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Abstract 

My dissertation examines disguise and its relationship to exile in thirteenth-century romance. I 

believe that disguise reveals that medieval identities were fluid and unfixed, but also subject to 

patriarchal and authoritarian attempts to stabilize them. In these romance traditions, disguise exposes at 

once the fluidity of identity and the anxiety surrounding this fluidity.  

 I argue that Le Roman de Horne, King Horn, L’ai de Haveloc and Havelok the Dane are 

conservative reactions to the radical potential of disguise. This impression is much less obvious in the 

Middle English King Horn, however. With that romance’s famously sparse narration, Horn needs to 

define his identity through his disguise, leading to a plot structure where his final noble identity is built 

on (rather than created in contrast with) the lower-class identities that he adopts throughout the 

romance. 

 The second chapter focuses on the episode from the Tristan romances where Tristan disguises 

himself as a leper in order to create a conceivable story for Isolde to tell when she is brought to trial for 

adultery. Tristan and Isolde manipulate Mark and deceive him in order to keep their affair a secret, but 

in doing so, they also bolster his rule by keeping scandal out of the court. It is only in the Old Norse 

versions of the tale that the Isolde character is able to carve out an identity free from the dominant 

order. 

 My final chapter consists of the Middle English, Old French and Old Norse versions of the 

romance Bevis of Hampton. Josiane is described as white, yet she colours her face black to search for 

her husband in Saracen lands—at least, in the French version. The relationship between Josiane and 

Bevis parallels the imperialist crusading ethos: Josiane is “Other” enough to justify conquering her, and 

that Otherness is performed with her blackface disguise. At the same time, she is safe and “normal” 

enough to marry (as demonstrated by her whiteness) and to incorporate into the Christian world. The 

Middle English and Old Norse versions de-emphasize this racial aspect due to their diminished 

investment in the Crusades.  
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Chapter 1

Introduction 

Modern readers are sometimes bewildered by what appear to be illogical moments in medieval 

romance. The knights and ladies seem to operate in a world with arbitrary activities and different rules. 

Three examples in particular struck me when I first read them. The first is the scene from King Horn 

where Horn travels in disguise to save his lover, Rimenhild, from being married against her will. At the 

wedding feast, Rimenhild fails to recognize Horn even though he gives her strong clues to his identity, 

including an obvious pun on his name featuring a drinking horn. Similarly, in the various versions of 

the Tristan story, Mark and most of his court seemingly forgive Tristan and Isolde for their affair time 

after time. Certainly, the lovers use all manner of canny tricks, including disguises, but does the court 

really believe them in the face of all the evidence of an affair? Perhaps the strangest moment of all 

occurs in Boeve de Hamtoune, where Bevis’s lover, Josiane, dons a blackface disguise to search for the 

missing Bevis in Saracen territory. The curious thing about Josiane using blackface to pass unnoticed 

among Saracens is that she is Saracen herself. Should she not then share their skin colour? These 

instances of disguise and deception seem to defy logic, but in the context of the romance motif of exile 

and return, disguise is symbolic of a destabilizing of the identities that shape the social fabric of 

medieval society.  

There are few motifs in medieval romance more central than disguise. Protagonists frequently 

dress up as minstrels, merchants, pilgrims, or other lower-class figures in order to go undetected in 

hostile territory and pursue the traditional aims of romance, winning the hand of a spouse as well as 

wealth and land. However, despite the frequency of the motif, it is still understudied: scholars tend to 

deal with disguise in the medieval period as it applies to other cultural events, such as tournaments, or 
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have commented on disguise in single texts, often merely as part of larger studies.1 In contrast, this 

dissertation examines different ways that disguise functions in medieval romance, attempting to ask 

why disguise is so fundamental to the genre of romance, particularly in the period in which romance 

flourished. This study contributes to medievalism’s interest in identity, which has grown in the past two 

decades. Disguise speaks not only to personal identity, but it also addresses how individual identity 

relates to a culture’s notions of gender, class, and ethnic identity, depending on the disguise. It therefore 

dovetails nicely with the work on medieval and Early Modern gendering by, for example, Phyllis 

Rackin, who criticizes the modern assumption that cross-dressing in Shakespeare’s plays inevitably 

carries homoerotic overtones, and Sahar Amer, who argues that anxieties over female homoeroticism 

can be partially dissipated by presenting one of the characters as cross-dressed. Similarly, a study on 

disguise in romances can participate in a dialogue with work done on racial and ethnic identities by 

Robert Bartlett, Jeffrey Jerome Cohen and Steven Kruger. These scholars have challenged (and, 

occasionally, in more nuanced forms, defended) notions traditionally held by historians that medieval 

people saw their identities as fixed. Bartlett argues that ethnic identities in the Middle Ages were based 

around religion, not skin colour, and thus could be changed, whereas Cohen and Kruger emphasize the 

body as the central site where ethnic identities were constructed, meaning that ethnic identities were 

fixed. A study of disguise seems to be uniquely positioned to contribute to this debate, since it provides 
                                                        

 1 A major exception is the book Masques et déguisements dans la littérature médiévale, edited by 

Marie-Louise Ollier, but even here, many of the studies take “mask” metaphorically, as in “masques de 

l’écrivain” or “Le masque doctrinal.” Louise Olga Fradenburg’s book City, Marriage, Tournament 

discusses disguise at length and has been considerably helpful, but its insights are based on masques in 

fifteenth-century Scotland and not romance. Susan Crane’s work has been an invaluable inspiration, but 

this study aims to be a sharply-focused, sustained examination on disguise in exile and return romances. 
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test cases where identities do in fact change, with varying degrees of success. My thinking has been 

considerably influenced by these scholars, and my hypothesis supports their work. I believe that 

disguise reveals that medieval identities were fluid and unfixed, but also subject to patriarchal and 

authoritarian attempts to stabilize them. Disguise exposes at once the fluidity of identity and the anxiety 

surrounding this fluidity.  

 In selecting the romances of this study, I mostly allow the theme to focus me and limit myself 

to romances where disguise is a major motif. These romances are clustered around a certain period and 

sub-genre, namely, the exile-and-return romances written during the years 1150-1350 or so. Most of the 

romances were originally written in Old French, but many of them were translated in multiple 

languages across Europe. Where such analogues exist, I also analyze and compare the Middle English 

and the Old Norse versions of the romances, though I focus on Middle English, given that English 

Literature is my academic discipline. Almost complete versions of the Old French stories exist in 

Middle English and Old Norse for most of the romances with the most interesting disguise scenes. 

More broadly, comparing the different versions illuminates cultural shifts from country to country and 

period to period. Comparing different versions of the “same” story risks eliding the dissimilar aspects 

between them and turning the argument into a case for one of the versions being the “real” version, but 

though I will sometimes argue that this or that translation does more to destabilize inherent identity than 

the others, I remain aware that these romances are in conversation with one another, and not in some 

hierarchical relationship.2 I also incorporate chronicles and other contemporary writing when they 
                                                        

 2 Jane Tolmie writes with regards to the Arthurian romances that “sameness is deceptive; it is 

partly the creation of our own imaginations filling in blanks and piecing different sources together, which 

is both a natural tendency and one that should be more self-critical than it is” ('Multiple Versions of the 

Same Thing' 143) 
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provide insight on the historical, social, and cultural contexts of the main exile and return romances. 

During the Middle Ages, as now, it is rare that any culture exists in a vacuum, and certainly, the 

medieval cultures of Britain, France, and Iceland did not. This project’s primary purpose is to show 

how medieval representations of class, gender, and ethnic identity were unstable in the exile and return 

romances. But I hope it will also contribute, in a modest way, to unsettling any lingering sense that 

English-speaking peoples have a cultural identity that is incommensurable with, and uninfluenced by, 

other cultures. This view may not be a debate in scholarly circles anymore, but unfortunately the 

persistence of nativist and nationalist movements across the English speaking world, and their influence 

on mainstream political parties, suggests that there is still work to be done. 

 Using historical detail and cultural context to illuminate my reading of the romances is key to 

the methodology of this dissertation. It is my contention that an interplay of diverse cultural, political, 

and historical factors contribute to the recurrence of the theme of disguise. However, the motif of 

disguise is most closely allied to the plotline known as exile and return. The exile and return theme has 

existed since the ancient Greek and Roman romances and, indeed, epics. This theme features a 

nobleman who has a rich inheritance in his homeland, but is forced into exile by some villain like a 

foreign invader or an evil relative. In leaving his homeland, the nobleman literally loses his identity, 

and has to reclaim it by, in turn, reclaiming his homeland. In fact, he must secure it permanently by 

marrying and re-establishing his lineage. Susan Crane makes an important argument (one that I shall 

return to frequently) that “The Havelok poems, like the Horn romances, develop the expulsion-and-

return pattern in terms of the wrongful usurpation of inherited rights” (Insular Romance 40-41). But 

what interests me is that the noblemen perform their departure from identity on a metaphorical level by 

donning disguises. A clear parallel can be found in the Odyssey, where King Odysseus is away at war 

for decades and must return to his kingdom in disguise to avoid detection by the suitors of his wife who 
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have taken power during his absence. The types of disguise in the medieval romances vary, and can 

address issues of class, race, gender, and (dis)ability. Although identities involving ethnic, gender, and 

(dis)ability categories play a role in all of the romances under discussion, the idea of “nobility” as an 

essentialist category is especially important, because it is the one most clearly challenged by the exile 

theme. The Crusades are a particularly important context for exploring the themes of disguise and exile 

in romance, as the Crusades profoundly affected noble identity during this period. This is obviously true 

with regards to ethnic and religious identity, as contact and opposition to the Muslim world increased 

(as evidenced by the West’s adoption of Islamic science, theology, and philosophy), but it is also true 

with regards to class and personal identity, as new noble bloodlines were established in the conquered 

territories. The Crusades also provided a medieval framework for exile, as they involved noblemen 

leaving their lands for long periods of time on missions of conquest. These literal and metaphorical 

departures from identity occur in all of the major texts that I examine in this dissertation, and the 

frequency of this parallel between departures speaks to a strong correlation between disguise and exile.  

 The first chapter investigates the impact of disguise in the romances that follow most closely 

the exile and return paradigm. I argue that the major Anglo-Norman and Middle English sources of the 

Horn story (Le Roman de Horne and King Horn) and the Havelok story (L’ai de Haveloc and Havelok 

the Dane) represent conservative reactions to the radical potential of disguise. When the nobles in these 

romances disguise themselves as people from a poorer background, and are able to fool others into 

thinking that they are something other than noble, then on some level, they are proving that inherent 

nobility is a social construct that shifts in different circumstances. This possibility provokes anxiety in 

some of the romance writers. Havelok takes a firmly essentialist view and barely entertains the idea of a 

flexible class identity. In fact, though the romance uses the same exile-and-return tropes of lost 

patrimony and identity that clearly link it with its peers, Havelok himself is rarely consciously in 
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disguise. Moreover, when his identity does seem threatened, his true nobility is revealed not merely 

through success in securing land, or through word games and human-made objects (like Horn’s ring 

and name punning with Riminhild), but through divine signs. In the world of Le Roman de Horne, 

recognition and identity are tied to patrimony: a noble cannot really be a noble without his title being 

secured through land and a bride. Horn goes through a performance of being various lower-class 

figures, but these disguises serve to effect a stronger reassertion of his identity when he does recover his 

inheritance. Le Roman de Horn recognizes that identities are unfixed, but participates in a fantasy that 

they can be made firm through political acts, speech, and dissembling. This impression is much less 

obvious in King Horn, however. With that romance’s famously sparse narration, Horn needs to define 

his identity through his disguise, leading to a plot structure where his final noble identity is built on the 

lower-class identities that he adopts throughout the romance. Overall, the Horn and Havelok romances 

reveal that the medieval period could view noble identity as an artificial social construction, even as it 

sought to contain and argue away this terrifying idea.  

 The second chapter further examines the idea that disguise is a radical, liberating force in 

medieval culture, and make a connection to the Tristan romances, in particular the episode that features 

Tristan disguising himself as a leper in order to create a conceivable—in fact, a true—story for Isolde to 

tell when she is brought to trial for adultery. Versions of this episode appear in the Beroul and Thomas 

versions of the romance, both in French, though the latter survives mostly in German and Old Norse 

translations. Tristan embodies the figure of an exiled noble very well, since he is not only kidnapped 

from his homeland, but he is also exiled from Mark’s court numerous times. Tintagel exemplifies a 

medieval court where conformity rules, and demonstrates how truth is “disguised” in order to create 

new realities that are favourable to the ruling order. Tristan and Isolde manipulate Mark and deceive 

him in order to keep their affair a secret, but in doing so, they also (counterintuitively) bolster his rule. 
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They keep scandal out of the court, and Mark’s court is strong enough to incorporate their trickery. It is 

only in the Old Norse versions of the tale that the Isolde character is able to carve out an identity 

relatively free from the dominant order. I argue that the disguises used by Tristan and Isolde support the 

hegemony of Mark’s court, even as they are apparently subverting it, but that a modest form of 

resistance to the patriarchal order can be seen in the versions where Isolde herself takes a leading role in 

managing the deceptions, rather than relying heavily on Tristan. Isolde thereby provides a model for 

how women could take a more active role in directing medieval courts, in contrast to the passive role 

played by Rimenhild.  

 My third and final chapter consists primarily of the Middle English, Old French and Old Norse 

versions of the romance Bevis of Hampton, the fourth of the major extant exile and return romances. I 

consider this romance in light of the ethnicity of Bevis’s lover, Josiane, who is a Saracen.3 She is 

described as white and beautiful, yet uses an herb to colour her face black to go incognito to search for 

her husband in Saracen lands—at least, in the French version. In the English, there is no suggestion that 

the change in complexion has an ethnic dimension; rather, the purpose of the disguise is to make the 

user look like a leper. In the Norse version, Josiane’s skin colour is simply de-emphasized throughout. 

These variations raise intriguing questions. I align the skin colour irregularity—counter-intuitive to 

modern standards—with the ideas of Cohen, Kruger, and Robert Bartlett that skin colour was just one 

attribute medieval people used to identify “race,” and it was intertwined with other, often more 

important, attributes. In accounting for the divergence between the versions of the story, I hypothesize 

that local and historical concerns influence the treatment of Josiane’s disguise. France’s narrative 
                                                        

 3 In light of the connection between Crusade and exile that I raised above, it is worth mentioning 

that Josiane is perhaps akin to the local brides crusaders occasionally took to stabilize their new 

territories. 
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literature in the twelfth century reflected crusading themes, as evidenced by the chansons de geste 

(indeed, Boeve de Haumtone shows structural similarities with the genre). The relationship between 

Josiane and Bevis parallels the imperialist crusading ethos: Josiane is “Other” enough to justify 

conquering her, and that Otherness is performed through her blackface disguise. At the same time, she 

is safe and “normal” enough to marry (as demonstrated by her whiteness) and to incorporate into the 

Christian world. In contrast, Scandinavia’s participation in the crusades was minimal, and by the late 

thirteenth century or early fourteenth century (when Bevis of Hampton was written), Britain’s crusading 

fervour had died down considerably, and more domestic interests began to take over. Throughout all of 

these episodes, I trace the agency of Josiane relative to the male characters. Finally, I look at the 

chantefable Aucassin et Nicolette, which, while decidedly outside of the Bevis tradition, also features a 

Saracen woman who uses blackface. I conclude that Nicolette, when compared to all the versions of the 

Josiane character, demonstrates both personal agency and comfort in her identity as a Saracen, and that 

this has to do largely with the more central role Nicolette plays as opposed to that of Aucassin. 

Nicolette’s central role obviates the need for the male hero to serve as a representative for expansionist 

Christianity. Overall, I argue that the debate between Bartlett on the one side and Cohen/Kruger on the 

other cannot be resolved definitively, since the degree to which ethnic characteristics are represented as 

immutable in the Bevis romances and Aucassin et Nicolette depends on the level of investment the 

culture had in the Crusades at the time of composing the romance.  

 Such is the outline of this study. For the remainder of the introduction, I shall first set out some 

key concepts and context that apply to all of the texts under consideration in this dissertation. All of the 

romances have a strong sense of nobility and what it means to be a noble. They take place in courts and 

participate in defining the terms of chivalric behaviour. Yet, at times they seem to struggle with the idea 

that nobility is a social convention and that it is not inherent. The romances themselves develop the idea 
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of innate nobility within themselves, rather than representing it from without. They do this by forcing 

innate nobility to struggle against the hardship of exile. Exile has several religious and cultural 

dimensions in the Middle Ages, but in the exile and return romances, it is an obstacle that the heroes 

must overcome in order to develop their identity. Once they experience disenfranchisement from their 

land and title, they have to fight enemies, pursue wives, and don disguises to get their original identity 

back. Finally, the political stakes of disguise in the romances are best illuminated by briefly exploring it 

in a parallel genre, the chronicles. Chronicle writers often represented disguise and other forms of 

deceit as legitimate strategies within the largely chivalric world of warfare. Chroniclers presented a 

world where major battles and diplomatic intrigues were won using disguise. The noble heroes of 

history did not seem to be any less inclined to deceive than their romance counterparts. 

Nobility 

 The idea of a fixed, innate nobility is familiar to modern audiences of medieval literature. One 

of the first things that a student hears about The Canterbury Tales (and sees on the cover of the third 

edition of The Riverside Chaucer) is that medieval society is divided into three estates: Nobles, Priests, 

and Peasants. Of course, this convenient division oversimplifies the truth: there are local and historical 

nuances, and many proto-classes that do not fit into any of the three divisions.4 However, perhaps 

especially because of these nuances, works of medieval literature entertained the idea of a class of 

people who had an ancient bloodline and inherent character traits that made them different from other 

classes, and that these qualities justified their severely distorted share of power in society. According to 

Theodore Evergates, the word nobilis, while rare in secular documents before the ninth century, still 

indicated high-ranked laymen. Moreover, “[b]y the thirteenth century the term “noble” had triumphed 
                                                        

 4 John Van Engen notes that the fame of this idea can be traced to Georges Duby, but also that 

there are many other alternate models of medieval society (207). 
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semantically over its synonyms in both Latin and the vernacular [barones, optimates, proceres, domnus, 

and illuster] to designate those elite families” (13). The existence of a word to mean nobility opens the 

way for a reification of the concept of nobility, and for nobles themselves to promote the fantasy that 

nobility is an essentialist, hereditary identity. 

 This fantasy, and the version of it that appears in twelfth and thirteenth-century romance, was 

partially due to historical changes that occurred at the turn of the millennium. R. Howard Bloch argues 

in Etymologies and Genealogies that in the post-Carolignian period, families were not particularly 

identified with any physical space or land. It was only in the 1000s that families began to define 

themselves alongside a new relationship with their land (66-67). Bloch describes the change as one that 

moves from discretionary authority to one of inherited authority:  

Access to the holdings which had once depended upon the discretion of a lord became at first 

automatically renewable and then an integral part of a transmissible patrimonie. The knight, in 

turn, was less a retainer than the heir to a domain, function, and title. Chivalry itself, 

transformed from a relatively open class into a closed and patroclinous caste, was no longer 

merely an indication of economic status but a hereditary sign of superiority. Henceforth, 

nobility represented a quality of birth, and a man was powerful because his ancestors, sometime 

around the year 1000, were already in command. (68) 

So, the stability of land itself becomes the basis for the stability of an inherited identity. This connection 

between land and identity appears in the romances, where an exiled knight cannot fulfill his identity 

without re-claiming his land and securing a wife to ensure the stability of the lineage. In fact, the 

connection between land and inheritance makes its way into chronicles even more quickly than it does 

romances: Bloch links it to the beginnings of genealogic history in the Middle Ages, and the desire for a 

historic ancestor in the chronicles. Identifying details of the land like castles also begin to be important 
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(80). Gabrielle M. Spiegel’s arguments about later chronicles, like the 1202 Pseudo-Turpin Chronicle, 

make it clear that the desire to legitimize nobility through genealogy continues into the High Middle 

Ages:  

[O]ne indication of the coalescence of the aristocracy in this period is provided by the emergence 

of genealogical literature, which gave voice to a growing sense of dynasticism centered on the 

veneration of ancestors, itself a product of the agnatic family organizing itself into a lignage. [...] 

Genealogical literature exalted aristocratic families through the demonstration of their noble 

origins and the virtually genetic transmission of that nobility by blood and semen to succeeding 

generations. (92)  

Medieval genealogical chronicles are therefore prone to make nobility an essentialized category. This 

tendency finds its way into romances, as well.  

 Naturally, noble lineage as presented in genealogical chronicles is not necessarily as simple as 

chronicles make it out to be. Evergates writes that “Genealogical trees mask the fragility of twelfth-

century successions in which it was not uncommon for a younger brother, nephew, or cousin to 

preserve the lineage” (19-20). Evergates is arguing against a simplistic view that the idea of 

primogeniture emerged from the year 1000 to protect inherited property, hence in opposition to the 

model described by Bloch above (Evergates 17). But even if nobles did not really inherit property along 

pure bloodlines, there was still a fantasy that things worked that way. As John Van Engen writes about 

the Nobles/Clergy/Peasants tripartite structure, “Whether one understands these schemes, images, and 

rituals as clerical and royal impositions or as collective fictions permeating the entire society [...], they 

each took for granted a world of lords and subjects” (208). Like any hegemony, the idea of nobility in 

the Middle Ages survived by a mixture of top-down imposition and horizontal permeation through the 
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population, seeking ways to cover over/disguise over the suspicion that fixed and innate noble identity 

is false after all. 

 The romances tell stories of adventurous first sons who preserve the bloodline as a way to 

bolster the fantasy of innate nobility, but they also use another strategy, which is to use metaphors to 

endow nobility with essential, stable characteristics5. A common metaphor, which we use even today, is 

that of blood to represent family (“blood relations,” “we share the same blood”). Medieval writers used 

blood as a metaphor to describe nobility that is transferred through family, but here feudal relations 

serve as an extended family too. Bloch, again referring to the medieval connection between land and 

family, writes that "Property, like blood, flows downward in a straight line" (Etymologies 85). More 

broadly still, Peggy McCracken argues that blood can serve as an image of patriarchal relations: “a 

child is engendered by its father’s ‘seed,’ that is, his semen, and semen is considered a purified form of 

blood in medieval medical theory” (56). McCracken also uses the romance Ami et Amile to demonstrate 

that the two titular, male friends strengthen their bond by shedding the blood of Amile’s children (the 

sacrifice magically cures Ami’s leprosy) (49). Blood therefore links groups of men together, even when 

the relationship is not paternal. This does not necessarily have anything to do with nobility, except that 

Ami and Amile are both nobles placed in the court of Charlemagne, and as McCracken says: “in many 

medieval narratives, feudal bonds are expressed as affective bonds: alliances between lords and vassals 

or between vassals are represented in terms of friendship or even in terms of love” (48). Medieval 
                                                        

 5Romances that are not of the exile and return variety sometimes spurn the idea of a stable 

bloodline to make other social points. Bloch says of the famously Christian-themed Grail quest that 

“Perceval’s own impossible quest for the paternal presence that will restore the integrity of lineage is, 

finally, doomed by the impossibility of totalizing meaning—of a transcendence identifiable with the 

Grail itself—within the romance mold” (Etymologies 207). 
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culture imagined nobility as a loving and connected family, even when the strictly biological and 

genetic relationship was not present. Blood, which serves as a biological connection between father and 

son, contributes to the myth that all nobles are united in a social standing that makes them essentially 

different from other social classes.  

 Although the blood metaphor and genealogical chronicles ultimately serve feudal patriarchy, 

the medieval concept of nobility could not exist without a prominent, albeit subsidiary, role for noble 

women. Louise Olga Fradenburg describes how love can serve to solidify the abstract and distant idea 

of a king: “The sovereign is created as distant, as disembodied [...] And yet, if the sovereign is not to 

vaporize altogether, if he is to maintain a reality beyond question, the distance of the ideal nonetheless 

requires embodiment [...] Thus sovereignty promises a fantastic, a perfect but imaginary closure to the 

very yearning it brings into being: this is ‘sovereign love’” (71). The context of the Song of Songs 

suggests that Fradenburg means physical, romantic love by the reifying process of “sovereign love,” 

even though she does not say so explicitly. Fradenburg is arguing that a spouse is a bodily means by 

which a sovereign ruler can anchor his or her otherwise abstract power. Though love can be dangerous, 

as when Horn and Bevis must journey and fight to rescue Rigmel and Josiane, it can also bestow 

identity. Horn’s status as a king is made through his marriage to Rigmel. Therefore, the acquisition of a 

wife joins with a noble birth and land as qualities necessary to define nobility in medieval romance. 

 But what happens when those qualities are taken away? That is precisely what exile does in the 

romances. Exile is not just a physical displacement. It is also a deprivation of identity, especially noble 

identity, given how tied that is to place and existence within the family. Horn, Havelok, Tristan, and 

Beves are exiled from their lands, with no prospect that they will find a wife who would help them 

retake their noble standing. Their fathers are also all murdered, cutting them off from their literal 
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patriarch as well as the patriarchal feudal order. Exile serves as an antithesis of nobility in the exile-and-

return romances. However, like nobility, exile is part of a larger context in medieval culture.  

Exile 

The theme of a hero’s exile and return is common throughout Western literature. The Odyssey is 

the most prominent example, but the theme continues in late classical and early medieval stories like 

Apollonius of Tyre (the only romance to survive in Old English). Exile and return also provides a 

significant structure for spiritual writers like Augustine, Hugh of St. Victor, and Dante to frame their 

spiritual journey to God: Dante, for example, frames the Divine Comedy as an adventure that he 

experienced while he was lost in a wood, before being led to God by his beloved Beatrice. Writers and 

translators of romances in the High Middle Ages continued to develop this theme. The Crusades 

influenced this motif with stories of kings and nobles leaving their homes for long periods of time and 

seemingly losing their identity during the process. Since the papacy declared them divinely-blessed, the 

Crusades accrued a similar value to pilgrimages. In going on crusade, the nobles who fought them 

experienced exile.6 Gerhart Ladner discusses the connection between the Crusades in his article on 

medieval alienation: “It is very interesting to see how feudalism, which originally was rather localized 

and static, fell under the dynamic spell of the peregrinatio idea, without which the chivalric ideals of the 

High Middle Ages could hardly have developed […] most obviously, chivalry coalesced with the 

mediaeval pilgrimage movement in the great pilgrimage in arms aimed at recapturing Jerusalem” (246). A 

telling example (though there are many) of this attitude can be found in Roger of Howden’s Chronica, 

where Richard I and Phillip of France make an agreement “per voluntatem et consilium totius exercitus 

peregrinorum” (through the will and consent of all of the army of pilgrims”) (58). The fact that Howden 
                                                        

 6 It probably goes without saying that nobles led battles during the Crusades, but as the example 

of Peter the Hermit shows, that was not always the case. 
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says that army is composed of pilgrims indicates that he means crusaders, but the passage also illustrates 

how the culture was comfortable juxtaposing the traditional idea of pilgrims with the idea of militant 

crusaders. Not all of the romances concerned with exile are closely linked to a crusading ethos: of those 

discussed in this dissertation, the Havelok and Tristan stories do not even feature Saracens. Indeed, even 

King Horn’s Saracens may be more inspired by Vikings than Muslims.7 However, even when the 

romances do not have any clear connection to the crusades, the parallels between crusade and exile are 

strong enough to invite reflection on what the theme of exile means in relation to the theme of disguise, 

and to examine cross-connections between exile and disguise in the chronicles and in the romances. 

 Spiritual writings suggest that physical, literal exile—that is, involuntary removal from one’s 

native country—is linked to a personal, spiritual exile—alienation from one’s sense of self. Hugh of St. 

Victor’s Didascalicon illustrates this link: 

magnum virtutis principium est, ut discat paulatim exercitatus animus visibilia haec et transitoria 

primum commutare, ut postmodum possit etiam derelinquere. delicatus ille est adhunc cui patria 

dulchis est; fortis autem iam, cui omne solum patria est; perfectus vero, cui muntus totus exsilium 

est. (3.19)8   

It is, therefore, a great source of virtue for the practiced mind to learn, bit by bit, first to change 

about in visible and transitory things, so that afterwards it may be able to leave them behind 

altogether. The man who finds his homeland sweet is still a tender beginner; he to whom every soil 

is as his native one is already strong; but he is perfect to whom the entire world is a foreign land. 

(101) 

                                                        

 7 As discussed in note 2 in the first chapter of this dissertation.  

 8 I learned of this passage from Biddick, where it is also quoted (48). 
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This passage provides advice on how physical exile can train the mind to treat the whole world as an exile 

from God and heaven: through training the mind, even familiar physical surroundings become alien, and 

the mind of a Christian becomes focused on spiritual things, which we are otherwise far away from on 

earth. The casting of Adam and Eve out from Eden parallels the soul’s alienation of God through sin. 

Nevertheless, it is the goal of every Christian to be reunited to God and to return their soul to heaven. 

Hugh’s point is essentially that a physical exile is well-prepared enact a spiritual return to God. The same 

concept (if not necessarily the word exsilium) appears in Augustine’s Neoplatonic philosophy. The 

Confessions are concerned with finding truth within oneself in the face of alienating circumstances, albeit 

most of those circumstances are of Augustine’s own doing, and usually not physical dislocation. Charles 

Dahlberg’s reading of Augustine is built on this interpretation of the Confessions, and in particular, 

Augustine’s phrase “et inueni longe me esse a te in regione dissimilitudini” (I perceived myself to be far 

off from you in the land if unlikeness) from On Christian Doctrine (Dahlberg 2).9 According to Dahlberg, 

“This is a record of literal ecstasy, of standing outside himself and seeing himself in relation to a place. 

This place is within him, but the image [“the land of unlikeness”] gives it external location” (4). 

Augustine’s home, metaphorically and spiritually speaking, is with God, but he perceives his earthly 

existence to be something outside of that spiritual perfection: an exile. This makes him feel alienated, 

filled with “unlikeness.” The exterior and the interior, the physical and personal, go hand in hand in the 

medieval conception of exile. With exile connected to the idea of spiritual alienation—almost damnation, 

in as much as salvation comes through a relationship with God—It is no wonder that the heroes of exile 

and return romances find their identities slipping and in positions where they disguise themselves when 

they find themselves exiled. The desire to leave the physical world, along the lines of Hugh’s idea of 

                                                        

 9 The passage from On Christian Doctrine 2:40:60. 
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exile, is embraced by Galahad in the Grail Quest. He willingly leaves the imperfect physical world for the 

spiritual plane.  

 But characters like Horn experience a literal exile from their homeland, unwillingly. Their exile 

has all of the alienating effects of the spiritual exiles, but none of the redemptive power. The alienation 

from their lands and family has a devastating effect on their identity as well as their physical wellbeing. 

This lack of identity creates a vacuum that could be filled by God in the conception of Hugh or 

Augustine, but the romances, for the most part, do not reject the world outright. Instead, the heroes 

embrace a sort of social exile, more akin to the desert fathers and to the anchoresses than the total worldly 

transcendence of Dante’s journey leading to the visio dei. The desert fathers left society to cultivate a 

rigorous sense of who they were—that is, a servant and creature of God—and the exile and return heroes 

likewise abandon their place in society, albeit unwillingly. They take on disguises as alternate identities to 

replace the ones that they lost, which at first serves to alienate them further from their initial identity, but 

eventually, it helps them recover their lost sense of self. These disguises not only fulfill the need for an 

identity that was lost through exile, but they also serve, pragmatically, to replace the lost material and 

social standing. The exile-and-return romances do not imply that the heroes should have instead used 

exile as an opportunity to pursue spiritual goals.10 Medieval culture certainly respected spiritual austerity, 

but it also respected nobles exhibiting martial prowess and expanding their country’s power. In fact, 

medieval culture did not frown on military success achieved with the help of disguise. Chronicles from 

the same time period as the exile and return romances provide many examples of kings and nobles 

defeating their opponents through disguise and other subterfuges. They are another form of courtly 
                                                        

 10 Guy of Warwick, with its penitent protagonist, is perhaps an exception. Interestingly, it is the 

exile and return romance to feature disguise the least prominently. Disguise is almost an afterthought, 

rather than an essential plot device. 
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literature that demonstrate that disguise could speak to issues of the inheritability of identity, purported 

ethnic differences, and the legitimacy of aristocratic rule.  

Disguise as Strategy: The Chronicles 

Chronicles present disguise as a recurring phenomenon during the period between 1100-1300. 

Knights, as the chroniclers tell it, disguised themselves to infiltrate enemy territory, to escape it, and 

most interestingly, to set up figurehead leaders to serve as rallying points for popular and military 

mobilization. Disguise is presented as something that occurs frequently. Noteworthy, to be sure, but just 

in the same way that war is noteworthy, yet normal. Since individuals from all sides in political and 

military conflicts use disguise, including those to whom chroniclers are sympathetic, it is rarely 

presented as something that is cowardly or otherwise illegitimate. Disguise is, in fact, alongside 

diplomacy and violence, one of the legitimate and legitimizing ways that the medieval power order 

asserts itself. All hegemonies rely, to at least some degree, on consent, and disguise is a means for 

rulers to acquire even more consent. Taking the term broadly, rulers need to “disguise” the harsh 

realities behind implementing power.11 Less abstractly, persons donned disguises to accrue power for 

themselves or for their rulers, both in chronicle and in romance. 

 The remainder of this introduction examines multiple crusade chronicles from all sides of the 

wars, paying special attention to Anna Komnene’s the Alexiad and the anonymous Récits d'un ménstrel 

de Reims, both of which include fascinating events in which disguise is used deliberately as a strategy 

to enact coups and other shifts in power. The chronicles demonstrate the legitimacy of disguise through 

its repeated appearance and through exploring entire political crises that are formed through disguise. In 
                                                        

 11 Esther Quinn uses the word “disguise” in a similar way when she argues that Chaucer’s writing 

contains veiled critiques of the political figures of his time—the critiques are thus “disguised” so Chaucer 

can avoid prosecution. 
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reading these chronicles, I want to show that medieval writers portrayed disguise as an acceptable 

strategy in political, military, and diplomatic matters. Individuals in chronicles use disguise to spy on 

their enemies and to create false figureheads to rally the public. These usages are quite different from 

the romance usage where characters disguise themselves to find a loved one. Yet, as will be 

demonstrated, these chronicles allow us to see the power relations imbedded in exile and return 

romances. 

Incidents of disguise occur in early medieval chronicles, but I will focus on Crusade chronicles, 

given their time period and the connection between Crusade and exile. My discussion includes Crusade 

chronicles written from non-Western perspectives, as Anna Komnene’s Alexiad provides some of the 

best examples of disguise tactics. Also, some of the works of history and advice of Arab writers speak 

to the issues of truth and drama in history and their relationship to deception. Usama ibn Munqidh, a 

Syrian diplomat, soldier, and writer who fought in the First Crusade, expresses skepticism that the more 

outrageous occasions of disguise in written histories are true: “Those who are practiced in war and 

know its stratagems—who know well that men fear deception and are wary of tricks and ruses that 

might have bad results or prove to be weak—these people do not hold to be true the tales that historians 

and poets have told about those events” (253). Despite his skepticism toward such “tales,” Ibn Munqidh 

backhandedly praises the power of deceptive techniques, suggesting that they are effective enough for 

people to be wary of them. In his capacity as a historian, Ibn Munqidh himself related many wondrous 

stories of disguise and deception, if not in battle, then at least for political and material gain. He 

recounts that the sultan al-Zafir used to go out at night with a friend named Nasr in disguise. However, 

Nasr uses one such occasion to betray the sultan, lure him into an ambush, and kill him. Nasr’s father 

then takes power (29). On other occasions, two different male brigands on separate occasions cross-

dress in order to better effect their crimes (54 & 258). Another time, a servant switches clothes with his 



 

 

 

20 

master in order to allow him to escape his captors (64-66). In all of these situations, disguise creates 

material advantages and increases the social standing of those who don the disguises. Usama does not 

provide any context or commentary that suggests that these episodes are unusual. Disguise is one of the 

ways that power and influence are negotiated in society. 

Baha al-Din ibn Shaddad’s history of Saladin provides a clearer example of how disguise is 

related to military practice. In order to get supplies to besieged Acre, Muslim troops load a ship with 

provisions “and dressed up as Franks, even shaving their beards. They also placed pigs on the deck, so 

that they could be seen from a distance, and flew crosses.” When approached by Christian ships on the 

way there, the Christians take the Muslims for their own, and the Muslims, in turn, pretend to be 

surprised that the Christians have not taken the city yet and say that they will wait in camp. Instead, 

they go to the harbor and relieve the besieged troops to great rejoicing (124). Ambroise mentions a 

similar incident in his Estoire de la Guerre Sainte, though in his version, a Christian sees through the 

disguise and Richard I thwarts the infiltration attempt:  

Cil [the disguised Saracens] eürent latinier franceis 

Si distrent qu’il erent Engleis 

E voleient aler a Sur. [...] 

Uns galioz ot acertee 

La nef et cels qui laenz estoient 

Que volenters d’els partiroient. 

Cil dist al roi, “Sire, entendez 

Si me desfaites ou pendez 

[Se] cele nef [n’]est nef des Turs.” 

Li reis dist, “Est tu en seürs?” 
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“Oil, Sire, seürement. 

Envoiez i delivrement 

Aprés els une autre gualee,  

E si ne seit pas saluee 

Lor genz si verez quil f[e]ront12 

E de quel creance il seront.” 

Li reis comanda[.] (2187-89; 2192-2204) 

They had a French interpreter and replied that they were English and going to Tyre [...] A sailor 

had taken good note of the galley and of those aboard it for they willingly parted from them. He 

said to the king, “My lord, listen. May I be killed or hanged if this is not a Turkish vessel.” The 

king said, “Are you sure of this?” “Yes, sir, certain. Send at once another galley after them, 

which will not greet their people; see what they do and to what faith they belong.” The king 

gave his commands[.] (63)  

Here, obviously, is a use of disguise (personal disguise, as well as disguising the deck of a ship) to 

bypass enemies and achieve a military goal. In both cases, the chroniclers are confident that their side 

has the superior knowledge that makes the deception either successful or not. The way that Baha al-Din 

describes the attention to detail communicates pride and even smugness in the skill of the Muslim 

soldiers. Ambroise takes the opportunity to reassure his audience that there is an easily recognizable 

difference between Muslims and Christians, and that Christians are not so gullible that they can be 

fooled by Muslims. Ibn Shaddad’s account suggests that the difference between Muslims and Christians 

is so slight that shaving a beard is all that is needed to pass for the other, but that just makes the 
                                                        

 12 The square brackets enclosing the period and the ellipses in this quotation are my own, but the 

others are in the edition. They reconstruct lacunae.  
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Christian side look that much more foolish when the Muslims escape detection. Ambroise, however, 

tries to emphasize that difference, praising the abilities of his side. Both chroniclers take as much care 

in glorifying their side during disguise scenes as they would describing a battle scene. Disguise is 

another means of achieving the military and diplomatic ends that the characters in the chronicles desire, 

and with which the chroniclers themselves sympathize. 

Those examples provide a brief picture of the way chroniclers discuss disguise in their 

narratives. Disguise, though, is only one form of subterfuge deployed as part of military strategies in the 

chronicles. One chronicle stands out in its number and richness of examples of subterfuge. In Anna 

Komnene’s paean to her father, the Byzantine emperor Alexios I, the Alexiad, Komnene muses on the 

ethics of deceit in diplomacy and warfare. The chronicle discusses internal Byzantium politics, but it 

also treats at length skirmishes between Scythians and other enemies of the Byzantine empire. 

Prominent among these are the Norman invasions led by Robert Guiscard, and later, Robert’s son 

Bohemond. The Alexiad recounts how this Norman invasion turned into an uneasy alliance at the start 

of the First Crusade. Komnene is always full of praise for her father, but her attitude towards some of 

his methods and some of his enemies methods perhaps reflects the complex power relationships of the 

period. Although Komnene at one point writes “To Alexios, lying, or even seeming to lie, was a very 

serious thing and he often denounced in public the practice of lying,” she apparently makes exceptions 

for military tactics (228). She later says, memorably, “As we know full well, a general’s supreme task is 

to win, not merely by force of arms, but also by relying on treaties, and there is another way—

sometimes, in the right circumstances, an enemy can be beaten by fraud” (367). Komnene here 

explicitly says that combat, diplomacy, and subterfuge are all means to the same end, and what is more, 

suggests that they should all share self-evident approval with the phrase “As we know full well.” 

Another factor informing Komnene’s treatment of subterfuge is her engagement with classical sources. 
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Andrew R. Dyck finds many Homeric allusions in the Alexiad, pointing out that even the title of the 

work recalls the Illiad (113). Although Dyck does not cite a specific example related to a disguise 

scene, Anna’s familiarity with Homeric literature might very well have led her to think about the many 

instances of disguise and trickery in the Iliad and the Odyssey. Athena’s many disguises in both epics 

come to mind: Athena often advances the plot in disguise, as when she appears to Hector in the Iliad as 

Deiphobos to trick him into thinking that he has a chance against Achilles, or when she takes the form 

of Mentes to incite Telemachus to look for his father in the Odyssey. These disguises are not isolated 

pieces of assistance, but are rather part of Athena’s larger plan to assist Odysseus and the rest of the 

Greeks. 

 An early example of subterfuge in the Alexiad occurs when Alex orders an executioner to 

simulate blinding an opponent in order to discourage his enemies and be open to winning back their 

sympathy later (14-15). Committing the act of violence would deepen his enemies’ hatred, but by 

faking the act, he can make his enemies afraid and later, still have their trust. Tristan and Isolde 

similarly use trickery to have their affair while keeping in Mark’s good graces, at least for a time. But 

not all of Alex’s tricks have the tone of political calculation. Like a folktale trickster figure, he uses 

whatever resources he has available to his advantage. Upon being told by an advisor that an eclipse of 

the sun was imminent, Alex tells Scythian envoys that he would leave it to a sign from God whether or 

not to accept their peace. When the promised eclipse happens, Alex uses it as an excuse to continue 

hostilities (190). Soon after, resourceful as ever, the emperor clothed his soldiers in the Scythian 

uniforms and told them to ride the Scythian horses carrying Scythian standards, thus managing to draw 

unwary Scythians into an ambush (216-217). Cuman leaders come to Alex “pretending to be deserters 

anxious for an immediate peace settlement,” but they really just want to give their army more time to 

march (272). In turn, Alex orders his soldiers to light fifteen fires at every tent so that they would seem 
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more numerous to the Cumans (273). Similarly, before a Crusade battle, he supplies his soldiers with 

extra standards, trumpets, and drums to artificially inflate their numbers (300). Again, the opposing side 

has tricks of its own: the Muslim general puts out a false story that the Normans have captured Nicaea 

and are handing out booty, thus leading other Crusaders into an ambush (278). Komnene even approves 

of some deceptions that disadvantage her father: when some Byzantine soldiers become afraid and 

feign illness in order to avoid fighting one of Alex’s main rivals, the Norman Bohemond, Komnene 

refuses to “blame them for having done so, nor would [she] accuse them of cowardice” (354). Whether 

it is because the feint of illness allows for the saving of face and morale among the troops, or is just 

successful in winning sympathy, Komnene receives the ruse with acceptance. Clearly, subterfuge has a 

place in medieval military history if both sides can use it and escape criticism. 

Komnene regularly uses theatrical metaphors to describe political intrigues and strategies. 

Tancred’s mother buys time through diplomacy when the Byzantine army captures her, until, “as they 

say of the tragic actors, she could throw off the mask and start the fighting” (352). Similarly, when a 

Byzantine ally is betrayed by a seeming friend, Komnene says that the traitor “dropped his mask and 

revealed his true character” (450). Tancred himself gives a speech “mouthing out the words like a tragic 

actor” (401). A Byzantine envoy exaggerates Alex’s progress on a campaign in order to frighten 

Baldwin, but the latter “was not deceived by this play-acting” (405). Emily Albu cites many of the 

examples above (and especially the episode with Bohemond and the rooster, which is discussed below). 

She writes that “Anna tends to see such ruses in terms of elaborate theatrical works” (166). But the 

opposite is just as true: the usage of such metaphors present these acts of performance as part of the 

mechanisms of war. There is no difference between performance and war, as they are both strategies 

used towards securing power. Strategy is an art that both Normans and Byzantines employed, according 

to Albu: “Like the Normans, the Byzantines had elevated the ruse to an art form” (158). In the second 
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incident involving a false pretender to the throne, a soldier “of humble origin” walks through 

Constantinople proclaiming that he was Leo, son of the Emperor Diogenes (262-263). Komnene sighs 

at this episode, and philosophically turns to another theatrical metaphor: “Fortune, one might say, was 

composing a new tragic play on this ill-starred fellow for the emperor’s viewing” (263). To counteract 

this disguise, a follower of Alex suggests another disguise of sorts: he would infiltrate the imposter’s 

court by “disfigur[ing] himself, shav[ing] off his hair and beard, and then present[ing] himself to 

pseudo-Diogenes as a victim of the emperor’s punishment,” hoping to gain the imposter’s sympathy 

(269). Komnene presents the world of Byzantine politics and warfare as a carefully-managed play. 

