
Viking Mothers: Unveiling the Warrior Spirit of Norse Pregnancy

Description

Experiencing pregnancy during the Viking Age was undoubtedly fraught with challenges, a reality that is
often overlooked due to the scarcity of historical records. However, a recent examination of Viking art and
literature, spearheaded by archaeologist Marianne Hem Eriksen from the University of Leicester, illuminates
the intriguing yet fragmented narrative surrounding pregnancy in this era.

Despite archaeologists having discovered numerous Viking burial sites, instances of mother-infant burial,
particularly of infants, are strikingly rare. This absence implies that either mothers and their infants were
not interred together, or infants may have been denied the same burial rites, despite the high mortality
rates associated with childbirth.

The analysis highlights how pregnant women were frequently marginalized in Viking narratives. Yet, two
notable sagas present dynamic portrayals. In Eirik the Red's Saga, Freydís Eiríksdóttir, Eirik’s daughter,
confronts indigenous warriors in Greenland while heavily pregnant. The battle's context reveals her as a
formidable presence amidst an immediate threat, armed with weapons previously unknown to her people.

As the Norsemen retreated, Freydís implored, "Let me but have a weapon; I think I could fight better than
any of you," though her pleas went unheeded. Undeterred, she seized a fallen warrior's sword, displayed her
defiance, and astonishingly intimidated the attackers into retreat. However, her bravery did not receive the
acknowledgment it deserved from her compatriots.

a greyscale engraving shows a viking woman holding a knife high in the air while clutching her breast. dead viking men are at her feet and attacking enemies holding spears cower in the distance.Image not found or type unknown
Freydís in battle. (A Popular History of the United States, 1888).

Eriksen emphasizes, “While we are cautious about oversimplifying narratives regarding pregnant warrior
women, we must recognize that both art and literature circulated notions of expectant mothers bearing
arms.”

In another tale from The Saga of the People of Laxardal, Guðrún Ósvífrsdóttir faces her husband’s murderer,
who provocatively wipes his bloodied spear on her shawl covering her pregnant belly, ominously
proclaiming a prophecy of his own demise—one that ultimately unfolds in the narrative.

The authors note that “the fetus is inscribed not only within the kinship networks of early Iceland’s elite, but
also within intricate dynamics of feuds, alliances, and revenge.”

Such sagas predominantly reflect the experiences of women of higher social standing, and the authors
suggest that perceptions of pregnancy would have varied significantly across different societal strata,
including among enslaved individuals.

Eriksen asserts, “Legal frameworks viewed pregnancy in an enslaved woman as a deficiency, signifying
ownership over both her and her offspring, accentuating how pregnancy rendered women vulnerable to
exploitation.”

Ultimately, the authors contend that political dynamics extend beyond warfare and societal structures. By
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examining the often-neglected experiences of pregnant women, archaeologists can gain more nuanced
insights into past civilizations.

Vocabulary List:

1. Marginalized /ˈmɑrdʒɪnəˌlaɪzd/ (verb): To treat a person group or concept as insignificant or peripheral.
2. Interred /ɪnˈtɜrd/ (verb): To place a dead body in a grave or tomb; to bury.
3. Rites /raɪts/ (noun): Ceremonial acts prescribed by tradition or by religious law.
4. Formidable /ˈfɔrmɪdəbl/ (adjective): Inspiring fear or respect through being impressively powerful or capable.
5. Defiance /dɪˈfaɪəns/ (noun): Open resistance or bold disobedience.
6. Exploitation /ˌɛksplɔɪˈteɪʃən/ (noun): The action or fact of treating someone unfairly in order to benefit from their 

work.

Comprehension Questions

Multiple Choice

1. In the Viking Age, what challenges were associated with experiencing pregnancy? 
    Option: High mortality rates
    Option: Marginalization of pregnant women
    Option: Both A and B
    Option: Neither A nor B

2. Which archaeologist spearheaded the examination of Viking art and literature regarding pregnancy? 
    Option: Marianne Hem Eriksen
    Option: University of Leicester
    Option: Eirik the Red
    Option: Guðrún Ósvífrsdóttir

3. In which saga does Freydís Eiríksdóttir confront indigenous warriors in Greenland while heavily pregnant? 
    Option: Eirik the Red's Saga
    Option: The Saga of the People of Laxardal
    Option: The Saga of Erik the Red
    Option: Laxdæla Saga
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4. What did Freydís do to intimidate the attackers in the battle? 
    Option: Sang a lullaby
    Option: Displayed her bravery
    Option: Fled the scene
    Option: Offered gifts

5. According to the authors, pregnant enslaved women in Viking narratives were viewed as a deficiency 
signifying what? 
    Option: Ownership over themselves only
    Option: Independence
    Option: Ownership over themselves and their offspring
    Option: Equality

6. What did the authors suggest as a means for gaining more nuanced insights into past civilizations? 
    Option: Reading modern literature
    Option: Ignoring the experiences of pregnant women
    Option: Examining the experiences of pregnant women
    Option: Focusing only on societal structures

True-False

7. Instances of mother-infant burial were common in Viking burial sites. 

8. Pregnant women were central figures in most Viking narratives. 

9. The saga of Guðrún Ósvífrsdóttir revolves around her encounter with a friendly deity. 

10. The fetus in early Iceland’s elite was only part of kinship networks. 

11. Varying perceptions of pregnancy existed across different societal strata in the Viking Age. 

12. Pregnancy in enslaved women was seen as a vulnerability to exploitation. 

Gap-Fill
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13. The absence of mother-infant burial in Viking burial sites indicates that infants may have been denied 

the same burial rites despite high mortality rates associated with . 

14. Freydís Eiríksdóttir confronted indigenous warriors in Greenland while heavily pregnant in the saga of 

. 

15. Pregnant enslaved women were viewed as a deficiency, signifying ownership over themselves and their 

. 

16. The authors emphasized examining the experiences of pregnant women to gain more nuanced insights 

into past . 

17. The saga of Guðrún Ósvífrsdóttir illustrates intricate dynamics of feuds, alliances, and 

. 

18. Perceptions of pregnancy during the Viking Age varied significantly across different societal 

. 

Answer
Multiple Choice: 1. Both A and B 2. Marianne Hem Eriksen 3. Eirik the Red's Saga 4. Displayed her bravery
5. Ownership over themselves and their offspring 6. Examining the experiences of pregnant women
True-False: 7. False 8. False 9. False 10. False 11. True 12. True
Gap-Fill: 13. childbirth 14. Eirik the Red 15. offspring 16. civilizations 17. revenge 18. strata
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