dusk 
a military band came down the street 
playing 'The Merry Widow' in such a crazy 
whirling time that it sounded like wild 
bugle calls.

1. Ibid., pp. 192-5.
2. ibid., p. 9.



The inciting moment is the meeting in Rome, 
of the Norwegian art students: Jenny Winge, the 
heroine of the story, Francesca Jahrman, Gunnar 
Reggen, Lennart Ahlin, and Helge Gram, the new
comer; these are the principal characters. Gloom 
envelops many of the characters and the action, 
as it does all her works; but in this short novel 
it is black gloom, even tragic despair, without 
a single note of relief.

The first incident for the plot development 
is the promise of marriage between Jenny and Helge 
Gram. Then comes the first moment of suspense: 
after visiting Helge's home and meeting his mother, 
Jenny decides that she and Helge are not destined 
to be life companions. The crisis, the birth and 
death of the child, is caused by Jenny's rejection 
of Helge and her temporary acceptance of his father, 
Gert Gram, who proves so unworthy of her love. The 
second moment of suspense is produced by Jenny's 
final refusal to accept Gert, and her return to 
Italy at Heggen's invitation. This brings on the 
crucial situation: both Helge gram and Heggen 
are rivals for Jenny's hand. The third moment of 
suspense is Helge Gram spending the night in



pleading his cause with her, his departure, and
the disappointment that fills her heart. Her sur-

1render to the "unavoidable and inevitable" as it
appears to her, who has no norm or standard for
right action, induces her to procure a "folding

2knife that she had brought from Paris", and cut 
the artery in the left hand. The denouement and 
conclusion cover only a few pages, and in these, 
Heggen visits the cemetery and mourns the loss of 
Jenny.

Sigrid Undset's characters are convincing and 
real because they are surprising. She so creates 
them that the reader is compelled to believe in 
their real existence; their personality so dominate 
the reader's imagination that, although years, and 
even centuries in some cases have elapsed since 
they have been in fictitious existence they con
tinue to live. She seems to have let her imagina
tion play an important part in remoulding the 
memories of her personages. At the outset she 
gains one's appreciation and admiration for the 
kind, generous, considerate, gentle, and reserved

1. Ibid., p. 291
2. Ibid., p. 291
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Jenny. In direct contrast to her she pictures
Francesca Jahrman, a light, frivolous, selfish
coquette; the one: strong, independent, reliable;
the other: weak, dependent, careless. The
former was "as fair as the other was dark; 

her blond hair, brushed back from a 
high, white forehead, had tints of 
flaming gold in it; her skin was a 
delicate pink and white"; the latter 
character "was very dark; small jet-black 
curls fell from under the brown bell 
shaped hat about her soft rosy cheeks."!

Every detail of size, shape, dress, and ornamenta
tion is set forth minutely, so that one forms at 
once a mental picture of each character, which 
lives and develops as the story progresses.

The novelist seems to look up in frank admira
tion of Jenny's beauty and virtue and to depreciate 
the frivolous and vain Francesca. Later one is
induced to reverse this order for Cesca, who,

2
Jenny declares, has no instincts nor sense proves 
to be a much stronger character than her companion, 
and wins the respect of her fellow-men, marries,
and has a happy home, while Jenny, "who made some

3
pretense of being a Catholic" , acts without thought

1. Ibid.,
2. Ibid.,
3. Ibid.,

p. 21.
pp. 52-55. 
p. 34.



or fear of God. It seems inconsistent in her— to 
pretend to be so virtuous and then to behave like 
a pagan. She dallies with temptation when she 
permits Gert Gram to visit her studio. Preposterous 
is it in him to compare the sinful Jenny and him
self to the members of the Holy Family. When he 
writes to her he tells her that in the painting on 
the Italian altar, the "Old Joseph" is always 
standing in the background (his present position) 
in sad and tender contemplation of the Divine Child 
and its young and beautiful Mother, who are so

1absorbed in each other that they do not notice him. 
This man, Gert Gram, acts the villain's part in 
the story; he, who knows that love between himself 
and such a young girl as Jenny, is impossible and 
unnatural, is compelled to bear indescribable 
sufferings, sorrow, and emptiness; every memory is 
embittered by repentance and insistent questioning 
of the possibility of past actions. He is the 
cause of Jenny's loss of innocence and girlish 
charm. She commits the sin without a single effort 
of resistance; even after she falls, she exhibits

1. Ibid., p. 250.



not a pang of remorse, not a spark of contrition;
she incessantly bewails the loss of the child, but
sheds not one tear of sorrow for her fault. The
following pictures Jenny in a most dramatic scene:

"She went to the small table where she 
kept her painting things, took out a 
triangle scraper, tested it, put it back 
again, and picked up a knife with many 
blades--the sharp, pointed one she 
opened. She sat down on the side of the 
bed, steadied her left hand on her pillow 
and cut through the artery."1 Her final act

of despair provokes not a fear, for "she
did not think; she was not afraid; she 
felt only that she was surrendering 
to the inevitable. The pain of the cut 
was not great— only sharp and distinct 
and concentrated on one spot. After a 
while a strange unknown sensation took 
hold on her, an agony that grew and grew—  
not a fear of anything in particular, 
but the feeling of an ache round her 
heart and sickness as it were."2 Strange

thoughts usually breed strange emotions, but Jenny
realizes none of these, even as death approaches.
One is scarcely surprised, because she has never
adopted a code of morals by which to regulate her
conduct; consequently she ever hesitates between
right and wrong. The dark figure in despair plans,
under cover of darkness, the act which apparently

1. Ibid., p. 291.
2. Ibid., p. 292.
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ends her misery, her keen disappointment. But she 
lacks that troubled, anxious, and frightened look.
A long history of sin and shame and weariness and 
pain is stamped deep in every lineament of her poor, 
h&6S&rd face. She scales the stairs as though 
pursued by a thousand fiends. She thinks to for
get her misfortune, to still the fever of life; 
to find freedom from pain and disgrace and remorse 
in a self-inflicted death. Her memory is treasured 
by only one, by Heggen, long afterward. He alone 
is deserving of her once-pure love and comradeship. 
The mother and sisters mourn her loss at home, but 
the real Jenny they had never known, and they 
know nothing about her life or her death.

"Heggen understood that what had hap
pened was natural, because she was made 
as she was. Her mind swayed and bent 
for a gust of wind, because it had 
grown so upright and slender; he had 
thought she could grow as a tree grows, 
and had not understood she was only a 
flower, a rich, fragile stem springing 
up to be kissed by the sun and to let 
all the heavy, longing buds break into 
bloom. She had only been a little girl 
after all, and to his eternal sorrow he 
had not understood it until too late.
For she could not right herself again 
when once she had been bent; she was like 
a lily that does not grow from the root 
again. There was nothing supple or 
luxuriant about her mind— but he had 
loved her such as she was. And she was



his only, for he alone knew how fair and 
delicate she had been— so strong in her 
desire to grow straight, and yet so frail 
and brittle, and with delicate honor, 
from which a spot could never be washed 
away because it made so deep a mark.
She was dead. He had been alone with 
his love many nights and days, and he 
would be alone with it all the days and 
nights of his life."^
This is a touching and pathetic love scene, 

the master stroke of the story. The reader usually 
anticipates a happy ending to a love affair, but 
Sigrid Undset gives this novel a surprising, but 
tragic ending. This is an effective way of 
gaining the reader's consideration and after
thought. She relieves the heaviness of the plot 
by introducing two children on their way to deliver 
their father's luncheon. Heggen engages them in 
conversation and invites them to attend a cinema 
in one of the neighboring towns. This over, he 
indulges in dreams of his Jenny; in the great storm 
of his heart he is unconscious of having lifted his 
arms toward heaven and of holding in his hands, 
anemones, which he had picked at her grave. Re
nunciation is a reversal of the "happy-ever-after"

1. Ibid., p. 297
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ending, and is not generally popular, for death 
is grudgingly accepted as a substitute. The minority 
of readers appreciate them; the majority do not.

Several important characters are introduced, 
but these are so well described in exterior ap
pearance and their conversations so determine 
their varied interiors that one can readily re
member them. The main plot is somewhat complicated; 
several sub-plots are subsidiary to the main plot. 
This augments the complication. The descriptions 
are numerous; however, these detailed descriptions 
of Nature, of persons, and of places, do not serve 
to complicate the plot, but to make the situation 
clear and vivid. One is impressed not only by the 
facts learned and convictions discovered, but also 
by the tragedy of life, which is the outstanding 
feature of this novel.



KRISTIN LAVRANSDATTER

The trilogy, Kristin Lavransdatter, by 
which Sigrid Undset achieved international 
celebrity, gives a comprehensive survey of the 
fourteenth century, the dark period of Norwegian 
history. The titles of the three separate 
volumes: The Bridal Wreath, The Mistress of 
Husaby, and The Cross are well chosen, and that 
of the trilogy suggests the prominence the 
novelist intends to give to the character Kristin, 
the daughter of Lavrans Bjorgulf. The interest 
of the whole concentrates itself upon the single 
figure of a little, independent, Norwegian girl 
of about seven summers.

The Bridal JVreath opens with a description 
of this charming maiden, the constant companion 
of her father, and gives the description of Sigrid 
Undset's favorite theme— the development from 
girlhood into maidenhood and then into womanhood. 
Kristin accompanies her father on his trips up 
to the mountain Saiter, a dairy about twenty miles 
distant from their dwelling, and then to Skog,
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where she meets Brother Edwin, who becomes a life
long friend. Her little sister, Ulvhild, dies after 
suffering terrible pain, caused by the attack of 
an animal. This plunges the parents, Lavrans and 
Ragnfrid, into deep sorrow, but light and trivial 
is this, in comparison to the bitter agony brought 
to them by Kristin, whom her father had betrothed 
in childhood to Simon Carre, a noble generous,
upright mann— "a man who would surely have led 

her by the safest ways and would have 
stooped down to take away each little 
stone that she might have dashed her foot 
against."! But, while Kristin is at school

in Nonnester, she meets Erlend Nikaulsson of Husaby, 
to whom she pledges her love, even after he has 
robbed her of her innocence. Lavrans thus physi
cally trapped to give his consent to this union, 
is then forced to break his word with Simon. Even 
though Kristin knows that Erlend is a heedless, 
fickle, and passionate, young man, living a dis
solute life with a disreputable woman, his charming 
exterior qualities captivate her innocent heart, 
and she flings away her honor and that of her father. 
She is betrothed to another, and knows that she

1. The Mistress of Husaby, p. 300
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will merit her father's displeasure, but in spite 
of her filial love and devotion, she promises to 
remain faithful to Erlend. They plan their journey 
to Husaby during the absence of her parents.
Erline, his paramour, comes on the scene and is 
about to poison Kristin, when Erlend forces her 
away and she turns the dagger upon herself. With 
Lavran's unwilling consent, he makes Kristin his 
bride and takes her to his home as the Mistress of 
Husaby.

The second volume opens with the birth of
Kristin's first son and the graphic description of
her husband going on skis through the winter country.
Her thoughts often revert to her own home under the
splendid management of her father, and she deplores
the shiftlessness and mismanagement at Husaby.
But the estate prospers under her prudent guidance.
The pilgrimage of penance to the shrine of St.
Olav, in the Trondjhem Cathedral, is minutely and
picturesquely described? Nature helps to relieve
the sorrow of her heavily-laden heart. "The 

sun stood high in the heavens now and 
the pine tops shone against the summer 
sky, but within the woods was still with 
the cool and freshness of the morning.
The air was full of the balmy scent of



pine needles and peaty soil and of the 
twin flower that sprinkled all the knolls 
with its pink bells; and the grassy path
way was damp and soft and comforting to 
her feet."l Erlend's son, Orm, is brought to

Husaby, where Kristin treats him with maternal 
kindness; but Margaret, the daughter, is ever re
pulsive, for she resembles Erline, her mother. 
Kristin plays her part well as mistress, and wins 
the assistance, confidence, and sympathy of the 
servants. During the absence of her husband, she 
strives to be mother and father to her beloved 
sons: Naskve, Bjorgulf, Gaute, the twins: Ivar 
and Skule, and Lavrans. Erlend restless and 
ambitious, becomes involved in political plots, 
plays high, loses, and finds his career ruined.

In The Cross, Kristin and Erlend, who live 
at Jorundgaard after the death of her parents, and 
after the loss of Husaby, are soon separated.
After a secret meeting, when Kristin seeks re
conciliation, another son is born. The uninformed 
neighbors accuse her of intimacy with one of the 
house-carls and after the child dies, a mob follow 
her from the grave-yard to her home. Erlend, who

1. Ibid., p. 91.



had returned at her earnest solicitation, is 
seriously wounded and dies shortly afterward in 
her arms. Her life is always one of loneliness, 
of sorrow, and of trial. Two of her sons enter 
a monastery; she takes the veil at the Rein cloister 
and leaves her convent only when she hears that 
the panic-striken people, threatened by the plague, 
resort to old heathen rites and want to sacrifice 
a young boy. She goes out to bury the corpse of 
a woman, who had been deserted by her husband, 
and she herself is smitten with the Black Plague.

