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Hálfdanar saga Eysteinssonar
Storyline.
[This text will have all the footnotes necessary. Although maybe the detailed quotations will not be given here, but rather relegated to the accompanying table. That’s undecided yet, and is irrelevant at the stage of writing of the text itself – I know my material anyway and have no trouble finding whatever I need in the sagas.]
I.

The conflict of the story is initially set in motion by konung Eystein. The main motivation for his actions is his aggressiveness, which comes as a result of psychological shock caused by the death of his wife. After that Eystein reverses his attitude towards his duties as a ruler and begins invading foreign countries instead of taking care of his own land. This way he causes harm to jarl Skuli and Ingigerd, daughter of king Hergeir, giving them reasons for vengeance. Eystein’s son Halfdan and konung’s assistant Ulfkell also designate themselves as opponents of Skuli and Ingigerd, since they both fought on Eystein’s side.
Summary: offence.
II.
In the next story unit the active role is played by Skuli and Ingigerd, and their motivation is reacting to Eystein’s offence, i.e. here vengeance. They murder Eystein – not in a fair fight, because he was first to treat them unfairly, thus depriving himself of a right for a fair combat. Their retribution corresponds to the degree of offence caused to them: Eystein as the person who initiated the assault is to take the main blame, and therefore loses his life. Halfdan was only passively following orders, an his punishment is indirect: he gets no physical harm, but loses his father. Besides, he gets to fulfill a quest
, which forces him to abandon his stable life and set on his way.
Summary: Vengeance. Halfdan gets a quest.
III.
(a) The third story unit is based on Halfdan’s search for his father’s killers. For this he has two reasons, the first of which is quite traditional and proclaimed openly: the need to have vengeance on the murderers. However, besides Halfdan strives to accomplish the quest laid upon him, searching for ‘this hand, this ring and this glove’. He doesn’t understand the point of this quest himself, but even on this early stage of the search his motivation is more complicated than a simple desire to murder the murderers, as his own words indicate: ‘I won’t be back until I’ve […] taken whatever vengeance fate permits [emphasis added. – A.E.]’.
(b) On this task Halfdan faces an obstacle presented by Ulfkell. The latter is not hunting Halfdan specifically, but after Eystein’s death he quitted restraining his own aggressiveness (formerly controlled by Eystein, who used it for his own purposes) and turned into a viking and a brigand attacking anyone he chanced to meet. Therefore, in this story unit Halfdan fails because of the past events, in the shaping of which he took part himself: he didn’t encourage Ulfkell’s aggressiveness, but he accepted it and didn’t try to withstand it.
(c) Halfdan is saved by jarl Skuli, whose main motivation here is justice. This motivation he values even above his own pragmatic interests: Halfdan is looking for Skuli to avenge on him, but the jarl is treating Halfdan not as an enemy, but as a worthy man mistaken in his view on the situation. In the end Skuli will get personal advantage from his actions as well (as further course of events would show), but at the time of fight with Ulfkell he has no reasons to expect that.
Summary: Vengeance ( obstacle ( failure.
IV.
In this story unit the action divides into parallel storylines.
IV.1. Ulfkell with his allies attacks jarl Skuli. His motivation is partly unchanged – he and his companions act aggressively trying to profit themselves at the expense of the others, seeing it fit to hurt them at will. Partly the motivation is vengeance for the defeat Ulfkell suffered from Skuli in the story unit III (c). The success that Ulfkell has here, same as earlier in an assault on Halfdan (story unit III (b)), is the result of mistakes made earlier by Halfdan and his father Eystein. Eystein effectively let Ulfkell loose, allowing and partially encouraging him to become such a dangerous ruffian. Halfdan, in his turn, became Skuli’s enemy as a result of indulging Eystein’s vices. That’s why he and Skuli fought Ulfkell separately in story units III (b) and III (c), failing to destroy him – he managed to escape and prepare a new attack.
IV.2. Halfdan has to make the first choice about his attitude towards Skuli. He learns that jarl is under attack and his life is in danger. Getting on the battlefield in time requires passing through a forest populated by monsters and ruffians (i.e. accomplishing a heroic feat). In this situation Halfdan can have his vengeance by simply staying in place and not hurrying to Skuli – but the he still chooses to go to jarl. This shows his principality – Halfdan doesn’t want to pass to anyone the right to resolve his conflict with Skuli. At the same time Halfdan still doesn’t deny himself any of the two opposite models of behavior: arriving on the battlefield will allow him either to defend Skuli or murder jarl himself.
Summary: past mistakes ( assault. Also, a decision to make a choice.
V. 
The last unit of the main storyline is dedicated to Halfdan’s final choice between vengeance and reconciliation with jarl Skuli. The latter is more just, since Skuli has two justifications for murdering Eystein – first off, Eystein was the one to start aggression, and jarl was just avenging himself, and secondly, Skuli saved Halfdan’s life, redeeming the killing anyway. For Halfdan this choice is also connected with the quest given to him by Ingigerd in story unit II: as it turned out, all this time he was searching for Ingigerd (and was, in fact, in love with her without knowing that), and thus to accomplish the quest he has to win her for his wife. Halfdan can do this by killing Skuli and forcing Ingigerd to marry himself, but on the other hand, she asks him for help, promising to marry him after the combat. Therefore, Halfdan’s choice depends on three factors – desire for vengeance, for which he should ally with Skuli’s enemies, and justice as well as love, both of which urge him to take the jarl’s side. In the end he chooses to support Skuli and comes to rescue him at a crucial moment. After that Halfdan and Skuli achieve a sweeping victory, destroying all their enemies and not just regaining, but expanding their own landholdings. The story closes up with redistribution of the territories between the heroes and their main followers, as well as with a succession of weddings, including the marriage of Halfdan and Ingigerd.
Summary: a decisive choice ( happy-end.
VI.