For Komnene, deception is so acceptable, that she even has some reluctant praise for 

Bohemond himself when he employs subterfuge: “[H]e came up with a plan which, while not very 

elegant, was amazingly crafty” (329). Bohemond’s plan was essentially to disseminate rumours of his 

death and to travel outside of Alex’s clutches in a coffin. In order to improve the illusion, Bohemond’s 

followers “strangled or cut the throat of a cock and put that in the coffin with him” (329). Bohemond’s 

corpse disguise was, according to Komnene, “carried out with ease and, one must admit it, with 

success” (332). Praise for Bohemond does not come easily to Komnene: in this section alone she calls 

him a “barbarian” and “arrogant in look and attitude” (330). That Komnene extends any praise at all to 

this hated rival displays just how deeply she admired how Bohemond deployed these disguise tactics as 

part of his military strategy, even as she insists on the exceptionality of this incident: “In the world of 

our generation this ruse of Bohemond’s was unprecedented and unique, and its purpose was to bring 

about the downfall of the Roman Empire. Before it no barbarian or Greek devised such a plan against 

his enemies, nor, I fancy, will anyone in our lifetime ever see its like again” (330). 

While there may not have been another disguise incident quite as strange or ambitious as this 

one, Komnene told earlier how Bohemond’s own father made use of disguise to advance his 
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ambassadorial and military claims against Alex. Robert Guiscard allied himself with a monk named 

Raiktor who claimed to be the deposed Byzantine Emperor Michael. (The real Michael had become a 

monk after his deposition and was related to Robert through a marriage). Komnene recounts that 

Raiktor initiated the alliance, and possibly even convinced Robert of his false identity, but she favours 

another account where the alliance is Robert’s doing (35-36). The uncertainty itself speaks to the way 

that disguise operates as part a hegemonic order in which everyone is complicit. It becomes difficult to 

say who is using whom. In Komnene’s account, Robert, eager for a pretense to attack Byzantium, has 

followers comb the countryside for a monk who could pass for a noble, and then sends a letter back to 

Robert that reads, “Your kinsman Michael, deposed from his throne, has arrived and asks for your 

assistance.” Quoting the rest of the passage at length is worthwhile to highlight the way Robert 

“stages,” to use Komnene’s term, this event: 

With this letter in his hand Robert at once went to his wife and read it aloud to her 

privately. Then he gathered together all the counts and, again, privately, showed them the letter. 

He thought no doubt that he had seized on a fine excuse and they would no longer oppose his 

schemes. Since they all supported his plan without hesitation, he brought Raiktor over and 

made his acquaintance. After that he dramatized the whole business, with the monk at the 

centre of the stage. It was said that he was the Emperor Michael; that he had been deprived of 

his throne; that his wife and son and all his possessions had been taken from him by the 

pretender Botaneiates; that contrary to justice and all right dealing he had been invested not 

with the crown and emperor’s headband, but with the garb of a monk. “Now, said Robert, “he 

has come as a suppliant to us.” 

These remarks were made publicly by Robert, and he said it was of prime importance 

that he should be restored because of their kinship. The monk was everyday honoured by him 
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as if he were indeed the Emperor Michael; he was allotted a better seat at the table, a more 

elevated throne and exceptional respect. (37) 

First, and obviously, Robert uses a disguised ally to help him launch his war of conquest against the 

Byzantine Empire—a war which will preoccupy much of the Alexiad and have huge consequences for 

the Crusades. Second, Robert and Raiktor implement the disguise not through only clothes or other 

outward appearances, but by changing Raiktor’s station. Presumably, Raiktor changed out of his 

monk’s garb at some point, but this passage only mentions him wearing imperial clothes in the past. 

Through manipulating speech, ceremony, and courtly rituals, Raiktor appears to audiences like 

someone who could be the Emperor Michael. Third, Robert manages the event both publicly and 

privately. He apparently wants his wife and nobles to be fooled too, since (as Komnene recounts it) he 

reads them the letter without letting them in on the secret.13 But he also makes a public spectacle of the 

event too. Later, Komnene tells us that Robert “constantly exhibited [Raiktor] in the towns he visited 

and stirred to rebellion all whom he could reach and persuade” (45). Raiktor is a prop that turns towns 

and courts into scenes of pro-Robert propaganda. That is to say, Robert uses Raiktor to change public 

opinion and to stir up rebellion—at least in Komnene’s telling.14 Robert’s deception occurs at both the 

public and private level, so that the two are elided together. In a similar way, the private affair of 

Tristan and Isolde has public consequences, and they too use disguise to bring their private life and 

public life in harmony. But whereas Robert tries to keep his disguise strategy a closely-guarded secret, 
                                                        

 13 All this secrecy raises the question of how Komnene herself knows about the story, but she 

does not reveal her sources. On the whole, she presents herself as an objective historian, and while she 

has evident biases, she rarely inserts herself into her own text (4). 

 14 It is also possible to read the scenario as Raiktor using Robert to increase his social status, but 

Komnene does not pursue this possibility, so it is difficult to speculate more about it. 
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it ultimately does not matter whether anyone is fooled by Tristan and Isolde: their disguise trick allows 

them to continue their affair while preserving their public persona.  

The much shorter Western versions of the pseudo-Michael (they do not use the name 

“Raiktor”) episode seem to concur that Raiktor is a fake being used by Robert. In William of Apulia’s 

long poem about the Normans, Robert accepts the “liar” (“Mentitus”) and agrees to assist him “so that 

his [Robert’s] path would be more just” (“ut iustior esset / Causa viae”) (Apuliensis). Geoffrey 

Malaterra writes that Robert stays secretive “about his real intentions: namely, that acting in the name 

of Michael, the duke would, with the help of his supporters, easily defeat the Greeks, and when he 

finally reached the palace, he would himself seize the crown.” Geoffrey also notes that Robert “did not 

care if this man was the real Michael or not” (145). Even Western writers see naked self-interest in 

Robert’s manipulation of this disguise event. The opposition Western writers feel to the Byzantines 

makes them overlook moral scruples they otherwise might have about Robert’s dishonesty. Overall, the 

pseudo-Michael incident demonstrates how disguise could be used in this period as a tool of statecraft, 

not only on the part of the person disguised, but also on behalf of a person in power. The fact that 

disguises are also used to manipulate legal and diplomatic events in the Tristan narratives (as we will 

see) leads me to believe Komnene’s hunch that Robert initiated the alliance, but even if Raiktor started 

it, Robert used him to advance his agenda. 

A chronicle closer to the time and place that is the focus of this dissertation, written in Old 

French by the otherwise anonymous Minstrel of Rheims, also features many examples of rulers using 

disguise to hold on to their power. I examine a disguise scene featuring Richard I at greater length in 

the first chapter of this dissertation, but there are two other disguise episodes in the chronicle. The first 

does not necessarily speak to disguise as a tool used by power-seeking rulers, but it does show how 

identities can become politicized once disguise has initially destabilized identity. It involves Saladin, a 
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figure feared as an enemy, but respected as a valorous knight, by Christian medieval writers.15 In the 

episode, Saladin’s uncle reports that Saladin heard of the generosity of the Saint John of Acre hospital, 

and he sets out to test it. As the Minstrel writes, “Si prist bourdon, escharpe et esclavine, et s'atapina au 

mieuz qu'il pot, et s'en vint tout droit en Acre; et fist le malade et le mesaisié, et s'en vint en l'ospital 

Saint Jehan, et requist que on le herberjast, que il en avoit mout grant mestier” (199). (“He took a staff, 

wallet, and cape, and disguised himself as best he could, and went directly to Acre. He pretended to be 

sick and wretched, and went to the hospital of Saint John, and asked for shelter, for he was in great 

need”) (53). Saladin is not spying on an enemy, exactly, but rather just satisfying his curiosity—though 

the fact that he uses disguise to get access to Acre, the site of his biggest military loss, is reminiscent of 

how Horn uses disguise to return to the homeland from which he has been exiled. Sure enough, the 

hospital gives him everything he wants, even when he eccentrically says that he will die if they do not 

present him with the foot of a certain fine horse (Rheims 54). He gets it, leaves, and then surprises the 

hospital with an endowment (Rheims 54-55). Saladin’s uncle tells one more anecdote about his 

nephew, and then reports that on his death bed he called for water and ceremoniously poured it over 

himself: “mais bien sembla, autant comme j'en vi, qu'il se bautizast” (212). (“As well as I could make it 

out, he seemed to be baptizing himself”) (56). 

This last detail is clearly a Christian attempt to co-opt Saladin and turn him from an 

oppositional figure into an acceptable one. Christian writers employed different strategies when they 

recounted the apparent positive qualities of Saladin, namely his generosity and military prowess. 

Geraldine Heng notes that in the thirteenth-century Middle English Richard Coeur de Lyon, the famous 

story of Saladin offering Richard the gift of a horse becomes a negative gesture when it is revealed that 
                                                        

 15 Boccaccio’s The Decameron has two examples of this treatment of Saladin, in tales 1.3 and 

10.9. 
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the horse is actually a demon. The story of the horse should put Saladin into a good light, but the 

romance’s narrator is so determined to represent him as evil, that the narrator turns the episode (as Heng 

argues) into a warning against contact with the Other (97-98). The Minstrel seems to view Saladin as a 

similarly problematic figure, but instead of trying to portray him as evil, he portrays him as being 

Christian all along. Saladin’s baptism in the Minstrel’s chronicle is a similar bait-and-switch, and it is 

one that brings to mind the strategy of disguise. Disguise destabilizes identity and makes it uncertain. 

Once uncertain, it becomes open to other interpretations. If Saladin can so easily shift into the persona 

of a poor beggar, then maybe he could easily convert to Christianity? The Minstrel’s Christian cultural 

desires project Christianity onto Saladin’s destabilized identity. Disguise proves that identities can 

change and that in turn enables new identities to emerge, even where identities seemed certain before. 

Other medieval writers explored the possibility of shifting identities, leading to the idea that Saracens 

could embody Christian virtue, even when though they do not follow Christianity. Jean de Joinville 

says in his Credo that Saracens (and Albigensians) “font molt de grant penances, et riens ne lour vaut; 

car il est escrit que cil qui ne croiront seront dampné” (50-51) ([D]o many great penances, and it does 

them no good; because it is written that those who do not believe shall be damned). This is an 

admission that non-Christians can adopt Christian behaviour. The Minstrel makes the same point by 

switching around Saladin’s confessional identity. 

The Minstrel’s chronicle also describes the case of a hermit imitating Baldwin, the former 

Count of Flanders and Emperor of Latin Byzantium. Baldwin—according to the account accepted by 

modern historians and his colleagues in Constantinople—was captured by enemies in Eastern Europe 

and died in prison. However, not everyone back in Flanders was willing to let him go, especially after 

his daughter, Jeanne, came to power and started supporting the French. Here is the Minstrel’s account: 
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Puis avint une merveilleuse aventure en Flandres; que aucun grant seigneur de 

Flandres traitierent une grant traïson par envie envers la contesse Jehanne de Flandres. Et 

pourchacierent un vieillart, et le mirent en un abitacle comme rendu en la forest de Mormail; 

et là fu un grant tans, et li faisoient entendant que il le feroient conte de Flandres. 

Et il leur demanda comment ce porroit avenir ; et il respondirent que il feroient 

entendant au pueple qu'il estoit li cuens Baudouins qui s'en ala en Coustantinoble grant tans a 

passei, qui peres est la contesse : « Et iestes eschapeiz de la prison Vatage, « et venistes en 

ceste forest pour faire vostre penitence. » Et li enseignierent6 comment il responderoit à ceus 

qui li demanderaient de son affaire. Mais sachiez vraiement que boidie ne puet estre celée à la 

pardefin. Li vieillarz les créi, si fist que fous; car il ne l'en vint se maus non, si comme vous 

l'orrez çà en avant. 

Icil traiteur dont je vous cont espandirent ces nouveles par le païs, et firent entendant 

pour voir que c'estoit li cuens Baudouins ; et en pou de tans fu seu par toute Flandres, et i ot si 

grant aie que ce ne fu se merveille non. Et le trairent fors de l'ermitage, et le menerent à 

Valenciennes ; et li firent faire robe d'escarlate et de vair fourrée, et le mirent sour un grant 

destrier. Et le menoient par les bonnes viles de Flandres, et li paioient touz ses despens; et toute 

Flandres le tenoit à seigneur, et mout le joïrent. (315-17)16 

                                                        

 16 For the sake of space, the translation of this passage is here in this footnote: 

 A remarkable thing then happened in Flanders: several great lords planned treachery, out of 

envy of countess Jeanne of Flanders. They took an old man and placed him in seclusion in the forest of 

Mormail, where he remained a long time, and they led him to believe that they would make him count 

of Flanders. 
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Baldwin’s long stay in a foreign land serves as an alienating exile, opening the way for his identity to 

be co-opted by another. Here, much more explicitly than the case with Raiktor, the hermit is pressed 

into service by other stakeholders. There seem to be an elite group of “traitors” opposed to Jeanne, but 

the false Baldwin also wins the support of the people. The Minstrel makes clear that the false Baldwin 

enjoys popular support, so there is no question that disguise somehow lacks the hegemonic power to 

enforce consent through large groups of people. In fact, because he has difficulty playing the part, 

Baldwin must have people around him all the time: he places advisors around him when he is called to 

answer questions about Baldwin’s life (Rheims 79). This constant posse further underlines that the false 

Baldwin is not acting alone, but rather is a tool used by others. Eventually, he is exposed and pilloried 

(Rheims 80). 

                                                                                                                                                                                   

He asked them how that would come about, and they replied that they would convince 

the people that he was count Baldwin, the countess’ father, who had gone to Constantinople a 

long time ago, “and you escaped from the prison of Vatage, and came to this forest to do your 

penance.” They taught him how to reply to those who asked him about his experiences. 

However, trickery cannot be concealed forever. Like a fool, the old man placed his faith in 

them, for he could only come out of this badly, as you will hear.  

The traitors about whom I have told you spread the news throughout the country that 

this was count Baldwin, and, in a short time, the whole country knew about him, and a 

remarkably large number of people came to take him ouf of his hermitage, and they brought 

him to Valencienne. There they made a scarlet, furred robe for him, mounted him on a fine 

horse, and led him through all the good towns of Flanders, paying all of his expenses. All of 

Flanders honored him as their lord, and they were very pleased with him. (78) 
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 The Minstrel of Rheims clearly favors Jeanne and her French allies, so he does not explore the 

sympathy that the common people have for the false Baldwin. Robert Lee Wolff’s article on Baldwin 

(and his imitator) fills out this gap: 

More important for the history of Flanders and Hainaut than the question of his identity are the 

social aspects of the movement which supported the false Baldwin. Except at the very first, 

when he appears as the center of a group of disaffected nobles, the great strength of his 

following came from the vilains and menus gens, who greeted him as the savior who would put 

an end to their troubles. He would make them rich or at least reform the system which 

oppressed them. (300) 

Wolff is uncertain whether it was the hermit or his allies who initiated the disguise, like Komnene was 

about Raiktor: “It is possible that the initial 'recognition' of the false Baldwin by his 'discoverers' was 

bonafide, and that it was only afterward that the faction opposed to Jeanne realized what a powerful 

weapon had been placed in their hands. It is equally possible that these nobles coached and 'planted' the 

false Baldwin where he was sure to be discovered. In any case, they proceeded to take advantage of 

their opportunity to unite opposition to the pro-French policy of the Countess” (295). Still, Wolff makes 

clear in his account that the common people saw the false Baldwin as a hero and saviour: “None of 

Baldwin's other old associates, including some who had been brought up with him, thought the hermit 

genuine. But the lower classes insisted that he was their count, and those who denied it were met by a 

popular out-cry that they had been bought by Jeanne” (296). The lower classes had political reasons for 

preferring the false Baldwin over the pro-French elements, but it is also possible that the hermit’s 

humble origins were reflected in his character and made him attractive to his fellow lower-class people, 

whatever the intentions of the nobles who were handling him. As with the Raiktor episode, different 

participants in the scheme could have had different goals that were not necessarily mutually 
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incompatible. The use of the false Baldwin as a political tool may not have been a pre-meditated 

machination. However, he was swept up in a popular movement that had its own truth claims, to the 

point that supporters of the false Baldwin accused their opponents of deception. 

The identity of Baldwin therefore becomes a politically contested site, one where class 

demands confront each other. In fact, the whole incident seems to throw Baldwin’s identity into flux in 

other ways. As Wolff writes, “According to one account, [the true Baldwin] admitted having been a 

Moslem for a while: the Pope, he said, had imposed a seven-year penance on him for this; but the time 

was now up” (296). The account Wolff cites is Albert of Stade’s Annales: “quia inter infideles 

infideliter vixerit” (qtd. in Wolff 315). This detail speaks to Western anxieties about the Muslim world. 

It is almost as if, after going to fight a war in Muslim territory (albeit never actually arriving there), 

Baldwin is “infected” by the territory, representing a paranoid, xenophobic worldview that mistrusts 

people who have experience of the outside world. An analogy to this situation can be found in the 

claims of “Sir John Mandeville” to have visited Rome at the end of his journey and sought penance 

from the Pope, “as men must needs that be in company, dwelling amongst so many a diverse folk of 

diverse sect and of belief” (207). Mandeville does not say that he converted or committed any other sin, 

but he believes that being abroad is enough for him to be “tainted” by his time with the “infidels.” And 

so it is with the false Baldwin, though the doubt he experiences is compounded by the fact that he 

donned a disguise. Nonconformity to social standards in one respect causes doubt about other aspects of 

character: if he left the land of Christianity, than maybe he left Christianity itself? Or if his class status 

is so unstable that he can be mistaken for a nobleman, then maybe religious identity can be just as 

unstable? These relations between exile and disguise demonstrate how identity can be unsettled in the 

eyes of the community. The identities of Josiane and Nicolette undergo a similar confusion when they 

are removed from their native Saracen lands and brought into Christendom. The false Baldwin’s 
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unstable identity continues when he adopts a merchant disguise, once he is caught and fleeing (Wolff 

298).17 Once the false Baldwin has destabilized his identity, more and more identities pile on to him. It 

does not matter what the real identity of the false Baldwin is: he was able to change his identity into 

that of a famous count, and sees the opportunity to adopt a new identity. The identity shift began with 

manipulation by others, but that served to reveal to him that he was free to embrace other identities on 

his own. 

Medieval writers were familiar with disguise as a viable and even common strategy in war and 

diplomacy. Such familiarity has bearing on my discussion of the Tristan romances, because Tristan, and 

even more so Isolde, use disguise not only to preserve their lives in their infamous love affair, but also 

to influence the whole workings of the Cornish kingdom. They do this, partially, because like Baldwin, 
                                                        

 17 Wolff writes here that “In any case the hermit, whether on his way to Rome or merely fleeing 

from punishment, was soon arrested near Besançon in Burgundy, disguised either as a merchant or as a 

singer at an inn: the sources do not agree on the identity of the captor or the exact place of capture.” True, 

when Wolff says that that there is disagreement, he is extrapolating from a passage in the Chronique 

rimée of Phillippe Mouskes, one of his main sources: “L'avoit retenut par assai, / A Rouges-mons en I 

ostel...” (Mouskes 25248-5249; also qtd. in Wolff 319). The passage does not say what the false Baldwin 

was doing at the hostel, or even that he was disguised. Wolff does find St. Martin of Tours describing the 

false Baldwin as “sub specie mercatoris,” though (qtd. in Wolff 320). Even if Wolff is wrong about the 

minstrel disguise, the fact that the false Baldwin is called various things, in various identity categories 

(vocational, confessional) suggests that the medieval audience was reluctant to assign him an essential 

identity. 
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there are great uncertainties about them that arise from their constant absences. Baldwin, Bohemond, 

and Richard all find obstacles to realizing their normal identities as a result of travelling far away. 

Bohemond and Richard are forced to disguise themselves to avoid capture, their usual power being 

useless while they are in enemy territory, and Baldwin becomes a suspect figure by being in Saracen 

territory, which allows his identity to be stolen by another. Their problems, shared by Horn, Tristan, 

and the other fictional heroes of the romances in question, have to do with the medieval concept of 

exile. Identity is tied to geography and patrimony, and displacement from either results in new 

identities. 

 This introduction is the first step to explaining the apparently bizarre behaviour of Rimenhild, 

Josiane, and Mark’s court. The concept of innate nobility, and the challenge exile poses to it, is grounded 

in historical and spiritual beliefs in the time period under question. The tensions and uncertainties of the 

ideas of innate nobility and exile play out in grand geopolitical ways, at least as represented by the 

chronicles. The chronicles further show disguise and subterfuge as part of the regular logic of nobility 

engaging in politics and warfare. The disguise romances provide further proof, if any more was necessary, 

that there is always some resistance to the established order, even in the Middle Ages. The disguise 

scenes in the romances, while not always subversive of hegemonic power structures and class, race, and 

gender categories, demonstrate that medieval writers could conceive of the possibility that identity 

categories may not be so solid after all. The rest of this dissertation will examine the central tension 

between essential and fluid identities, and how romance writers used disguise to mediate that tension. 
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Chapter 2 

Rimenhild Was Right: Exile and Kingship in the Horn and Havelok 

Romances 

Introduction 

Written in 1225 or so in Middle English, but based on an older Anglo-Norman original, King 

Horn has been considered paradigmatic to understandings of medieval romance.1 Its main theme is the 

recovery of a lost heritage and identity through combat and love. The story follows a familiar motif of 

exile and return: a prince named Horn is forced into exile after pagan enemies invade the land and kill his 

father. The text calls these invaders “Saracens,” but the author might be thinking of Vikings as much as 

Muslims.2 Horn escapes to Westernesse and is accepted into the court of the local king, where he meets 

Rimenhild, the princess of Westernesse. They fall in love; however, the evil advisor Fikenhild accuses 

Horn of sleeping with Rimenhild. Horn flees again and eventually defeats the Saracens and reclaims his 

kingdom, though twice he has to come back to Westernesse in order to save Rimenhild from being 

married against her will. Eventually, Horn himself marries Rimenhild, becomes a king, and lives happily 

ever after. 

                                                        

 1As is implied by the very title of the article “A Description of the Medieval Romance Based 

Upon King Horn” by Carol Parrish Jamison. 

 2 Diane Speed describes the traditional scholarly view that they are Vikings by citing the poem’s 

apparent British geography, though she herself comes down on the idea that they are Muslims. In any 

event, though, she writes that “The Saracens of King Horn are essentially a literary phenomenon, based 

not on figures from real life, but on other literary phenomena” (595). 
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 It seems like a basic, simple story, but there is one particular moment that I find striking. The 

first time that Horn has to return to Westernesse to save Rimenhild, he comes disguised as a beggar, 

because he is still persona non grata in that court. At the wedding feast, he asks Rimenhild for a drink 

from a horn-shaped drinking cup. But strangely enough, Rimenhild does not recognize him: 

Heo seide, "Have this cuppe, 

And this thing theruppe. 

Ne sagh ich nevre, so ich wene, 

Beggere that were so kene." 

Horn tok hit his ifere 

And sede, "Quen so dere, 

Wyn nelle ich muche ne lite 

But of cuppe white. [...] 

Drynke null I of dyssh: 

Drink to Horn of horne. 

Feor ich am jorne." 

Rymenhild him gan bihelde; 

Hire heorte bigan to chelde. 

Ne knew heo noght his fissing, 

Ne Horn hymselve nothing. (1135-1142; 1154-1160) 

Despite some very obvious clues—“Drink to Horn from the horn!”—Rimenhild cannot figure out who 

Horn really is. She just sees him as a beggar.  

           Rimenhild’s confusion is a theme throughout the romance. Earlier, Rimenhild suffers another 

embarrassing misrecognition when she first falls in love with Horn. She first approaches Athelbrus, the 
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king’s steward, to act as a go-between for them. But Athelbrus considers this to be “for none gode” (286), 

presumably because he is afraid for the pair’s chastity. So he makes a request of Athulf, Horn’s brother: 

“In Hornes ilike / Thu schalt hure biswike” (293-4). The deception works: 

Anon upon Athulf child 

Rymenhild gan wexe wild: 

Heo wende that Horn hit were 

That heo havede there: 

Heo sette him on bedde; 

With Athulf child he wedde; 

On hire armes tweie 

Athulf heo gan leie. (299-306) 

Granted, Athulf is Horn’s brother, but the romance does not say that they are identical twins, or that they 

look particularly similar. Rimenhild is comfortable enough to make her advances (which have become 

famous among critics), thinking that her beloved is in her room with her.3 Athulf reveals the secret, and 

she is suitably upset (315-25). It seems that Rimenhild cannot recognize Horn no matter what the 

circumstances: she sees him when he is not there, and cannot see him when he is there. And in both cases, 

the male characters end up appearing much more competent and capable than she does. Why does she 

suffer from the inability to recognize the hero and her beloved?  

                                                        

 3 Some examples of scholars remarking on Rimenhild’s active role in courtship include Adelaide 

Evans Harris (back in 1928; page 26), Helen Cooper (“When Romance Comes True” 25) and Sarah 

McNamer (24). Harris also notes that Rimenhild suffers for her love, but her suffering comes from other 

characters. The narrator does not judge her negatively.  
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One key claim that I make in this chapter is that disguise operates with a symbolic and structural 

logic in romances of exile and return. Disguise is a symbol for disinheritance and the loss of identity. The 

reason why Rimenhild cannot recognize Horn is that he is not Horn yet. The identity of a medieval 

nobleman is tied inextricably to land and family. Without a land to call his own, and without a wife to 

stabilize the inheritance of that land through the family, Horn does not have a noble identity. He may as 

well be a beggar. Merritt Blakeslee spells out a similar situation in the Tristan romances: 

The theme of Tristan’s disguises as a divesting of his social identities is linked to  that of his 

disinheritance (not only of goods but of name) and orphaning in [Thomas’s Tristan]. Following 

his exile from Mark’s court, Tristan is again dispossessed; and his status becomes that of a 

marginal, of one who is and is not of the society on whose fringes he dwells. As a marginal, 

Tristan is ready at any moment to cross the line that separates his social identity from his interior 

self, subjugating the former to the latter. (63-64) 

As it is for Tristan, so it is for Horn. Horn’s exile also renders him without a stable social identity, and his 

disguises mean that, while he is always himself with noble goals in mind, he is not recognizable as noble 

or considered noble by the rest of the community. Rimenhild, in failing to recognize Horn, represents the 

entire medieval social order. Disinherited from his land and robbed of his fiancée, Horn is deprived of his 

identity as well. 

If disguise has a symbolic significance in King Horn, it also has a utilitarian one. If these 

romances are about the quest to retrieve one’s identity, then the form must also generate a scenario of 

non-identity, which accounts for the predominance of the disguising motif. Of course the knights always 

get their identity back by the end: their disguise is just a purgatory that they have to go through, all with 

the purpose of recovering the heritage and the girl. Horn fights Saracens to get his heritage back, but 

disguises himself to save Rimenhild. Therefore, if disguise is a tool to reclaim true identity, it is, in a 
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sense, not so much the removal of identity, but, counter intuitively, a stronger reassertion of it. Disguise is 

a sort of self-parody that makes the inevitable reassertion of identity more secure and fixed. The “true,” 

noble identity of Horn is a thesis that becomes stronger by encountering and overcoming its antithesis, the 

false, peasant version of Horn.  

 To answer the question of why Rimenhild is so bizarrely incapable of recognition, I will examine 

two other groups of sources. The first are chronicle accounts of Richard I, and the second are some of the 

other analogues of the Middle English King Horn, most notably the Anglo-Norman version, but also the 

versions of Havelok the Dane. I will also discuss the theme of exile and return that serves to group all of 

these sources together. Exile was more than just a physical relocation to medieval thinkers: it was also an 

emotional and spiritual distancing that had significant effects on one’s identity. The deprivation of 

identity created by exile clearly invites analysis alongside the shifting of identity that comes with 

disguise. As for Richard I, his life, at least as recorded in medieval chronicles, in many ways embodies 

this unsettling of identity. He both went into exile (the medieval concept of “exile” being linked to the 

concept of “pilgrimage,” which is in turn linked to going on Crusade) and disguised himself while away. 

Examining his identity as a king establishes some sense of the culture in which the Horn and Havelok 

romances operate. These romances display a paradox in that they want to glorify their protagonists and 

exalt their noble identities, yet they place them in situations that reveal those noble identities to be 

performative; that is, they are not identities that are essential to the nobles but are rather brought about by 

nobles performing what they understand to be their class identity. Noble identity (like other kinds of 

identities) are not the result of unchangeable factors like lineage, birth, or nature. They are the sum total 

of an individual’s actions and speech, which are directed to conform to society’s expectation of what 

noble identity should be. No doubt, this is not entirely deliberate on the part of nobles in the Middle Ages, 
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but on some level, they must have recognized what they were doing, and this awareness is reflected in the 

chronicles and the romances. 

The different romance writers each have their own means of addressing the challenge of 

representing characters who perform their identity while still glorifying inherent nobility. Havelok (in 

both Anglo-Norman and Middle English versions) serves as a worthy contrast to the Horn stories because 

Havelok is rarely disguised at all, even in exile, and even when he is, his body is so undeniably marked as 

noble that characters can scarcely doubt who he is. The Anglo-Norman author of Le Roman de Horne 

approaches the challenge through constant reinforcement of the fact that Horn is, indeed, noble. King 

Horn tries to balance performativity and inherent nobility in a much more nuanced way. King Horn 

contains little narrative description and embellishment compared to Le Roman de Horne. Its remarkable 

feature is, instead, its precise structure. This structure is built around different steps in Horn’s journey to 

regain his heritage, emphasizing the moments when he is disguised as lower-class figures. These 

moments become crucial parts of his journey to nobility and cannot be as easily wished away as they are 

in the Anglo-Norman version. If a performative identity is the sum total of an individual’s actions, then 

King Horn grants us unencumbered access to those actions as Horn builds his own identity. So while 

exile and return romances raise the spectre of noble identity being merely a social construction or 

performance, they always find some way to dismiss it, even if they are not always entirely successful. 

Rachel Snell writes about the pleasure audiences receive from episodes (like that in Shakespeare’s Henry 

V) where a king goes undercover and mingles with his subjects: “They also echo a more egalitarian 

desire: that, beneath all his pomp and ceremony, the king should be ‘one of us.’” (133) The Horn 

romances likewise participate in the pleasure of entertaining the idea that a king is just like anyone else, 

though their endings seek to contain the subversive overtones of this joy.  
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Before examining the romance heroes, some further historical context will help illustrate the way 

exile, and other factors, could create sow doubts about identity in the community, even towards a king. 

Richard I lived outside England and was famously away fighting the Third Crusade for much of his reign. 

His life does not follow the same path as Horn’s or Havelok’s, but he did reportedly disguise himself 

while abroad, and his kingship provides a useful comparison point. Chronicle writers express several 

explicit hesitations about the identity of Richard I, and elaborate even more instances of behaviours that 

are not consistent with what might be expected from a noble, warrior king. The disguise scenes are among 

these, but even certain occasions where Richard is enacting his kingship in public give the impression of 

“performance,” that is, a need to create the image of the king out of an identity that is not necessarily that 

of a ruler possessing the inherent qualities of a king.4 The life of Richard I, as represented in the 

chronicles, provides an image of what the medieval audience wanted in a king, but also a realization that 

this ideal may not truly exist. 

The Contested Identity of Richard I 

Richard I has been an important and controversial figure in medieval history from the moment 

that he died. On the one hand, he was represented as a noble warrior king, a courtly hero of Arthur-like 

proportions who defends Christendom and brings glory to England. On the other hand, he was also a 

figure who was troublesome to certain medieval sensibilities. He was king of England, but lived most of 
                                                        

 4 Another way to put this is that, in medieval eyes, Richard is a flawed king, and that his flaws 

challenge the idea of a perfect, sacrosanct ruling class. My point in comparing Richard to Horn and the 

other romance protagonists is not so much that Horn is morally flawed, but rather that Horn’s disguises 

likewise have a destabilizing effect on the idea of inherent nobility. That said, many of Horn’s actions are 

morally questionable. The cruelty he exhibits in keeping Rimenhild in suspense about his identity is 

particularly noteworthy for the purposes of this chapter. 
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his peacetime life in his French possessions. There is also the issue of his competition: Saladin, the 

Muslim commander during the Third Crusade, is admitted by many medieval writers to be at least as 

worthy a knight as Richard. Saladin’s elevation in medieval Christian eyes does not necessarily mean that 

Richard is demeaned; however, it does somewhat undermine the notion that militant Christianity, 

represented by Richard, is necessary to make an admirable King. In fact, Richard tried to arrange a 

marriage between his sister and Saladin’s brother, an event that surely would have destabilized a 

European sense of identity, had it come to pass.5 Finally, Richard had a reputation for engaging in what 

the chronicler Howden calls “concubitu illicito” (illicit intercourse), widely understood to mean 

homosexuality, a trait that does not conform with the medieval vision of the ideal hero (289).6 Richard, 

then, was a man with a conflicted reputation in the Middle Ages. 

As modern scholars attest, the idea of medieval kingship was not a settled matter even in the 

Middle Ages; and given the prevalence of monarchy as a political system in the period, the personhood of 

the king was an obvious topic of interest for medieval thinkers. Ernst Kantorowicz famously claimed that 

Early Modern kings were considered to have two bodies, their natural body, and their body as 

representation of the state (7), an idea that he traced back to the Middle Ages.7 In particular, a writer 

known as the Norman Anonymous saw the king as both a sacred and a secular figure (45). According to 

                                                        

 5 Adnan Husain and Margaret Pappano have written an article exploring the politics of this 

proposed marriage. Their sources include Ibn Shaddad’s History of Saladin (128). 

 6 Geraldine Heng discusses this passage from Howden and how it is unusually explicit in its 

implication that Richard was homosexual (92). 

 7 Aside from Kantorowicz, Crane and Fradenburg also discuss the challenges that the idea of 

kingship faced in establishing itself. 
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Kantorowicz, the Anonymous argues that, whereas the kings of the Old Testament were "foreshadowers" 

of Christ, the A.D. kings are "shadows" of him: 

The Christian ruler became the christomimētēs--literally the "actor" or "impersonator" of Christ--

who on the terrestrial stage presented the living image of the two-natured God, even with regard 

to the two unconfused natures. The divine prototype and his visible vicar were taken to display 

great similarity, as they were supposed to reflect each other. (47) 

The Anonymous does allow for a difference between Christ and the kings, of course, for Christ possesses 

duality by nature, whereas kings only enjoy holiness by the virtue of grace. Nevertheless, the language 

around the christomimētēs is revealing. As much as it emphasizes the divine power of the king, it also 

characterizes him as an actor, as a second-best to the real thing. The king's power can reach to heaven, but 

with that comes high expectations. We must ask ourselves, what happens when the king falters in his 

imitation of Christ? How should we react when our attention is drawn to the fact that the king is 

performing imitations? 

Numerous chronicles (and at least one romance) conceptualize Richard as an ideal king, but 

doubts remain.8 Many of these doubts emerge from several documented occasions of unchristian 

behaviour, challenging the imitatio christi that the Anonymous describes. Some doubts also come from 

Richard's own occasions of disguisings. The chronicle written by a thirteenth-century French writer 

known as the Minstrel of Rheims described one such instance:  

Adonc fist li rois Richarz atourneir ses neis, et monta sour meir ; et s'adreça  au mieuz qu'il pot 

vers Alemaingne, et pristport. Et s'en ala par terre à privée mesnie, et tant erra qu'il vint en 

Osteriche ; et fu espiez et conneuz. Quant il se perçut, si prist la robe à un garçon, et se mist en la 
                                                        

 8 Husain and Pappano mention the anonymous thirteenth-century romance Richard Coer de Lyon 

as a source that glorifies Richard (124). 
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cuisine à tourneir les chapons. Une espie l'ala conteir au duc, et quant li dus le sot, si envoia tant 

de chevaliers et de mesnie que la force en fu leur. Et fu pris li rois et envoiez en un fort chastel[.] 

(IX.65.34-35) 

King Richard prepared his ships and embarked upon the sea, heading as best he could, in the 

direction of Germany, and he reached port. With his own entourage he went overland, travelling 

as far as Austria, where, when he realized that he had been noticed and recognized, he disguised 

himself as a servant, and went into the kitchen to prepare capons. A spy went and told the duke 

who, when he had been informed, sent many knights from his own entourage to overwhelm him. 

The king was captured and placed in a strong castle[.] (IX.25)9 

Medieval audiences might be familiar with the story of a nobleman disguising himself as a lower-class 

figure from the Odyssey. Like the classical period, the medieval period obviously had strong class 

divisions, and there is an enormous distance between a servant cooking capons and a divinely-sanctioned 

king. The idea that a king could pass as a servant, even for a little while, is remarkable. Why is it that 

medieval chroniclers choose to complicate Richard’s already complex identity by having him attempt to 

conceal his identity? He does not always disguise himself as a chef, as in this version. There are other 

versions of the same story where he takes on the guise of a merchant, a pirate, or a poor pilgrim 

(Chronicle, Roger of Wendover, Roger of Howden 269). Regardless of what the adopted identity is, it is 

important for these chroniclers to use the trope of disguise to examine the figure of Richard. Why? 

If Richard, as a king, is a figure of Christ on Earth, then there are some things about him that 

make that presentation difficult from a medieval Christian perspective. The famous records of his 

homosexuality are among them. In Howden’s account, Richard encounters a hermit who tells him to 
                                                        

 9 Malory provides a romance parallel to this story with the episode of Gareth “Beawmaynes,” 

who works in Arthur’s kitchen before he or anyone else learns of his noble identity (VII.295.4). 



 

 

 

47 

“memor subversionis Sodomae, et ab illicitis te abstine ; sin autem, veniet super te ultio digna Dei" (288). 

(“Be mindful of the destruction of Sodom, and abstain from what is unlawful ; for if thou dost not, a 

vengeance worthy of God shall overtake thee”) (356). Richard, according to Howden, initially ignores 

this advice, but “ex Divina inspirante gratia memoriter aliquam illius commonitionis partem retinuit, 

fiduciam habens in Domino, quod Ipse, Qui publicanum et Cananæm revocavit ad pœnitentiam, 

secundum magnam misericordiam Suam daret ei cor pœnitens” (289). (“By the inspiration of the Divine 

grace, he retained some part of his warning in his memory, having faith in the Lord that he who recalled 

the publicans and the Canaanitish woman to repentance, in His great mercy would give him a penitent 

heart”) (357). Thus, when Richard gets badly sick, confesses, “et accepta poenitentia, mulierem suam, 

quam a multo tempore non cognoverat, recepit ; et abjecto concubitu illicito, adhaesit uxori suae, et facti 

sunt duo in carne una; et dedit ei Dominus sanitatem tam corporis quam animae” (289). ([“A]nd, after 

receiving absolution, took back his wife whom for a long time he had not known : and, putting away all 

illicit intercourse, he remained constant to his wife, and they two became one flesh, and the Lord gave 

him health both of body and of soul” (357). So, even when Richard seems to be outside God’s favour 

because of his homosexuality, he still retains a “memory” of good religion and the touch of divine grace. 

Howden wants to have it both ways: Richard is both a king engaging in what Howden considers to be 

immoral practices, but even so, Richard has an inherent spiritual advantage that allows him to return to 

grace. The apparent obstacles to Richard fulfilling what a king should be melt away. 

As the chronicles demonstrate, kings and other military figures frequently use performance and 

disguise to achieve their ends. Rebecca Slitt emphasizes the representations of Richard’s performative 

kingship in Ambroise’s Estoire de la Guerre Sainte (Slitt). Again, by “performative,” I mean that there is 

no essential identity to Richard’s kingship, and that he builds his identity by performing what he believes 

to be expected of him. The chronicles, even when keen to represent him in a positive light, give hints that 
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his identity is something other than essential. Take this example from a public battle scene: “Al faus 

empereür faille / Dist, ‘L’emperere, vien, si joste.’ / Mais il n’aveit cure de joste” (1559-61). (“He leapt 

from the ground into the saddle and said to the false and perfidious emperor, ‘Emperor, come joust!’ But 

the emperor did not fancy jousting”) (53). Here, Richard is trying to humiliate the emperor in front of 

armies. While he probably sincerely wants to joust, his main goal is to make himself be seen as the 

stronger and braver man by those gathered on the battlefield.   

Another performance of masculinity and kingship occurs when some doubters warn Richard 

against engaging in a battle because many Christians would die, and Ambroise writes that  

Li reis ot la color muee, 

Lors dist, “Quant jo les i enveieai 

E que d’aler les i preiai 

S[ë] il [i] moerent donc sanz moi, 

Donc n’ai[e] jo ja mes non de rei.” 

 Es costez al cheval dona 

E le frein lui abandona, 

E fud plus joinz que uns esperviers. (7331-338). 

The king’s colour changed. Then he said, ‘When I sent them here and asked them to go, if they 

die there without me then would I never again bear the title of king.’ He kicked the flanks of his 

horse and gave him free rein and went off, faster than a sparrowhawk. (131) 

Here Richard establishes some criteria for being king, namely that a king should fight alongside his 

soldiers. His argument is enhanced by his public performance of anger. The kicking of the horse and the 

change of complexion make for a dramatic moment. But if a king has to be cruel to his enemies, he also 

has to be kind and generous to his friends. When crusaders complain about their expenses,  
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Tanta la sus e jus la pleinte 

Qu’el fud al rei Richard ateinte, 

E il dist que tant lor dureit 

Ke chescons löer s’en poreit; 

E lor dona si granz dons riches 

Ruchard, qui n’est aver ne chinches, 

Hanas d’argent, copes dorees, 

K’en aportoit a devantees 

As chevaliers solonc ço qu’il erent 

Que de [ses] biaus dons le löerent[.] (1054-63) 

[t]he complaints spread among high and low and reached King Richard who said that he would 

give each one enough money that he would be able to congratulate himself.10 Richard—who is not 

mean nor miserly—gave them such great gifts of silver chalices and gilded cups, brought to the 

knights according to their station, that all men praised him for his fine gifts[.] (46)11 

In both of these cases, Richard makes a public display in order to challenge the claims of the naysayers. 

He is committing commendable acts, but making sure that he is on display while he is doing so. This 

desire to be seen does not diminish Richard’s sincerity, but it does confirm that there is a disconnect 

between the image of the perfect king and the body actually working to create that image: Richard knows 

what a King should do and he endeavours to emulate it so as to seem such a figure. As with the 

christomimētēs, the king is a presentation of the image, not the image itself.  
                                                        

 10 “[S]o that he could be praised” is probably a better translation for this phrase. 

 11 If memory serves, all of these examples were used by Slitt in her lecture. At the very least, they 

greatly resemble the examples she did use. 
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If the king is presenting an image when he is performing the basic functions of a ruler, at least as 

represented by the chroniclers, then he is doing it all the more so when he is in disguise. Howden’s 

account is telling. Richard “applucuisset prope Gazere apud Raguse, noluit indicare quod esset rex 

Angliae, sed peregrini essent : et quamvis ipse barbam haberet prolixam, et capillos prolixos, et vestes et 

omnia cætera ad similitudinem gentis terrae illius, tamen celari non potuit, propter nimias expensas quas 

faciebat, contra consuetudinem illius patriae” (185-86). (“[L]anding at Gazera, near Ragusa, declined to 

tell them that he was king of England, but said that they were pilgrims. However, although he had a long 

beard and long hair and garments, and everything else to resemble the people of that country, he was 

unable to remain unknown, in consequence of his great expenditure, which was quite foreign to the usage 

of the people of that country”) (269-70). Here, Richard’s great wealth, and perhaps magnanimity 

(Howden does not say how Richard was spending the money), sets him apart from the local inhabitants. 

Even when disguised, he has distinguishing characteristics appropriate for a king. The fact that Howden 

takes time to point this out speaks to an anxiety that the king is somehow less a king when he is disguised.  

Arab sources note an occasion when Richard I disguises himself as well. According to Baha al-

Din ibn Shaddad, a Bedouin came across a poorly guarded Egyptian caravan, which he reported to 

Richard: “the king of England, when this news reached him, did not believe it. He rode with a small party 

and the Bedouin until he reached the caravan, and then circled around it, disguised as an Arab. He saw 

them quietly resting, deep in sleep. He went back and called his men to horse.” Richard and his troops 

scatter the caravan with a surprise attack, and as ibn Shaddad relates, “It was a disastrous incident, the 

like of which had not befallen Islam for a very long time” (207). This passage is part of a wider practice 

of ibn Shaddad to represent the English as crafty and treacherous, similar to his characterization of an 

envoy from Richard: “Just look at this guile in eliciting what one wants by soft words at one moment and 

by harsh ones at the next!” (216). Here, ibn Shaddad presents ruse and trickery as less warrior-like 
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strategies than outright combat, and in so doing, cast the English king in a negative light. Christian 

authors like Howden are more comfortable with Richard’s behaviour, and as was the case in the Alexiad, 

there are chronicles that are willing to excuse acts of disguise and trickery. This is especially true if the 

trickery is committed by a sympathetic figure, but this is not necessarily true: even Anna was willing to 

praise Bohemond for his guile. Nevertheless, Christian sources express an uneasiness, similar to ibn 

Shaddad’s negative portrayal of Richard’s trickery, and thus they seek to rationalize Richard’s disguises 

and tricks.   