Sigrid Undset not only manages the external 
details of the narrative, arranges the various 
incidents into a chain, logically held together 
and leading to the final scene, where all questions 
are answered and the action brought to a grand 
and imposing conclusion; but she also, skillfully 
manages the inner details of an extended experience, 
the play of impulses and emotions, the rise and 
fall of interest, and deftly keeps the reader in 
suspense. She chooses for the basis of her plot 
a three-fold relationship: two men, Simon Darre 
of Dyfrin and Erlend of Husaby, both determined 
to win the charming girl, Kristin. This "relation-



ship inevitably involves the play of 
strong passions, the elements of fear, 
of jealousy,of danger, of surprise, and 
of remorse."^ The reader is much surprised

when he meets such passages as: "God had 
held her fast in a covenant made for 
her without her knowledge by a love 
poured out upon her richly and in spite 
of her self-will, in despite of her 
heavy, earth-bound spirit, somewhat of 
this love had become part of her, had 
wrought like sunlight in the earth, had 
brought forth increase which not even 
the hottest flames of fleshly love nor 
its wildest bursts of wrath could lay 
waste wholly. A hand-maiden of God had 
she been— a wayward, unruly servant, 
oftenest an eye-servant in her prayers 
and faithless in her heart, slothful 
and neglectful, impatient under cor
rection, but little constant in her 
deeds--yet He held her fast in His 
service and under the glittering golden 
ring a mark had been set secretly upon 
her, showing that she was His handmaid, 
owned by the Lord and King who was now 
coming, borne by the priest's anointed 
hands to give her freedom and salvation."2
<Vhen the reader catches a glimpse of the 

quarrel between Arne, a childhood companion of 
Kristin's, and Bentein, or of her nocturnal 
escapades with Erlend, or of Eline's self-des
truction, or of the birth of Naakve, his mind is 
filled with an indescribable horror, dread, and 
fear. One's love for the innocence of childhood

1. Bliss Perry, A Study of Prose Fiction,p. 137. ------------------ ------
2. The Cross, p. 382.



is won by the admirable girls, Kristin and her 
sister, Ulvhild; later by Kristin's own sons, 
for they are real children, full of vigor and 
activity; they possess the instincts of youth and 
act naturally and normally. She finds them on 
one occasion out in the rain, dripping wet from 
tip to toe; again, Naakve and Bjorgulf force their 
younger brother, Gaute, to eat living earthworms, 
and are much grieved when reprimanded by their 
father. They were almost spellbound with delight 
when he would, now and again, take notice of them. 
They played with bows, spears, axes, and such gear.

Sigrid Undset heightens the effect by 
sketching the beautiful relation between child and 
father; Kristin, grown to maidenhood, is a 
pathetically lovely figure endowed with a capa
city for intense feeling, which cannot but bring 
tragedy to herself and others. Her love for her 
father is of the pure, filial type; for Arne, that 
of a sister for a brother; for Erlend, that of a 
carnate lover, converted to that of a devoted, 
dutiful wife; for Simon, that of a kind and patient

1. The Mistress of Husaby, p. 170.
2. Tbi3*r7'pi"î .-----



nurse; for her sons, that of a mother, pure and
unselfish; for her God, that of a penitent Magdalen.
Again, she employs mystery which is essential to
a plot. "To appreciate a mystery, part of the 

mind must be left behind, brooding, while 
the other part goes marching on."I
Here is the scene in Bjorn's home--the house

where Erlend dwells after his separation from
Kristin--ever afterward the haunted house:

"'Twould be two years next winter 
since Bjorn and Lady Aashild died. No 
smoke has been seen from the houses of 
Haugen for a week; and at last some 
men picked up heart and went thither.
Sir Bjorn lay in bed with his throat 
cut across; he held his wife's body in 
his arms. Before the bed on the floor, 
lay his bloody dagger."2 The horror of

this scene! There is mystery about Ragnfrid.—
In time of illness of Lavrans and Ulvhild, her 
husband and daughter, she sends for Aashild, a 
witch-wife, who cures Ulvhild through magic; she 
is centured by the priest for her lack of resigna
tion, but her "heart is a viper's nest full of 
sin and sorrow"; only after the parents learn of 
Kristin's (who was influenced in childhood by this 
wicked Aashild) misfortune, does Ragnfrid tell of

1. E. M. Forster, Aspects of the Novel, p. 132.
2. The Mistress of Husaby, p. 168.



her past infidelity to her life-partner.
Sigrid Undset's novel may be classed as 

realistic fiction or that which does not shrink 
from the commonplace or from the unpleasant in 
its efiorts to depict things as they are, life as 
it is.

Ihe studied commonplaceness, the minute enu
meration, the curious exactness are of the very 
essentials of realism; they make up the verisimi
litude of Kristin Lavransdatter; it is these, that 
make the story life-like and real, and the charac
ters natural and well-known, with whom the reader 
is better acquainted than his own neighbor. The 
characters are so convincing, that one is almost 
transported to Norway, and there taught the manners 
and customs of the country. A few examples of her 
studied platitudes will prove these facts:

"'Folks deem it strange, Kristin, that 
you two sisters never meet together.
Rambourg will be ill content if I turn me home without you.'

"'I know that it looks strange', said 
the woman, 'but 'twould seem yet stranger, 
methinks, were I to go avisiting my sister 
now, when the master of this house is from

1. The Bridal Wreath, p. 236.
2. Bliss Perry,"Study of Prose Fiction, p. 229
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home— and folk know that you and he are unfriends.'
"On this Simon said no more, and 

soon after he and his man took their leave."1
Her description of a snow-storm, a common oc

currence and familiar to a reader of the northern 
clime, is quite extraordinary:

"The snow drove through the air in 
slanting streaks--of the country-side 
but glimpses could be sean--now and 
again a cantlet of the blackening lake, 
where the meadows had been; cloud scud 
sweeping across the screes and the 
tongues of the forest on the hill-sides; 
glimpses high up of fell-tops against 
the high-piled clouds. The air was 
loaded with a mingled roar— the river's 
drone, rising and falling; the rushing 
noise of the woods; the howling of the 
wind, and ever and again there was a 
dull booming echo of the raging of the 
storm among the mountains and the thunder of slides of new snow."2
This story is strikingly realistic exposi

tion of the sober, very earnest theme that the 
wages of sin is death, and that repentance for 
past sin is the retribution demanded by Divine 
Providence. But at times it seems as though Fate 
governs all action, for again and again she refers 
to it. "Never had she seen so clearly as this

1. The Cross, p. 162.2. ibid., p. 163.



evening what fate had craved of her 
and what it had granted her, in giving 
her these seven sons."l

"While she said over the five Aves 
in memory of the redemption's mysteries 
of pain, she felt 'twas through her 
sorrows only that she dared seek shelter 
under the cloak of God's Mother. Her 
sorrow for the children, she had lost, 
her heavier sorrows for each stroke 
of fate that fell upon her sons and that she could not ward from them."2
That this trilogy is somewhat autobiogra

phical is evident from several situations.
"The novelist cannot create a chara

cter without materializing in some 
degree those moral qualities which 
he himself possesses either in a re
pressed or in an active state."3 Kristin,

the eldest of three girls, is the favorite, help
mate, and companion of her father, Lavrans; every
where he goes she must go. The first two chapters 
are devoted to the presentation of this charming 
character and her filial love. She accompanies 
him to the mountain Saeter, to Falls, and to Skog, 
even though her mother begs her to remain with her. 
Aashild the witch-wife, tells her that she is her

1. The Mistress of Husaby, p. 298.
2* The Cross, p. 333. See The Axe, pp. 305, 

350. The Snake "pit, p. 128.
3l Francis X. Talbot, S. J., Fiction by its 

Makers, p. 3.
2. The Bridal Wreath, p. 25.



"father's dearest joy."l Luring his severe ill
ness "it seemed to her she had never known 

such bitter sorrow and such haunting 
dread as now even though she knew that 
he would regain his health."2

Her father is almost broken-hearted when he learns 
from her own lips that she has betrayed his love 
and has surrendered herself and her honor to 
Erlend. She has dreaded to reveal the secret, but 
much as it pains him, he in his fatherly tender
ness forgives her, although it nearly cost him 
the sacrifice of his life— never does she know, 
never does she realize the debt she owes him.
This scene is touching and pathetic:

"'Kind are you to all, my child, my 
treasure, but I have seen it before 
this, too,— you can be cruel to them 
you love too dear. For Jesus sake,
Kristin, spare me from the need of going 
in such fear for you— fear that this 
wild heart of yours will yet bring more 
sorrow over you and yours.' Sobbing 
she sank against him and her father 
drew her into his arms and held her 
close and firmly. They sat thus a 
long while but Lavrans said no more."
Sigrid Undset, the eldest of three girls

also takes the place of a son in her father's

1. Ibid., p. 57.
2. Ibid., p. 58.
3. The Mistress of Husaby, p. 213.



heart and life; as she has to fullfil a father's
and a mother's care and devotion toward her own
children, so too, does Kristin sacrifice herself
for her sons. The children described are real,
alive, robust, and romping— like her own might be.

"The twins jumped with joy on the 
bench. Through the rest of the meal 
each tried to outchatter the other."1
After many years of study of the Church in

the Middle Ages, Sigrid Undset has been converted
and has won the title "Apostle of Norway"; so too
Kristin is converted from a path of sin and led
into paths of self-sacrifice and charity. As
the former has donated a generous share of the
material value of the Nobel Prize to the benefit
of the afflicted, so the latter gives her life for
the salvation of the plague-stricken victims.

Sigrid Undset describes with sincerity,
filial love, because she had a home and a father
whom she loved; the ecstacy of a young mother,
holding her darling sons, because she is a mother;
death and bereavement, so feelingly because she
has witnessed the soul leaving the body, has

1* The Cross, p. 5



touched the lifeless hand. She has known rough
ened hands— Kristin's "hand was long and slender,

1
but red-brown now and rough" — and chilled heart 
and bitter loneliness, after a love turned cold—  
else how could she picture Kristin so perfectly 
in each of these scenes? It is evident that she 
is not only a great creator, but also that she 
has had the experience.

The novelist inspires the emotion of admira
tion in the reader at the outset by picturing
Kristin as a charming, young, modest girl, a "lily

2rose." This emotion changes to that of disgust, 
however, when she flings away her honor and that 
of her father by her acceptance of the heedless 
and dissolute Erlend. She develops again during 
her life of crosses, of trials, and of temptations 
and wins one's sympathy and whole-hearted appreci
ation when in the throes of the dreaded pestilence 
the Black Plague, she, as a commoner from the 
cloister, sacrifices her heart, her very life.

"'But you, Kristin,' Sira EiliVsaid, 
turning to the woman, 'you should have 
seen so much now, methinks, that you 
might trust in God Almighty with a surer

1. Ibid., p. 35.2. The Bridal Wreath, p. 10.



trust. Have you not yet understood 
that He bears up every soul so long 
as the soul lets not go its hold on 
Him? Think you, woman, child that 
you are in your old age, that 'tis 
God punishing the sin, when you must 
reap sorrow and humiliation because 
you followed your lusts and your 
overweening pride over paths that God 
has forbidden His children to tread?....
Rave you not understood when the 
brittle ice broke beneath you--that 
you were drawn under each time you 
let go God's hand, and you were saved 
from out the deep each time you called 
on Him? Was not the love that bound 
you and your father in the flesh to
gether, even when you defied him and 
set your wilfullness against his will, 
was it not a comfort and a solace none 
the less when you had to reap the 
fruits of your disobedience to him?'"I
Since complication begins "with the intro-

2duction of new incidents or new personages", 
then the complication of this novel begins with 
the arrival of Arne, who is an ardent admirer 
of Kristin; he is her traveling companion, when 
she and her father ride up to the mountain dairy. 
He, who might have figured prominently in her life,
meets death early in the story, a result of a

3
duel between him and Bentein. The climax of the

1. The Cross, p. 357.
2. Bliss Perry, A Study of Prose Fiction, 

p. 137.
3. The Bridal Wreath, p. 91.
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first book is reached in the fifth chapter when
Kristin is betrothed to Simon Darre or Andresson.
There is a more intense complication when Erlend
meets her during her sojourn at the academy
of Nonnester; she returns his love and surrenders
her honor even though she knows he is under the 1
church's ban and is in sin, living as he does with 
another woman.

Simon does not relinquish his right to her 
hand till he discovers the two in a disreputable 
place; then he sends word to Lavrans, who is much 
disappointed in the breaking of the pact. Simon 
marries a widow from Manvik; Lavrans tries to dis
suade Kristin from marrying Erlend but his intent 
is foiled. He later plans to take her away secretly 
during the absence of her parents, but is prevented 
by the arrival of Eline, who demands that he keep 
his promise to her. When prevented from poisoning 
Kristin, she takes her own life, and Erlend steals 
her corpse away at night lest he be discovered and 
convicted of murder. This is the crisis and leads 
gradually up to the climax, when Erlend wins the

1. Ibid., p. 141
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unwilling consent of the father for their betrothal, 
which is soon followed by the wedding and festivities. 

Many side-issues or sub-plots fill in the
closely written pages of this thrilling romance.

1
Many descriptions of nature and of setting are
given; character sketches of her pious and amiable

2 3parents; the mountain trip is described in detail,
as is every event and situation. After their luncheon,
while the men are asleep, Kristin wanders along the
brook; she is frightened by the appearance of a
dwarf-maiden; fear seizes her whole being and she
follows her galloping horse back to her father.

In the next chapter they go to Skog, visit
the Church of the Holy Cross— this is pen-pictured
in minutest detail. After her father's confession,
she remains with Brother Edwin, who teaches her
catechism, while the father goes on a journey with
the Bishop and his men.

In the third and fourth chapters, Jorundgaard
is made the scene of the visit of Ragnfrid's brother,
Trond, his wife, Gudrid, and their three sons.

