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ABSTRACT 
 

 

 

Sir Tristrem is the earliest English versions of the Tristan and Isolde story, and it is the 

only rendition that presents its protagonist as an English hero. The romance’s many markers of 

Englishness become even more legible in the manuscript context of the poem. With its singular 

appearance in the Auchinleck Manuscript, National Library of Scotland, Advocates’ MS.19.2.1 

(c.1330), Sir Tristrem and the deeds of its eponymous hero become inscribed in the Matter of 

England. Because this is the only medieval instance of the poem, this study of national identity in 

Sir Tristrem must be contextualized within its literary tradition and its manuscript context. 

When judged against the courtly standards as represented in Thomas’ Tristran and 

Gottfried’s Tristan, the Middle English Sir Tristrem pales in comparison. But this comparison 

assumes that the anonymous Middle English poet was participating in the same courtly narrative 

tradition as Thomas and Gottfried. In my study of the poem, I argue that the Tristrem poet 

purposefully rejects the courtly tradition. In reducing the emphasis on emotional responses and 

focusing instead on land rights and public performance, Sir Tristrem blends the courtly Tristan 

narratives with the tales of English heroes. Tristrem travels to Ermonie to win back his heritage. 

In avenging the death of his father, Tristrem behaves like the famous English heroes Havelok, 

Guy, and Boeve, but his story differs from theirs because of Tristrem’s inability to settle down 

and establish a dynasty. The only way to secure an inheritance is by transmitting it to the next 

generation. Despite his marriage to Ysonde of the White Hands, Tristrem never fathers any 

children. His only recourse is to establish a new dynasty, one not related to him by blood: the 

dynasty of his foster father Rohand and his sons. This argument that Sir Tristrem participates in 

the English hero tradition finds support in the manuscript evidence of the Auchinleck MS. The 

manuscript compiler has selected five English hero romances—Guy of Warwick (couplets), Guy 

of Warwick (stanzas), Reinbroun (the romance of Guy's son), Sir Beues of Hamtoun, and Horn 

Childe and Maiden Rimnild—and may have selected Sir Tristrem because of its narrative 

similarities to them. The manuscript context of Sir Tristrem helps its eponymous hero gain 

recognition as a tragic exiled-and-returned English hero. The Auchinleck manuscript 

appropriates Sir Tristrem into the Matter of England romances—tales that narrate a history of the 

nation and were read by fourteenth-century audiences as history or glimpses into the past. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
TOWARDS A CONTEXTUALIZATION OF SIR TRISTREM 

 

 

 

Sir Tristrem (c.1300-1330) is one of the earliest English versions of the Tristan and 

Isolde story, and it is the only rendition that presents its protagonist as an English hero. The 

romance’s many markers of Englishness become even more legible in the manuscript context of 

the poem. With its singular appearance in the Auchinleck Manuscript, National Library of 

Scotland, Advocates’ MS.19.2.1 (c.1330), a book that has been described as “a handbook of the 

nation,”
1
 Sir Tristrem and the deeds of its eponymous hero become inscribed in the Matter of 

England. This 3,345-line Middle English poem is untitled and bears no mark of authorship, 

though later editions label it Sir Tristrem.
2
 Because this is the only medieval instance of the 

poem, this study of national identity in Sir Tristrem must be contextualized within its literary 

tradition and its manuscript context.  

The literary tradition Sir Tristrem is often associated with is the Thomas of Britain strand 

of the Tristan cycle. Unfortunately, most of Thomas’ poem has now been lost, so I have had to 

adopt the strategy practiced by many scholars: I utilize Gottfried von Strassbourg’s German 

version to approximate the lost portions of Thomas’ work.
3
 Both Gottfried and the anonymous 

Middle English poet adapted the material available to them (but unfortunately not to us) in 

Thomas’ poem while translating it into German and English, respectively. Therefore, in my first 

chapter, I analyze the similarities and differences between the two poets’ approaches to 

developing a private identity for their protagonists. Through this comparative analysis of what 

feelings, thoughts, and emotions have been redacted, I seek to establish the editorial theory of the 

anonymous Middle English poet. I conclude my close reading with an assessment that the 

Tristrem poet is doing something different with the courtois Tristan legend, focusing more on the 

                                                 
1 Thorlac Turville-Petre, England the Nation: Language, Literature, and National Identity, 1290-1340. (New York: 

Oxford UP, 1996), 112. 
2 All line number citations for Sir Tristrem refer to the following edition Sir Tristrem, in Lancelot of the Laik and Sir 

Tristrem, ed. Alan Lupack, TEAMS edition (Kalamazoo, Medieval Institute Publications, 1994), 143-277. Also 

available in electronic format on the TEAMS website at <http://www.lib.rochester.edu/camelot/teams/tristfrm.htm>. 
3 For clarity, throughout my work I will refer to the Middle English characters as “Tristrem” and “Ysonde” to 

conform to the spelling most frequently used by the Tristrem poet. Wherever the Thomas text is available, I will use 

his spelling for the two main characters “Tristran” and “Ysolt.” I will be using Gottfried’s spelling of “Tristan” and 

“Isolde” when discussing his work and the Tristan cycle in general. 
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hero’s public responsibilities than on detailing his sensibility. In my second chapter, I analyze the 

public image of the Tristrem character, this time paying close attention to the hero’s connection 

to land. I compare the development of Tristrem to other orphaned and disinherited heroes such as 

Cligés and Havelok. This reading reveals the hero’s attachment to the land of England as well as 

a literary framework of exiled-and-returned heroes. In my last chapter, “the textual sphere,” I 

look at Sir Tristrem in its manuscript context, analyzing its placement and comparing his story to 

that of other English heroes included in the Auchinleck manuscript. 

Most scholars agree that the Middle English Sir Tristrem was modeled after the Anglo- 

Norman text by Thomas of Britain. However, since we do not have the first five-sixths of 

Thomas’ narrative, the only comparison I can make is between Sir Tristrem and other recensions 

of Thomas that do preserve these missing sections. Gottfried von Strassburg’s German Tristan is 

the most complete extant recension of Thomas and provides the most reliable manuscript 

transmission history, which I will discuss in the following section. When comparing the two 

texts, one can see that the Middle English poet followed the outline of Gottfried’s version, from 

establishing Mark as King of England (this is consistent with Thomas’ treatment and differs from 

Béroul’s insistence on locating the tale in Cornwall), to the wedding night bed trick episode, and 

down to Mark’s vow never to take a wife—a vow that does not appear in any other known 

version.
4
 What also becomes evident is that the Middle English poet decided to minimize 

emotional outbursts from Tristrem—narrative devices that are abundant in Gottfried’s and in 

Thomas’ work—when describing his connections to father figures. Having stripped Tristrem of 

outward emotional attachments to people (all except to his beloved Ysonde, and even that is 

minimal), the poet brings to the forefront Tristrem’s public attachments, actions, and 

responsibilities. This shift in emphasis from private to public aspects of identity construction is a 

primary characteristic of English hero romances. As Susan Crane explains in her seminal work 

Insular Romance: Politics, Faith, and Culture in Anglo-Norman and Middle English Literature: 

The romances of English heroes…examine the centralizing political belief that 

national interest must be sustained above all. These works draw on chronicle and 

epic for conviction, validity, and heroic scale, yet construct a world in which self-

advancement is in consonance with defense of the community. In securing his 

lineal rights the English hero secures the nation; his strength is not simply military 

                                                 
4 This vow may have been present in Thomas’ Tristran, but the extant manuscript fragments do not support this 

claim. Therefore, I will be making claims about this vow only as it appears in Gottfried’s Tristan and in Sir Tristrem. 

A thorough discussion of the vow and its implications can be found in Chapter 2. 
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but rests in the strength of law, custom, and justice. Rather than functioning as 

‘ancestral’ demonstrations of a single family’s merit, the romances of English 

heroes generate an ideal of achievement that responds broadly to the feudal 

situation of the insular barony.
5
 

 

My reading of Sir Tristrem identifies these insular issues in the romance and addresses the 

national significance of Tristrem’s public actions. In a series of public performances, Tristrem’s 

actions connect him to his mother’s English heritage and revolve around securing land 

possession and his baronial rights in the manner of English heroes described above. Since 

displays of emotional attachment are a characteristic trope of courtly romance (romans courtois), 

in redacting such displays the Tristrem poet breaks convention with courtly romance and inserts 

Tristrem into the realm of English hero narratives. In doing so, he is attempting to establish 

Tristrem as a disinherited and ultimately doomed English hero. This merging of narrative strands 

becomes especially evident in the manuscript context of the Auchinleck MS. All of the items in 

this now-famous manuscript are written in English, and many of the items highlight the English 

heritage of their protagonists. More importantly, the manuscript contains five large romances of 

English heroes, and a chronicle that historicizes their actions. Guy of Warwick (couplets, item 

22), Guy of Warwick (stanzas, item 23), Reinbroun (the romance of Guy's son, item 24), Sir 

Beues of Hamtoun (item 25), and Horn Childe and Maiden Rimnild (item 41)
6
 are all romances 

that are included in the Auchinleck MS and all participate in the English hero tradition. The 

Anonymous Short English Metrical Chronicle (item 40), also known as Liber Regum Anglie, 

places these heroes in a historical context and gives their achievements a historically national 

impact. In the manuscript, Sir Tristrem (item 37) is preceded by the textual block of the first four 

English hero romances (items 23-25) and is followed by the chronicle (item 40) and the romance 

of Horn (item 41). When reading Sir Tristrem in the context of these English hero romances and 

a chronicle that underscores their historicity, the narrative correspondences emerge. These 

romances of English heroes provide a narrative pattern for the Tristrem poet to emulate in his 

attempt to claim Tristan as a hero who fought for England. This narrative correspondence 

                                                 
5 Susan Crane, Insular Romance: Politics, Faith, and Culture in Anglo-Norman and Middle English Literature (Los 

Angeles: University of California Press, 1986), 12. 
6 For the contents of the Auchinleck MS I refer to the Auchinleck Manuscript Project available at 

http://www.nls.uk/auchinleck. It was originally created by David Burnley and Alison Wiggins in 2000 in association 

with The National Library of Scotland. This digital version of the Auchinleck MS, complete with digital facsimiles 

and transcriptions, became available to the public in 2003. I have included this list, adding item numbers, in Chapter 

3. 
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between the romances may also have served as a reason why the Middle English Sir Tristrem 

was chosen for inclusion in the Auchinleck MS.
7
 

 

An Overview of the Tristan Narrative and Major Narrative Strands 
 

 

To begin my discussion of the narrative changes introduced by the Tristrem poet, I would 

like to provide a brief summary of the courtly narrative as established by Thomas, Gottfried, and 

Béroul: 

Tristan’s story begins with a narrative of his parents’ romance and the sad nature 

of his birth and ends with the tragic death of both Tristan and Isolde. His parents 

meet at Mark’s Court in England, conceive Tristan out of wedlock, then flee from 

England together, and marry in secret. His father dies in battle over a land dispute 

and his mother dies in childbirth soon afterwards. Her dying wish is that her son 

be named ‘Tristan’ as a physical manifestation of her sadness. Orphaned at birth, 

Tristan is left without a home and is placed in the care of a trusted servant who 

conceals his identity from him. After being kidnapped and abandoned by pirates 

at the age of fifteen, Tristan makes his way to King Mark’s Court and eventually 

learns about his parentage. Mark turns out to be his uncle—his mother’s brother. 

