
 

 

“But poverty scrapes these homes down until they all look the same, and they all have in common 

the absence of things that ought to be there. I might as well have been at one place all my life.” 

What role does absence play in Agnes’ life?  

Set against the backdrop of the extremely cold environment of Iceland in the 1800s and an intensely 

patriarchal society, Hannah Kent’s historical fiction, Burial Rites, creates a sympathetic portrayal of 

Agnes Magnúsdottir, the last murderess to be executed in Iceland. Through depicting a hierarchical 

society and a world of patriarchy, Kent conveys the complex nature of this woman by exploring the 

torments that Agnes receives through the absence of public sympathy, family, love and rights in her 

life. In fact, Kent exposes the objectification of Agnes in the official records, as a brutal 

condemnation that rules her fate. However, the novel also positions the reader to consider the 

absence of family security that has led her to a catastrophic life. By examining her need of love, Kent 

reveals Agnes’ abusive life that makes to gradually loss her sense of self. Moreover, Kent shows her 

powerlessness by providing insights to Agnes’ inner nature and the rights that was deprived from 

her. Although Kent depicts absence as a major facet that has led to the inevitability of her death, she 

also asserts that it is through these absences in her life that makes her a strong and multifaceted 

woman.  

The absence of public’ sympathy towards Agnes, condemning her as ‘the witch caught in the 

webbing of her own fateful weaving’, ultimately leads to her inescapable death as well as a vilifying 

reputation that left permanent in the Icelandic history. Kent’s inclusion of these historical, 

slanderous documents exposes the patriarchal male agenda, condemning her to the labels of ‘the 

whore, the madwoman, the murderess’. District Commissioner Blöndal is determined to ‘set an 

example’ of Agnes and does not ‘believe a word she says’, calling her ‘a looser with her morals’. Also, 

the crowd’s jeering of her as ‘devil’ during her trip to Kornsá again shows the disconnection of the 

public towards this woman. While this lack of compassion from the society emphasises the strong 

influence of patriarchal ideologies in Iceland 1800, Kent further highlights Agnes’ vulnerability by 

paralleling the heroine Gudrún from the Laxadaela Saga with Agnes’ character. Kent uses a line from 

the Sagas in the epigraph of the novel, “I was worst to the one I loved best”, alluding to the notion 

that the Sagas mirrors the essential mystery of Agnes’ guilt and innocence. By doing so, Kent 

attempts to contradict the stereotypical, one-dimensional views on Agnes, thus combatting to the 

unsympathetic official records that there is no clear-cut good and evil as historical records lies in the 

hand of the powerful ones.  

Kent explores the abandonment of mother and father that Agnes must adapt to since childhood to 

accentuate the vulnerability of her character. ‘Considering her illegitimacy’, Agnes grew under the 

absence of family with her biological father Jón refuses to give her his name, “Jón at Brekkukot is a 

married man with enough legitimate children of his own”. Substituting a servant’s name, 

Magnúsdottir, reinforces the lack of nurturing, financial and psychological support in the male-

dominant Icelandic society, thus condemning her to the life of an illegitimate servant’s woman. In 

addition, Agnes’ words to Tóti, “I am quite alone”, has been the defining constant in her life. Not 

only she faces the abandonment from her biological father, but also she has to endure the pain of 

rejection as a six-year-old, when her mother ‘pressed a stone into [her] kitten and left with Jóas on 

her back’. In believing that Agnes has indirectly led to the death of her foster mother by ‘letting the 

blizzard into his home’, her foster father Björn left her to ‘the mercy of the parish’, leading her to an 

itinerant lifestyle of the poor.  Thus Kent reveals the damaging effect on an individual with the loss 

of maternal love, pushing her to the ‘miserable’ life of a ‘pauper’.  

In a similar manner, Kent presents the absence of love as a damaging emotion to Agnes’ abusive life, 

inflicting misery and uncertainty. Agnes felt into a state of despair that ‘there is no one left to love’ 



 

 

after the death of her foster mother, she feels reaffirmed when Natan broke ‘the very yolk of [her] 

soul’ and made her feels ‘someone saw [her]’ for the first time in her life. Yet Agnes begins to 

discover the flaw of his character when Natan began to ‘exploit’ and ‘toyed’ with her.  Agnes comes 

to resent the indignity of being Natan’s servant when Natan rejects to give her the housekeeper role. 

Her eventual rebellion became prominent when she ‘saw him draw back the covers of Sigga’s bed’, 

feeling a sense of betrayal. This sense of discrepancy between Agnes’ initial impression of Natan and 

his dishonesty shocked Agnes, which ultimately has led to the tragedy of her murdering Natan. 

Natan later reminds Agnes that “you forget your place”, symbolising that there was no love present 

to her. Kent suggests that Agnes’ inexperience in love and the inability to redeem herself from the 

exploitation of her loved one has ultimately led to her foreseeable fate.  

Although the lack of control and rights that Agnes has led to many hardships in her life, it is also the 

absence of recognition that makes her a stronger woman. Feeling a loss of identity when she was 

prohibited to speak in the courtroom, Agnes feels that she was ‘no longer a woman’. Kent further 

emphasises the loss of gratification of her spiritual worth when the authority twists everything that 

she said ‘until it was a story that wasn’t [her] own’, insinuating that she has no control over what 

others are think of her. However, Kent also asserts that it is through these misfortunes that makes 

her become more resilient. In believing that ‘there’s no room for innocence’, she is determined to 

‘hold what I am inside, and keep my hands tight around all the things I have seen and heard, and 

felt’. Due to poverty, Agnes felt into a sense of despair she ‘might as well have been at one place of 

my life’ so she chooses to divorce herself from the real world and remains her real character hidden. 

The absence of understanding was later filled by Tóti and Margrét, in which they gradually affirms 

Agnes’ spiritual worth and recognises her humanity, realising that ‘she doesn’t look like a criminal’. 

Kent shows that it is through Agnes’ resilience of her sense of self that makes her a courageous 

person, regardless of what she was condemned to by the society.  

Burial Rites depicts the complexity with this ill-fated woman Agnes through the absences of 

sympathy, love, family and rights in her life as well as her strength to retain her sense of self in a 

patriarchal world. By giving Agnes back her voice, Kent leads the readers to a sense of understanding 

for this woman, allowing the readers to sympathise with the misfortunes in her life.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Plan: 

Lost of self, hope vulnerability Although Kent depicts absence as a major facet that has led to the 

inevitability of her death, she also asserts that it is through these absences in her life that makes her 

a stronger woman (e.g. she is willing to kill Natan) 

Absence of sympathy – Blondal, objectification and the condemnation of the official records, sagas 

Absence of family, abandoned by biological mother and father 

Absence of love – Natan throws her out 

Absence of rights/worth/self/understanding/respect – however, Agnes was affirmed her spiritual 

worth, Toti’s presence gradually gratifies Agnes and affirms her spiritual worth while Margret’s 

transformation recognises Agnes’ humanity. Kent exemplifies her powerlessness she is intelligent 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“It seems everyone I love is taken from me and buried in the ground, while I remain alone” Pg 150 

“Good thing, then, that there is no one left to love. No one left to bury.”  

Pg 274 

“Blondal likes only one thing better than religious chastisement and that is the sound of his own 

voice.” Pg. 182 

 