1. The Bridal Wreath, pp. 13, 18, 20, 21, 26, 77. 
2- Ibid., pp. 1, 52, 93, 219, 235; The Mistress of Husaby, pp. 85, 197, 204, 212, 237.
3. The Bridal Wreath, pp. 25-41.
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Ulvhild is injured by a bull, and Lavrans, in his 
attempt to save his daughter, is almost fatally 
injured but is rescued by Trend and Tordis.
Lavrans sends Arne for the priest, and Halvdan 
for the leech-woman; with his remaining strength, 
he kills the animal, but faints. This is a 
severe shock for Kristin, who is most sympathetic 
with the sick. After the priest ministers to them, 
he reproaches Ragnfrid for her lack of resigna
tion. Lavrans asks Kristin to come to the loft- 
room; then she goes to her mother and Lady Aashild, 
the witch-wife, who remains at Jorundgaard, during 
the summer. This displeases him and the priest 
for Aashild is not a good companion for Kristin.
She, it is, who proposes Erlend, her nephew, as 
a "match" for Kristin. Sira Eirik is recommended 
as skillful in leech-craft and he is summoned to 
relieve Ulvhild. Several brothers are invited 
to the feast at Sundbu, but the conversation agitates 
Ragnfrid's guilty conscience, so she retires and 
cries herself to sleep.

In the fifth chapter, after the betrothal 
of Kristin and Simon, by Lavrans and Andres Gudmundson 
of Dyfrin, everyone is satisfied. As Ulvhild is
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blemished, it seems best for her to enter the 
cloister. Arne presents a carved chair to Kristin; 
their chat is interrupted by cries from Ulvihild, 
who is hurt, when her crutch is caught in the rocks. 
Kristin carries the wounded child home; she con
templates religious life, that she might, by her 
sacrifice, procure the blessings of health for her 
afflicted sister. '

Kristin is dissatisfied with Simon, and a
restless spirit disturbs her; she is urged out into
tne ni^nt to the church of St. Olav, where she prays
Holy Cross, strongest of masts, fairest of trees,

1bridge for the sick, to fair shores of health", 
and obtains peace for her troubled soul. The father 
has been absent on a hunt with Brother Edwin.
After making a pilgrimage to Nidaros on St. Olav's 
Vigil, he begs the servant of God, to restore his 
stricken child to health, but the good brother 
counsels comformity to His holy will. Simon sends 
a little dog to her as a token of his love and 
kindness, but Kristin does not reciprocate. Before 
he departs, Brother Edwin imparts to her the much- 
needed lesson of gratitude.

1. Ibid., p. 77
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In the last chapter, Arne comes to her home 
to bid farewell; they meet on the road south of 
Langarbru, where they pass many pleasant moments 
togetner. After his departure, Bentein approaches 
and makes familiar advances toward her. In warding 
him off, she wounds him. In a duel between him 
and Arne, the latter is killed. Lavrans and his 
party go to Finsbrekken to keep vigil and to 
console their bereaved friends. Kristin is heart
broken in the loss of her childhood friend. In 
the midst of her grief, Bentein brings false ac
cusation against Kristin to the effect that she 
has caused Arne's death.

This is a resume of the side issues in the 
first book entitled, Jorundgaard. There is an 
abundance here, and in the succeeding books of this 
trilogy, of details and particulars which intensify 
the main plot, but render it entirely too complicated. 
The reader must watch and keep in mind several threads 
at once: for instance, Lavrans, Ragnfrid, and the 
girls; Kristin and Simon; Kristin and Erlend; Simon 
and Rambourg, a contrast to the preceding plot and 
a reflection of the first mentioned; the political 
intrigues of Erlend, and the loss of the Husaby



estate; Kristin and her sons at Jorundgaard; the 
entrance into religion of the two sons and of 
Kristin; the demise of these three, victims of the 
Black Plague.

The second volume of the trilogy, The Mistress 
of Husaby, proves to be the most tedious of all 
to read, because it presents the war with the Danes, 
feuds with the Russians, Erlend in official posi
tions, the political intrigues in which he is in
volved, and which result in his trial for treason. 
Pathetic and impressive is the prison scene, and 
this predicament of Erlend's, wins for him the 
sincere sympathy of Kristin and the friendship of 
Simon, who helps to effect his release. This volume, 
however, is rich and satisfying, because it achieves 
perfectly the psychology of the characters in re
lation to their medieval times. The wealth of 
learning necessary to produce it is vast, but is 
never paraded; the clothing, the customs, the manners 
beliefs, and view-points of life appear as they 
are needed to carry on the plot.

The following examples verify this statement:

1. The Mistress of Husaby, pp. 11, 58, 107,
363; The Uross, pp. 76, 2357"



"Lavrans wore a coat of green-dyed 
wadmal, somewhat wide and short, open at 
the throat, so that the shirt showed 
beneath. For the rest, his hose and 
shoes were of undyed leather, and on his 
head he had a broad-brimmed woolen hat 
of the ancient fashion. For ornaments 
he had only a smooth-silver buckle to 
his belt, and a little silver brooch 
in his shirt-band; but some links of a 
golden neck-chain showed against his neck. 
Lavrans always wore this chain and on 
it there hung a golden cross set with 
great rock-crystals; it was made to open, 
and Inside there were shreds of the hair 
and shroud of the holy Lady Elin of Skovde, 
for the Lagmondssons counted their descent 
from one of that blessed Lady's daughters."1
Kristin, as a bride, is described in few

words, but these few, simple words present a very
definite picture:

"Kristin sat in a great arm-chair that 
had been brought up thither. She was clad 
in her scarlet bridal robe. Great silver 
brooches held it together over her bosom, 
and fastened the yellow silk shift showing 
in the neck-opening, golden armlets glit
tered on the yellow silken sleeves. A 
silver-gilt belt was passed thrice around 
her waist, and on her neck and bosom lay 
neck-chain over neck-chain, the uppermost 
her father's old gold chain with the 
great reliquary cross. Her hands, lying in her lap, were heavy with rings."2
The following extract presents Erlend, the

groom: "He was in dark raiment, clad in
a slashed silken coat falling to the 
feet, leaf-brown of hue and inwoven 
with black and white. About his waist

1. The Bridal Wreath, p. 11.
2. Ibid/, p. 316.
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he had a gold-bossed belt, and at 
his left thigh hung a sword with gold 
on hilt and sheath. Back over his 
shoulders fell a heavy dark-blue velvet cloak, and pressed down on his coal- 
black hair he wore a black French cap 
of silk that stood out at both sides 
in puckered wings, and ended in two 
long streamers, whereof one was thrown 
from his left shoulder right across 
his breast and out behind over the other arm."I
This extract shows the belief of these folk 

in the Resurrection and in the Communion of Saints:
."'God guard you, Kristin, my child, 

so that we may find each other again 
on yonder day, all we who were friends 
in life--and every human soul— Christ 
and Mary Virgin and St. Olav and St.
Thomas will keep you all your days....
God be gracious to you— God give you 
light in this world's light and in that 
great light hereafter.'"2 That they believed

in Purgatory and in prayer for the relief of the
departed soul is gleaned from this passage:

"One day she said to him she deemed he had had so many trials in this life that 
'twas like he would come off lightly 
from those of the life to come..'..
Lavrans spoke much now of purgatory fire 
which he looked soon to enter, but he 
was quite without fear. He hoped for great solacement from his friends3 and the 
priests' intercessions and trusted firmly that St. Olav and St. Thomas would give 
him strength in this his last trial, as, 
he had so often felt that they had

1. Ibid., p. 318.
2. W e  Mistress of Eusabv. D. 223.3. T5Ta77"p7-2377^------ ^ ^



strengthened him in his life. He 
had ever heard that he that was firm 
in the faith would never for a single 
moment lose from before his eyes the 
bliss to which the soul was going 
through the scorching fires."1
Ihe combination of the subtly studied mental 

and moral troubles with the stark and livid violence 
of habit and manner, is very effective; there is a 
gloomy majesty about it. Sigrid Undset's exactness 
and abundance must be attributed to her femininity 
and to her inexperience, for her later novels are 
not burdened with so much detail; but she renders 
the harshness of the age with masculine honesty.
In the second volume she introduces about seventy- 
five characters, thereby increasing the complexity 
of the plot. Fortunately, only about ten are 
outstanding figures. She has numerous incidents 
and situations to give one a clear insight into 
the constitution and motives of her personages, 
and better appreciation of their revealed charac
ters, but there is entirely too much action, too 
many things occurring in such rapid succession.

The Cross shows Kristin, stripped first of 
her great estate, Husaby, then widowed and bereft

1. Ibid., p. 237



of her two sons, Erlend and Munan, within the 
space of a twelvemonth; deposed from the manage
ment of Jorundgaard, by the marriage of Gaute, 
to whose wife, Jofrid, she surrendered the keys; 
and finally entered as a commoner at the Rein 
cloister, growing old and dying with thousands 
of others, a victim of that fatal disease of 1349, 
at the age of forty-three.

Ihis volume loses none of the emotional power 
of the first two novels, but even deepens and 
augments that power. The passages of peace and 
tranquility occur seldom; the emotion is not 
a sudden, fiery blast, but it is one that sinks 
deep into the mind, and heart, and moves one pro
foundly with its utter truth. This is the easiest 
and most fascinating of the three to read; this 
gives the reader satisfaction, for there are no 
loose threads: all characters, in whom the reader 
is interested, are disposed of, satisfactorily. 
Retardation is excessive in the first two novels. 
This is caused by Kristin's reflections and 
remembrances of the past, by her longings for 
home and for those dear to her, by elaborate 
settings and descriptions of persons and places,



by Erlend's intrigues and imprisonment, but this 
serves to heighten her utter misery and terrible 
woes. There is less delay in The Cross, as all 
the scenes and actions hasten along to the over
whelming situation in the climax: the Black Death 
spreads over Norway with its ravaging hand, des
troying the majority of the stricken victims.

Kristin, a woman of the fourteenth century, 
strong, vigorous, noble, influencing all lives 
around her, is portrayed with such marvelous per
fection that she seems more modern, more real, 
than many a familiar acquaintance. All the major 
characters and some of the minor, are set down 
with such exactness of description that the 
reader becomes perfectly acquainted with these 
Viking-folk. The natural world, the family idea, 
the social system, are taken with unquestioning ac
ceptance. Her details of nature are short but 
frequent, and in perfect harmony always with the
moods of the characters. She describes these folk

1
as a "winter nation" and there is a close affinity, 
between the stern aspects of the external nature

1. The Bridal Wreath, pp. 109, 228; The 
Mistress of Husaby, pp. 218, 219, 297; The Cross, 
pp. 5, 32, 163. ^



of Norway and the grave, somewhat melancholic 
view of life, which constitutes one of the chief 
characteristics of those living in the lonely 
valleys and along the narrow fiords. These very 
environments challenge man to opposition, and 
the struggle between him and nature results in 
victory, owing to the conquering genius of the 
former. There is no questioning of the family 
notion; women must marry, and the wishes of the 
father usually dominate and determine the choice, 
for individual preference are of minor consequence.

Such are the tempest-stirred tales of Sigrid 
Undset: rough, nude, forceful at times; intense, 
passionate, and thrilling at other times; and the 
voice of the heroine's outcry comes to the world 
in the final chapter in an overwhelming and 
dramatic climax; and this is followed by a very 
brief denouement.

"'Silence! Have you lost your wits, 
or has God smitten you with blindness?
Should we dare to murmur under His 
chastisement— we who have seen His con
secrated brides go forth to meet the 
sword that has been drawn by reason of 
the world's sins? They watched and 
prayed while we forgot our Maker— shut 
them from the world within the citadel 
of prayer, while we scoured the world 
around, driven by greed of great and
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small possessions, of our own lusts 
and our own wrath. But they come forth 
to us when the angel of death was sent 
out among us— gathered in the sick and 
defenseless and the hungry— twelve of 
our sisters have died in this plague-- 
that you all know— not one turned aside, 
and not one gave over praying for us 
all in sisterly love, till the tongue 
dried in their mouths and their life's 
blood ebbed away?-.'"I
And as Kristin goes to bring the corpse of 

a woman for burial, she is smitten and dies shortly 
afterward.

Again, Sigrid Undset uses the surprise ending, 
but this time in a much more satisfactory and 
pleasing manner than in Jenny. A religious 
vocation for Kristin is hinted early in the novel, 
but only at the very close of the story does she 
become a religious. This novelist makes one re
member; she leaves no loose ends; she embodies many 
mysteries. Over the story as it unfolds, the 
memory of the reader hovers and discovers new 
chains of cause and effect, and the final sense 
is one of aesthetic compactness. Her novels in 
their daring attack and candid realism are not 
meant for every fireside. But the intellectual

1. The Cross, p. 373.



reader, the type that is not shocked by details 
to which he may not be accustomed, but which he 
nevertheless knows to exist in life, will find 
in them the sound ethics of the Christian religion.



46

THE MASTER OF HESTVIKEN

Three volumes of The Master of Hestviken.
Sigrid Undset's tetralogy, have now been published 
under the titles: The Axe, The Snake Pit, and 
In The Wilderness, and the fourth, The Son Avenger, 
is in preparation. This story is laid in practi
cally the same period as her famous trilogy.

The first volume, The Axe,opens in the 
thirteenth century after a period of bitter anarchy 
in Norway, as Steinfinn, having deserted the 
King's bodyguard, lures away Ingebjorg, although 
she has been promised in marriage to Mattias 
Haraldson. Olav Audunson's mother dies when he 
is a child, and he is sent to Ingunn's home at 
Frettastein to be cared for as a foster-brother. 
These two children are betrothed to each other by 
their fathers, and when there arise difficulties 
about fulfilling the betrothal agreement, Olav 
slays one of Ingunn's relatives, Einar Koibeinsson^ 
and is consequently imprisoned. He escapes from 
the cell but is forced to flee into Denmark, as 
an exile. Ingunn waits intolerably long, long years;



her only companion is his childish, old grand
mother, whom she nurses; a bright sheath knife, 
a talisman, which Olsv bequeathes to her on his 
departure,— as long as it remains bright and un
tarnished, she may know he will return. When 
finally he does come back he finds she is with 
child, by Teit, the Icelander. This so angers 
and enrages him that he flees from her without a 
word. Olav secretly murders Teit, his rival, 
while they are enroute to Miklebo, where Olav 
visits his life-long friend, Arnvid. When the 
child, Eirik, is six weeks, he is given into the 
custody of a foster-mother. Meanwhile Olav is in 
Hestviken, preparing for Ingunn's reception, and 
she, in despair and in dread of forcing herself 
upon him, attempts suicide by drowning, but is 
rescued by Arnvid. After three days of uncon
sciousness, she recovers, and Olav, repentant 
and forgiving, comes to accept her as his bride.