There is therefore a tension in the sources between the idea of a strong, solid ruler and the image 

of a trickster who performs his identity. This tension is part of a larger project to solidify aristocratic rule. 

As Susan Crane writes, “Theoretically, in any feudal system a vassal holds land from his lord only by 

personal oath; he cannot pass it on to heirs. In practice, especially as the personal and military quality of 

the feudal relationship faded, lords normally permitted the transfer of fiefs from one generation to the 

next upon performance of homage and payment of a relief fee” (Insular Romance 20). In short, nobles 

desired to define themselves through family and heritage, but that identity needed to be placed in a legal 

framework. They wished their identity to be as natural as possible, but admitted that it also existed in 

social relations, like those regulated by the Magna Carta. Crane goes on to argue that the legal 

frameworks defining nobility paved the way for a great surge in the popularity of narratives about exile 

and return. Featuring a nobleman who is exiled from his land by an oppressive monarch and has to 

gloriously reclaim it, romances such as King Horn speak to this particular cultural moment concerned 

with aristocratic identity formation (23). Horn’s adventures parallel Richard’s performances as well as the 

feudal guarantee of identity through family and land. Horn’s identity also needs to be performed, and it is 

only when he reclaims his stolen land and solidifies his lineage by finding his bride that his identity can 

be fully realized. There is a conflict between the two developments of noble identity. One is supposedly 
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naturalized through land and family, and the other is developed through performing what the naturalized 

identity is supposed to look like. Horn performs his identity until it is at last represented as secure once he 

wins his land and bride. 

But if the Horn romances exalt kingship and its innate nobility by presenting challenges to them 

that they easily overcome, kingship is completely unchallenged in the romance Havelok the Dane and its 

Anglo-Norman source, L'ai d'Haveloc. Chronicle accounts of Richard provides a parallel to 

characterizations of Horn in that he is a noble king who nonetheless has flaws, doubts, and concerns about 

the perfection of his identity. Havelok, instead, is a contrast to Horn (and Richard): writers represent him 

as flawlessly noble, and unproblematicaly divinely-sanctioned. If Richard was a historical figure that 

medieval writers admired, but still expressed hesitations about, then Havelok is the perfect figure that 

writers wished Richard was. 

Havelok the Dane and L'ai d'Haveloc 

 Class, politics, and justice are central to the Havelok story. As Crane writes, “Havelok the Dane is 

truly a romance of the law. The familiar question of inheritance rights here expands to a comprehensive 

interest in legality as it affects all of society” (Insular Romance 48). The verb “yemen” (to govern, to 

protect, to rule) appears twenty times in Havelok the Dane, sometimes referring to women (131), 

woodland (268), a castle (324), Denmark (2960), and Havelok himself (1753). The frequent use of the 

verb indicates the romance’s wish to see all aspects of life as well-governed and organized, on both a 

personal and political level. The issue of class in the Havelok romances has caught the attention of critics, 

with some arguing that the Middle English version is more populist in its outlook than the Anglo-Norman 

version, or indeed comparable Old French romances. John Halverson calls L'ai d'Haveloc part of a 

“courtly” culture and Havelok the Dane “bourgeois” because of its tone, setting, and the attitudes of the 

characters (142). He discusses how the Middle English version of Havelok’s adoptive father, Grim, 
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embraces manual labour: “The point of view is that of the prosperous, hard-working middle class; there is 

something here of what has since been called ‘the protestant ethic’” (147). It is true that Havelok the Dane 

is less aristocratic in flavour than its Anglo-Norman counterpart: for instance, the scenery of the Middle 

English romance is more rooted in the fishing village than in the court.12 Still, lower-class sensibilities 

may be more muted in L'ai d'Haveloc, but they are not absent altogether (Crane, Insular Romance, 43). 

One issue is that the motives of Halverson’s article itself are suspicious: it carries a condescending tone 

towards L'ai d'Haveloc and plays on stereotypes of English people as more democratic than the 

supposedly more aristocratic French: his appeal to the stereotype of the Protestant work ethic offers a 

clear example of this.13 Also, while Halverson is surely right that it adds something to the popular feel of 

Havelok the Dane whenever the narrator claims to be a travelling minstrel, to argue that these claims are 

real evidence for a non-noble audience is to overstate matters (144). John C. Hirsh finds in the last five 

lines of the romance a statement from the narrator that the poem was written over long nights, not 

composed orally as might be expected from a minstrel (342). So, many of Halverson’s assumptions are 

incorrect from the outset. 

                                                        

 12 Dieter Mehl writes that “It is interesting to see that all the more extensive descriptions in 

Havelock refer to rather homely and uncourtly subjects” (164), which supports Halverson’s point. 

Likewise, the Havelok the Dane narrator passes over a rich entertainment with an occupatio at line 1732. 

I do not dispute that the Middle English romance has a down-to-earth aesthetic, but the story and plot 

betray aristocratic assumptions. 

 13 An additional quotation from Halverson serves to illustrate both his claim that Havelok the 

Dane embraces populist politics and his own nationalist attitude: “The Robin-Hood atmosphere and 

sentiment of the Tale [of Gamelyn] seems, like the fantasy of Havelok, to be peculiarly English” (151). 
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 But Havelok’s body itself is the biggest argument against seeing the romance as a populist refusal 

of rigid barriers between peasants and nobles. His body is the ultimate marker of his inherent nobility, and 

if nobility is inherent, Grim’s hard work ethic ultimately cannot change the social structure. It goes 

without saying that items like clothing can play a major role in determining one's identity. This is true in 

the Middle Ages as now; indeed, Crane notes how the fourteenth century produced personal slogans and 

symbols on attire worn by individuals such as the Black Prince (who had a symbol of ostrich feathers 

with the motto "Ich dien," or "I serve"). This trend grew out of earlier heraldic devices (Performance of 

Self 15-16). Similarly, in the Horn romances (and the Tristan and the Bevis romances), the characters use 

clothing associated with different classes to negotiate their identities (as well as dirtying their faces, and 

so forth). Horn additionally uses a ring to identify himself. The ring is a strong guarantor of noble 

identity, but it is still removable and separable from the individual. It cannot compete with Havelok's 

birthmark as a sign of true, inherent nobility. 

 In the introduction to their edition of Havelok the Dane, Ronald B. Herzman, Graham Drake, and 

Eve Salisbury emphasize the importance of Havelok's body, citing "the supernatural light shining from 

the sleeping hero's mouth, and the cross-shaped birthmark on his shoulder" and, more basically, his large 

size and appetite. They also point out that Havelok has some success hiding himself with disguises, and 

passing for a person of a lower social class. However, they say: “But whether his body is a tabula rasa for 

a heaven-sent sign, or a frame for clothing from every social stratum, his bodily strength is remarked on 

consistently throughout his story.” The same is true of the Anglo-Norman Haveloc, as Crane writes: 

“Besides being graced with divine sanction, Haveloc also meets concrete requirements that demonstrate 

his lineage: his appearance, his mark of flame, and his ability to blow a horn that none but the true heir 

can sound” (Insular Romance 41-42). The difference between Horn's beautiful body and Havelok's 

divinely-inscribed body is that Havelok's body demonstrates its nobility in a far less subtle manner.  
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 Havelok lives in anonymous exile for much of the romance, with his identity unknown even to 

himself. This amounts to him being disguised, in a sense. This is truer of the Anglo-Norman version than 

of the Middle-English. In the Anglo-Norman, Havelok actually takes on a new name and identity, albeit 

not through his own machinations:  

 Pur la franchise k’en lui ot 

 Le teneient entr’els a sot 

 De lui feseient lur deduit, 

 Cuaran l’appell[o]ent tuit 

 Kar co teneient li Bretun 

 En lur langage pur quistrun. (257-62) 

Because of the liberality that he had in him some among them held him for a fool; they made fun of 

him. They all called him Cuaran, for the Bretons in their language mean by this a cook’s boy.14 

Havelok therefore adopts a new identity until he returns to Denmark. Havelok’s predicament is similar to 

Horn’s. His exile deprives him of his status, such that he is reduced from a prince to being, essentially, a 

cook’s boy. This reduction in circumstances is mirrored in a change of name and overall identity: he is no 

longer Havelok the prince, but Cuaran the cook’s boy. The exile influences not only Havelok’s physical 

circumstances, but also the circumstances of his emotion and identity. Yet, his patrimony is still obvious 

enough. When Haveloc returns to Denmark, in a merchant’s clothes, he is all but recognized by the 

seneschal: “De sun seignur li remembra, / Del rei Gunter k’il tant ama” (He reminded him of his lord, of 

King Gunther whom he had loved so much) (742-43).15 King Gunther is Haveloc’s father. Family 

                                                        

 14 Modern English translations of the Lai d’Haveloc are Kretzschmar’s. 

 15 Crane, in Insular Romance, drew my attention to this passage (42). 
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resemblance may not be anything remarkable, but in this context, it exemplifies how Haveloc’s lineage is 

evident even through disguise. 

In the Middle-English version, as well, there is a scene where Havelok is actively concealing his 

identity when he returns home to Denmark in order to regain his throne. But it is very short lived. He 

disguises himself as a merchant, and while the exact details of the disguise are lost in the manuscript, 

editors agree that Havelok is travelling under the pretense of selling wares.16 He meets with a nobleman 

named Ubbe, but Ubbe immediately sees through the disguise:  

 Havelok bihel he swithe wel, 

 Hw he was wel of bones maked, 

 Brod in the sholdres, ful wel schaped, 

 Thicke in the brest, of bodi long -  

 He semede wel to ben wel strong. 

 "Deus!" hwat Ubbe, "Qui ne were he knith?["] (1645-50) 

Ubbe believes that Havelok's body better suits him to be a knight instead of a merchant. His belief 

hardens when he sees the light emanate from Havelok's mouth and the cross-shaped birthmark on his 

shoulder:  

 Thanne bihelden he him faste, 

 So that he knewen at the laste 

 That he was Birkabeynes sone, 

 That was here king[.] (2148-51) 

Upon seeing the divinely-inscribed signs on Havelok's body, Ubbe recognizes him not only as a 

nobleman, but actually specifically identifies him as the heir to the Danish throne. All this happens, 
                                                        

 16 According to the note to line 1445 in Herzman, Drake, and Salisbury’s edition. 
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incidentally, while Havelok is sleeping. Havelok does not have to do anything to reveal himself: his 

identity is transparent.  

 The female characters have a more difficult time in identifying Havelok. In the Anglo-Norman 

version, the narrator says that Havelok’s wife, Argentille, had “grant hunt de lui” (great shame before 

him) as they lay in bed (386). The romance does not explain why she was ashamed of him, but earlier, it 

said that the king has Argentille married to “Cuaran” in order to “aviler e honir” (dishonor and shame) 

her, presumably because of the difference in class (384). That same night, though, Argentille begins to 

learn of her spouse’s identity because of a flame that issues from his mouth while he sleeps; she also has a 

dream that needs to be interpreted by a hermit before she fully understands his nobility (388-536). The 

scene is closely adapted in the Middle English, but this time, the narration explicitly says that it is the 

supposed class distinction that disturbs Havelok’s wife (Goldeboru in this version): “Sory and sorwful 

was she ay/.../ That she were yeven unkyndelike” (1249-51). Yet, this misrecognition does not last long, 

at least for the romance’s audience. The very next line says: “O nith saw she therinne a lith” coming out 

of Havelok’s mouth (1252). The narration does not say how much time passed between their wedding 

night and this “O nith,” but the audience never hears about anything that happens between Goldeboru’s 

misplaced sorrow and the revelation of the night, which serves to de-emphasize her state of ignorance. 

She almost immediately realizes the meaning of the light: “He beth heyman yet, als I wene” (1261). An 

angelic voice then speaks to her and confirms that Havelok is, indeed, nobly-born and a king (1265-75). 

The moment is didactic and patronizing, but Goldeboru still manages to discern Havelok’s noble identity 

from the light, before the angel speaks to her. In both versions, Havelok’s wife experiences a 

misrecognition similar to the way that Rimenhild does when she cannot identify Horn in disguise, but 

Argentille and Goldeboru’s misrecognitions are less sustained and impactful. Rimenhild, at the climatic 

wedding scene, cannot recognize Horn even though she has already met him, but Argentille and 
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Goldeboru merely mistake his social position, and then only briefly (at least as far as the narration is 

concerned). The supernatural imprinting on Havelok’s body ensures that his noble status is recognized. 

 Havelok’s obvious, self-revelatory nobility stands in stark contrast with the scenes where Horn 

reveals himself. There is no highly-wrought scene with puns and cups. The light emanating from him 

indicates divine authority that diffuses all argument. This is true for the audience as much as it is for the 

characters. Any subversive delight that the audience of the Horn romances took in imagining that a king 

could be any beggar is shut down in the Havelok stories. The endings of the Havelok stories are 

conservative in that nothing is subverted and everything is as it should be from a royalist perspective. Yet 

the disguise scenes are so few, so small, and so absolutely de-emphasized in light (literally) of Havelok’s 

unavoidably noble body that there was hardly a challenge to conservative ideas of inherent nobility to 

begin with. 

 The Horn romances are more adventurous in entertaining the idea that kings could be seen as 

peasants under certain circumstances, but the Anglo-Norman and the Middle English versions present this 

idea in different ways. Both of them are courtly in tone and setting—the fishing village from Havelok the 

Dane is nowhere to be found—but their approach to describing their settings are quite dissimilar. The 

narrator of King Horn is matter of fact, and normally lets the characters do the talking, but the narrator of 

Le Roman de Horne intervenes often to remind the audience of the noble subject matter.  

Le Roman de Horne 

 The Anglo-Norman Horn establishes a tension between the disguise scenes, where Horn and 

others adopt identities based on lower-classes, and the constant emphasis on Horn’s strong noble identity 

throughout the story. The latter attitude comes through statements like this one from Rigmel’s father to 

Horn:  

E de real lignagae  fud néé vostre mere, 
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E vostre aol si fud  d’Alemangne enperere[…] 

Quant Deus vus ariva  laval a la rociere  

Od quinze cumpaignuns,  vallez de bone chiere, 

Bien semblïez trestuit  ester nez de gent fiere— 

Un point ne semblïez  a home qui pain quiere— 

Kar n’i out un tut sul n’eüst vesture chiere: 

Ja povre hom ne poüst  d’itiele estre achatiere. (1124-125, 1130-135) 

(you are of noble birth, for a king was your father, your mother was of royal stock and your 

grandfather the emperor of Germany[...]When God brought you to land, down there on the rocks 

with fifteen companions, good-looking boys, you all seemed born of a proud race. Not one of you 

looked like a man begging his bread, for there wasn’t one of you without rich clothing: no poor 

man could ever purchase such). (57,1119-39) 

This statement clearly evinces an attitude in which noble identity is both inherent and extremely visible. 

The king lists out Horn’s relations and identifies the high stations visible in each, like king and emperor. 

Moreover, such a pedigree is visible in the appearance of Horn and his siblings: they are not only “good-

looking boys” but they also “seemed born of a proud race,” suggesting the essentialist link between 

family, nobility, and appearance. This appearance extends beyond just inherent physical characteristics. 

The king is confident of the noble status of the boys because they all had “rich clothing.” The king adds, 

almost as a reminder to himself and to the rest of the ruling social order, that “no poor man could ever 

purchase such [rich clothing].” 

 The king’s reliance on outward appearances—especially clothing—sits uneasily with the scenes 

in which the characters adopt lower-class disguises. These scenarios produce feelings of confusion in the 

characters and in the narrator. They understand the disguised character to be noble, but expect that the 
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outward appearance to match their understanding. After one of Horn’s first victories, the son of Herland, 

one of Horn’s old allies, comes to Horn dressed as a palmer, and the narrator reports that “Par mi çoe que 

povrew iert, bein semblot de bon lin” (3684) (“although he was poor, he seemed gently born”) (177, 

3682-701). Here, the narrator indulges in a little suspense—this is a rare disguise scene in which the 

readers are not introduced to the disguise ahead of time. So, as far as the readers know, the character is 

poor—yet the narrator can discern some noble appearance despite the poor clothing. The narrative is 

invested in firm divisions between classes, and so a poorly-dressed nobleperson still appears as noble, 

despite the clothing. 

To return to Horn’s family, a similar example involves Horn’s mother, Samburc. When she hears 

the Horn is alive and thriving, she comes to Horn dressed (again) in poor clothing. Horn is still a good 

host even though he does not recognize his mother, but the narrator suggests that this is not entirely due to 

generosity for the less-privileged: “Mult comandat ke fust serv[i]e e gardee / Kar ele semblot tres bein de 

gentil parentee, / Parmi tut ço k’el ert povrement conree” (4932-34). (“He gave orders she [sic] should be 

well served and looked after, for she certainly seemed to be nobly-born, despite her poor attire”) 

(233.4914-57). The world of Horn is one that values hospitality towards poorer transients: during Horn’s 

first major infiltration to save Rigmel, the narrator reports that the “aumoniers lo rei” (“king’s almoner”) 

(4110) sees to it that all the poor are fed at the wedding, and that “autrement fust mal” (4111) (“it would 

have been remiss otherwise”) (195.4099-116). However, Horn’s world is also one that values close 

aristocratic ties across countries. When a poor person has a noble appearance, that creates additional 

impetus to offer assistance to that person. The network of aristocrats rules this world, and it functions 

even when there are barriers to members of the network recognizing one another. 

Horn, as the most exalted nobleperson in this romance, creates special tensions for the narrator 

when he is disguised as a lower-class person. The narrator has to convince the audience that he is 
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disguised effectively enough to fool everyone, but also that his nobility is so inherent, and so obvious, 

that it is absolutely beyond all doubt and absolutely unchallenged from a social viewpoint. The tension is 

most evident when Horn leaves the presence of Rigmel and goes to a new court where he calls himself 

Gudmod. His persona is not that of a poor pilgrim or beggar, but he does pretend to be a less 

accomplished nobleman, lest he get recognized as the renowned Horn. 

La mesnéé le rei,  ki mu test sujornant; 

Mes en tuz les deduiz  les fu Gudmod passanz, 

Kar n’out nul el païs  qui d’içoe seüst taunt […] 

   ne s’est de plus preisaunt. 

Quant tuit si cumpaignun  lur fait erent cuntant, 

Il se sëeit en pes;  ja ne fust mot sunaunt, 

Cumme s’il ne seüst  d’itiel fait taunt ne quant, 

Ke tuit cil de la curt  s’en ierent merveillant. 

E diseient entr’aus  ke mut iert abstinent, 

Ki les passout trestuz  e s’en iert si celaunt. 2534-536, 2541-547. 

Meanwhile the king’s household, quite inactive, took pleasure in hunting and hawking; but in every 

sport Gudmod surpassed them all, for no one in the land knew as much about it as he [...] nor did 

this ever make him more boastful. When all his companions related their exploits, he would sit 

quietly, not uttering a word, as if he knew nothing about such a thing, so that the whole court 

marveled and said to each other he was very discreet, surpassing them all and yet so reticent about 

it. (123.2533-56a).  

It is noteworthy how much self-consciousness “Gudmod” displays in restraining himself from showing 

his talents. He clearly knows that in this tight-knit aristocratic world, any sign that he might be Horn 
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would be clearly recognized. At the same time, the ploy is limited in its effectiveness. Just being part of 

the court requires a certain amount of participation in hunting and hawking and other aristocratic displays, 

and Horn/Gudmod cannot participate in them without showing some elevated competency. Because of 

this, he manages to accrue some praise from the rest of the court. Moreover, and ironically, his holding 

back earns him praise for humility. The narrator lets us know that no matter what Horn does, his nobility 

will shine through. Even deliberate attempts to hide it only result in its coming through in some other 

means.17 

 As in the cases of Samburc and the son of Herland, poorer clothing does little to hide Horn’s 

nobility. When Horn infiltrates Wikele and Rigmel’s wedding disguised as a palmer and begins to mock 

the groom, Modin observes to Wikele about Horn that “De lunc tens n’est il pas  de ces dras porteör: / 

Veez cum ad char blanche  e fresche la colur— / Il purreit par beauté  estre fiz d’almaçor / Ne’l devereit 

refuser  fille a enpereür” (4038-041). (“He hasn’t worn these clothes for long; look at this white skin and 

healthy colour. He’s so handsome he could be an emir’s son; no emperor’s daughter would refuse him”) 

(192.4030-57). Modin adds later “Ne piert pas ke il seit  de lignage frarin; / Malement li avient  qu’il vet 

si en tapin” (4061-062). (“He doesn’t seem to be base-born; he’s come to grief, to go around so poverty-

stricken”) (193.4058-81). This latter comment is an acknowledgement of (downward) social mobility, but 

on the whole, Modin’s remarks reinforce the idea that nobility is an essential quality that is easily 
                                                        

 17 One possible interpretation of the modesty of “Gudmod” is that he wants the rest of the court to 

think that he is so skilled in aristocratic activities that he does not need to boast to prove his worth in 

them. This behaviour would contrast with Richard’s performative aggression. Still, I believe that Horn 

really is trying to keep a low profile to avoid detection. When he can avoid court activities, he does: the 

narrator reports that he always avoids chess and backgammon despite knowing the games well (123.2533-

56a). 
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discernible despite clothing. The chapter on the Bevis of Hampton romances will explore further the 

medieval coding of whiteness, but here it is clearly meant as a mark of nobility: it shows that the 

palmer/Horn is not sunburnt from manual labour in the fields. Horn, like the other noble characters, 

cannot fully conceal his noble identity, regardless of the effort that he puts into his disguise and regardless 

of how far down the social scale he drops, from a petty nobleman or a poor palmer. 

 It could be seen as radical to us in modern times that Horn is able to disguise his noble identity 

enough to fool the court for at least as long it took to rescue Rigmel. Modern Westerners like to believe 

that they are more enlightened than medieval people when it comes to class; that is, unlike medieval 

people who believe in unchangeable class divisions, we understand that class is constructed through 

various social factors. Yet, it not quite so simple: research shows that many still believe in class 

essentialism today—and Le Roman de Horne itself proves that medieval writers could at least entertain 

the idea that social classes are constructed.18 However mitigated by the inherent nobility shining through, 

and by the temporary nature of the class change, Horn’s shift nevertheless exposes the artificial nature of 

the class system. Still, the romance dilutes the effect of this apparent admission of class social 

construction even further. Horn gets his palmer disguise from an actual palmer, but it is not just any 

palmer. As Horn says to him: “Mes quant joe vus esgard,  si m’aït saint Martin, / Bien me semblë al vis  

ke seëz de bon lin; / Par mi çoe qu’estes si  degasté e frarin, / Ne semble ke seiez  ne tarfur ne tapin. / Pur 

la cote qu’avez  avrez blïaud purprin; / L’esclavine avrai [joe],  (e) vus, cest mantel hermin (3967-972). 

(“But, by St. Martin, when I look at you, your face seems to me to show you’re well-born; although 

you’re so poor and shabby, you seem neither wretch nor beggar. In exchange for your gown you shall 
                                                        

 18 Michael Kraus and Dacher Keltner have a recent study in the Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology that demonstrates that people who identify as upper-class tend to see class identities in 

essentialist terms. 
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have a crimson tunic; I shall have your pilgrim’s robe and you this ermine cloak”) (189.3965-985). Partly 

Horn is just being humorous and offering an excuse for what must seem like an odd, inexplicable 

exchange. If the palmer looks like a nobleman, then he should be wearing noble clothes, Horn seems to be 

saying. But the joke fits in the same logic in the romance whereby outward appearances should match 

inward qualities. Moreover, if the palmer looks like a nobleman, it is less troubling that Horn is so 

successful wearing a palmer’s clothes. This scene is not a potentially subversive prince and pauper 

reversal after all. Really, it is just two noblemen making a mutually beneficial deal, of the sort that 

happened all the time in medieval aristocratic circles. 

 These examples suggest that lower-class disguise does not necessarily destabilize aristocratic 

identity. The characters and the narrator are always capable of recognizing some inherent nobility despite 

poor clothing. Their ability to do so illustrates Morgan Dickson’s point about the Le Roman de Horne and 

other twelfth-century texts: “[S]ince in disguise the character’s social identity is concealed—a distinction 

arises in many disguise scenes between the character’s interior identity, what might be called the self, and 

the exterior or social identity, which is mainly defined by the position the character occupies in society” 

(41; italics in original). One way of reading Dickson’s statement is that the disguise serves to reinforce the 

self, or at least, that the disguise does not preclude there being a “real” self despite the social alienation 

enacted by the disguise. In other words, Horn is still Horn no matter what disguise he wears. The narrator, 

and the force of the romance on the whole, clearly wants the intrinsic nobility of Horn to remain intact 

despite the disguise experience, which accounts for the number of references to his noble identity. 

Although the romance entertains some subversion of class, by demonstrating that people can fail to 

recognize a particular nobleperson if they put on poor clothing, that nobleperson’s inherent nobility 

always manages to get noticed by someone. The identity of the specific nobleperson might elude the 
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community, but not the fact that the disguised person is noble. In this way, the romance remains true to 

the idea of inherent nobility. 

 Now it is time to return to the question asked at the outset about the Middle English King Horn—

why is it that Rimenhild (or in this case, Rigmel) cannot recognize Horn, the love of her life? Surely the 

inherent nobility that is so obvious to all the characters would be a strong clue, and Rigmel therefore 

really has no excuse for missing him. The answer is, in fact, that in the Anglo-Norman version, Rigmel 

does come rather close to recognizing Horn. Like everyone else, she spots the qualities that mark him out 

as an aristocrat in medieval culture: “Mut ententivement  le cummence aviser. / El vit la char blance  e le 

visage cler, / Bien parut qu'il nen ot  lung tens esté paumer / Ne qu'il hom ne semblot  ki menast tiel 

mester” (199.4194-197). (“Very carefully she began to scrutinize him; she saw the white skin and bright 

face. It certainly seemed he had not been a palmer long, nor was he like a man leading such a life”) 

(198.4164-190). After Horn gives her a clue—he asks her to bring a “horn” full of wine for love of him 

who shares that name—she faints and then reflects: “Ke il meismes le fust entercier ne l'osa, / Ne qu'il 

fust taunt povre  en sun quoer n'espera; / Ne purquant al semblant  grant piece l'avisa / E, quant l'ot 

esgardé,  pur s'amur suspira, / Mes n'osad demustrer çoe k'en pensé en ad” (200.4218-221).19 (“She did 

not dare to recognize that it was he himself, nor at heart did she expect he would be so poor. Nevertheless 

she scanned his appearance for a long time and, having observed him, sighed for love of him. But she did 

not dare reveal what she thought”) (200.4125-235). This passage is ambiguous. It does not outright say 

that Rigmel recognizes Horn then and there, but it certainly seems like she is keeping some thought to 

herself. If she does not recognize him, then it is only because the fear of disappointment is keeping her 

from being conscious of something she knows in her heart: “She did not dare to recognize him.” Also, her 

prejudice that Horn should not appear so poor apparently holds her back. She can see his inherent noble 
                                                        

 19 Horn asks for a “corn” but reminds Rigmel that the English word is “horn” (4206). 
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qualities, but like her father and like the other characters, she believes that there should be a strong 

correspondence between class, bodily comportment and sartorial appearance. Regardless, she basically 

recognizes Horn, despite her hesitation. 

 Rigmel finally and completely recognizes Horn as a result of a riddle. Dickson stresses the 

importance of lines 4270-275, though the recognition is evident just from quoting line 4271: “Amis Horn, 

c’estes vus!  bien conois vostre vis” (“Horn, my friend, it’s you! Of course I know your face”) (202 page 

121).20 Rigmel says that she knows Horn’s face, but his physical disguise has not changed since he 

walked in. The only new clue is that he tells Rigmel a riddle, meant to allude to her chastity, about how he 

left a hawk in the land and how he has returned to see if it was still whole (2257-268). As Dickson writes: 

“But why should she recognize his face, his appearance, only once she is sure of his identity? She might 

realize that he is Horn, but the fact that she recognizes him physically from verbal cues suggests that the 

inner and outer identities are inextricably bound” (49). Dickson is right, but the more important point is 

not that Horn is expressing his “real,” inner identity through his words and voice, but rather, that the 

narrator is resisting the possibility that Horn could be inhabiting any other role than the noble one he was 

born into. Again, the world of Horn is a world where the aristocracy exists as a clique with its own codes 

and secrets. It makes sense that, regardless of his appearance, Horn is able to engage in coded wordplay 

that would be recognized by someone who shares his experiences. It is also significant that Horn uses a 

metaphor from falconry, the favorite aristocratic pastime of the Norman elite. This scene praises both 

Horn and Rigmel as aristocrats: Horn is able to create an apt metaphor that shows his standing, and 

Rigmel is able to pick up on it.  

 The Anglo-Norman version of Rigmel’s earlier confusion between Horn and his brother also 

casts Rigmel in a better light than the Middle English of the same event. In the Anglo-Normal version, it 
                                                        

 20 This emphasis appears on page 49 of Dickson’s article. 
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is clear that Rigmel’s misrecognition is not due to womanly lust or some other kind of incompetence: it is 

simply that she has never seen Horn before, and thus does not know what he looks like. She falls in love 

with his reputation, not his looks: “Mult grant mal m'ad fet Horn  dunt parole ai oie, / Ke ne vei façun sun 

semblant eschevie,” she says (715-16). (“I have heard about Horn and he has caused me much grief 

because I cannot see his shapely form”) (36.699-718). Rigmel meets Horn’s brother and is taken in by the 

ruse until her governess, Godswith, enters. Godswith calls Athulf by name and thus exposes the trick, 

because (the narrator says) “Sovent ot vëu Horn od la façun loéé” (857) (“[S]he had often seen Horn’s 

admired face”) (44.853-75.), implying that Rigmel had not.  

 Dickson’s point about the riddle is well taken, but the importance of Horn’s ring in the 

recognition scene is also worth stressing. Immediately before the riddle about the hawk, Horn places his 

ring—which was given to him by Rigmel—in the drinking horn. Rigmel drinks from the horn and 

discovers the ring, recognizing it as the one that she gave to her lover (4224-235). The ring is therefore an 

important clue in the discovery. This is appropriate because in an earlier scene, the ring seems to 

represent inherent nobility. When Rigmel offers the ring to him, Horn responds: “Pur çoe ne'l me donez,  

kar ne me conoissiez. / Joe ne sai ke joe sui, ne fui onc espruvez, / Pur coe ne vuil [vers vus]  fermer [ore] 

amistez” (1166-168). (“So do not give it [the ring] to me, for you do not know me. I do not know myself, 

I was never yet put to the test and so I do not wish now to make a pact of love with you”) (59.1160-80). 

Horn knows that at this stage of his career, he is noble only by birth. Nobility may be impossible to hide 

from the exterior in Horn’s world, but it does carry some personal expectations that Horn feels that he has 

not yet accomplished. He has not yet won his land and is only just at that moment securing a bride. Until 

he has both of those things, his nobility is not fully realized. Horn seems to think that accepting the ring 

would be claiming that he has already completed his noble identity, and he is unwilling to make that 

claim yet. Therefore, in this moment of symbolic economy, the ring seems to represent perfect nobility. 
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And yet, it is not a biological mark on Horn's body; it is something separable from him, an object. On the 

one hand, this suggests that nobility is a social construct. On the other hand, the ring's power as social 

identifier suggests that nobility can be recognized despite the incompleteness of Horn's development as an 

aristocrat. 

 The rest of the romance is dedicated to Horn acquiring the ring well and truly by becoming King 

and marrying Rigmel. Once he has his initial success, the narrator finally calls him “le reis Horn” (4998).. 

One last trial remains, but it is then that Horn takes his name. The moment is comparable to that in 

Chretien’s The Knight of the Cart when it is finally revealed that the hero’s name is “Lancelot of the 

Lake” (252), a fact revealed, significantly, by Guinevere. Only the lady is able to bestow the final name of 

the knight in both these cases. The triumph of winning her (though in Chretien too the triumph is not yet 

complete) grants the permanent identity of the knight, and in Horn’s case at least, confidence in innate 

nobility.  

 One final disguise expedites the final assault on Wikele: Horn gathers companions who adopt 

minstrel disguises (5174-5176). But this is short-lived, only nineteen lines (until 5195). In a sense, they 

are never really disguised, as the romance makes fond (almost Old Norse-style) metaphors linking combat 

and minstrelsy--Horn says that he'll “Un lai bretun li [Wikele] frai of m'epee de asier” (5172).  (“Play him 

a Breton lay with my steel sword") (241 page 135). Horn, in using this metaphor to connect the work of 

warriors with the work of minstrels, elides the difference between the two. Now that he has achieved most 

of his goals and realized, for the most part, his noble identity, he jokes away the difference between his 

real identity as a warrior and the disguised identity. The narrator likewise jokingly makes a connection 

between singing and fighting:  

Ja turnerunt la joie Wikle en dolor, 

E lur chaunz k'il firent finerunt en tristor. 
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[Ben se vengera Horn de sun mal traïtur,] 

Ki(l) volt partir de lui e de Rigmel l'amor: 

Issi deit avenir tuz jors a boiseor, 

Car unc ben ne finat ki trichat sun seignur: 

En cestui purrez bien estre espermentor. (5180-185) 

Now they would turn Wikele's joy into grief, and the songs they made would finish in misery. 

Horn would take total vengeance on the evil traitor who wanted to sever the love of him and 

Rigmel. This should be the fate of all deceivers, for he who tricks his lord will never come to a 

good end: take this man as an example (242 page 136).  

As with Horn’s comment, this passage undermines the transformative power of the minstrel disguise in 

this late part of the story. Disguise had a symbolic value earlier in the narrative, when Horn was exiled 

and alienated from his identity, but now, just as he is on the cusp of retrieving his identity, the disguise is 

almost an afterthought. But the passage quoted above also contains a condemnation of "boiseor" meaning, 

of course, the lying Wikele. “Boiseor” can mean “traitor,” which matches with “traïtur” earlier in the 

passage, but it can also mean, more broadly, “deceiver,” as in the translation.22 Given that Horn and 

company are also deceiving through their disguise, any condemnation of “boiseor” would fall on them as 

well. Only, it does not—because Horn, even when disguised, is never really a changed person.  

 The romance ends with an affirmation that everything is as it should be and that all illusion is 

dispersed: 

 Horn ad mustré al rei cum la chose est alee, 

Cum il ad vassalment sa terre pruchacee, 
                                                        

 22 Frédéric Godefroy’s Old French dictionary has “trompeur, menteur, traître” for “boiseor,” and 

“deceiver” is a good translation for “trompeur” (674).  
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Cum il des paens ad sa guere finee 

 [E la jo[ie] qu'il out de sa mere trovee:] 

De quank il ot fet ne fud chose celee. 5220-5223.  

Horn told the king how he had fared, how he had valiantly regained his land, how concluded [sic] 

his war with the heathen, and of his joy at finding his mother. Of all he had done, nothing was hid 

(244 page 136).  

Horn's report summarizes how he re-claimed his identity (the king would already have known about 

Rigmel), which is appropriate for the conclusion of a romance like this one. However, it is also significant 

that the narrator maintains that "nothing was hid" ("ne fud chose celee") at the end of this disguise-filled 

romance. All has been revealed and all the disguises are done. 

 But Horn's identity was never really in doubt in the Anglo-Norman romance. Having made clear 

that Horn is innately noble, the romance’s removal of the disguises does not prove much. Horn was 

always already a noble, and his disguises did not challenge or undermine that (121). The romance enacts 

the cultural fantasy of inherent nobility. Even when his identity was seemingly undermined, Horn always 

survives to prove his status. The ending of the romance, most basically, leaves off where it started, with a 

nobleman secure in career and in royalty. The same is true of the Havelok romances. This structure is 

near-universal in exile and return romances, and it deserves some attention before examining King Horn, 

which, while possessing the same structure, uses it differently from the other romances in this chapter.  

Interlude: Romance Trajectory and Disappointing Endings 

 The Anglo-Norman Horne undermines potential subversion of inherent nobility through 

constantly denying it, but it also does so through the structure and trajectory of the story. Horn is born 

innately noble, he is exiled from this status, to a certain degree, and performs this fall by his taking lower-

class disguises. But he eventually triumphs and regains his identity in a stronger way than before. His 
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having taken on a temporary lower identity creates the dialectical other through which his triumph is 

eventually measured. For the rest of this dissertation, I am going to call this shift the “conservative 

reassertion of innate identity,” or just “conservative reassertion” for short.  

 I am introducing this term to refer conveniently to a plot device that occurs in several of the 

romances in this dissertation, and while this plot device has important political implications, I do not 

mean to reify the term to mean something inflexible about the romances. It is a useful short-form that I 

have drawn from several sources: most immediately, from Jane Tolmie’s discussion of the “conservative 

ending” of Le Roman de Silence, wherein the protagonist is forced to abstain from further disguise and 

adopt society’s assigned gender roles (14). However, while Tolmie argues that Silence’s adventures while 

disguised strike such a blow that the conservative ending cannot entirely undo them, my argument with 

regards to Le Roman de Horne is the opposite. It has two strategies to eliminate any subversion, one being 

constant denial that the disguises could affect nobility, and the other being that the structure of the 

romance leads to an ending where all norms are restored. The weight of romance tradition and audience 

expectations gives an aura of inevitability about the end result.  

 My framework of a “conservative reassertion” is also drawn from Crane's ideas in The 

Performance of the Self that describe how court disguise relates to identity. Basically, Crane argues 

against the dichotomy between a real interior self and a false exterior performance: "Performance is a 

reliable measure of who one actually is" (177). Referring to Froissart’s Chroniques, Crane describes how 

Edward III would fight incognito in tournaments and then bask in the accolades once he revealed who he 

was. Fighting in disguise was in a sense to prove his skills in an objective way, without reputation coming 

into play. "That is," Crane writes, "incognito is not significantly self-concealing and self-protecting but 

the reverse: the disguised knight draws the curious and judgmental eye and stands clear of his past to be 

measured anew" (132). Now, this mechanism only holds true if the knight reveals his identity after the 
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disguise scene in order to gain the rewards. But that is in fact precisely what happens in Le Roman de 

Horne. Indeed, disguise is not an escape from social pressures and constructions, but just another part of 

them, as Crane maintains:  

Far from negotiating a tension between private self-perception and a potentially contradictory 

public perception, chivalric dress and disguise seek to move from one public estimation to a higher 

one; far from valuing and sheltering an inner self from misestimation, the disguised knight 

generates a public dialectic concerning his two or several identities. (139) 

It is obvious enough that Horn does not use disguise specifically to hide the fact that he is an exile who 

lost his inheritance. But when Horn disguises himself as a beggar, the romances are not claiming that he is 

truly lowering his station, or calling into question the original elevated station. The disguises are a means 

to an end to regaining the higher status, and in fact, the beggar image serves as a dialectical Other which 

ends up defining its opposite. Since social class is always negotiated within the wider community, all of 

this takes place in public, as Crane says. 

 Both Tolmie and Crane are, of course, working from a body of theoretical knowledge of romance 

that has long recognized how disguise is part of romance structure. Anne Wilson theorizes that “the 

difference between the beginning and the end appears to be no more than that the protagonist celebrates 

the victory of the feelings present in the initial situation” in traditional stories like romances (84).23 

Libeaus Desconus is one of many Arthurian romances featuring a knight (in this case, also called Libeaus 

Desconus) who is rejected by the court, then later found to be a noble. This is an important difference 

from the exile and return romances: in those romances, the protagonists start off with everyone knowing 
                                                        

 23 Wilson also discusses King Horn explicitly, but I find her examination of Libeaus Desconus to 

be more illuminating on the issue of whether subversive change can occur during a romance. I discuss her 

argument about King Horn on page 78, below.  
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they are noble before circumstances force them to disguise themselves as someone from a lower class, but 

at the end their noble status is re-established in fact and in public recognition. The protagonist of Libeaus 

Desconus does not disguise himself, and thus there is no opportunity to have a radical moment of re-

examining assumptions about inherent nobility. Still, Wilson argues that the protagonist undergoes a 

personal transformation in how he views women. In rescuing a woman and falling in love with her, 

“[w]oman, who appeared as the power of male magic; who appeared as taboo, and as possessing 

frightening sexual power and the power to lower and engulf him, is transformed” (88). So, while the plot 

of the romance may contain a conservative trajectory, with the initial, unjust deprivation of noble 

privilege being corrected, the romance does allow an improvement in the mind of the protagonist. When 

examining the role of disguise and whether it has any radical potential, it is important to keep in mind that 

while the “happy ending” structure of most romances lends itself to a resolution in favour of the 

established order, other elements (such Libeaus’s personal attitude towards women) may allow for some 

change, even with a standard resolution. 

 Aside from any theory, disguise also has pragmatic functions in the romances. Horn uses the 

beggar disguise to gain privilege, not to lose it. It is rare that a beggar has more access than a nobleperson 

like Horn, but in special occasions, like weddings, or when the beggar is not a wanted man (as Horn is, in 

some circumstances), Horn as a beggar can appear at court more readily than Horn himself. In that sense, 

Horn is cleverly retaining his right to be at court, rather than pretending to be someone who should not 

have it. The court maskers who appear in Le Roman de Fauvel are analogous to Horn’s situation. The 

maskers, according to Crane, are granted access to court even as they mock it: "The bestiality and 

vulgarity of the adopted disguise overcome the constraints inherent in courtly subservience to 

sovereignty, without quite erasing the privileged access to courtly forms in which the revelers register 

their mockery" (Performance 154). Similarly, Horn is able to subvert the courts of his enemies while 
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disguised as a beggar who both belongs to the court (because it is tradition to invite beggars to weddings) 

and apart from it (because the court is a noble space). Of course, Horn, as a nobleperson, belongs to 

courts anyway and thus the disguise enables identity rather than covering it. 

 Finally, the most basic idea of the conservative re-assertion comes from the critiques of Bakhtin's 

idea of carnival as a liberating experience. "[A] carnival movement may succeed in its main [subversive] 

goals," writes Abner Cohen in his study of urban carnivals, "or may end up becoming an opium for the 

masses, a cathartic mechanism serving as a safety valve which may even be inspired and cultivated by the 

dominant group in its bid for hegemony" (154). Cohen's argument here nicely sidesteps the dichotomy 

between a purely radical carnival and a carnival as a release valve that is unable to challenge the status 

quo. Carnivals are contested spaces, and one carnival may be more or less radical than another. The 

disguises of Horn and comparable heroes do not come with the subversive, role-reversing claims of 

carnival disguises to begin with, but more to the point, once all the disguises are over, the conservative 

values of class are back stronger than ever. In the crudest extreme of the "safety valve" argument, the 

powers that be stand to gain by tolerating carnivals, because they expend the people's appetite for 

subversion, and more than that, set up a dialectical opposite of the status quo that is only crushed when 

the carnival ends. The disguises in Le Roman de Horn and Havelok may not constitute a carnival, but they 

do set up an enjoyable fantasy that these talented kings can be peasants just like any body, only to prove 

this false with their endings. 

 All that can be said about romances exhibiting the conservative reassertion can be said about the 

Middle English King Horn. It has the same noble protagonist, the same exile and return motif, and the 

same criteria for establishing a noble identity, all of which the protagonists successfully achieves. If 

anything, it exhibits a clearer exile and return structure than the other romances, which should lend itself 

to a firmer reassertion. However, the very clarity of the structure serves to emphasize the moments when 
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Horn is disguised. There is little intervention from the narrator to indicate that anything other than the 

bare plot is happening. The ending of the romance remains influenced by these moments, even after Horn 

has comfortably regained his patrimony. 

King Horn 

 On some level, the conservative ethos of King Horn cannot be denied any more than it can be for 

Lai d’Haveloc or Le Roman de Horne. Anne Scott writes that “Tightly paired configurations of word and 

deed contribute greatly to King Horn’s traditional quality and conservative message. Through repeated 

absolute promises or forecasts and their fulfillments, the poem upholds Christian rectitude and self-

righteousness” (51). Scott’s argument is that the narrator and the characters keep making predictions that 

Horn will succeed, regain his kingdom, and marry Rimenhild. The fact that all of these predictions come 

true gives the romance a feeling of inevitability. Similarly, Wilson sees the romance as a series of clearly-

indicated movements by the protagonist, and “When [the] conflict is at last resolved, there is no need for 

yet another move: Horn’s story comes to a natural end” (62). But closer examination of the structure 

shows the romance to be more flexible on the idea of inherent nobility than the Anglo-Norman version: 

the end of King Horn might be “natural,” but it lets its audience believe that nobility may not be “natural” 

after all. Where Le Roman de Horne took every opportunity to explicitly declare the hero’s high social 

standing, the famously bare narration of King Horn is not nearly as troubled to emphasize the innate 

nobility of Horn.  

