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Fylgjur, Fate and all that Follows: Animal-Fylgjur in Icelandic Saga

Literature is inhabited by a host of what may be termed alternate and externalised selves. These externalised selves offered authors and their audiences a rich opportunity to explore a host of questions, and Old Norse literature was quick to take advantage of such opportunities.
 In fact, the corpus of Old Norse literature contains one of the most replete and diverse selections of externalised ‘selves’ found anywhere, entailing in various ways beings such as fylgjur, valkyrjar, hamingja, disir, draugr, hugr and norns. 
This Norse family of beings shares several core characteristics: they are neither wholly earthly nor entirely divine, sometimes operating as intermediaries between the divine and the mundane; their activity is usually inscrutable until the humans involved are irrevocably enmeshed in that activity, often fatally; and they are intimately wedded to the fate of individuals, families and peoples, personifying in various ways both the inner nature which informs the characters’ intentionality and the outplay of that intentionality in the form of their fate. It is this last aspect, I would argue, which is most fundamental to their identity; they are fate-beings.

However, the limited scope of this article allows me to address only one such being: the fylgja, though even this subject is too broad for a productive analysis. Conveniently, fylgjur (pl.) divide into two main types: manifestations as either women or as animals. This article will only treat animal fylgjur, selectively drawing its material from the Family Sagas or Íslendingasögur and the later Legendary Sagas or Fornaldarsögur.
 
By far the most systematic treatment of fylgjur is from Else Mundal, who examines both animal and female varieties. Unfortunately this important text has not been translated from Norwegian into English.
 However, one of the most useful, if brief, overviews in English is also supplied by Mundal, in her entries under supernatural beings in Medieval Scandinavia: An Encyclopaedia (624–5). By necessity, these entries are short, descriptive and synoptic and cannot go into any critical depth about the actual function of fate-beings in Old Norse literature. 

In addition, there exist a number of dated, haphazard or generalized descriptions of Scandinavian spirit-creatures from a range of disciplinary perspectives, primarily in German.
 Fortunately, another brief but helpful synopsis in English can also be found in Gabriel Turville-Petre’s Myth and Religion of the North: The Religion of the Ancient Scandinavians.
 Turville-Petre afterward published two more specific articles on landdisir and fylgjur, dealing with them in connection to how they manifest in dreams.
 


The aim of this article, then, is to speak back to that body of scholarship, providing, like others, though in English and in greater detail, a specific overview of how the animal-fylgja actually functions in Old Norse literature. More pointedly, however, since the fylgja is a representation or sign for the inner nature of a character, this paper will go on to consider heuristically a particular conceptual vexation that manifests between portraying the animal fylgja: as either a simile or a metaphor for one’s inner nature, for this choice has radical implications for both metaphysical and epistemological aspects of characterisation. The decision regarding whether one portrays the fylgja as either simile or metaphor is, of course, heavily influenced by the various literary traditions upon which authors depend when writing them into specific texts, and so discerning the sources which gave a particular fylgja rise is core to the endeavour. This paper not only considers the traditional and indigenous roots of the animal-fylgja, but also a number of previously unconsidered sources whose potential influence changes radically our perception of the animal-fylgja’s functions throughout Old Norse literature, and specifically in the Family and Legendary Sagas. 
According to Geir Zoëga’s venerable but still usefully comprehensive entry, the verbal sense of the word fylgja denotes ‘to accompany,’ ‘to guide’ or ‘to assist,’ and in a more neutral vein, merely ‘to follow’ (153).  The definition of the noun also has three sub-categories: the first is ‘guidance’; the second is the meaning with which we are primarily concerned in this paper and clearly has connotative and denotative connections to the other senses: of a supernatural woman or animal attendant; and the third, interestingly, is the Old Norse word for afterbirth, a suggestive conflation, since the fylgja connects to many characters at birth, and follows them thereafter as a sort of other self which has been ‘born’ alongside them.

In addition to these definitions, it is useful to consider the ways that the term  fylgja is informed by its compound usages, of which Mundal gives us a very helpful selection (624). Several of these are terms which carry benevolent connotations and connect to domestic or personal well-being. Mannsfylgja, most simply, indicates a sort of alternative self, and fylgjukona seems often to imply not merely a woman-fylgja, but a spousal or protector role towards the character in question. Similarly, ættarfylgja and kynfylgja denote a family guardian, often passing from one generation to another.
 Finally, there is a Christian assimilation of local culture in Brennu-Njáls saga where one encounters the term fylgjuengill, or fylgja-angel, requested in this case by Hall of Siða upon his conversion.
 There are, however, more chilling compound usages of the word.

When a character is assailed in some manner (often by an over-powering urge to sleep) by an enemy’s fylgja, the fylgja is sometimes known as an ovinarfylgja.
 On the other hand, when the sighting of a fylgja augers its character’s death, it is called, predictably, a dauðafylgja.
 Most unsettling of all is the fylgja which attaches to the undead, or draugr, sometimes known as the ofriðarfylgja, or unrestful-fylgja. However, none of these compound usages show up in the first text examined here: Njals saga.


Njáls saga is set in the late tenth and early eleventh century and written near the end of the thirteenth. It contains a considerable number of fylgja incidents. In the first looked at here, Gunnar of Hliðarend disguises himself as a loutish hawker of defective wares in order to trick Hrut Herjolfsson into telling him how to revive the legal case to recover Hrut’s ex-wife’s dowry. The ploy works and Gunnar slips away in the night with his two companions. That same night, Hoskuld, with whom the disguised Gunnar had stayed the night before, has a dream, which he then relates to his men: 

‘Ek þottumk sja bjarndyri mikit ganga ut or husunum, ok vissa ek, at eigi fannsk þessa dyrs maki, ok fylgðu þvi hunar tveir, ok vildu þeir vel dyrinu. Þat stefndi til Hrutsstaða ok gekk þar inn I husin. Siðan vaknaða ek. Nu vile ek spyrja yðr, hvat þer sað til ins mikla manns.’ Einn maðr svaraði honum: ‘Þat sae ek, at fram undan erminni kom eitt gullhlað ok rautt klæði; a hoegri hendi hafði hann gullhring.’ Hoskuldr mælti: ‘Þetta er engis manns fylgja nema Gunnars fra Hliðarenda. Þykkjumk ek nu sja allt eptir.’
 
[‘I thought that I saw a huge bear walk out of this house, and I knew that this creature’s match could not be found. Two cubs followed it in a friendly way. They all made for Hrutstead and went into the house. After that I awoke. And now I want to ask you if you noticed anything about that huge man who was here.’ One man answered him, ‘I saw that there was a little gold trim and scarlet cloth showing under is his sleeve, and on his right arm he was wearing a gold ring.’ Hoskuld said, ‘that creature must have been the fylgja of none other than Gunnar of Hliðarend. I am able to see it all now.]


Here traditional features of the fylgja afford us a useful foundation to examine some of the coming, more recondite idiosyncrasies in other texts. Specifically, Gunnar’s fylgja indicates both his social status and his character. As in other early Germanic literatures, the bear is a symbol of nobility or leadership, and in this passage seems to represent Gunnar’s status as a man of considerable standing.
 Moreover, the bear’s association with nobility also conflates with traditional connotations of the sacred and sublime, evidenced through-out Old Norse literature and Scandinavian folk culture.
 This sense of the sacred affords connection to that same sense of the otherworldly implicit in the concept of the fylgja in general. Also and more prosaically, the bear here is specifically a huge bear (bjarndyri mikit), especially compared with the two cubs who follow him, just as Gunnar is a huge man compared to the two men who accompany him. Throughout Njáls saga, Gunnar’s size, and specifically his massive shoulders, are one of his identifying features repeatedly mentioned, contributing to his fearsome ability in battle, and in this manner the bear indicates not only his social status but a physical characteristic. 


In Chapter 41, Njal and Þorð, the foster-father of Njal’s sons, are sitting outside when Þorð sees a vision:

Þat var einu hverju sinni, at þeir satu uti, Njall ok Þorðr. Þar var vanr at ganga hafr um tunit, ok skyldi engi hann I braut reka. Þorðr mælti: ‘Undarliga bregðr nu við,’ segir hann. ‘Hvat ser þu þess, er ðer ðykkir með undarligu moti vera?’ segir Njall. ‘Mer þykkir hafrinn liggja her in doelinni ok er albloðugr allr.’ Njall kvað þar eigi vera hafr ok ekki annat. ‘Hvat er þat þa?’ segir Þorðr. ‘Þu munt vera maðr feigr,’ segir Njall, ‘ok munt þu set hafa fylgju þina, ok ver þu varr um þik. Ekki mun mer þat stoða,’ segir Þorðr, ‘ef mere þat ætlat.’