After the recapitulation of the closing events 
of the preceding novel, The Snake Pit presents the 
story of Olav Audunsson in the days when he brings 
his wife, Ingunn, to his estate. Two old ancestors 
still inhabit the manor; their tales, their very



personalities add to and help create an atmos
phere suitable for a snake's nest. After the 
loss of two sons, Ingunn begs that Eirik be al
lowed to live with her, and to this Olav consents. 
Only one little daughter, Cecilia, is strong, 
healthy, and normal. The years pass slowly; Olav 
and Ingunn try pathetically to recover the first, 
fine frenzy of their youthful love and to expiate 
their mortal sins. On Olav especially, falls 
the burden of his unrequited, unconfessed murder 
of Teit, but bis real problem lies between him 
and his God. Even after Ingunn's death that 
problem has still to be solved.

At the opening of the most recent publica
tion, In The Wilderness, Olav seeks relief for 
his grief and loneliness by a trip to London.
He reflects: "Now he had lost Ingunn and 

when he had thought of the last night 
before she died, he knew it was his own 
fault that he had lost her entirely.

As he looks back over space and time he recalls
all the years at his manor as a period of sickness,
as the memory of one long fever. Sorrow and regret
fill his heart, and he longs with a keen, ardent

1. In The Wilderness, p. 12
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longing to be free from his torment, from his sin.
"Whether he would or would not— never 
could his heart cease to love God he now 
knew. Whatever he might do or however he 
might try to drown the voice that made complaint in his inmost being: .̂ 'Lord, Thou 
knowest that I love Thee."1 While in

London, he attends services at the Dominican 
Fathers' Church, and here he meets a woman who 
so resembles Ingunn, that he really thinks he has 
seen her in a vision. During the absence of her 
blind husband, she invites Olav to her home, but 
when he realizes the danger of the temptation, and 
hears the familiar, warning voice, he flees with 
all speed over hill and valley. He wanders about 
in the wilderness and returns to London the following
morning.

When he arrives again at his old home in Oslo, 
his relatives propose that he marry Disa Erlend- 
sdatter, a rich and popular widow, but this proposi
tion he rejects. He had never learned to tolerate 
Eirik, and the older he grows, the more unbearable 
the child becomes on account of his boastfulness 
and deceitful actions. Olav punishes him severely, 
and with this chastisement still rankling in his

1. Ibid., p. 40



heart, the youth leaves home. After a vigilant 
search, Olav finds him in the service of a knight. 
Hestviken prospers with Maerta, as householder; 
her grand-daughter, Bothild, becomes a close 
companion of Cecilia Olavsdatter. Norway is thrown 
into great confusion by the sudden invasion of 
the Swedes. In the defense of the country, Olav 
is seriously wounded and his friend, Sira Hallbjorn 
is killed. After his recovery, Olav returns to 
Hestviken, now partially devasted by the enemy.

Ihe inciting motive is the childhood betrothal 
of Olav, foster-son of Steinfinn and Ingebjorg, 
and of Ingunn, their daughter. The first plot 
incident is the trip to Hamar; thither Olav goes 
to repair his axe, Kinfetch, an inheritance from 
many generations; Ingunn begs to accompany him.
On this trip love is awakened, and they realize, 
ior the first time, what each one means to the 
other. Suspense is introduced when Steinfinn and 
Olav, with their men, go to revenge Mattias 
Haroldsson, who has invaded their home. This 
victory over their enemy is followed by festivities 
at Frettastein. The cause of the first crisis is 
the commission of sin by Olav and Ingunn, after



the hilarity of the feast. "Hand in hand 
they ran through the rain over the 
dark and empty yard, dashed up the 
stair, and stopped inside the door 
(of Ingunn's sleeping loft) panting 
with excitement as though they had 
done something unlawful....They 
started apart, trembling with guilty conscience."!
The first great crisis occurs when they 

realize their guilt and Olav resolves to amend, 
although Ingunn, ever fearing she will lose him, 
deters him from carrying out his resolution.
Again suspense is introduced by the seriousness 
of Steinfinn's wounds, his sudden aging, and the 
unexpected death of Ingebjorg. Olav, fearing that 
his relatives will prevent the marriage, hastens 
to ask his foster-father on his death-bed for 
Ingunn, but he refuses and pretends that the 
betrothal has not been made in earnest. Olav, 
after secretly searching for the ring among 
Steinfinn's possessions, finds it and uses it as 
proof of the disputed event. Before his death 
Steinfinn finally gives his consent without 
notifying any other relatives. Arnvid Finnson, 
an older but ardent companion of Olav's, asks 
Kolbein and his sons for the inheritance and for 
their consent for Ingunn, after Olav makes
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promise of surety, but they deny his right. Arnvid 
advises him, bdldly, to take over the property of 
Frettastein; but since this is impossible, he 
should take the matter to Bishop Torfinn for settle
ment. After the Bishop hears the case, he pro
nounces Olav, guilty and obliged to certain duties, 
but with no rights or privileges. Entangled by 
these difficulties, Olav murders Einar Kolbeinsson, 
and after a brief imprisonment, he escapes and 
hides in a mountain cottage. Here he is discovered 
by Ingunn and Arnvid. The first book closes with 
his escape into Denmark as an exile.

Olav spends many long years in this exile, a 
follower of Earl Alf. During this time, Ingunn 
nurses and cares for his old childish grandmother.
Her patience is well-nigh exhausted when she sur
renders herself and her honor to Teit, the Icelander. 
When she absolutely refuses her hand in marriage, 
he leaves her haughtily, with angry curses. Then 
occurs the death of her sickly and aged patient, 
and she is left alone with her misfortune and 
secret sorrow. After nine tediously long years,
Olav returns only to be disappointed by this un
forgivable crime of hers. He rushes out from her



presence without one word, (a second crisis) 
angry, crushed, disgraced. He makes a ski-journey 
with Teit, as companion, to Miklebo, to seek 
comfort and sympathy from Arnvid. He has long 
held plans for the destruction of the Icelander. 
Opportunity comes when they rest for the night, 
and he takes his revenge. Immediately he recognizes 
the awful horror of his crime— it weighs upon 
him, oppresses him. The child is christened 
Eirik, since Ingunn cares not to recall any of the 
members of their kindred in this son, who is 
given to Hallveig, that she may foster him.

This is the crisis: Olav makes preparations 
at Hestviken for the home-coming of his forgiven 
bride; she, seized by terror and despair at the 
thought of her infidelity to her lover, resolves 
to end it all by suicide. This is followed closely 
by the climax:

"She glided out into the night, determined 
to cast herself into perdition with full 
knowledge and will. She would wade 
through the water out to the pier; the 
water splashed and gurgled about her with 
a deafening noise. As she stepped out 
to the extreme end of the pier, she 
was beside herself with fright. Then 
she drew a last long breath and threw
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nerself in."l The denouement is completed 
in seven pages. When Arnvid realizes that she 
is gone, he groans and, slipping on his shoes, 
runs out into the darkness across the meadow, down 
to the water's edge; then he swims out to rescue 
tae lame's victim. He takes her back to Aasa's home; 
when she first awakes, she is aware of nothing, 
only a severe head-ache. Her feeling of safety 
is overwhelming, for she has been unconscious for 
three days. Olav assures her, now crushed and 
broken, that he is willing to accept her, and 
that he has ever considered himself bound by their 
lathers' betrothal. This volume closes with 
Olav's relation of a dream in which he sees a 
viper dart out oi the heather at Ingunn, raise 
its head, ready to strike her, and he rejoices.
But when he wakens, he is angry with himself, 
since he has behaved in the dream as he would 
never have done otherwise. He bursts into tears 
and Ingunn, terrified, steals up to him, and 
foregiveness is granted in each other's embrace.

This last scene prepares the reader for the 
second volume, entitled The Snake Pit, figurative

1. The Axe, p. 333.



of the home which they have prepared for them
selves. Several pages are given to the description 
of Hestviken, its furniture, and its surroundings;
even the carved door shows "the image of a 

man surrounded with their windings and 
twistings; they coiled about the man's 
body and one bit his heart."1 Then the in

habitants of the manor, his great-grand-father, 
Foulbeard, and Torgils, a madman, are vividly 
described, in order to create an atmosphere of 
horror and fear. Olav, uneasy and in a turmoil, 
turns to Sira Benedict for comfort.

He defends labor in a beautiful passage:
"Our Lord Himself nad done in like manner 
and honored work, thereby when He took 
axe and chisel in the same blessed hands 
that created and redeemed mankind, and 
wrought the logs in the workshop of His 
holy foster-father--He surely would not 
deem His poor servant disgraced by fol
lowing a noble and ingenious craft.
To him, Olav, with a sort of terror, longs

to tell about his murder of Teit, but shrinks back.
The years pass by, laden with their sorrow and
disappointment. Three weaklings are born, but none
of them survives to inherit the estate. Another
plot incident is introduced when Ingunn's anxious

1. The Snake Pit, p. 7.2. 18.



desire is fulfilled: Eirik is brought home to 
Hestviken at the age of five. A young son, Audun, 
is fair and promising, but after a time, he too, 
dies. The secret murder of Teit is finally dis
covered by Arnvid, who by chance finds Kinfetch 
in the forest hut where years before the wicked 
deed had been committed. A charming little 
daughter, Cecilia, comes to brighten their home, 
but at the cost of Ingunn's health. She is 
palsied and weak thereafter, and never regaining 
her health, dies just after she learns of Olav's 
murder of Teit and of his infidelity to her. The 
death of Ingunn marks the climax of the story.

The memory of her sin, the consciousness 
of his crime, the longing for her outcast son, 
wear down their spiritual vitality, and despair 
and tragedy darken the gloomy scene. Olav's 
patience with his ailing and sickly wife, is 
taxed to the utmost, but both he and Ingunn develop 
under the ordeal.

"She always had to have linen cloths 
under her, and although Olav smeared the 
places where the skin was broken, thickly 
with grease, the linen often clung fast 
to the sores, and then it was pitiful 
to see her torments. But she complained



wonderfully little."^
That this story has an historical setting is

evident from the following situations:
Harald Gille is mentioned as one of the

rulers when the Steinfinnsons flourished in
2

the country around Lake Mjosen. He was the son
of Magnus, the Bare-Leg and an Irish mother.
Strife and trouble followed his accession, and he
did not live long to enjoy the ill-gotten kingdom.
Sigurd, the Bad Priest, an illegitimate son of
Magnus, had visited Rome and the Holy Land and
had taken orders for the priesthood. In a duel
with Sigurd, Haakon, the king, was killed, and
the former asked that he might have the throne,
but he was forced to flee. Afterward Haakon's
sons ruled for twenty-four years. During Magnus

3 4Erlingsson's reign the clergy appear as dominant 
factors in political life. Bishop Torfinn was 
asked to settle not only the religious but also 
the civil question of Olav's case. Audun 
Ingolfsson, Olav's father and Steinfinn's friend, 
joined the King in Herdluvaag and followed him

1. The Snake Pit2. The Axe, p7"53. Ibid., p. 3.4. Ibid., p. 114



westward oversea, where the King was called by his 
subjects. After the King's death in 1263 , Audnn, 
left in command of the ship, brought the report 
to Norway.

3
The Ribbungs were a remnant of the Church 

party, opposed to Sverre and the Birchlegs.
The Birchlegs were the adherents of the pretender 
Sverre, who become King of Norway in 1184.

After Christianity had been introduced into 
Norway, ^Saint Olav forbade his subjects to go a- 
viking." The most conspicuous result of the Viking 
expeditions, from a social and cultural point of 
view, was the introduction of Christianity. This 
was completed by King Oiav Haraldsson during the 
years 1015-1030. The organization of the Church 
was followed by the establishment of monasteries, 
churches, and several cathedrals. The cathedral 
of St. Olav of Trondhjem (mentioned frequently in the 
trilogy) stood out prominently as a splendid model 
of medieval architecture. King Olav was slain in 
1030 in a battle with the peasants, who were fighting 
for their ancient gods. The disappointed peasants

1. *Vill S. Monroe, The Spell of Norway, o. 49.2. The Axe, p. 15.
3. The Snake Pit, p. 5.
4. Ibid.,*p. 3.



withdrew from the field, filled with grief and 
remorse, ^e soon became the intercessor and 
advocate for these people, and afterward appeared 
as St. Olav, to whom they offered their venera
tion and prayers even in the tempestuous age 
of the Civil Wars. In 1319 the Royal house of 
Haarfagre became extinct and for five centuries 
Norway, once independent, drifted into union 
with Sweden. This lasted until its union with 
Sweden and Denmark in 1397.

This history serves as the political back
ground of both stories— the trilogy embraces the 
period irom 1306 to 1349, when the nation is spent 
by the miseries brought about by the Black Death. 
This plague, which has been ravaging central 
and southern Europe, is brought to Bergen by a 
sailing vessel. In many districts it sweeps away 
tne entire population. The tetralogy covers the 
years from 1262 to 1308; the latter date marks 
the invasion of the Swedes, depicted in the last 
two chapters of In The Wilderness.

