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Disclaimer: what I present here is actually a work in progress – a part of my PhD paper I plan to complete in a year, maybe even less. Now I realize some of the things I wrote in the conference paper require some correction or clarification, and that’s what I’ll attempt now. Mostly it’s about highlighting my main thesis. BTW, I’ve a part of my PhD translated, so someone interested in the state-of-the-art of my research doesn’t have to read Russian, but that’s another story.

Perhaps a more appropriate name for this paper would be ‘The ethical codes of the two FAS worlds’. I shifted my attention in the text somewhat, adding into my research some things that are indirectly connected to ethics (although connected they are), because at the point of writing I didn’t realize some of the basics just don’t need proof, they’re obvious enough. That’s about, first of all, the existence of the worlds itself. The paper of Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir shows clearly that there´s no need to dwell on this fact itself, it´s the nature of the division that is of main interest.

I posit that the universe of FAS is not homogeneous, consisting of two worlds – here I name them ‘the Scandinavian world’ and ‘the Magic world’. The main thesis I propose is that their division is initially based on ethical matters, which define the conflict of the story. The conflict, in turn, leaves impact on the rest of the elements of the FAS universe. To describe them all here is impossible; what I can do is provide some evidence illustrating that the division really exists and is based primarily on ethics. For examples I’ll use the storylines, the physical laws and the ethno-geographical content of the sagas.

Before launching into factual material, however, I’d like to explain a little what I’m actually trying to do about the FAS. It all began with the conception of the Fornaldarsögur widely accepted until the 1970s and best expressed by W.P. Ker, who placed the FAS, I quote, ‘among the dreariest things made by human fancy’. This kind of sagas was viewed as degradation of the ‘high saga art’, some sort of medieval pulp fiction with episodes heaped down without much thought, simply to amuse the reader/listener. At best it could be accepted that the story is roughly strewn over the carcass stole from fairy-tales. The FAS were supposed to have no structure and, in fact, no sense. That seemed weird to me, because culture produces nothing without a sense. So, the quest I set out on was to, well, find the sense in the FAS – in other words, some sort of content-analysis. I’m even making my own database – unlike the project of Mrs. Aðalheiður, but, I think, complementary. As I said, this brought me to ethics. The specifics of my work, I think, is that most researchers try to work with both the text and their surroundings, including into their work stuff like influences from the past, from other genres, from folk-belief and/or from social settings. What I do is focus solely on the text, abstaining – at least at this stage – from integrating the results into any kind of outer context. I don’t think that’s better or worse that what anyone else is doing – that’s simply my specifics.

OK, now finally to our material. First, a little on the ethical codes themselves. The core of the ethical codes, as I see it, is the attitude towards limitations for a person’s action – that is, laws, traditions and other society rules, as well as ethical\psychological orientations, notions and needs of other persons. That all can also be called moderation – the idea actually was first suggested by Hermann Pálsson and Paul Edwards in 1970, although they didn’t dwell on it too much. The inhabitants of the Scandinavian world are able to contain their egotistical impulses, while in the Magic world egotism was legalized: a person's own desires and whims become his or her main motivation, and one may break any law and regulation of society for one's own ends. Some EXAMPLES are required, of course. 

SW: Ö. O. 1:310.

MW: Perhaps the most vivid example of the ethical code of MW is a tiny episode in Eg.Ásm., where the brother of the giantess Árinnefja sees her wearing a precious golden ring and immediately tries to take it by force, just because he likes it and wants to have it (Eg. Ásm. 3:180). More serious examples include the usurpation of power, which is frequently found in the FAS – among the characters who did it are Ögmundr flóki in Ö. O., kings Úlfr, Úlfkell and Hárekr in Hfd. Ey. and Gautan and Ógautan in Þorst. Vík.
Now I think I’d better cut to the chase and show how the codes are connected with the two worlds of FAS. I’d restructure the sequence in which I present my examples and start with ethno-geography – since there is no sense in talking about a world that has no distinct territory and population. The difference between the MW and the SW shows in territorial (1), racial (2) and social (3) features. 

(1) Territorially – while the authors has a clear picture of the real Scandinavia’s geography and topography, the outer world (i.e. the Magic world) was for them more of a terra incognita, whose structure they hardly envisaged and whose size they were liable to overestimate.

The SW is actually limited to Norway, western Sweden, sometimes parts of Russia, although that’s borderline case at best. The geography of the MW is much larger. There are imaginary lands - Jótunheimr, Geirröðargarðr or Bjálkaland, then there are simply nameless lands, esp. forests, and finally real foreign territories about which the Icelanders of that time often did not know much – Finnish lands, India, Tartary, and the river Jordan.