The final story unit is only loosely connected to the main storyline – as a number of researchers has proven, the story of Val actually constitutes a separate þáttr that initially belonged to another text and was artificially integrated into Hálfdanar saga Eysteinssonar. That þáttr holds almost no connection to the substantial content of the saga, its main function is external to the text: this story is intended to strengthen the saga’s integration into the general context of Icelandic medieval literature. ‘The story of Val’ doesn’t contradict the ethical conception of the saga
, describing the egotistical aggressors Val, Ragnar and Agnar fighting against Halfdan and Sigmund, who only defend what they have the right to own. The story itself, though, is simple and banal, consisting mostly of a single battle episode with which the main saga text simply abounds. However, it also contains cross-references that are linking the Hálfdanar saga Eysteinssonar to the Gull-Þóris saga – a family saga. This type of texts, as far as one can judge, was largely viewed as more reliable\trustworthy than the FAS
, and the aforementioned saga, as the studies have shown
, served as one of the sources for the story of Halfdan itself. Reference to such a text, therefore, could have considerably increased the trustworthinesss of Hálfdanar saga Eysteinssonar.
Summary: coda: authenticity.

***

Interpretation.
The main conflict of the saga in question can be narrowed down to confrontation of justice and aggressiveness, or, to put it down in a more abstract way, ethical principles of moderation and immoderation. Each of the principles has devout supporters, following in along the whole course of the saga: these are Ulfkell
 (and his satellites) for immoderation and jarl Skuli for moderation. There are transitional characters as well, correcting or altering their basic principles during the story – namely Halfdan and Eystein; their cases will be analyzed separately.
The followers of both principles share the same life motivations
: they are interested in (a) obtaining lands to rule, as well as (b) a good marriage. Besides, all the saga characters by all means (c) avenge any harm done to them – that is also a very substantial motivation of their actions. In a more formalized fashion these can be defined as (a) social & economic status, (b) family\matrimonial status, (c) defense of one’s status. The main difference in approaches to these motivations is in the nature of means applied by the characters to achieve their goals. The key point’s the attitude towards various limitations for one’s action – laws, traditions and other society rules, as well as ethical\psychological orientations, notions and needs of other persons. The followers of the moderate, or altruistic model (Model 1) accept these limitations and are capable of unselfish actions, while the egotistical model of behavior (Model 2) ignores the limitations: its followers are completely egotistical, the only thing that matters for them are their own needs and desires.
(The list of characteristics that point out the hero’s ethical model doesn’t end here: another things that do correlate well with it are heritage, ethnicity, social status, attitude to religion. The relation of these attributes with the character’s ethical model can easily be traced on actual saga material, but the nature of this relation is more complicated and requires a special study. I intend to analyze these four factors for all my characters and show the correlation rates. However, this should be done separately, and after a conceptual problem is dealt with: it looks like I get some results and then base on them an argument that leads me to these results. It’s not like that, but I’ll need to explain that.)
(a) Model 1 followers don’t strive to expand their landholdings – Skuli and Hergeir rule in countries that are their own from the start, and they show no interest in an external expansion. The reason for this is that usually the lands mentioned in the saga already have rulers, and an attempt to claim these territories would mean violating their rights, i.e. breaking a law
. At the same time, for Model 2 followers conquests are perfectly natural: that’s all Ulfkell is in fact doing all along – first as part of konung Eystein’s army, then betraying Eystein’s heirs Sigmund and Isgerd, and finally attacking his own brother Ulf. In all three cases Ulfkell is trying to extend his power to the lands he has no right to rule.
(b) Not all characters seek marriage – in particular, jarl Skuli is single at the start of the saga. On the whole, the characters mostly begin to look for a spouse after they achieved a high social and economic status and solved the problem with the landholdings (motivation (a)). Model 2 followers see it fit to force a woman into marriage: that’s how Ulf woos Edny, daughter of the ruler of Bjarmaland. The ruler of Bjarmaland, in his turn, attacks jarl Skuli wanting to marry his foster-child Ingigerd. This approach is unacceptable for Model 1 followers – their marriages are contracted only of free will: see Skuli & Isgerd, Sigmund & Edny.
(c) Model 1 allows murder, even out of the battlefield, i.e. without a fair contest – this is how Skuli and Ingigerd avenge on konung Eystein for the harm he’s done them, including Ingigerd’s father death. However, this is still a rectification of injustice, and because of that their actions have well-determined limits. Skuli and Ingigerd do not harm those who served Eystein: they don’t persecute neither Halfdan nor even Ulfkell, and after Eystein’s death they return to the normal course of life in a new country they achieved. For Model 2 followers justice plays no role in vengeance – they attack anyone who did them any harm, even if that harm was duly deserved. Ulfkell assaulted Halfdan treacherously and without a cause, and when Skuli saved the latter, destroying the attacker’s force in the process, Ulfkell assembled a new army with the sole purpose of destroying Skuli.
Transitional characters:

Eystein. At the start of the saga he can be identified as a Model 1 follower. The saga doesn’t show this explicitly, but there are some indirect evidences. Eystein is closely connected by the people who can be defined as Model 1 followers – especially his first wife Asa, who was admired by their subjects (the saga calls her death ‘a great loss’ not only for her husband, but for ‘all the others’ as well), as well as his son, who gets a rather favorable description in the beginning of the text
. Besides, Eystein is capable of strong love – he adores his first wife so much that her death changes all his life (see later in this section). Love as a basically selfless feeling is indicative of Model 1, not 2.
After the death of the wife Eystein’s behavior switches to Model 2. As the saga informs, ‘after she died, the king hated to stay at home, so each summer he would set out on a Viking expedition’ – i.e. made conquests. That clearly constitutes the change in motivation (a). The situation with motivation (b) is similar: after taking Aldeigjuborg and killing the ruler of the city Eystein forces his widow Isgerd into marriage. As for motivation (c), Eystein never gets the need to realize it.
Marriage to Isgerd becomes for Eystein the reason to return to Model 1. The saga says that ‘king Eystein remained in his kingdom. He was very much in love with Queen Isgerd. […] So three years went by.’ The words ‘remained in his kingdom’ indicate that konung abstained from new military undertakings – which means that motivation (a) was being realized after Model 1. The konung also shows love – now for his new wife Isgerd. That’s not the sole example of his departure from egotism: he accepts two strangers for the winter, even though it’s a disadvantage for him – they ‘had lost all their money in a shipwreck’ – and his own wife doesn’t approve of that. The konung explains his decision saying ‘I won’t begrunge food to visitors who’ve come so far.’ This ability to act altruistically is a feature of Model 1.
It’s interesting that in the end Eystein is killed by people who share with him the same ethical principles. The reason for this was Eystein’s temporary transition to Model 2: Model 1 by itself does not defend from motivation (c), and return to this model doesn’t cancel konung’s responsibility for the mistakes he committed during the change of the ethical scheme.
Halfdan. In the beginning of the saga Halfdan’s ethically passive. He follows Model 1, but rather nominally: he doesn’t prove it with any actions, and the only evidence of his ethical alignment is his introductory description, where, in its turn, only one phrase – he ‘was loyal and devoted to his friends’ – pinpoints Model 1, proving his capability for altruistic actions. The rest of the description is of no independent ethical significance and can be applied to characters of both models
. De-facto Halfdan follows his father in the choice of behavior system: when Eystein switches to Model 2, his son never disapproves and continues to follow his orders – thus involuntarily accepting Model 2 as well. Halfdan’s transition is not complete, involving only certain elements of the model: he obeys his father, executing an unjustified attack on Skuli (Model 2 for motivation (a)), but abides by Model 1 when the choice depends solely on him – e.g. in the matter of Ingigerd, daughter of Kol, whose opinion he considers when arranging her marriage (motivation (b)).
Father’s death forces Halfdan to act independently and accept the leading role – both in actions and in choice of the ethical scheme (that involves all three main motivations). In the end Halfdan fully accepts Model 1, but his choice becomes apparent only in the end of storyline, and before that time his actions remain ambiguous enough to allow interpretation after any of the two models. After his father’s death Halfdan doesn’t immediately accept lordship over his kingdom: under normal circumstances this behavior would look more appropriate for Model 1, but here he postpones motivation (a) for the sake of motivation (c), blood vengeance – which is possible under any model. What ethical scheme Halfdan wants to follow in his vengeance stays unclear to the very climax of the story – the inner world of the characters is shown in the text only through their actions, and a chance to act decisively comes to Halfdan only twice. The possibilities to avenge on jarl Skuli are presented to Halfdan, first, when he learns about the attack on jarl and, second, when he arrives on the battlefield. In the former case his decision remains ambiguous (see above section on story unit IV.2) and the choice is revealed only when he enters the fight. His feelings toward Ingigerd (motivation (b)) play here and important, if not crucial role. Halfdan realizes his love only when he finds out that on his quest for ‘this hand, this ring and this glove’ he was actually searching for Ingigerd. The love he feels shows his capability for altruism – and after that he proves his adherence to Model 1 not only in motivation (b), but (a) and (c) as well. He gives up his revenge on jarl Skuli, because that would be unjust, helps jarl win the battle and makes peace with him (motivation (c)). Later he doesn’t try to retain control over a large conglomerate of lands that came under his control during his adventures, but distributes them among his comrades-in-arms, except for the territory where his father initially ruled (motivation (a)).
***