This last publication is written in two books: 
The Parting of the Ways, composed of five chapters, 
and The Wilderness, of eight chapters. The title



of the first book suggests the inciting motive;
Eirik begs his father to allow him to accompany
him on his journey into England, but this petition
is refused. "After the ship sails away, he 

was so sad and heavy of heart that 
there was no solace.in the thought of 
these play-things. He crept into his 
cave and took out his possessions, but 
felt none of the thrill and joy of 
ownership."! After playing a while with his

toys, he returns home in quite a different mood. 
Here as elsewhere the mood of the landscape cor
responds to that of the child:

"In the woods above the thrush was 
singing--Eirik had to stop and listen.
Then he went at a run up the path to 
the houses--he was so beside himself with happiness."2
The second chapter holds the reader in 

suspense, but in a most pleasing manner. Olav's 
voyage, his landing in England are pictured in 
detail; this country, with its narrow streets, its 
lofty spires, its bridges and wharves, is a con
trast to Norway. On the second day after his 
arrival, he seeks the Preaching Friars' Convent, 
and the same old conflict burns ever brighter in 
his distressed soul* Memories loom up in his 
mind, "the memories of his mornings in

1. In The Wilderness, p. 21.
2. Ibid., p. 27.



company him, but Olav departs for he is disturbed 
by all these strange children. It seems as if 
Eirik seeks to thrust himself upon his father's 
attention, but Olav is no longer able to relegate 
him to that outer sphere of his own life, to 
which the lad has so long been banished. Concisely 
and poignantly, does Sigrid Undset set down the 
imaginings of childhood, but his fancies and 
lofty imagination become falsehoods as he grows 
older, and his passionate and volatile nature will 
either serve a wicked or a noble purpose in the 
unfolding of the drama of his life. After a severe 
punishment from his father, he leaves his bed as 
if it had been occupied, and surreptitiously 
departs. Not until the next morning does the 
father realize that he is gone. After a diligent 
search, Olav finds him in the service of a knight. 
Olav does not reprimand him or demand that he return 
he gives him financial aid and warns him to follow 
the straight and narrow path.

This is the last, the reader hears of him. 
Momentarily, one expects to meet him during the 
invasion of the Swedes, but is somewhat surprised 
and disappointed. One can see that the reality of



the church at Hamar were so near and 
living....Here in the sacred chamber 
at dawn, he had felt safely in harbour—  
after his long, rough voyage through 
the tempest of his own and other men's 
uncurbed passions....But here at the 
foot of the altar he felt the Spirit of 
God as a cleansing wind--the mawkish 
pollen was blown away; once more his 
life would be bright and open as the 
tarn reflecting the sheer blue and the 
clouds on their passage across the sky."l
In spite of his firm resolution to amend

his life, temptation again presents itself, and
he is about to be seduced by a young woman with
the appearance and manner of Ingunn; he is placed
in a crucial situation, but with the strength of
his determined will, and at the sudden cry of some
familiar voice, he flees from the alluring snare
and wanders about in the dark forest. Phantoms of
this night haunt him and add to the burden of his
grievously tormented, sin-laden soul, for he also
dreams that he is standing by the bedside of a
murdered child.

"And the mortal horror of it had 
been that he had thought that this 
was his work, and he was not able to 
bear it. He tried to take the dead 
child up in his arms; he must bring 
her back to life. Yet he could not 
remember having dreamt that he thrust

1 In The Wilderness, p, 39



the dagger into the child....It could 
not be Cecilia, his fair-haired child.
A warm feeling of relief went through

could be no danger threatening

in the fourth chapter, the author surprises 
one by introducing the former temptress's blind 
husband, who having lost his way, asks Olav to 
lead him to the church. In fear and trembling, 
because he is awaiting all the time the flash of 
a dagger, Olav takes his blind companion out of 
the woods, up toward the church. Many pages are 
spent in his reflection on his past life.

In the last chapter Olav returns to Oslo, 
and Eirik informs his father of the happenings 
during his absence. He visits Torhild, his 
former accomplice in sin, but refuses to accept 
her as the mistress of Hestviken, since he feels 
that he is bound to live alone; and, linked with 
the past, closer to Ingunn than when she was alive, 
feels tnat he does not deserve happiness.

In the opening chapter of The Wilderness 
Olav permits Eirik to attend the "Wing" at Hangsvik. 
On their return, some of Elrik's companions ac-

1. In The Wilderness, p. 94
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this clash will culminate in the "Son-Avenger" 
the closing volume of the "Master of Hestviken."

Another crisis is introduced in the invasion 
of Norway by the Swedes— it comes as a flash.
Olav and his household go to rest early at Hestviken 
that night, when Olav is suddenly awakened by a 
thundering at the door. Torhild announces that 
Duke Eirik has crossed Lake Vann with five hundred 
horsemen, and that the enemy are ravaging the 
country, and plundering both goods and cattle.
Maerta offers to stay at the manor with her grand
daughter, Bothild, and with Cecilia, for she thinks 
the Swedes will deal more gently with the property, 
if she is there, than if it is left vacant; but 
Olav declines and sends them home with Torhild.
This sympathy from these women troubles him because

"it reminded him of old and half-for
gotten things: of One who had stretched 
out His hands to help him, but he had 
turned away, ungratefully."! Olav carries the

news to Galaby, where he meets his priest-friend,
Sira Hallbjorn, who is his companion in the
defense, but is killed in action. The plans for
attack are discussed and finally decided upon.

!* In The Wilderness, p. 214.



Thrilling is the description of the active service,
of attacks, and counter-attacks. After the long
and continued struggle, the yeomen are driven back
over the land of Fors. "The flying Lidungs 

rally in the field; the enemy ride 
forward. At this moment something 
struck Olav on the right cheek-piece 
oi his helmet— (the climax) there was 
a crash inside his head, and he fell 
backward into ivar's arms."! Intense is his

suffering, but he is valiant and courageous; 
weariness overcomes him, but the pains in his head 
prevent sleep. Bodily pain and fever he has suf
fered before, but not such racking torture as is 
produced by this intolerable aching and loathesome-
ness.^ "But no pain can take from him the 

joy of having had the chance to stand 
up and act and fight for his home and 
his native soil against the strangers 
who poured over it....In his soul he 
had fought without hope, harried by a 
terrible dread, against powers that were not of flesh and blood."2

When he is sufficiently restored to health, he
returns to Hestviken, still inhabited by Maerta and
the girls, but partially devastated by the Swedes.

This is the same type of story as is Kristin
Lavransdatter: a dramatic, historical romance.
Sigrid Undset follows the same familiar plan:

1. In The Wilderness, p. 256.2. Ibid., p. 263.



the child-hood betrothal and the three-fold re
lationship, two men, Olav Audunsson and Teit, the 
Icelander, and one woman, Ingunn Steinfinnsdatter. 
She introduces the same familiar sins, the same 
strong passions, the elements of fear, of remorse, 
of surprise, and of mystery. But there is this 
vast difference: fewer characters are presented 
and they are so vividly described, that the 
picture is as clear and detailed as any artist 
could paint; consequently the interest in the 
conduct of the two major characters is deeper than 
that aroused by the other characters.

Very few side-issues are introduced, the 
story speeds along with all directness, concerned, 
chiefly, with the lives of Ingunn and Olav, and 
ultimately, with the conduct of Olav and of Eirik. 
Suspense is secured by the descriptions of nature, 
of Hestviken, of the inhabitants. The family 
history, as told by Olav Ingolfsson, consumes 
several pages, as do the "blood and thunder" 
stories of Foulbeard; but these delays only serve 
to increase the horror of the situation. The 
conflict occurs in the hearts of Ingunn and Olav, 
who seek to restore to its pristine beauty the



love of their childhood days, but to no purpose.
The greatest conflict of all is within Olav's
own heart,— between him and his God; his desire
for a peaceful conscience; but the fear of loss
of honor and of good name, perhaps of life itself,
deters him from confessing his crime.

The novelist's real genius lies in the
intensity of her moral fervor. Her characters 1
doubt, sin, and suffer, but always in their hearts2
there burns a sacred flame. She believes in a 
settled standard of morality, in the virtue of
self-denial, in the nobility of struggle and3
sacrifice, and yet, she remains triumphantly
vital. In the "Master of Hestviken. her hero,
has an overwhelming conception of sin, as it is

4
in the sight of God. This is a vast improvement 
on Kristin Lavransdatter. for Kristin repents, 
particularly on account of the humiliation and 
disgrace that she brings upon herself and her father, 
rather than, that she has offended her God; and 
this is also a vaster improvement on the first

1.2.
3.4.

The Axe, pp. 72, 78, 101, 155, 241. 
Ibid., pp. 83, 123, 130, 199, 217.
The Snake Pit, pp. 16,, 23, 30, 49, 80, 
In The Wilderness,pp. 50, 97, 167. 262.



novel, since Jenny does not repent at all.
There is in this group of novels a confine

ment to one circle, one complex of life, pro
ducing naturally an intensification of action; 
and this intensification is one of the essential 
attributes of the dramatic novel. "A man's 
character determines the way he will conduct him
self in a situation involving consequences." It 
determines events; it creates difficulties, and 
later in difierent circumstances, dissolves them. 
When Olav and Ingunn first meet, the complexion 
oi their next encounter is immediately determined* 
The action is set going by the changing tension 
between them and by a few acts of intervention on 
the part of other figures; and the balance of all 
the: forces within the novel creates and molds 
the plot. There is no merely mechanical plot; all 
is character, and all is at the same time action.
No comic elements are introduced. The author secures 
dramatic intensity by arranging the action so that 
the major characters face sufficient alternatives 
in the conflict to give a certain definite picture 
of their inner selves. She lengthens the conflict,

1. Thomas H. Uzzell, Narrative Technique, p. 148. ------------ -----'— '
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novel since Jenny does not repent at all.
" A man's character determines the way 

he will conduct himself in a situation in
volving consequences."^ It determines events, 
it creates difficulties,and later in different 
circumstances dissolves them. When Olav and 
Ingunn first meet,the complexion of their next 
encounter is determined.

The author secures dramatic intensity by 
arranging the action so that the major characters 
face sufficient alternatives in the conflict to 
give a picture of their inner selves. She 
lengthens the conflict,keeps the same desires 
ever pending. She forces Olav to respond to 
various stimuli until there is no doubt as to 
what his deepest desires are. She keeps him 
ever in action,extends his agony through more 
than half a century until his son has his revenge 
in the concluding novel,as the title, The Son 
Avenger,indicates.

1. Thomas H. Uzzell, Narrative Techniaue. 
p . 1 4 8 .  — ----------------------- "—



IV CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT

Jigrid Undset is not only a deviser of 
plots, but also a creator, a portrayer of charac
ter. In Jenny the story is so slight, that 
the novel is little more than a character-sketch. 
Sne sympathizes with Jenny and Kristin, with 
Olav and Ingunn, as much as the reader does; 
she hates the sin, but pities the sinner. Lavrans 
Bjorgulf is a splendid type of that fine stock of 
landed aristocracy, a kind of peasant nobility, 
peculiar to the Norway of the Middle Ages. There 
is Olav Audunsson, foster-son of Steinfinn, who 
is betrothed to Ingunn, Steinfinn's daughter, and 
later outlawed for having killed one of her
kinsman, spending his life amid much sorrow and 
remorse.

Since the author's interest in character is 
equivalent to that of action, she makes her 
novels center about an event, sufficiently 
important to influence the whole career-childhood, 
betrothal and the havoc wrought thereby in the 
destinies of the betrothed and of their posterity.



1
At times her characters reflect, or day-dream, 
and repine for pages, and this fault renders 
her stories somewhat tedious.

Kristin spends much previous time in re
flection, as the following passages indicate:

"On Christmas Day last Yule-tide,
Sira Eirik had set forth the gospel 
concerning the innocent children whom 
the cruel soldiers slaughtered in 
their mothers' arms. But so it was, 
he said, that God had chosen and these 
young children to enter into the hall 
of heaven before all the other blood 
witnesses. And this was for a sign 
that the Kingdom of Heaven is of such 
as these. And He took a little lad and 
set him in the midst of them. Except 
ye make yourselves over in the likeness 
of these, dear brothers and sisters, 
ye cannot enter into the halls of the 
heavenly kingdom. And let this be for 
a comfort for everyone, man or woman, 
who mourneth the death of a young child.

"And yet she saw to-night that she 
was still the Kristin of Jorundgaard, 
who had never learned to endure an 
ungentle word, because she had been 
shielded all her days by so strong and 
tender a love. In Erlend's hands she was still the same."
"Aye, Aye, Aye. 'Twas true she had 

gone on storing up, year in, year out, 
the memory of every wound he had dealt 
her--though she had known always that 
he had wounded her, not from ill will 
as a grown man wounds another, but as

1. The Axe, pp. 87, 222, 250-253; TheSnake Pit, pp. 31-34, 244-5. ---
2. The Mistress of Husaby, p. 30.



a child strikes his playfellow in their 
play. She had tended the memory of each 
time when he had offended her, as one 
tends a festering sore. And every abase
ment he had brought upon himself by 
following his own every whim struck her 
like a whip-stroke on the flesh, and 
left a running weal. 'Twas not so that 
she willingly and of purpose stored up 
grudges against her husband; she knew 
that towards others she was not petty 
minded, but when he was concerned she 
grew so straightway. When Erlend was in 
question, she could forget nothing and 
every least scratch on her soul went 
on smarting and bleeding and swelling and 
throbbing, when 'twas he that had dealt it her."