Upon learning about the man who killed his father, Tristan returns to his 

homeland, kills Morgan, restores his birthright, entrusts it into the care of his 

foster father, and returns to England to be with his uncle. Back in England, he 

gains fame by defeating Morholt of Ireland, after which Mark pronounces him his 

heir.
8
 But Morholt wounds Tristan with a poisoned spear, so Tristan places his 

fate in the sea, sailing away from England in a rudderless boat. He arrives in 

Ireland where he disguises his identity and receives healing treatment from the 

queen. Tristan endears himself to the Irish court with his skills as a harp player. 

The same skills allow him to spend time with Isolde while teaching her music. 

After he is healed, Tristan brings news of her beauty back to Cornwall. At the 

insistence of the barons and against his earlier vow to Tristan, King Mark decides 

that he wants Isolde for his wife. Tristan goes back to Ireland to fetch the bride. 

On the voyage back, Tristan and Isolde drink a love potion, which was supposed 

to be a wedding present for King Mark, and consummate their love. Isolde’s 

                                                 
7 For detailed discussion of the history of the Auchinleck manuscript and its compilation see A. J. Bliss, “Notes on 

the Auchinleck Manuscript,” Speculum 26, no. 4 (Oct. 1951): 652-658; Sir Orfeo. Ed. by A. J. Bliss 2nd edition, 

Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1966; Laura Hibbard Loomis, “The Auchinleck MS and a Possible London Bookshop of 

1330-1340.” PMLA (1942): 595-627; Timothy A. Shonk, “A Study of the Auchinleck Manuscript: Bookmen and 

Bookmaking in the Early Fourteenth Century,” Speculum 60, no. 1 (Jan. 1985): 71-91; Murray J.  Evans, Reading 

Middle English Romance: Manuscript Layout, Decoration, and the Rhetoric of Composite Structure, Buffalo: 

McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1995. 
8 In Gottfried’s Tristan, Mark makes Tristan his heir upon hearing about their relationship and before Tristan sets off 

for his father’s homeland. This narrative placement of the vow explains why Tristan comes back to England instead 

of staying in Parmenie. In the Middle English poem, Mark pronounces Tristrem as his heir in gratitude for 

Tristrem’s service to England. His appointment as heir to the land becomes meritorious and a recognition of service 

to the nation. 
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waiting woman, the virginal Brangane, takes Isolde’s place in the marriage bed to 

conceal Isolde’s shame. Tristan and Isolde continue to see each other behind 

Mark’s back. A harper comes to town and manages to extract a hasty promise 

from Mark that grants him Isolde as payment for his musical stylings. Mark keeps 

his promise this time and hands Isolde over to the stranger. Tristan rescues her by 

proving himself a better harp player. He then restores the queen to Mark. The 

lovers continue their affair until some jealous barons publicly accuse them. The 

lovers escape to the woods, where they live for a long time (for three years, 

according to Béroul) until they are discovered by King Mark in an 

uncompromising position: he finds them sleeping, fully clothed and not touching, 

with Tristan’s naked sword lying between them. Isolde reconciles with her 

husband after she stages a clever defense of her chastity, but Tristan remains 

banished from Mark’s court. He travels abroad, engaging in random acts of 

knightly prowess, and eventually marries a young maiden called Isolde of the 

White Hands, although both Gottfried and Thomas insist that Tristan never 

consummates his marriage. In the end, the romance comes full circle to another 

poison wound. As Tristan lies dying, he calls for Isolde to come to him from 

across the sea and cure him. He asks his messenger to raise white sails on the 

voyage back if he succeeds in persuading Isolde to come to his aid, and black sails 

if he fails. His wife, Isolde of the White Hands, overhears the message and lies to 

Tristan when she spots white sails on the horizon. Disappointed in his love, 

Tristan dies of a broken heart. Arriving too late, Isolde dies of a broken heart as 

well.
9
  

 

The anonymous Middle English Sir Tristrem includes all of these details, except for the final 

episode with the sails, which may have been lost because of the damage to the manuscript.
10

 The 

poem ends abruptly at the second poison wound. Sir Walter Scott completed the poem in his 

nineteenth-century edition by adapting the sail incident from the medieval French materials, 

emulating the language and style of the Middle English poet.
11

 

The above-described tragic love story of Tristan and Isolde “flourished first in the British 

Isles, France, and Germany, countries where its appeal has remained most enduring, then quickly 

spread to Italy, the Iberian Peninsula, Scandinavia, and well beyond, for there are even early 

                                                 
9 This summary is mine, based on works of Thomas, Gottfried, and Beroul. 
10 An entire folio that once contained the conclusion of Sir Tristrem and the beginning of Sir Orfeo is now missing 

from the manuscript. There is only a thin stub left, where someone carefully cut out a folio. It probably contained a 

miniature or some other pictographic introduction for Sir Orfeo. These two pages were not included in the foliation 

(and later pagination) of the manuscript. Murray J. Evans, 96. 
11 Sir Tristrem: A Metrical Romance of the Thirteenth Century by Thomas of Erceldoune, Called The Rhymer. 

Edited from the Auchinleck Ms by Walter Scott, Esq. 2nd Edition. Edinburgh: Printed for Archibald Constable and 

Co.; and Longman, Hurst, Rees, and Orme. Printed by James Ballantyne & Co. Paternoster Row, London: 1806. Sir 

Walter Scott’s original ending has become an integral part of critical editions of Sir Tristrem. All subsequent 

editions reprint Scott’s ending to the poem (with the exception of the digital facsimile). 
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versions in Czech and Byelorussian.”
12

 Although scholars would like to label the story itself as 

Celtic, there are no known Celtic versions of Tristan and Isolde that could easily be identified as 

the ur-texts. Out of the dozens of versions, scholars have recognized the following four as the 

most influential narratives: Béroul’s The Romance of Tristan (French, 1150-1190), Marie de 

France’s Chevrefeuille (French, 1160s), Thomas of Britain’s Tristran (Anglo-Norman, 1170-

1175), and Gottfried von Strassburg’s Tristan (German, c.1210). These are not the origins of the 

stories, and neither are they complete versions of the tale. Each version contains some episodes 

that overlap, some that make singular appearances, and some that hint at episodes not included. 

Romance scholars have attempted to reconstruct the transmission history of the Tristan legend, 

and the following is a possible map of the narrative strands as presented by C. E. Pickford: 

There seems to have been written, probably fairly early in the twelfth century, a 

romance of Tristan, often referred to as the estoire, a term which Béroul uses. Of 

this work four or possibly five primary versions survive, namely: (i) the French 

poem by Béroul (to which is closely related the German version by Eilhart von 

Oberg); (ii) the French [Anglo-Norman] poem by Thomas (from which derive 

the translation by Gottfried von Strassburg, the Middle English Sir Tristrem, 
and the Scandinavian Saga); (iii) an episodic poem in which Tristan feigns 

madness and relates his life story (the Folie Tristan preserved in the Berne 

manuscript); and (iv) the French prose romance of Tristan from which derive a 

long section in the English Arthuriad of Sir Thomas Malory and the Italian Tavola 

Ritonda, as well as Portuguese, Spanish and Russian versions.
13

 

 

According to the above schema, the Middle English poem derives from Thomas' Anglo-Norman 

version and so does Gottfried's German version. Béroul’s is a separate Old French strand. The 

anonymous French Prose Tristan (1250-1275) represents yet another Old French strand and 

attaches episodes to the Tristan legend that are not present in either Béroul or Thomas. It proved 

to be the most popular French version of the romance both in manuscript and in print.
14

 

Conspicuously absent from the above schema is Marie de France’s Chevrefeuille. Her 118-line 

poem represents a lyrical treatment of the legend, cast in the style of a Breton lai, and one that 

does not necessarily adhere to a specific narrative pattern. 

