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Fornaldarsögur Norðurlanda, one of the main types of Icelandic sagas, were recorded later than the Sagas of Icelanders and the Kings’ Sagas – their main corpus dates from late 13–15th centuries. These texts tell about the forn öld, or the Legendary age – times before the settlement of Iceland. The distance between the events described in the sagas and the time when they were recorded thus amounts to five centuries, and therefore the Fornaldarsögur turned out to be less realistic than the Sagas of Icelanders. Instead they base largely on folklore elements, although the question of the role of folklore in the structure of these sagas is still largely unanswered: at this point the studies are still concerned only with analysis and subtraction of separate motifs and elements having parallels with fairy-tales material. One of the more interesting tendencies of last time is an attempt to study the Fornaldarsögur using the works of Vladimir Propp concerning the folktale
. The object of this paper is to trace in the corpus of sagas in question a category of folktale characters that is labeled ‘the magic helper’ in folklore studies
. 
According to Propp, the role that this type of characters plays consists in meeting the hero as he travels through the other world and presenting him with ‘a certain means (usually magical) which later allows to liquidate the disaster. But before the magical means is acquired, the hero is subjected to certain very different effects, all, however, leading to the magical means coming into the hands of the hero’.
 The magic helper takes part in four types of saga function, all appearing in the story successively:

(1) The protagonist (P) departs for the other world (OW)
 to liquidate some disaster, or «deficiency» 
(D), and meets the magic helper (MH).

(2) The magic helper offers hero some sort of a test (T).

(3) The hero reacts (R) on the magic helper’s actions.

(4) The hero obtains the magical means (MM)
 essential for his main quest. 

This 4-part scheme can, in a number of variations, be traced in a large number of the viking sagas. It doesn’t necessarily follows the main scheme too closely, but, after all, the material described by Propp also shows a great variety of specific manifestations of each function. For instance, it can be mentioned that the ‘other world’ in folktales is described allegorically – it’s usually represented by a wood, faraway land or some other place, clearly and principally differing from the ‘normal world’, i.e. the place where the hero lives. However, in the end the ‘magic helper’ of the Fornaldarsögur conforms to the main principles traced by Propp for his or her folktale analogue, as I will attempt to show hereafter. For the purposes of this paper the sources will, as was said earlier, be limited to viking sagas – one of the main subtypes of the Fornaldarsögur
, mainly based on solely native Scandinavian material
. 
1. Hrivling & Arghyrna (Hálfdanar saga Eysteinssonar).

And old couple Hrivling and Arghyrna in Hálfdanar saga Eysteinssonar are a quite vivid example of magic helpers, although in their case the help and the test switch places in the story. The help (MH) consists in them healing Halfdan (P) from heavy wounds
, and then supplying him with a number of magic items that should help him in his test
, after which they present him with the test itself (T), where two levels can be traced: the physical and the ethical one. The physical test consists of passing through a forest populated with monsters and ruffians (OW), defeating its inhabitants – this Halfdan has to do to get in time to the place of a battle he wishes to take part in.
 The ethical part of the test is more complicated and requires study of a Agatha Christie-styled plot of the saga, which can be broken down into the following scheme:

I. Halfdan’s father attacks the country ruled by earl Skuli. He has no just cause for this, that’s an unmotivated conquest.

II. Earl Skuli later kills Halfdan’s father, but is acting anonymously, so that Halfdan (H) doesn’t know the name of the murder.

III. Halfdan departs to find the murderer and is assaulted by vikings. Earl Skuli saves his life, himself staying incognito.

IV. The lands of earl Skuli come under attack. Halfdan, whose wounds are healed now, sets out to find his rescuer.

V. Halfdan discovers that earl Skuli is the very man who both killed his father and saved his life.

VI. That part is the test itself (T): Halfdan must make a choice (R) between justice and desire for vengeance. He admits that earl Skuli was right, and the events come to a happy-end: Halfdan makes peace with Skuli, defeats his enemies and marries his foster-daughter (H). 