[One day Njal and Þorð were sitting outside. There was a goat which used to roam about the hayfield and no one was allowed to drive it off. Þorð spoke: ‘that’s very strange,’ he said. ‘What do you see which seems strange to you,’ asked Njal. ‘The goat seems to be lying in the dale there, all bloody,’ said Þorð. Njal said that there was no goat, nor anything else. ‘Then what is it,’ asked Þorð. ‘It means that you must be a doomed man,’ said Njal. ‘That was your fylgja that you must have seen, and so be on your guard.’ ‘That shall not help me much,’ said Þorð, ‘if that is to be my fate.’] 


The animal-fylgja once more indicates the status and demeanour of the character, though the goat is a peculiar selection for Old Norse literature, if not Icelandic folklore more generally. This selection of Þorð’s fylgja, however, suggests the possibility of an interesting and, to this author’s knowledge, a previously unexplored reference for the significance of particular Old Norse animal-fylgjur: the medieval bestiary.

We know that Icelanders were familiar with this sort of text, since there survives to us fragmentary copies of such bestiaries in Old Icelandic from the late 12th to the early 13th century, known collectively as the Old Icelandic Physiologus, and it seems likely that at least some Icelandic authors came into contact with bestiaries in other locals and linguistic contexts as well.
 Fortunately, the entry for the goat survives amongst the Old Icelandic fragments. Along with other features, the goat is said here to live high in the mountains and be famous for its sight, which can discern far off whether those approaching it are either hostile (hunters) or merely travellers. Though one ought not push the point to far, the implication is that the goat can see well ahead of time whether danger is approaching or not; all physiologi entries, from all literary contexts, stress this one point about the goat’s ability to see danger approaching, and the allegorical focus of bestiaries makes this kind of projection onto characters external to the bestiary seem more likely. In Njáls saga, in a potentially eloquent turn of symbols, the vision of warning is a vision of a creature which is typically warned, and has nevertheless met its grim fate. If the rather peculiar selection of a goat as Þorð’s fylgja is related to a physiologus entry on the same, then the irony is particularly keen, for if even the goat who sees danger coming cannot escape that danger, then it aligns perfectly with Þorð’s grim, final comment in this passage: ‘That (being on his guard in the wake of this warning) will not help me much if that is to be my fate’; one might see the danger coming, as does the Old Icelandic Physiologus’ goat, but fate will inevitably seek a man out, no matter where he runs. In this sense, Þorð’s prophetic interpretation extends farther than Njal’s prophetic sight, since Njal sees the vision as a warning of coming danger, while Þorð sees beyond that point in time to how that manifestation of danger will resolve itself in his death. Thus in another layer of interpretive irony, Þorð’s character is very much like the Old Icelandic Physiologus’ goat and thus his animal-fylgja; his vision is very far-sighted and extremely clear, more so even than the famously wise Njal. The likelihood of such a reading is made more probable still by the fact that this motif of ‘the inescapable fate’ is seeded consistently throughout the rest of this saga. However, it should be stressed that in spite of all these resonances, the connection between Njáls saga and a version of the Old Icelandic Physiologus remains conjectural, no matter how suggestive. 

In chapter 62, Gunnar and the motif of the fylgja again come together, though in this case it is not Gunnar’s fylgja which is seen by others, but others’ fylgjur which are seen by Gunnar. However, as in Hoskuld’s earlier vision, the fylgjur seen are those of enemies.

Gunnar, Kolskegg and Hjort are travelling together when Gunnar becomes overwhelmingly sleepy. He calls a halt, falls asleep, and dreams. Hjort wants to wake him, but Kolskegg insists that they let him dream out his dream: ‘Eigi skal það,” segir Kolskeggur, “og skal hann njóta draums sins.’ When Gunnar wakes up, he tells his dream to the other two:

‘Það dreymdi mig,’ segir Gunnar, ‘að eg þóttist ríða fram hjá Knafahólum. Þar þóttist eg sjá varga mjög marga og sóttu þeir allir að mér en eg sneri undan fram að Rangá. Þá þótti mér þeir sækja að öllum megin en eg varðist. Eg skaut alla þá er fremstir voru þar til er þeir gengu svo að mér að eg mátti eigi boganum við koma. Tók eg þá sverðið og vó eg með annarri hendi en lagði með atgeirinum annarri hendi. Hlífði eg mér þá ekki og þóttist eg þá eigi vita hvað mér hlífði. Drap eg þá marga vargana og þú með mér Kolskeggur en Hjört þótti mér þeir hafa undir og slíta á honum brjóstið og hafði einn hjartað í munni sér. En eg þóttist verða svo reiður að eg hjó varginn í sundur fyrir aftan bóguna og eftir það þóttu mér stökkva vargarnir.’

[‘I dreamed that I seemed to be riding past Knafahills. In the dream I saw a large pack of wolves and they sought after me,’ said Gunnar. ‘I turned away thence away down to the Rang River, where they came at me from all sides, but I warded myself. I shot down all those in the forefront until they pressed in upon me so that I could not use my bow. I then drew my sword and fought with that in one hand and the spear in the other. I did not shield myself; I have no idea what did shield me. I killed many wolves, and you were with me, Kolskegg, but it seemed to me they dragged down Hjort and tore his heart from his chest, holding it in their mouths. Then I seemed to become so enraged that I hewed at the wolf in two behind his shoulders and the rest of the wolves fled.] 

The first point to note here is that Gunnar becomes sleepy at the approach of his enemies, and in this exhaustion the fylgjur may play some sort of role. Here, however, the fylgjur are not said to cause the sleepiness; they are simply introduced as Gunnar is overwhelmed by tiredness and any connection between sleepiness and fylgjur remains implicit. In fact, the fylgjur of Gunnar’s enemies do not themselves seem to be active agents of harm, but only metaphorical representations of approaching harm. This is the case throughout Njáls saga; fylgjur are not real, noumenal beings themselves, but only phenomenal representations of realities, a key distinction which blurs in other texts which will be looked at. 


However, unlike Þorð, who sees his own fylgja, Gunnar sees the fylgjur of others, not himself, and as Mundal points out, to see one’s own fylgja usually augers one’s own death (624). Consequently, in this episode, it is not Gunnar who dies, but Hjort. Gunnar does not explicitly see Hjort’s fylgja either, but even so there may be a symbolic representation of Hjort in the dream, based around the pun on Hjort’s name (which means stag), and the word hjartað, or heart, which Gunnar sees ripped from ‘dream-Hjort’s’ chest by the wolves. Thus through paranoimasia, Hjort’s hart-fylgja could be thought to be run down and killed by wolves who then rip out his heart. However and again, this notion does not go beyond figurative speculation. Gunnar also sees the wolf fylgjur of numerous ambushers who are about to die, and here as elsewhere, the wolf form of these fylgjur indicates implicitly the predatory intentions or characteristics of the attackers: a point which apparently most authors of Icelandic Family Sagas at this time felt to be so conventional that they do not feel the need to make it explicit: again, a tendency which will soon change. 


It is also important to note that the fatalism which informed the fylgja incident with Þorð is present here too. Gunnar does not have his dream while he can still take precautions, of either taking more men with him on his journey or not setting out at all: ‘Það hefir mig dreymt,’ segir Gunnar, ‘að eg mundi eigi riðið hafa úr Tungu svo fámennur ef mig hefði þá þetta dreymt.’ It is only when he is committed to his course of action that the vision comes; an encounter is irrevocably fated. However, as in the fylgja scene between Þorð and Njal, Gunnar tries to take advantage of his dream by sending his friend back, and like Þorð, Hjort refuses to struggle against his prophesized fate. Gunnar says: ‘Nú er það ráð mitt Hjörtur frændi að þú ríðir vestur aftur í Tungu.’ ‘Eigi vil eg það,’ segir Hjörtur. ‘Þótt eg viti vísan bana minn þá vil eg þér fylgja’ [‘Now I suggest to you, Hjort my kinsman, that you ride back west to Tongue.’ ‘I won’t do that,’ said Hjort, ‘though I see my certain death, I will follow you’].
 It is also tempting to see again in the verb ‘fylgja’ and the presence of the fylgjur in Gunnar’s dream another pun beside the Hjort / hjartað paranoimasia mentioned earlier, though this must remain merely learned speculation.