"Toward him she never grew wiser, never 
stronger. She might strive to seem, in 
her life with him, too, capable and 
brave and pious, but 'twas not true that 
she was so. Ever, ever had longing 
gnawed within her--the longing to be 
again his Kristin of Gerdarud."1
Sigrid Undset ever clings close to the

morbid and cold, for she is so wanting in
geniality and graciousness that her style lacks
these qualities and her novels "illustrate the
Catholic's straitened path between hedonism and2
the pessimistic." She ambles into her stories 
in the slow, unhurried fashion, characteristic 
of the wintry north, but she introduces no charac-

1. Ibid., p. 299.
2. Frederic Thompson, "Catholic Literature's Way of the Cross", America, Vol. XLI,No. 22, p. 523.



ter without breathing into it the breath of life.
Her novels are melancholic and depressing until
the grand climaxes are introduced, when the reader
sits in awe after closing the book and wonders
how such a character ever succeeds in accomplishing
such an unexpected feat. After her life of
activity as Mistress of Husaby, with all its
sorrows and trials, Kristin takes the veil at
the cloister and leaves her convent only when she
hears that the panic-stricken people, threatened
by the plague, resort to old heathen rites and
desire to sacrifice a young boy. Kristin and
her nuns save the boy just in time. As Kristin
goes out to bury the corpse of a woman, deserted
by her husband, she herself is smitten with the
plague. She certainly pays generously the price
of suffering demanded for her sin.

"Surely in the whole range of our life 
no phenomenon can take more powerful 
hold upon the attention of the thinker than that of a human spirit suddenly 
of its own free will turning the whole 
current of its love and desire from a 
certain direction into a direction 
entirely opposite^ so that from a small, 
spiteful creature, enamored with all 
ugliness, we have a large generous spirit 
filled with love of true love."I This

1. Sidney Lanier, The English Novel, p. 218.



characterizes Kristin.
ihe climaxes in the three following novels 

are just as forceful and awe-inspiring: Ingunn, 
about to commit suicide, is saved from the drowning 
wave by her kinsman. Perhaps that of the second 
volume is more touching for it vitally touches the 
hero, Olav the death of Ingunn; that of the 
tuird, most thrilling and striking of all, the 
near-death wound of Olav, received in battle 
against the Swedes.

Sigrid Undset loves humanity not in any 
artificial, merely sentimental fashion, but with 
the unfailing sympathy of a genuine cosmopolite, 
who knows her fellow-men, their joys and sorrows, 
particularly the latter, and is moved by their 
laughter and their tears; she sees the beauty of 
the age and its misery. Her power of delineation 
snows marked ability; she analyzes not only the 
individual, but the masses. She plows and sows 
and reaps a period in Norwegian history, which 
was a wilderness before. Her books are permeated 
with a deep religious feeling; she presents 
Catholicism of the early ages, its strength, its 
mysticism. Her characters are torn between passion



and religion. In this extract, Olav longs for 
the peace of a good conscience:

"First God had spoken to him face 
to face--that was in the night when 
he was to lose Ingunn. In that hour, 
when he was forsaken by his only friend 
God had spoken to him from the forsaken
ness of the cross. In that night when 
his grief was such that he could have 
sweated blood, God appeared to him, 
bedewed with the blood of the death 
agony and the scourging and the nails and 
the thorns and He had spoken to him as 
iriend to friend: 0 all ye that pass 
by, behold and see if there be any 
sorrow like unto my sorrow. And he 
nad seen his own sin and sorrow as a 
bleeding gash upon those shoulders.
Yet he had not been strong enough to 
come--And God had spoken to him a second 
time She tells tales of human destiny.

She depicts the relations which exist between
man and woman, but their relation to God is all
in all to both. She never makes the slightest
compromise; she is relentless in her judgment:
misdeeds and suffering are inseparable. "Men and
women must bear resolutely what they have brought
upon themselves."

To see Jenny succumb to self-destruction 
gives the novel and the reader a deplorable, a 
distressing sensation and heart-throb, but to 
witness Kristin triumph over her former defeat,

1* In The Wilderness, p. 85, 6. 2. The Axe, p. 286.



even though it means death in the throes of the 
Black Plague, affords one the greatest emotional 
tnrill. Sigrid Undset depicts the various forms 
of the Norwegian mind, the national prejudices, 
and beliefs, and interweaves their traditions 
into the story so that they form the fundamental 
ideas of the remote period of the fourteenth 
century. She traces the coloring of the entire 
age to a few representative groups, who wield 
overwhelming power: the Bishop and the clergy 
and the franklins or landed peasantry. In The Axe, 
there is an exposition of the workings of Bishop 
lorfinn's creed, and it shows her admirable con
ception of the religious of that time. Remarkable 
is the tenderness and fatherliness of their beloved 
Bishop, a fearless, zealous and efficient man.
His sympathy for the sinful Olav, the motherless 
boy, wins ardent admiration.

"You know well, Olav, that mother
less and friendless you are not— no 
Christian man is that. You, as we all, 
have the mightiest brother in Christ, 
our Lord, and His Mother is your Mother-- 
and with her I trust, is she, your 
mother who bore you. I have always 
thought that the Lady Sancta Maria 
prays yet more to her Son for those
children who must grow up motherless here below than for us others.---



You are young, Olav, and already 
others have drawn you into blood- 
guiltiness— you have thrust youself 
into strife and ligatation, God be 
with you that you may become a man 
of peace, when you are answerable for yourself."!
The Bishop is faithful to his duty and to

his rules; he leads a prayerful, zealous, and
abstemious life. To the poor and sorrowing, he
would stoop with the gentlest kindness, praying
them to regard him as a tender and sympathetic
father, he is impartial, no respecter of persons,
for never does he excuse sin in anyone, but to
the repentant, he is guardian, consoler, and 2
protector. he is a friend of the poor peasant, 
of the innocent, of the weak, and of the afflicted.

Two other religious characters, Brothers 
Gunnulf and Edwin, figure prominently in these 
novels: Brother Gunnulf is a direct contrast to 
his brother Erlend. Religious, zealous, and self- 
sacrificing, he spends his life for the salvation 
of souls. He comforts and consoles Kristin in 
her difficulties and trials; it is he, who counsels 
and persuades her to make the pilgrimage to

1. The Axe, p. 123.2. Told., p. 117.



St. Olav^s shrine in the Cathedral of Trondhjem 
in atonement for her sin. At the time of the 
Russian feud, it is his earnest desire to go 
forth to the scene of attack to convert the 
unbelievers; he even volunteers to brave the
severe cold of the most northern districts to

2preach the Gospel of Christ. Brother Edwin is
a friend of children and they know whom to JLove.
he is kind, gentle, and sympathetic; on their
first meeting, Kristin, a mere child of seven,
is willing to leave her father to remain and
talk with this monk. He is a splendid artist and
ne takes the child to his studio to show her his
paintings. He instructs her in some of the
teachings of the Catholic Church and tells her
the charming story of the Nativity. He encourages
her to a religious vocation, to the service of4
the King of Kings. He meets death with heroic 
courage, after suffering excruciating pain, caused 
by cancer. With equal dexterity does this author

1.
2.
3.
4.

The Mistress of Husabv. n. 82. ibid., pp. 142, 178.
The Bridal Wreath, p. X7. lOid., p. 41.----



picture the Nuns of Nonnester to whose academy 
^risb^n is sent to spend a year before entering 
upon her duties as house-wife of Simon Darre;
also the nuns in the Rein cloister, where Kristin,

. 2 'serving as a commoner, sacrifices her life.
She depicts religious life as thoroughly medieval, 
with no materialistic views and no brooding 
doubts of the present time. Her writings are 
replete^with the beauty and mysticism of the 
Church. This passage presents Olav's belief in 
direct spiritual union with God through medi
tation upon Him and surrender to His will:

"tVhile he was brooding at home in 
Hestviken silent and despairing over 
tne loss of his soul, it had seemed 
to him that there was so much he must 
throw overboard if he would find peace 
with God— his honor, his welfare, his 
life perhaps--these had been such great 
things....But each man's soul--that was 
a thing no man could take hold of, weigh 
and measure by the standards current 
among men. And in the end God collects 
all souls and weighs them with a weigh 
which is His secret. So he listened 
in calm meditation to the only voice 
which spoke to him in a tongue he 
understood. The voice of the Church 
was the same that he had listened to

1. The Bridal Wreath, p. 112.
2. The Cross, pp. 348; 384.
3. The oridal Wreath, pp. 77, 80, 93. 137,
303. The distress of Husaby. pp. 7, 25, 76, 82.



in his childhood and youth and man
hood. He had changed but the Church 
changed neither speech nor doctrine.

In the Catholic faith the heart-broken sinner 
finds the consolation and peace which the unhappy 
soul seeks, and it proves to be the essential 
supplement to the Norwegian culture and character.

In her writings there is an entire nation 
of one of the northern countries, presenting its 
specific and individual features. The lives of 
several characters are laid bare through their 
general and most particular workings: all their 
actions during the entire day and night; their 
concepts of life and death, of happiness, of 
honor, of conduct, of religion, and of love.
Family life is portrayed in an infinity of detail: 
at dances, at funerals, at weddings; their day
dreams, reflections, remorses, their very con
sciences are revealed; their dreaming of the 
past; their utility of the present; their planning 
for the future; their good and evil deeds; each 
acts and suffers according to his individual 
character. They have an instinctive and reverential 
regard for precedent. Kristin is betrothed to

1. In The Wilderness, pp. 41-2.



Simon because his family belongs to an equally 
rich, noble and virtuous family as Lavrans' 
family. They likewise, have an instinctive 
dread of anything foreign to them: for this 
reason Lavrans hates Erlend; Olav hates Teit, the 
Icelander. Sigrid Undset represents a class of 
people, who love and respect family lore and 
traditions; who are attached to their inheritances, 
their homes, their children, and their own indi
vidual welfare and happiness. They give them
selves, body and soul, to everything they at
tempt.

Most of the important characters die in 
the prime of life, while many of the secondary 
characters live to be old, childish, and decrepit: 
Brother Vegard lives three and a half score years;

Ingolfsson is acquainted with four genera
tions of the family: great grand-father, grand
father, father, and son and he says to Olav,
„ 2 I would fain greet a son of yours." Their
energy, tenacity, invincible vitality, and pride 
of home and estate have something remarkable

1* Snake Pit, p. 194. 2. ibid., p. 65.



in their solidity; their honesty, independence 
and frankness are valuable and outstanding assets 
of every class.

To her tragic situations, Sigrid Undset 
brings both pity and terror--her pathos is 
the most evident characteristic of her personality 
She permits her human beings to love and hate 
each other, to be separated for years by unnec
essary selfishness and misunderstandings and 
cruelty, but she is filled with compassion for 
the wounded and hurt soul. However, she deals 
out with unrelenting hand a severe punishment 
in order that the sinner make satisfaction. She 
gives lurid pictures of sin, so that the reader, 
knowing sin is a really horrid monster, and 
realizing it from many angles, may not fail to 
recognize it and avoid it. Her characters are 
guilty of great excesses, indeed their age is an 
age of excesses; but sooner or later remorse over
takes them and their atonement is as generous as 
their sins are enormous. Religion is abused, but 
the salvation of souls continues to be manifest. 
Vice is heinous, but it never loses the sense 
of shame. Men are cruel but their cruelty is



followed by sincere regrets. Misfortunes are 
frequent and signal, but they are accepted with 
resignation, or with hope of retrieval. The af
flicted glory in their trials on account of the 
cause in which they suffer.

Her characters take the story into their own 
hands; they are individuals, who are actual and 
real. Kristin, Erlend, Lavrans, Olav, Ingunn, 
and Bishop Torfinn are clear-cut figures; Kristin 
and Olav are Sigrid Undset's great, living creation 
The characters she dislikes are portrayed, with 
equal vividness--Gert Gram, for instance, or the 
Kolbeinssons. Her fine ability to portray a 
woman's soul is almost equal in all the stories: 
Kristin, strong, forceful, pondering, and noble is 
a magnificent contrast to Ingunn, the sweet
heart and wife, who never likes to do anything, 
that demands hard work or constant thinking. The 
weaker husband, Erlend, is married to the stronger 
woman, Kristin; Erlend, heedless, passionate, 
ever grows weary of what is good and right when 
he has too much of it; Olav, courageous, constant, 
and determined, rather glories in enduring.
In spite of misfortunes, disgraces, and disap-



pointments they are all bent on preserving intact 
the matrimonal bond; no thought of divorce is 
tolerated, scarcely ever hinted. Erlend and 
Kristin separate, but their hearts are ever 
pining for the absent one; Olav is as constant 
as the northern star, until his patience with the 
grieving and invalid Ingunn, is exhausted, and he 
becomes guilty of adultery.

Her success with character is remarkable; 
her creation of the atmosphere of a scene or mood 
is more remarkable. Her settings are so used 
that they serve a greater utility than merely 
being a place where the action occurs. These are 
integrated with and intensify both the character 
and the action. Here is contrast in scenes:
Simon is injured, Kristin is stricken with the 
pestilence.

"The moon sailed silver bright in 
the pale blue heaven; it had driven 
all the stars from its path; only one 
or two great ones dared to show their 
face far off in the sky. The white 
fields glittered and sparkled; the 
shadows fell short and sharp upon the
snow.--- Some stunted firs had pushed
up here and there; they shone like green velvet in the sun."l

1. The Cross, p. 176



It was so dark that Kristin could 
see naught, save the little flashes of 
foam that came and vanished the same 
instant on the lifting sea, and the 
shining of the waves breaking along 
the shores oi the bay--and against the 
sand-dune she could make out that black 
lump,and it seemed to her that she was 
standing in a cavern of night and that 

. 'twas the forecourt of death. The roll 
of breaking waves and the kiss of their 
waters ebbing among the stones of the 
beach kept time with the blood-waves 
surging through her, though all the 
time 'twas as if her body must shiver 
in pieces; her head felt hollow and 
empty; her breast ached as if something 
would burst it in sunder from within."1
The charm of the spring day corresponds to

the lively, cheerful mood of the characters; the
langor of the clouds, the roaring thunder, the
hissing, turbulent waters accord with sad faces,
the measured speech and heavy gestures of the
peasants— all reflecting the helpless fatalism
of the lives of some of these people.