 With this sparse narration, the safety net is gone, and Horn’s nobility is realized entirely through 

his romance transformation. There are still the occasional lines that suggest that Horn is born with noble 

qualities: “He spac faire speche - / Ne dorte him noman teche” (390-91). But like all other elements 

translated from the Anglo-Norman to the Middle English, Horn’s essential nobility is de-emphasized, 

leaving only the bare bones of the structural elements to shine through. Indeed, the narrator prefers to let 
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the characters do the speaking themselves. As A.C. Spearing writes, “Nearly half of King Horn – nearly 

700 lines – consists of direct speech by characters; and the poet sometimes converts narrative into direct 

speech by having one of the characters tell another about some of the poem’s events” (31). This lack of 

narration tends to result in loss of detail when the Middle English version is compared to the Anglo-

Norman. Crane writes that all kinds of riches, like "spiced wines, white greyhounds, brocades, and jewels 

are swept away entirely from the Middle English scene," as well as "a host of uncles, cousins, and 

retainers" (Insular Romance 29). These elements are above all associated with the nobility, so their 

absence speaks to how Horn's noble identity is constructed differently in the Middle English version. This 

is also the case at the level of style, according to Carol Parish Jamison: "The subject matter of King Horn 

reflects upper-class concerns; the main conflicts involve courtly love and Horn's attempt to regain his 

father's land. The approach of the narrator is uninvolved and formal. Thus, King Horn seems to be 

presented in the high style, appropriate for a courtly audience" (47). This style, and the lack of luscious 

descriptions, comes part and parcel with a new structural focus, in Crane’s analysis: "As if to emphasize 

this rigorous limitation of detail, King Horn often resorts to one formula in narrating repeated similar 

circumstances" (29). These structural elements of the romance therefore play a large role in determining 

Horn’s noble identity. Horn is exiled, overcomes adversity, and gains new territory and a wife. These 

simple plot facts seem to bleed into the characters’ logic, forcing them to speak and act not as the more 

deeply-developed French characters, who have an inner life, but as vehicles reflecting Horn’s current 

status in the plot. Scott writes of King Horn that “although there is no attempt at individual psychological 

characterization, the structure of the plot and the action in it may be seen as a mode of the mind, 

representing conflicting emotions and final integration of the protagonist’s character” (43). The last clause 

in that quotation, which suggests moments of the plot have symbolic psychological significance, is 

possibly overstretching the argument. But Scott’s main point, that the structure of the romance stands in 
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for in-depth characterization, is correct. Le Roman de Horne builds its characters with narration, and King 

Horn builds them with structure. 

 A comparison with the Anglo-Norman disguise scenes helps illustrate the different style of the 

Middle-English narrative. The “Gudmond” scenes in the Anglo-Norman version are paralleled by scenes 

where Horn adopts the name “Cutberd” in the Middle-English poem. Berild, one of the Irish princes, can 

tell that “Cutberd” is noble, noting that “Ne sagh I nevre my lyve / So fair knight aryve” (783-4). On the 

whole, though, Horn does not demonstrate the same self-awareness of his own nobility as he does in the 

“Gudmond” scenes in the Anglo-Norman. The “Cutberd” scenes are mostly about Horn proving himself 

through action. Horn is only in Ireland for forty lines (760-800) before a giant comes to announce a 

Saracen invasion, which “Cutberd” repels and survives where the two Irish princes die. The last time the 

name “Cutberd” appears, tellingly, is right before Rymenhild returns to the narration (925). Thereafter, it 

is back to “Horn” again. This is similar to how the narrator of Le Roman de Horne begins to call the 

protagonist “King Horn” after he marries Rigmel. The Ireland scene therefore parallels the romance as a 

whole. When Horn arrives in a new land, with nothing to show for himself except maybe some beauty 

that comes from innate nobility, he has an identity and a name that is different from any that he had 

before. It is a second exile. But again, he thrives through conquest and eventually comes to his own 

through a lady’s love. This contained section shows the structural focus of King Horn over the 

introspective Roman de Horne. 

 Prior to the main wedding disguise scene, Horn exchanges clothes with the palmer, as in the 

French version: 

 And tok hit on his rigge, 

 He tok Horn his clothes: 

 That nere him noght lothe. 
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 Horn tok burdon and scrippe  

 And wrong his lippe.  

 He makede him a ful chere  

 And al bicolmede his swere. 

 He makede him unbicomelich 

 Hes he nas nevremore ilich. (1068-1076) 

Horn is less comely than he ever has been, but the narrator is not at pains to express that this new state is 

only temporary, or how Horn is still entirely noble, as would have been the case in the French version. To 

be sure, in saying that Horn was never as dirty or ugly as when he donned the disguise, the Middle 

English narrator is saying that Horn is naturally less dirty and ugly. The statement is also a boilerplate 

rhetorical superlative, but nevertheless, if the narrator draws attention to Horn's noble appearance, it is 

only by stressing its opposite. The narration of this scene is so minimalistic that the image left behind is 

that of a dirty, down-to-earth human being, not a rich king. 

 Even Rimenhild cannot spot any characteristics of a noble appearance in Horn, or at least, feels 

no need to mention them. Her words when serving Horn are (to quote the same passage as at the 

beginning of this chapter):  

  Heo seide, "Have this cuppe, 

And this thing theruppe. 

Ne sagh ich nevre, so ich wene, 

Beggere that were so kene” (1135-9). 

So she can see that Horn is more “kene” than other beggars, but not noble as such. The Middle English 

Dictionary entry for “kene” does identify a meaning “of a king, emperor: great, mighty,” but more often it 

is closer to its modern English version: “Bold, brave, fearless, stalwart, warlike” or “eager (to do 
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something), ready, daring.” In general, the word has more to do with behaviour than appearance. Again, 

the romance does not see a need to emphasize Horn’s nobility here, in contrast to the Anglo-Norman 

version.24   

 Having compared the narrative styles of the versions of the Horn story, I now return to the 

question of why Rimenhild was so incapable of recognizing Horn or why she was unable to tell that 

Athulf is not Horn. Part of the reason behind her non-recognition is simply Horn’s determination to keep 

her ignorant of his identity. To be sure, the signals he gives Rimenhild are clear enough—the “horn” pun 

in particular—but he could just as easily have whispered the truth to her. His determination to keep her in 

suspense is needless malice, which required effort and commitment to the disguise.  Another reason for 

her non-recognition has to do with audience expectations with regards to romance structure. Scott notes 

how the predictable structures in romances are popular. In particular with regards to King Horn, she 

writes that contrasts of different kinds figure prominently between pagans and Christians, good kings and 

evil kings, and exile and return (41). “Disguise and revelation” is a contrast worth adding to the list. 

These binary opposites confirm audience biases and make for pleasant reading, especially if the 

confirmations are delayed. There would be no pleasure in the good kings triumphing over the bad kings if 

it happened right away, and likewise, Rimenhild’s revelation that the beggar is really Horn would not be 

as entertaining if she immediately saw through the disguise.  

 These audience expectations exist in both versions of the romance, but there are different, 

additional reasons for the non-recognition in each. In the French version, Rigmel had simply never seen 

Horn at the time when she met Athulf, and she suffers cognitive dissonance when a man she knew as the 

most ideal noble ever approached her as a beggar. King Horn does not tell its audience either of these 
                                                        

 24 The quotation from Le Roman de Horne can be found at 198.4164-190.119, and is quoted on 

page 30 of this chapter). 
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things, and it does not need to. It achieves its purpose through structural scarcity. Horn cannot be 

recognized as such because he can only truly be himself when he gets to the end of the romance and has 

his identity fully realized. Holding land, guaranteed through marriage, is crucial to identity in this 

romance and its analogues. For example, in the Anglo-Norman Gui de Warewic, Gui fails to recognize his 

friend, Terri, when they are both travelling and the latter is disinherited (9461). No reason is given. 

Perhaps Gui did not expect to find Terri away from home, but in any event, it seems like knights like 

these exist as floating, unsignified individuals when they do not have their inheritance in these romances. 

In the Anglo-Norman version, Horn turns down Rigmel because he is too noble to accept her before he 

has achieved any heroic deeds. That is, while his nobility has not been fully actualized, he still has too 

much of a sense of innate nobility to embrace an identity he feels has not yet been accomplished.  

The Middle-English Horn, in the same scene, makes no pretension of nobility, but admits outright 

that he is a “thrall:” 

"Crist," quath he, "thee wisse,  

And yive thee hevene blisse 

Of thine husebonde, 

Wher he beo in londe. 

Ich am ibore to lowe 

Such wimman to knowe. 

Ich am icome of thralle  

And fundling bifalle. 

Ne feolle hit the of cunde 

To spuse beo me bunde.  

Hit nere no fair wedding 
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Bitwexe a thral and a king." (417-28) 

Horn here creates a verbal disguise in falsely claiming that he “icome of thralle” instead of nobles. But 

from the perspective of the romance structure, he really is still in his “thrall” stage of his career, where he 

has lost everything and not yet recovered anything. Scott sees the Middle English Horn in this and similar 

scenes as embodying “loyalty” to his own vows rather than “duties to the kings,” that is, “feudal or 

familial loyalty” (57). If Scott is right that King Horn is structured by the characters’ predictions, then 

Horn’s statement here, and his lack of reference to the feudal hegemony, serves to underline that it is the 

structure of his life and of the romance that decides his social status. His refusal of Rimenhild may still 

have the same motivation as the Anglo-Norman version of his character—lack of achievement—but in 

claiming thralldom as a condition instead of a temporary stage, Horn makes it clear that he lacks the clear 

sense of innate nobility that his Anglo-Norman counterpart does, and the structure of the romance itself 

backs him up on this. 

 The exposure of proto-classist attitudes (or at any rate, attitudes that express belief in innate 

nobility) in these romances redeems Rigmel/Rimenhild from the charge of incompetence. In not 

recognizing Horn, or recognizing him (in the Anglo-Norman) only through innate noble qualities, she is 

not somehow less smart than the men. Nor is her knowledge a feminized exclusion from a masculine 

world. Rather, in both cases, it is precisely that she understands how the classist world works that she is 

unable to recognize Horn. Crane argues that Argentille “shows considerable initiative and acumen in 

comparison to Rigmel,” but this is not true, at least in regards to the recognition scenes (Insular Romance 

46). Argentille learns Haveloc’s identity more easily than Rigmel does, in part because of divine signs, 

but Rigmel’s non-recognition actually signifies Horn’s non-identity. In the classist mindset, Horn only 

becomes Horn when he achieves the land and a wife. Rigmel (and to a lesser extent, Rimenhild), 

recognizes that fact in not recognizing Horn. Rimenhild (like other romance heroines) is prone to 
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swooning: it happens when Horn initially refuses her (448), again when he leaves for his exile (746), and 

then when he plays her a lay during her forced marriage to Fikenhild (1493). These reactions may lead us 

to view her as a weak character. It is impossible to say with certainty what is going through her head—the 

narrator, typically, does not elaborate.25 Perhaps Rimenhild is simply reacting to the seeming 

contradictions in front of her: a stranger who behaves like her lover, and a king who, at those moments, is 

not any more powerful than a beggar. 

 Ultimately, the conservative re-assertion removes any troubling threats of subversion from the 

Horn texts. The exile and return structure proves to be a fantasy whereby even disastrous forms of identity 

deprivation are only temporary, if not illusory.  

Conclusion 

 The identity of a king is such an important point in medieval politics that any threat to it causes 

severe cultural anxiety. In the case of Richard I, this manifests itself in his performed kingship and 

through the chronicler’s hesitations about his morality. For the Anglo-Norman Horn, it is through the 

narrator’s constant explaining away any apparent subversion of identity. For the Middle-English Horn, it 

is through seemingly bizarre moments like Rimenhild’s misrecognitions, which only make sense through 

the structure of the romance. Even in the Havelok stories, anxieties over kingship are present in their 

absence. These fears are part of a culture where the king was a near-absolute figure, but often an invisible 

one. Certainly, a medieval king did not have the visual presence that a modern leader has, but more to the 
                                                        

 25 In this case, this is not unique to King Horn: Sarah McNamer writes that “the early insular 

romances exhibit relatively little interest in delineating the complex psychological states of women in 

love” (204). 
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point, kings went away on wars for extended period of time. Being away from their land like this, even if 

not “exiled” as such, alienated them from their identity. (This is especially true when they were away in a 

land defined as culturally “Other” – a point examined further in the chapter on the Bevis romances). After 

all, in the feudal system, land defined noble identity. 

 The Horn and Havelok romances expose the contradiction of nobility: that it presents itself as 

inherent, but needs to be achieved (and maintained) through painstaking work. This is true of all of the 

romances examined in this chapter, which present an image of glorified nobility, yet also throw it into 

crisis and gleefully recount the adventures necessary to reclaim it. This is most true of the Middle English 

version. Here, Horn’s episodes of disguising as poorer figures serve not as contrasts to who Horn “really” 

is, but rather important moments in determining who he becomes. Horn’s kingship is a performance built 

on his performances of poverty. These disguises may be subsumed by his final identity, but the romance 

is not able to expel them entirely. King Horn shows that kings are really people just like us, just like we 

had always hoped. However, if Horn has the experience of being a commoner to account for his kingship, 

he also has the knowledge of commoners that he can use in exploiting them as a king. In the Middle 

Ages, the idea of inherent nobility served as one of the major legitimizing ideas of the ruling order. 

Today, however, elites cultivate “the common touch” to make their use of power more appealing. King 

Horn predicts, in a modest way, this later strategy.   

 This chapter started with the question of why Rimenhild was apparently so gullible. But that 

question was tied up with other questions, like the questions around Richard’s identity, and whether Horn 

was worthy enough to achieve his inheritance yet. These questions were troubling for medieval writers, 

which is why the Horn romances end the way they do—and why no question was ever raised about 

Havelok at all. 
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Chapter 3 

Isolde’s Wink: Courtiers and Outsiders in the Tristan Romances 

The origins of the Tristan and Isolde legend remain the subject of considerable scholarly debate, 

but one plausible source is the eleventh-century Persian poem Vis and Ramin by Fakhraddin Gorgani.1 

The characters and plot elements are very similar, with the notable exception of the happy ending. Ramin 

is able to overthrow his brother (not uncle) Mobad and take his lover Vis successfully by the means of a 

coup that is in turn enabled by disguise:  

 The Prince’s forty warriors had ridden  

 As Prince Ramin had, with their faces hidden 

 By women’s veils, and in this covert state 

 Rode undetected through the city gate. (476) 

The two then become king and queen. This example is a straightforward use of disguise to effect basic political 

ends, similar to the way that Bohemond escapes the clutches of Alexios by hiding in a coffin, or the ending of 

King Horn. Horn and his company make use of disguise to reverse their exile and retrieve Horn’s patrimony, 

resulting in a happy ending. The European Tristan stories, of course, do not end so happily. They continue to see 

a congruity between disguise and politics, though often in subtler ways. Susan Crane summarizes the essential 

difference when she observes that  

In many twelfth-century romances, love grows through the heroes’ experience of noble life, as 

they discover ways to integrate their loving desire and their situation in the world. The Tristan 

legend is not structured in this way: its love is permanent and unchanging; its events display 

unending conflict between love and society. (Insular Romance 148) 

                                                        
1 See Dick Davis’s introduction to his translation, pages xxxiii-xlii. 
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I would take it a step further and suggest that love is not a major structuring device of the Tristan 

romances, but rather, it is the instigating factor for a story about whether or not some people can be 

integrated into a society with strict demands. I argue that Tintagel operates as a hegemony that inevitably 

homogenizes outsiders like Tristan and Isolde by appropriating acts of subversion that seem to threaten 

the court. The tricks employed by Tristan and Isolde, paradoxically, serve to strengthen the court and thus 

their own oppression. In some versions of the legend, this burden falls more heavily on Isolde, but in the 

Old Norse Tristrams saga and Grettirs saga, Isolde manifests how female courtiers can, if not actually 

overthrow the court’s hegemony, then at least shape it to accommodate their own inclusion. 

 Although the Tristan and Horn romance traditions differ in how they deploy disguise, Tristan, 

like Horn, is a figure of exile. Aldo Scaglione observes that “Tristan’s courtly career shows striking 

parallels with that of Apollonius of Tyre [...] Apollonius, abandoned as a youth in a foreign land, 

managed to attract the king’s attention through his athletic skills, thus becoming a favorite at the palace 

through his unsurpassed talent at playing the lyre” (155). Tristan’s initial entry into Cornwall seems to 

establish him for a career similar to that of the other exile and return heroes. By proving himself at Mark’s 

court, Tristan could be preparing himself to become a ruler of his own land. That, however, does not 

happen. Tristan may have a line of inheritance secured from Mark, but he spends the whole rest of the 

romance competing with Mark for a bride. Without a wife, an exile-and-return hero cannot be secure in 

his identity. Nor does Tristan’s position in court last. He inspires envy in his fellow courtiers, and they in 

effect make him an outsider—an exile in his own court, and then, a literal exile (and returnee) multiple 

times over. Moreover, while many of the Tristan stories narrate his birth, none of them focus on his 

lineage and destiny in ruling a country one day.2 There are many indications of his noble status, but these 
                                                        

2 Sir Tristrem and Tristrams saga narrate the adventures of Tristan’s father, though Tristrams 

saga does so more briefly than the later Icelandic The Saga of Tristan (Francini 260). This observation is 
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indications are taken as examples of his worthiness as a courtier and as a lover, and not as fulfilling a 

political role, as they are with Horn or Havelok. In the end, of course, Tristan dies without ever having 

ruled a kingdom. Overall, exile is a literal, geographical condition in the Horn romances, but in the 

Tristan stories, it is a state of being considered an outsider by the court.  

 The way in which Mark’s court is able to absorb the deceptions of Tristan and Isolde and use it to 

its own purposes calls to mind Antonio Gramsci’s idea of hegemony. In his famous Prison Notebooks, 

Gramsci writes: 

A “crisis of authority” is spoken of: this is precisely the crisis of hegemony, or general crisis of the 

State. 

[...] The traditional ruling class, which has numerous trained cadres, changes men and programmes 

and, with greater speed than in achieved by the subordinate classes, reabsorbs the control that was 

slipping from its grasp. Perhaps it may make sacrifices, and expose itself to an uncertain future by 

demagogic promises; but it retains power, reinforces it for the time being, and uses it to crush its 

adversary and disperse his leading cadres. (210-11) 

Gramsci’s point is that the struggle between the ruling class and its opponents is not as stark as one might 

expect, and that some of the opponents will end up siding with and assisting the ruling class. To make the 

analogy to the Tristan and Isolde stories, the “crisis of authority” is the rumour of the affair between 

Tristan and Isolde, which forces Mark to act. It instigates a conflict between the court and the lovers, who 

have to prove their innocence through an ordeal and through other tests. Even when the lovers appear to 
                                                                                                                                                                                   

not particularly meaningful, since the Folie texts are only concerned with a single episode, and one not 

related to Tristan’s parentage, and Beroul’s text is missing its beginning, so there is no way of knowing if 

it included the tale of Tristan’s parents. My point here is simply that Tristan’s lineage is presented much 

differently from Horn or Havelok’s.  
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win this conflict, the court reasserts its power by using their apparent vindication to its advantage. The 

court seems to sacrifice something in letting Tristan and Isolde return to it, but in fact, the lovers are more 

beholden to the court, upon which they depend for their survival. Naturally, some caveats must be made 

in applying Gramsci’s theories to the Tristan romances. Firstly, Gramsci’s work, perhaps even more so 

than most modern theorists, is closely associated with its time and place. Gramsci’s own conception of 

the Middle Ages is only weakly linked to hegemony: he argues that “ecclesiastics” were the class of 

intellectuals who propagated noble interests in the medieval period, similar to how modern intellectuals 

promote a conservative hegemony (7). Nonetheless, for the present purposes at least, courtiers can stand 

in for medieval intellectuals, since their goal was to standardize noble culture with a “civilizing” (to use 

C. Stephen Jaeger’s term) program that promoted political stability. Secondly, Gramsci’s ideas apply to 

entire countries at both the social and political level, and the medieval court is not society at large. As 

Scaglione explicates, the court’s embrace of transcendent courtly love positions “it not so much as a 

microcosm of society at large but as a realm of special groups, the rising bourgeoisie and perhaps also the 

clerical functionaries, who could not hope to achieve clerical status” (157). Still, the court is so central to 

the Tristan romances that it seems to encompass the entire world within their fictions, with rare 

exceptions. Putting aside these two issues, Gramsci’s hegemony closely describes Mark’s court. 

 I propose to examine how the disguises in the Tristan stories paradoxically support Mark’s court 

through this process of hegemony, focusing on the episode of Isolde’s trial in particular. There are many 

medieval stories about Tristan; however, I will focus on the Middle English, Old French, and Old Norse 

Tristan romances written between 1100 and 1300. Beroul’s Tristan (c. 1170), written in French and 

surviving in a single fragmented manuscript, establishes some of the key components of the disguise 

scenes, which influence the subsequent tradition. Beroul’s work is known for focusing more on the 

lovers’ conflict with society than their own introspection (Noble 13). His presentation of the court as a 
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disciplinary entity is probably the richest of any of the versions, and its trial scene incorporates several 

elements that are external to Mark’s court, including God and King Arthur, that allow for an extrinsic 

perspective on the inward-looking world of the court. The anonymous Sir Tristrem is the earliest Tristan 

story in Middle English and, while it has few disguise scenes, it does include Isolde’s trial, which makes 

for a useful comparison with Beroul’s romance. It survives solely in the Auchinleck Manuscript, but can 

be dated to the late thirteenth century (Lupack). Taken together, Beroul’s Tristan and Sir Tristrem lay out 

a clear paradigm where the court is central and can easily incorporate the lackluster resistance that Tristan 

and Isolde use against it. However, the court values show more strain in the Old Norse context 

represented by Tristrams saga, which one Friar Robert translated from Thomas’s Tristan on a 

commission from Hákon Hákonarson in 1226, resulting in the most popular version of the story in Old 

Norse (Francini 251; Schach, Introduction xiii).3 Tristrams saga is influenced by the Icelandic family 

sagas of the period, and the Old Norse portrayal of women in these sagas has a particular impact on the 

representation of Isolde. In Beroul and in Sir Tristrem, the best Isolde can hope for is a protected space in 

the court, and one that is inferior to Tristan’s at that. That is ultimately also true in Tristrams saga; 

however, in the saga is a clearer sense that Isolde is a heroine whose display of cleverness and 

showmanship dazzles, with minimum help from Tristan. Her control in manipulating the court provides a 

contrast to female characters in romances set in Continental Europe and Britain, and demonstrates how 

medieval courts could be hijacked by female agency under the right circumstances. As for Thomas’s 

Tristan itself, the fragments do not include any exceptionally interesting disguise scenes, so I will not 

                                                        
3 The other major Old Norse Tristan story, The Saga of Tristan, dates from the fourteenth century, 

and as such does not fall under the purview of this dissertation.  
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address it in this chapter.4 In contrast, I will use the two Folie Tristan poems, which are short elaborations 

of one single disguise scene, to derive some general principles about how disguise functions in the Tristan 

stories.5  

 Although I focus on texts from my chosen three languages and two centuries, I include two other 

seminal works: the Middle High German Tristan by Gottfried von Strassburg (c. 1210) and the Old Norse 

Grettis saga (c. 1325). A fairly typical Icelandic family saga, Grettis saga includes a moment in its 

epilogue that is clearly drawn from the Tristan tradition, one which presents a use of disguise that does 

more to subvert the ruling order than the others. The lovers in this episode are called Thorstein or Spes, 

but their story (known in its own right as Spesar þáttr) includes a scene so similar to Isolde’s ambiguous 

oath that there must be some direct influence.6 The bourgeois setting of Spesar þáttr changes the political 

and gender dynamics of the story, proving the court’s disciplining and anti-feminist hegemony by 

illustrating its opposite. By comparing diverse sources, I demonstrate how there are multiple Tristan 

stories according to culture. I refer to several uniform ideas, such as “the court,” throughout this chapter, 

but while these ideas are part of a shared European (and perhaps more distantly, Persian) culture, they 

                                                        
4 In any event, Tristams saga is the most complete version of Thomas’s poem (Francini 264). 

Gottfried’s poem is also translated from Thomas, and Sir Tristrem probably takes its inspiration from it as 

well (Lupack).   

5 The two poems are known as the Folie de Berne and the Folie d’Oxford. Both are from the late 

twelfth or early thirteenth century. 

6 Marusca Francini believes that the episode is based on the “common branch” of the Tristan 

stories; that is to say, is closer to Beroul than to Thomas (265). However, I do not find the distinction 

between the “courtly” strand and the “common” strand helpful for this chapter, so I do not discuss them. 
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also represent different things in each romance or saga. First I will explain the similarities before 

elaborating on the differences in each text. 

Exile and the Court 

 The theme of exile is key to the Tristan romances. The orphan Tristan is raised in secret and then 

kidnapped before returning to Cornwall, which functions as a sort of exile and return. Yet, this happens at 

the beginning of the story: it is not a driver of the plot as it is with the other romances in this study. 

Tristan’s more important exiles occur when he is already in Cornwall. There he undergoes numerous 

exiles due to his relationship with Isolde, who sometimes joins him in exile. When they are apart, though, 

Tristan’s physical absence from Isolde produces a madness in Tristan that alienates him from the rest of 

society. R. Howard Bloch views the exile and deceptions of the two lovers as emblematic of the anti-

social tendencies of courtly love (Literature and Law 216). In the introduction, I outlined the connection 

between exile and the Augustinian idea of the “land of unlikeness,” and Tristan experiences an emotional 

state similar to this spiritual alienation. Gerard Ladner identifies the Tristan romances (and the Gottfried 

von Strassburg version especially) as exemplary of the way the romance tradition looks at the exile theme 

(247-48). Ladner believes that errant knights in the Arthurian tradition are based on the pilgrimage motif: 

they endure adventures in strange lands in order to win partnership in the Round Table (246-47).7 True, 

Ladner also believes that the Gottfried Tristan represents a “quite un-Christian perversion of the 

peregrinatio motif,” but regardless of that version’s level of religious commitment (which I explore in 

more detail below), it is key to note that it follows the motif in several respects (248). In fact, Tristan 

adopts the disguise of a pilgrim on multiple occasions. As Merritt R. Blakeslee observes, the pilgrim 
                                                        

7 Ladner gives Yvain as an example. Tristan never makes it to the Round Table in the Gottfried 

version, or in the other versions I am looking at, but Mark’s court might be an analogy. Of course, 

Tristan’s role at the Round Table is a considerable focus of Malory’s Le Morte Darthur. 
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disguise occurs frequently in Thomas’s Tristan romance, and, relevantly for this chapter, in the trial scene 

in Tristrams saga.  

 Moreover, even in the episodes where Tristan takes the role of a leper (such as in Beroul’s 

version), there is something of a pilgrimage aesthetic. As Blakeslee affirms, with regards to the Tristan 

stories: “In the Middle Ages a pilgrimage to a holy shrine was often undertaken by the afflicted in the 

hope of obtaining a cure—particularly of an affliction visited by God in punishment for a sin” (68).8 

Medieval people believed that leprosy was such an affliction, which establishes a link between leprosy 

and exile, with pilgrimage as an intermediary. Leprosy resembles exile in other ways. In his study of 

disease in Middle-English literature, Bryon Lee Grigsby emphasizes that medieval people viewed lepers 

as symbolically dead. After a ceremony where the death of the lepers is ritually proclaimed, “The leper 

would then have to move to a new location outside of town where he or she would have to live off the 

alms of the populace. Forced to accept a new house, new clothes, and new occupation, the leper had truly 

emigrated to a new kingdom” (40). If Hugh of St. Victor and other medieval philosophers viewed exile as 

a sort of death—that is, as training for a holy life in Heaven—then leprosy is also a symbolic death that 

deprives the leper of their identity. Indeed, some viewed the religious austerity of leper similarly to the 

way that Hugh sees exile. According to Grigsby, “The leper becomes someone to envy because his or her 

penance and purgatory is performed on earth” (50). Moreover, Grigsby adds, medieval rulers saw leprosy 

as a sign from God that some undesirables needed to be excluded from society:   

Leprosy represents a conservative desire to read the disease as a form of social control in order to 

maintain the status quo. Consequently, one of the roles of the caretakers of society is to remain 
                                                        

 8 Of course, Blakeslee’s comments on pilgrimage are corroborated by the work of historians. For 

example, Jonathan Sumption notes that pilgrim’s badges were believed to have miraculous curative 

powers (175). 



 

 

 

92 

vigilant to the signs of leprosy because God is identifying certain people as a threat to the social 

order and community. These people accordingly should be expelled from the community to protect 

the social order until God heals their leprosy. (50) 

Grigsby points out that policing leprosy is one of many forms of social controls used by medieval 

authority. Exile is another such tool, as Tristan and the other romance heroes in this dissertation discover. 

It is therefore appropriate that Tristan dons a leper disguise. 

 If leprosy is similar to exile, and if, as I argued in the introduction, exile results in a deprivation of 

identity for the romance characters, then does Tristan’s leprosy disguise point to a particular loss of 

identity for him? According to Karen Anouschka Lurkhur, it does. Lurkhur acknowledges that leprosy, 

believed to be a venereal disease in the Middle Ages, can function as a sign of sexual promiscuity. 

However, with regards to the trial scene in Beroul (where Tristan is disguised as a leper), she writes that 

“Tristran's guise also functions as a physical manifestation of the legal and social prohibitions that burden 

him” (158). For a man as closely tied to the court as Tristan, “isolation is as much of a living death as 

leprosy itself” (159). Lurkhur also draws a parallel between Tristan and the leper Ivein, to whose 

possession Isolde is to be condemned if she fails her trial: “Despite their desire for her, however, 

ultimately neither man is able to possess Yseut. Ivein loses her to Tristran and Tristran loses her to Marc” 

(159). Lurkhur argues that Tristan’s failure to use force to protect Isolde from Ivein is a sign of 

emasculation: “The parallel between Ivein and Tristran taints the delicious malice of Tristran the leper 

with the specter of inadequacy. Beroul uses the disease as a sign of Tristran's exclusion from masculine 

privilege” (160). If Lurkhur is right, then Tristan’s leper disguise destabilizes his identity so greatly that 

he even partially loses his gender identity. Although I think that masculinity is probably more 

complicated in Beroul than the ability to use physical violence—it would be interesting to compare 

Tristan as he is represented before he drinks the love potion, but those sections do not survive—Lurkhur 
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is correct that the leper disguise symbolizes a severe removal from society, and that consequently, 

Tristan’s love-life remains tenuous. 

 That said, if Tristan’s leper disguise causes social alienation, it also makes him harder to detect. 

To a degree, the same is true of the other kinds of disguise that Tristan uses. Blakeslee observes that “the 

low social station implied by the disguises of leper, minstrel, madman, and penniless pilgrim offers a 

guarantee of anonymity and freedom of movement” (60). Blakeslee further argues that the disguises 

Tristan takes on have metaphorical significance. As a leper, madman, or pilgrim begging for money, 

Tristan becomes a “supplicant abjectly soliciting the favour and favours of his lady or [...] a penitent 

begging for her forgiveness” (64). More broadly, Blakeslee believes that the disguises play a role in 

structuring the romances, reinforce the idea of Tristan as a trickster figure, and “frequently play on and 

invert the content of the overt identities” (59). Blakeslee’s analysis of Old French Tristan stories 

effectively illustrate what Tristan’s disguises mean on a metaphorical level and what folktale motifs the 

different versions of the stories share with one another—in particular, Tristan as a trickster figure (113). 

His study is also helpful in identifying the social connotations of the different disguises: medieval people 

held madmen to be sexually promiscuous, lepers to be tricky, among other popular associations with the 

identities Tristan dons (130).9 However, Blakeslee does not analyze the role that disguises play with 

regards to the competing concepts of court and exile, which are key to the way that disguises operate in 

the Tristan stories. Love is indeed a dominant force in Tristan’s world, but only partially. The settings of 

the romances are also violent places with power structures that are based on the historical realities of the 

Middle Ages. That is the angle that is missing from Blakeslee’s analysis. 
                                                        

9 I use the terms “mad” and “madness” to refer to a common medieval and early modern trope of 

fictional figures who act like the disguised Tristan. Hamlet or Lear would be other examples. I recognize 

that the term is politically consequential for individuals who identify as being neurological minorities. 
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More generally, the “affliction” of exile accounts for Tristan’s disinheritance and the resulting 

disguises as poorer figures like beggars or merchants. Tristan’s absences from court and home require 

him to go about disguised, but his absence also puts his identity in flux, similarly to how Horn’s identity 

is challenged once he is alienated from his homeland. In the previous chapter, I discussed how exile 

forced Richard I, Horn, and Havelok into disguises that departed from their identity as nobles. But while 

Horn or Havelok are recognized, or not, according to how far along they have advanced on their quests to 

reclaim their heritage, Tristan does not live happily ever after (or at all) at the end of most of the versions 

of his story. His adventure is not a linear one. He is forced into disguises by his disinheritance, but he 

enjoys moments of being favoured by his uncle’s court at various times throughout the story. Tristan loses 

his parents and is raised without knowing his ancestry (Sir Tristrem 243-46), and when he is away from 

Isolde for too long, he nearly loses his mind, which is the premise of the Folie poems. However, Mark 

often seems willing to forgive him and welcome him back into the country. Whether or not Tristan is 

recognized by the other characters depends on their current place within the social code embodied by the 

court. Like Richard I being reduced to the status of a servant and cooking capons when he a fugitive in 

Germany, when Tristan is away from court, away from his centre of influence, his identity loses meaning.  

 Mark’s court therefore becomes a focal point for understanding disguise in the Tristan romances. 

It is the centre from which Tristan is consistently exiled, to which he usually returns, and through which 

his identity is negotiated. The intrigues and pomp of the court offer opportunities to explore how the 

politics of deception seen in the crusade chronicles play out in the romances. Tristan and Isolde 

manipulate events in their favour through deceptions similar to those used in the chronicles, yet the court 

forms a hegemony that is able to withstand apparent threats by incorporating them. The machinations and 

disguises that Tristan and Isolde use to hide their treasonous love affair are not successful acts of 

subversion: ultimately, Isolde and Tristan are firmly part of Mark’s court, and part of the established 
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power orders that are inherent there. Whenever they use a trick to avoid detection, such as their 

manipulation of the ordeal involving the hot irons, they save the reputations of Mark and the court along 

with their own. In rescuing themselves, they also rescue the system that oppresses them. This is why most 

of the versions of the story end with them dying; as they can not succeed in changing the playing field, 

they have to exit it for the story to end.  

 What is that playing field, then? What was a court like during the period these Tristan stories 

were composed? According to historians of court culture, a European court in this time period was a site 

that trained the elite in manners that enabled them to provide a safeguard against violence and political 

turmoil, but also gave them skills that they could use against one another. C. Stephen Jaeger calls 

courtliness a “civilizing process that preceded the flowering of courtly literature in the twelfth century and 

introduced the ethical ideals that have come to be ‘chivalric’ ” (4). Jaeger adds that chivalric ethics were 

not inculcated by knights, but rather by educated courtiers. Scaglione believes that courtliness is distinct 

from chivalry and courtesy, but argues that all three are connected by virtue of linking “heterogeneous 

groups through a somewhat vague yet powerful ideology” (6). These groups, Scaglione writes, include 

“chaplains, bishops, courtiers, chancery functionaries, knights, and court poets” (8). Both Jaeger and 

Scaglione include analyses of the Tristan romances, especially Gottfried’s Tristan, since the Tristan 

romances offer such a vivid portrait of courtliness as a defining culture. Scaglione sees Gottfried’s Tristan 

a sophisticated work that reflects courtly values, but also critiques them, as opposed to Beroul’s version, 

which embraces courtly tact more openly.10 However, Scaglione characterizes Jaeger as arguing that 

                                                        
10 Scaglione takes Jaeger’s definition of courtliness and breaks it down into three different 

versions, one evinced by courtiers, which he simply calls “courtly,” another, “the chivalric/heroic, is 

demonstrated by knights, and a third synthetic quality which he calls “the chivalric/courtois” (7). For the 
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Gottfried’s work exemplifies courtliness (157-58). Scaglione’s view of Jaeger is accurate in so far as it 

goes, but Jaeger’s idea of courtliness in this case is not idealized. Jaeger says of Gottfried’s Tristan that 

“it is a code of refined behaviour which maintains order and regulates the interactions of men at court, 

court manners. But here it invariably becomes a network of stratagems, a set of acquired skills [...] It is a 

screen that masks off the inner world of noble hearts and souls from the civilized jungle without” (254). 

Therefore the civilizing manners have an arguably negative aspect in that they can hide ill-will and allow 

deceit to flourish. Jaeger, presenting the views of Norbert Elias, explains that the courtiers’ deceptions are 

a defense mechanism to protect them from attacks from their peers: “The courtier becomes the master of 

his every word and act, of his diction and gestures, of the motion of his eyes and the tilt of his head, all of 

which, when uncontrolled, provide rivals with ammunition against him [...] Hence the mask and the 

disguise become major psychic vestments of the courtier” (7). This characterization is based on multiple 

sources, but it could almost be a statement derived from the Tristan romances. In the versions that include 

Tristan’s arrival at Mark’s court (for example, Sir Tristrem), the narrator invariably describes Tristan as 

having good manners. Tristan not only knows how to hunt and sing, but he also knows how to treat others 

with respect: “Tristrem, that honour can” (696). These manners impress the king, but that makes others in 

the court jealous. Of course, despite these manners, Tristan begins an affair with the king’s wife. Tristan 

has to deceive in order to keep the affair a secret and to protect him from the jealous courtiers. 

 For my part, I do not see Gottfried and Beroul as being particularly different when it comes to 

their presentation of court life and intrigues. I believe that they both demonstrate the same hegemonic 

structure. Jaeger and Scaglione have contrasting opinions on how positively Gottfried represents the 

court, but they both believe that there is a separation between the noble lovers’ inner life and the court 
                                                                                                                                                                                   

present purposes, which is to analyze the optimistic depictions of courts in the Tristan stories, Jaeger’s 

less specific definition will suffice. 
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that seeks to destroy them. Scaglione describes the importance of this conflict between inner and outer: 

“Tristan could not survive without yielding to the ways of the world, thus becoming a deceitful, 

contradictory, and cunning liar [...] Thus, for Gottfried, either the education of the knight had failed in its 

purpose, for the society that harbored that ideal of education fell short of rewarding its own pupils” (153). 

By contrast, my intervention positions the lovers as being well-integrated into the deceitful court. Tristan 

has indeed yielded to the ways of the world, but society does, in fact, protect him. In surrendering to its 

deceitful ways, he becomes an active participant, and indeed, a bolsterer of the court. Mark’s Cornish 

court has disguise built into the very political apparatus. The entire social order of Tristan’s world is built 

around deceit, according to Bloch: “the adulterous usurpation of paternity is predicated upon the necessity 

of hiding, of lies; and action is defined, within the illusory world of Béroul’s text, by the attempt to 

understand the constantly shifting appearances of a universe of half-truths” (Etymologies and Genealogies 

182). Bloch is referring in a broad way to multiple types of social relations in the story, but his statement 

certainly holds true for the politics of the court: he claims that the main conflict is between Tristan and the 

barons, with the one representing familiar inheritance and the other vassalage (Eymologies and 

Genealogies 182). The appearance of loyalty, morality, and power is crucial for the court to operate, but 

there is room to be disloyal and immoral as long as the appearance is maintained. The courtier class might 

think that adultery is outside their moral world, but it is actually normalized through deception, both the 

deceptions practiced by Tristan and their own self-deception. Tristan struggles against this culture of 

deceit, but paradoxically, he relies on it to advance his position. It is a mistake to see Tristan and Isolde as 

defending their own “noble hearts” against a cruel world. They share in the world’s cruelty, whether they 

like it or not. 

  Deception is a characteristic feature of the courts in the Tristan romances—Tristan’s disguises are 

only the most apparent example of a wider culture of falseness. Tristan is part of the court inasmuch as he 
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shares its values, but the scorn of his peers also makes him an outsider at court.11 Without the trust of his 

peers, Tristan’s identity must become destabilized. The envy that he faces eventually forces him out of 

court, which in turn, forces him to disguise himself to visit Isolde. However, importantly, even the court 

“insiders” must maintain a disguise of sorts. “It is a commonplace of court life that all faces viewed in 

open encounter are masks,” Jaeger writes. “The first rule of survival is that the courtier composes a mask, 

a surrogate character, that puts forward a personality and a set of motives conventionally acceptable to the 

court and the king” (239). Tristan may be forced to make more dramatic disguises as he moves in and out 

of the court, but everyone there is playing a role and indulging in falsehoods. This common trait creates a 

counter-intuitive bond between the court insiders and the exiles that erodes the difference between the 

two groups. The barons hate Tristan and Isolde, and successfully incite Mark against them. However, 

Tristan and Isolde are ultimately still part of the court apparatus—their deceptions are just of a different 

kind than those practiced by the other courtiers. Everything at the court is a facade and a performance, 

and the courtiers know it. As such, the court can forgive transgressions against its apparent morality, so 

long as they are accompanied by an enthusiastic deception. 

 The advantage that the deceptions bring to the court may run counter to instinct, and indeed, even 

the narrators of the romances prefer a more idealized representation. Scaglione points to a passage from 

Gottfried where the narrator homilizes against pursuing Love with guile and deceit (mit valsche und mit 

âkust): “Yet courtly society breeds precisely these qualities, which can be good or bad, according to 

circumstances. They are good when they allow Tristan to survive envy, bad when Tristan and Isolt use 

them to serve their love in a struggle against society” (156). However, Gottfried is indulging in a 
                                                        

 11 Jaeger notes that Tristan’s situation parallels some historical courtiers, including Adalbert of 

Bremen: “The sociological constellation is the same: the feudal nobility lines up against the king’s 

favorite” (106). 
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characteristic rhetorical flourish here, because his narrative proves that the quality of deceit is good for 

the court at all times. Deceit allows the court to survive the challenge that Tristan and Isolde’s adultery 

brings to it. I believe that the two lovers are not actually in a “struggle against society” in the way that 

Scaglione describes. Regardless of their own emotional investment, the court appropriates their deceit and 

uses it to become stronger.  

 Just as the division between honesty and deceit in Gottfried does not stand up to scrutiny, the 

difference between virtue and vice, or inner self and outer self, is also less pronounced than we might 

think at first. Gottfried, and to a degree, his modern interpreters, believe in the idea of a strong inner life 

for the lovers. Jaeger shares that interpretation:  

Gottfried tells his readers at the beginning of Tristan that the work will endear virtue and 

loyalty to them. Those words, applied to an adulterous love affair, become meaningful within the 

social context of the court. 

 Courtliness functions within this complex of the divided self as a screen set before the 

inner man. It creates for him a form of freedom and an atmosphere in which he can pursue private 

obligations. In this sense it provides a shelter for the individual in the perilous circumstances of 

court life, a shelter that accommodates both villainy and humanity. (241) 

When Jaeger claims that Gottfried’s words are “meaningful” in the court context, he surely means that 

they are transformed, and even made ironic. Gottfried’s original words seem passionate enough, but these 

lines appear at the introduction of Gottfried’s poem, before he exposes the court and its intrigues. Once 

the romance describes how the court operates, it is impossible to see love and loyalty with the same 

optimism. The “virtue” of the court is closer to the Latin virtus, strength. A good courtier takes care not to 

minimize offense to the king, if not though correct behaviour, then by covering up incorrect behaviour. 

The “loyalty” that the romance teaches is not the loyalty between lovers, as Gottfried’s introduction 
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suggests. It is loyalty to the king and to the established order. Jaeger is right about the court context 

changing the meaning of Gottfried’s words. However, I disagree with Jaeger’s assertions in the second 

paragraph quoted above. The deceptions at court may “shelter” Tristan and Isolde from the consequences 

of their affair, but it does not allow them any “freedom.” Tristan’s “inner man” (or Isolde’s, for that 

matter) is mostly sublimated into the demands of the court and political stability. Tristan and Isolde can 

enjoy some pleasure, but scarcely any autonomy. How much autonomy they get, and especially, how 

much Isolde gets, depends on the version of the story. Jaeger is correct in saying that the court 

“accommodates both villainy and humanity,” but villainy and humanity are working together, and are not 

in competition. The court sacrifices humanity to do away with the worst of its villainy. The court’s 

humanity (the love between Tristan and Isolde) and the villainy (the intrigues and deceptions) get mixed 

together and only stability remains. 

Tristan—Disguise in Politics 

 Before exploring the scene of Isolde’s ordeal, the disguise scene that most clearly foregrounds the 

court’s hegemonic structure, it is worth examining disguise as a larger theme in the different iterations of 

the Tristan romances. The Middle English Sir Tristrem omits many of the disguise scenes, but still leaves 

in this one, where Tristan disguises himself as a leper, which is typical of many across the legend: 

And Tristrem duelled thare [in Britain] 

To wite what men wald say. 

Coppe and claper he bare 

Til the fiftenday 

As he a mesel ware; 

Under walles he lay, 

To lithe. 
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So was Ysonde, that may, 

That alle sche wald to-writhe. (3171-178) 

Here, in order to get closer to Isolde, Tristan disguises himself as a leper (“a mesel”), who would 

presumably make his living through begging. Though he is outside of the social world as a leper (as 

discussed above), Tristan is able to access information that would not normally be given to him. He 

probably enjoys hearing about Isolde, even vicariously, but his intelligence-gathering is part of a larger 

strategy to increase his physical contact with her. Disguise serves as Tristan’s connection to the court 

when he is physically and socially outside of it. 