In Þorsteins þáttr uxafóts, dating likely from the late fourteenth century, one encounters a fylgja with some of the same roles as the fylgjur in Njáls saga.
 As a newborn, the eponymous Þorstein is left to die in a forest by the farmhand, Freystein, at the behest of Þorkel, brother of Þorstein’s mother (Oddny) and head of Krossavik. However, the infant is rescued by a farmer. Later, as a child, he is visiting Krossavik, runs wildly into the hall and takes a fall. This elicits laughter from Grettir, Þorkel’s aged father. When Þorstein asks him whether he thinks this funny, Grettir responds: 

‘Þat er satt þviat ek sa þat er þu satt eigi.’ ‘Hvat var þat,’ sagde Þorsteinn. ‘Þat ma ek’ segia þer. ‘þa er þu komt i stofuna fylgde per aeinn hvitabiarnnar hunn ok rann firir innar a golfit. en er hann sa mik nam hann stadar en þu fort helldr geystr ok fellt nu um huninn. ok þat er aetlan min at þu ser aeigi son Krums ne Þorgunnar helldr mantu slaerri aettar.’

[‘Yes I did, because I could see something that you couldn’t see.’ ‘What was that,’ said  Þorstein. ‘I can tell you that. When you came into the hall, a polar bear cub was following you, and then it ran ahead of you across the floor; but when it saw me it came to a halt, but you were rushing rather fast and you tripped over the cub. And it is my opinion that you are no son of Krumm’s nor Þorgunna, but that you  must come from a nobler family.’]

As before, Þorstein’s fylgja indicates, in this case quite pointedly, his true, noble social status. In fact, the author might be elevating the traditional status of the bear-fylgja even further by making this one specifically a polar bear, whose pelts were elsewhere considered very exotic and which fetched enormous prices. As the social status of Þorstein here is the most sensational point the tale makes, so too is his fylgja more sensational than a normal bear. Also, if the bear indicates characteristics of its human partner, then like Gunnar’s bear-fylgja, the bear in this tale ought to indicate Þorstein’s unusual strength. This is indeed the case, but as the polar bear is a more exotic choice than black and brown bears, so also is Þorstein’s strength more fantastic than Gunnar’s, for he gets his curious appositive from a wrestling match with a sacred ox from whom he tears a leg. 


In the fourteenth century Vapnfirðinga saga we shift away from bear-fylgja to ox.
 A certain Helgi prepares to leave his home and ride to an assembly. Before he does, he decides to consult with his Foster Mother who is said to have the gift of prophecy. He finds her weeping over a dream she has had: 

‘Mig dreymdi það,” segir hún, “að eg sá hér upp rísa að Hofi uxa bleikan, mikinn og skrautlegan, og bar hann hátt hornin og gekk hann á sandinn fram hjá Sunnudalsmynni. Enn sá eg fara naut utan eftir héraðinu, stór og eigi allfá, og gekk þar fyrir uxi rauðflekkóttur, ekki mikill né fagur, en allsterklegur var hann. Nautin stönguðu uxann til bana. Þá reis hér upp að Hofi rauður uxi og var beinlitur á hornunum og var allra nauta skrautlegastur. Sá stangaði rauðflekkótta uxann til bana. Þá reis upp í Krossavík þjór nokkur og var sænautalitur á. Hann fór beljandi um allt héraðið og allar heiðarnar og leitaði ávallt hins rauða uxans enda vaknaði eg þá.’
 (Jóhannesson 1950, 48–9).
[She said, ‘I dreamed that I saw a white ox, a magnificent, large beast with large horns, rise here at Hof, and he went up to the sandbanks down by the entrance of the Sunnudal valley. But I saw go out from the area cattle, big and none too few, and a red-mottled ox went before them, neither large nor beautiful, but he was very powerful. The cattle gored the (white) ox to death. Then rose up here from Hof a red ox and its horns were bone white and it was the most magnificent of all cattle. He gored the red-mottled ox to death. Then rose up in Krossavik a certain bull, and it was the colour of sea-cattle. He went forth bellowing all throughout the region and heath and sought he always the red ox, until I awoke.’]

At this point, Helgi tries to interpret the dream for himself, though he fumbles it.

‘Það muntu ætla," segir Helgi, "að eg muni eiga hinn bleika uxann en Geitir rauðflekkóttan og muni hann verða mér að bana.’ ‘Það ætla eg víst,’ kvað hún. ‘Það muntu ætla að Lýtingur muni sá rauði uxinn og muni hann hefna mín.’ ‘Nei,’ sagði hún, ‘Bjarni mun hefna þín.’ ‘Þá veistu ekki til,’ segir hann og hljóp hann þá út reiður . . .’

[Helgi said, ‘It must mean that the white ox stands for me, but the red-mottled Geitir, and he will become my slayer.’ ‘That is just what I thought,’ she said. ‘It must mean that Lyting shall be the red ox, and he shall be my avenger,’ (said Helgi). ‘No,’ she said, ‘Bjarni will avenge you.’ ‘Then you don’t know anything about it,’ he said, and he stomped angrily out . . .]

Like Guðmund, Helgi is both physically powerful and a chieftain, and so the ox is again appropriate to his status and character. Likewise, the dream in which his fylgja appears is had by another, not him. On the other hand, Helgi does try to interpret his foster mother’s dream for himself, which is unusual, and perhaps significantly, he gets it wrong. It is also important to note that here the prophetic dreamer, and correct interpreter, is a woman. This aligns neatly with the tradition of prophetic women in Germanic cultures extending back to earliest accounts (see, for example, Tacitus’ Germania, Chapter VIII), and in later Norse culture mention is made of women who have this role as their vocation.
 

Moreover, the dream of Helgi’s Foster Mother is even more extended and allegorical than Einar’s dream of Guðmund’s fylgja. In fact, the Foster Mother’s dream has a series of striking parallels to the traditions of interpretation surrounding biblical dream allegories, and broad similarities with one specific prophetic dream from scripture in particular: namely Pharaoh’s dream of the fat and lean oxen in Genesis (Genesis 41: 1–4). In this, Pharaoh is standing by a river when he sees seven oxen come down to the river and begin feeding in the marshy areas. Then seven ugly (foedae) and gaunt (macie) oxen come down and begin to feed by the river bank in the green places. The latter turn on the former and devour them. Joseph then interprets this dream for Pharaoh. 
As in Pharaoh’s dream, the Foster Mother’s dream begins in a specific location, by sandbanks (whether these are left by a river, and so contains a reference to Pharaoh’s river bank, is not clear), and like the scriptural dream, the author starts with a group of oxen approaching these sandbanks. Likewise, these oxen are specifically large beasts (stór), as are the oxen in Pharaoh’s dream (pulchrae et crassae nimis). Unlike the dream in Genesis, it is only one ox that is ugly and small, but he leads the others towards the large white ox, where they kill him, and so again, a small ox slays a large one. 
If at some remove this is an adaptation of a biblical dream vision, it would be well situated amongst other precedents of a similar nature in Norse literature. For instance, another analogue to the biblical story in Genesis 41 exists in Jómsvíkinga saga, involving three sets of oxen, of three different colours, coming up from the sea shore, indicating the fortunes of the peoples for the next nine years (Jómsvíkinga saga, Chapter I). Also, King Nebuchadnezzar’s prophetic dream of the composite statue, interpreted by Daniel (Daniel 2: 31–45), is echoed in Óláfs saga helga, where King Olaf has his wise host interpret a dream about a figure on a cross composed in a similar way to the biblical statue. Predictably, the dream in the saga is interpreted in terms similar to the scriptural version. Likewise, Nebuchadnezzar’s dream of the tree, again interpreted by Daniel (Daniel 4: 10–17), is echoed in the dream of Queen Ragnhild, in the Þáttr Halfdanar svarta and once more is interpreted in an analogous way (Þáttr Halfdanar svarta, Chapter III). 


In fact, the tradition of Daniel as an interpreter of dreams is one of the strongest of all foreign literary influences upon medieval prophetic dream scenes. The extent of this influence upon Norse literature is made apparent partially by such scriptural parallels as those noted above, but also by similarities between dream symbols in Norse literature and a catalogue of dream symbols’ significance written by an author who has been called Pseudo-Daniel.
 This catalogue exists in Koine Greek, Latin, Old English and Old Norse forms. As Turville-Petre points out, this text exerted a very considerable influence upon the concept of dream visions during the middle ages, and a number of more recent Icelandic dream books exist which are predominantly based upon Pseudo-Daniel, though adapted to incorporate many local puns (Turville-Petre, 107).
 Both these points suggest that Pseudo-Daniel exerted at some remove an influence upon medieval Icelandic dream visions. However, evidence from the fylgja incidents above does not support a consistent relationship. For instance, according to Pseudo-Daniel, to see oxen grazing indicates success in trade
. However, in the case of the Foster Mother’s dream, the grazing oxen indicate the players in Helgi’s death and how they interact. In other words, the fylgjur and their actions indicate a negative, not the positive outcome suggested in Pseudo-Daniel. Likewise, in Pseudo-Daniel, to see a savage bear indicates the movements of one’s enemies.
 This is certainly the case when Hoskuld sees the fylgja of Gunnar, but the vision of Grettir of Þorstein’s polar bear fylgja betokens nothing to do with enemies, but friends, indeed, kin. Finally, in Pseudo-Daniel, to see bucks or goats indicates social advancement, but for Þorð, the only advancement his goat-fylgja indicates is that to the next world.
 Thus, though the Pseudo-Daniel might well exert an influence upon the nature of fylgja encountered in Old Norse literature, that influence must be situated amidst other possible foreign sources, as well as indigenous traditions. 