Béroul’s version is preserved imperfectly in a single manuscript, Bibliothèque Nationale 

in Paris, Fr. 2171. Of this version “only the middle section of 4485 lines from the rendez-vous 

                                                 
12 Joan Tasker Grimbert, introduction to Tristan and Isolde: A Casebook (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1995, 

xiii-cii),  xiii. 
13 C. E. Pickford, “Introductory Note,” in Tristan 1489 (London, Scholar Press, 1978), i, emphasis mine. 
14 The Prose Tristan survives in 75 manuscripts, and “eight editions [of it] were published [in France] in the fifteenth 

and sixteenth centuries.” Joan Tasker Grimbert, xxxviii. 
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epie to the killing of Godoine survives.”
15

 Major beginning and ending sequences are missing, 

posing many textual and linguistic problems, which fall outside the scope of this study. I will 

address a literary reason why this text is not of interest to me in this project. In this version, Mark 

is the King of Cornwall, whose lands are quite separate from Arthur’s, who rules as the King of 

England and holds court at Isneldone. Both Mark and by extension Tristan are Cornish, not 

English. Peter S. Noble suggests that Béroul’s “work is very localised in Cornwall with which he 

[Béroul] shows great familiarity.”
16

 The text also suggests that Mark is not as great a ruler as 

Arthur. Mark’s inferior status is emphasized in the scene of Yseut’s vindication and her 

ambiguous oath. When accused of adultery, the Queen refuses to defend herself in front of the 

men of Cornwall. Instead, she demands that King Arthur and his English knights be present at 

her trial in case she needs to seek their help afterwards:  

If I gave my oath, sire, in your court [she is addressing Mark here] in the presence 

of your people [Mark’s barons], three days will not pass before they would be 

saying that they wanted another defence…If they want me to swear an oath, or if 

they want a trial by ordeal, let them fix a time—they cannot make any ordeal so 

harsh that I will not undergo it. At the appointed time and place I will have King 

Arthur and his household; if I exculpate myself in his presence, then if anyone 

seeks to calumniate me afterwards, those who have witnessed my defence would 

come to my protection against any Cornishman or Saxon. For that reason I should 

be glad if they were there to see my defence with their own eyes. If King Arthur is 

there, and Gawain his courteous nephew, Gerflet and Kay the Seneschal, the king 

has a hundred vassals who will not be false concerning what they hear and who 

would fight against calumnies. Sire, it will be to everyone’s advantage if I can 

make my defence before them. The Cornish are slanderers and treacherous in 

many ways.
17

 

 

In her long speech, Yseut reveals the hierarchy between the two courts. She wants Arthur’s 

English presence to protect her from the untrustworthy Cornishmen. Thus, Béroul’s romance 

distinguishes between a Cornish and an English identity, and implies that the English nation is 

superior. Tristan here is a Cornish hero, not an English one. This is the most significant narrative 

reason why I exclude Béroul’s story from my study of English identity. 

                                                 
15 Peter S. Noble, “The Early French Tristan Poems,” in The Growth of the Tristan  and Iseut Legend in Wales, 

England, and Germany. Phillipa Hardman et al, 33-54, Studies in Medieval Literature, vol. 24 (Lewiston: The 

Edwin Mellen Press, 2003), 33. 
16 Peter S. Noble, 36. He cites Edith M.R. Ditmas and Oliver Padel in support of this assertion. Edith M.R. Ditmas, 

unpublished paper delivered at the York meeting of the British Branch of the International Arthurian Society in 

1977; Oliver Padel, “The Cornish Background of the Tristan Stories,” Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies no. 1 

(1981): 55-81. 
17 Béroul, The Romance of Tristan, trans. Alan S. Fedrick. (New York: Penguin Books, 1970), 120. 
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The second strand, the one exemplified by Thomas of Britain, known in French as 

Thomas d’Angleterre, is the only strand that provides an English identity to both Mark and 

Tristan. The three medieval narratives that are based on his treatment of the legend place Mark 

on the English throne and depict Tristan as a hero who fights for England. Thomas’ romance, 

however, survives in a fragmentary form in several manuscripts, none of which contain more 

than one sixth of the entire narrative. “The most substantial single fragment is Oxford, Bodleian 

Library, MS Douce d. 6 (which also contains the closely related Folie Tristan d’Oxford), but 

almost as much text is contained in the two fragments from the collection of the Revd Walter 

Sneyd (now Bodleian Library, MS French d. 16).”
18

 Smaller fragments of this work are spread 

out between a private collection in Turin, Cambridge University Library MS Dd. 15. 12, and the 

Carlisle Cathedral Library (known as the Carlisle fragment). One fragment of four leaves 

perished in a fire at the Protestant Seminary in Strasbourg in 1870. The textual and material 

evidence from these fragments indicates the existence of at least six twelfth-century manuscripts 

of Thomas. The narrative style of the extant pieces provides enough evidence to deduce Thomas’ 

impetus for the entire narrative: “The fragments of his text that have survived—some 3200 

octosyllables—contain 500 lines of inner monologue, 900 lines of inner dialogue, and 350 lines 

of authorial analysis. The psychology of the individual lover and the abstract, philosophical 

analysis of the nature of love make up the larger portion of the romance.”
19

 This analytical 

categorization of the surviving text indicates the interests of the poet who calls himself Thomas 

of Britain, which are mainly introspective and emotional. Most of the literary scholarship on 

Thomas and his treatment of courtoisie praises his ability to capture human emotions in the 

characters who suffer for love.  

Three medieval narratives are based on Thomas’ work: Gottfried’s Tristan in High 

German, the anonymous Middle English Sir Tristrem, and Tristrams saga ok Isondar in Old 

Norse. In his discussion of Thomas’ manuscripts, Roger Middleton interpolates the existence of 

three additional manuscripts—one in Germany, one in England, and one in Scandinavia—from 

the close textual connection between Thomas and his German, English, and Norse translations.
20

 

                                                 
18 Roger Middleton, “The Manuscripts,” in The Arthur of the French: The Arthurian Legend in Medieval French and 

Occitan Literature, ed. Glyn S. Burgess and Karen Pratt, 8-92, Arthurian Literature in the Middle Ages Series, vol. 

IV (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2006), 14. 
19 William Calin, The French Tradition and the Literature of Medieval England (Buffalo: University of Toronto 

Press, 1994), 50. 
20 Roger Middleton, 14. 
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We have no material evidence, however, to support this theory. Of these three so-called 

translations, Gottfried’s Tristan and Tristrams saga are supposed to be closer to Thomas’ text, at 

least in date of composition. There are problems, however, with the manuscript transmission of 

the Tristrams saga. Although it is supposed to have been translated (or adapted) in 1226 into 

Norwegian by Brother Robert for King Hakon Hakonarson of Norway, “The earliest surviving 

complete manuscript, AM 543 4to, is from the late seventeenth century; the two other extant 

paper copies are from the seventeenth and the eighteenth centuries. Five leaves survive from two 

fifteenth-century manuscripts.”
21

 Such disparity between the dates of composition and 

compilation of the manuscript renders any textual claims about the saga and its relationship to 

Thomas unverifiable. The composition date for Gottfried’s Tristan theoretically predates the saga 

and places the German poem around 1210, which represents at least a 50-year remove from 

Thomas’ work. The sheer volume of manuscript data on Gottfried’s Tristan makes the 

transmission history more reliable than that of the Norse saga. Although his poem is incomplete 

(it is missing an ending), “There are fourteen complete manuscripts of Tristan (this figure 

includes three now lost) and twenty-one fragments from seventeen manuscripts. They date from 

the thirteenth to the fifteenth century, with two peaks of production, one around the end of the 

thirteenth and the beginning of the fourteenth century and the other in the fifteenth century.”
22

 

This relatively large number of manuscripts indicates the popularity and availability of 

Gottfried’s Tristan. The literary focus of his text is also closer to Thomas’ emotionally loaded 

romance. Today, Gottfried’s version is the one most frequently used to approximate the lost text 

of Thomas. 

The literary quality of the Tristram saga makes it both similar to the Middle English Sir 

Tristrem and discredits it from a comparison with it for the same reason. As Alison Finlay notes 

in her comparative study of the saga with the text of Thomas available in the Carlisle fragment: 

“Comparison of the saga with the existing fragments of Thomas shows that the Norwegian 

version is generally a trustworthy guide to narrated events, but that the sophisticated articulation 

of emotional interiority, developed at length by Thomas and still further elaborated by Gottfried, 

                                                 
21 Alison Finlay, “‘Intolerable Love’: Tristrams Saga and the Carlisle Tristan Fragment,” Medium Ævum 73, no. 2 

(2004): 205-24, quotation found in footnote 2, p. 221. 
22 Mark Chinca, “Tristan Narratives from the High to the Late Middle Ages,” in The Arthur of the Germans: The 

Arthurian Literature in Medieval German and Dutch Literature, ed. W.H. Jackson and S.A. Ranawake, 117-134, 

Arthurian Literature in the Middle Ages Series, vol. III (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2000), 121. 
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is severely pruned.”
23

 Numerous scholars have observed a similar redaction of emotional and 

psychological descriptions in Sir Tristrem. My study very much relies on these redacted spaces 

where Tristrem appears to have been stripped of emotion. If I compare Sir Tristrem to the 

already pruned Norse version, I may be able to find some similarities and/or differences (places 

where one version edits more or less than the other), but these results will yield conclusions only 

about these two texts (if any at all); the results will not be able to tell me anything about the 

editorial impetus of the Tristrem poet. To determine his editorial theory, I need to compare the 

text of Sir Tristrem with a text that still contains Thomas’ emotionally charged language. This 

text only survives in Gottfried’s Tristan. Because only the end portion of Thomas’ work survives 

today—which happens to coincide with the portion that is missing from Sir Tristrem due to 

manuscript damage and from Gottfried’s text supposedly due to the death of the author—I will 

not be consulting Thomas’ work in as much detail in this project. I will, however, look briefly at 

the text of the Carlisle fragment of Thomas and the parallel episode in both Gottfried’s Tristan 

and in the anonymous Middle English poem as this is one of the few textual spaces that overlap 

in all three works. The episode in question is the famous wedding night bed trick, where 

Brangane goes to Mark’s bed instead of Isolde. 

The Carlisle fragment of Thomas indicates that the substitution plot was not designed by 

the lovers ahead of time. It was a last minute decision, made in haste and desperation: 

Ysolt esteit de gran[t saveir],  Ysolt was an extremely [clever woman. 

Es chambres vient [cuntre le seir];  As evening approaches], she enters the royal 

apartments, 

Dan Tristran la ten[t par la main]. with lord Tristan leading her [by the hand]. 