Tristan may disguise himself often, and this may reflect his identity as an outsider, but at the 

same time, the disguises do not have an impact on his character. There is a sense that Tristan’s disguises 

reflect his inner self, rather than function as subversive changes to identity: they are not transformative of 

Tristan’s character, but revelatory of it. This is an example of how the court seems to ostracize dishonest 

and immorality generally, yet has deception at its heart. In the poem La Folie de Berne, where Tristan 

pays a visit to Mark’s court disguised as a fool and a madman, Tristan’s overall character is unaffected. I 

say “disguised,” but Tristan actually says outright that he just turns mad: “Qant ne la voi, a po ne derve” 

(99) (“When I do not see her I nearly go out of my mind”) (153). Jonna Kjaer highlights this same direct 

description, arguing that it only appears in La Folie de Berne (69). Kjaer believes that Tristan’s folly in 

the Folie de Oxford is completely feigned; however, even here Kjaer allows that Tristan is reduced to his 

state by real lovesickness, noting the verb “afolez” in line 175 of Oxford. Kjaer interprets “afolez” as 

meaning hurt by love, with a pun on afoler, meaning, rendered mentally unstable (69). Whether or not 

Tristan counterfeits his madness, there is a consistency between his disguised self and his real self. The 
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disguise of a madman overlaps with Tristan’s real feelings of madness or at least lovesickness.12 In this 

vein, it is worth returning to Blakeslee’s point about the interrelationship between Tristan’s disguises and 

his real identity as a courtly lover. If Tristan appears as a beggar while he is soliciting the love of Isolde, 

then he is a beggar in actual fact as well as in his disguise. Even when he is disguised as a beggar or leper, 

his adopted low social standing could reflect his emotional yearning for Isolde (Wilson 51).13 Finally, his 

leper disguise carries additional symbolic weight due to the disease’s association with sexual sin during 

the Middle Ages. As Peter Noble acknowledges, it makes sense that the court would threaten to punish 

Isolde (in Beroul’s version) by casting her off to live with lepers, since the court would have seen the 

lepers as sinners as well. Tristan’s disguise as a leper is similarly appropriate because it reflects his own 

adultery (69). The Tristan stories may be read as a competition between Tristan and Mark in which 

Tristan’s disguises are devices to subvert the power order and defeat Mark. However, Tristan’s disguises 

are metaphorically consistent with a despairing lover supplicating for his lady’s favour: that is, they they 

are extensions of who Tristan is already. The disguises are incorporated into the hegemony of a 

legitimatized power relationship. Tristan is always just Tristan all along, and his disguised identities place 

                                                        
12 This is of course a common romance trope, and is seen in Sir Orfeo and Malory’s Lancelot 

stories. 

13 This point by Anne Wilson is tied to her overarching argument about the Tristan story (and 

other romances), namely that the stories are a kind of personal narration by the heroes and that different 

characters represent different parts of the hero’s psyche. I am not convinced by that argument, but I think 

it is likely, broadly speaking, that the low classes of Tristan’s disguises reflect his emotional lows. This 

sync between his outward appearance and his inward emotions further undermines the idea that his 

disguises are subversions of his identity that can somehow transgress the court. 
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him back in court, where he belongs as a courtly lover. There is always a place for Tristan, then, even 

when he is supposedly subversive. 

The episode of Tristan’s madness nicely illustrates how Tristan can be a court insider even in 

disguised exile, and also how a classic carnivalesque reversal can still be part of the established order.14 In 

La Folie de Berne, neither Mark nor Isolde recognize Tristan or take him seriously, though he soon starts 

a process of double-talk, speaking as, in fact, Tristan: “Encor ai l’anel pres de moi / que me donastes au 

partir” (221-22) (“I still have with me the ring you gave me when we parted from each other”), he boldly 

tells Isolde in front of everyone (156). On a certain level, Tristan gets away with a public declaration of 

love because nobody sees through the disguise and recognizes him. But he also gets away with it because 

fools are outside of the social code, and they can say those things. The king’s court is a carefully 

organized environment that demands conformity and strict adherence to social roles. The fool’s role, 

however, is to comment, as it were, from the outside, but the fool’s exclusion, then, is paradoxically part 

of the code too.15 A court is a highly coded place where humans construct the social world around them—
                                                        

14 As discussed briefly in the previous chapter, the critic Mikhail Bakhtin famously wrote about 

images of Carnival in the works of Rabelais, often with a tone generally optimistic about Carnival’s 

revolutionary power. The anthropologist David Gilmore tempers this: “It is two-sidedness, dualism, 

equivocation, not suppression or negation alone, that Bakhtin speaks of as the essence of the celebration 

and the wellspring of the folk culture that gives birth to it, as both a past and present process” (5). 

15 This idea of the fool being both part of the court and outside of it is similar to Victor Turner’s 

idea of the fool. Turner discusses court jesters as an example of liminal people who have the privilege of 

criticizing kings and chiefs (109-10). Historical medieval European fools encountered a similar paradox. 

On the one hand, they received ample condemnation from the Church for their worldly antics. On the 

other hand, they enjoyed respect due to the Biblical tradition of the “foolishness of God” (Billington 16). 
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so it should be no surprise that non-human members of the court, like Tristan’s dog, are even further 

outside the code than the fool. The dog is prepared to recognize Tristan, when even Isolde cannot or will 

not. The dog rushes to Tristan upon being released and hearing his voice, and it is finally this that 

convinces Isolde (162-3). Again, there are multiple reasons for the dog’s ability to recognize Tristan. 

Most obviously, the dog’s sense of smell is able to detect Tristan even when he appears different to those 

relying on sight. This scene is a possible reference to a similar episode in the Odyssey, which connects the 

Tristan story to the wider Western exile and return tradition. Odysseus’s loyal dog recognizes him before 

Penelope does (17.330). Both dogs, of course, are immune to social coercion, and Tristan’s dog does not 

see any reason to consider Tristan’s role to be any different from when he was in the court as a knight. 

The dog actually naturalizes Tristan’s position as a noble since it proves that an element of the natural 

world (the dog) endorses Tristan’s participation in the human construction that is the court. It does not 

matter that Tristan is exiled and turns into a fool and a madman: he is still part of the court. 

Although the Tristan narratives are famous for the main character’s trickery and multiple 

identities, the female characters use disguises as well. In particular, the episode featuring Isolde’s 

handmaiden Brengwein illustrates how deception can rescue apparent subversive behaviour by exalting 

the appearance of morality at the court. Brengwein plays a bed trick on the wedding night of King Mark 

and Isolde in order to convince Mark that Isolde is a virgin. Here is the account from Sir Tristrem: 

For Ysonde to the King 

Brengwain to bed was brought 

That tide. 

Mark his wille wrought 

On bed Brengwain biside. (1706-16) 
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This is not a disguise in a traditional sense, of course, but it is still a hiding of identity. Insaf Machta, 

speaking about the French Tristan traditions, parses out the politics of the moment: “Le stratagème de la 

nuit des noces avec le roi Marc permet certes à Yseut d’échapper au déshonneur et à la marginalization, il 

préserve le statut social de personnage ; le vécu d’Yseut est ainsi en accord avec les normes sociales” 

(214). This stratagem works on a simple level in that Isolde avoids the humiliation that would have come 

with being exposed as a non-virgin. The fact that it works—and it does, since Isolde is accused of 

infidelity, but never of losing her virginity to anyone but Mark—speaks to the de-facto acceptance of 

deception in society. Needless to say, it is accepted only because it is not found out, but that simply does 

not matter at the end of the day. Society accepts Isolde as having properly consummated her marriage to 

Mark. And consummation is indeed a societal issue, and not just an issue between husband and wife. 

Medieval law famously held that sleeping with a king’s wife was a form of treason; that is, a political 

crime.16 Wendy Doniger places this bedtrick amongst the tradition of the diritto della signora: “when the 

king inflicts his will upon a lady who loves another man, oppressing both the man and the woman by 

exercising the droit du seigneur, she inflicts her own power on an inferior” (275). Doniger argues that the 

Brengwein bedtrick functions through a set of doubles: “the servant Brangane substitutes (unofficially) 

for Isolde to atone for her sin in serving the love potion that made the servant Tristan substitute 

unofficially for the king” (277). Doniger emphasizes “unofficially,” but in fact, these substitutions are 

important for the court’s operation. As long as the basic roles of the court—in this case, consummating 

the marriage—continue unabated, it does not really matter who is fulfilling the roles, or what guise they 

wear. Even Brengwein survives the encounter relatively unscathed, despite her lower status marking her 

for dispensability. Though Isolde was ready to kill her in order to preserve the secret, Isolde’s hired 
                                                        

16 The identification between royal adultery and treason is a critical commonplace, but as an 

example it is mentioned by Peter Noble in the context of Beroul’s version (78).  
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assassin kills a deer and uses its tongue as evidence that he killed Brengwein, thus making a substitute for 

her and preserving her modest place in court (Doniger 277).17 Doniger makes the point succinctly when 

she writes that “it’s in everyone’s best interest to allow the deceit to succeed” (277). Tristan and Isolde 

may be committing treason out of love and not out of rebellion, but nevertheless, Brengwein’s disguise 

moment serves to conceal an apparent political subversion.  

 Yet, even here, the fact that the court does not know about the deception allows for its order to be 

preserved. By needing to conceal their treason, Tristan and Isolde render it moot. Their act suggests that 

treason is endemic in the court system, reinforcing the court’s surveillance and disciplinary systems that 

are constantly searching for signs of transilience. A comparison to two other famous medieval scenes with 

bedtricks—or maybe “rape-by-fraud” is the more appropriate term—reveal how this technique serves 

patriarchal lineage structures.18 The first famous episode of this type appears in the Old Norse The Saga 

of the Volsungs, based on the Germanic legend of Sigurd and Brynhild, where Sigurd magically 

exchanges appearances with his brother-in-law Gunnar in order to bypass the wall of flames that Brynhild 
                                                        

17 In Sir Tristrem, Brengwain survives by convincing her would-be killers to send a coded 

message back to Isolde that puts the bedtrick in a less blameworthy light (from Isolde’s perspective). 

Isolde is moved and agrees to spare her (1737-804) 

18 Wendy Doniger notes that 40 U.S. states have laws against rape-by-fraud as of 1995, based on 

the U.S. Model Penal Code, in paragraph 213.1(2)(c), which criminalizes imitating a woman’s husband in 

order to seduce her (285). Doniger herself parses out the psychology of bedtricks and consent. Citing 

Emily Detmer, Doniger writes, “Thus, where the rape mentality argues that when women say no, they 

mean yes [...], the bedtrick argues that women say yes but, when the trick is revealed, say no” (86). The 

fact that Uther and Sigurd resort to rape-by-fraud to attain their patriarchal aims again underlines how 

deception can be linked to violence. 
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created to ward off unworthy suitors (29.48). Brynhild had previously vowed to marry whoever passed 

the wall of flames, so she reluctantly agrees to marry Gunnar, though she prefers Sigurd. Gunnar’s family 

benefits greatly from the marriage (29.50).19 The second famous episode is the conception of Arthur, 

where Merlin (again magically) changes Uther Pendragon’s appearance to that of his duke, Gorlois, in 

order to have sex with Gorlois’s wife, Ingerna (137.97). The disguises of Sigurd and Uther violently 

enable them to acquire women who bring great renown (in Sigurd’s case) and establish a lasting legacy 

(in Uther’s).  Brengwein does not get a similar advantage by pretending to be Isolde—but then she is just 

a tool of Tristan and Isolde. Brengwein’s disguise saves Isolde and Tristan from punishment, but it also 

saves Mark from shame, which allows his court to function normally. Although the Brengwein scene is 

about a woman disguising a woman to save herself, and the scenes in The Saga of the Volsungs and the 

History of the Kings of Britain feature men disguising themselves as other men for their sexual pleasure, 

all of these “bedtricks” result in the stability of the patrilineal family and its associated structures. When 

Isolde concocts a disguise, she benefits from it in the short term, but she also preserves the court’s 

hegemony. Because she survived the wedding night with her reputation as a virgin intact, the court 

likewise could claim that there was no possible interference in Mark’s bloodline. 

The trial by ordeal scene in particular speaks to the relationship between disguise and hegemony 

in the Tristan romances, and significantly it is one of the few disguise scenes that the Middle English 

translator describes in detail. In this scene, Isolde, having been accused of infidelity with Tristan, must 

endure the carrying of hot irons. Before examining the scene at length, it is worthwhile to provide some 

historical context about these trials and how they could be strategic performances on the part of both 
                                                        

19 This same episode of course appears in the Nibelungenlied, only Siegfried (Sigurd) helps 

Gunther (Gunnar) through a series of physical trials in an invisibility cloak, rather than switching places 

with him through magic disguise (452-66). 
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accusers and defendants. Stephen D. White notes that the ordeals of hot iron, boiling water, or battle were 

relatively rare, at least in the twelfth-century France where the earlier Tristan stories were composed: 

“Between 1040 and 1149 [...] proposals to hold ordeals are mentioned about 50 times in almost 500 

disputes recorded” (90). Cancelling an ordeal was common enough, too: “A decision to propose an ordeal 

must be sharply distinguished from a decision to hold one” (101). The procedure would also have been 

rare, if not non-existent, during the composition of the Old German, Old Norse, and Middle English 

versions of the story: the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 ordered a halt to the practice (York 2).20 Even 

when the parties went through with an ordeal, the accused had a significant advantage. Richard Firth 

Green notes that defendants were twice more likely to be acquitted than convicted, with the number 

increasing to more than two-thirds if the cases were settled before the trial (107). The hesitation to hold 

these trials (before they were forbidden altogether) or to convict the accused indicates a prejudice towards 

the status quo. Trials bring concealed facts and suspicions out into the open, can provoke anger amongst 

their participants, and presuppose a winner and a loser. Hegemony prefers to make everyone feel like they 

are happy and winning: that is what Gramsci means he says that the ruling class makes “demagogic 

promises,” despite the risk of being unable to meet the promises, so that the ruling class “retains power, 

reinforces it for the time being.” A dismissed trial may not solve the underlying conflict, but the ruling 

class already has all the power it needs, so sees no reason to risk it by exploring further conflict. 

That said, ordeals could also be manipulated to promote those in power. While medieval people 

may have seen ordeals as unimpeachable demonstrations of God’s judgment, they also saw them as 
                                                        

20 More specifically, “Gottfried, writing before 1215, can be depicting a contemporary procedure 

[the trial by hot iron]; the Tristrams saga was composed within living memory of the procedure, but the 

author of Sir Tristrem is depicting a procedure from his past, one which had gone out of use in England 

almost a century before he composed his poem” (York 3). 
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something else, something that should be deployed more strategically. White argues that ordeals, 

especially cancelled ones, were a method for nobles to re-negotiate power amongst themselves. 

According to White, nobles who proposed ordeals and then cancelled them “used the ordeal process, in 

the short run, to alter power relations at a placitum and, in the long run, to secure at least the partial 

objectification of these new power relations in the form of a judgement or a concord” (93). But there were 

politics at play even when the ordeal was not cancelled. White, following Peter Brown, calls a proposal to 

an ordeal a “ ‘theatrical device’ of self-righteous self-dramatization,” which may or may not receive 

skepticism from those listening to it (105). In fact, while the Tristan stories tell of the accused rigging the 

trial, historians speculate that the judges had a significant control over the outcome, as well: Green notes 

that priests overseeing the ritual of the hot irons had the discretion to let the iron cool while uttering a 

prayer, to anoint the iron and the accused’s hands with either a substantial or minimal amount of holy 

water, and to remove the bandages and inspect the wound three days after the test (108). Green hastens to 

add that the opportunities for human interference in this divine ritual do not suggest that all medieval 

people viewed the divine element as necessarily faked (109). Nevertheless, since the ordeal was 

controversial in its own time (as proved by the Fourth Lateran Council banning it), it is plausible that 

medieval writers had their own suspicions about the corruptibility of the procedure. Though some of the 

Tristan romances are more openly skeptical of the reality of divine judgement than others, I argue that all 

of them demonstrate how Isolde’s ordeal benefits the very human hegemony of Mark’s court. While 

Beroul’s is the only version of the Tristan story examined here that portrays Isolde as proposing the 

ordeal, all of the versions feature her as controlling the drama of the trial and shaping it into a politically 

useful tool. The trial is a space for performance, with political as well as personal stakes. 

The version of the ordeal episode in Sir Tristrem illustrates how ordeals serve to negotiate power 

between nobles. When the court exiles Tristan and calls for Isolde to prove her innocence, she concocts a 
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plan with Tristan, that he should disguise himself in poor clothing and come to Westminster, the scene of 

the trial. The river is imposing, and she has the disguised Tristan help carry her:   

Over Temes sche schuld ride, 

That is an arm of the se. 

"To the schip side 

This man schal bere me." 

Tristrem hir bar that tide 

And on the Quen fel he 

Next her naked side 

That mani man might yse 

San schewe. 

Hir queynt aboven hir kne 

Naked the knightes knewe [...] 

Swete Ysonde sware 

Sche was giltles woman: 

"Bot on to schip me bare 

The knightes seighe wele than 

Whatso his wille ware; 

Ferli neighe he wan, 

Sothe thing - 

So neighe com never man 

Bot mi lord, the King." 
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* 

Swete Ysonde hath sworn 

Hir clene, that miri may. 

To hir thai had ycorn 

Hot yren, Y say. 

The knightes were biforn; 

For hir tho praiden thai. 

The yren sche hadde yborn[.] (2245-55, 2269-84) 

The important part about this scene is that even though it has deceit and disguise at the heart of it, Isolde’s 

oath is literally true.21 As Green elucidates, “In an oral society the precise words of the oath, at the 

moment that they are spoken, bind speaker and listener by virtue of an inherent performative power which 

resists translation or paraphrase” (60).22 By these standards, there is simply no deception in Isolde’s oath, 

and she is absolutely in the right.23 Isolde says that no man came close to her except for Mark and the man 
                                                        

21 Wilson recognizes this and ties it in to her psychological reading of the Tristan story. She 

writes that “The ordeal by oath is a similar trick expressing the truth and yet not the truth; it is 

fundamentally not the truth, because there cannot be an unpossessed Isolde for the hero, while he 

possesses her in the mind” (51). Again, without committing to Wilson’s ideas about narration, it is 

interesting to note the way the lovers make a personal performance of their reliance on one another in 

front of the whole court. 

22 Green’s book features several historical examples of these “equivocal oaths” (112-20). 

23 By this I mean that Isolde’s statement is legal, not that she necessarily believes it herself, at 

least not with complete conviction. Less canny traitors in the Middle Ages had to swear falsely. Paul 

Edward Dutton observes that kings used oaths to enforce loyalty, but some, like Charlemagne, took action 
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who carried her to the ship; that is, Tristan. By simply hiding the identity of the latter, Isolde turns the lie 

into a truth—and more than that, a politically sanctioned truth. Mark forgives her and puts her accuser in 

custody (2284-88), but even before Mark offers his forgiveness, the knights are on Isolde’s side: “For hir 

tho praiden thai.” The trial of the hot irons is not just a religious test, but also a public performance of 

political sanction. It takes place at the same place: Westminster, where kings are crowned and receive 

divine anointment (“Westeminster” in line 2235). Its public nature is emphasized, with repeated reference 

to an audience seeing and witnessing (“That mani man might yse”) and especially knights seeing and 

witnessing (“Of alle the knightes here / No knewe him non bi sight;” “the knightes knewe;” “knightes 

seighe wele;” “The knightes were biforn”). The narrator’s insistence that these many and high-ranked 

audience members are present amounts to a demand that Isolde’s legitimacy be upheld. A skeptical reader 

or listener of the romance has to deal with all of these witnesses if she or he believes that Isolde is guilty 

of adultery. Of course, readers know very well that Isolde is, in fact, guilty, but if readers take the side of 

the narrator, that makes them complicit in the court’s successful preservation. A trial, of course, is an 

avenue for vindication as well as accusation, and Isolde succeeds in making public her innocence, despite 

the questionable means. When Isolde takes up the hot irons, the political order in turn takes her back. 

 Beroul’s version of the same episode is more detailed. Here, all the nobles of the kingdom, 

including King Arthur, Gawain, and other high-ranking knights, attend a ceremony where Isolde proves 

her innocence through an oath (with no hot irons). While the party is fording a river to on the way to the 

ceremony grounds, Isolde makes a point of asking Tristan, this time disguised as a leper, to carry her on 

his back so that her clothes do not get soiled. He does, and in front of all the assembly, Isolde pronounces 
                                                                                                                                                                                   

when it became clear that certain barons were being treacherous and did not themselves believe the oaths 

they were swearing (175). Charlemagne’s debacle demonstrates that Mark is much better off with his 

traitors surviving with a true oath than disrupting his court by punishing traitors who swore false oaths.  
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the same ambiguous oath as she did in Sir Tristrem. The assembly praises her and Arthur promises to use 

force to defend Isolde should the need ever arise again (“Ja ne seront en cele terre / Que m’en tenist no 

pais ne gerre”) (4241-242). Mark likewise assures her that he will no longer credit the “villains” (“felon”) 

(4256).24 In any event, Tristan and Isolde successfully use the trial not only to preserve themselves, but 
                                                        

24 This scene is important but lengthy and contains some repetition. I have reproduced the original 

text here in the notes for the sake of space: 

   je ci jure... 

  Q’entre mes cuises n’entra home, 

  Fors le ladre qui fist soi some, 

  Qui me porta outre les guez, 

  Et li rois Marc mes esposez; 

  Ces deus ost de mon soirement. 

  Ge n’en ost de plus de tote gent; 

  De deus ne me pus escondire: 

  Du ladre, du roi Marc, mon sire. 

  Li ladres fu entre mes janbes 

  [...] 

  Qui voudra que je me plus en face 

  Tote en sui preste en ceste place. 

   Tuit cil qui l’ont oï jurer 

  Ne püent pas plus endurer. 

  ‘Dex!’ fait chascuns, ‘si fiere en jure! 

  Tant en a fait aprés droiture! 
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  Plus i a mis que ne disoient  

Ne que li fel ne requeroient;  

Ne li covient plus escondit  

Q’avez oï, grant et petit,  

Fors du roi et de son nevo. 

 […]  

  Mal ait jamais l’en mesquerra!’  

Li rois Artus en piez leva,  

Li roi Marc a mis a raison,  

Que tuit l’oirent li baron: 

  Rois, la deraisne avon veüe  

Et bien ole et entendue.  

Or esgardent li troi felon, 

Donoalent et Guenelon, 

Et Goudoine li mauvés,  

Qu(e) li ne parolent sol jamés. 

Ja ne seront en cele terre  

Que m’en tenist no pais ne gerre, 

Des que j’orroie la novele 

 De Ia roïne Yseut la bele [.] (4204-225; 4231-244) 

“I swear that no man ever came between my thighs except the leper who carried me on 

his back across the ford and my husband, King Mark. Those two I exclude from my oath; I 

exclude no one else in the world. From two men I cannot exculpate myself: the leper and King 
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also in fact to increase their power and safety. Normally, a defendant can at best hope for a return to the 

status quo after a successful trial, but here Isolde is better off than before because she now has access to 

military support, and not just that, but to military support that is outside of Mark’s control. 

The amount and scale of public accolade for Isolde here is remarkable. Machta observes: “Le 

succès du stratagème se mesure à l’unanimité du refus que reçoit la proposition, unanimité rendue par un 

discours collectif traduisant une réaction largement partagée” (217). As with the Middle-English account, 

the narrator stresses the number of witnesses and their rank (“ ‘Dex!’ fait chascuns, ‘si fiere en jure!’ ”, 

“Que tuit l’oirent li baron”) (4219, 4234).25 The deception works because of aristocracy’s prejudices 

                                                                                                                                                                                   

Mark my lord. The leper was between my legs [as everyone who was watching could see].24 If 

anyone wants me to do more, I am ready here and now.” 

“God,” said everyone, “that would be a cruel wrong! She has done everything that justice 

demands, and she put more into her oath than the villains required her to. She needs to make no 

defence concerning the king and his nephew beyond what all of us have already heard. [...] A 

curse on anyone who mistrusts her now!” 

King Arthur rose to his feet and addressed King Mark so that all the barons could hear: 

“King, we have seen and heard the queen’s defence. Now let the three villains Denolan, 

Ganelon and the evil Godwin, take care never to speak of it again. As long as they remain in this 

land, we shall be ready to come swiftly to defend the rights of the fair Queen Yseut as soon as she 

sends a message.” (141-2) 

25 “[C]hascuns” presumably means all of the witnesses, but ultimately just means everybody, 

period. The manuscript has “chascune,” which could imply “each woman present,” resulting in an 

interesting gendered dimension to this moment. But, as T. B. W. Reid says in his commentary, “All 
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about itself, that nobility is stable across generations through blood. As with Horn, Tristan’s exile 

deprives him of noble status, but not completely. The myth of inherent nobility survives Horn and 

Havelok disguising themselves as beggars and merchants by finding ways to insist that they are still noble 

underneath the disguise. In the Lai d’Haveloc, as Crane explains, Argentille’s guardian Edelsi had sworn 

an oath to marry her off to the strongest man, by which “the strongest noble” was meant. When Haveloc 

appears disguised as a cook, but demonstrating great strength, Edelsi decides to marry her off to him, and 

in so doing tries “to subvert justice through a falsely literal interpretation of his oath” but “is thwarted by 

the convergence in Haveloc of physical and lineal strength” (Insular Romance 41). In Haveloc, the false 

oath is accidentally true, and the head of the court is eventually punished for it (Edelsi, because Haveloc 

conquers him in the end), but in the Tristan stories, the false oath is deliberately true, and the head of the 

court (Mark) thrives. The myth survives Tristan disguising himself as a leper by incorporating that 

disguise into the myth itself: the story Tristan and Isolde create is allowed to play into the idea of noble 

purity and correct behaviour. The addition of King Arthur as a recognized romance authority figure 

proves the extent of Isolde’s vindication (Li rois Artus en piez leva, / Li roi Marc a mis a raison) (4232-

233).26 Again, that the vindication comes about from deceit hardly matters. The additional spectators and 
                                                                                                                                                                                   

editors correct the chascune of the MS. to chascuns” (139). This makes sense: the narrator has 

emphasized repeatedly that the audience is filled with barons, and, thus, presumably male. 

26 Though it is true that Arthur lacks authority and gravitas in many French romances, especially 

in Chretien’s Lancelot, this does not seem to be how Beroul presents him. The fact that Mark thinks it is a 

good idea to send for him to be a judge indicates that Arthur’s authority is accepted. Of course, as with 

Mark, his authority might just be a matter of appearances, but in Beroul’s version Arthur does, in fact, 

seem to carry the appearance of authority and wisdom. Noble, for one, sees his willingness to help Isolde 

as a sign of his competence and generosity (42). 
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ceremony add to the political theatre. If Arthur, Gawain and the rest of the noble company of knights, and 

Mark, the supposed victim himself, attest to Isolde’s innocence, then the villains have no ground on 

which to condemn her. 

 The characters well and truly criticize Tristan and Isolde’s accusers (Arthur calls them “felon” 

and Goudoine “li mauvés”), and the narrator enthusiastically joins in this criticism (4237, 4238). As Alan 

S. Fedrick, Beroul’s modern translator, writes: “the poet’s attitude to these men who were acting in the 

king’s interest bespeaks a strong prejudice” (16-17). The narrator’s prejudice is clear from exclamations 

like  

 Oiez des trois, que Dex maudie, 

 Par qui Tristan an est alez : 

 Par eus fu mot li rois malez. (3028-030) 

 “Hear now of the three—may God curse them! They had acted very badly to the king in making 

him angry with Tristan” (115).  

The three supposedly evil barons are trying to protect their lord from treason and his inheritance from 

instability. Therefore the narrator criticizing them should not be seen as a mere aesthetic flourish; the 

narrator is taking a definitive stand against a perfectly logical position. The narrator becomes yet another 

voice on the side of Tristan and Isolde against the barons, and it is a powerful voice, because through the 

narrator, the audience also joins the side of the lovers. Alberto Varvaro noticed the narrator’s ability to 

anticipate and rally the audience’s feelings in favour of the protagonists: “The author [meaning the 

narrator] does not allow the listeners’ reactions to be unforseen, neglected or unused, but rather he 

cleverly directs them and expresses them in a single vibrant voice” (56). The narrator completely controls 

the audience’s perspective, but the control is not tyrannical or taxing; rather, it is fervent and inviting. The 



 

 

 

118 

acceptance of Isolde’s disguise-fueled vindication therefore extends even to the narrator, and thence, to 

the audience. 

 There can only be one ally more powerful than the narrator and the audience: God. If Tristan and 

Isolde have God on their side, that represents a considerable vindication of their acts, and not just because 

of God’s obvious role as the supreme moral authority. Even in the more limited context of court secrets, 

God’s role in judging truth was paramount: “God was known in the Early Middle Ages as the Inspector 

secretorum, the examiner of secrets and the revealer of hypocrisy,” so approval from God means 

acceptance in the both the cosmic and the court hegemony (Dutton 171). To return to the account from 

Sir Tristrem, where Isolde undergoes the trial of the irons, her success in the ordeal does not come from 

some trick with the irons, for there is nothing in the text to suggest that they are anything other than 

dangerously hot. The subterfuge comes from the precise wording with regards to the disguised Tristan. 

There are no hot irons in Beroul’s story, but there are holy relics, and Isolde’s carefully-worded oath 

includes an explicit appeal for God to help her: “Si m’aït Dex et saint Ylaire, / Ces reliques, cest 

saintuaire” (4201-202). She says that nobody entered her legs aside from Mark and the leper “Qui me 

porta outre les guez” (4207), and as a result, not only does God not curse her, the assembled nobles call 

on God to recognize the validity of the oath (also quoted above): “ ‘Dex!’ fait chascuns” (4219). God, 

therefore, is presumably satisfied with the vow in both the Middle-English version and Beroul’s version. 

However, there is no need to presume in Tristrams saga ok Ísöndar, as the author makes God’s pleasure 

perfectly clear: “Og gaf guð henna með sinni fagurri miskunn fagra skírn, sætt og samþykki við 

konunginn, herra sinn og eiginbónda, með fullri ást, sæmd og mikilli tign” (59.159). (And God in his 

gentle mercy granted her sweet vindication and reconciliation and concord with the king, her lord and 

husband, with abundant love, honor, and esteem) (59.94). The saga is not satisfied in relating that Isolde 

is forgiven. It insists on using redundant nouns—“sætt”/“samþykki” and “sæmd”/“tign”— and includes a 
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comparative and a postive objective—“fullri” and “mikilli” (Schach omits “mikilli” in his translation: it 

should be “great esteem”). Christianity teaches that God is forgiving, but the narrator wants to make sure 

that the saga audience knows that God especially favours Isolde, despite her acts of adultery. God’s 

favour, in turn, places Tristan and Isolde firmly in line with inherent authority. 

Gottfried’s Tristan, however, contains the most famous account of God’s vindication of Isolde:  

 dâ wart wol g’offenbaeret 

 und al der werlt bewaeret, 

 daz der vil tugenthafte Crist 

 wintschaffen alse ein ermel ist. 

 er vüeget unde suochet an, 

 dâ man’z an in gesuochen kan, 

 alse gevuoge und alse wol, 

 als er von allem rehte sol. 

 erst allen herzen bereit, 

 ze durnehte und ze trügeheit. 

 ist ez ernest, ist ez spil, 

 er ist ie, swie sô man wil. (15733-5744) 

Thus it was made manifest and confirmed to all the world that Christ in His great virtue is pliant 

as a windblown sleeve. He falls into place and clings, whichever way you try Him, closely and 

smoothly, as He is bound to do. He is at the beck of every heart for honest deeds or fraud. Be it 

deadly earnest or a game, He is just as you would have him (248) 

Critics caution against too literal an interpretation of this seemingly blasphemous passage: Hermann Kurz 

proposes that the comment is a mockery of the clerical practice of trial by fire, and not necessarily a 
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genuine statement that God favours deceit in the cause of love (Picozzi 96). Actually, the same could be 

said of the Old Norse version: it is so effusive in its description of God’s love for Isolde that it might be 

ironic. I examine that question later in the chapter. For my part, I agree with Kurz that Gottfried is 

probably making a more specific satirical statement rather than declaring something outright heretical. 

Yet, for the present purpose, which is to demonstrate that disguise is a sanctioned political strategy in the 

world of the romances, the statement has force. It is significant that the narrator specifies “daz der vil 

tugenthafte Crist / wintschaffen alse ein ermel ist.” God is flexible, just like the power order that ties itself 

to his authority. It can incorporate seemingly incongruous things like subversive disguises.27 Needless to 

say, the inclusion of “trügeheit” and “spil” serves to underline this. If, as Kurz believes, Gottfried is 

complaining that the Church was too easily swayed by worldly fraud and political interference in its trials 

(rather than celebrating God’s flexibility), then his complaint serves to prove that medieval systems of 

power did incorporate fraudulent acts like disguise. Gottfried’s purpose may be a targeted satire, but his 

language reinforces my points about disguise. The fact that Isolde passes the trial means that she survives 

with the tacit approval of God, at least as far as the court is concerned. 

 Tristan and Isolde’s deception is successfully co-opted by the court because so many people 

accept it, and in the end, that is the only truth that matters. In Beroul’s version, the tally of characters in 

favour of a politicized affair enabled by disguise and deceit is as follows: Tristan; Isolde; Gawain, one of 

the most chivalric knights in romance tradition; Arthur, the idealized king of romance tradition; the rest of 
                                                        

27 There is at least one case in medieval records where the trial of hot irons served to expose 

deceit and fraudulent identity. In the Regesta regum Anglo-Normannorum, a lower-class English woman 

named Ulberga rents out her son to a noblewoman so that the latter can pass off the son as her own and 

claim inheritance. When the noblewoman dies, Ulberga sues to get her son back. Her claim is proved 

when she successfully undergoes the ordeal of hot irons (27). 
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the Round Table; Mark, the supposed victim; the narrator, who controls access to the tale to begin with; 

the audience of the romance, at least if the narrator’s task has succeeded; God, the indisputable moral 

arbitrator during the Middle Ages; and finally, most importantly for this chapter, the court: “Molt sont de 

cort li troi haï” (4248). The sole opposition is the three villains, who now find themselves isolated by the 

very court from which they had Tristan exiled. In other words, the episode marks a complete political 

victory for Tristan and Isolde: Isolde returns immediately to the good graces of the court, and Tristan, in 

both Sir Tristrem and Tristrams saga, is also allowed to return undisguised, albeit after he slays a giant 

that was threatening the land.28 The lovers enjoy a return to their affair but are soon discovered and 

banished together—only to have Mark forgive them, let them return, catch them resuming their affair one 

last time, and exile Tristan for good.29 Tristan ends his life as an exile, but up to that point, Mark showed 

incredible forgiveness, which makes sense given that he has more honour as a generous ruler than as a 

cuckold. Isolde’s victory in the trial is also a victory for the court that allows it to save face, thus all 

parties, tacitly or explicitly, allow disguise to dictate their future.  

Bloch argues, rightly, that Mark uses the barons’ embarrassment to assert his own authority 

regardless of traditional feudal relationships (Literature and Law 247). The court survives the threat of 

treason, and actually, Mark quickly seizes the opportunity to consolidate his power even further. Again, 
                                                        

28 Beroul’s version ends before Tristan can return. Tristan’s return in Sir Tristrem occurs in line 

2248, and in Tristrams saga in chapter 64. 

29 This time, the lovers do not actively convince Mark to take them back. While they are asleep in 

the woods, Mark finds them with a sword between them. He incorrectly takes this as a sign of chastity 

and forgives them. As with the disguise and the ordeal, it is a face-saving falsehood that enabled the 

reconciliation, only this time, it is accidental. This scene occurs in line 2564 of Sir Tristrem and in chapter 

66 of Tristrams saga. 
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Machta’s analysis is correct: “L’épisode comporte [...] des développements fortement indiciels se 

rapportant à la description du cérémonial précédant la serment de la reine, description qui tend aussi à 

glorifier l’univers arthurien” (209). Tristan and Isolde do not subvert the Arthurian order, rather they 

actually create a scene that adds to its prestige—King Arthur’s court also functions despite and because of 

deception and sexual transgression. Historically speaking, ordeals served hegemony because, as Green 

writes, their purpose was “not to enforce but to conciliate, not to confront but to compromise,” so if 

anything, it is the degree to which Isolde’s accusers are shamed, and not Isolde’s vindication, that 

threatens the court (Green 86). Nonetheless, since Mark and Arthur both escape the episode with 

increased honour, there is no motivation for them to investigate the scenario further, and they leave the 

three accusers alone. At the end of the day, disguise proves very useful to the kings. Tristan is forced into 

disguise by his exile, and his disguise allows him to reverse that exile, as Horn uses disguise to reverse 

his. The difference is that Tristan is returning to a court that is not his own and one where he cannot be 

together with his love. Someone else—Mark—commands the court, and its hegemony collapses the 

binary between exiled and returned, insider and outsider.  

 Given that Isolde’s ordeal performs the triumph of the court, the extent of her vindication and 

liberation needs qualification. Her salvation in this example is entirely based on the intervention of men 

like the barons and the kings who call for her to be released from the accusations against her. In fact, the 

occasion serves to build solidarity among men at the expense of Isolde. E. Jane Burns notes that Isolde’s 

oath creates the image of both Mark and Tristan sharing the space between her thighs:  

“Coming between” Iseut’s thighs signifies a way that Marc and Tristan can come together rather 

than stand apart. Cast initially in this romance as rivals fighting over possession of the woman’s 

body, they emerge in Iseut’s redefinition of the courtly world as co-lovers surrounded by and 

joined within that seemingly enormous female body where opposite dissolve. (230)  
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To be sure, Isolde’s mind (in devising the plan) and body enable the trick to work, but she is still in a 

position of sexual and political subservience to Mark and Tristan, while they both escape without 

consequences. Isolde, in order to gain her freedom, needs to diminish herself and become a spectacle for 

the men. Even a passing test of sexual fidelity would cause anyone no small amount of pressure. Isolde 

stresses her relationship to the world of men when she invokes “li rois Marc mes esposez” (4208). She 

stakes out her independence from other men when she declares that, aside from Mark and “the leper,” 

“Q’entra mes cuises n’entra home” (4205). Yet the entire scene begins by Isolde placing herself before 

male authority figures:  

‘Seignors, fait el, ‘por Deu merci, 

Saintes reliques voi ici. […] 

De quoi le roi ci aseüre: 

Si m’aït Dex et saint Ylaire [...] (4197-201) 

 ‘My lords,’ she said, ‘by the mercy of God I see holy relics here before me. Listen now to what I 

swear, and may it reassure the king: so help me God and St. Hilary[...] (141) 

Isolde supplicates to the male lords, God, her husband, and a male saint (Hilary was a bishop). This is a 

performance of chastity for the benefit of men. Isolde and Tristan conspire against Mark, Arthur and 

company, as examined above. However, Tristan is part of a process of power as deceit that ultimately 

marginalizes Isolde and other women, even as it creates a place for them. Disguise and deceit are 

accepted court practices, but Tristan, as a man, is freer to use those techniques as an active participant, 

where Isolde often finds herself at the mercy of male courtiers. Ruling classes can exclude persons who 

do not conform to their authority by killing them, and Isolde escapes this fate by remaining part of the 

hegemony. Yet, even within the power structure, she is not safe from repression or even violence. 
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 A dramatic and alarming instance of Tristan’s attachment to power and the masculinist order 

survives in the Old Norse saga. When Mark’s court charges Tristan with arranging the marriage between 

Mark and Isolde, the narrator tells us that “Og veit haan ekki, hvort hann skal biðja meyjarinna eða með 

nokkurri list koma henni á skip og sigla braut með hana” (34.87). (Tristram did not know whether to sue 

for the hand of the maiden or to lure her on board craftily and sail away with her) (34.53). Tristan fears 

the consequences of kidnapping Isolde, but also fears the chance that she might not give consent. He 

eventually does decide to adopt this disturbing strategy of forced marriage and uses disguise to enact it: 

“[H]ann hefir nú ráðið, að þeir skyldi kallast kaupmenn og lengi dveljast að fá góð úrræði að íhuga, 

hversu hann megi helzt með góðri list að henna komast og leynilegast” (34.88). ([H]e had now decided 

that they should represent themselves as merchants and remain there for a long time in order to have a 

good opportunity to decide how he might best secure her secretly and craftily) (34.53). The merchant 

disguise, as with the beggar disguises, gives a credible excuse for travel. However, it also draws attention 

to the arranged marriage as a possible commercial transaction, in that the court sees women as 

commodities, and Tristan considers ignoring Isolde’s agency in the transaction and kidnapping her. As it 

turns out, Isolde does not come to Cornwall by means of abduction, but the fact that Tristan decides on 

that course of action remains significant, showing, as it does, that Tristan sees disguise as a tool that can 

be used to bring about a state-sanctioned marriage that Isolde is ultimately powerless to refuse. 

Remember, this entire mission is at the behest of Mark, or at least his court. Disguise is once again part of 

officially-sanctioned state activities, and here serves to disempower women, as we have seen it 

disempower Rimenhild and others. Tristan’s use of disguise to deprive Isolde of her agency is worth 

underlining not only to prove the connection between disguise and the state, but also to avoid 

romanticizing the deceptive methods of Isolde and, especially, Tristan. Hegemony operates by 

appropriating its opponents, not by allowing them equal participation in its power. And women in 
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medieval Europe were perpetual outsiders. Louise Olga Fradenburg argues—using medieval and Early 

Modern sources—that patrilineal cultures blame the wife for familial conflicts, given that she is the 

outsider in the family (293n45). Moreover, Isolde herself is a stranger from another land who is estranged 

from her family (Crane, Insular Romance, 151). Even though Tristan is exiled from the court more 

frequently than Isolde, as a man he still has considerable social advantages, such as the freedom to start a 

new life with Isolde de Blanche Mains. Isolde, however, must endure a far-less privileged place in the 

court, even as a queen who is able to avoid charges for adultery. Ultimately, my claim is that both Tristan 

and Isolde carve out a protected place in the political order, not that they subvert or revolutionize it. 

 The official acceptance of deceit in romance may be illuminated by the comparison to the 

functions of deceit in medieval chronicles, where forgery and other inventions were commonplace. In 

Beroul’s version, when Tristan and Isolde seek to be reconciled to Mark, they seek the advice of the 

hermit Ogrin. He has the following reaction:  

 Qant home et feme font pechié,  

 S’anz se sont pris et sont quitié  

 Et s’aus vienent a penitence 

 Et aient bone repentance,  

 Dex lor pardone lor mesfait, 

 Taut ne seroit orible et lait, 

 Tristran, roïne, or escoutez  

 Un petitet, si m’entendez: 

Por honte oster et mal covrir  

 Doit on un poi par bel mentir. (2345-354)  
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 When a man and woman sin, if they have first loved each other and then given up their sin, and if 

they become penitent and make true repentance, God will pardon their misdeed, however horrible 

or ugly it is. Tristan, queen, listen to me carefully: to escape the shame and to cover up the wrong 

we shall have to think of some suitable falsehoods. (100)  

Clearly, the hermit is perfectly at ease with lying in a document in order to advance the social acceptance 

of Tristan and Isolde. As with God’s apparent approval of Isolde’s deceit at her ordeal, the cause of 

keeping the lovers safe trumps normal morals, but in doing so, rewrites other accepted social values. 

 Official documents often serve to communicate someone’s wishes in their absence. In that sense, 

they are stand-ins for people, so falsifying the identities of documents resembles the practice of falsifying 

the identities of people. The widespread practice of medieval forgery involved disguising the real author 

of a document and passing it off as the work of another author. Alfred Hiatt notes that Chaucer uses the 

Middle English verb “contrefeten” in The Canterbury Tales to refer to forging texts, but Hiatt adds that 

the forms of “contrefeten” are “more intimately aligned with impersonation and fraudulent imitation than 

those of ‘forgen,’” from which we get “to forge” (28).30 These connotations highlight the connection 

between disguise and forgery—and like disguise, forgery often serves a political purpose. Often, the 

strategy behind medieval forgery was to attribute a document to a figure of higher authority, thus accruing 

power for the ideas expressed in the document. This strategy can be seen in many examples of deliberate 

misattribution: “The monks of Gloucester got the Bishop of Worcester to send a covering letter to the 

Archbishop of Canterbury, in or around 1148, with a copy of a quite imaginary charter of the reigning 
                                                        

30 Chaucer may be a bit late for the period under consideration here, and in fact, Hiatt cites 

scholarship on medieval forgery as naming the time between 1066 and 1150 as the heyday of forgery in 

England (23). However, as Hiatt argues, increasing literacy at the beginning of the thirteenth century 

changed forgery, but did not stop it. 
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king [Stephen]; this charter never existed” (Brooke 118). More famously, forgeries were attributed to 

celebrated leaders of the past, such as The Donation of Constantine debunked by Lorenzo de Valla. The 

forged charters that Osbert de Clare attributed to St. Edmund to advance the claims of his monastery 

provide some local examples (Brooke 116). Matthew Gabriele notes that seventy percent of documents 

attributed to Charlemagne are actually forgeries from religious houses (23). This is “[b]ecause each 

evocation of Charlemagne’s Golden Age reinforced the positive connotations of that period, [and] each 

time a monastery claimed Charlemagne as part of its past, it enhanced its own legitimacy, giving that 

foundation an air of authority over, and respect from, the temporal and spiritual powers of the time” 

(Gabriele 25). Veiling documents with a certain status and history grants them social advantages, and the 

same applies to people. 