This is also a useful point at which to note that bestiaries too must be considered in the context of other possible influences and synthesized into the operations of that context as these generate particular manifestations of the fylgja. For instance, the ox is noted for its ability to sense the coming of rain or storms and for its reluctance to do its work without its usual partner. In most bestiaries, the allegorical significance of these two tendencies as they apply to exegesis is not drawn out. However, neither ox-fylgja looked at here seems to bear any clear correlation to these two behaviours, and thus the likelihood of a bestiary’s influence seems remote. Rather, both fylgjur, and especially the second, seem to have much closer relationships directly with dreams in scripture.




A similar sort of aetiological caution must be exercised in the late 13th century Gunnlaugs saga.
 In the second chapter, Þorstein, the father of one of the saga’s protagonists, is on his way with a number of friends to repair his booth at Valfell. He has staying with him Bergfinn, the captain of a merchant ship who comes from noble family and is said to be rich, venerable and wise (auðigr at fé ok heldr við aldr. Hann var vitr maðr). This seems to foreshadow that he may be the interpreter figure in the coming fylgja-dream episode, but instead it ends up being a less exalted person, one of Bergfinn’s crew known simply as the Easterner. In a rather enigmatic statement, the author says of him only that ‘he had much amusement from dreams’: Austmaðrinn hendi mikit gaman at draumum. Both the Easterner and others accompany Þorstein. On the way, Þorstein falls asleep and sleeps uneasily, and as was observed earlier of Kolskegg’s behaviour with the sleeping Gunnar, the Easterner too lets Þorstein dream out his dream instead of waking him: Austmaðr sat hjá honum ok lét hann njóta draums sins. When Þorstein awakes, the Easterner asks him what he has dreamt. Þorstein says the dream is of no significance: ‘Ekki er mark at draumum.’ As we shall see, this is either what Þorstein truly thinks, or he does not want the Easterner to interpret the dream.
 However, as they ride home that evening, the Easterner asks again to interpret the dream, and Þorstein, relenting, responds that if he tells the Easterner the dream, then the Easterner must interpret it as it truly is. The Easterner agrees, but says that this is risky: Austmaðr kveðst á þat hætta mundu. Þorstein then relates his dream:

Þorsteinn mælti þá: ‘Þat dreymði mik, at ek þóttumst heima vera at Borg ok úti fyrir karldurum, ok sá ek upp á húsin ok á mæninum álft eina væna ok fagra, ok þóttumst ek eiga ok þótti mér allgóð. Þá sá ek fljúga ofan frá fjöllunum örn mikinn. Hann fló hingat ok settist hjá álftinni ok klakaði við hana blíðliga, ok hon þótti mér þat vel þekkjast. Þá sá ek, at örninn var svarteygr ok járnklær váru á honum. Vaskligr sýndist mér hann. Því næst sá ek fljúga annan fugl af suðrætt. Sá fló hingat til Borgar ok settist á húsin hjá álftinni ok vildi þýðast hana. Þat var ok örn mikill. Brátt þótti mér sá örninn, er fyrir var, ýfast mjök, er hinn kom til, ok þeir börðust snarpliga ok lengi, ok þat sá ek, at hvárumtveggja blæddi. Ok svá lauk þeira leik, at sinn veg hné hvárr þeira af húsmæninum, ok váru þá báðir dauðir, en álftin sat eftir hnipin mjök ok daprlig. Ok þá sá ek fljúga fugl ór vestri. Þat var valr. Hann settist hjá álftinni ok lét blítt við hana, ok síðan flugu þau í brott bæði samt í sömu ætt, ok þá vaknaða ek.’

[Then Thorstein said: ‘This was my dream; I thought that I was at home at Borg and standing outside the carls’ door, and I looked up at the house and I saw on the ridge-pole a beautiful and gentle swan, and I thought it was mine, and it seemed the best of all things. Then I saw a large eagle fly down from the mountains. He flew here and landed beside the swan, and he cooed over her tenderly; and it seemed to me that the swan was very familiar with him. Then I noticed that the eagle was black-eyed and on him were iron claws. Bold he seemed to me. After this saw I another bird flying from the southern district. He also flew here to Borg and landed upon the house besides the swan and wanted to be with her. He was also a large eagle. Soon it seemed to me that the eagle who arrived first bristled greatly at the one who came after. Then they fought savagely and at length and I saw that the two of them bled, and this was the end of their play, that each fell either way down from the roof and were both dead. But the swan sat afterwards dejected and saddened. Then I saw a bird fly from the west; that was a falcon. He landed beside the swan and behaved kindly towards her, and they flew away both together into the same region, and then I awoke.]

Before the Easterner can respond to any of this, however, Þorstein returns to his earlier point, that the dream is of no significance, saying: ‘Ok er draumr þessi ómerkiligr,’ segir hann, ‘ok mun vera fyrir veðrum, at þau mætast í lofti ór þeim ættum, er mér þótti fuglarnir fljúga.’
 [‘But this dream is of no importance,’ he says, ‘and most likely shall indicate weathers which will meet in the air from those directions from which it seemed to me the birds flew’] . The form of this dismissal has an analogue in the twelfth century poem Atlamál, in which Kostbera has a prophetic dream with many fylgja elements, and which Högni, her husband, explains away, vision by vision.
 Kostbera explains how she saw a bear destroying the hall, which Högni dismisses as indicating merely that the weather will change, and that dreaming of a white bear indicates only that there will be snow from the east. Thus, in the episodes in either text, the dismissal is predicated on weather and the direction from which it comes. Immediately thereafter in Atlamál, Gunnar’s wife Glaumvor also relates her dream visions about the impending disaster, and Gunnar too tries to dismiss the fylgja-elements, but eventually relents, saying: 
‘Seinat er at segja, 
svá er nú ráðit, 
forumk-a för þó, 
alls þó er fara ætlat; 
margt er mjök glíkligt, 
at mynim skammæir.’

[There is nothing to say, it is now decided. We said we were going and I will not turn from that, though it seems likely that we won’t be alive much longer].
Thus, here one finds both motives for dismissing fylgja-visions entangled: the first false motive prosaic and banal, the second and real motive entailing an acceptance of brute fate similar to ambivalence elicited by Þorð in Njáls saga. Likewise, both Gunnar’s and Þorsteinn’s dismissals have ulterior motives. Gunnar seems concerned to soothe his wife’s worries, while Þorsteinn’s dismissal of his dream seems largely inspired by a fear that the Easterner will make mischief and mockery with the interpretation, and this likelihood is given more weight by the earlier enigmatic statement which said that the Easterner had much amusement from dreams. 



Another parallel may be found in the setting of the fylgja scene here with other similar settings in Old Norse literature: on the ridgepole of the hall’s roof. For instance, Glam, the troll-like ghost of Grettirs saga, haunts Þorhallstead, amongst other ways, by riding the ridgepole of the hall by night.
 What aligns Glam more closely with the fylgjur on the ridgepole in Gunnlaugs saga is that Glam seems a sort of other self to Grettir.
 In addition, Glam is a draugr, a zombie-like spirit creature whose refusal to lay peacefully in his grave connects him strikingly with the ofriðarfylgja. Likewise, birds, and specifically swans such as is the fylgja here of the soon to be born Helga are often associated with valkyrjar, a being which also shares many characteristics with fylgjur. For example, in the poem Volundarkviða, one reads how Volund and his brothers encounter three women on the shore of a lake: Þar varu hja þeim alftarhamir þeira.  Þat varu valkyrjur
 [Close by were their swan cloaks. They were valkyries]. Moreover, one of the three is named Svanhvitrar. The swan fylgja of Helga also connects with other fate beings other than draugr and valkyrjar. This connection is made through the tunriða.