When one begins to think of the individual 
moments in Sigrid Undset's novels, the mind is 
thronged with vivid pictures: Kristin, the 
constant companion of her father; her school-days 
in Nonnester, very like those of the modern 
academy-boarder; Erl end's stealthy, nocturnal

1. The Cross, p. 377.



ride with the corpse of Eline, in order to avoid 
suspicion; the death of Ingunn; the invasion by 
the Swedes; and the extraordinary episode of 
^ristin, the victim of the Black Death:

"Once or twice the dying woman came so far to herself that she knew this or 
the other face— Sira Eiliv's, the sisters—  
Lady Ragnhild was there once, and Ulf
too she saw.--- But to those who stood
around it seemed as she were but fighting 
with her hands in the throes of death...? 
Then all things were lost in a dark red 
mist, and a roar, that first grew f'ear- 
somely; but then it dies away little by 
little, and the red mist grew thinner and 
lignter, and at last 'twas like a fair 
morning mist ere the sun breaks through, and all sound ceased, and she knew that now she was dying-- -."I
Tnat Sigrid Undset is clever in suggesting 

the atmosphere of passion through description, 
is evident from the passage, which expresses 
^r^end's longing for and appreciation of Kristin.

"Jesus, my Savior.— Ohi what sort 
of man was he! Now to-night he saw 
it clearly— Kristin his sweet, his 
dearest love-true, deep-hearted Joy he had never known with her save in 
those days when he was leading her 
astray into sin. For Kristin--aye, 
since she was escaped from sin and 
uncleanness he had led her into, she 
had been as an angel from God's heaven."^

1. The Cross, p. 383.
2. The Mistress of Husabv. p. 165.



"God bless thee, Kristin, so help 
me, God my faith that I pledged thee 
in secret, and before the altar, that 
will I keep or nevermore be called a 
man. But he was happy that he was 
coming home to his wife and had naught 
on his mind that he need hide from her; 
and he was proud of his well-proved 
steadfastness. And he was dizzy and 
mad with longing for Kristin— she was 
the sweetest and loveliest of roses 
and lilies after all— and she was his."l
Other outstanding scenes are: Olav's hatred

and murder of the Icelander, for his crime against
Ingunn, his beloved; or Ingunn, about to commit
suicide; or the haunting sadness and the glimpses
of Kristin, longing for her father or for her
husband.

The final scene of The Cross sums up the 
charity of Sigrid Undset's heart; the picture of 
humanity which her work leaves in the mind; all 
the hopeful loving sympathy of her mind:

"'You may be well content that 'twas 
granted you to help her through that night.'

"'And now could I well-nigh repent me, 
priest, that I have been so meek a man—  toward herJ'

"'Bootless to waste time in such vain 
regrets', answered the priest.

"'What mean you-- ?'

1. The distress of Husaby, p. 180



1 4. Riean 'tis but a man's sins that it coots him to repent' , said the priest.
"'Why so?'
'For that none is good saving God 

only. And we can do no good save of Him.
So it boots not to repent a good deed,
Uli, for the good you have done cannot 
be undone; though all the hills should 
crash in ruin, yet would it stand.'"1
This novelist loves love, but her heart is

dominated by the sadness underlying all of love;
by the heaviness which its swift passing brings;
by tne pathos of its unenduring capacity. She
feels that the crimes and sins, committed by her
characters are so awful, so terrible that they
cannot be expiated in one situation but an
entire generation is required to make adequate
satisfaction. Hence, the idea of an avenging or
pursuing fate, which forever follows and overtakes
and destroys not only the immediate sinner, but

3all those connected with him. This affords her 
the opportunity for perfect logic, logic as 
remorseless as a geometrical demonstration. As 
it is the province of a literary artist to work

1. The Cross, p. 384.
2. TT'it was best that God took home His poor 

lamb, whose only heritage was to bear the
our misdeeds.'" The Snake Pit. n. 1 4 7
, pp. 12, 17, 1287"Th' --- '

innocent 
burden of all 

3. Ibid, p. 87, 971 The Wilderness.



out such a demonstration, Sigrid Undset can be 
legitimately termed a modern artist, since she is 
accomplishing it in these days when life and 
living have become so complex and there are so 
many cross currents in civilization. That she 
is doing this well is attested by her winning 
of the Nobel Prize in 1928.



V PLOT DEVELOPMENT

Sigrid Undset is an indefatigable worker, 
as her novels testify. In fact she has a genius 
for difficult work; she likes it and thrives on 
it. her diligence, power of concentration, and 
fecundity are amazing; she makes every minute 
count so richly that she performs miracles of 
accomplishment each year. Her genius does not 
control her; she controls her genius. A native 
of Denmark, with that cold, phlegmatic tempera
ment, characteristic of the northern nations, 
she lacks that optimistic, breezy, sunny-tempered 
disposition which would give her novels the same 
or a similar tone. She possesses that clear 
vision of a well-balanced and educated mind but 
her fiction is full of the morbid, the morose,

. _1. "The solitary and uneventful life
inclines the people to be phlegmatic." <Vill s. Monroe, Spell of Norway, p. 90.

2. "Laura Lockwood, Selected Essays of 
Education, ^reopagitica, The CommonweafthT" 

Lilton frequently expresses his 
opinion that a cold climate is not 
conducive to literary production. In the poem to Mansus he speaks of his 
Muse as, 'nourished scantily in the icy north.'" p. 39.



and the tragic gloom of the impure. True, she can 
scarcely depict a sinful world witnout sin, but 
in ner first novel, Jenny, she refers to these 
transgressions quite casually, as matters of 
course; or she recounts them with a multiciplicity 
of detail or a vividness of portrayal.

In the later novels, however, the tempta
tions to murder, to suicide, and to impurity are 
presented as such, and they are so continuous, 
as in real life, that the victims fall, and a 
generation is only sufficient time in which to 
pay the price that is demanded for the momentary 
pleasure. Reverend Francis X. Talbot, S. J., 
presents these three principles for the novel:

"Ihe novel is the transfer of the lives 
women into print and paper, and tnese lives are mixtures of good 

and evil, and these mixtures form into 
tragedies and melodramas and comedies 
and canonization ceremonies....It is not the theme of a novel that is the 
most important element. It is the at
titude which the novelist takes toward 
the theme and consequent on that, the 
manner in which he exposes the theme, 
uo sane judge of morality ever laid 
down the general principle that sin

^  prohibited from works of fiction.... not all people are prone to murder 
and thieve, but no normal human being 
is prooi against the weakness of primal 
instincts. Temptations to the latter
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are more frequent and more alluring 
than are inducements to commit sin^ . 
oi atheism or disobedience or robberv 
?L*'^"sination. Love, passion, and the sins that result are an integral 
part of the drama of life. As such, 
hey are the legitimate materials for tne novelist."

he concludes thus: in evaluating a novel three 
orinciples must be borne in mind: first, sin 
and reference to sin are not excluded from a novel 
second, the proper attitude must be preserved 
toward the material; and third, the expression 
must oe made in the proper language and with
fitting reticence.

^igrid Undset's novels are somewhat difficult 
to criticize and to evaluate justly. however, she 
has undoubtedly observed the foregoing principles. 
Sometimes it seems as if they possess everything 
except the charm of cleanliness and purity, since 
oiten her^mode of expression is harsh and un
pleasant. The virtue of purity is the coveted 
possession of every Christian, and as such she 
presents it; its violation is the starting point 
of all her stories and the major characters are

1. Talbot, Francis X., S. J. for Novels", America, Vol. XLII No] 
^he grida! hreath. pp. 66! The cross, pp. 64,"66, 72/ 73, 372.

"Three Principles 17.(Feb. 1, 1930). 70, 160, 189;



guilty of the opposite vice. It is most de
pressing, yet it is true to the history of the 
time, and probably a remnant of ancient pagan 
times, for "Norway does not have a high standard
oi sexual morality. An unusually large number of

1children are born out of wedlock."
This novelist loves the fiord-land with 

its severe, cold winters and its sudden, hot 
summers, and to her adopted country she turns to 
find men and women and children and things that 
appeal to her. Her enthusiasm for, and knowledge 
of, the Middle Ages gives her unending joy in her 
work, and the joy lies both in excellence and 
in quantity. Neither picture nor story leaves 
ner hands until she gives it the last touches of 
her talent, and it meets her own exacting standards 
of criticism. She tells her stories with the most 
unhurried deliberation. She creates human beings, 
who have both hearts and souls, who breathe, who 
suffer, sorrow, and endure patiently.

ihe common, crude, and disenchanted things 
in life have a keen interest for her; these she

1. Will S. Monroe, The Spell of Norway, p. 95.



"Lady Magnhild stared at the girl in 
her drenched clothes, her touseled hair 
out of plaits and full of bark and refuse, 
her face a dirty grey and thin as a 
scraped bone--she was ugly, nothing else-- 
and the way she held herself in her filthy wet sheepskin."!

portrays with a facile pen. A few examples follow:

"She must not abandon herself as she 
did--she sat there in her corner all 
day long, never moved nor spoke a word 
unasked--only gazing before her in black despondency."2

"The crude Dalla had taken Lady 
Magnhild's correction in such vice 
that never since had she opened her 
mouth to Ingunn. But she found ways 
enough for all that, to torment the 
sick woman. Ingunn never dared lie down 
at night till she felt under the bed 
clothes whether anything hard and sharp 
had been out there. And all at once she 
found a mass of vermin in her bed and 
in her day-clothes— they had been 
perfectly clean before. There were constantly cinders and chins and 
mouse-dirt in the food and*drink that 
Dalla brought her. Every morning she 
tied Ingunn's shoes so tightly that 
they hurt her and while Ingunn struggled 
painfully to loosen them Dalla stood by 
with a sneering smile. Ingunn never said a word about this."3
But the colorful, the distinctive, the odd, 

picturesque,——these, her eager eye also seeks^ 
and when discovered they are transmitted by the

1. The Axe, p. 273.
2. Ibid., p. 288.
3. TBTd., p. 288.



"Helge Gram and Jenny sat with their backs to the breaking dawn and the 
golden sky where the pines in the 
Medici garden and the small church 
towers, with pavilions on top, appeared 
in hard and sharp outlines. The sun 
would not rise yet for some time, but 
the grey mass of houses began slowly 
to radiate colour. It looked as if the 
light came from within through trans
parent walls; some houses seemed red, 
others turned yellow or white. The 
villas in Monte Mario rose distinctly 
from a background of brown grassbanks 
and black cypresses. All at once there 
was a sparkling as of a star somewhere 
on the hills behind the town--a window- 
pane had caught the first sun-ray after 
all--and the foliage turned a golden olive. A small bell began to peal down in the city."l

"A bird began trilling and piping-- 
it burst forth like a fountain above 
the sleepy twittering from the thickets round about--Olav saw the bird as a 
dot against the sky--it sat on a fir 
twig against the yellowing northern heaven. He could see how it drew 
itself in and swelled itself out like 
a little heart beating. The hosts of 
cloud high up began to flush, a flush 
spread over the hillside with a rosy reflection in the water."2
-Vhat common-place pictures she draws, yet

how beautifully picturesque! There is something
strong, virile, and masculine about her style,

magic of her pen into things of lasting charm:

1. Jenny, p. 37.
2* The Axe, p. 25.



if the English translations are to any extent 
faithful to the original, she is a stylist of the 
first order. She uses at times long, periodic, 
loose sentences, again short, pithy ones, as 
the action demands.

"Now, when she turned homewards by the 
old path past the smithy garth— this 
year 'twas all but overgrown, and tufts 
of yellow bed-straw, bluebells, and 
vetch swept over it from the edges of 
the rank hay-field--almost it seemed 
to her that what she saw was a picture 
of her own life: the weather-beaten, 
sooty old hearth-place, that never 
again would have fire kindled upon it.
The ground about it was strewn thick 
with powdered charcoal, but soft, short, 
glossy grass was springing up over all 
the plot where the fire had raged.

"Lavrans was sleeping like a stone 
in his bed. Kristin lit the little 
train-oil lamp--she had a mind to sit 
a little and solace her with the calm 
in her own soul. And there was ever 
enough she could busy her fingers with.
From overhead came clattering noises —  
then she heard Gaute climb into his 
bed up there. The mother straightened 
her back a moment— smiling a little at 
the lamp's small flame. Her lips 
moved; she made the sign of the cross 
upon her face and breast in the air 
before her. Then she took up her seam again."2
It is a custom for the sons and daughters 

to receive the father's given-name with "son"

1. The Cross, p. 287.2. Ibid., p. 292.



or "datter" attached as, Kristin Levrsnsdatter, 
one of her son's name is Lavrans Erlendsson; 
this child does not receive his name according 
to custom, for he is christened Lavrans while 
her father still lives; to her youngest son, 
too, she gives the father's name, Erlend 
Erlendsoon, while his father is absent from 
home,--following his own will and not observing 
his slogan, "Pactum serva"--keep thy troth.