Tristan and Isolde know the principles of veiling and redirection and demonstrate this knowledge 

with political savvy when they write their falsified letter. They are not forging a document and attributing 

it to a deceased, powerful ruler, but they are using their lie to exalt a living, powerful ruler: Mark. The 

lovers “bel mentir” when they compose a letter to Mark where Tristan denies all romantic encounters 

between him and Isolde and challenges any of the barons to combat if they disbelieve him (2571). The 

invocation of a trial by combat is significant: like the ordeal of the hot irons, duels could be performative 

events that had as their aim the restitution of hegemony. Still, battles could bring about instability, and 

rather than risk this, the opposing parties often reached a compromise, which is in fact the result of this 

false letter (Green 90). Ogrin formally seals the letter with a ring and wax, which resembles the formal 

seal of a charter (2431-432). Just like a forged charter, superficially the letter has all of the appearance of 

a document containing truth. Certainly, Mark and his court take it at face value and welcome Isolde, at 

least, back (2640). The court has adapted and reversed the exile of one of its members, allowing for peace 
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again. In the end, it does not matter whether or not Mark believes the letter; this is outer or performative 

truth, obedient to the ideas of authority and authenticity. 

Isolde—Disguise as Stagecraft 

 Although the story as a whole is occasionally called “Tristan and Isolde,” it is no surprise that 

modern editors usually have Tristan’s name alone in the title of the romances. The narratives spend more 

time on him (especially if we count the adventures of his parents), and he is usually the instigator of the 

action. The trial of Isolde is one notable exception to this focus on Tristan, as seen above. Isolde may be 

the one at risk in this scene, but she is still the center of attention and the one who saves the couple. The 

scene also shows her intelligence and resourcefulness as a character. Burns sees this trait in other episodes 

in Beroul, one of them being Isolde’s surreptitious meeting with Tristan at the pine tree: “In the opening 

scene under the pine tree and in the prolonged trial that concludes the romance, this highly atypical 

medieval ‘beauty’ deftly plans and orchestrates the course of events, instructing her lover, Tristan, to play 

his part accordingly” (204).31 Scenes with disguise and other deceptions provide opportunities for Isolde 

to demonstrate power and ability that would not otherwise be on display at court. Isolde’s focus and 

power are at the forefront in all of the versions of the trial scene perused so far, but this emphasis is 

especially true in two of the Old Norse versions of the story. In those versions, the position that the Isolde 

character attains at the end is more secure than in the other versions, and she is able to achieve this 

position relatively independently of the Tristan character. If the machinations of Tristan resemble the way 

that the personages in the chronicles use disguise to further their political ends, then Isolde’s manipulation 

of the trial scene resembles the incidents where political leaders used disguised accomplices in the 

chronicles. Isolde uses Tristan’s disguise to secure her favour in the Arthurian regime, just as Robert uses 

Raiktor’s disguise (in the Alexiad) to attempt to ingratiate himself to the Byzantine court, or the anti-
                                                        

31 I learned of this argument of Burns’s from an unpublished paper by Pippa Gregory. 
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French elements of Flanders use the false Baldwin’s disguise (in Récits d'un ménestrel de Reims) to rally 

the population to their cause. True, Isolde does not manipulate her disguised ally to gain political power, 

exactly (it is actually Mark’s power that increases as a result of Tristan’s disguise), but she does certainly 

use the situation to her advantage. Anna Komnene feels compelled to praise Bohemond for his 

underhanded subterfuges, and Baha al-Din ibn Shaddad implicitly condones a strategy of infiltrating 

Crusader territory using disguise. Isolde is using a similar strategy to achieve her ends, and any moral 

approval that the chroniclers bestow on their characters should also apply to her. Certainly, as seen with 

Beroul’s version, the narrator approves of Isolde’s strategies, and the same can be said for Tristrams saga. 

 Tristrams saga ok Ísöndar progresses much like versions in other languages. Isolde initially 

agrees to undergo a trial without any particular plan in mind (57.91). However, she soon takes command 

of the situation:  

Nú sem stefnudagur kom, íhugaði hún eitt ráð og sendi þá til Tristrams, að hann kæmi í mót 

henna, þar sem var eitt straumsvað,--og torkenna sig sem hann mætti mest,--á þeim degi, er hún 

eindagaði honum. Hún vill, að hann beri hana af skipi, þá er hún er flutt yfir ána, og vill hún þá 

segja honum eitt leyndarmál). (58.155) 

As the appointed day approached, Ísönd devised a plan. Then she sent word to Tristram that he 

should come to meet her at a certain ford in the river on the day she set for him, and that he 

should disguise himself as completely as possible. She wanted him to carry her from the ship 

when she was ferried across the river, and then she would tell him a secret (58.92). 

The plan is not a collaboration between the two lovers; it is plotted solely by Isolde—“íhugaði hún eitt 

ráð.” She gives Tristan instructions about what to do. Tristan “kæmi í mót henna” and the narrator 

emphasizes Isolde’s desire: “Hún vill.” She also controls access to information: she gets Tristan to 

perform this task and only then “vill hún […] segja honum eitt leyndarmál.” In fact, she keeps the 
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audience in relative suspense, too: the only way to understand what is going on is to read it as it unfolds 

(the narrator never does report Isolde telling Tristan any secret). Isolde is the author of this plot, and her 

skills save the day.  

 As in the other versions of the story, the disguise trick allows Isolde to make an oath that 

exculpates her. Once she makes it, “Konungurinn sá Ísönd gráta og marga aðra sakir hennar, ríka og 

fátæka, vegna hennar harma” (59.158-59). (“The king [sees] Ísönd weep, and many other persons for her 

sake, rich and poor, because of her grief”) (59.93-4). Isolde’s performance here recalls the performances 

of other Old Norse saga heroines. As Jane Tolmie has delineated, saga heroines frequently weep and use 

props when they are trying to incite men to violence, but though Isolde is not encouraging violence here, 

she is performing to accrue power and sympathy ("Goading" 291).32 The Old Norse text adds a final twist 

to this scene that speaks to Isolde’s showmanship. It says that Isolde “tók hendi sinni undir járnið 

djarflega og bar svo, að engi maður fann bleyði né hugleysi á henni” (59.94) (“[B]oldly took the iron in 

her hand and carried it in such a way that no one detected any cowardice or faintheartedness in her” 

(59.159). The word “bleyði,” from “blauðr,” is most easily translated as “soft” or “weak,” however, it has 

gendered connotations as well. Carol J. Clover elucidates that, when “blauðr” refers to a man, it can mean 

“womanly” or “cowardly,” but then again, a woman can be “hvatr,” that is, “brave” or “manly”: “ 

‘Woman’ is a normative category, but not a binding one. If a woman is normally blauðr, she is not 

inevitably so, and when she is hvatr, she is thought unusual, but not unnatural” (69). The fact that Isolde 

shows no “bleyði”/”faintheartedness” in carrying the iron endows her with masculine characteristics to 

                                                        
32 Although Tristrams saga is a riddarasaga (a translated romance), and the violence-inciting 

heroines appear in Íslendingasögur (Icelandic family sagas), a different genre, the two genres did 

influence one another (Francini 253). 
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the Old Norse audience, and in turn, grants her more participation in the ruling hegemony. In addition to 

masculine approval, she also receives divine approval, for immediately following the description of how 

she carries the iron is the suggestive sentence, “And God in his gentle mercy granted her sweet 

vindication and reconciliation and concord with the king,” which as previously discussed, is so 

superlative that it might be sardonic.33 Like Isolde’s oath, the description of her carrying the iron is 

ambiguous itself: “bar svo” (carried in such a way) leaves open the possibility that Isolde was bravely 

bearing the pain of the iron. God, again, is on Isolde’s side, but the text only says that God grants mercy 

and vindication in the eyes of the king, not that he supernaturally blesses her. Of course, carrying a hot 

iron without demonstrating any pain—or scarring—would itself be supernatural, but it is significant that 

the text’s ambiguity favours Isolde.  

 Isolde’s relatively strong agency in Tristrams saga matters because the Old Norse context allows 

for a comparison with the French and English conceptions of a hegemonic court. The influence of the 

Icelandic family sagas on the Old Norse versions of the Tristan story creates significant differences from 

the French and English traditions. It is true that Tristrams saga follows the other versions fairly closely, 
                                                        

33 Ultimately, whether or not God truly approves of Isolde’s deception in this or any other 

romance is impossible to know. I therefore think that Green is too confident when he argues that “Unlike 

his successors, Béroul and Gottfried von Strassburg, Thomas sees nothing ironic in the fact that Isolt’s 

equivocation should have brought about this most satisfactory of folklaw verdicts—honor appeased and 

dissension healed” (114). For one, though the immediate context of this quotation makes clear that Green 

is discussing Tristrams saga, he calls the author “Thomas,” as if Robert’s translation was a completely 

reliable witness to Thomas’s French original. Secondly, as I say above, I find the strong adjectives in the 

ordeal scene quite possibly sardonic. That said, I agree with Green that the result of the ordeal is everyone 

saving face. 
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especially Thomas’s, its immediate source. The saga’s reflection of French and English court culture 

inspired Hákon Hákonarson to commission its translation, according to Marusca Francini: “Under his rule 

the [Norwegian] crown became stronger and the king strove to claim a place among European 

monarchies; the translations represent Hákon’s endeavour to make Norway conform to the great courts of 

his time, where chivalric literature was flourishing” (252). Given my argument that Tristan and Isolde’s 

deceptions serve to secure the court’s authority, a ruler trying to consolidate the power of court and king 

certainly has incentive to promulgate the Tristan story. That said, as close as Tristrams saga is to the 

courts of France and England, it is also inevitably influenced by Old Norse literature. As Francini 

observes, the various romances that were translated into Old Norse (such as Tristrams saga and Bevers 

saga) “were not unaffected by the influence of native literature; the translations were executed in the 13th 

century, a time when a large number of Íslendingasögur (‘sagas of Icelanders,’ also called ‘family sagas’) 

were being written down; around 1220 Snorri was composing Edda and Heimskringla” (252). The Old 

Norse context has a bearing on the present discussion of Isolde’s relationship to hegemony because 

women had a role in politics in Iceland that approached equality more closely than their contemporaries 

on the continent or in Britain. Clover writes that women in medieval Scandinavian society could be 

litigators, witnesses, pirates, poets, traders, landholders, and generally, could live their lives “with a kind 

of aggressive authority unexpected in a woman and unparalleled in any other European literature” (65). In 

fact, Clover sees blauðr/hvatr as the dominant binary in medieval Scandinavia, not female/male, and that 

the culture embraced a conception of gender similar to Thomas Laqueur’s notion of a “one-sex model” 

(75). Though I think applying Laqueur’s model requires a deeper look at the history of Scandinavian 

science than Clover provides, she is right that the “masculine” characteristic of courage and the 

“feminine” trait of cowardice can actually apply to either gender, and frequently. This gender role 

instability in Old Norse culture means that women played different roles in Old Norse literature than in 
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Old French or Middle English. This relatively positive representation of women in Old Norse seems to 

result in a stronger role for Isolde in Tristrams saga. Above, I argued that Isolde was a perpetual outsider 

even when she was reconciled to hegemony, but in this Old Norse version, the ruling order is more 

comfortable giving her a more stable role. It is not a liberation from patriarchal power by any means, but 

it is a more prominent position in a hegemony that is larger and more inclusive than that of France or 

Britain. 

 The Old Norse context also provides an opportunity to examine the Tristan story without a court 

setting. Jaeger paraphrases a scene from the Charterhouse of Parma where a Bonapartist courtier gives a 

dishonest monarchist speech praising the Prince of Parma: “The bourgeois reader may be shocked by 

such calculation, but by and large the members of court society will have taken it, as King Mark and the 

prince of Parma do, as a sign that the man who practices it well has what it takes to survive court life” 

(240). This kind of bourgeois perspective on court life comes easily to a nineteenth-century audience, but 

such an outsider’s viewpoint was not entirely impossible even in the Middle Ages. Jaeger argues that 

aristocratic court culture diminished in “the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries” due to the 

expansion of the church bureaucracy, leading talented youth to study law instead of going to the courts 

(256).34 This is not exactly a meritocratic reform, but it does suggest that the stature of courtliness 

diminished in the later Middle Ages. Examining a later text, like Grettis saga, provides a considerable 

contrast to the highly-regimented ideas of the court from twelfth-century France and thirteenth-century 

England. 

 Tristrams saga endows Isolde with the power to direct and organize events in the ordeal scene, 

influencing both Tristan, and, to a certain extent the readers (through withholding information and 
                                                        

 34 Jaeger’s focus is Germany, but inasmuch as courts in Scandinavian countries are influenced by 

those in the rest of Europe, his insights can be cautiously applied to Scandinavia as well. 
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creating the ambiguity). The adaptation of the ordeal scene in Grettis saga has the “Isolde” character 

holding similar power over the saga’s audience. Although the context and characters are completely 

different in Grettis saga from those of the romances, the ordeal episode is so close to the ordeal scene that 

there must be some influence from one of the stories. Paul Schach cites it as evidence that the trial scene 

was “well known in Iceland by the end of the thirteenth century” ("Tristan in Iceland" 160).35 Here the 

character who plays Tristan’s role has the common name Thorstein, and he is Grettir’s brother. The Isolde 

character is called Spes. As with Isolde in Tristrams saga, Spes is portrayed as intelligent and very 

capable in manipulating the men around her. The Grettis saga author writes that “Þau Þorsteinn heldu 

fram inu sama ok váru ekki viðsjái við orði vándra manna, því at hon treysti vizku ok vinsældum” (277). 

(“[A]nd Thorstein continued just as before and did not trouble to guard against malicious gossip, because 

she trusted in her shrewdness and her popularity”) (88.178). Indeed, Spes’s husband (not a king, but a rich 

nobleman) almost catches the lovers three times, but on each occasion, Spes finds a hiding space for 

Thorstein (88.178-181). Finally, Spes’s husband demands an oath-swearing (not a trial of irons), and Spes 

agrees to it, saying, “ek…at mér verði gott til eiðakvenna um þetta mál” (281). (“I can find plenty of 

women to swear with me to my innocence in this matter”) (88.181). The similarities to the other Tristan 

stories are obvious, but the differences are also revealing. Isolde faces the pressure of upholding 

Cornwall’s credibility along with her husband, and the entire country is affected by their actions, but Spes 

and her husband are private citizens. The courts in the romances and Tristrams saga are tightly-regulated 

and well-suited to enforcing a hegemony, but by moving the action away from the court, Grettis saga 

frees its characters from the responsibility to conform to the same set of rigid manners that exist in a 
                                                        

 35 M.F. Thomas cites a line of Icelandic scholars who have seen the same connection, and indeed, 

point to another episode in Grettis saga featuring a fragmented sword that might also be inspired by the 

Tristan stories (88). 
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courtly environment. Indeed, the language of insider and outsider does not seem at all relevant in 

describing Spes’s circumstances. Old Norse society (and the Byzantine empire) certainly had social 

inequality, and it certainly exiled people—indeed, Grettir spends much of his life as an outlaw with no 

permanent home—but while Spes cares about her social standing, she is not defined by it as Isolde is. 

Isolde lives or dies based on an exceedingly small group of people in court, but Spes is free to rally larger 

segments of the population to her side. Spes’s comment that she can find many women to swear with her 

is important in this vein, though at first reading it appears ambiguous. Spes could be saying that there are 

many women who have been unfaithful to their husbands, and thus many potential supporters for her. On 

the other hand, Spes could just be boasting of her ability to sway a crowd. In any event, the statement 

aligns Spes’s struggle with the plight of women in general, giving Spes’s disguise-fuelled machinations 

an anti-patriarchal edge. When Isolde saves herself at the ordeal, there is no sense that she is liberating all 

women, if indeed it can be said that she even liberates herself. But Spes’s boast that many women would 

find her innocent links her vindication to that of other women, allowing them to share in her eventual 

victory. Spes’s performance is less easily incorporated into the hegemonic order than those of the other 

Isolde characters. 

When the day comes for Spes to go to the oath-swearing and cross the muddy ditch, the audience 

of the saga is not told the plan ahead of time. The narrator says only that there are beggars waiting to greet 

Spes, and “Þar var einn stafkarl milli annarra fétœkra manna, mikill vexti ok hafði sítt skegg” (282). 

(“Among the poor men was a certain old beggar; he was tall and had a long beard”) (89.181). The beggar 

helps her across the ditch, as in the other versions, and the narrator persists in not naming him, calling 

him a “veslingr” (89.182) (“wretched tramp”) (283). Spes successfully swears the oath, and then does 

something that Isolde could never do in continental European society—she asks for, and receives, a 

divorce. Her husband loses most of his money and (for reasons not fully explained) is forced into exile. 



 

 

 

136 

The whole hegemony of Mark’s court relies on the king and queen staying together in a stable 

relationship, which is a prime reason why Mark is prepared to show such forgiveness to Tristan and 

Isolde. The Church forbids divorce, so there was never any question of it in the romances, but the court’s 

need for control makes it particularly impossible. Outside of the court context however, divorce is not 

only possible but, in the Icelandic family sagas common—“relatively frequent,” according to Jenny 

Jochens (55). It was also possible in Icelandic sagas for women to initiate a divorce, even for reasons of 

personal incompatibility (Jochens 59). Finally, at the end of the episode, the narrator tells us, “Gátu menn 

þá upp grafit, at sá stafkarl, sem hana hefði borit, var Þorsteinn drómundr” (89.285). (“Then it was 

discovered that the old tramp who had carried her was Thorstein the Galleon”) (89.183). Here, the 

“Isolde” character has more agency than others, because she devises all of the means of escape, and, with 

the help of the narrator, keeps the disguise a secret even from the reader. Admittedly, the “certain old 

beggar” is a strong clue for the audience, especially if they are aware of the other versions of the Tristan 

story, or, for that matter, aware of the account of Odin disguising himself as an old vagabond in (among 

other texts) The Saga of the Volsungs (23-24). Still, even if Spes’s trick does not completely fool the 

audience, the narrator’s playfulness with the audience serves to increase suspense and make the trick 

more appealing to the audience. Indeed, the possible clue with the allusion to Odin (and, of course, the 

overarching allusion to the other Tristan stories) gives the audience just enough information to be able to 

feel that they are in league with Spes and Thorstein. The narrator of Beroul’s version took the side of 

Tristan and Isolde by condemning the villains by playing along with the charade of the trial, but the 

narrator of Grettis saga expresses the victory of the heroes (and especially Spes) more strongly by being 

fooled by them, or at the very least, pretending to be. Spes’s disguise strategy works better than any used 

by Isolde in the other Tristan stories, since it beguiles the most men with the least amount of help. 
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Moreover, Thorstein and Spes thrive better after their trick than Tristan and Isolde do. For one, 

they live to the end of the saga and die of natural causes. While the saga does not mention immediate 

divine approval for Spes and Thorstein, as in the other versions, it does say that they make a pilgrimage to 

Rome at the end of their life, where they offer penitence to a priest for their trick, who then forgives them 

with the minimum penance (92.288). The narrator adds “þat flestir menn sagt, at Þorsteinn drómundr ok 

hans kona Spes þykkja verit hafa inir mestu gæfumenn” at the end of their long, happy lives (92.289). 

(“[That m]ost people agree that Thorstein the Galleon and his wife Spes were the luckiest of people”) 

(92.187).36 The happy ending of the episode leaves a positive impression of Spes’s disguise tactics.37 For 
                                                        

36 The saga ends with a brief conclusion where the narrator cites Sturla the Lawman, an authority 

figure throughout the saga, in assessing the career of Grettir. Sturla also acknowledges that Thorstein had 

great luck in the end of his life. While this passage removed the focus away from Spes, it does so in the 

context of an assessment of the whole saga, which mostly featured Grettir before switching to Thorstein 

for the last part. Nevertheless, Sturla’s acknowledgement of Thorstein’s luck comes with the qualification 

“á sínum efstum dogum,” that is to say, Thorstein had his good luck after he met Spes (93.290). ([I]n the 

latter part of his days) (93.187). “Luckiest” has a special connotation in Old Norse language and culture 

as “most blessed by fate.” There is an implicit contrast here with Thorstein’s brother, Grettir, who was 

cursed and came to a violent end. 

37 Another possible reading of the ending is suggested by Schach, who sees the religious elements 

of the Spes episode as a satire of the Tristan romances. In particular, he notes that “Spes and Thorstein 

live out their lives in separate cells” and argues that this is making fun of the scene, present in some 

versions, of the trees on the graves of Tristan and Isolde growing together ("Tristan in Iceland" 160). This 

reading can exist alongside mine, though: whether satire is present or not, it is useful to compare Isolde 

and Spes. 
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all of Isolde’s cleverness and even occasional divine approval, the realities of her existence within the 

power structure, to say nothing of her death, mitigate against the potential opened up by duping the court. 

To be sure, Spes has certain advantages over Isolde when it comes to marriage customs. First, divorce 

was easier in Icelandic society and is quite common in the sagas, and though Spes lives in Byzantium, 

this Icelandic ethos seems to influence the episode. Second, it is politically difficult, at least in the 

romances, for a queen to divorce her husband. The obsession with appearance at Mark’s court makes that 

clear enough. Spes, being a bourgeois woman, does not have to carry the burden of the state. Still, the 

extent of her victory, and her agency in bringing it about, are remarkable. While it is true that Spes still 

lives in a patriarchal society, there is otherwise no need to qualify her success when it comes to 

subverting the men around her. 

 Isolde and Tristan each use disguise differently in the romances. That difference corresponds to 

the difference between “setting the scene” and “playing the part” when it comes to the Tristan disguise 

episodes. Machta describes the two ideas:  

Cependant, la longueur du dévelopement consacré à la mise en scène proprement dite fait que la 

deuxième ramification—le jeu de rôle—est de loin la plus importante. Le jeu de rôle est d’autant 

plus complexe qui’il renferme des stratégies multiples. La performance du comédien est d’abord 

au service de la simulation—il s’agit là d’une stratégie constante—mais elle donne lieu à des 

ramifications ou encore à des stratégies auxiliaires (207).  

If the act is just as important as the disguise, then Isolde is just as important in the charade as the 

disguised Tristan. Inasmuch as the disguise episodes empower the couple, Isolde becomes a key player—

or shall we say actor—on the political stage. Throughout the preceding chapter, many of the scholars 

whom I cited focus on the importance of Tristan, whether as a trickster (Blakleslee) or narrator (Kurz with 
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regards to Gottfried’s satire), or just generally as an active hero. But in manipulating the disguise scenes, 

Isolde shows her own agency, to varying degrees, through all the romances. 

 Agency means power when it comes to these highly-wrought, courtly performances. Shadi 

Bartsch recounts an incident from Tacitus’s Annals where Nero poisons his brother in front of an entire 

party. All the partygoers know what Nero has done, but they have to pretend to accept his explanation that 

his brother is experiencing an epileptic fit, and not suffering his death throes. To even show concern at the 

situation would be tantamount to an accusation against Nero, which would of course be dangerous 

(Bartsch 15). Nero, of course, enjoys a privileged role in this episode: he creates the scenario that the 

others have to follow, and even though he is committing a crime right in front of them, he can be relaxed. 

Bartsch writes that the partygoers “sit there with full knowledge somehow of the facts that underlie the 

public script Nero offers for them to follow” (15-16). Put simply, Nero has the power to create the truth, 

and everyone else must follow it, despite their disbelief. Even though she is not the emperor, and even 

though she has no overt power, she is able to make the barons fit her will. Isolde is replicating the court’s 

hegemony, but the audience of the sagas can see the system exposed. When a ruler like Nero (or Mark) is 

using the system to his advantage, it can seem undefeatable, but when someone else temporarily hijacks 

the system, it shows that it can at least be manipulated. 

 Additionally, Spes and Isolde from Tristrams saga demonstrate an alternative model for female 

roles in exile and return romance. In the Horn and Havelok romances, the love interest of the hero was a 

largely passive character whose main purpose to the plot was to be acquired by the hero on his quest to 

reclaim his patrimony. True, Rimenhild is an active wooer, but while she may invite action from the hero, 

she never commands it. The Tristrams saga version of Isolde, however, controls the action by directing 

Tristan to use disguise that, in turn, solidifies the court structure that bestows noble identity on the hero. 

Horn and Havelok have their identity defined through their patrimony and its continuance through 
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marriage, which leaves a crucial but ultimately inactive role for their heroines. But Tristan’s identity is 

defined through the court, and since Isolde preserves the court by her trickery (even as she preserves 

herself from the dangers of the court), she takes a much more active role in defining the hero’s identity 

than her counterparts do in the other romances. In Tristrams saga, as in most versions of the Tristan story, 

the trial scene is not able to secure lasting safety for the protagonists. In Spesar þáttr, however, Spes is 

able to break the cycle of exile that haunted most of Grettis saga and create a happy ending for herself 

and Thorstein. There is no court in this saga, and the creation and preservation of Thorstein’s identity is 

not a central theme of the story, but Spes’s ability to solve the problem of exile still makes for an 

instructive contrast to Rimenhild, Rigmel, Goldeboru and Argentille. Although not a courtier herself, 

Spes, perhaps more so than any of the characters examined here, embodies the qualities of confidence, 

self-preservation, and cleverness that Jaeger and Scaglione admired in participants of medieval courts. 

Conclusion 

 There is an interesting moment in Beroul’s romance where Isolde smiles and winks at Dinas, one 

her allies at the court, before her trial. According to Burns, “Through these unconventional gestures, Iseut 

conveys her thought, the sagesse that spawned her well-laid plans, her knowledge of what is to come, her 

utter control of the situation in which she is ostensibly the defendant, the object under everyone’s 

scrutinizing gaze” (235). Dinas had moments earlier figured out Tristan’s disguise, and winked at Isolde 

to indicate that he knew and was on their side (3854). But if Isolde shares a wink with Dinas, she also 

figuratively shares a wink with all the barons at the court, the very barons she is supposedly fooling. 

Subterfuges like disguise exist comfortably with official political orders and often, in fact, serve to 

reinforce those official orders. It is a rare character, like Spes from Grettis saga and maybe Isolde from 

Tristrams saga, who is able to step outside the system and secure some freedom and happiness. Despite 



 

 

 

141 

Burns’s optimism in the above passage, Beroul’s Isolde continues to suffer from the hegemonic structure 

of noble and masculine privilege.  

 “Everybody knows that you’ve been faithful,” Leonard Cohen sings, “give or take a night or two” 

(L. Cohen and Robinson). Isolde and Tristan are often successful in duping Mark and company, so it is 

probably an exaggeration to say that Mark “knows” of the love affair. But it would not really matter even 

if he did. The court deflects any danger to it by allowing the lies to stand. At the end of the day, truth and 

fiction do not matter at Tintangel. This need not be entirely pessimistic, as it also allows the audience to 

ignore Mark’s victory. The romances display the victory of the court’s hegemony, but they strip away its 

mask and show that it relies on deceit to survive. The Tristan’s disguises and Isolde’s manipulations 

ultimately sink them deeper into the hegemony, but perhaps they also push the audience away from it. 

The audience’s role is another factor in a set of romances that deal in an already complicated dynamic 

between insiders and exiles.  
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Chapter 4 

“No Rose in the Shade had a More Lovely Colouring”: Blackface in Bevis of 

Hampton and its Analogues 

 I turn now to other prevalent types of disguise in medieval romance, the “blackface disguise” and 

the Saracen disguise—as we shall see, the two are not always the same thing. In this chapter I examine 

diverse but related texts, focusing on the Old French, Middle English, and Old Norse versions of the 

romance Bevis of Hampton.1 This romance is another example of “the matter of England,” a story of exile 

and return in which the hero, Bevis (in English; in French he is “Boeve” and in Norse he is “Bevers”) 

reclaims his land after conquering Saracen countries, to which he had been exiled earlier.2 His 

reclamation succeeds in part by securing the hand of Josiane (as she is called in French and, along with 

“Josian,” in English; she is “Josuena” in Norse), a Saracen princess who falls in love with him and 

converts to Christianity. Bevis, because of its crusading context and ethos, has colonialist overtones when 

portraying Saracens more so than the other exile and return romances. Kofi Campbell observes: 

nation-building here functions partly through the construction of other nations and peoples, in 

particular a Saracen threat, in ways which allowed an English identity to emerge in contrast to 

them. Perhaps surprisingly, those people are constructed in ways which mark them as both 

different and similar, a result of what I will refer to as this text's colonialist desires. These 

colonialist desires drive the poem's nation-building agenda. (206) 

                                                        
1My citations from the Middle English Bevis of Hampton is from the TEAMS edition, which is in 

turn based on the Auchinleck manuscript version. 

2 I have tried to be consistent in using the term “Saracen” to refer to the fictional representations 

in the romances, and to reserve “Muslim” when talking about actual historical figures. 
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In the French version of the story, Josiane, after having taken Bevis’s side, dons a blackface disguise to 

go incognito in Saracen territory in order to look for Bevis after they get separated. This is interesting in 

itself—if she were Saracen, and Saracens are constructed as black-skinned in the text, would she not be 

black herself?—but it also speaks to the concerns raised by Campbell about how identities are constructed 

to serve political purposes. Regarding the French version, Josiane’s disguise performs a type of Saracen 

identity that lends itself to conquest by Christianity. Her performance allows her to be Saracen enough to 

prove that Christianity, as represented by Bevis, has conquered Saracen territory, but her identity is not so 

Saracen as to create a de-stabilizing effect on Bevis or the Christianity he represents. When Horn reclaims 

his identity as a king, it means an end to the subversive potential raised by his disguises as lower-class 

characters. The romance entertains the idea that identity can be something other than fixed, but that 

dissipates with the ending, and all established norms are safe. Similarly, Josiane, along with other 

disguised characters in this dissertation, undergoes a conservative re-assertion of original identity when 

her disguise is removed, but in this case, the re-assertion is simultaneously symbolic of Christianity’s 

dominance over its rivals. 

 Two later translations of Boeve de Hamtoune, the Old Norse and the Middle-English, present 

different treatments of the Josiane disguise scene. The Old Norse Bevers Saga was part of a heavily 

Christianizing historiographical tradition, and it apparently refused to entertain any confusion of 

identities, even to eventually co-opt them. The Middle-English version changes the scenario entirely by 

having Josiane disguise herself as a leper, which brings in its own issues of representation. The distinctive 

treatments of disguise also reveal diverging representations of gender and Josiane’s agency, in which the 

relationship between Christians and Saracens is complicated. An examination of the three treatments of 

Josiane’s agency suggests that the Middle-English grants her the most, and leaves her with the most 

complex identity. Among the other related texts, the one that is the most optimistic about the potential for 
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radical transformation is not part of the Bevis tradition, but is in fact the romance-like chantefable 

Aucassin and Nicolette. Nicolette, like Josiane, is a converted Saracen who dresses up in blackface to find 

her lover. But Nicolette has more agency than any of the Josianes, and while the conservative re-assertion 

is apparently present, it is weaker here than in any other text. 

 The gendered disguises adopted by the female characters point out how women, in these texts, are 

sites of symbolic conquest, and this conquest plays out on the body. Romance criticism is well aware of 

the political symbolism of women in romances. A recent example is Amy Vines’s study Women’s Power 

in Late Medieval Romance. Vines aims to “demonstrat[e] that the romance heroine is presented not as a 

realistic figure, but as a mimetic figure whose cultural influence and importance is in keeping with the 

popularity and predominance of the romance genre for both men and women readers.” Disavowing 

conventional interpretations of romance heroines as “passive and vulnerable figures, as fairy mistresses 

exempt from human expectations and emulations, or as distant and haughty objects of courtly love,” 

Vines “demonstrates how the romance heroine's public silence and private actions can represent a means 

to negotiate and understand better the role of women in the systems of cultural power in the Midde Ages” 

(7). Women in the Bevis texts are at various times active and passive, but they are always part of cultural 

politics. The women perform masculinist and imperial desires through their disguises. This is evident 

through contrasting the instances where men disguise themselves as Saracens in the Bevis texts, as well as 

in The Conquest of Orange (La Prise d’Orange), an Old French epic of the William of Orange cycle. 

William and his companions put on blackface in order to infiltrate Orange and win the heart of Queen 

Orable, who like Josiane is identified as white, and whose shift of allegiance to the Christians symbolizes 

the conquest of her kingdom. The use of blackface here is de-emphasized when compared to when 

Josiane or Nicolette use it: the men mostly create their personas out of speech and public negotiation. 

Bevis also does not use blackface at all when disguised as a Saracen. The male bodies are not contested 
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sites in these scenes: men fight over women and manipulate their identities to defeat their enemies, but 

their identities are not passively enacted on their bodies as is the case with the female characters, who find 

that their identities are defined for them by men. 

 In discussing these shifting ethnic identities, I look at theories of race both medieval and modern, 

particularly as they apply to blackface. Historians of medieval race often emphasize the varying degrees 

of flexibility in ethnic categories. They largely agree in claiming that skin colour is not the sole binding 

racial categorizer in the period, as illustrated by the outlaw romances Eustace the Monk, Fouke Fitz 

Waryn, and Hereward the Wake, which all use blackface in diverse ways. Medieval blackface is a 

performance of multiple identity categories, not just racialized ones, and thus it has complicated potentials 

when it comes to the question of whether or not it reinforces or challenges existing identities.  

Theories and Histories of Blackface 

Blackface is a term mainly associated with the old, racist tradition of minstrel shows, common 

particularly in nineteenth-century United States. Such performances consisted of white men darkening 

their faces with burnt cork and singing songs that supposedly imitated black culture, though always in a 

derisive way. Minstrel shows are universally held to be part of the white cultural apparatus that oppressed 

African-Americans, but some see them inhabiting that role in a complex way. For example, Eric Lott 

argues:  

I have located contradictions in blackface performance and in nineteenth-century racial ideologies 

that combined to produce a variety of unsuspected political effects. What I have called the social 

unconscious of blackface suggests that the whites involved in minstrelsy were far from 

unenthusiastic about black cultural practices or, conversely, untroubled by them, continuous 

though the economic logic of blackface was with slavery. (221)  
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Lott suggests that there might be a “love” element to the hatred expressed in blackface shows.3 Even as 

self-identified whites derided and attacked African-American culture, they sought to possess it. Jill Lane, 

another theorist of nineteenth-century blackface, notes how American and Cuban thinkers looked to 

oppressed African-Americans and African-Cubans in their country as a source of a possible national 

poetry, without suggesting that they be spared from oppression. Instead, European- Americans and 

Cubans decided to impersonate African- Americans and Cubans and in some way channel this poetic 

force. Lane writes: “Somehow, racial impersonation is key to a persuasive sense of authentic national 

performance” (1730). Similarly, Walter Lhamon, another theorist of American blackface, argues that 

“Minstrels were quite aware they were defining liminal territory for the enacting of cultural obsessions. 

They licensed themselves to inoculate their publics” (126). For much of the Middle Ages, Islam was the 

more widespread and cosmopolitan culture when compared to Christianity. Nonetheless, medieval 

Christians sought to dominate the exotic but hostile Muslim world. American blackface minstrels sought 

the culture of African-Americans from a position of dominance, but medieval Christians still fetishized 

Muslim territory and culture from a position of envious subordination. In both cases, acts of blackface—

or the medieval case, representations of blackface—were vehicles for enacting this appropriation. 

All racial categories are performed, including whiteness. Whiteness is as much a social 

construction as any other ethnic identity. As a white person living in a largely white society, it is easy to 

not think about my race, but others do not have that privilege. Frantz Fanon is among those who have 

written about how white people do not need to have a sense of their race as do black people: “Car le Noir 

n’a plus à être noir, mais à l’être en face du Blanc. Certains se mettront en tête de nous rappeler que la 

situation est à double sens. Nous répendons que c’est faux” (88-89). Failing to recognize the 
                                                        

3 Claire Sponsler also cites Lott in her study of medieval blackface, though she is more interested 

in Lott’s argument that “blackness” forms an Other against which white masculinity defines itself (339). 
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constructedness of whiteness carries political consequences. Gary Peller believes that the outright 

rejection of American black nationalism by whites is due to “the commitment by whites to deny the 

centrality of race as a historically constructed, powerful factor in the social structure of American life” 

(149). This in turn means that self-identified whites consider themselves to be victims of black 

nationalism, when the latter are merely pointing out existing states of privilege. According to Audre 

Lorde, societies have a “mythical norm” with which individuals compare themselves: “In america, this 

norm is usually defined as white, thin, male, young, heterosexual, christian, and financially secure. It is 

with this mythical norm that the trappings of power reside within this society” (116). Even though 

everyone realizes that this norm fails to describe them, in some way, Lorde argues that all aspects of this 

norm need to be acknowledged, or else risk a focus on one category at the expense of the others. This 

blindness to whiteness can also occur on a broader, societal level, as Samir Amin asserts: “Eurocentrism 

is a paradigm which, like all paradigms, functions spontaneously, often in the gray areas of seemingly 

obvious facts and common sense” (viii). Considering Eurocentric beliefs to be common sense perpetuates 

them and allows them to translate into oppressive practices. 

One must always be careful when using theories emerging from one historical context and putting 

them into dialogue with another. Modern medievalists run the risk of imposing their theories of how the 

world works on the foreign culture that is the “Middle” Ages. Nevertheless, my engagement with 

nineteenth-century blackface history is built along at least defensible historical parallels. Lott himself, 

though, does not want to put too firm a start date on blackface minstrelsy:  

It would certainly be a mistake to see the minstrel types that began to emerge in the late 1820s as 

continuous outgrowths of slave tales à la Constance Rourke, though there exist certain 

similarities. They should rather be placed at the intersection of slave culture and earlier blackface 

characters such as the harlequin of the commedia dell’arte, the clown of English pantomime and 
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the clown of the American circus, the burlesque tramp, perhaps the “blackman” of English folk 

drama. (22) 

Medieval blackface tropes are not on the list, but I think that it is clear that Lott sees his ideas comparable 

to earlier periods.4 John Strausbaugh goes further and makes an explicit connection between blackface 

minstrelsy and the fifteenth-century slave trade. He writes that a Portuguese travelling vessel captured ten 

Guineans, not for sale, but to display as an exotic curiosity for Prince Henry the Navigator. Strausbaugh 

cites this as the start of white people exhibiting black people and Blackness more generally for 

entertainment, a practice that, he argues, forms a context for later blackface minstrelsy (35-36). As we 

shall see, Strausbaugh is incautious in identifying this as the start of the European exoticization of 

Blackness (he says the Portuguese traders “inaugurated” the practice), but his example of medieval racist 

exhibitionism provides valuable insight into how people of different time periods desire an up-close-and-

personal appropriation of the Other, a desire which manifests itself in blackface in the Americas in the 

nineteenth century, and indeed in medieval romance in the thirteenth. 

Frequently when characters don blackface disguises in medieval romances, they dress up as 

minstrels at the same time. John from Fouke Fitz Waryn does this, as do Old French and Middle-English 

Josiane and Nicolette. This is likely a coincidence, as there is no direct evidence of medieval blackface 

tropes influencing American minstrelsy shows, but then again, there is a link of sorts. The terms 

“minstrel” and “jongleur” invoke images of travelling performers and musicians, that is, people foreign 

and Other. These terms perhaps also have connotations of popular rather than “highl-culture” music. It is 

therefore not surprising that the term “minstrel” was the one seized on to describe American blackface 

musicians who were supposedly performing a foreign (yet intimate) form of popular music.  
                                                        

 4 There are in fact some examples of blackface in medieval folk theatre: I mention several on 

page eight, below.  
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Were there historical medieval blackface performances, anything along the lines of the blackface 

disguises in medieval romances? I cannot find a record of any use of blackface in subterfuge. There are 

no chronicle accounts of a king slipping away in blackface in the same way as Richard I went incognito in 

Germany as a cook. However, we do have evidence that blackface was used in plays in the later Middle 

Ages. Fradenburg writes that “Face-blackening was an important feature of early disguisings and dramas 

and of later folk-plays and processions” (247). She cites a 1377 mumming for Richard II that used black 

masks for devil characters, and also a 1393 ball where the French king Charles VI and others dressed up 

as wild men, but which may also have had blackface characters (351, 247). Claire Sponsler agrees that 

blackface in these late-medieval mummings often signified devils, or even the dead or just physically 

dirty characters. However, she also speculates that the mummings are related to Early Modern masques 

and eighteenth-century morris dancing, where blackfaced characters were more obviously meant to depict 

racialized characters (332). Even the earliest of these examples are rather late for the present purpose: 

Bevis, itself relatively late as far as romances of exile and return go, is dated to the early fourteenth 

century.5 There were thirteenth-century plays in France that had Saracen characters, for example Jean 

Bodel’s Le Jeu de Saint Nicolas, but details about costuming are indeterminate. The picture that emerges 

is that at the time of the composition of these romances, Europeans were ready for the fantasy of 

                                                        
5 I found a reference to disguises with black makeup as early as the ninth century, but in 

Baghdad: Everett K. Rowson reports that a class of female court entertainers in ninth-century Baghdad 

were known to cross-dress, using perfumed black paint to draw false hair and mustaches (48). 

Additionally, there are Early Modern references that suggest that blackface was used in medieval folk 

theatre. In 1521, a King of Moors and “naked boys dyed black like devils” were featured (Lancashire 

189).   
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blackface disguising, even if they were not yet performing them on stage. Europeans enacted the fantasy 

of seizing Saracen ethnic identity for their own purposes in their fictions. 

Medieval Race and Ethnicity 

 What does recent scholarship say about medieval ethnic identity? I would like to consider two 

opinions, apparently at odds with one another, on the topic of medieval race and ethnicity. One comes 

from Robert Bartlett, who considers terms like gens and natio in the medieval context. He concludes that 

“Medieval terminology may have allowed a biological or genetic construal of race, but it also allowed a 

picture of races as changing cultural communities, often in competition, often forming and reforming, 

overflowing and cutting across political boundaries, providing identities and claims for their members” 

(54). In other words, medieval ethnicity (or race: Bartlett treats them as synonymous) is changeable and 

malleable (42). A member of a certain community could be considered part of another in different 

circumstances or even change into another. For example, Bartlett cites Albertus Magnus, who believed 

that black people could change into white people over several generations in a different climate (47).6 

Bartlett also argues that it is impossible to differentiate between “ethnic and religious difference in the 

medieval period” (52). However, he does not pursue a rigorous discussion of this point; it is just one 

observation in a survey. Citing Regino of Prüm who declares that “descent, customs, language, and law” 

are the factors that differentiate nations, Bartlett concludes that there is a “common emphasis that 

medieval authors placed on the cultural component of ethnic identity” (47). That is to say, Bartlett 

believes that cultural factors, not biological factors like skin colour, play a large role in medieval 

differentiation. Similarly, Suzanne Akbari, writing eight years after Bartlett, claims that “It is crucial to 
                                                        

6  An analogy can be made here to the “blood quantum” laws in the United States, where 

members of First Nations were considered to be white after they had a certain amount of European 

ancestry. 
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note that skin color was just one in a whole range of corporeal features that were used to distinguish 

between peoples of various nations, engendered in various climates” (161). But Bartlett does not give 

religion any particular treatment as one of these cultural factors. 

Religious difference finds much greater emphasis in more recent work by Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, 

who, contra Bartlett, believes that ethnic categories in the Middle Ages were represented as firm and 

unchangeable. For instance, Cohen cites William of Malmesbury, who writes “the Ethiopian will not 

change his skin” in response to the conversion of the Danes in the ninth century (qtd. in Hybridity 21). 

William, in other words, doubts that even religious conversion can truly change an ethnic group’s 

characteristics. Cohen emphasizes the body as site of firm differentiation, and since medieval culture 

ascribed different bodily characteristics to people of different religions, this meant that religious 

difference was seen as unchangeable. Cohen, of course, does not suggest that identities were fixed as a 

matter of historical fact, merely that they were represented as such. As he puts it: “Although in fact a 

heterogenous and mutable category, religious identity is often represented as self-evident, unchanging, 

and homogenous. The knowledge that such a fundamental category of identity might be so fragile was 

anxiety-producing” (29). Cohen does mention an exception: the Middle English romance The King of 

Tars, where a sultan’s skin turns from black to white after converting to Christianity. However, Cohen 

does not give much attention to this evidence, and goes on to discuss historical sources, leaving The King 

of Tars behind with the dismissive phrase “Outside of fantasy spaces like romance” (28). On this last 

point, Steven Kruger agrees. After citing “the king of Tars romances,” he proclaims that “Such examples 

of striking (quasi-) racial conversion, however, are relatively rare, and Jews and Saracens, thought of as 

both religiously and racially different and as possessing bodies somehow essentially other than Christian 

bodies, are often depicted as strongly resistant to conversion” (75). Kruger argues that  
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medieval religious difference is intimately intertwined especially with constructions of gender 

and sexuality, with religion, gender, and sexuality all together constituting a space of embodied 

otherness analogous but not identical to modern, biological ideas of race (if we take as 

constitutive of “racial” thinking a sense that bodies of essentially different kinds characterize 

separate groups of people). (68) 

Kruger may be aligned with Cohen in claiming that the medieval conception of “race” desires essential, 

unchangeable differences between peoples.  