A tunriða is a woman who is said to leave her body behind at night, sending forth her thought or sentiment (hugr) in the form of a hamr, which is the ‘skin’ put on by the woman to go out as this sort of ‘other self’.
 One is tempted to consider whether this hamr is in some sense related to the previously mentioned idea of fylgja as afterbirth, a second skin or self born alongside the person. Whether or not this is the case, this sort of ‘other self’ is closely, and at times indistinguishably, associated with the kveldriða, myrkriða and trollriða. While the sense of these women being ‘other selves’ already parallels them strongly with fylgjur, their sense of women who fly and ride make the connection even more striking here. Clearly Helga’s swan-fylgja is a female creature of the air, and so is the tunriða, but what the tunriða flies on is, according to Dag Strömbäck, a pole.
 These poles can take various forms, but they all come from the Icelandic steading’s various household structures, usually their fences. Strömbäck writes ‘[t]he word tunrida must be a technical term for a hag or witch riding on some part of a fence, perhaps a field gate or a fence-pole.’
 He goes on to say ‘tun in tunrida must not be explained as ‘farm or ‘house’ or ‘fenced plot’ but as the fence itself or a part of it.’
  Certainly a fence pole is not a ridge pole, but even so, the similarity, in the context of the other parallels between the swan fylgja and the tunriða, seem worth noting. Strömbäck also observes how Oðinn can lead a tunriða astray so that her hugr cannot again find its way back to the sleeping body. In this one may be tempted to see some sort of correspondence with the sentiment already expressed in the examples above of not waking either the dreaming Gunnar or Þorstein while their consciousness is elsewhere. In both of those prior instances, the protagonists did not themselves go out as fylgja, but rather saw them while dreaming. Even so, there seems to be here a nebulously but tangibly interconnected family of ideas around the notion of the roaming hugr and the character of the fylgja. 
At this point, however, in order to explore some likely avenues of evolution of the fylgja, I want to shift to a brief consideration of Legendary Sagas (or Fornaldarsögur). Thus far we have seen how in Old Norse Family Sagas (or Íslendingasögur) the literary phenomenon of the animal-fylgja is likely indebted to a much broader range of foreign influences than previously assumed. These external literary traditions entailed medieval bestiaries, scriptural traditions, and, in a more qualified sense, the Pseudo-Daniel. These influences synthesize with indigenous literary habits which are seemingly more germane to the literature of medieval Scandinavia. These various, culturally extrinsic literary influences constrain the phenomenon of the fylgja to function in a number of distinctive ways, with long-ranging implications upon how such fylgjur elucidate facets of characterization medieval Scandinavian literature. As the coming evidence shows, the heightened artificiality and self-consciousness of these foreign literary influences seems to drive a wedge between the metaphor of the fylgja and the character with whom it is identified, rendering the relationship more as that of a simile: an explicit rather than implicit representation. Paradoxically, this means that the representing literary figure (the fylgja) represents in an increasingly contingent and less necessary way such characters’ personality, and thus comes to identify particular individuals less precisely and in an ever more negotiated and conditional sense. This conditional, artificial and self-conscious distancing develops and is amplified even further and in new directions in the later Legendary Sagas (or Fornaldarsögur). This article only has scope to cover a couple of representative examples.

The first text looked at here is Þorsteins saga Víkingssonar.
 The saga is set in the 7th century, and the earliest texts dating from approximately the 14th century. The saga is a ‘prequel’ to Friðþjófs saga, telling the tale of the eponymous Þorstein, father of Friðþjolf. In Chapter 12, one of Þorstein’s brothers, Þorir, kills Olaf, son of King Njorfe. To avoid vengeance, the brothers flee at their father’s behest to an island in a lake where a dwelling has been built. Jokul, eldest of King Njorfe’s sons, enlists the aid of two sorcerers: Gautan and Ógautan. These two through magic locate Þorir, and since the islanders have the only boat on the lake, the wizards magically freeze over the lake, allowing Jokul and his brothers to launch a raid against them. On the morning of the raid, Þorstein has a dream:

‘Mik dreymdi,’ segir Þorsteinn, ‘at hingat runnu þrjátigi vargar, ok váru sjau bjarndýr ok inn áttundi rauðkinni, hann var mikill ok grimmligr, ok at auk tvær refkeilur. Þær fóru fyrir flokkinum ok váru heldr illiligar, ok á þeim var mér mestr óþokki. Vargarnir sóttu at oss allir, ok þótti mér þar koma um síðir, at þeir rifu í sundr alla bræðr mína nema þik einn, ok þó felltu. Marga þótti mér vér drepa björnuna, en alla drap ek vargana ok ina minni refkeiluna, enda fell ek þá.’
 

[‘I dreamt,’ said Þorstein, ‘that twenty-two wolves were running here, and besides them were seven bears, and an eighth one (was) a huge, grim looking (bear) with reddened cheeks. And at the forefront of the pack were two vixen, and these were evil looking and seemed to me most villainous. All the wolves came at us, and came round and they finally seemed to tear to shreds all my brothers except only you,  and still you fell. It seemed that many of the bears we killed, and I killed all the wolves and the smaller one of the vixen, but finally I fell].
In this description there are a series of now familiar details, but also a number of distinctive changes. For instance, the allegorical correspondences are even more complex and detailed than those observed earlier in Gunnlaugs saga or Vapnfirðinga saga. There are not only a very large number of fylgjur overall, but many different species, neatly categorized and whose animal nature points very directly to the nature of those whose fylgjur they are. In addition, other details of the vision overtly point out the relationship of certain fylgja to certain men; the wizards Gautan and Ógautan have lead Jokul to the brothers, and here their fox-fylgjur lead the pack of beasts; Jokul himself has violent intentions, and the bear-fylgja which represents him is red-cheeked, which as we will see in other sagas indicates blood around its mouth and therefore its exaggerated predatory nature. In this crystallizing of specificity the symbolic nature of the fylgjur becomes less allusive and suggestive and more explicit and proscriptive; they are becoming, so to speak, less like metaphors and more like similes. Þorir then asks Þorsteinn to interpret the dream:

Segir Þorsteinn, ‘at rauðkinni sá inn stóri sé fylgja Jökuls, en birnir sé fylgjur bræðra hans, en vargarnir munu mér sýnzt hafa svá margir sem menn munu vera með þeim, því at þeir munu hafa varga hug á oss, en þar at auk váru refkeilur tvær. Þekki ek ekki þá menn, er þær fylgjur munu eiga. Þat ætlak, at þeir sé nýkomnir til Jökuls ok munu vera óþokkasælir af flestum mönnum.’

[Þorstein said, ‘that huge bear with reddened cheeks must be Jokul’s fylgja, and the other bears the fylgjur of his brothers. The wolves, however, seemed to me to be the same number as the men who came with (the bears), since they have wolfish thoughts towards us. But along with them there were two vixen;  I do not know any men to whom such fylgja belong. Thus I think they have come recently to Jokul, and that they are people hated by most men’].

Through interpreting this, Þorsteinn returns us to the tradition of interpreting one’s own dream and to the previously noted and more common tendency for the interpreter to be of elevated social status. Also, as before, the bear-fylgjur refer to men of higher rank and the wolf-fylgjur to commoners who are of a predatory mind-set. However, in this text Þorsteinn feels the need to describe the relationship between fylgjur and men in explicit detail, whereas in the previously observed texts, that relationship has remained implicit, depending upon the audience’s inherited knowledge particular fylgjur characteristics to illuminate much of the vision’s meaning. For instance, Þorsteinn makes explicit the similarity of the red-cheeked bear to the savagely minded Jokul and the correspondence of the other bears’ number to the number of Jokul’s brothers. He also feels that he needs to say that the wolf-fylgjur are in that form since the men whose number (again) they represent are wolfishly minded. On the other hand, while Þorsteinn anticipates an ignorance about symbolic references on the part of his audience, he suggests that he himself has a thorough knowledge of what particular type of fylgja represent, since he states that he knows no one to whom the fox-fylgjur might belong, and therefore they must belong to strangers who have become involved in local affairs. Moreover, he knows out of hand that their fox-fylgja form indicates that they are hated by nearly everyone. 