Resume.

The saga conflict is based on the choice between the two ethical models done by konung Eystein and even more so Halfdan. The formers’ temporary transition to Model 2 – even though it was caused by external circumstances (death of his wife) – sets the events in motion: Eystein given to Skuli a reason for vengeance and stimulates Ulfkell’s aggressiveness. Although Eystein gets back to Model 1 after solving his problem (finding a new wife), things are already out of control: Skuli and Ingigerd seek to avenge on him (and do murder him), and Ulfkell realizes himself as Model 2 follower, waging war on most main characters including his former allies. His over-the-top lawlessness comes to fruition exactly because the three main Model 1 followers (Eystein, Skuli, Halfdan) quarrel with each other.
What happened is partially Halfdan’s fault: he could have stopped Eystein at the very beginning, having both the military force (he was one of the two main commanders of Eystein’s army) and the ability to influence Eystein (his own father). However, instead Halfdan chose to follow his lead and practically supported his transition to Model 2. Eystein’s death in that situation is a punishment not just for himself, but for Halfdan as well.
Halfdan’s ethical choice provides the main suspense for the plot. The inevitability of the choice itself becomes clear after Eystein’s death, but the nature of this choice is revealed only in the climax point of the saga, and the audience is kept in the dark for a long time, not knowing if Halfdan chooses for to kill Skuli or make peace with him. Ulfkell also hinders the manifestation of the choice, constantly distracting Halfdan and Skuli with his attacks. Only when Halfdan and Skuli finally reconcile and unite as Model 1 followers do they manage to finish this conflict, defeating Ulfkell.
Halfdan is the eponymous hero of the saga, and therefore we may view what happens with him as the main events of the saga. Because of that it could be said that the text is dedicated to the inner evolution of the hero, who solves for himself certain ethical questions. Initially he’s passive, and a number of other characters mare wrong choices – both these models have negative consequences, which the hero is able to witness closely. In the end he moves from passiveness through the search for the right behavior model and to discovery of such a model – which, in turn, brings him (and his supporters as well) to success.
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� Although the quest is given by Ingigerd, it’s not necessary that she has a conscious intent of actually testing Halfdan. In this case she can also be interpreted as simply a medium for the laws of the FAS world.


� On that see the next paragraph ‘Interpretation’.


� 


� 


� Not counting his relatively just treatment of Ingigerd, daughter of Kol, in the storming of Álaborg episode. A possible interpretation for that could be the influence of Eystein, who was Ulfkell’s overlord at the moment.


� All terms are to be given exact definitions in a separate paragraph.


� The sole exception is Skuli’s conquest of a faraway eastern territory Kirjálabotnar. However, in that case two reasons for the unusual behavior could be suggested: first, Skuli himself was driven out of his land, i.e. his own rights were violated. Second, although the saga doesn’t tell anything about the ruler of Kirjálabotnar, the rulers of other eastern territories described in the text generally don’t follow the laws and therefore exclude themselves from their field of application. This is indirect ecidence, but it still allows to suggest that in the case of Kirjálabotnar normal rules didn’t apply and even Model 1 allowed the conquest here. (That shows we’re dealing with a fuzzy set of principles, so the fuzzy set theory needs to be applied).


� That’s actually a separate problem. He has some ethical qualities not typical for Model 2 – he’s lively and a faithful friend: that’s emotions ( unselfishness ( Model 1. But he also has neutral qualities – his power, his other abilities. They seem to be still connected to his ethical features – for the author it’s all still attributes of a good character, not a bad one. However, the relation of virtues (beauty, dexterity, ability) with the soul still needs to be explained elsewhere.


� E.g.: ‘He was a quiet, handsome-looking man and from the very first showed every quality that deserves praise. […] He was cheerful and enjoyed life, but for all his good nature, he could be a dangerous enemy to anyone who offended him.’