(2) Racially – the SW was inhabited only by humans, and even more specifically – almost exclusively Scandinavians. Among the dwellers of MW humans weren’t even the most prominent ones – the list also includes by a separate race of giants, as well various queer beings and also exotic nations, which, being formally human, greatly differed from Scandinavians. Usually the inhabitants of the MW exceed SW in power, ferocity and\or magic abilities. On the magic abilities of the humans see: [Ö. O. 345-6] - the Bjarmians\Permians of Bjarmaland, and for the Finns [Hfd. Ey. 3:303; they showed their magic in Hfd. Ey. 3:310–311, but I’ll deal with it separately].
(3) Socially – the life of society of the MW was much more turbulent and dramatic than in the SW, and the scope of events much larger. The authors showed great restraint in describing the life in Scandinavian world – nothing that would seem ‘unhistorical’ happened there. Life in MW, on the other hand, was filled with great events, such as battles where thousands of men take part, or conquests of lands, sometimes whole kingdoms, by heroes or unknown usurpers. [Ö. O. 1:356] is the most striking example here. One more example can be found in the handout, Þorst. Vík. 2:223–224.

All these features aren’t directly connected to ethics, of course, but the connection is there. First off, there’s in any case the lack of moderation in description of MW – they’re bigger, they’re grander, they’re wilder. And besides, this lack of moderation does result in the ethical differences as well – between the races as well as in the social relations. As for the races, the giants always are described as malicious beings hostile to man. There are two exceptions: one, giant Hildir in Ö.O., treats Oddr well, but is very stupid: he’s never seen a boat sail and when he does see it he considers it black magic. The other, Árinnefja in Eg. Ásm., is well-disposed toward the heroes, but still has done some harm to humans in her past, and besides is more of a burlesque character. As for the social relations, the same Hildir applies well: he and his two brothers struggle to become kings of Giantland, but the title is received by the one who owns the fiercest dog and kills the biggest animal – which is pretty far from Scandinavian laws, where power could only be either inherited or given as a gift. In MW it’s all simply about brute force.
***

Another difference between the SW and MW is in some way even more fundamental – it’s the difference in physical laws. What I’m actually talking about is magic, which is present in the FAS universe, but in various regions is applied in a very different fashion. Actually, most of my handout is dedicated to this part of my paper – which, in hindsight, doesn’t seem such a good idea, but oh well, blame it on the lack of experience. Anyway, what’s important about magic is that it originates only from the MW – Scandinavians could only learn it there or bring some artefacts made in MW. The SW inhabitants could have superhuman power and sometimes wisdom, but that was just an exaggeration of real characteristics and not viewed as magic. For examples please refer to Hfd. Ey. 3:308–309 and Eg. Ásm. 3:184–185, where the three heroes kill ninety giants without much trouble. Whatever magic found its way into SW was subject to strict limitations: a character was allowed to invoke it on himself and his allies, but never on his opponents. That still left a lot of possibilities – characters could increase their abilities by using enchanted armour and weapons, control the weather, travel and heal.

The MW, unsurprisingly, is abounding with sorcery. The inhabitants of the Magic world could turn into different beings (Hfd. Ey. 3:310–311, Þorst. Vík. 2:190), pass through earth (Þorst. Vík. 2:215, Ö. O. 1:358), control the weather as well (Þorst. Vík. 2:207–208). The main difference was that there were no limitations on the use of magic on the opponent. Örvar-Oddr could control weather too, but he couldn’t create and send a tempest to drown his opponent’s ship – as did Thorstein’s enemies, see handout Þorst. Vík. 2:207–208 & Þorst. Vík. 2:226–227. Sorcery could also be applied to kidnap women (Eg. Ásm. 3:155–156). In Örvar-Odds saga the Bjarmians use magic to create Ögmundr flóki, who must take vengeance on their enemy (Ö. O. 1:345–346), and Ögmundr himself uses magic to flee from the battle he is losing (Ö. O. 1:358). Kolr defends the lives of his offspring by magic (Þorst. Vík. 2:191). 

***

For me personally the most interesting and important aspect of the difference between the two worlds of FAS is that the two ethical codes are clearly reflected in the storylines. In fact, the four texts I selected for this paper all more or less share the same plot basis (less in the case of Eg.Ásm): they all tell a story of a hero who is undergoing an inner struggle choosing between two behavior patterns. Usually the hero starts as a rather neutral person, although formally belonging to SW and expected to follow its code. Then he makes a choice or a series of choices that follow the MW code and this sets the conflict of the story in motion. Only when he ‘crosses back to the good side’, so to speak, and starts following the SW ethical code – i.e. acting with moderation – does he manage to win this conflict and accomplish his goals.