While there is no ‘indigenous’ tradition of the fox representing a hated person in Old Norse literature, there are two other sources for such an interpretation which may be worth considering. The first is that of women who supernaturally project themselves in mind or body in order to gain knowledge or exert influence. Here again one is reminded of the tunriða and related species of shape shifters, but there may also be a connection with völur or disir, who project their hugr in order to gain prophetic knowledge.
 This may go some way to explaining why of all the fylgjur the foxes alone in the vision are female, even though their owners are male. It was also a common tradition in Old Norse literature, as in many others, to disparage male characters by questioning their masculinity. For instance, in the poem Lokasenna, Loki accuses Oðinn of gender-bending and prophecy, saying En þik siða koðu Samseyu i, / ok draptu a vett sem völur, / vitka liki fortu verþjoð yfir [‘They said you played the witch on Samsey / and beat the drum like a prophetess; / in the guise of a wizard you wandered the world’].
 Here, wizardry and a specifically female activity of prophecy conflate, all while Oðinn ‘plays’ a part, and assumes a ‘guise.’ Moreover, in the case of kveldriða, the woman is said to take on her hamr and ride her male victim ruthlessly throughout the night. This is a reversal of the male sexual dominance so often assumed in most Old Norse literature and it happens specifically while the woman is in an alternative form (hamr), projecting her hugr out into the night.
 In all such cases, there seems to be a sense that to change into, rather than see, an alternative self, such as a fylgja, implies an uneasy concoction of magic, prophecy and nebulous sexual identity. Certainly at all points dealing with the wizards Gautan and Ógautan in Þorsteins saga Víkingssonar, the two are treated with loathing by nearly all, no matter how useful they may be, and this seems very directly connected to their magic, their supernatural vision and their tendency to shape-change into female fylgjur, all in the service of the wicked Jokul.

The other literary tradition by which the fox might come to represent evil is from the already mentioned bestiaries. In these the fox is always said to represent the devil. It is often stated that he rolls about in red mud and lays as if to appear dead, thereby luring scavenging birds to him upon whom he then pounces. The fox is also said, by Bartholaemus Anglicus for instance, to pretend by day to be tame, but work deceit by night, and also, by fouling the den of other animals and thereafter taking them over, to achieve by trickery what he cannot with valour.
 Perhaps similarly, Gautan and Ógautan pretend to be respectable men by day, but are said by the text to revert to their evil, magical work by night. Also, like the fox of Anglicus, they are said to achieve much by such trickery which cannot be achieved with valour, like later ferreting Þorsteinn and Þorir out of their ‘den’ in the earth. However, it should also be kept in mind that the influence of both Latin bestiaries as well as indigenous literary influences, such as embodied in the tunriða, disir and völur, may be combined, conflated and tangled together in the connotations surrounding the fox-fylgjur of these wizards, and so the influence of bestiaries and indigenous influences would be more safely considered as the influence of a tradition rather than a specific text. 


In spite of the detailed and elaborate matrix of references in this dream vision, Þorir, like the other Þorsteinn in Gunnlaugs saga, dismisses the dream as portending nothing significant: ‘Ekki ætla ek þetta nema draumaskrímsl,’ segir Þórir [Says Þorir: ‘I think your dream has been nothing more that a phantasm’].
 In this one observes that there are two ways of dismissing such visions’ portent: in Njáls saga the visions are dismissed by Þorð and Gunnar because the fates they communicate are inexorable, a sentiment echoed in the wisdom poem Hávamál: Ósnjallr maðr /hyggsk munu ey lifa / ef hann við víg varask [The foolish man thinks he shall live forever if he avoids battle]. In Gunnlaugs saga, however, the dream is dismissed as indicating nothing more than a change in the weather, coming from various direction, though the evasiveness may well derive from an attempt to avoid ridicule. In Þorsteins saga Víkingssonar too, Þorir dismisses Þorstienn’s vision as nonsense, though there is no mention of weather. However, as already seen, the reader must often sift such statements carefully for both surface and root motives. So fraught is the explication of this incident that the reader is forced to inquire more aggressively into the motives here: whether Þorir believes as other Norse characters do that fate is inexorable, or if he really wishes to test his might against his enemies, as he says, come what may, or if he simply believes that the interpretation is superstitious nonsense, and in this heightened questioning is perhaps a new development in the ‘avoiding your fate’ motif.


The need to stay critical around questions of motivation and fylgjur persists in the following incident. Þorsteinn and Þorir’s father hides them again in an underground shelter; apparently, keeping them underground wards them from being located by the wizard Ógautan. However, after skulking about for a while, Þorir again throws caution to the wind and goes above ground. There, at evening, he sees a vixen:

En um kveldit, er þeir ætluðu heim at ganga, sáu þeir, hvar ein refkeila lítil fór. Hún viðraði í allar ættir ok snuðraði undir hverja eik. Þórir mælti: ‘Hverr ófagnaðr er þetta, frændi, er hér ferr?’ ‘Eigi veit ek þat gerla,’ segir Þorsteinn. ‘Ek þykkist einn tíma hafa sét þat kvikendi, er þessu er líkt, en þat var um nóttina í skálanum, áðr Jökull kom þar ok er þat ætlan mín, at þetta sé bikkjustakkrinn Ógautan.’ Tók hann þá spjót ok skaut at refkeilunni, en hún smó niðr í jörðina.

[Then around evening when they intended to go home they saw a small vixen scenting round about her in all directions, and snuffing under each tree. Þorir said: ‘What unlovely creature is that, brother, which goes there? ‘I do not know exactly,’ Þorstein answered. ‘It seems I once saw something like it, and that was on the night in the hall, when Jokul came there and, and my guess is must be the bitch-skinned Ógautan.’ He then took a javelin, which he hurled at the vixen, but she crept down into the earth.]

Immediately striking is the fact that the fox-fylgja which had before been entirely the figurative phenomena of a dream-vision is now an actual, material beast. In this, the fylgja’s manifestation is much more like those of tunriða or kveldriða, and there seems to be a blending (or confusion) of characteristics between the two, for as the specifically female tunriða leaves her body behind while sending her hugr out in her otherworldly hamr or skin, so too does Ógautan send out his consciousness in the form of the vixen, and Þorstein uses the very particular adjective, bikkjustak, or bitch-skinned, as I’ve translated it, aligning Ógautan more explicitly with the hamr adopted by a practicing female tunriða. Moreover, Ógautan here in fox-fylgja form, like the devilish fox of the bestiaries, has ruined the real or actual underground den of the hiding brothers through his magical trickery. The mixing of the phenomena of dream-visions and reality continues, though in a different manner, in Hrólfs saga Gautrekssonar.


Like the Þorsteins saga Víkingssonar, Hrólfs saga Gautrekssonar belongs to the Legendary Sagas and is also a ‘prequel,’ in this case to Gautreks saga. The Icelandic version of the tale dates from the 13th century, though surviving manuscripts are much later and the saga deals with matters set around the 7th century. The first fylgja-incident under consideration here occurs in Chapter Seven, when Queen Ingigerd dreams of King Hrolf’s foray to attain the hand of her daughter, Þornbjorg. Ingigerd is much like other visionaries previously considered: she is noble, clever and greatly interested in dreams: hún hendi mikit tal af draumum [she drew considerable information from dreams].
 Her feminine prophetic abilities also connect her with the traditions of the disir and völur and like Gunnar of Njals saga, her prophetic dreams are restless: ‘ek mun hafa illa látit í svefni’  [I must have been uneasy in my sleep].
 When she awakes, she tells King Eirik her dream:

‘Ek sá þaðan renna vargaflokk mikinn, ok hingat þótti mér þeir stefna á Svíþjóð, en fyrir vörgunum fór it óarga dýr. Þat var harla mikit. Þar fór eptir hvítabjörn. Þat var rauðkinnr. Bæði þótti mér dýrin sléttfjölluð ok kyrrlig ok láta ógrimmiliga, en þat þótti mér með ólíkendum, hversu skjótt hingat bar dýrin eða hversu gerla ek þóttumst þau sjá, ok eigi þótti mér færi saman en sex tigir. Ek þóttumst vita, at þau mundu hingat ætla til Uppsala.’

[I saw a large pack of wolves running, and they seemed to be heading here towards Sweden. Before the wolves went a lion. It was very large. There came after it a polar bear that was red-cheeked. Both seemed to have smooth, sleek furs and looked very peaceful and calm, but what seemed most strange to me was how swift they were moving, at great speed. I could see clearly there were at least sixty of them, and I was sure they were heading to Uppsala]. 

As in Þorsteins saga Víkingssonar, there is an awkward conflating of reality and the visionary here also. Ingigerd introduces the vision by noting not only how she could see the otherworldly fylgjur approaching, but also the actual landscape of all Sweden: ‘Úti var ek stödd, ok þóttumst ek lítast um, en því brá við, at sá um alla Svíþjóð ok miklu víðar’ [I was standing outside and I seemed to be looking about, and suddenly I saw around all Sweden and very far].
 Thus it is implied that her formidable visionary ability encompasses not only the supernatural, but also the real. She is also confused about the reality of her own situation within the dream, saying ‘ek þóttist kalla á þik ok segja þér til, ok í því vaknaða ek’ [I thought I called to you and spoke to you about it and then I woke].
 It is in fact an experience familiar to most people at one time or another. The fraught relationship between the real and the visionary is further complicated by the style in which Ingigerd relates her vision.