 The opposition between Bartlett and Cohen perhaps becomes less stark if we consider medieval 

race as not a White/Christian versus Black/Saracen binary. Akbari makes the following summation:  

Within the medieval discourse of bodily diversity—in sharp opposition to modern racial 

discourse—corporeal difference is not an either/or, black/white dichotomy. Rather, it is a 

continuum, with the monstrous races found at the fringes of the ecumene located on one end, and 

the normative European body on the other. Saracen bodies are located along this continuum, 

which is precisely why the Saracen body is so variable in the literature. (160) 

If the model is a continuum and not a binary, then the changeability of identities becomes less of an issue. 

It means that the differences are in degree, and not in kind. Still, it does not completely solve the issue of 

whether identities are fixed or not. Is one’s place on the continuum locked in at birth, or are there 

opportunities for some kind of shift? 

 Given the theme of disguise’s inevitable concern with identity, disguise romances contribute 

something important to this debate. Disguise romances prove a common ground between Bartlett and 

Cohen, that skin colour is not the sole or even the most primary marker of race or ethnicity, regardless of 

how malleable race and ethnicity may be. Moreover, I argue below that most of the Bevis texts align 

themselves with Cohen and Kruger, but only in the conservative re-assertion when the disguise is 
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removed. Before that re-assertion, however, Bartlett’s thesis seems to hold true. Moreover, the very 

opportunity for shifting identities speaks to the truth of Akbari’s claim about the continuum between 

European and Saracen. 

 Two Old French romances of exile and return (which have no known existing Middle English 

translations), Eustace the Monk and Fouke Fitz Waryn,7 both feature blackface disguises, but in neither 

case is the blackface meant to represent Saracens. In fact, it is not even a marker of ethnic difference at 

all, but rather of class difference. Consider the episode where Eustace disguises himself as a charcoal-

burner. Pursued (as always) by his enemy, the Count of Boulogne,  

Wistaces se vait acointier 

Maintenant a .I. carbonnier. 

Li carbonniers .I. asne avoit 

Dont son carbon vendre portoit. 

Wistaces a, sains dire plus, 

Les dras au carbonnier vestus, 

Et sa noire coife afubla, 

Et son visage encarbonna, 

Son col noirci et puis ses mains; 

A grant merveille fu biens tains. (1006-015) 

Eustace immediately went to see a charcoal-burner, who had an ass which he used for carrying 

the charcoal he had for sale. Without more ado, Eustace dressed in the charcoal-burner’s clothing, 

donning his black hood and blackening his face, his neck, and even his hands. He was remarkably 

stained (62).  
                                                        

7 Although Crane believes that Fouke has a lost Middle English version (Insular Romance 13). 
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Despite being completely stained black, Eustace is supposed to look like a charcoal burner, and not a 

Saracen or any other ethnicity. This instance of blackening should be seen in the context of the romance 

on the whole, in which Eustance disguises himself as a member of different professions no fewer than 

seven times (plus once as a woman and once as a leper) (Burgess 47). (Though I will examine characters 

who don blackface in order to appear as lepers later on, the text does not say that Eustace uses blackface 

for his leprosy disguise) (1420-430). Indeed, Eustace, having eluded the count as a charcoal-burner in the 

section quoted above, immediately exchanges the charcoal burner costume in favour of a potter costume, 

allowing the whole comic episode to repeat itself (1091). Eustace is using disguises to perform social 

mobility, but the repetition serves to underline the fact that he is a higher class than the charcoal-burner 

and the potter, much in the same way that Horn and Havelock perform social mobility, only to eventually 

deny it. In Eustace, then, “blackface” is primarily a marker of a particular occupation, one of the many 

lower-class guises the protagonist takes. I align the scene with one in the first branch of The Romance of 

Reynard the Fox, where Reynard manages to convince a dyer that he shares the dyer’s trade after he falls 

into a tub of dye and discolours himself (39). There is a similar episode in The Romance of Fouke Fitz 

Waryn, where Fouke disguises himself as a charcoal-burner in order to capture King John. The romance 

does not say that he blackens his skin, but that the charcoal-burner “si fust vestu tot neir come afert a 

charboner” (49.4). (“[He] was dressed all in black, as befits a charcoal-burner”) (172). The discolouration 

in all of these cases is a mark of the trade. 

 In arguing that skin colour is not an automatic identifier of race or ethnicity, I of course do not 

claim that it cannot be such an identifier, even in the romances discussed so far. There is an obvious 

explicit and obvious episode of skin blackening as an ethnic disguise in The Romance of Fouke Fitz 

Waryn. John de Rampaigne, one of Fouke’s followers disguises himself as a jongleur from Ethiopia: 
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Si se atyra molt richement, auxi bien come counte ou baroun, e fist teyndre ces chevoyls e tut son 

corps entierement auxi neyr come geet, issi qe rien ne fust blanke si ces dentz noun, e fist pendre 

entour son col in molt beal tabour [...] Johan vynt dovant le rey, e se mist a genoylounz, e salua le 

roy moult corteysement. Le roy ly rendy ces salutz, e ly demenda dont yl estoit. ‘Sire,’ fet yl, ‘je 

su un menestral ethiopien, nee en Ethiopie.’ Fet le roy: ‘Sunt touz les gentz de vostre terre de 

vostre couleur?’ ‘Oyl, monseignour, home e femme.’ (37.23-28,30-35) 

He attired himself very richly, just like any earl or baron, and dyed his hair and his whole body as 

black as jet, so that the only thing which was white was his teeth. He hung round his neck a very 

fine tabor [...] John came before the king and, kneeling down, greeted him in very courtly fashion. 

The king returned his greetings and asked him where he was from. ‘Lord,’ he said, ‘I am an 

Ethiopian minstrel; I was born in Ethiopia.’ The king replied: ‘Are all the people in your land 

your colour?’ ‘Yes, lord, men and women.’ (162-163). 

The identification between ethnic identity (Ethiopian) and skin colour is strong here. Nevertheless, in 

Fouke skin colour is still only one possible identifier among many. In a similar episode just a few pages 

earlier, John disguises himself as a Scottish minstrel:  

Yl fust tribler un’ herbe, e la mist en sa bouche, e sa comença d’engroser e emflyr moult gros, e tut 

devynt si descoloree qe ces compaignons demeyne a grant peyne le conurent. Johan se vesti asque 

povrement, e prist sa male ou sa joglerie, e, un grant bastoun en sa meyn, vynt a Blanceville, e dit 

al porter qu’il fust un jogelour” (32.16-22).  

He crushed a herb and placed it in his mouth. His face began to swell and to become grossly puffed 

up. It became so colourless that his own companions scarcely knew him. He dressed in very poor 

garments, took his pouch and jongleur’s instruments, and with a large staff in his hand he went to 

Blancheville, where he told the porter he was a jongleur. (158)  
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Does the author believe that people from Scotland are more “descoloree” than Anglo-Normans?8 

“Descoloree” does not necessarily suggest that the colour darkened, and in fact, “pâle” is one of the 

possible translations (Godefroy 559). Perhaps here the herb skin disguise is meant to disfigure in just a 

general manner, not as part of an ethnic identity.  

 Skin colour in the medieval period could be a marker of social class, occupation, illness or health, 

or even just a personal irregularity, in addition to ethnic identity. An incident from another outlaw tale, 

Hereward the Wake is illustrative of this fluidity. Among Hereward’s followers we find “Wulfric the 

Black, who got his name because he had once daubed his face with charcoal and gone unrecognized into a 

garrison, laying low ten of them with a single spear” (646). We might ask, into whose garrison? The tale 

does not say. In this instance, blackface is just an empty signifier meaning “other” or “not 

normal/normative appearance.” Blackface, and skin colour in general, has a diversity of meanings in the 

medieval period, and occasionally, no meaning. To return to Lorde’s point earlier, all sorts of different 

categories of identity need to be kept in mind. Medieval characters who employ blackface disguise inhabit 

a nexus of different kinds of identities, and this is especially true of the various incarnations of Josiane.9 

While I focus on the ethnic category of identity in this chapter, in order to intervene in debates on 

medieval race and to analyze colonialist practices, other identities are necessarily a part of this, here and 

in other chapters of this dissertation.  

Men as Saracens 
                                                        

8 Then there is the interesting fact that Fouke’s father (that is, Fouke II; the hero of the story is 

Fouke III) is known as Fouke le Brun: “Fouke fust auke brun, e pur ce fust pus apelé de plusours Fouke le 

Brun” (14.12-13). (“Fouke was somewhat dark-skinned and for this reason he was later called by many 

Fouke le Brun”) (142). 

9 I am grateful to my colleague Brett Roscoe for this thought, and for the useful word “nexus.” 
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I move now to an analysis of men disguising themselves as Saracens in the various versions of 

the Bevis story, as well as in The Conquest of Orange. In these tales, the men seldom resort to blackface 

to disguise themselves as Saracens, and when they do (as in The Conquest of Orange), the blackface is 

only part of their disguise. The men mostly construct their false identities through speech and storytelling, 

appropriate to the public role that they take up as victors and rulers of the lands they conquer in the epic 

and in the romances. 

When men disguise themselves as Saracens in medieval literature, skin colour is not something 

that the texts take great interest in. When William intends to infiltrate Orange, 

Arrement fist tribler en un mortier 

Et autres herbes que connoissoit le ber, 

Et Gilebert, qui ne l’ose lessier; 

Lor cors en taignent et devant et derrier 

Et les visages, la poitrine et les piez: 

Tres bien resemblent deable et aversier. (375-80) 

  He orders ink ground up in a mortar 

  and other herbs that the baron knew of; 

  he and Gilbert, who does not leave him, 

  paint their bodies in front and behind, 

  their faces and their chests, even their feet, 

  so they resemble devil and demons. (375-80)10 

                                                        
10 All Old French quotations from La Prise d’Orange are from the edition by Lachet, and the 

English passages are from the translation by Ferrante. 
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Jacqueline de Weever frequently maintains in her book Sheba’s Daughters that black is the colour 

associated with medieval demons, and that is certainly attested to in these texts (xiv). Discussing this 

episode specifically, she insists that the men are in fact dying themselves black: “they are the color of 

ink—black—and they look like devils and demons” (15). Ultimately, she is right, but the poet, at this 

point in the epic, does not specifically name the colour of the dye. He does not even call the process 

“darkening” or anything similar. Not quite a hundred lines later, the poem describes French infiltrators 

again: “Fardoillié furent d’alun et d’arrement, / Tres bien resemblent Sarrazin ou tirant” (450-51). (“They 

are disguised by alum and [ink], / so that they look like Saracen tyrants”) (450-51).11 While this is 

probably a darkening process, the text does not specify what colour of “arrement” the infiltrators use. We 

also know with certainty that William’s natural, non-disguised skin colour is white, because when a 

Saracen named Salatré throws a tunic at him, “Lors se descuevre et la color li pert: / Blance ot la char 

comme flor en esté” (777-78). (“[H]e is discovered, his color comes off; his skin is white like a summer 

flower”) (777-78). Even when the disguise comes from changing skin colour, the colour of the skin is not 

specified. It has a racial dimension but the racial category exists alongside a class identity. Later in the 

epic, the Saracen disguise becomes tangled with another disguise motif, and Bertrand says that the 

infiltrators were disguised as “pautonnier”: “Oncle Guillelmes, tant feïs foletez, / Quant en Orenge alas 

por regarder, / Com pautonnier einsi atapiné” (1670-672). (“Uncle William, what madness it was / to go 

to Orange just to look at it, / disguised in rags like some poor beggar”) (1670-672). He repeats his 

outburst, slightly reworded, about forty lines later: “Oncle Guillelmes, tant feïs folement, / Quant en 

Orenge alas si faitement, / Com pautonnier en atapinement” (1707-709). (“Uncle William, how madly 

                                                        

 11 Ferrante’s translation has “black dye” for “arrement,” but the word is not that specific. 
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you acted / when you decided to go to Orange / as a poor [vagabond], disguised in rags”) (1707-709).12 

While being a beggar does not exclude being a Saracen as well, the gatekeeper at Orange describes the 

infiltrators as “trois Turs hennorez” (three honorable Turks; emphasis mine), indicating that he believes 

the William and company to be respectable and thus, perhaps, high-ranked (439). The disguise is 

variously described as being Saracen or vagabond. It could be that the author and audience view the two 

identities as somehow linked, or it could be that they do not regard the nature of the disguise as important. 

Nevertheless, the confusion over the nature of William’s disguise further de-emphasizes the skin colour 

element to it.  

 In fact, the vocal disguise of the French infiltrators is at least as important as the visual disguise 

provided by their skin colouring. When they arrive at the gates of Orange,  

         Gilebert a le portier apelé, 

 En son langage l’a cortois aparlé: 

 <<Oevre, portier, lai nos leanz entrer; 

 Drugement somes d’Aufrique et d’outre mer, 

 Si somes home le roi Tiebaut l’Escler.>> (418-22). 

        Gilbert addresses the porter 

in his own tongue, he speaks courteously: 

“Open these gates, porter, let us come in,  

we are interpreters from Africa 

and men of King Tiebaut the Slav.” (418-22)  
                                                        
12 Also, the closer translation for “pautonnier” is “vagabond,” not “beggar,” and the Old French makes no 

mention of rags. Nevertheless, the idea is still that the disguise imitates someone of a lower social class 

than William. 
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This scene, like Beowulf’s approach to Heorot, displays the public, masculine world where mutual 

connections are negotiated by language. The porter, who admits the infiltrators into the city in short order, 

does not know who the men are (and quite probably would not even know them if they were real 

messengers), but he recognizes the name Tiebaut and is willing to accept them on that basis. The fact that 

the men are speaking the (unnamed) Saracen language instead of French also contributes to his 

confidence. Bartlett and Cohen both stress the importance of language as a marker of medieval 

nationhood. Bartlett cites Henry of Huntingdon, who affirms individual languages as natural and God-

created (48-49). Cohen is not so explicit about the race-like permanence of language, but he does mention 

it in a section that discusses the corporeality, and thus inflexibility, of national customs (Hybridity 16). 

Thus it is no surprise that adopting another’s language makes for an ideal medieval cross-ethnicity 

disguise, especially in the speech-centric public world dominated by men.  

It is possible for men not to don any skin colouring at all when disguising themselves as Saracens 

in medieval literature. In his Estoire de la Guerre Sainte, Ambroise speaks of one 

Bernard l’espie, 

Uns hom qui iert nez de Sulie, 

Sei tierz d’autretels barbarins, 

Od vestemenz de Sarazins; 

De Babilonie reveneient 

Ne d’autre mestier ne serveient 

Fors d’espïer l’ost sarazine. 

Si vos os bien dire en plevine 

C’onques ne vi gent mielz 

  [semblasent 
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Saraizins, ne qui mielz parlassent 

Sarazinois, oiant la gent. (10241-0244, 10248-0252) 

Bernard the spy, a man born in Syria, and with him two other barbarians, dressed as Saracens. 

They were coming back from Babylon, having no other task than that of spying on the Saracen 

army. I swear to you that I never saw anyone look so like Saracens nor speaking their language 

better with the people listening (169).  

There is no skin colour mentioned. Ambroise clearly considers Bernard and his companions to be a 

different ethnic group from himself (“barbarians”/“barbarins”), and we might speculate that Bernard’s 

Syrian origin gives him a similar physical appearance as Saladin’s Egyptians, but Ambroise does not 

provide that detail explicitly. Actually, Ambroise does not even say Bernard and company are Christian, 

only that they “look like” (“semblasent”) Saracens, which implies that they are not, in fact, Saracens. 

(Marianne Ailes and Malcome Barber, Ambroise’s editors, speculate that Bernard was an Armenian or 

Maronite Christian).13 Ambroise is normally not slow to identify skin colour: at one point he writes about 

“Sarazins, laides genz brunes” (7705) (“Some Saracens, that ugly brown race”) (136). On another 

occasion he notes some newcomers to the Saracen army:  

Aprés venoient une gent noire— 

Les Noirez ont non, ço est la voire— 

E Sarazins de la berrue. 

Isdos e nears plus que n’est sue[.] (6208-211)  

 After them came a black people; they were called ‘blacks’—this is the truth—and the 

 Saracens came from the wild land, hideous and blacker than soot (117).  

                                                        

 13 See note 659 on page 169. 
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Clearly, Ambroise regards Saracens as a darker ethnic group than his own (though he evidently regards 

some Saracens as darker than others), yet he does not make note of Bernard’s skin colour. Rather, 

Ambroise emphasizes Bernard and company’s clothing (vestemenz) and speech (mielz parlassent / 

Sarazinois) when he explains the effectiveness of the disguise. Like William, Bernard uses language to 

his advantage in disguise, but unlike William, does not need the skin colouring. With these skills alone, 

they are able to infiltrate the masculine world of the army (d’espïer l’ost sarazine).  

 Another example of a man using linguistic deception instead of blackface to disguise himself as a 

Saracen comes from the ninth tale of the tenth day in The Decameron. This story also features a familiar 

exile-and-return motif. Messer Torello, a knight and the protagonist of the tale, returns home after being 

presumed dead (in a manner reminiscent of Horn) to stop his wife’s re-marriage. In order to test his 

wife’s loyalty, he returns in disguise, dressed in rich clothes given to him by Saladin and having grown a 

beard during his time away. This, the fact that he was thought dead, and a statement from a friendly 

Abbot to the effect “that Torello was a Saracen whom the Sultan had dispatched to the King of France as 

his envoy,” manages to convince everyone that he is a Saracen (810). Torello even convinces his wife, 

through a messenger, that “it is the custom” in his country for the bride to send foreign guests a cup of 

wine, by which means he initiates a Horn-like ring-in-cup exchange (811). Torello achieves this disguise 

through clothing, facial hair, and above all speech—but not at all through changing skin colour. In the 

public venue of this wedding, speech and embassies are what matter. 

Likewise, in the Bevis romances, men effect disguises as Saracens not through skin colour, but 

through speech. When Bevis kills the first of his two prison guards in the Middle-English Bevis, 

His felawe above gan to crie: 

"Highe hider, felawe," queth Beves, "highe!" 

"Yif thow most have help," a sede, 
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"Ich come to thee with a gode spede!" 

"Yis!" queth Beves, al for gile, 

And knette the rop thar while 

Ase high ase a mighte reche. 

Tho queth Beves with reuful speche: 

"For the love of Sein Mahoun, 

Be the rop glid blive adoun 

And help, that this thef wer ded!" 

Whan he hadde thus ised, 

That other gailer no leng abod, 

Boute by the rop adoun he glod. (1619-631) 

This is barely a disguise at all; it is rather merely a vocal deception. It is part of the vocal, public world, 

but not an alteration of appearance. Such an example underlines my point: for male characters, disguising 

as Saracens does not manifest itself on the body. Even as Bevis feels the need to use his “gile” and 

commits himself so strongly to the role as to utter the blasphemy “Sein Mahoun,” the scene still falls 

short of an altered physical appearance. In fact, this scene does not even occur in the Old French and Old 

Norse versions. In both, Bevis speaks as himself and instead summons the other guard by comically 

protesting that he is too heavy to be moved by the one (now dead) guard alone (1069-075). Aside from 

this reference to “Sein Mahoun,” there is nothing particularly Saracen about Bevis’s disguise. He 

dissembles as a Frenchman on one occasion when he returns to encounter the Emperor of Germany: 

That hii come upon a done, 

A mile out of South Hamtone. 

"Lordinges," to his men a sede, 
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"Ye scholle do be mine rede! 

Have ich eni so hardi on, 

That dorre to Hamtoun gon, 

To th'emperur of Almaine, 

And sai: her cometh a vintaine,  

[...] Al fresch icome out of Fraunce! 

Ac ever, an erneste and a rage, 

Ever speketh Frensche laungage, 

And sai, ich hatte Gerard, 

And fighte ich wile be forward, 

And of the meistri icham sure 

Yif he wile yilde min hure?" (2955-62, 2966-76) 

When disguising himself as a Saracen, Bevis says things that a Saracen would say, and when he disguises 

himself as a French knight, he uses his speech to come up with a plausible story as a French knight. 

Lingusitic facility rather than physical alteration proves effectual in assuming another identity. 

In the Old Norse version, Bevers dons some armour that he steals from the town’s supplies. He 

concocts a story for the gate guards:  

 Hann svarar: „Eg em maður Brandamons konungs, of fer eg að leita Bevers, er í brott 

hefir komizt úr myrkvastofunni.“ 

Þeir báðu hann skanda og ná honum,— „og Maúmet styrki þig og fylgi þér.“ (14.319-20) 

He replied, “I am one of King Brandamon’s men and I am going out in search of Bevers, 

who has escaped from the dungeon.” 
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They bade him hasten and catch him—“and may Mahomet strengthen and guide you.” 

(14.34)  

Here, he does in fact wear new clothing that perhaps contributes to convincing the guards that he is a 

Saracen. The same happens in the Old French (1105-21). Certainly, the scene is stronger than its 

equivalent in the Middle English, where the guards accept Bevis’s story that he is Brandamon’s man, but 

make no explicit mention of Mahomet (1683-88). Still, even in the Old French and Old Norse, when the 

fugitive Bevis comes to a castle and asks for food, the lady of the house recognizes him as a Christian and 

summons her husband to attack him (1286-91) (15.38). She identifies Bevis as a Christian despite the fact 

that he is presumably wearing the same armour as when he got past the guards, since he is still on the run 

and has not even eaten since escaping. It is not physical appearance (much less skin colour specifically) 

that matters most when men disguise themselves as Saracens.  

 I emphasize the verbal and non-bodily nature of male Saracen disguises in order to contrast it to 

the disguises that female characters adopt. Here, men temporarily adopt Saracen identities in order to 

thwart their (often Saracen) foes. For them it is a form of combat, a battle that is part of their struggle to 

win the land and the lady. Women, however, are the objects of these struggles, and so the shifts of 

identity are enacted on their bodies—in fact, the female characters often have disguises forced on them 

and do not even adopt their disguises through their own agency. Fradenburg suggests that “the body of 

woman has served as territory of desire in place of the body of the earth [...] The affective fusion of 

woman with nation or land or people enables an eroticization of aspiration: the woman’s status as fantasy 

provides an affective displacement of ambitious designs on the body of the world” (244). Once it became 

obvious that the Crusades were failing, male attention turned away from Saracen territory and turned 

towards literary representations of the fantasy of subjugating Saracen lands via female bodies. 
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Indeed, crusaders on occasion took Muslim or ex-Muslim wives. Sharon Kinoshita quotes 

Fulcher of Chartres complaining about the phenomenon: “we who were Occidentals now have been made 

Orientals... Some have taken wives not merely of their own people, but Syrians, or Armenians, or even 

Saracens who have received the grace of baptism” (qtd. in Kinoshita, Medieval Boundaries 54).14 Régine 

Pernoud, who also quotes that same passage, reports that Arnoul de Rœulx, patriarch of Jerusalem, was 

alleged to have had an affair with a Saracen woman (64-65). I do not suggest that love played no role in 

these relationships, or that they reflect only masculine desires to conquer the land. Marriages are complex 

social phenomena that ideally diffuse power relationships rather than exert them. But a marriage in the 

Middle Ages can also be read as a man expanding his family by adding a newly-subordinated woman to 

it. Without insisting on the most pessimistic interpretation of these marriages, it is easy to see how they 

can be analogous to the crusader project of conquering the Levant. The political and belligerent conquests 

come together (for better or for worse) with erotic conquests, and women bear the burden of being 

symbolic of both. In this regard, Robert Allen Rouse makes an important addition to Campbell’s 

argument, cited above: 

While it is indeed true that encounters with the Saracen Other are an important part of the 

medieval poetics of otherness, there are also concomitant fears of cultural infection and 

miscegenation. While Campbell argues that Bevis after his fashion makes the East English, we 

must remind ourselves that acculturation is rarely unidirectional, and even the dominant culture in 

the process is itself changed through colonial and other forms of cultural interaction. (118) 

Miscegenation is indeed a huge fear for the romance writers, and it is presumably for this reason that they 

make the male Saracen disguises less dramatic and bodily than the female ones. Lhaman believes that 

blackface minstrelsy performs a similar role in the American context:  
                                                        

14 The last clause is italicized by Kinoshita; I have removed the emphasis.  
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Blackface performance is a paradigmatic instance of the disdained and fugitive figure popping up 

on the dominating culture's centre stage. It is a theatre of interpretation, sponsored by the 

dominating culture, in which both the fugitive and the dominant culture agree to understand the 

motley figure it is impossible to seat or resolve. Blackface fascination shows a miscegenated 

culture becoming aware of itself. It makes theatre out of mingling selves trying to understand 

their inversions. (132)15 

Still, his idea that blackface demonstrates that white American culture has some awareness of its mixed 

origins holds some truth for white medieval European culture. The experience of the Crusades forced 

medieval Europe to understand its pre-existing relationship with the Muslim world and to develop new 

ones. Appropriating the (perceived) skin colour of the other culture in romance acknowledges those 

relationships, but doing so in a very controlled way performs the fantasy of dominance. 

This controlled appropriation operates along gender lines. Bevis, representing England and the 

West, cannot be allowed to become a Saracen in anything but a temporary way that he has complete 

control over. He may be changed into a Saracen for a brief period—like Rouse says, and as Fulcher fears, 

the dominant (or at least invading) culture is changed—but the anxieties over the consequences of this 

change prevent it from being too deeply investigated. Sponsler argues that late-medieval men who 

disguised in blackface for mummings and other festivities did so to enact their “transgressive 

masculinity” in the face of state repression of the festivals (339). This, however, does not seem to be the 
                                                        

 15 Lhaman’s idea that the “fugitive” culture has some kind of negotiating agency in the blackface 

performance may not hold true for the examples in medieval romance, which are after all fictional 

instances written by Europeans with minimal input from the Muslim world. That being said, the romances 

were probably influenced by the lived experiences of Christians interacting with Muslims, so negotiation 

could occur that way. 
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case in literary representations of Saracen disguise, where the men do not feel the need to don blackface 

in order to embrace their dominant male identity. It falls to the women, the Saracens themselves, to play 

out complex and conflicting acculturations through their disguises. 

Josiane and Boeve: Boeve de Hamtoune 

I start with the earliest version of the Bevis story, the Old French Boeve de Hamtoune. As I go 

through each version, I begin by discussing the representation of Josiane’s skin colour before describing 

the ethnic and gender dynamics of the relevant disguise scenes. Josiane has a regular epithet of “o le cler 

vis” (line 3256, for example). The French poet, in the earliest version of the romance, describes Josiane’s 

skin colour in a complex way:  

 il out une file, que bele fu e sage, 

 Josiane out a noun, mult estoit de juvene age, 

 plus fut ele colouré ke rose en umbrage. 

  Quei vus irrai plus la pucele descrivaunt? 

 Mes si bele ne fu en secle donk vivaunt. (LIX-LX, 371-75, 16) 

He had a daughter, beautiful, wise and very young, called Josiane; no rose in the shade had a 

more lovely colouring. What more can I say to describe the girl? No one as beautiful lived in the 

world at that time. (59-60, 370-79, 32).  

The phrase “rose en umbrage” is quite ambiguous. On the one hand, it seems to conform somewhat to the 

medieval stereotype of beautiful women as studied by de Weever: “Seventeen of the twenty-one 

princesses who appear in the poems written between 1150 and 1300 fall into the category of the white 

Saracen princess [...] All of them betray the kings their fathers and their countries in one way or another 

and marry the Frankish knight, a treachery minimized by the masking and erasure of their Saracen 

identity” (Sheba’s Daughters 5). The Boeve poet makes no explicit mention of white skin, but Josiane’s 
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colouring is compared to that of the rose, that is to say, she blushes red. This rather obvious reading is 

confirmed later on, when Josiane first makes her proposal to Boeve and is refused because of her religion:  

 Josiane lui dist: “Beau sire Bovoun, 

 meus vous eim en vostre cote, par mun dieu Mahun! 

 ke jeo ne frei un roi ovekes dis regiouns. 

 Donez moi vostre amour, fiz a gentil baroun.” 

 “Noun frai,” ceo dist Boefs, “par le cors Seint Symoun!” 

 La pucele l’entent, si taint cum carboun, 

 de doel ke ele out si chai en paumisoun. (LXXXIII, 688-94, 25-26) 

Josiane said to him: ‘Fair lord Boeve, by my god Mahomet, I love you better in your tunic than a 

king with ten kingdoms. Son of a noble lord, give me your love.’ ‘No, I won’t.’ said Boeve, ‘by 

the body of St. Simon!’ The girl heard him and blushed red as embers; she felt such grief that she 

fainted. (83, 680-94, 37).  

Here, then, we can see that Josiane is capable of visible blushing. Given the encoding of the lady’s 

complexion, as well as her stereotyped “feminine” behaviour, it is far from implausible that readers will 

picture Josiane with white skin. The medieval heroine’s blush is almost as much of a given as her white 

skin. Once they ascertain one convention (the blushing heroine), the medieval audience will fill in the 

other (the fair-skinned heroine). 

Still, the image of the rose in the shade remains ambiguous. It evokes the blushing white ladies of 

convention, but at the same time calls to mind a rich, dark colour. Perhaps the idea of the white heroine is 

so established that the French poet simply assumes that the reader will pick up on it, and that is probably 

at least partially true. Yet, it is also possible that the French poet is staying in a playful area between 

convention and historical accuracy. Yes, the convention demands that the heroine of the romance be 
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white, but by not explicitly mentioning this, the poet avoids drawing our attention to the basic fact that the 

offspring of a people coded as dark-skinned would also be dark-skinned.  

The other suggestion that she might be white comes with her moment of disguise: 

“Sire,” dist ele, “pur deu, ke unkes ne menti, 

coment me poez mener par le pais?” 

“Dame,” dist Sabaoth, “ne vus enmaez!” 

A la lei de home vus frai jeo vester.” 

E dist la dame: “Nus a grant mester.” 

Saboath remeint, s’en vunt li pelerins. 

E Sabaoth fist la dame aparailer, 

e dreit a la marché comencent aler: 

un herbe achata, unkes meylur ne vist; 

tut en tent son cors e son vis. 

Des ore vunt quere Boun e Terris. (CLXXV, 2771-781, 97) 

“My lord,” she said, “by God, who never lies, how can you take me through the land?” “My lady, 

said Sabaoth, “don’t be frightened; I will dress you like a man.” And the lady said: “We are in 

great need.” Sabaoth stayed behind, the pilgrims departed, and he dressed the lady and they went 

straight off to the market. She bought a herb—you never saw a better—and with it she dyed all 

her body and her face.16 Then they went looking for Boeve and Terri. (175, 2684-2781, 76-77) 

                                                        
16 In her translation, Weiss has Josiane buy the herb, but in the original, it only says “un herbe 

achata,” with the preceding subject being Sabaoth (2779). As we will see, however, on page 80 of her 

translation, Weiss does in fact say “he” bought it, presumably meaning Sabaoth. This translates “ke il out 
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Assuming that the people whom they will be encountering in Saracen lands are dark-skinned, it makes 

sense that she dyes white skin dark in order to pass undetected. Then again, the romance does not tell us 

what colour Josiane dyes her skin. The ambiguity remains. There is a whole set of interlacing identities 

being thrown into the disguise here. In addition to her face dyeing, Josiane also takes the guise of a man. 

Her change in skin colour could also be related to a change of class—her noble complexion being 

darkened to resemble a traveller. Later, she does play the role of a minstrel. (The cross-dressing element 

of the disguise deserves more analysis). For now, it is worth focusing on the likely racial element of this 

disguise. What does it mean that a white Saracen dyes her skin colour to pass among her people? 

 The fact that Josiane is a Saracen who apparently acts out a Saracen identity by adopting 

blackface speaks to the performativity of race and the arbitrary constructions of ethnic categories. Even if 

there is a bit of ambiguity over her exact skin colour and her disguised skin colour, that ambiguity could 

also be read as destabilizing boundaries and showing the power of performativity to create identities 

where there were no firm ones before. However, there is more to this scene than merely the 

performativity of race. It also has consequences for the relationship between the specific races being 

performed and subverted. Lott gives an account of how P.T. Barnum once dressed up one of his black 

dancers in blackface, thus avoiding the scandal of having a genuine black person perform for a white 

audience. Lott argues,  

The primary purpose of the mask, then, may have been as much to maintain control over a 

potentially subversive act as to ridicule, though the double bind was that blackface performers’ 

attempts at regulation were also capable of producing an aura of “blackness.” The incident 

suggests the danger of the simple public display of black practices, the offering of them for white 
                                                                                                                                                                                   

achaté” in the original (2998). The fact that Sabaoth, and not Josiane, procures the herb reinforces my 

argument that Josiane only has limited agency in this part of the romance. 
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enjoyment. [...]  From this perspective we might say that the elements of derision involved in 

blackface performance were not so much its raison d’être as an attempt to “master” the power and 

interest of black cultural practices it continually generated. (113) 

The analogy between Boeve and this incident involving Barnum is not perfect of course: Josiane is a 

white person in blackface, not a black person in blackface. She is, however, a Saracen in blackface; that 

is, wearing as a disguise the skin colour that she was supposed to have anyway, according to cultural 

codes. Lott’s analysis suggests that there is something inherently subversive about Other cultural practices 

being appreciated and enjoyed by a white audience, and so steps are taken to make sure that the practices 

are not just appreciated, but appropriated. The derisive tone of white blackface performers towards black 

culture is one way of marginalizing this enjoyment, but by putting a black performer in blackface, 

Barnum also redoubles the Otherness and clarifies that the performance is meant to be something from an 

Other culture than that of the audience—even if, paradoxically, the blackface disguise was meant to 

convince the audience that the performer was white. 

 If this nineteenth-century anecdote seems too far from the medieval, consider Cohen’s argument 

in his article “On Saracen Enjoyment.” He cites two texts, Aliscans from the Orange cycle and a 

Charlemagne chronicle called Grandes Chroniques where Saracens don “disguises” that only reinforce 

their Saracenness. According to Cohen, “In both narratives, the artificiality of the identity ‘Saracen’ is 

tacitly admitted, even if quickly disavowed. That race can be performed, that dominant representations 

and the bodies grouped beneath them do not necessarily coincide, is dangerous knowledge which can 

topple whole epistemological systems” (123). Cohen mentions Josiane a few pages earlier, but argues that 

her presence dodges any admission of artificial identity: she was “always already” white and Christian in 

an uncomplicated way (121). But Cohen does not discuss Josiane’s blackface. If we combine Cohen’s 

two insights, it seems that the author of Boeve was in fact concerned over Josiane’s Saraceness, but did 
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not deal with it through denial. Instead, the author made the same admission that appears in Aliscans and 

Grandes Chroniques in having Josiane adopt blackface—Saracenness—as a disguise, albeit one that is 

inevitably rejected in favour of her “already” (but not “always”) white Christianity. Her blackfacing is 

similar in purpose to the blackfacing of Barnum’s performer, in that it is to make the other acceptable. In 

Josiane’s case, it is to perform it for eventual adoption, though in the Barnum case, it is to sequester it 

more completely.  

 Lott’s analysis is useful in discussing the cultural practices of those designated as racially 

different from the dominant race, but this is not the most obvious way in which Josiane is potentially 

subversive. She has an audience for her minstrel performances, but it is her place as an object for love and 

sex that is more dangerous in the text. As Cohen writes, “Fantasies of Saracen bodily difference have 

always been inextricable from fantasies of the pleasures of Saracen bodies. The superabundant wealth, 

plentiful luxuries, and hedonism of the Saracens were medieval commonplaces” (124-25). Cohen is not 

talking about Saracen women specifically; rather, he means the reader’s enjoyment of Saracen bodies and 

lifestyle in the text. This, in turn, translates into acts of violence against Saracens: citing Slavoj Zižek and 

Edward Said, Cohen refers to a European desire to check (and possess?) foreign enjoyment (129-30). But 

the same could be said about the enjoyment of Saracen women, Bevis’s and the reader’s. Kinoshita cites 

scholars who claim that nineteenth-century French colonialists identified the possession of Algerian 

women with the conquest of Algerian land, and she brings this analysis to bear on The Conquest of 

Orange. “[T]o seduce Orable and to convert her to Christianity is to assimilate Orange to Frankish 

Christendom,” Kinoshita writes (47). Kinoshita goes on to argue that it is not Orable’s difference that 

makes her desirable, however, it is her sameness:  

In comparison, the Prise d’Orange is strikingly devoid of topoi like the harem and the veil that 

dominate later Orientalist discourse. Like her Saracen sisters Bramimonde and Nicolette, Orable 
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compels Guillaume’s attention less because she is Other than because she is superlative. With her 

dazzling complexion as white as hawthorn [...], she is indistinguishable from French Christian 

beauties in everything but degree. (53) 

This may be true with regards to Orable, but when it comes to Josiane and Nicolette, the situation is more 

complicated. The erasure and avoidance of difference is indeed an important factor in constructing 

Josiane as an appropriate mate for Boeve and, thus, a viable means to adopt her Saracen lands into 

Christendom. Boeve makes it rather clear that he would not accept in marriage Josiane as a Saracen, and 

no doubt the audience of the romance would agree. However, the romance has it both ways in that Josiane 

is a figure targeted for the European enjoyment of exoticized Saracen qualities as well as being white and 

unobjectionable. This, of course, is achieved through her disguise. In being, however briefly, a Saracen 

both in terms of skin colour and origin, she participates in the exotic cultural stereotype, while still 

assuring the audience that it is all performative and thus safe to enjoy. Fradenburg offers a reading of 

Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parzival that similarly allows audiences to have it both ways, arguing that the 

black pagan woman in that poem undergoes a sort of moral conversion that makes her an appropriate love 

interest for the knight: “Thus Parzival finally models an early instance of the colonialist’s, in the form of 

the adventurer’s, dilemma: how to enjoy and to profit from the resources of foreign lands without thereby 

losing one’s identity” (247). Josiane also converts, but that is not enough. She also has to play with her 

identity through her disguise, and show it malleable to Western male interests. 

 The link between sexual anxieties and political/cultural anxieties is also something that Lott 

notices. In American minstrel shows, “White men were routinely encouraged to indulge in fantasies about 

black women—which, however, highlighted, and implicitly identified them with, the salacious black male 

characters who ‘authored’ the fantasies, confusing the real object of sexual interest” (119-20). In real-life 

circumstances, without disguise and performance at play, it would not be acceptable for white men to 
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have such desires. Even within the shows, they kept the desires at a distance: “Ideologies of 

miscegenation were indeed the primary defense against this psychic tangle” (Lott 122).17 Similarly, the 

conquest of the Saracen woman/land could possibly trouble medieval audiences even as they gloried in it, 

when they considered the possibility of cultural and religious mixing. The Saracen makes such conquest 

alluring, but by having Saracen identity be performative, anxieties could be eased. Edward Said, among 

many others, have exposed the sexualization of Middle-Eastern women by nineteenth-century European 

writers. Middle-Eastern women, according to these Europeans, were something Other than European. 

This made the women desirable, but this otherness made all of “the Orient” unavailable to “the 

Westerner’s full participation” (189). But medieval European writers had a strategy to deal with this 

apparent contradiction. Josiane and characters like her are Saracens, but they can also dismiss their 

Saracenness. Medieval writers could have both the pleasure of “the Orient” and also control over it. 

 The superimposition of the cross-dressing disguise and the cross-racial disguise coordinates 

femininity and whiteness. Once Josiane abandons her whiteness, she simultaneously abandons her 

appearance as a woman. The reason behind this cross-dressing element partly has to do with a medieval 

gender stereotype that women, staying inside, are less exposed to the sun than are men. If these images 

are at play here, then the dye is not purely a racial disguise. More likely, though, the race and gender 

disguise come together because, as Cohen points out in, Crusade texts are “relentlessly homosocial,” and 

female Saracen characters are simply outnumbered by male ones (“On Saracen Enjoyment” 120). It 

seems, at any rate, that some cultural value linked masculinity to Saracenness, making it essential that 

Josiane become male when her Saracenness is redoubled by putting on blackface. More interesting is how 

Sabaoth, immediately upon hearing Josiane’s distress about the dangers ahead, suggests that she dress as 
                                                        

17  Lott had already used “miscegenation” as a metaphor for possible cultural intermixings 

between blacks and whites that cause minstrel show observers some anxiety (57). 
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a man, as if distress is feminine and easily solved by covering up femininity. But unlike the titular heroine 

of Silence, or, as discussed below, Nicolette from Aucassin and Nicolette, the male disguise does not 

grant Josiane any particularly effective agency, at least not when compared to those other heroines. 

Josiane’s contribution to finding Boeve is restricted to nursing Sabaoth back to health when he becomes 

sick:  

 Dunc se prist Sabaoth forement a malader. 

 Un jur se comence Josian purpenser 

 e de Boun comence a chanter. 

 E venent li barons par ample contrez, 

 chivals e robes donent assez pur achater. 

 Mult garda bien Sabaoth li guerrer 

 jeskes a set ans e trois mois pleners. (CLXXVI, 2783-789, 97) 

Then Sabaoth fell very ill. One day Josiane became pensive, and began to sing about Boeve. And 

lords came from distant lands, giving her horses and clothing, with which to buy what might be 

needed. She took good care of Sabaoth the warrior for a full seven years and three months. (176, 

2782, 77). 

Without Josiane’s help, Sabaoth would have died, so she does have some agency and import. But the 

other side of this coin is that the search halts for over seven years while Sabaoth recovers. He is the 

crucial element in the reunion between Boeve and Josiane and in moving the romance closer to 

resolution. In this romance, female agency is only possible and necessary when masculine agency is not. 

The romance author is willing to grant female characters a strong role, but not at the expense of male 

characters appearing more useful. Josiane herself is not even present when Boeve learns that she is still 

alive: 
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 Gari est de sa [Sabaoth’s] maladie, merci deus! 

 E Sabaoth ad Josian apelez: 

 “Nus irrom quere mun seynur e avouez.” 

 Ele respont: “Sire, vus dites veritez.” 

 Muntent chivals si sont enchiminez 

 querant lur seynur par ample regnez. [...] 

 Envers le paleis est Sabaoth torné; 

 par devant la porte de le paleis principé, 

 desur un banc set Boves li sené, 

 dejuste li son ami privé. 

 Sabaoth les vist, vers ele est alé, 

 e li lur salue, com oyer purrez: 

 “Deu vus salve e kan ke vis avez!” 

 “E vus auci! Dunt este vus nez?” 

 “Sire, jeo su pelerin de altre regnez, 

 un poi de meyné ai en la citez, 

 le conrai vus demand par charitez.” 

 “Amiz,” dist Boves, “vus en averez assez.”  

 Terri apele si lis dist: “Veez, 

 com il resemble Sabaoth le barbez.” 

 E dunc dit Terri li alosez: 

 “Pur ceo ke mun pere tan resemblez, 

 jeo vus durrai viande assez.” 
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 “Sure dist Sabaoth, “le merci deu en eyez! 

 L’em soleit dire que mi fiz esteez.”  

 E Terri se teint, merci l’ad criez. 

 Ignelement est a Boun retornez. 

 “Veez si Sabaoth, mun pere dreyturez.”  

 Ore comence la joie entre els forcez, 

 ignelement se sont entrebeysez, 

 de Josian unt novels demandez, 

 e li lur dist, kar il sest ascez. 

 “Ches un prodome ele est herbergez.” 

 A tant dementres s’est alé defroter 

 De memes cele herbe ke il out achaté. (CLXXXI, 2960-966; 2970-998, 102-03) 

Thank God, [Sabaoth] was cured of his illness. And Sabaoth said to Josiane: “We shall go and 

look for my liege lord.” She replied: “Sir, you are right.” They mounted their horses and went on 

their way. [...] Sabaoth went to the palace; in front of the gate of the splendid palace, on a bench, 

sat Boeve the wise, and next to him his close friend. Sabaoth saw them, approached, and greeted 

them as you shall hear: “God save you and all that you have!” “And you too! Where are you 

from?” “My lord, I’m a pilgrim from another land. I have a few followers in the city, and for 

charity’s sake ask you for supplies.” “My friend,” said Boeve, “you shall have plenty.” He called 

Terri and said to him: “Look how like the bearded Sabaoth he is.” And then famous Terri said: 

“Because you are so like my father, I shall give you plenty of food.” “My lord,” said Sabaoth, 

“God reward you! People used to say you were my son.” And Terri went pale and begged his 

forgiveness. He quickly returned to Boeve. “See, here is Sabaoth, my own father.” All of them 
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now felt redoubled joy and quickly embraced; they asked for news of Josiane and he told them, 

because he knew all about it: “She is lodged with a worthy man.” Meanwhile she went to rub off 

that herb which he had bought. (181, 2954, 80). 