In Odd’s saga the main character denies fate itself. He’s so strong and able that he refuses to accept that there may be something about his life that he can’t control. The saga actually tells a story about how he was consequently proven wrong about it. He’s really the greatest warrior alive, his lifespan is three times that of a normal man, he’s rich and famous and wins big kingdoms to rule – but being the ultimate viking champion cannot help him in certain situations. He loses a number of blood-brothers, as well as a son – Oddr gets to watch as his enemy rips the young man’s throat with his teeth, but is unable to do anything (he can’t get to a cliff where they fight). 

Most of the saga actually tells about how Oddr chased this enemy, the monstrous Ögmundr, whose description is given in the handout, see Ö. O. 1:345–346. Oddr is told that it’s impossible to kill Ögmundr – that’s just not Ögmundr’s destiny – but he refuses to believe in it. Most of his relatives and friends that died die because of this stubborn refusal to give up trying to kill Ögmundr and accept the peace-offer that the latter is all the while suggesting. The saga actually ends when Oddr admits he can’t defy fate. Then he no longer suffers from Ögmundr (they are reconciled), and then he also accepts death.

The Thorsteins saga consists of two parts. The first, introductory one, is shorter, simpler and pretty straightforward: a king’s daughter asks the hero’s father named Viking to defend her from a villain who tries to force her into marriage. Viking kills him, but it gets him into a feud with the villain’s siblings, and he only manages to get through because of his prowess and a lot of help of his friends. 

The main part is more complicated ethically. It tells about a struggle between the sons of Viking and one of his friends. On both side, the confrontation is started by people who are unable to control their temper and over-sensitive about their social status – and so escalating insults soon lead to a blood-bath. It is remarkable that Viking and his friend refuse to take any part in vengeance – given their own way, they’d have immediately reconciled. But one of the friend’s sons, Jökull, persists in trying to kill the main hero (Thorstein) and his brother Thorir, often employing means unworthy of a warrior (Þorst. Vík. 2:207–208, 2:226–227). Þorsteinn seeks to resolve the conflict peacefully, but his hot-tempered brother ruins all his attempts. Finally, Þórir loses his life, but Jökull, having suffered much harm and humiliation from Þorsteinn (who never attacks first), understands that his urge for vengeance is leading nowhere and that peace is the only way out.
I spoke a little about Hfd. Ey. already. It’s actually my favorite saga, with its concise and well thought-out plot. The story is as follows: Halfdan’s father unjustly attacks jarl Skuli and banishes him from his land. Later, the father is killed by two strangers, and Halfdan sets out to avenge on the murderers. In his travels he gets attacked and is only saved by some stranger. Later, Halfdan discovers that it was the same person who killed his father and saved his life, and it’s the jarl Skuli, who suffered undeservingly from Halfdan’s father. Now Skuli is in danger, and Halfdan is faced with a choice: either to help destroy Skuli, or defend him. Halfdan picks the second option – not least because he realizes that he loves Skuli’s foster-daughter. With Halfdan’s help all foes are quickly vanquished, and peace and justice are restored.

In Egils saga einhenda ok Ásmundar berserkjabana the fates of the three main characters are intertwined in a complex fashion. Young Egill gets kidnapped by a giant, thus being deprived of human society. After escaping from the giant, he becomes a Viking and robs peaceful people. Ásmundr defeats him, but treats him mercifully – he doesn’t murder him as Egill expects him, but offers to forgive him if only Egill quits being a bandit. The contrast of this magnanimity with Egill’s own behaviour helps Egill to realise his mistakes and become a member of society once again, not its enemy. 

Later Egill and Ásmundr set out on a quest to save the kidnapped daughters of a certain king. To do that they need help from giantess Árinnefja, although they don’t know that themselves. They meet the giantess and talk to her, and it comes out that Egill, whose cognomen means ‘one-handed’, lost his hand defending Árinnefja, whom he chanced to meet during his travels. I already mentioned this episode – it was when Árinnefja’s brother tried to rob her. After learning this, the giantess agrees to help the young men, and they accomplish their mission.

I’d just repeat my main thesis in conclusion: the idea is that the FAS follow a common scheme: the conflict of ethical codes ( the storyline ( the FAS universe, which gets divided into two worlds. The main difference in codes was attitude to psychological moderation: the SW code imposed rules and regulations on one’s desires and emotions, offering integration into human society in reward. The MW code allowed one to follow his or her own egotistical ambitions without any restraint, but doing this brought the character into a world of chaos fundamentally alien to human beings. And, as I see it, the hero’s choice between these two models of behaviour supplies the main plot of FAS.

That’s it. 
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