A conseil apelent Br[anguain]:  They call Brangain for a private conversation: 

Tendrement plor[e Ysolt et prie]  weeping with emotion, [Yseut begs her 

Que cele nuit ly fac[e aie]  to help] her deal that night with the king 

Vers le rey en lu [de reine]  by taking her place [as his queen],
24

 

Pur ce qu'il la siet a [meschine]  for she knows that Brangain is [still a virgin] 

N'ele n'est mie p[ucele].  whereas she herself no longer is. 

Tant enchanten[t la dameisele]  Together they so cajole [the young woman] 

E prient e font s[erement]  with their entreaties and [the oaths they swear 

Que la requeste lur [consent].  that she agrees] to do as they ask. 

Branguain s'ap[areille e aturne];  Brangain [makes ready and dresses, 

Cum reine fust [sei aurne];  decking herself out] as if she had been the queen. 

Pur sa dame [met sei el lit].  She takes her lady's place [and lies down in the bed], 

E la reine [vest l'abit].  while the queen [puts on Brangain's clothes].
 25

 

                                                 
23 Alison Finlay, 205. 
24 In my opinion, the translation for this line should read “with the king instead of the queen.” 
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In this treatment of the episode, Ysolt implores Brangain to take her place just minutes before 

she has to go to Mark’s bed and risk discovery of her lost virginity. The plan, if it can be called 

that, is concocted and carried out after the wedding.
26

 

According to Gottfried’s treatment of this passage, the substitution plan was carefully 

thought out ahead of time. Gottfried indicates that the lovers are worried about what will happen 

once the ship has landed and Isolde has to go to her new husband. The following lines reveal the 

premeditated nature of the switch: 

[T]hat night, when she was to go to bed with Mark, she [Isolde], Brangane, and 

Tristan had gone to great trouble in advance to choose their ground and plan of 

action wisely and have it all cut and dried. There were none but these four in 

Mark’s chamber: the King himself and the three. And now Mark had laid him 

down. Brangane had donned the Queen’s robes—they had exchanged clothes 

between them—and Tristan now led her towards him to suffer her ordeal. Her 

mistress Isolde put out the lights and Mark strained Brangane to him. (Gottfried 

207, emphasis mine)
27

 

 

This indicates a narrative change from Thomas’ treatment of the episode. The bed trick is no 

longer a last-minute act of desperation as it is in Thomas, but a thoroughly planned deception 

that was devised “in advance.” 

The Middle English poem does not indicate clearly when the Brengwain/Ysonde 

substitution plot was devised. It mentions nothing about it until after the wedding:  

Brengwain, withouten lesing, 

Dede as hye had thought. 

Sche tok that love drink 

That in Yrlond was bought. 

For Ysonde to the King 

Brengwain to bed was brought 

That tide. 

Mark his wille wrought 

On bed Brengwain biside. (ll.1708-1716) 

 

Although Lupack glosses “hye” in line 1709 as “she,” meaning Brengwain, one could take it as 

also meaning “they.” The result would be a reading that Brengwain “did as they had thought” or 

                                                                                                                                                             
25 Alison Finlay, 207, quoting Carlisle fragment, lines 119-134. 
26 The Norse saga follows Thomas’ narrative account in this episode. 
27 All page number citations for Gottfried’s Tristan refer to the following translation Gottfried von Strassburg, 

Tristan, trans. and introduction by A.T. Hatto, 39-297, in Gottfried von Stranssburg Tristan Translated Entire for the 

First Time with the Surviving Fragments of the Tristran of Thomas. New York: Penguin Group, 2004. 
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planned earlier. This is a reading consistent with Gottfried’s version, where the lovers devise the 

substitution plan before the ship arrives in England. However, if one follows Lupack’s 

suggestion, then the reading remains ambiguous. Brengwain does as she had thought, but when 

she had thought of it is unclear. The only indication that the decision may have been made ahead 

of time is the verb tense: “had thought” is in the past perfect, indicating action that had preceded 

the historical past of the main narrative. But if she had made the decision herself, why is she 

being brought to bed (passive voice)—“Brengwain to bed was brought” (l.1713)—instead of 

going to bed of her own volition (active voice)? I believe my reading of “hye” as “they” is more 

consistent with the narrative action: as they had thought ahead of time, before the current 

narrative moment. There is an earlier instance in the poem where the third person pronoun “hye” 

is used in the plural sense as “they”: in line 355, Lupack glosses “Hye seyden” as “they” said.
28

 

Establishing a connection between the German poem and the Middle English poem 

beyond the textual correspondence is difficult. According to Mark Chinca’s manuscript study of 

Gottfriend’s Tristan, “The geographical provenance of the manuscripts, concentrated in the 

Upper Rhineland and Central Germany, suggests that Gottfried’s Tristan may have had a more 

restricted reception than other major literary works of the period, although it is transmitted in a 

comparable number of manuscripts.”
29

 This localized reception does not rule out a theory of 

translators or adapters traveling to Germany to work from one of the manuscripts. After all, 

Chinca does concede that “In the thirteenth century Gottfried became a canonical vernacular 

author, alongside Hartmann and Wolfram, and attracted both continuators and imitators.”
30

 

Ulrich von Turheim and Heinrich von Freiberg are just two late thirteenth-century German 

writers who continued the Tristan narrative where Gottfried left off. It would not be beyond the 

realm of possibility for the Middle English poet to have traveled to Strasbourg, a great European 

literary center, to look at a manuscript of Gottfried. 

 

The Editorial Goals of the Tristrem Poet 
 

 

Previous scholarship on Sir Tristrem focuses more on its relationship to the Tristan 

narrative genre and largely ignores the material context of the Auchinleck manuscript. While 

                                                 
28 Sir Tristrem, ed. Alan Lupack, 166. 
29 Mark Chinca, 121. 
30 Mark Chinca, 121. 
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most scholars appreciate the anonymous English poet for having preserved numerous plot twists 

that have become iconic in the Tristan cycle, they consider his poetic style to be mediocre at 

best. The following are fairly representative of the general scholarly assessment of the poem. 

Joan Tasker Grimbert explains the poet’s poor treatment of the Tristan material by pointing to 

the lowered expectations of his Middle English audience: 

The (unfinished) 3,344-line poem follows closely the plot of Thomas’s version 

but alters considerably its spirit, presenting the story from a more rationalizing 

and moralizing viewpoint. Little interested in courtly love psychology, the author 

condenses those passages and develops the references to hunting, fighting, and 

gaming, topics that presumably appealed both to him and to his audience.
31

 

 

Grimbert notes the reduced emphasis on emotions and an increased interest in action sequences, 

but instead of looking for narrative reasons for these changes, she resorts to an audience-centered 

argument. In her study of romance development in England, Susan Crane discusses the 

fourteenth-century reception of Anglo-Norman and Middle English romances. She agrees that 

the audience has changed, but only in the broadening sense: by the fourteenth century 

“England’s chivalrous society encompassed people of diverse background and station.”
32

 No 

longer limited to the baronial class, tales of chivalric achievement found eager listeners in the 

professional and mercantile class. She emphasizes the physical embodiments of chivalric ideals 

in non-baronial classes: “Esquires and even non-knightly landowners began in the fourteenth 

century to use heraldic arms on their seals, and by the end of the century ‘the esquires had 

inherited some of the chivalric aura that had long surrounded knighthood.’”
33

 This less 

restrictive audience was even more eager for chivalric details in romances because they were 

applying them to their own self-image. 

W. R. J. Barron addresses the narrative itself, its connection to Thomas’ Tristran, but 

only briefly mentions the manuscript context: 

Sir Tristrem derives from a text of the poem by Thomas which, to judge from the 

Old Norse version, was complete, and condenses the whole to some 3500 lines. 

The narrative outline [of Sir Tristrem] is skeletal, uneven, and frequently inept, 

erratically summarizing episodes only to repeat them in some detail later, 

switching abruptly from scene to scene, omitting essential facts and reiterating 

others irrelevantly. Some of the blemishes in the Auchinleck text may be due to 

                                                 
31 Joan Tasker Grimbert, xlii-xliii. 
32 Susan Crane, 180. 
33 Susan Crane, 180, quoting Nigel Saul, Knights and Esquires: The Gloucestershire Gentry in the Fourteenth 

Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), 23. 
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the unfamiliarity of its London scribe with the dialect of the original (perhaps 

northern) or to the fact that he was working from a version already damaged in 

transmission.
34

 

 

Barron provides several possible theories for the allegedly poor quality of the poem (its source 

material, and/or the poet), but no real support—material or literary—for any of them. He only 

mentions the manuscript to raise a possibility of a dialect distance between the poet and the 

scribe.
35

 I will be addressing his concept of “narrative outline” in my theory concerning the 

Tristrem poet’s editorial endeavor. Susan Crane provides an alternative outlook on Middle 

English romances, one that does not blame poets or scribes but attempts to understand their aims 

and sources of power: 

Scholars accuse Middle English romances of many aesthetic weaknesses and are 

perplexed that the works could have been favored to the extent that the 

manuscript evidence indicates. In looking elsewhere for the texts’ sources of 

power, we might well stop asking if they are aesthetically simple or subtle, or 

realistic or escapist, and explore instead what they did for their insular audience, 

how they measured the issues of their day, and what strength could be taken from 

them for sustaining or resisting the ideas of their time. These questions are not 

narrowly historical. Rather, they insist that the romances’ aesthetic dimensions 

carry important meanings in the world as well as in the text.
36

 

 

My reading of Sir Tristrem within its manuscript context is an attempt to interpret its insular 

qualities as a possible source of power, the most important of which is an expression of English 

nationalism. 