2. Grim-Ingigerd (Hálfdanar saga Eysteinssonar).
The test presented to the hero in Hálfdanar saga Eysteinssonar is actually a complex one, consisting of two parts. The test suggested by Hrivling and Arghyrna together with earl Skuli is supplemented by another one, offered to Halfdan (P) by earl Skuli’s foster-daughter Ingigerd (MH). Ingigerd disguised as a man by the name of Grim the younger accompanied Skuli when he killed Halfdan’s father. The following scene happened there:
‘[Halfdan] noticed that the younger Grim has taken off one of his gloves and the hand was bare. Never, he thought, had he seen such a fair hand on any man. Upon it was the most exquisite ring he had ever set his eyes on, with a precious stone which he thought looked very mysterious. Halfdan coaxed the ring off the finger and dropped it into the glove. Then he asked for the light to be brought up, and settled down beside the two Grims. By now, the lower part of the hall was shrouded in darkness. Holding the glove in his hand, Halfdan soon fell asleep. When he woke, all the lights were out, but then the younger Grim flashed a light into his eyes so dazzling that he was unable to see, and snatched the glove away from him.

‘For this hand, this ring and this glove,’ he said, ‘you shall seek and pine without a moment’s peace, until someone places them in your hand as freely as he has just now taken them from you.’

With that, he hurled the lamp towards the nearer door, and ran out through the other.’

As Galina Glazyrina points out, ‘the hand, the ring and the glove’ are probably allegoric symbols, analogs of kennings signifying a woman. Thus, Halfdan is actually searching for Ingigerd, and what connects them is, in fact, love.
. In his travels Halfdan really searches not just for his father’s murderer, but for ‘the hand, the ring and the glove’ as well, and they, in fact, constitute the deficiency here (D). This quest hides the real test for Halfdan – to abandon his attempts to avenge on Ingigerd’s foster-father and make peace with him (T). Halfdan, whose long memory for insults and offences is particularly stressed in the saga,
 still manages to overcome his desire for revenge (R) and gains his reward – Ingigerd becomes his wife (H).
 In this particular story the other world (OW) is almost non-present, although the travels of Halfdan in search for Grim-Ingigerd may compensate for that to some extent. Anyway, the whole Halfdan-Ingigerd plotline shows clear traces of borrowings from the continental Romance tradition with their quests for the love of a lady, and that may explain why it concentrates on the inner world of the hero rather than on the outer world around him.

3. Jolf (Örvar-Oddr saga). 

The protagonist of the saga, a famous viking Arrow-Odd (P) is on a quest to find the murderer of his foster-brother (D) and travels through a nameless forest, coming to a land that neither he nor the saga readers know anything about (OW).
 On a smaller farm he’s accepted by an elderly couple (karl and kerling), and they lead Odd through a test (T) – not a physical, but an ethical one. For Jolf, the master of the house, Odd is but a stranger, about whom he doesn’t know anything. Nevertheless, Jolf offers welcome to Odd. However, Jolf’s wife clearly states that such generosity for them is hard to afford.
 In this situation Odd owes nothing to his hosts: laws of hospitality don’t allow them to get rid of him, but he’s not bound to do anything for them since they invited him themselves. Earlier in the course of saga Odd was showed pride and arrogance, and it could be expected that he wouldn’t thank his hosts in any way. However, the shows his gratitude for the modest reception with an expensive gift (R).

This story allows to trace an ethical directive found in other viking sagas as well: when someone does a favor, it’s estimated not so much in its absolute size, but for what it costs to the person doing this favor. In other words, a simple shirt from a pauper is worth more than a heap of gold given by a rich man. Jolf gives up the most necessary things, and by repaying him with a gift worth much more that these food and shelter Odd shows that he knows this ethical directive and accepts it. Thereby he passes the test, and gets help from Jolf. In the morning Jolf shows he knows the true identity of his visitor
 and gives him three huge stoe arrows (H), saying that one day they may be of use to him.
 That’s true: later Odd has to fight a certain konung Alf, who can only be killed by the arrows of Jolf.
 It must also be noted that, although the saga doesn’t state this explicitly, there are reasons to believe that Jolf is actually not a poor farmer, but the god Odin himself.

