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The Mastermaid- A Norwegian Hero Tale

Over the centuries various writers have scrutinized the interlockings of the hero tale.  Lord Byron, a renowned writer of an earlier period, for example, came to this conclusion concerning the characteristics of the hero archetype: attractive, maimed or disabled in some way, temperamental, zealous, remorse laden, unapologetic, roving, self- sufficient, and cut off from society(“The Byronic Hero”).  Joseph Campbell, an expert in the makeup of the hero tale states that the hero tale can be broken into three parts—separation or departure, trials and victories, and the return and reintegration with society (36).  Based on the above components the main character, Leif, in the Norwegian folktale, “The Mastermaid,” is indeed a hero character.  This paper does not contend that Leif is a classic Byronic Hero nor does it claim that Leif is a mythical hero in the traditional sense; however, the paper asserts that Leif exhibits characteristics attributed to the Byronic hero—attractive, temperamental and unapologetic-- and that “The Mastermaid” tale itself does follow the hero tale structure—departure, trials and victories and the return to society-- talked about by Campbell.  Further evidence that Leif is a hero character is the similarity between “The Mastermaid” and the Irish hero tale, “The Birth of Finn MacCumhail.”

Reviewing Lord Byron’s work reveals that the Byronic hero is handsome, temperamental and unapologetic (“The Byronic Hero”).  Looking at those factors alone the argument can be made that Leif does in fact fit that stereotype.  For example, at the beginning of the tale Leif is described as “handsome to boot” (The Mastermaid).  Leif’s temperament is also revealed in the beginning of the tale when Lief says, “I am going out into the world where I can do things just as I like.” Leif displays this temperament throughout the entire tale in his interaction with the Mastermaid.  Mastermaid, the helper in the story, explains to Leif how to accomplish each of the three tasks given to him by the troll.  However, because of his temperamental nature Leif refuses to listen to her and performs the tasks in his own way until the tasks become too much for him to bear. Yet at no time in the story does Leif appear apologetic.  Thus, these characteristics of Leif seen throughout the story demonstrate how he could be considered a Byronic hero.

However,  these similarities are only one integral part of a whole that ensures Leif of a hero status. Campbell contends that the hero tale is marked by a departure made by the hero (Campbell 36). Campbell also contends that the hero story often consists of trials encountered by the hero and his response to those trials (36).   
Perhaps by bringing to light the similarities between Finn MacCumhail and Leif, the argument can be solidified that Leif is a hero character. The story of Finn MacCumhail does indeed follow the storyline outlined by Campbell. Finn MacCumhail goes through his departure in a rather unorthodox manner—he is thrown out a window into a river in hopes of being drowned (Yolen 202).  Likewise the story of Leif features a departure although for an entirely different reason.  Lief has made up his mind that he is going to go find some work and in this way demonstrates departure. 

  Finn is given the task to “save the king’s dun” (Yolen 207).  In order that he may save the king’s dun, Finn receives aid from his helper, Bran.  This is seen when Bran tells Finn to chew his thumb every time he does not know what to do ( Yolen 206).  In the same manner, Leif encounters trials of his own. Leif is given three tasks: clear the dung from the stable, fetch the troll’s stallion, and finally collect the tunnel tax from the fairies.  Leif also receives help just as Finn does so that he may complete the tasks asked of him.  Leif receives advice from a young girl named Mastermaid. Mastermaid aids Leif in the first task by telling Leif to “turn the pitchfork around and shovel with the handle” (The Mastermaid). With each subsequent task Mastermaid gives him advice on how to complete it much in the same way that Bran aides Finn in completion of his task. 

In addition to the hero tale consisting of a departure, followed by several trails encountered by the hero, the hero is also then reintegrated into society.  In both the story of Finn and the story of Leif the stories end with that reintegration into society element. In the story of Finn, Finn is promised the King’s daughter in marriage for saving the king’s dun thus giving the notion that the king has accepted him and thus society has as well.  This point is clearly made when the king says, “You are the man who saved the dun; to yours is the reward” (Yolen 209).  In the same way, Leif is also accepted back into society. This is seen in the end of the story: Leif is wed to Mastermaid.

No story can ever fit neatly into one category. Rather more often than not the story encompasses a whole range of categories. Therefore, even though Campbell’s criterion for a hero story is most directly applied to hero stories of a mythical nature, these criteria can be applied to other hero stories as well. Likewise Lord Byron’s hero characteristics can also be applied to other stories that span across later generations. Also through the comparison between Finn MacCumhail and Leif it can be clearly seen that the two characters share many of the same characteristics. Hence if the tale of Finn can be considered a hero tale so too can the tale of Leif. Combining these three principles not only strengthens but also enhances the argument that Leif is indeed a hero character as described by Campbell.
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