Other scholars such as Alan Lupack
37

 and Phillipa Hardman
38

 provide more extensive 

theories than Barron does. Lupack explains the poem’s style as a parody on the genre of 

courtoisie, while Hardman explains the narrative structure as abbreviatio, a condensed version of 

a story meant for those who already know it, a style which is consistent with writing a ‘life,’ 

most commonly used in writing hagiography. While I agree that some parts of the poem are 

humorous, such as the scene with Hodain lapping at the potion and acting as the most loyal dog 

                                                 
34 W. R. J. Barron, English Medieval Romance (New York: Longman Group, 1987), 154. 
35 I categorize this kind of argument as a poor or careless scribe argument, in which what appears to be textual 

inconsistency is blamed on scribal error instead of being analyzed for possible meaning. 
36 Susan Crane, 3-4. 
37 Alan Lupack, “Sir Tristrem: Introduction,” in Lancelot of the Laik and Sir Tristrem, ed. Alan Lupack, 143-155, 

TEAMS edition, Kalamazoo, Medieval Institute Publications, 1994. Also available in electronic format on the 

TEAMS website at <http://www.lib.rochester.edu/camelot/teams/tristint.htm>. 
38 Phillipa Hardman, “The True Romance of Tristrem and Ysoude,” in Cultural Encounters in the Romance of 

Medieval England, ed. Corinne Saunders, 85-99, Studies in Medieval Romance, Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2005. 
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in the world, I do not believe that the overall tone and message of the tragic tale is funny or 

satirical. Many scenes in Sir Tristrem are heroic in tone and emphasize Tristrem’s bravery. 

However, I do recognize the poet’s treatment of courtoisie as radically different from Gottfried’s 

or Thomas’. While I do not see it as parody, I examine the distancing effect in the poem from the 

conventions of courtoisie. Hardman does not read the Hodain episode as funny (or as parody as 

Lupack suggests) but as a display of loyalty. My attitude to Hardman’s conclusion is one of 

similar caution. While I agree that the Tristrem poet condenses the romance in a way that may 

appear consistent with abbreviatio, I do not believe that his aims are at all hagiographical. The 

Christian imagery and language notwithstanding, the narrative form of a hagiographic romance 

would have been completely inappropriate (if not sacrilegious) for a tale of adulterous love that 

contains overt sexual references. I do, however, concede Hardman’s point that the poet assumes 

an audience that is aware of the Tristan material. According to my theory, the poet’s editorial 

mission depends on his audience’s familiarity with both the Tristan narrative tradition as well as 

with the genre of English hero narratives. 

When judged against the standards of courtly love convention, as represented in Thomas’ 

Tristran and Gottfried’s Tristan, the Middle English Sir Tristrem pales in comparison. But this 

comparison assumes that the anonymous Middle English poet was participating in the same 

courtly narrative tradition as Thomas and Gottfried. In my study of the poem, I argue that the 

Tristrem poet purposefully rejects the courtly tradition in his rendition of the tale. In reducing the 

emphasis on emotional responses and focusing instead on land rights and public performance, Sir 

Tristrem blends the courtly Tristan narratives with the tales of English heroes. Tristrem travels 

back to Ermonie to win back his heritage, but he gives it up twice—first to his foster father and 

then again to his foster father’s sons. In avenging the death of his father, Tristrem behaves in a 

similar fashion to the English heroes Havelok, Guy, and Boeve, but his story differs from theirs 

because of Tristrem’s inability to settle down and establish a dynasty. The only way to secure an 

inheritance is by transmitting it to the next generation. Despite his marriage to Ysonde of the 

White Hands, Tristrem never fathers any children. His only recourse is to establish a new 

dynasty, one not related to him by blood: the dynasty of his foster father Rohand and his sons. 

This argument that Sir Tristrem participates in the English hero tradition finds support in the 

manuscript evidence of the Auchinleck MS. The manuscript compiler has selected five such 

romances—Guy of Warwick (couplets), Guy of Warwick (stanzas), Reinbroun (the romance of 
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Guy's son), Sir Beues of Hamtoun, and Horn Childe and Maiden Rimnild—and may have 

selected Sir Tristrem because of its narrative similarities to them. 

Barron recognizes that the Middle English poem breaks away from the courtly tradition 

and he makes a peripheral connection between Tristrem and Horn, but he does not explain the 

implications of this connection:  

The long pre-literary evolution of the Tristan legend provided mythic elements 

which should have allowed a popular redactor to re-create the career of a 

charismatic folk-hero, ignoring the courtly elaborations of Thomas’s version. 

Initially that seems to be the intention: Tristan’s childhood as an orphan, his 

abduction by sailors, abandonment on the shore of England, and ready reception 

at Mark’s court because of his skill in music read like the story of Horn, incidents 

whose self-evident significance needs no literary commentary.
39

 

 

I both agree and disagree with Barron’s assessment. I agree that there is a narrative connection 

between Sir Tristrem and Horn and other such exile-and-return hero tales, but I also argue that 

this connection is worthy of development and further analysis. The author’s redaction of the 

courtly elaborations achieves a narrative effect that highlights the exile-and-return plot pattern. 

An English hero’s “story typically traces the loss and recovery of his inherited lands and titles, 

not through historically mimetic fines, inheritance duties, and petitions to the king, but through a 

glorious exile, a righteous and sometimes bloody return, and a marriage blessed with sons who 

extend their father’s holdings in a cyclical repetition of his story.”
40

 Although Tristrem’s story is 

incomplete when judged against the above stated model, his early adventures do follow this 

framework. Tristrem never returns from his last exile, never marries the woman he loves or 

consummates his marriage with the other Ysonde, and therefore never fathers a son to carry on 

his dynasty. Chrétien’s reworking of the Tristan material fits this model much better for it allows 

Cligés to return to the land promised to him, marry the woman he loves, and found a dynasty.
41

 

Traditionally included in the list of English hero narratives are tales of Guy of Warwick, Beues 

of Hampton, Horn, Havelok, Fulk Fitz Warin, Waldef. Horn and Havelok are the only non-

baronial characters here; they are princes/kings who are initially denied their patrimony. 

Cumulatively, these English hero romances constitute a romance genre recognized as The Matter 

of England. In discussing the first six in this group, Susan Crane argues that they  

                                                 
39 W. R. J. Barron, 154. 
40 Susan Crane, 23. 
41 I discuss the connection between Chrétien’s Cligés and Thomas’ Tristran in Chapter 2. 
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are marked by strong similarities in narrative design, in theme, and in social 

value. The narrative pattern of departure and return that characterizes these works 

is typically incorporated in a pattern of dispossession and reinstatement, the hero 

regaining through his admixture of courage and legal knowledge a rightful 

inheritance wrongfully seized from him. By translating a basic revenge pattern 

into terms of feudal reinstatement and translating love motifs into terms of family 

stability and continuity, this literature accommodates fundamental Anglo-Norman 

baronial concerns.
42

 

 

Crane further nuances her argument with an emphasis on the dynastic quality of English hero 

romances: “Central to all these works is the English hero’s status as fictional forebear and 

defender of his nation.”
43

 Barron recognizes the English hero motif in Sir Tristrem but instead of 

reading it in heroic terms, he sees it as having a comedic effect: “Theirs [Tristrem and Ysonde’s] 

is no longer a love-story raising moral issues of adultery and feudal loyalty, but the tale of a good 

knight whose career is blighted by a fatal error, an adventure story robbed of its conventional 

ending in victory and marriage, slipping all too readily into burlesque.”
44

 The main deviation, in 

my opinion, from the exile-and-return narrative is the fact that Tristrem never marries or fathers 

any children. This fact underscores Tristrem’s tragedy, and does not function as a comedic 

element. The base story is a courtly romance of Tristan and Isolde, full of love and suffering. But 

throughout the story, elements of English hero narratives are infused, making Tristrem’s actions 

that are not performed for the love of Ysonde appear more heroic and nationalistic in scope. In 

fact, the sneaking and conniving scenes of adulterous love take backstage to the front-and-center 

heroic actions. Tristrem is already a national hero before he even meets Ysonde. The 

transgressive passion becomes the downfall of this national hero. In fact, Ysonde is the reason he 

is banished from court, and because of the illicit nature of their love the English hero has to leave 

his country. Sir Tristrem still carries the same underlying warning about the dangers of 

passionate love, but now love becomes threatening not just to a knight but to the nation because 

it deprives England of one of its best defenders. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
42 Susan Crane, 18. 
43 Susan Crane, 54. 
44 W. R. J. Barron, 154. 
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Layout of my Argument 

 

 
In defining an English identity for Tristrem, I look at how romance as a genre 

communicates a hero’s identity.
45

 Medieval romance serves as a forum for reconciling private 

and public duties of the noble classes. A knight’s individuality oscillates between these two 

aspects—the private identity which is characterized by personal relationships with people and the 

public image which is constructed through political relationships to land and often includes 

military performance. Susan Crane explains this concept as follows: 

Romances do not claim to be coextensive with the contemporary world, as do 

chronicles, but to reshape and meditate on the world. Like epics, they tell the 

stories of whole careers; but unlike epics, they do not envision their heroes 

primarily in service to society’s collective need. Instead, romances contemplate 

the place of private identity in society at large. Their thematizations of stress and 

harmony between hero and world make this genre an eminently social one which 

nonetheless proposes that private identity exists somehow above and apart from 

collective life.
46

 

 

Courtly romances or romans courtois focus on chivalric love as the defining factor in the private 

identity and its relationship to public performance. These romances “emphasize love’s power to 

transform heroic identity, and trace love’s role in precipitating crises between private identity 

and public expectations.”
47

 According to Crane, “courtoisie varies in specifics from text to text 

while generally signifying a complex of social and chivalric virtues instilled by noble education 

and the experience of noble love.”
48

 Chrétien’s Erec and Enide discusses the importance of a 

balance between private love and public obligations. The hero of Chrétien’s romance struggles to 

maintain his public reputation against the temptations of uxoriousness. The married couple 

embarks on a series of adventures to restore the balance between these two aspects of a hero’s 

identity. Chrétien’s Yvain presents the opposite situation—a case in which the eponymous hero 

spends too much time at tournaments increasing his public image and neglects his private duties 

to his wife. Yvain has to prove his love for his wife to save his marriage and regain his identity. 