4. Mani and Hagall with his wife (Hrómundar saga Grippsonar).

Hrómundar saga Grippsonar shows an interesting case of dividing the functions of the magic helper between two members of the supporting cast of characters. A possible explanation for this can be found in the age of the saga – the earliest extant manuscript dates only from the 17th century, although there’s no doubt much older versions existed.
 The storyline in question looks as follows. The army, with which Hromund (P) is involved, does some pillaging and captures a herd of cattle. Their owner Mani (MH-1), as the saga puts it, ‘was very grieved about this loss […] and said that there’s more honor in entering a grave-mound and wrestling gold from the revenant.’ Hromund showed interest in these words and Mani explained to him what is this monster he’s talking about and where it can be found. After that Hromund set out to find the revenant in his mound (OW), rewarding Mani and allowing him to take back his cattle.
 Thus, Mani has sent the hero to pass a test (T), daring him to make a heroic deed – to challenge a living dead.

Other characters that together with Mani constitute a ‘synthetic’ magic helper appear in the latter part of the saga. Hromund’s victory over the revenant filled his enemies with envy, and they attacked and sorely wounded him (D). His beloved sent him for healing to an old man by the name of Hagall who lived with his wife (MH-2).
 Together they healed his wounds (H-1), the old man manages to find the magic sword Hromund lost in the battle (probably through magical means as well)
 (H-2), and the old woman also hid the hero with her sorcery from his enemies who came to find him when he was healing of his wounds (H-3).

5. Earl Neri (Gautreks saga).

Ref, the hero of the third part of the saga (P), is an ‘ashlad’ character, an able, but lazy person, never showing any abilities. He doesn’t want to do anything and allows the entire neighborhood to laugh at him.
 Finally his father sends him packing (D). Upon his leave, Ref takes the main treasure of his father – the best ox in the country with horns adorned with silver and gold. The ox is Ref’s by right, it’s his part of the household, and father makes no objection.
 Afterwards Ref comes to earl Neri, who has the following description: ‘Earl Neri was so wise he was without equal, and all his schemes turned out well no matter what the problem. He would never accept a gift, being too mean to give anything in return.’
 The test (T) for Ref consists in finding a way to get Neri to help him, and he manages to do it by giving Neri the only thing in the world he owns – his ox. However, knowing, that Neri doesn’t accept gifts to avoid giving anything in return, Ref adds: ‘I’d like you to accept this ox. Maybe you could help me with your advice. Never mind the money’.
 Thus, Ref passes the test (R) using his wits: on one hand, Neri is not obliged to give him any valuables, but on the other, the earl still owes him his help. Ref’s main achievement is that he understood that the advice of the wise Neri is worth more than any material gains. And indeed, Neri guides Ref’s actions and helps him to get a high-born wife and a kingdom to rule (H)
.
6. Grid-Signy (Illuga saga Grídarfóstra).

The ship on which the protagonist Illugi (P) sails is hit by a storm and drops anchor at a nameless island in a faraway sea (OW). The wayward voyagers have no fire (D), and Illugi sets out to find some.
 He comes to the cave of giantess Grid (MH), who first encourages him to make love with her daughter, but then suddenly starts threatening to kill him and thrice pretends to strike Illugi with her giant knife. 
 Illugi, however, remains calm, saying he accepts the choice of fate, whatever it will turn out to be.
 Then Grid releases him and reveals to him that she’s in fact an enchanted queen, and all she’s been doing to Illugi she did under a spell, which has been broken by his intrepidity. Later Illugi also kills the monsters sent to torture Grid. 
 In reward Grid adopts him as her foster-son and gives him her daughter in marriage (H-1). Besides, Illugi, by becoming Grid’s foster-son, is able to arrange her own marriage, and, by giving her in marriage to a konung, intermarries the nobility himself. (H-2).