Here, the male figures are paramount. Boeve and Sabaoth effect the reunion through the intermediary of 

Terri, while Josiane is left on the sidelines. Her role is little more than to see to her makeup. Although the 

immediate reason for her removing her makeup is, of course, that she no longer needs the disguise that it 

enables, the scene calls to mind the image of a courted lady making herself attractive for her lover. It may 

be an effeminizing image, but not an empowering one. The poet is willing to have Josiane take on the 

guise of a man, but during this time grants her only the smallest agency in having her care for the real 

man, and then promptly restores her to a lady looking after her toilet while the men manage affairs 

between themselves. The male world of the public wins the day, and the female returns to the domestic.  

Josuena and Bevers: Bevers saga 

 Many ambiguities and complications remain in the Old French version of the Bevis story, even if 

the challenge to stable gender and ethnic identities is ultimately contained. Josiane, a figure of conversion, 

moves between dark skin and light skin, and between male and female identities. In the Old Norse version 

this is not the case, as is evident through descriptions and events, but also simply because Josuena does 

not disguise herself. She is totally denied agency and any form of ambiguity. Christopher Sanders locates 

Bevers Saga in a historicizing tradition in Old Norse writing that sought to weave edifying and 

Christianizing themes into traditional and historical tales (65). This Christianizing concern, Sanders 

argues, apparently manifests itself in a desire to sideline Josuena. He writes, with regards to the saga 

author’s representation of gender roles, that “At the same time as Bevers is being boosted, there is a 

playing-down of Josuena’s active role as the wooer, and all her activities as a musician, her role-playing, 

are ignored—they are simply omitted, for her intended role in this piece was apparently not 
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sympathetically received” (54). In omitting Josuena’s disguise scene, the saga author, of course, also 

removes the occasion for the complicating of identity.  

 The saga author downplays the whole idea of race. There is little sense that Josuena is part of an 

ethnic category distinct from Bevers. She is not even “always already” white and Christian, as Cohen 

characterizes the French Josiane. The saga avoids drawing attention to the issue of race altogether by 

minimizing discussion of her skin colour when we are first introduced to her. Unlike the poetic 

descriptions of her red and/or white skin in the Old French and Middle English versions, the saga author 

merely tells us that she is “vitur og fögur” (295). I read this as “wise and fair,” as fögur is a declined 

version of the nominative adjective fagr, which is of course closely related the Modern English word 

“fair.” Like the Modern English word, fagr carries connotations of “bright” or “light,” and just as an 

untanned Caucasian could be called “fair-skinned,” it is plausible that someone who is fagr could be 

thought of as having light skin. The thirteenth-century writer Snorri Sturluson makes the connection 

between fagr and white explicit when discussing the god Baldr in his influential prose Edda: “Hann er svá 

fagr álitum ok bjartr svá at lýsir af honum, ok eitt gras er svá hvítt at jafnat er til Baldrs brár” (23.15-17). 

Jean I. Young translates that as: “He is so fair of face and bright that a splendor radiates from him, and 

there is one flower so white that it is likened to Baldr’s brow” (51). The fact that Snorri is comfortable in 

identifying a white flower with the always-fagr Baldr suggests a connection between the two concepts.  

That said, the Bevers saga does not explicitly apply fagr to skin, just to Josuena generally, and 

moreover, the word more often than not just means “beautiful,” which, obviously, is another meaning of 

“fair” as well. Gillian May Smith is therefore certainly on firm ground when she translates “fögur” as 

“beautiful” (14). So, Josuena’s skin colour is not really at issue at the beginning of the saga. Her identity 

as an unproblematic mate for Bevers is not so much secured by having her be white, as in the other 

versions, but rather it is never even raised. Like the white Americans who, according to Peller, refuse to 
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consider whiteness as a historically-constructed and politically significant identity, the saga author 

renders Josiane’s ethnicity invisible. 

 There is one interesting exception where the text does discuss skin colour. When she first makes 

her proposition to Bevers, and he rejects her for not being a Christian, she swoons and “sortnaði hún sem 

kol” (306). I translate the phrase as “she became as dark as coal”; Smith has Josuena turning “as black as 

coal,” but the text does not explicitly mention the colour black (23). The word “sortnaði” is from “sortna,” 

a verb meaning “to become dark.” However, it should be said that the phrase (in either translation) does 

not necessarily evoke immediate racial categories: it is meant to say something about Josuena’s emotional 

state. Perhaps her embarrassment makes her blush darkly, or something similar: the statement is probably 

not meant literally. (Recall that Josiane blushes “red as embers” in the Old French scene; clearly 

“embers” have become “coal”). But a similar phrase, “hold war svart sem kol” ([his] skin was as black as 

coal), is used as a racial descriptor later in the saga when it is applied to another of Bevers’s companions, 

the giant Eskopart (337).18 The phrase appears as part of a description of Eskopart that is meant to be 

unflattering generally, and perhaps meant to foreshadow Eskopart’s eventual betrayal of Bevers and 

Josuena. If we take this occurrence of the phrase “as black as coal” and project it back to when it is 

applied to Josuena, then it seems like it is triggered by Bevers’s rejection of Josuena. That is to say, 

Bevers, on an aesthetic level, controls Josuena’s skin colour. When she is favourable to him, she is fagr, 

but when not, she is “black as coal.” In the other versions, Josiane exercises temporary control over her 

skin colour and identity through disguise, in order to contribute to assisting the male characters. Here, in 

                                                        
18 Smith’s translation is given on page 48 of her thesis, and this time I agree with it completely. In 

using exactly the same phrase for both Josuena and Eskopart, she makes the comparison all the more 

obvious.  
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the Old Norse saga, she lacks even this modest capability, and it is Bevers who controls her skin colour 

for her. 

 Identity, therefore, is not completely stable, even in this conservative version of the romance. 

However, all of the transgressions of identity clearly serve the masculinist, Christianist order. Besides this 

example of Bevers’s controlling Josuena’s skin colour, and the more pedestrian example (cited above) 

where Bevers uses subterfuge to thwart his Saracen enemies, there is an example where one turncoat 

Saracen recommends that Bevers’s Christian army don the armour of the Saracen army to take a city by 

surprise. This results in the entire city being converted to Christianity (92-93). So, the author allows some 

fluctuations of identity, but only when they end in very strong displays of Christian supremacy. 

Josiane and Bevis: Bevis of Hampton 

 If the Old French version complicates gender and racial categories only to strongly re-assert their 

fixity, and the Old Norse does the same much more reluctantly, the Middle English version of the poem 

complicates matters even further by changing (if not adding to) the categories under discussion. Its re-

assertion of inherent identity is also less firm. It does, however, start with less ambiguity over Josiane’s 

skin colour: 

A doughter a hadde of yong age, 

Josiane that maide het, 

Hire schon wer gold upon hire fet; 

So faire she was and bright of mod, 

Ase snow upon the rede blod - 

Wharto scholde that may discrive? 

Men wiste no fairer thing alive, 



 

 

 

183 

So hende ne wel itaught;  

Boute of Cristene lawe she kouthe naught. (518-26) 

Josiane is white as snow, so white, in fact, that whiteness stands out against the redness of blood. The 

opposite image, that her blushing complexion is like blood on white snow, is more intuitive, but in any 

event the phrase invokes a strong contrast. The reversal of snow and blood is probably just to create a 

rhyme with “mod.” We again have the word “faire,” but it is much less ambiguous than in the Old Norse. 

Other phrases appear throughout the romance that remind us of Josiane’s brightness, such as “[t]hat mai, 

that was so bright of hiwe” (1091). 

 The Middle English Josiane, then, is a prime example of the whitened Saracen lady discussed by 

de Weever, whereas the Josianes from the other versions were not so clear-cut. It therefore stands to 

reason that the political claims that de Weever makes about the white Saracen lady—that she is an 

instigator of her people’s downfall—largely hold true in the Middle English. This, however, is only 

broadly accurate, and in fact, it is less true for the Middle English than for the other two versions 

discussed here. I have used the scene where Sabaoth disguises Josiane (or lack thereof) for a point of 

comparison between the Old French and the Old Norse, but before coming to the Middle English version 

of that scene, there is an additional scene wherein Josiane disguises herself. When she is captured by the 

treacherous Ascopard (the Middle-English Eskopart), she makes an excuse that she needs to go relieve 

herself,  

Thanne Josiane, anon right 

Out of the way she gan terne, 

As she wolde do hire dedes derne. 

While she was in Ermonie, 

Bothe fysik and sirgirie 
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She hadde lerned of meisters grete 

Of Boloyne the gras and of Tulete, 

That she knew erbes mani and fale, 

To make bothe boute and bale. 

On she tok up of the grounde, 

That was an erbe of meche mounde, 

To make a man in semlaunt there, 

A foule mesel alse if a were. 

Whan she hadde ete that erbe, anon 

To the Sarasines she gan gon, 

And wente hem forth withoute targing[.] (3668-683) 

By giving herself the appearance of having leprosy (“mesel”), she makes herself unrecognizable and 

undesirable to the Saracen king Yvor, thus preserving her chastity during her captivity (3695-3700). 

There are two key things here. The first is that, in contrast to the Josiane disguise scenes in the Old French 

version, Josiane herself is the instigator of the disguise, not Sabaoth. It is her idea to apply the disguise, 

and her knowledge of “fysik and sirgirie” that enables her to succeed. She therefore has more agency and 

skill than her Old French and Old Norse counterparts. As Jennifer Fellows points out with regards to this 

and other examples:  

The Middle English Bevis (and particularly [the] A[uchinleck manuscript copy]) seems, 

indeed, bent on developing Josian’s character in such a way as to make her to some extent a 

female counterpart to Bevis. The increased emphasis in the Middle English on her virginity until 

she at last marries Bevis is part and parcel of this: it not only symbolizes her loyalty to the hero 

but also functions as the feminine equivalent of Bevis’s honour as a knight. Where Bevis prevails 
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through physical strength and courage, Josian shapes her fortunes through ingenuity and guile, 

which Northrop Frye sees as the feminine counterpart to those qualities in the male-dominated 

world of romance. (84) 

I agree with Fellows’s point about Josiane’s virginity, though that is not a theme I take up here: the point 

allows us to read Josiane’s “maidenly” concern for her chastity in this disguise scene so as to endow her 

with agency. I also agree with the spirit behind her final statement about engin being a feminine 

counterpart to brute force, but I would add a proviso: if engin is a feminine quality, it is not one reserved 

for women. As cited above, there are times when Bevis adopts disguises himself, in the Middle English 

and other versions. At any rate, clearly Josiane in this version has more agency and is thus less passively 

“feminine” than her counterparts. An example of this is when she holds back the lions that Bevis is 

fighting in order to help him, whereupon Bevis threatens to kill her for offending his honour (2470-478). 

Josiane’s initiative in this scene, and Bevis’s offense at it, shows that she does not conform as rigorously 

to stereotyped romance gender roles as in other version. 

 The second thing to notice is that the change to her complexion in this scene, unlike in the 

examples from the other versions, is not a darkening to (one presumes) make her look like a Saracen. 

Rather, it is to make her look like a leper. If the switching back and forth from a Christian to Saracen 

identity and then back again made for confusion, then by adding a further binary (leprous/non-leprous), 

the romance confuses identities further. R.I. Moore argues that different forms of persecuted identities 

merged with one another: “For all imaginative purposes heretics, Jews and lepers were interchangeable” 

(61). Moore makes the case that leprosy was seen as a punishment for heresy, quoting a monk by the 

name of William, who accuses a heretical preacher: “You too are a leper, scarred by heresy [...] It befits 

you to shout unceasingly that you are a leper, a heretic and unclean” (qtd. in Moore 58). It seems then that 

the idea of dark skin moved from an association with Saracenness to an association with leprosy in the 
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mind of the Middle English Bevis translator, even if only for the purposes of making a minor shift in the 

story. Of course, not all medieval writers would consider the religion of the Saracens as a form of heresy. 

Norman Daniels makes a distinction between Latin writers like Peter the Venerable who saw Islam as a 

heretical offshoot of Christianity and writers of epic and romance who portrayed Saracen religion as 

polytheistic idolatry. Bevis, needless to say, is a text belonging to the latter tradition. Still, the jump from 

this fictionalized Islam to heresy to leprosy is not necessarily so great, especially if we take the argument 

of Geraldine Heng and others that Jews could also be identified with Muslims in our period (78). There is 

a whole web of connections at play here, and if the route of translation from Saracenness to leprosy is not 

entirely clear, it is interesting in how it confuses identities. 

The disguise scene where Josian presents herself as a leper to Yvor does not replace the other 

disguise scene quoted above from the Old French version. She still has an encounter where Sabaoth 

changes her complexion: 

Tho Saber and his felawes ifere 

Aboute Ascopard thai thringe, 

And harde on him thai gonne dinge 

And hew him alle to pices smale 

And broughte Josian out of bale; 

And hasteliche tho, veraiment, 

Josian with an oiniment 

Hire coulur, that was lothli of sight, 

She made bothe cler and bright. 

Tho Saber, that was wis of dede, 

Josian, hire dighte in palmers wede, 
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And forth thai wente hasteli, 

To seche Beves and sire Terri. (3884) 

The difference between this and other version, most basically, is that Sabaoth removes the disguising skin 

colour and restores Josiane’s bright skin. To disguise her for the purposes of infiltration (instead of 

escape), he disguises her as a palmer. Part of this is probably pragmatic and meant to enable Sabaoth and 

Josiane to travel together. Moore writes that lepers had to practice fairly strict segregation from the rest of 

society, and could not even speak upwind of a non-leper traveller (55) It would not make sense for a leper 

and a non-leper to travel together: the opportunities for a pair of lepers (if Sabaoth disguised himself too, 

say) to converse with others and find out information would have been limited. On a more meaningful 

level, this scene offers a slow start to the conservative re-assertion of originary identity. Just as when the 

Old Norse Bevers is able to turn Josuena “black as coal” by refusing her, Sabaoth enacts Josiane’s return 

to Christian company by turning her white again. The image of Sabaoth whitening Josiane is like a 

medical cure, as if her Saracen captivity, and perhaps even her own agency, was a disease. The male 

character controls the female’s identity, and when a good male character is present, Josiane submits to 

this. Her identity is fluid, able to go from a healthy Christian princess to a leper and then to a poor palmer, 

but she only has limited control over this shifting status. The romance author allows her to change it only 

when male characters are absent.  

If there is not a cross-dressing element to this disguise scene, as in the Old French, neither is there 

a highly-gendered reassertion of femininity where Josiane does her makeup. The Middle English 

reuniting scene is actually quite simple: 

Saber Josian wel faire gan dighte 

And broughte hire to the castel righte 
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And tok hire Sire Beves to honde, 

Ne cam him never lever sonde. (3945-948) 

The romance does not say that Josiane changes out of her palmer disguise. Whereas other disguise 

romances are eager to emphasize the conservative re-assertion of identity, the Middle English Bevis 

leaves the multiple disguising moments as un-rejected memories. Sabaoth proves that he can change 

Josiane from black to white and from leprous to healthy, but without a final re-assertion of identity, the 

identity remains unstable, at least compared to the other versions of the romance. 

Nicolette and Aucassin: Aucassin and Nicolette 

 Although the genre of Aucassin and Nicolette is ambiguous, it follows many romance paradigms, 

even in its subversion of them. Aucassin is a young nobleman who loves Nicolette, a slave of Saracen 

origin. As Aucassin’s disapproving father says of Nicolette: “ce est une caitive qui fu amenee d’estange 

terre, si l’acata li visquens de ceste vile as Sarasins, si l’amena en ceste vile, si l’a levee et bautisie” (she 

is a captive who was brought from a foreign land, whom the viscount of this city bought from Saracens 

and brought into this city, and raised and baptised her) (II.30-33).19 This establishes that, while she is 

Christian at the time of the story’s beginning, there was a time in her life when she was not. She also 

seems to fit in with the other white Saracen loves, as the narrator tells us that she has a “cler vis” (bright 

face), which is the sort of description, as discussed above, that points to whiteness while remaining 

somewhat ambiguous (I.7).20 

                                                        
19 All translations from Aucassin and Nicolette are my own, though they are in part based on Jean 

Dufournet’s facing-page modern French translation. 

20 De Weever offers other examples from the text in both Sheba’s Daughters (25) and in 

“Nicolette’s Blackness” (317).  
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Nicolette differs from other romance heroines in her exceptional competence. Sarah Kay 

characterizes Nicolette as “[r]esourceful” and points out that she receives praise when adventuring 

abroad, whereas Aucassin’s brash actions promote “disapproval” (168). For instance, Aucassin 

misunderstands the situation when they end up in a land where knights do battle using rotten apples, eggs, 

and fresh cheese as weapons, and he proceeds to slaughter the food-armed warriors, despite it being the 

custom of that country not to kill in combat. Eventually, the lovers both wind up in their respective 

ancestral homes, and Nicolette discovers that she is a princess, the daughter of the Emir of Carthage. To 

evade a forced marriage, and to find Aucassin, Nicolette disguises herself and flees the country: “si prist 

une herbe, si en oinst son cief et son visage, si qu’ele fu tote noire et tainte. Et ele fist faire cote et mantel 

et cemisse et braies, si s’atorna a guise de jogleor” (She picked an herb, and anointed her head and face, 

such that she was all black and dark. And she took a tunic, a jacket, a shirt, a culotte, and disguised herself 

as a [male] minstrel) (XXXVIII.16-20). The typical romance gender roles are reversed here: the female 

lover is the person of action, and the male lover is in need of help. According to Jane Gilbert, the 

interpretation “that Auccassin is effeminate and Nicolette is masculine” is “traditional,” though she 

herself disagrees (218). I am not overly interested in the “effeminate” or “masculine” labels, but I do 

agree that Nicolette has more agency than Aucassin. For now, it is enough to notice that the text is 

speaking back to the kind of gender politics that we found in the other romances discussed in this 

dissertation. The similarity to Josiane seems particularly clear in this scene. As with Josiane, the disguise 

comes in three parts: blackface, minstrel, and gender cross-dressing. The latter is not stated in the text, but 

it is suggested by the male noun “jogleor.” The reason for this disguise, on the level of plot, is to avoid 

capture in Saracen territory. This much, again, resembles Josiane, but continuing the analogy with Bevis’s 

love interest, it is worth asking: does the fact that the white woman of Saracen origin disguise herself in 

blackface have something to do with the politics of fluid identities that this chapter has been examining? 
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De Weever seems to think so. Here is her reading of the moment: 

Her disguise as a man is practical [...] Male garb ensures safety, and her new profession as a 

jongleur adds verisimilitude to the disguise. So why add the touch of blackness to the disguise? 

Certainly the timing is important. She has discovered her identity in Spain [...] She need not 

become a black Saracen since her jongleur identity should make her safe. The anointing discussed 

above has a special significance. Traveling through Spain, mostly Saracen land, as a Saracen 

makes her doubly safe. It is also a way of claiming her cultural inheritance for a brief period, 

saying to the others, “I am one of you,” even as she sacrifices her new-found identity to love. 

(“Nicolette’s Blackness” 322) 

This sacrifice bears further examination, but for now, de Weever’s idea that Nicolette’s blackface is a way 

of performing her otherwise repressed Saracen identity deserves attention. Broadly, I accept de Weever’s 

argument here. I can only think of only two objections, one of my own, and one from Gilbert, who 

criticizes de Weever directly. I do not agree with de Weever diminishing the pragmatics of the blackface 

part of the disguise: I think that we can accept that motivation on the level of plot. In romances, whiteness 

signifies elite status and is a desirable quality for a lead female character. It is part of the fantastic 

qualities of these romances that Nicolette and Josiane are born white in lands that are culturally presumed 

to be populated by dark people.  According to the logic of these romances, it makes sense for Nicolette 

and Josiane to blackface themselves in order to escape detection in Saracen lands, because they are 

apparently alone among their fellow Saracens in being white. As for Gilbert, she brings up passages 

where Nicolette expresses dissatisfaction at being a Saracen and identifies herself with the morality of a 

Christian culture: “The norm of the Good Christian Girl determines Nicolette’s own self-evaluation” 

(224). Gilbert entertains the idea that de Weever could still be right, in that Nicolette might have a 

subconscious desire to act out her a genuine Saracen (and male) identity, even as she consciously prefers 
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the imposed Christian one, but Gilbert rejects such readings as naïve (224). Whiteness is constructed as a 

desirable trait in medieval romance, and the degree of whiteness possessed by Nicolette and other 

heroines makes them attractive not only in the eyes of their lovers, but also in their own eyes. 

 Gilbert certainly raises a good point with her evidence of Nicolette’s distaste for Saracens, though 

I think that her altered form of de Weever’s argument has real merit. For my part, my objection certainly 

is not fatal to de Weever’s argument. Nicolette’s motivation, conscious or otherwise, is the real issue here. 

Blackfacing needs to be evaluated in terms of its aesthetic result in the text. It should be examined 

structurally and metatextually, and not in terms of logic of the romance characters. The aesthetic purpose 

of the blackface might be the same as with Josiane, that is, to flirt with the exocticism of the Saracen, 

while still, ultimately, having an acceptable mate for the hero. Marla Segol, arguing that the gardens 

around the tower in which Nicolette is imprisoned are inspired by Islamic gardens, claims that “This set-

up belies a desire for the goods of Muslim Iberia combined with fear and aversion for cultural 

contamination, and thus a drive to contain it” (7). But the engagement with this Saracenness here is more 

powerful, and not so easily undermined, as it is in the Bevis narratives. This is because Nicolette herself 

takes on the disguise; it is not imposed on her by a male figure. In fact, Nicolette’s use of disguise 

completely reverses the paradigm of disguise ending in conservative re-assertion of original identity that 

we have come to expect from the Horn romances and others. 

Having escaped from Saracen territory, Nicolette maintains her disguise when she finally meets 

Aucassin, presumably in order to test if he still loves her. Her motivation is the same as as that of 

Boccaccio’s Messer Torello—or King Horn, for that matter— but here, the genders are reversed.21 

Nicolette is much more of an active disguiser than Josiane is, and her use of disguise places her alongside 
                                                        

21 Another similar occurrence of this test in medieval literature is how Orfeo tests his steward 

upon his homecoming in Sir Orfeo. 
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Horn and the other male heroes when using it as an active force that stands in for violence. Roger Pensom 

writes that 

The way in which the narrative presents these events [the disguise scenes] is to give us the figure 

of Nicolete disguised as a man describing the state and attitudes of Nicolete the woman. She is, in 

the guise of a man, winning for herself, a woman, the privileges and right of a patriarchal man, 

the right to choose her own spouse. The narrative topos that carries this information is that of “the 

disinherited son seeking wife and fortune”, a topos we meet in the chivalric romance as well as in 

countless folk-narratives. (Again the story surprises the listener by unexpectedly giving the role to 

a woman.)  (145) 

Whereas Josiane’s disguise was merely an instrument put into place by the male allies of “the disinherited 

son” in the Bevis narratives—and Josiane functioning as the object of the son—Nicolette takes the role 

normally reserved for the knight with her disguise. 

The scene where the disguised Nicolette is talking to Aucassin demonstrates how she uses 

disguise to create a dominant role for herself: 

<<Biaux dous amis, fait Aucassins, savés vos nient de cele Nicolete dont vos avés ci 

canté? 

--Sire, oie, j’en sai con de le plus france creature et de le plus gentil et de le plus sage qui 

onques fust nee; si est fille au roi de Cartage, qui le prist la u Aucassins fu pris, se le mena en la 

cite de Cartage tant qu’il seut bien que c’estoit se fille, si en fist molt grant feste. Si li veut on 

doner cascun jor baron un des plus haus rois de tote Espaigne; mais ele se lairoit ançois pendre u 

ardoir qu’ele en persist nul, tant fust rices. (XL 3-13) 

“Good gentle friend,” Aucassin said, “do you not know anything about this Nicolette 

whom you have sung about?” 
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“Yes, sire, I know her to be the most generous creature, and the most noble and wise who 

has ever been born; she is the daughter of the king of Carthage, who captured her at the same time 

as Aucassin and brought her into the city of Carthage when he well knew she was his daughter. 

He held great feasts for her; everyday he wants to marry her to one of the greatest kings of all 

Spain, but she would let herself be hung or burnt sooner than marry someone, whatever his 

power”. 

Here, Nicolette dominates the conversation the way Horn did with Rimenhild, only perhaps more harshly. 

Rimenhild is kept on tenterhooks, wondering whether her love will show up to save her. But Nicolette 

really turns the screws on Aucassin. She begins by praising herself and reminding him of how great she 

is, then she claims to be in distress and even somewhat implies that she is at risk of death—though her 

story also leaves open the possibility that she is having a good time without Aucassin at all the feasts. 

And while Nicolette (as the minstrel) implies that Nicolette (as herself) refuses to marry her suitor in this 

fictional scenario because she is waiting for Aucassin, what she (as the minstrel) actually says is that she 

(as herself) will not marry anyone, no matter who he is. The narrator of the romance was arguably making 

fun of Aucassin and his inability to comprehend social phenomena throughout the story, but here, 

Nicolette is taking over that satiric duty. And in making fun of Aucassin, she implicitly satirizes the 

whole romance paradigm of disguise. Liberated from concerns of fiefdom and inheritance and the proving 

of already established truths, disguise becomes a potentially subversive tool. 

Having established that Nicolette’s relationship to disguise is an empowering one, it is time to 

revisit de Weever’s point that Nicolette’s blackface is a positive performance of her Saracen identity. I 

take Gilbert’s points about Nicolette’s thought process and her apparent self-hatred as a Saracen, but I 

believe that Nicolette is able to use her blackface disguise to such good effect that it could be seen as a 



 

 

 

194 

personal celebration of her identity, even for a brief period. Again, an analogy to the American blackface 

tradition will help. Lott writes that the majority of blackface minstrel performers 

were minor, apolitical theatrical men of the northern artisanate who pursued a newly available 

bourgeois dream of freedom and play by paradoxically coding themselves as “black.” 

Marginalized by temperament, by habit (often alcoholism), by ethnicity, even by sexual 

orientation, these artists immersed themselves in “blackness” to indulge their felt sense of 

difference. It was an avenue that allowed them certain underground privileges (and accrued many 

demerits) which a more legitimate course would not have provided. (51) 

Even though she is white and a convert, Nicolette suffers other marginalizations in the story. For one, she 

is a woman in a romance world where she would normally be expected to play a secondary role. She is 

also of a lower class—a former slave—which leads to antagonism from Aucassin’s father. Therefore she 

resembles these Irish-American blackface minstrels whom Lott describes, in that she has multiple aspects 

to her identity that excludes her from fully participating in the wider French Christian community.22 

Where she differs from the nineteenth-century minstrels is that her blackface symbolizes not only her 

otherness, but something authentic about herself. She has a Saracen heritage, which only makes the 

choice of disguise more meaningful. 

 Nicolette’s disguise is much more radical than any discussed in this chapter so far. Even so, it has 

limits. De Weever, in the passage quoted earlier, notes that Nicolette “sacrifices her new-found identity to 

                                                        
22 Lott identifies Irish-Americans as frequent participants in minstrel shows on page 35 of his 

book. 
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love,” and sure enough, the conservative reassertion of identity is present in this text, where the disguise 

is torn away and the pre-existing social norms return. Valerie Hotchkiss cites Aucassin et Nicolette as an 

example of women disguised as travelling musicians in medieval French texts (Silence is another 

example). Characterizing this type of character as “popular,” she identifies Aucassin et Nicolette as “[t]he 

least complicated example of this type” (86):  

For the female minstrel-rescuers, disguise temporarily inverts the highly gender-conscious Bridal 

Quest. The feminization of the motif would seem to undermine the husband’s status, but several 

devices mitigate the reversal’s impact. First of all, the transgressive woman is always exceedingly 

modest, and furthermore, she speedily returns to her role as obedient wife. In fact, she admits her 

“male” exploits and heroic androgyny only to blunt further threats to her wifely status. (89) 

De Weever and Hotchkiss are right that the radical potential of the disguise is undermined by the re-

integration of the female disguiser into society as a wife. But this shift, while final, is perhaps less 

emphatic than others that we have seen. For one, Nicolette’s act as a minstrel testing her lover does 

indeed invert the Horn-like Bridal Quest, but it does so with power, humour, and effectiveness—and it 

does not deserve to be called uncomplicated. Also, while Nicolette is re-integrated into conservative 

society, the manner in which she does so—and it is through her own agency—serves to blunt the strength 

of the conservative re-assertion.  

Once the disguised Nicolette ascertains Aucassin’s eagerness to see her again, she promises to 

return her to him. Then Nicolette returns to her lodging where she is recognized by an old friend, the 

viscountess. It is worth quoting the whole scene in full, because some of its subtleties in staging are 

interesting when compared to the Bevis romances: 
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Ele se herberga la, si parla a li ant tant qu’ele li gehi son afaire et que le viscontesse le recounut et 

seut bien que c’estoit Nicolete et qu’ele l’avoit norrie; si le fist laver et baignier et sejorner uit jors 

tous plains. 

Si prist une herbe qui avoit non esclaire, si s’en oinst, si fu ausi bele qu’ele avoit onques 

esté a nul jor. Se se vesti de rices dras de soie, dont la dame avoit assés, si s’assist en le canbre sor 

une cueute pointe de drap de soie, si apela la dame et li dist qu’ele alast por Aucassin son ami. Et 

ele si fist, et quant ele vint u palais, si trova Aucassin quit ploroit et regretoit Nicolete s’amie, por 

çou qu’ele demouroit tant; et la dame l’apela[.] (XL.32-45) 

She lodged there, and spoke to her such that she told her story and that the viscountess recognized 

her and knew well that it was Nicolette whom she had raised, and she washed and bathed her, and 

let her rest a full eight days. 

 So Nicolette took an herb called “esclaire” and anointed herself with it, so that she was as 

beautiful as she ever was. She dressed herself in rich silk clothing, of which the lady had enough, 

and sat down in the room on a silk cushion. Then she called the lady and asked that she go for her 

friend Aucassin. And she does so, and when she went to the palace, she found Aucassin crying 

and lamenting for his lover Nicolette, because she delayed too long, and the lady called him. 

They then return to the viscountess’s residence, where Aucassin sees Nicolette in the scene that she has 

carefully staged: “En la camber se sont mis, / la u Nicholete sist” (They went into the chamber, / there 

where Nicolette sat) (XLI.7-8). Just like Josiane, Nicolette (presumably) becomes white again, and 

marries Aucassin, and thus becomes a noble lady who is part of the ruling order. The name “esclaire” 

comes from the Latin exclārāre via the Vulgar Latin exclariāre, and it means “to make bright,” so 

whiteness is strongly implied in its effects. Nicolette’s whole identity—class, gender, and ethnicity—is 

restored to what society expects of it. 
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Still, unlike Josiane, the whole reassertion scene is enacted by Nicolette. She uses her own guile 

to create the meeting, and uses her own, female intermediary to act as a go-between—unlike the male 

Sabaoath. She even creates a staged scene by carefully preparing rich and impressive clothing and props. 

Aucassin, pathetically reduced to crying over his “missing” lover, is ushered in and presented with a 

scene completely under the control of Nicolette. De Weever is surely correct when she writes, citing the 

work of Kevin Brownlee, “Of course, the poet retreats at the end of the chantefable. Nicolette washes off 

the herb juice and is again the white Saracen, now Aucassin’s equal in wealth and appearance, and his 

superior in character since their reunion is the fruit of all her endeavor” (320). Given the comparison with 

the Bevis romances in this chapter, de Weever’s second sentence is worth emphasizing. Nicolette did 

more to bring about the end of the romance than any of the Josiane characters did, and the last impression 

that we have of her is that she is a rich, confident, and capable wife. The ethnic division might be re-

asserted, but the text still communicates an idea of relative feminine equality in the romance. 

 But is the ethnic division really re-asserted? As soon as she uses “esclaire,” she puts on silk 

clothing, and if that was not enough silk, she also sits on a silk cushion. Kinoshita has written about how 

silk from Almería in Muslim Andalusia often appears in medieval French literature, and how its presence 

deconstructs ideas of religious/ethnic incommensurability (“Almería Silk” 167). The text does not say 

where the viscountess’s silks come from, and needless to say, not all silks came from Muslim territory in 

the medieval period. Still, given that Nicolette herself is a Spanish Saracen, I do not believe that the 

connection is that much of a stretch. The rich “canbre” (the word is repeated several times in close 

succession, implying importance) suggests an Orientalized palace. The imagery in this final narrative 

scene raises the question of whether we really have a re-assertion of one value or a harmonization of the 

two cultures. Whereas Josiane, especially in the Old French version, had her disguise cast off never to 

return, Nicolette’s Saracen identity does not seem as violently put aside. Nor does Aucassin seem as 
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controlling a figure as Bevis and his cronies do at the end of the story. The Saracen remains a part of 

Nicolette, able to manifest itself intangibly.  

Conclusion 

 While writing about Anna Deavere Smith’s play Twilight, Anne Anlin Cheng makes some 

interesting observations about racial performativity:  

Because of the social history of black denigration and the theatrical history of minstrelsy, black 

bodies can occupy certain parodic spaces unimaginable for whites today, at least in progressive 

circles. Hence Eddie Murphy can parody aspects of his ‘own’ racial community with very 

different results from a white man. (And who can forget Eddie Murphy’s white-face routine on 

Saturday Night Live?) (184) 

History clearly alters the reactions to, and effects of, racial performance. The differences between 

nineteenth-century and twentieth-century performances are certainly dramatic, but even different 

circumstances within the same body of texts in the medieval period produces notable changes. Gender is 

such a circumstance: the male characters in this chapter adopt Saracen disguises as active events in the 

public world, whereas the female characters have their diguises placed on their bodies, usually passively, 

with the noted exceptions of the Middle-English Josiane and Nicolette. Time and place is another such 

circumstance. The early Old French Boeve de Hamtoune sets the scene by playing with multiple identies, 

a possibility that the Old Norse mostly denies, and the terms of which the Middle-English shifts to talk 

about other identities. In the end, it is Aucassin and Nicolette, playing with the same motifs, that offers 

the most liberating potential in its handling of gender and ethnic identity. The conservative endings to 

these romances seem to bolster the claims of Cohen and Kruger that the medieval view of race and 

ethnicity was firm and unchangeable. However, in quite varying degrees, Bartlett’s idea that medieval 
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ethnicities are flexible at least temporarily holds true. It is an idea that the romance writers were willing to 

play with, but had great difficulty commiting to.  

To understand what it means when the women disguise themselves in these four romances, it is 

necessary to examine the role the men play. In Boeve de Hamtoune, Boeve is a true crusader, using his 

exile as an opportunity to expand Christendom through battle and marriage. His own disguises mirror 

those of the men in The Conquest of Orange, in that they do not alter his body or skin colour. Boeve, his 

allies, and his enemies inhabit a world where men make the social rules. They have the power to change 

their identity just by adjusting received social markers, like language or clothing. However, men impose 

this social order on women, who are forced to receive it passively. When Josiane is disguised, it is to 

make her more exotic and pleasing for men. The same is largely true in Bevis of Hamton, though without 

the crusade context making the differences between Saracen and Christian so important, Josiane is 

allowed a little more power over her appearance. Even in Bevers saga, where the author refuses to 

entertain any possible upsetting of identity, Josuena’s skin colour changes as she blushes and swoons in 

response to Bevers’s words. It is therefore noteworthy that Nicolette’s disguise comes without any male 

influence, and indeed, it is used to beguile the hero. Aucassin is no crusader, and in fact no real warrior at 

all, and his comedic portrayal leaves the space for Nicolette to appear more competent than him. Her 

disguise allows her to expand her gender role and to obtain an identity that she chooses for herself. 

 So, identities can change. But they are always constrained by society’s expectations. For texts 

that have a large investment in the ruling order and its goals, such as the oppression of women and the 

expansion of Christianity, disguises are only allowed to affect identity insofar as the ruling order allows 

it. However, when social norms are relaxed, disguise becomes a more powerful way to exert the identity 

of the user’s choice. Bartlett is correct that ethnic identities can be modified in the Middle Ages, but 
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Cohen and Kruger are right in arguing that these changes do no good: ultimately, the body is the subject 

of power.
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion 

 It is now time to return to the questions I outlined at the beginning of this dissertation. Over the 

course of this study, I have acquired some answers. Why does Rimenhild seem to be unable to recognize 

Horn? Because he has not completed the path of the exile and return hero yet, he has thus not fully 

become Horn. Why do Tristan and Isolde seem to get away with their affair, despite constant detection? 

Because they are able to offer Mark plausible deniability and thus allow him to maintain stability. Why 

does Josiane wear blackface despite being a Saracen? Because it is a way of performing her Saracen 

identity that is acceptable to an audience infused with a crusading ethos. All the characters wearing a 

disguise feel that they are not at home, either literally because they are exiled or because they do not feel 

at home in the social world around them. Their disguises are a symptom of this condition, but often not a 

cure. Which brings me to one last question, which has come up again and again in this dissertation: is 

disguise subversive in thirteenth-century romance? For the most part, my answer throughout this 

dissertation is no, it is not. Disguise has no effect on the noble identity of Havelok or Horn in Le Roman 

de Horne, it is unable to rescue Tristan and Isolde from the court’s hegemony in Beroul’s Le Roman de 

Tristan, Sir Tristrem or Tristrams saga, and it is an imposed, masculine fantasy of Saraceness for Josiane 

in Boeve de Hamtoune and Bevis of Hampton. Yet, there appear to be occasions where the distinction 

between “natural” identity and “disguised” identity are at least somewhat murky. Horn in King Horn, 

while still realizing an idealized noble identity, clearly struggles to build that identity through effort, 

including using disguise. Spes manages to direct Thorstein through a disguise trick that preserves her 

integrity and frees her from her husband. Nicolette moves from the status of slave to that of a princess 

upon discovering her true identity, and she performs that identity in disguise as a Saracen minstrel. 
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 To exemplify the overall trend of how ideas of inherent nobility come to be re-asserted, and how 

the challenges to them seem to still reside on the periphery, it is worthwhile to turn to the Roman de 

Silence. No work on disguise in thirteenth-century romance would be complete without at least some 

reference to it. The romance’s remarkable story of a woman who cross-dresses and becomes a knight, 

while the allegorized figures of Nature and Nurture argue over the implications, is a test case for medieval 

ideas of gender. Silence relates the tale of a king of England named Eban, who denies women the right to 

inherit. A noble couple therefore decides to raise their girl, who is named Silence, as a boy. Their ruse 

works, and when the girl reaches adulthood, Silence makes up her own mind to live life as a man, 

becoming a minstrel and then a knight. He (the narrator uses the masculine pronoun to refer to Silence 

while he is disguised) ends up serving in King Eban’s court but is put into danger when Queen Eufeme 

falls in love with him. He refuses her advances, and the Queen, out of revenge, accuses Silence of rape, 

and he must prove himself by accomplishing the seemingly impossible quest of capturing Merlin and 

bringing him back to court. Silence succeeds, but Merlin uses his prophetic powers to see the truth and 

reveals Silence’s disguise and Eufeme’s lie to everyone. King Eban repeals his prohibition against female 

inheritance, executes his wife, and marries Silence instead, who thenceforth lives as a demure lady. 

As mentioned in the first chapter, my idea of a “conservative reassertion of innate identity” that 

happens at the end of romances of exile and return derives, in part, from Jane Tolmie’s reading of Silence. 

The romance ends with Silence losing her disguise and living a domestic life as a Queen, which 

seemingly gives the victory to Nature and destroys any hope that gender can be subverted. However, 

Tolmie argues, “the end of hostilities does not retroactively erase all of the possibilities opened up in the 

course of the romance; once again our attention is drawn to what cannot be unsaid or undone”  (“Sewing 

Chamber” 19). In other words, the disruptive moments of the romance survive despite the ending. On a 

certain level, Le Roman de Silence embraces the paradigm set up by Le Roman de Horne, only more 
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aggressively. Both romances feature a noble person who has to don a disguise to claim inheritance, and 

while that disguise at first seems to challenge an essentialist notion of identity, it ends up by having 

Silence incorporated firmly into a patriarchal order as a gender-conforming wife. She has her land and 

inheritance, and in fact becomes queen of an entire country, but ultimately her husband has the final say 

in how the land is run. But, as with all the romances of exile and return, getting back the land is only one 

part of the equation: it is also necessary to get a spouse to secure the inheritance. Silence gets a spouse 

too, but not through disguise. Her disguise, in fact, delays a possible marriage to Eban or some other 

worthy male noble. Actually, in adopting a disguise, Silence carves out an identity unique to herself, one 

that is not beholden to medieval norms of control. Her gender, job, and position are all radically her 

choice. This delay in the ending proves that gender identity is not fixed, just as the hero’s ability in King 

Horn to move so seamlessly between classes proves that there is no essential difference between peasant 

and noble. In the Havelok romances and in Le Roman de Horne, the narrator stages various interventions 

to undermine this message: in the one case, disguise is a rare occurrence that does little to mitigate the 

fact that Havelok has divine signs inscribed on his body, and in Le Roman de Horne, the narrator is at 

pains to constantly emphasize Horn’s innate nobility. The lack of narration in King Horn, however, leaves 

only the bare bones of the story. And the story is one of transgression between medieval castes, regardless 

of the ending. 

The hope for Nurture in Silence fades quite quickly at the end. Silence is exposed by his greatest 

triumph, that of capturing Merlin. Eufeme suggested that to Eban that the quest of capturing Merlin 

would serve as an ideal punishment for allegedly attempting to rape her, as Merlin had said that he could 

only ever be captured by a woman (6179). Eufeme, of course, believes that Silence is a man and therefore 

would effectively be permanently exiled while trying to seize Merlin, but equally obviously, Silence is 

successful because she is biologically a woman. Silence easily passes the test through trickery, or rather, 
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genuinely passes the test and (at least temporarily) escapes the implications of the test through trickery. In 

this way, Silence’s test is similar to the trials undergone by Isolde in various Tristan romances. Isolde is 

guilty of infidelity, and Silence is innocent of rape, but the guilt or innocence of both characters is less 

important than the consequences of the tests for the respective courts. Isolde’s successful completion of 

her trial empowers King Mark because it allows the court to present itself as governed by a stable, loving 

relationship between the King and the Queen. Silence’s victory in capturing Merlin, however, exposes the 

Queen as a liar, though the court is arguably strengthened by the removal of Eufeme and the installation 

of the upright Silence as the Queen. Neither Isolde nor Silence are able to maintain their trickery 

indefinitely, as the all-seeing eyes of the patriarchal system catch them: the jealous courtiers in the case of 

Isolde, and Merlin in the case of Silence. Still, the ending is not the whole story. The multiple Tristan 

romances invariably present Isolde as disadvantaged by the court, but to varying degrees. In some cases, 

like in Beroul’s version or in Sir Tristrem, Isolde survives only to be forced into secrecy again. Tristrams 

saga, however, presents her as someone who is more competent in managing the court’s system, and in 

the Spesar þáttr of Grettis saga, a character similar to Isolde is actually able to use trickery to defeat the 

political system and ensure her continued life and happiness.  

Rimenhild’s role was to recognize, or not recognize, the hero in disguise, and Isolde’s was to 

create the disguise herself. In both cases, their relationship to the disguise has to do with their relationship 

to the man wearing it, but in the Bevis romances, Josiane wears the disguise herself. Yet, wearing the 

disguise does not necessarily make for more equal circumstances with regards to the hero. Josiane in 

Boeve de Hamtoune and in Bevis of Hampton puts on blackface to pass undetected while looking for 

Beves, but she still has to largely rely on the protection of men to accomplish this goal. Moreover, the 

blackface disguise is an enactment of her Saracen identity that appeals to the crusading ethos. Josiane 

cannot win: she is white enough to be desirable to a romance hero, but Saracen enough to be conquered 
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by him. However, Nicolette’s Saracen disguise comes about from her own free will, and it feels like an 

act of authentic self-expression. Similarly, Silence paradoxically comes closer to her identity when she is 

disguised. Silence cross-dresses so that she can claim her inheritance as a man, in contrast to the exile and 

return heroes who disguise themselves strategically to regain their inheritances, but remove their disguises 

to acquire it in the end. For Silence and Nicolette, what began as a way of correcting an injustice became 

a way to actualize their identities. 

When it comes to exile, it is not the destination, but the journey that matters. Romances take place 

in fantastic worlds that act out the fantasies of the cultures that produce them. As is the case in popular 

culture today, those fantasies are often those of the powers that be, namely, that class, gender, and ethnic 

identity are innate and that any subversion of these identities are temporary and illusory. But sometimes, 

the fantasies are those of the people who suffer from oppression. In the Middle Ages, as now, it is 

impossible to hide the compromises they have to make just to stay alive. But it is also difficult to hide—

or disguise—the little bit of hope that comes with being an exiled outsider looking in, through a mask, 

safe and sound from the forces that bind us. 
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