In his romances, Chrétien often uses the Tristan storyline as an example of a narrative in which 

private pleasure drastically outweighs public duty; he even goes so far as to rewrite the Tristan 

                                                 
45 In this argument I examine a trend that is present in continental and insular romances in order to delineate a 

difference in how the two traditions construct identity for their heroes. 
46 Susan Crane, 11. 
47 Susan Crane, 13. 
48 Susan Crane, 137. 
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tale and give it a secure and happy ending in Cligés. Thomas’ and Gottfried’s treatments of the 

Tristan narrative capture the suffering of the hero that is caused by his adulterous love for Isolde. 

Tristan’s interiority is exaggerated to the point that he neglects his feudal duties to his lord Mark, 

which results in his banishment and exile—a failure in the public image of a knight. Gottfried 

overtly remarks on the need for balancing the two aspects of the hero’s identity: 

Nobody doubts that two things go to make a man—his wealth and his person. 

These two breed noble sentiment and much honour in the world. But if anyone 

tries to part them, wealth turns to poverty, and the person of a man, now denied its 

due, falls into disrepute, and he becomes but half a man, though physically entire; 

and the same goes for a woman. Man or woman, it is the way of the world that 

their persons and possessions, making common cause, should create their whole 

personality; and that, if these two things are divorced, nothing will come of either. 

(Gottfried 118-119) 

 

Gottfried’s Tristan needs both a beloved and land possession in order to be a whole person. Sir 

Tristrem attempts to balance the public and the private aspects of identity by granting more 

public duties to Tristrem in the form of external adventures and the settling of land disputes. 

 In romances of English heroes, the guiding force is not love but baronial duty, which 

appears in the form of defending one’s inheritance rights. “The English hero is self-interested; 

his goals are personal, typically involving his protection of feudal rights and the honor of his 

family.”
49

 These insular romances project the interests of the baronial class as representative of 

the nation as a whole. In these romances, the personal quest straddles both the private and the 

public aspects of identity construction because by protecting inheritance rights and righting 

political wrongs, the hero’s actions benefit the entire society, upholding the proper social order. 

Anglo-Norman and Middle English romances “draw on baronial ideals in their exaltation of 

landed stability, their conservative faith in custom, and their presentation of these values as 

beneficial to the nation as a whole.”
50

 The storyline of these romances follows the plight of the 

hero from his orphaned and disinherited childhood to the revenge sequence in which he reclaims 

his birthright to his marriage and the establishment of a new dynasty. Horn, Boeve, and Guy of 

Warwick are just a few examples of such exiled-and-returned heroes. Because duty is the driving 

force, the language of these romances underscores the hero’s attachment to land. His emotional 

                                                 
49 Susan Crane, 14. 
50 Susan Crane, 39-40. 
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attachment to a lady is only secondary and only because the hero needs a wife to bear his 

legitimate heirs. 

Because love is the primary driving force in the courtly tradition, the language of romans 

courtois is emotionally charged, highlighting affective responses of the hero to people, places, 

and situations. Thomas’ and Gottfried’s Tristan characters display a complex range of emotions, 

especially in connection to people around them. In reducing the emphasis on emotional 

responses to situations and to people and focusing instead on land relationships, the Tristrem 

poet breaks with the courtly Tristan narrative tradition and enters his Tristan character into the 

narrative pattern of an English exiled-and-returned hero. The Tristrem poet changes both the 

interiority of the Tristan-character as well as his public image. By reducing Tristrem’s outward 

responses to the male father-figures in the romance, the poet brings higher emphasis to 

Tristrem’s actions in the romance. These actions are no longer driven by personal relationships, 

but they gain a higher value in the public’s perception of the hero. Tristrem settles the matter of 

succession in Ermony not because of a sentimental attachment to the dead father whom he never 

knew, but because it is the right thing to do politically and according to the code of chivalric 

honor. He does not do it out of pure self-interest either, for he leaves the lands to his foster-father 

to rule. Back in England, Tristrem takes on a battle against an Irish giant, not because his uncle 

Mark asks him to do it, but because it is the right thing to do for his country. Mark rewards 

Tristrem for his heroic service to England by naming him his heir in a public oath. Tristrem 

keeps Mark to his word, displaying negative judgment against Mark after Mark breaks his oath. 

This idea of punishing the guilty oathbreaker in a situation where the rightful heir is dispossessed 

as a result is a narrative marker of insular romances. The love potion, however, marks a 

deviation from the English hero plot line; it also becomes the plot element that informs 

Tristrem’s relationships with the female characters and exaggerates his private identity. The love 

potion prevents Tristrem from establishing a dynasty as all English heroes do. His adulterous 

relationship with Ysonde is fruitless, and his marriage to Ysonde of the White Hands remains 

unconsummated; consequently, his destiny as an exiled-and-returned hero remains unfulfilled. 

And therein lies the tragedy of Tristrem as a failed English hero. 

I divide my argument into three chapters. Because romance creates identity through a 

negotiation of private and public idenity, my first two chapters follow this narrative division. In 

the first chapter, I discuss the hero’s private identity—his personal relationships with his father 
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figures. I look closely at key instances in the text where the courtly Tristan character as captured 

by Gottfried exhibits emotional responses to the men around him. I then examine the parallel 

scenes in the Middle English romance for presence or absence of affective language or behavior. 

Through close reading of the two texts, I am able to determine the redaction strategy of the 

Tristrem poet.
51

 He strips Tristrem of emotional attachments to his uncle Mark, his foster father 

Rohand, and his dead father, thereby highlighting Tristrem’s attachment to land—the main 

component of a hero’s public image. In fact, land disputes and claims to land guide most of the 

episodes in the Middle English text and dominate the construction of the hero’s public image—

his responsibilities and reputation, which I examine in the second chapter.  

Disputes over land become a recurring motif and serve as a connection between 

Tristrem’s story and that of his father. The romance of Tristrem opens in a manner of exiled-and-

returned English heroes—with a land dispute between his father Rouland and the Duke Morgan. 

However, unlike the stories of English heroes, the narrator raises possible doubts about 

Rouland’s right to rise up against the Duke, who is his immediate lord. After Rouland dies, 

Tristrem is disinherited because Morgan takes the land back. Rohand hides Tristrem’s identity 

from him for his own protection—to make sure that Morgan does not kill him for fear of 

retribution. Tristrem eventually goes back to Ermonie and kills Morgan, thus avenging his father 

and regaining the lands. Tristrem then fights on behalf of Mark and rescues England from the 

clutches of an Irish giant. After this crucial national victory, Mark gives a public oath in which 

he makes Tristrem his heir. Through this oath, Tristrem stands to inherit the land of England. 

After Mark breaks his oath by taking a wife, Tristrem is once again disinherited. While in exile, 

Tristrem fights for the king of Wales against an unjust usurper named Uger, who just happens to 

be Morgan’s brother. This relationship to Morgan makes the fight personal, blending private and 

public responsibility—a private and public war. In all three land disputes, Tristrem comes out 

victorious and with an offer of keeping the lands as his. Through his marriage to Ysonde of the 

White Hands, Tristrem receives lands in Brittany from her father. However, since their marriage 

remains unconsummated, his claim to the land is tenuous at best. Most importantly, he has no 

heir to transfer the land to. Tristrem, therefore, never fully assumes a land-based identity, for he 

                                                 
51 I use the term “redaction” because that is the term used by English hero romance scholars (such as Susan Crane, 

Alison Wiggins, Robert Allen Rouse, and Jennifer Fellows among others) when discussing the textual relationship 

between Anglo-Norman and Middle English versions of these romances. 
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severs his connection to the land on all four occasions. I examine these land-related episodes 

closely as reiterations of the defining elements of the exiled-and-returned narrative form.  

In the third chapter I discuss the textual sphere of the romance by comparing the romance 

to other English hero romances found in the Auchinleck manuscript. The manuscript context of 

Sir Tristrem helps its eponymous hero gain recognition as a tragic exiled-and-returned English 

hero. The Auchinleck manuscript appropriates Sir Tristrem into the Matter of England 

romances—tales that narrate a history of the nation and were read by fourteenth-century 

audiences as history or glimpses into the past. The Castleford Chronicle provides an example of 

one such possible reader. The compiler of the Castleford Chronicle rewrites the Tristan legend 

and places Tristrem in the Anglo-Saxon past, making his heroic deeds historical like those of 

Guy and inscribing Tristrem into the Matter of England. The context of the Auchinleck MS also 

rescues Cornwall as an English locale, giving it a secure space in the geography and politics of 

England. Mark is now King of England, not just of Cornwall, and there is no hint of his 

tangential or threatening relationship to (or with) Arthur. Tristrem is no longer a Cornish knight, 

but a hero for all of England, who fights to keep the land free from the intruding Irish. The Short 

Metrical Chronicle reminds the readers that Cornius (the man who gave Cornwall its name) was 

Brutus’ friend and fought alongside with Brutus to wrestle the land of England from the clutches 

of giants. Tristrem and Cornius are two English heroes whose association with Cornwall does 

not diminish their national status. 