Throughout her dialogue Ingigerd weaves a plethora of qualifiers which raise doubts about the veracity of her vision. In fact, there are in this short chapter no less that 22 words or phrases which qualify the veracity of her vision. Thus, nearly every assertion she makes is qualified by an ‘it seemed,’ or ‘I thought,’ or ‘if I were to guess.’ Such qualifiers do manifest in the relation of other dream visions, but not nearly as commonly; the most common verbs describing the manifestation are ‘saw’ or ‘were.’ The increase in qualifications in this text ties into the broader anxiety about the saga’s truthfulness which the author betrays in numerous places and which crystallizes most emphatically in the colophon, where he launches into a full blown defence of the text’s reliability in spite of its fantastic elements.
 This concern about the break between the vision and the reality it represents can be compared to the previously observed shift away from metaphorical treatments of the fylgja, over to similes. Compared to the metaphor, the use of a simile makes more explicit the artificiality, one might say the ‘inorganicness,’ of the association between the real thing and its symbol, and in this case both the fylgjur and those they represent as well as the tale and its historical actuality; the audience moves from experience of the tale to a more objective, external contemplation of it. The author here betrays in this language and his final explicit defence an anxiety about whether the one thing (the fylgja, the vision or the tale entire) is what it represent (the man, the prophecy, the historical reality), and by more forms of ‘seem’ between the symbol and what it represent, he excuses himself from any such ‘lies.’
 This anxiety about veracity is also repeated in miniature, so to speak, in the treatment of Ingigerd’s qualified narration of her dream, and at the end of its relating too that anxiety become explicit and confrontational; when Eirik asks Ingigerd what the vision of Hrolf denotes, Ingigerd responds that ‘Skylda ek nokkut um ætla, þá vænti ek . . . ’ [If I had to make a certain guess, then I expect . . . ].
 However, she thinks that perhaps it is for the hand of their daughter, Þornbjorg. Eirik thinks Hrolf far too insignificant a man for him to have any success pursuing the exalted Þornbjorg, and thus sharply responds ‘ok far ekki, frú, með slíka draumóra’ [Don’t do thus, woman, with such dreams].
 A distinct chill works its way into the Queen’s answer: ‘Eigi tekr til þess, nema þurfi, hvat ek ætla um þetta’ [Don’t listen to this, unless required by the truth of what I guess].
 Thus the tale of the vision in miniature seems to echo the anxiety of the saga in general about the truthfulness of these fantastic details, about the boundaries between real and surreal. 

Moreover, the king’s dismissal bears a conceptual relationship with a previously observed trait around the dream vision: notably the tendency for the key audience member of the vision’s interpretation to dismiss the dream as nonsense. As seen in other sagas, the reasons for the dismissal are often problematic, and here the logic is also vexed. Eirik declares the dream ridiculous because Hrolf’s quest is likely to fail, but this has no bearing on whether Hrolf will make the attempt, fail or not. Indeed, Ingigerd makes explicit that Hrolf is known especially for his daring and boldness. Moreover, as with Þorir, Eirik has ulterior motives for dismissing the dream: because he does not want his daughter to marry such an insignificant man, but again, this has no bearing on whether the dream is true. He resists the fate prophesied for his daughter, but as with all other fylgja-visions, fate is inexorable, and though Hrolf is not successful this time, he does indeed eventually win the hand of Þornbjorg.

As for the fylgjur themselves, many familiar creatures reappear here, though their treatment is rather different, again following more closely allegorical models from extraneous literary traditions rather than those more germane and seemingly organic to Scandinavian saga alone. Wolves, for instance, make another appearance, though here they are entirely bereft of their explicit predatory connotations, denoting only the number of followers of more central characters. Nor later do the men whose wolf-fylgjur they are act in any way violent such as would have been anticipated in sagas of a more indigenous nature. 

More strikingly, the lion here has supplanted the bear as the fylgja which indicates the leader. Clearly this is an entirely foreign adaptation of fylgja reference, aligning with the usual European tradition of animal symbolism, but what makes the scene more interesting is that the creature which the lion-fylgja has supplanted also shows up in the same scene. Ingigerd says that following the lion was a polar bear, and as seen most pointedly in the Þorsteins þáttr uxafóts, the polar bear usually indicates the fylgja of a leader. An echo of this commonplace remains in this scene, since here Ingigerd feels a need to explain the character reference of the bear-fylgja whose significance one might have thought obvious to a Scandinavian audience. She says ‘rann í hjá honum einn hvítabjörn. Þar mun þessum konungi fylgja nokkurr kappi eða konungsson, því at björninn er sterkr, ok merkir hann sterka fylgd’ [running with him was a polar bear. These must have been a certain one of the king’s fylgja’s warriors or a prince, since the bear is strong and signifies a strong follower].
 Royal connotations still attach to the bear here (konnggsson), but they get tangled up with mere warrior and supporter status. In this scene, it is also only the bear whose animal character conflates explicitly with the character of the man to whom it belongs, the other creatures’ significance is either considered obvious, in the case of the lion, or denotes mere numbers of followers, in the case of the wolves (whose warrior status seems almost besides the point). As will be seen, this need to identify the character correspondence of a traditional Scandinavian fylgja creature is repeated in the second fylgja scene of this saga, in Chapter Twelve. However, before Ingigerd finishes her interpretation of the dream, she feels the need to add that the lion is bigger and stronger than any other she has heard of: ‘Var þetta dýr miklu meira ok sterkara en ek hafi spurn af, at svá mætti vera’ [That beast was larger and more powerful than any I have ever heard about].
 This seems to parallel the same comment made earlier of Gunnar’s bear-fylgja, and so clearly some treatments of the leader’s fylgja can carry over into new adaptations.
In any event, throughout this vision, and especially at its core prophetic import, the new foreign influences upon fylgja visions communicates a much more simplistic plot development, requiring considerably less active engagement by its audience, even though Ingigerd describes its interpretation as a riddle to be solved: ‘Ór slíku öllu verðr gátu at gera svá búit.’ [That is a riddle which must be solved quickly].
 In truth, a ‘cheerful’ lion coming from Gotland to Uppsala merely indicates that the king of Gotland is coming to them in Uppsala upon a peaceful mission. This conclusion hardly requires a gifted interpreter, and if this vision is compared, for instance, with Hoskuld’s vision of Gunnar’s bear fylgja in Njáls saga, it is easy to see which of the two fylgja scenes is more complex, enigmatic and rich. 

Hrolf’s first attempt to win the hand of Þornbjorg fails, and in Chapter Twelve he makes a second attempt. Again, Ingigerd has a dream of his arrival, and it is explicitly presented as a comparative analogue to the first dream. This time the crowd of fylgjur includes the lion, two polar bears, a boar and an indeterminate number of wolves. All the fylgjur except the boar symbolize little more than the social status and relationship of their owners: the lion indicates the king, the bear his brothers, the wolves the king’s followers. The boar, on the other hand, is more complex. The boar represents a very ancient and potent set of connotations in Germanic iconography, though its treatment in foreign literatures, such as in bestiaries, is indifferent. In this scene, the author feels that the significance of the boar must be explicated at comparatively great length through extensive action and interpretation: 

‘Hann var ekki svá mikill sem hann var vígligr, svá at slíkan hefi ek engan sét. Hann rótaði hverri hæð ok lét sem hann mundi umsnúa, ok fram horfði hvert hár á honum. Hann lét sem hann mundi á allt hlaupa ok bíta þat, er í nánd var.’

[‘It was not a large sort of boar, but appeared very war-like; I have never seen anything like it. It kept rooting into every mound of earth as if it wanted to turn it all up, every bristle on its body on end. It was just as if it meant to charge and bite at everything in the area’].