2Rigrid^Undset knows "Rome, Eternal Rome" 
ano England almost as well as she knows Bergen,* 
^argoy, Rein Cloister, and Trondhjem,^ and 
she pictures them with salient phrases as becomes 
a born literary artist who penetrates their 
secret with swift certainty. Each has its own 
atmosphere as every man, his own personality, and 
Sigrid Undset does not miss it. To whichever 
country she journeys, she takes with her her ob
servant eye, her sympathetic, understanding

I* The Cross, p. 26.
2. See Jenny, Chapters I and II. 

ill, aAd IV^ " ^  Wilderness, Chapters I, II,
p, 3 gg* — Mistress of husaby. p. 115; The Cro

5* , pp.  1 6 3 - 4 .
6. The Cross, Chap. VI, p. 348.

Thg distress of Husaby. Chap. VI; The
p.  *-------

ss



That herheart, and responsive imagination, 
imagination can soar is proved by a previous 
description of Rome and by these pages in In 
The Wilderness:

"At last he stood on the vessel's 
poop as she was borne by the wind and 
tide up the London river. The land 
on both banks was low and green-
marshy meadows, cornfields on the 
rising ground, thick forests farther 
off on the lowlands, undulating one 
behind another, till the farthest were 
lost in the pale blue haze of the 
distance. Feeble gleams of sunlight 
broke through the bright rifts in the 
clouds, somewhere in the west a cluster 
of pale rays fell upon the ground, 
saturated with moisture: the sun was 
drinking up the rain....Innumerable 
towers and spires of great churches 
showed up inland above the woods. And 
they had sailed past many strong houses, 
built of white stone, enclosed by walls
and watchtowers.--- The darker grey
streak that lay down over the river
that must be the famous London Bridge.---
The highest of all the spires on the 
rising ground was St. Paul's."!
This same imaginative quality so colors

the descriptions of her men and women that they
remain, long after the story is completed, and
it seems, as though they are seen through the
eyes of an artist. Rere, from The Axe, is a
bit of Millet-like portraiture, done into words

1* In The Wilderness, pp. 30, 51.
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"Olav Audunsson was well liked by all on the estate, both great and 
small, and yet none would have called 
him a winning child, it seemed that 
none could come at the heart of this 
boy, although he was never unfriendly 
toward any living soul— rather might 
it be said that he was good-natured 
and helpful in his taciturn and absent way."

"handsome he was, though he was fair 
of skin and fair as an albino almost, 
but he had not the albino's sidelong 
glance or bowed neck, Olav's blue-green 
eyes were pale in color, but he looked 
the world straight in the face with them, 
and he carried his head erect upon his 
strong, milk-white neck. It was as 
though sun and wind bad little power 
upon that skin of his--it seemed strangely 
tight and smooth and white--only in 
summer a few freckles appeared over the 
root of his nose, which was low and 
broad. This healthy paleness gave 
Olav's face even in childhood something 
of a cold impassive look. His features, too, were somewhat short and broad, 
but well formed. The eyes showed but 
as a golden shadow in the sunlight. His 
nose was broad and straight but a little 
too short, his mouth was rather large, 
but the lips were so finely curved and 
firm, that had they not been so pale 
in the colorless face, they might have 
been called handsome. But his hair 
was of matchless beauty--so fair that 
it shone like silver rather than gold, 
thick, and soft and lightly curled."
Sigrid Undset's books center in a conflict--
"in a situation where the instinct
for comformity finds itself at odds
with some powerful disintegrating force."8

1. The Axe, p. 23.
2. Elizabeth A. Drew, The Modern Novel, p. 162.



The conflict in "Jenny" is caused by the lack 
of a norm to differentiate right from wrong, and 
also by the weakness of her will. In the trilogy 
the conflict is the clash of wills between father 
and daughter, who are so devoted to each other 
that the result to the father is a hastening of 
his death; while Kristin ever after regrets 
the separation, even though she acquires that 
on which her heart is set. Even this love does 
not satisfy her heart, because such gratification 
is incomparable to the paternal devotion that she 
has ever cherished. Another conflict lies in 
the fact that when she wears the bridal wreath 
she is already pregnant, and this she feels is a 
terrible sin, a lie toward everything that is holy.

The conflict in the tetralogy is between 
Olav and Ingunn, who try to recover the pure love 
for each other that once captivated their child
like hearts; also between Olav and Birik--the

. 1
former cannot endure the boastful imaginings of 
the latter, the offspring of his rival. But 
the greatest conflict is between Olav and his 
God— he longs for the peace of a good conscience,

1. In The Wilderness, pp. 138, 140, 145
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yet is unable to bring himself to confess the 
long-concealed sins. This last involves the 
greatest problem, and this, the author, handles 
and presents in the most satisfying manner, 
rerhaps it is this longing for peace and the 
repugnance of her own human nature, to the 
dacrament of Penance, that was her struggle 
before she became a convert.

hacn story is developed to present the 
lit e-struggle of one, single, individual soul, 
influenced by, and influencing, some other soul; 
each springs from, and is the result of, a child
hood betrothal, a custom of early times, and 
each rises from a definite crisis of the human 
spirit. They are novels, which present, with 
such power and with so little of distracting 
circumstance, a single person, whose soul 
struggle stands for the world sadness and the 
world stress of humanity. It is both struggle 
and conflict, the inner and the outer warfare, 
although no clang of steel is heard, no smoke of 
battle is seen, no death groans of soldiers, 
except in the last two chapters of In The Wilderness. 
Each is the stir and struggle of the soul afflicted,
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punished, but grown into larger development, 
into riper life through the stress and struggle 
and affliction.

Jenny, Kristin, Olav, and even Ingunn, endure 
the four agonies, which beset every broken soul: 
the sense of utter failure, the sense of black 
depression, the sense of physical unnerving, and 
the sense of gloom and foreboding. Each is a tragedy—  
a tragedy, sombre, intense, unrelieved, almost 
fatalistic. This brooding, melancholic, depressing 
atmosphere is most characteristic of her novels: 
life is neither idealized nor sublimated by glazed 
references to sin for the delight of esthetes.
Rin she portrays in humanity without palliation, 
frivolity, or glorification, and she shows forth 
not only its unpleasantness and its wages of death, 
but also the teaching of redemption through penance 
and renunciation and self-saciifice.

She is writing of an age that was prominently 
a Catholic age, and she herself seems to have 
caught the spirit. It was an age when men lived 
in one faith, had one ritual, recited one creed, 
were taught one and the same doctrine and practice, 
and breathed a common religious atmosphere. The



Church extended the mantle of her care and charity 
over all orders of society. The Church sanctioned 
and encouraged institutions to meet the spiritual 
and bodily necessities of Christ's poor. Religion 
was the supreme affair with men and women of that 
day. The world beyond the grave was an ever present 
reality; their thoughts and fancies dwelt in it. 
Their belief in it was intense; it was a power
ful factor in their lives. Lavrans, perhaps the 
most nearly perfect character, is a striking 
example of devotion to his religion; he ever acts 
as the reader expects;.he never deteriorates, 
but improves constantly as the years pass away.
Kristin reflects thus: "lather! She re

membered a shiver passing over his 
face, as whitening as the wooded 
hillsides grow white, when a storm 
gust turns the leaves upon the trees-- 
a clang of cold, harsh scorn in his 
voice, a gleam in bis grey eyes like 
the flash of a half drawn sword. A 
moment, then it passed away--in merry 
kindly jest, while he was young; oftener and oftener as he grew older, in a 
gentleness, quiet and something sad.
In her father's soul there had dwelt 
somewhat else besides that deep, 
tender sweetness. She had learned, 
with the years, to understand it-- 
her father's wondrous gentleness came 
not there from that he saw not clear enough the faultg and the vileness of 
mankind, but that he was ever searching 
his own heart before his God and 
bruising it with repentance for his
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own sins."l
Finally, this novelist possesses that gift 

which transmutes her sentiment into passion, and 
her artful drawing of persons, places, and events, 
gives real, artistic vigor. Her thought is sound 
and sincere, her sympathy profound, although her 
sensibility is somewhat indelicate; her workmanship 
and sense of form is exquisite.

1. The Cross, p. 214.
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VI CONCLUSION
During the eighteen years of Sigrid Undset's 

llberary career she has developed the structure of 
her plots in a remarkable degree. Jenny is an 
incoherent story with a rather complicated plot.
In the first chapter Helge Gram is introduced to 
Jenny and her friend, Heggen; then his father,
Gert unam, is thrust upon the scene to complicate 
the plot further. The author reintroduces Helge 
Gram and Heggen, and this circumstance places Jenny 
in a crucial situation, one that she cannot sur
mount, and she is forced to self-destruction.
This novel, which purports to give a cross section 
oi artist life, seems, in some instances, to lack 
truth, that is, the characters do not play their 
parts in the game of life as one would expect them. 
Jenny and Francesca interchange characteristics; 
the former does not satisfy the reader, for she 
deteriorates and brings ruin upon herself, thereby 
disappointing the reader. As this story is the 
product of Sigrid Undset's earlier years, the 
sowing-time of her career, in her inexperience, 
she finds it necessary to employ many mechanical 
devices for the narration of her story.



In her trilogy, Sigrid Undset's characters 
are real and true to nature, but her plot is far 
more complicated than in the first novel; yet 
her plot is not closely knit. The action of 
Kristin Lavransdatter cannot be described in a 
single phrase as can that of The Master of Hestviken 
futile are the efforts of one, who desires peace 
and does not promptly employ the proper and 
necessary means to acquire it.

That which is really tragic and enduring in 
scenery is as an open book to her, likewise, that 
which is really tragic in life. Real characters 
ought to run smoothly, but those in the trilogy 
are so hindered and hampered with every sort of 
trial and difficulty, that the plot becomes 
intricate, entangled, confused, and tedious.

Still this plot has its redeeming feature 
at the very close--it causes surprise of a satis
fying and pleasing nature. The reconciliation, 
even at the last moment, effected between Kristin 
and Erlend, her conversion to a life of self
abnegation and devotion to the plague-stricken 
are grand and touching surprises. These incidents 
react upon the whole generation and transform all



the personages of the story. But the plot 
triumphs over the characters in some instances, 
especially when Kristin's two sons become monks 
and commit such unpardonable crimes, as murder 
and revenge; then the characters are forced to 
suspend the natures, or are so swept away by 
Fate that the reader's sense of their reality 
is weakened.

Sigrid Undset is reaching a higher plane of 
perfection by her production, The Master of 
Hestviken. Here, success is complete; here, at 
last, cause and effect grip the characters, 
despite their struggles and difficulties; here 
union between the actors and the plot is established 
in favor of the actors. In the tetralogy, human 
haopiness and misery do not take the form of 
action, but seek means of expression through 
inactivity, because in the second volume, the 
reader spends most of his time at the invalid 
Ingunn's bedside. Herein the steady development 
of the author's technical skill shows to in
creasingly good advantage. The plot plays a 
losing battle with the characters, since the 
author tells her best story without all the stiff,
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mechanical devices she formerly employed. Here 
she enters most successfully the field of 
character portrayal, for in no other story does 
she give such vivid impressions of character, 
as she does in the tetralogy of Olav and of Ingunn.

"Her hair hung about her, ruffled 
and lustreless, it was yellow brown 
and very curly. She was tall and thin, 
with slight limbs, and a long, slender 
throat and a small head. Her face was 
a triangle, her forehead low and broad, 
but it was snow-white and finely arched 
at the temples under the folds of hair; 
the thin cheeks were too much drawn in 
making the chin too long and pointed; 
the straight little nose was too low 
and short. But for all that her little 
face had a restless charm of its own; 
the eyes were very large and dark grey, 
but the whites were as blue as a little 
child's and they lay in deep shadow 
beneath the straight black lines of her 
brows and her full white eyelids; 
the mouth was narrow, but the lips were 
red as berries--and with her bright 
pink and white complexion Ingunn 
Steinsfinnsdatter was fair now in her young girl-hood."1
The personality of Olav colors the whole story 

of the tetralogy as the dawning sun gives the whole 
world its waking color and beauty. The trilogy 
rests on the life, the fate of a woman, but the 
tetralogy takes a man for the leading figure; yet 
her fine ability to portray a woman's soul is

1. The Axe, p. 24.



much in the foreground; such a nature as Ingunn's 
is a tragedy at any time.

* story which is based chiefly on plot is very 
susceptible to mechanical manipulation, and lies 
always open to the danger of becoming absolutely 
machine-like and stiff, as in melodrama. But a 
story that centers upon the analysis of a human 
soul, demands the highest degree of psychological 
penetration, or else the writer will not fully 
understand the problem he sets himself to solve; 
and the highest degree of skill in writing or the 
portrait will be inadequate. Sigrid Undset's 
growing popularity and artistic reputation are 
sufficient testimony of her actual ability. Her 
increasing preference for character is witness 
to the deepening of her plans in story writing, 
and the improvements of her scheme.

"The personality or real character of a man is something subtle, 
hidden, and elusive, and the per
sonality of a woman is something even 
more baffling, and unanalyzable."!
To produce character so real, so vivid, so

human and wayward, implies an artistic power of

1. Charles F. Johnson, Elements of Literarv Criticism, p. 48. """-----------—



a very high degree. This artistic power in her 
is supplemented by her sympathy with humanity, 
keen observation, and a creative faculty. There
fore, Sigrid Undset is a novelist, who has de
veloped her plot structure with marked efficiency 
during the last two decades.

Although the plots of her tetralogy are by 
no means so complicated as her earlier plots, 
they are more satisfying to the reader, which 
fact indicates that they are handled with an 
ever increasing intelligence by the writer. 
Extreme profusion; is the mark of a beginner. 
Experienced writers produce the effects they 
desire with more economy of effort. But Sigrid 
Undset produces an even better effect with her 
later stories (in which plot is well handled 
but kept somewhat subordinate) than in the early 
ones, in which plot ran riot. This is surely 
convincing evidence of her increasing skill in 
the use of plot--even though this increasing 
skill leads her to use plot less profusely.
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