 

 



 

CHAPTER 1 

 
PRIVATE IDENTITY AND EMOTIONAL ATTACHMENTS 

 

 

 

According to the traditional categorizations as standardized by W. R. J. Barron, the 

Tristan story as told by Thomas falls within the boundaries of romans courtois. These romances 

enjoyed the highest popularity on the continent, especially at French courts. In explaining this 

categorization, Barron presents the Arthurian romances of Chrétien de Troyes (written between 

1170 and 1190) as the quintessential examples of courtois. These romances were often written at 

royal courts or at the courts of high nobility. Chrétien wrote for the court of Marie de 

Champagne, the daughter of Eleanor of Aquitaine and Louis VII of France. In fact, there is 

evidence that Chrétien may have written a romance about Tristan: in the prologue to Cligés he 

lists a tale “of King Mark and the blonde Iseult” (Chrétien 87) as one of the romances he has 

already written.
52

 Politically, romans courtois projected court values, also known as courtoisie: 

“good breeding, social and moral refinement, personal elegance, politeness, skill in the social 

arts of music, dance, chess, and conversation—everything which makes life at court civilized and 

rewarding.”
53

 According to Barron, “Courtoisie was both a social and a literary manifestation, 

the product of social circumstances, duly reflected in courtly literature which in turn set a model 

for refined conduct.”
54

 

Romans courtois capture an ideal society that promotes royal power and the agendas of 

the highest levels of nobility: “The essential bond in that ideal society is mutual loyalty, 

represented by faithful service on the part of the knights and gratitude on Arthur’s part expressed 

through largesse, reflecting the reality of an economy increasingly based on money rather than 

land.”
55

 The emphasis on individuality and personal knightly achievement as opposed to land 

ownership and governance marks these knights-errant not as poor in property but as rich in 

courtly virtue: 

                                                 
52 All page number citations for Chrétien’s work in English translation refer to the following edition Chrétien de 

Troyes, The Complete Romances of Chrétien de Troyes, trans. and introduction by David Staines, (Indianapolis: 

Indiana University Press, 1990), 87. 
53 W. R. J. Barron, 28. 
54 W. R. J. Barron, 28-29. 
55 W. R. J. Barron, 38-39. 
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The solitary adventurers who are the focus of its [of roman courtois] action have 

been seen as representatives of the lowest of feudal orders, the landless knights, 

growing in numbers with the consolidation of fiefs in fewer hands, forced by the 

suppression of domestic conflict to seek their fortunes as knights errant in foreign 

wars. By projecting the idea of valour inspired not by gain but by an emotional 

experience, a selfless love, an individual voluntary submitting himself to a test 

from which he gained in moral stature and others from his chivalric service, 

Chrétien and his contemporaries provided both a model and supportive 

propaganda for a class whose unemployed energies and unrestrained self-interest 

were a constant threat to good order. It was in the interests of the great noble, 

patrons of literature, who needed the political support of lesser knights yet 

suffered from the ill repute they brought on the whole feudal order, to propagate a 

chivalric model both exemplary and exclusive to that hierarchy.
56

  

 

Landless knights-errant are happy to reside at and serve the court of their overlord or king. In 

Chrétien’s romances, Gawain often appears as either residing with Arthur or roaming the 

countryside in search of adventure. He never displays any concerns regarding land that he might 

or might not possess. This blasé attitude to land ownership characterizes the public image of 

courtois heroes. To compensate for the lack of land attachment, the heroes measure their public 

achievement in military prowess at tournaments or on the battlefields. 

The private identity of a courtois hero emphasizes a personal emotional fulfillment, 

“particularly through the experience of love which affords him a purely personal vision of 

happiness and fulfilment.”
57

 Barron further nuances this definition: “The inner adventure may be 

as perilous as the outer: the gap between imagined self-fulfilment and actual frustration due to 

error or misjudgement may lead to self-loathing, madness, attempted suicide (as in Lancelot’s 

case); or undue contradiction between personal desire and social situation may make 

individuality a disruptive force or one which seeks fulfilment through deceit and illusion.”
58

 The 

latter case is especially pertinent to romances of adulterous love, such as Tristan’s and Lancelot’s 

tales. Barron lists three ways in which a courtois poet expresses individuality in the private 

aspect of his hero’s identity: 1) through actions “by showing the hero’s use of wit and ingenuity 

to solve problems that do not yield to the basic chivalric virtues of strong arm and faithful heart”; 

2) through the hero’s personal connection to and understanding of his environment “by realistic 

portrayal of the society in which he moves and vivid evocation of his sensory perception and 

                                                 
56 W. R. J. Barron, 39-40. 
57 W. R. J. Barron, 40, sic. 
58 W. R. J. Barron, 40, sic. 
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intellectual apprehension of it”; 3) through emotional attachment to people and places “by 

emphasizing his inner life—emotions, will, motivation—showing how his personal and 

subjective responses differentiate him from others.”
59

 It is this last category of emotional 

response and attachment that I want to emphasize particularly in this chapter. 

Strength and bravery are outward markers, for they can only be accounted for in practice, 

at tournaments or on the battlefield. They are, therefore, relegated to the public aspect of the 

hero’s identity. How a hero responds to the world around him and interacts with it, after having 

perceived it internally, is also an element of his public image. A knight may see injustice being 

done and recognize it in his internally as a wrong, but rising to the occasion of rectifying the 

wrong through combat or challenge is a public act. Emotional attachments to friends, male 

relatives, or beloveds usually remain private elements of the hero’s identity. Courtly knights do 

not often shout their love from the rooftops. They usually suffer in private, only revealing their 

feelings to a confidant or to the person who has evoked the feeling. This is especially true in fine 

amor romances, where love has to be kept secret because of its transgressive nature. The 

relationships between male friends and relatives reveal themselves through homosocial 

competition, sadness at a loss, mourning of a death, or rejoicing at a chance meeting or 

reconnection. 

Unlike romans courtois, the Matter of England romances do not emphasize the emotional 

attachments in as much detail as the romans courtois do. In his discussion of English hero 

romances, Ralph Hanna addresses the fact that such romances do not adhere to the expectations 

of roman courtois when crafting the private identity of their protagonists. “Critics tend to 

associate the absence of psychological language in the poems [English hero romances] with a 

disinterest in the hero’s interiority (supposedly a mark of ‘sophisticated’ or ‘literary’ romance) 

altogether. But the poems [of the Auchinleck], like all [Matter of England] romances…, display 

interiority otherwise, through stock narrative motif. Romance shows interiority allusively, 

through a narrative primarily legible only as quasi-symbolic action.”
60

 English hero romances 

communicate the private identity of their characters using the first two of Barron’s methods, 

specifically wit and ingenuity and individual perception of the world and its wrongs. 

                                                 
59 W. R. J. Barron, 40. 
60 Ralph Hanna, London Literature: 1300-1380 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 108-109. 
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Closely connected to the reduced emphasis on communicating a character’s private 

feelings and emotions is the exaggeration of social responsibility in the public image of the 

English hero. While roman courtois propagates monarchial interests and presents knightly 

characters who are disinterested in land ownership, the romances of English heroes reverse the 

polarity, bringing the interests of baronial landholders to the forefront. Susan Crane recognizes 

this relationship to land as an insular feature in a marked contrast to continental Old French 

courtois romances: “The Anglo-Norman romances and their Middle English versions form a 

distinctively ‘insular’ body of works, closely related to one another and to their situation in 

England.”
61

 This insular situation led to the shift in political emphasis from monarchial to 

baronial: “Like Anglo-Norman romance, Middle English romance seems to have developed 

outside the royal courts of England, as the broad range of lesser baronial courts and households 

were turning from Anglo-Norman bilingualism to English. The literature most naturally suited to 

the later barony’s station and concerns was to be found in Middle English adaptations of the 

literature of their predecessors, the Anglo-Norman barony.”
62

 Crane highlights the changes in 

private and public aspects of insular heroes’ identities and explains these changes as a product of 

the insular condition: “Across their literary interactions, the insular romances are attuned to the 

realities of English life. As these works draw on and distance themselves from epic, 

hagiography, and courtly romance, they shape their voices to England’s questions. The insular 

romances’ aesthetics are intimately connected to their ideals, and their social and literary history 

clarifies those interrelations.”
63

 The idea of a landless knight displaying his chivalric prowess at 

royal courts would have been preposterous to the English barony because the concept of 

landownership defined the noble class, not just birth. “England’s law of primogeniture ‘made the 

development of a noblesse impossible in England because it drove younger sons into the ranks of 

the inferior gentry, into the professions, and even into trade.’ In these conditions the English 

barony could not rely on ancestry or title for self-esteem. Power lay in effective administration 

and service, not in birth alone.”
 64

 

Crane details the historical situation of the English barony that contributed to the 

fictionalized accounts of their concerns. After the Conquest, William I “claimed all land in 

                                                 
61 Susan Crane, 1. 
62 Susan Crane, 10. 
63 Susan Crane, 12. 
64 Susan Crane, 8, quoting K. B. McFarlane, The Nobility of Later Medieval England (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1973), 276. 
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England for the crown, then granted land in tenure only.”
65

 After a series of reforms the land 

ownership in England changed drastically from the continental systems. “From the time of Henry 

II, private war was prohibited; all landholders were sworn in fealty to the king no matter whom 

their immediate oath of fealty bound them to.”
66

 As the royal authority kept encroaching on the 

baronial rights, the tension between the two escalated. The barons often sought legal action to 

protect their rights. This progression is marked by changes in the court systems. For example, the 

“judicial reform of 1179 guaranteed jury trials in questions of disputed inheritance rights.”
67

 

Most importantly, “Magna Carta (1215) was the greatest single expression of this peculiarity of 

Anglo-Norman life. Magna Carta sought not to reestablish freer relations between king and 

barons, but to incorporate the king into his own legal system, to restrain him, too, within the fine 

new net of law he had cast around his barons.”
68

 Crane connects this situation to its expression in 

insular literature: 

Throughout the period of the romances of English heroes, then, baronial society 

was based on landholding. Barons defended their fiefs by bequest and litigation, 

but the crown’s power, the centralizing process of state formation, and class 

fluidity constrained baronial action in various ways. Their concerns first receive 

literary expression in the Anglo-Norman romances of English heroes. Tales of 

departure and return are hardly unique to insular literature, but that formula’s 

treatment connects these romances to their time and place, and to their Middle 

English versions. A persistent confidence in custom, law, and social order infuses 

their accounts of dispossession and reinstatement, translating the barony’s 

historical situation into terms of absolute justice and providential certainty.
69

 

 

With the emphasis on land possession, and recalling the archaic tradition of combat to protect 

one’s right to land, the English hero romances provided fictional outlets for the anxieties of the 

English barony, whose main source of power was land.  

Such was the milieu, tenaciously legalistic yet adaptable and practical, in which 

the romances of English heroes were written. The composition of the last Anglo-

Norman romances in the group Gui de Warewic (ca. 1230) and Fouke le Fitz 

Waryn (ca. 1280), extant prose version ca. 1330) overlaps with that of the earliest 

Middle English versions, King Horn (ca. 1225) and Havelok the Dane (ca. 1280). 