In this case, the boar-fylgja is connected to the man who it represents through both iconic tradition as well as its behaviour. Not only is the iconic association of the boar with savagery and toughness evidenced throughout Germanic literature and decoration; it also is found, perhaps derivatively, in later medieval bestiaries where it is said on largely etymological grounds that the boar is known for its savagery. Unlike most other entries, no other allegorical associations are supplied. However, in case this iconic tradition—whether from ancient Germanic sources or later bestiaries, remains obscure—the connection of this fylgja’s vicious demeanour to its owner is also displayed through its behaviour, as it gores and bites at everything around it. To help the audience along still further, Eirik asks the leading question: ‘en hvat ætlar þú, hvers fylgja sá inn illiligi göltr mun vera, er þú sátt, því at sú fylgja var ekki næst um í þeira ferð, ok eigi var þá meir en eitt bjarndýr’ [And what do you think, whose fylgja could be that savage boar which you saw. That fylgja was not going along there last time and there was only one bear]?
 Inevitably, Ingigerd, who seems to know the demeanour of Hrolf’s entire family in surprising detail just happens to have a character match to the boar-fylgja’s iconic tradition and surely behaviour: 

‘Sagt heyri ek, at Hrólfr konungr eigi bróður, er Ketill heitir, manna minnstr ok skjótligastr, fullr ákefðar ok ofbeldis, ok sé inn hvatasti til allrar framgöngu. Þat er mín ætlan, at þessi göltr sé hans fylgja, því at hann var ekki næst um með Hrólfi konungi, bróður sínum.’ (Jónsson 1959, 89)

[It has been said to me that King Hrolf has a brother named Ketil, a small, extremely agile man, full of impetuousness and tenacity who is eagerly at the forefront of all. It is my guess that this boar is his fylgja, because he wasn’t with his brother, King Hrolf, last time’].

By cross-referencing these two facts—that the boar’s character aligns with Ketil’s and that he is someone close to Hrolf who was not with him during the previous visit—Ingigerd concludes that Ketil is likely with his brother this time. This is, however, inferential, not purely deductive, and so like the language which surrounds all her interpretation this conclusion remains speculative; there is no necessary, but only a contingent, connection between the boar-fylgja and the man it represents. In turn, this connects with the previously observed tendency to treat fylgjur as a simile for the persons they represent, not a metaphor, and this results, I would argue, in an increasing disconnect between symbolic or representative elements in sagas like this and both the characters and the audiences who read about them. In other words, the shift to similes, constant verbal qualifications (seemed, thought, must have been), the explicit treatment of interpretations (i.e. this means exactly that and nothing else), the deliberate acting out of character (using increasingly foreign textual sources to impose the associations of the fylgja with their subject) all lead to a highly formalised and artificial treatment of the fylgja which thereby moves away from more indigenous, realistic treatments of the fylgja as we saw in the first part of this article, in Family Sagas like Njáls saga. In light of that, it seems important to consider whether this increasingly contingent association of fylgja to literary character in any way precludes the active, critical engagement of the audience with fylgjur-visions, leaving their significance to be spelled out in increasingly painful, simplistic detail to an ever more passive and disconnected audience.


Ultimately then, across the spectrum of works surveyed here one observes a wide array of distinctive features, literary uses and possible sources for the fylgja. One can see that numerous external influences upon the fylgja, such as bestiaries, scripture or the Pseudo-Daniel, need to be more thoroughly and systematically investigated. Moreover, it follows that the more of these external influences that can be traced to Old Norse fylgja-scenes, the less ‘indigenous’ one must consider those particular manifestation of the fylgja to be. Such influences are not surprising, since the Old Norse literature which survives does so because it was perpetuated through the capacity of Latin and ecclesiastical literary culture, and Latin literary culture carried with it many traditional motifs strikingly similar to the Old Norse literary concept of the fylgja. It was inevitable that in transcribing these tales, strands of Latin literary culture should fuse at some remove with local. The question, then, is what effect that fusion had upon the fylgja as it represents the deep, inner nature, motives and thus fate of the characters we encounter in Old Norse literature. One observes, especially in the Legendary Sagas surveyed, an increasing disconnect with how fylgjur function and a growing scepticism about the veracity of the visions which communicate them to the characters; authors increasingly explain their significance, use ever more formal and elaborate allegorical conventions to embody them in the narrative and become increasingly defensive about reality conveyed in fylgja-visions.


One might argue that the shift to an ever more artificial treatment of the fylgja indicates a more sophisticated approach to the them: the fylgja as an objet d’art, as that which is like but not identical with its noumenal character, as an explicitly formal construct, or as said previously, a simile rather than a metaphor. However, that argument runs both ways, since one can respond that more metaphorical treatments of the fylgja may simply assume that the audience is sophisticated enough not to need the fylgja’s full significance explained to them in often excruciating detail or without an often awkward array of seemingly foreign, clarifying conventions. Which way this argument runs has a potentially significant influence upon how other aspects of plot and context are handled. For instance, in Njáls saga, Þorð dismisses the fylgja-vision of his fate not because he doubts its veracity, but because fate is an objectively imposed force which cannot be resisted; in this sense, he is trying to work in a dignified manner with how fate truly is, rather than how he would merely wish it to be. Honesty and dignity thus infuse his apprehension of his dying fylgja because he understands the vision as a representation of reality which is fundamentally identical with it; one thing (the vision) is the other (his future), not merely, contingently or arbitrarily like that other, and so there is no negotiation with what the future may or may not be. It is the same metaphorical apprehension of fylgjur which may well inform Hjort’s later resolve not to flee the coming fight, even though his death, possibly prophesized through paranoimasia, seems foretold. The vision is the coming reality, not merely like it, and this admits, so to speak, no ‘raging against the dying of the light.’ 

The difference becomes even more apparent when one considers how characters in other sagas treat fylgja-visions. For instance, Gunnlaug, Þorstein and Eirik all dismiss the fylgja-visions as indicating nothing more than a change in weather because they, ostensibly, doubt that it accurately represents a coming reality. However, in every case the reader discovers that though they may have doubts about veracity, they are ultimately driven to dismiss the dreams for some ulterior motive. Thus, what turns out to be untruthful or artificial is not the correspondence between the vision and reality, but between the dismissal and the motives given for it. In a sense, this is possible because the visions are assumed to be similes, not metaphors; the phenomenological construct held in mind, the vision, is consciously and explicitly held to be separate from the thing it signifies, and this licenses all sorts of doubt and mendacity. 


Another question which follows this first question is whether the character be brought into alignment with the fylgja, or the fylgja be brought into alignment with the character. Þorð’s fatalism already points up how this is handled in many Icelandic Family Sagas, and Þorsteins þáttr uxafóts plays out their approach in more detail; fate has given Þorstein a polar bear fylgja, and there is no use him struggling against that indication of his inner character, since fate is inexorable. Consequently, Þorsteins þáttr uxafóts is largely about the process of Þorstein embracing the nature indicated early on by his fylgja, discovered by literally tripping over who he is. In this case, the polar bear is not like Þorstein, with all the contingencies built into an explicitly comparative approach, but rather the fylgja irrevocably is Þorstein, and the sooner he accepts that, the better. 


This tension between the fylgja as either metaphor or simile is paralleled in a different sense by a tension between reality and supernatural vision and between subjective and objective representations of the reality which is fated for characters by those fylgjur. For example, the fox-fylgjur of Gautan and Ógautan obtain in the first vision as purely mental, though supernaturally inspired, images. The fox-fylgjur here merely represent the two wizards, and thus are similes. In the second sighting, however, the wizard has solidified or been transformed into an actual fox (it is interesting to note that the root gaut, from gjota, is the verb meaning ‘to be born,’ which conflates in turn, perhaps coincidentally, with the sense of fylgja as afterbirth). In the second scene, the fox is not like the wizard, but rather is the wizard, a direct, physically real projection; in other words, the fox is no longer a simile for the man, but in a sense a metaphor, and much turns on this, since if the given metaphor is the man, then if one can kill the metaphor, with a spear for instance, one can kill the man it represents, and this is just what Þorir attempts to do.


Similarly, there exists a tension between objective and subjective control over fylgjur and the fate they communicate. For example, Helgi, in Vapnfirðinga Saga, attempts to interpret his own dream in a manner suiting his own inclination, imposing thereby his subjective agency upon his fate. This is an ancient motif: to attempt to be master of one’s own destiny by imposing one’s will upon the interpretation of a prophetic vision which concerns oneself. While the autonomy of the self in self-realisation may be a more popular notion in modern literature, for earlier western literatures such attempts, especially around the imposition of a self-serving interpretation upon a prophetic vision nearly always end in catastrophe and desolation. Helgi’s self-interested interpretation is swept aside by his foster mother, and as the saga continues an objectively imposed fate asserts itself just as this fylgja-vision was interpreted by her. However much modern literary sensibilities may brindle at the notion, subjective agency is quelled by objective fate. 

It is an eternal perplexity of the human condition to ask oneself why one does what one does. It should come as no surprise that the characters in Old Norse literature would struggle with the question also. One’s motives often seem out of one’s control, beyond the ability to discern or often even predict, and so these motives are assigned an objective status, outside our agency. This objectified, externalised fate being—the fylgja—is an extraordinarily rich and eloquent motif by which to get at this vexing human perplexity. Thus, the necessity of further scholarly attention seems plain. 
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