7. Arinnefja (Egils saga einhenda ok Ásmundar berserkjabana).

Monsters kidnap the daughters of konung Hertrygg, and the foster-brothers Egil and Asmund (P) set on a quest to find them, which brings them to Jotunheim (OW) and to the giantess Arinnefja (MH).
 They all tell each other the stories of their lives. Egil’s story contains an episode where he tried to defend a giantess who was in the process of being robbed by another giant. That noble deed was quite unexpected for Egil – first of all, as a kid he was kidnapped by a giant himself, and the young man, pulled out of human society, wasn’t able to learn all of its moral standarts. Besides, giants are very dangerous to fight, and for Egil it would be best to ignore the fight. However, he tried to defend the giantess, which cost him an arm, chopped off by the enemy (R).
. It turned out that Arinnefja was that very giantess, and she not just helped the foster-brothers to achieve their goal – find and free the daughters of Hertrygg (H-1) – but had also put back Egil’s hand (which she preserved by magic) (H-2)
 
8. Olvor (Örvar-Oddr saga).

Odd and his foster-brother Asmund were on a viking-raid in Ireland, and Asmund got killed by a sudden bowshot. Odd was enraged and started killing any Irishmen he was able to find (thus trying to liquidate the deficiency (D) – death of foster-brother – through avenging on his murderers).
 Then Odd found a door in the earth and entered it (i.e. came to the Other world (OW). There he found several women, one of which, by name of Olvor, surpassed the others in beauty (D). He tried to take her away to his ship,
 but she resisted that and offered him a compensation for Asmund’s death. That was Odd’s test (T): first, by kidnapping Olvor he would disgrace himself in the eyes of Hjalmar, another foster-brother of Odd: Hjalmar was and ardent follower of the ‘viking-laws’, one of which said that ‘no woman is ever to be brought to… [a] ship against her own free will’,
 and Odd agreed to follow these laws as well. Second, while killing Irishmen after Asmund’s death, Odd killed Olvor’s father and three brothers.
 In the end, Odd accepted Olvor’s offer, receiving a magic shirt that defended him in combat (H-1), and also ruling her country with her for several years (H-2). Both gifts from Olvor significantly improved Odd’s reputation as a famous warrior and viking, 
 which played an important role in the further course of this large and complex saga.

***

The material analyzed here shows that in a number of cases it is possible to subtract from the characters of viking sagas a category labeled by Propp as the ‘magic helper’. The key elements of the storyline associated with the ‘magic helper’ coincide in these texts with the scheme proposed by Propp, which can be seen in the following table:
Table 1. Elements of the ‘magic-helper’ storyline in the viking sagas.
	
	Storyline elements (according to Propp)

	The saga
	Prota-gonist (P)
	Other world (OW)
	Magic helper (MH)
	Test (T)
	Reaction (R)
	Help (H)
	Deficiency (D)

	1. Hálfdanar saga Eysteinssonar (Hrivling & Arghyrna)
	P
	OW
	MH
	T
	R
	H
	D

	2 Hálfdanar saga Eysteinssonar (Grim-Ingigerd)
	P
	-
	MH
	T
	R
	H
	D

	3 Örvar-Odds saga (Jolf)
	P
	OW
	MH
	T
	R
	H
	D

	4 Hrómundar saga Gripssonar  (Mani & Hagall with his wife)
	P
	OW
	MH1, MH2
	T
	R
	H1, H2, H3
	D

	5 Gautreks saga (earl Neri)
	P
	-
	MH
	T
	R
	H
	D

	6 Illuga saga Gríðarfostra (Grid-Signy)
	P
	OW
	MH
	T
	R
	H1, H2
	D

	7 Egils saga ok Ásmundar (Arinnefja)
	P
	OW
	MH
	T
	R
	H1, H2
	D

	3 Örvar-Odds saga (Olvor)
	P
	OW
	MH
	T
	R
	H1, H2, H3
	D


The storylines featuring the magic-helper in the viking sagas are not limited to examined cases
, but the episodes analyzed here show this scheme in the most clear form available. Concurrence to the scheme of Propp serves as another proof that the viking sagas have a lot in common with the folktale, which probably has to do with oral tradition in which they were existed for a long time. Folklore parallels are clearly traced in the structural elements of the plot, although it must be noted that the substantive part of these parallels – the nature of the proposed test – is built on a specific ethical system largely independent from folktales.
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