Even the latest of the English hero romances descended from Anglo-Norman, 

                                                 
65 Susan Crane, 7. 
66 Susan Crane, 7. 
67 Susan Crane, 37. 
68 Susan Crane, 21. 
69 Susan Crane, 23. 

27 

 



 

those in the Auchinleck book (ca. 1300), give the group a fairly restricted 

chronological range.
70

 

 

It is no wonder that regaining land that was falsely taken away from its rightful owner becomes 

the dominant feature of the public identity of the English heroes. Not content with physical 

prowess as exhibited at tournaments or a pursuit of amorous (and often sexually unfulfilled) 

relations, the English heroes seek to establish themselves in the land that is rightfully theirs, 

marry a heroine of good birth and virtue, and secure their dynasty by fathering legitimate heirs to 

their estates. In doing so, the English hero romances promote the interests of the barony and 

present them as a reflection of the good of the nation as a whole. 

Crane argues that even Thomas’ work exhibits signs of a new poetic voice for Tristan 

material, while retaining most of the courtois elements. Sir Tristrem, the anonymous Middle 

English romance that has been recognized as an offspring of Thomas, goes even further, 

changing the romance in ways that are not immediately apparent unless compared against its 

more courtly exemplar. In adapting the Tristan material into a narrative pattern of English hero 

romances, the Tristrem poet had to address the two spheres of the eponymous character. The 

romans courtois tradition from which he derived his base story expresses a relationship between 

the two aspects of identity construction in a way that emphasizes private experience over public 

responsibility. In the private aspect, the character expresses his emotional responses to people 

around him in a set of conventional tropes: he suffers for love, voicing his pain in agonizing 

monologues (or internal monologues). But heightened displays are not limited to his relationship 

with the heroine. The hero mourns the separation from his close male relatives and friends, often 

tearing his clothes or showing other signs of physical neglect because of emotional anguish; 

conversely, he embraces and kisses with joy the newly recovered friends and relatives. The 

private identity of the Middle English Tristrem character does not reveal these signs, but is 

instead conveyed through his actions. 

The private identity of the Tristan character is traditionally defined by his relationships to 

the people around him. His physical and emotional connection to Isolde is present in all medieval 

treatments of the Tristan narrative.
71

 Similarly, his emotional and physical disconnect from his 

wife Isolde of the White Hands is described in all medieval texts that discuss the episode of 

                                                 
70 Susan Crane, 21. 
71 The only exception is the Castleford Chronicle, where Tristrem’s amorous side is completely absent. 
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Tristan’s marriage. Tristan’s relationships with the two women in his life often serve as contrasts 

to each other and provide space for poets to display their skills at conveying Tristan’s misery: he 

loves the first but cannot have her completely because she is married to his uncle, and conversely 

he does not love the second but should have her completely because he is married to her. 

Although these emotional ties are defining to the character of Tristan, I will not be examining 

them in this particular study for two reasons: 1) these analyses have already been done by 

multiple scholars;
72

 and 2) emotional connection to Isolde and disconnection from Isolde of the 

White Hands are present in all texts: Thomas’ Tristran, Gottfried’s Tristan and the Auchinleck 

Sir Tristrem. These elements, therefore, are a constant factor in the private identity of the Tristan 

character and do not contain points of departure from the typical Tristan narrative. The 

relationships that do vary in intensity across narratives are the ones between Tristan and his 

father figures: his foster father, his uncle Mark, and his dead father.
73

 These male and familial 

bonds constitute the variable factor in the private identity of the Tristan character. In this chapter, 

I analyze closely these male relationships as they appear in key narrative episodes in the Middle 

English poem and inform my analysis with Gottfried’s treatment of the same relationships to 

shed light on the Tristrem poet’s editorial decisions and goals. The two poets imbue these 

relationships with varying degrees of attachment and distance; in my argument, I locate the 

Tristrem poet’s editorial impetus in the difference between their approaches to portrayal of 

emotional displays. In both poems, I explore the relationship between Tristan/Tristrem and Mark 

before it is tainted by sexual jealousy over Isolde/Ysonde. My analysis, therefore, goes up to 

Mark’s broken vow—i.e. his decision to marry. 

Gottfried’s way of establishing relationships between male characters relies on overt 

displays of emotion. His Tristan shows attachment to his foster father through tears, kisses, hugs, 

and heart-felt speeches. Gottfried builds his character using introspective monologues that detail 

                                                 
72 Morgan Dickson uses Tristan’s relationships with the two Isoldes as a touchstone for examining female doubling 

in four other romances. In doing so, she recognizes that Tristan’s connection to the two women is intrinsic to his 

identity: ‘The two Iseuts, la Blonde (the Irish Iseut) and Blanches Mains (the Breton Iseut), neatly represent the 

beloved and the wife between whom Tristan feverishly oscillates,  managing to experience neither the fiery 

pleasures of love nor the satisfied joy of marriage.” Morgan Dickson, “Female Doubling and Male Identity in 

Medieval Romance,” in The Matter of Identity in Medieval Romance, ed. Phillipa Hardman, 59-72 (Cambridge: 

D.S. Brewer, 2002), 60. 
73 In Gottfried’s Tristan, the name of Tristan’s father is Rivalin, and his byname is Canelengres, sometimes referred 

to as Canel; the name of Tristan’s foster father is Rual li Foitenant, also referred to as Marshal. In the Middle 

English poem, the name of Tristrem’s father is Rouland, also known as Rouland Rise and Rouland Riis; the name of 

his foster father is Rohand. In both poems, the uncle’s name is Mark. I will use the appropriate names of these father 

figures as they appear in each text. 

29 

 



 

his emotional state. This kind of affective language is indicative of romans courtois and is very 

much present in Thomas’ work. It is, however, conspicuously absent from the text of the Middle 

English poem. The Tristrem poet redacts the courtly elements from his rendition of the Tristan 

narrative. Whether he was translating and adapting from a manuscript of Thomas or of Gottfried, 

both of which are filled with courtois elements, the Tristrem poet followed the outline of his 

copy-text to reveal that beneath the courtly façade is a story of an orphan who has trouble 

connecting to his male relatives. Tristrem feels betrayed by the man he considered to be his 

father because he kept the secret of his true identity from him for fifteen years. Consequently, his 

attachment to his foster father dwindles after he learns the truth. Tristrem never really creates an 

imagined bond with his dead father, a man he never knew, but follows the call of duty in 

avenging him. He is then betrayed by his uncle Mark, his last living male relative, who marries 

Ysonde despite his vow never to marry.  

The Middle English poet consciously removes Sir Tristrem from the courtly love 

tradition by downplaying the melodramatic aspects of the Tristan tradition. In doing so, he alters 

Tristrem’s private identity, weakening the familial bonds between Tristrem and his three male 

relatives—his foster father, his uncle, and his dead father. Tristrem shows little to no signs of 

affection toward the first two characters in direct contrast to their displays of emotional 

attachment to him. The fact that affective language and behavior are present in the private 

aspects of other male characters’ identities demonstrates that the Tristrem poet is capable of 

conveying emotion and makes an editorial choice to reduce Tristrem’s emotional outbursts. This 

portrayal of an emotionally disconnected Tristrem works within the narrative structure of the 

romance. Orphaned at birth, Tristrem suffers complete disconnection from his real parents. 

When he finally learns the truth about his parents, Tristrem displays two reactions to the news: 1) 

his emotional attachment to Rohand disappears; and, 2) a sudden urge to go avenge his dead 

father emerges and guides his actions. One emotion that is absent in Sir Tristrem but is present in 

Gottfried’s Tristan is pain at the loss of his father. Without launching into long outbursts of 

sorrow and mourning as Gottfried’s Tristan does, Tristrem resigns himself to his fate as an 

orphaned knight, but decides to rectify the second element in his newly revealed identity—his 

disinherited state.
74

 The same revelation opens a blood connection between Tristrem and his 

uncle Mark, but instead of developing this new family relationship, Tristrem embarks on a 

                                                 
74 I will be discussing both Tristan’s and Tristrem’s reactions to the revelation of his identity later in this chapter. 
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mission to avenge his father and reclaim his inheritance. This journey aligns him with the exiled-

and-returned English heroes who avenge their fathers in order to restore their birthrights. 

Tristrem’s tale becomes that of a disinherited orphan who fulfills his duty to a wrongly slain 

father, succeeds in regaining his ancestral lands, but fails to establish a blood dynasty. In other 

words, Tristrem is a tragic English hero. 

As a contrast to Tristrem not displaying any emotional connection to his family, both 

Mark and Rohand show signs of sentimental attachment to Tristrem. Rohand travels far and wide 

in search of Tristrem after he is kidnapped. He suffers physical mistreatment and tears his own 

hair and clothes as a physical manifestation of his grief and worry at having lost his foster son. 

Mark shows his joy at seeing Tristrem by kissing him and embracing him. These small signs of 

affection are markers of the poet’s ability to write emotional scenes and indicate that places 

where such language is missing are omitted by choice. In order to assign meaning to this 

editorial choice, I analyze some key scenes that capture Tristrem’s relationships with his foster 

father, uncle, and dead father against the emotionally charged text of Gottfried von Strassburg.
75

  

 

Scene 1: “The Abduction” (Gottfried pp.70-77, Sir Tristrem ll.298-429) 
 

 

Tristan’s kidnapping at the age of fifteen marks his separation from the man he considers 

to be his father. While playing chess with mariners, he gets so invested in the game that he does 

not notice that the ship has moved. Gottfried endows the abduction episode with an 

overabundance of emotion. Although referred to as a boy, Tristan does not react to his situation 

as a child, but as a sad courtier. He sings his lament so powerfully that it affects not only his tutor 

Curvenal, who is kidnapped along with Tristan, but also the entire crew of treacherous 

Norwegian traders: “poor Tristan raised such a pitiful dirge that his friend Curvenal began to 

weep with him from the bottom of his heart and evince such misery that the crew to a man grew 

wretched and sullen because of him and the boy” (Gottfried 72). A musical response is the most 

refined display of emotion, and it is so powerfully expressed that it incites a reaction in strangers. 

When describing Tristan’s plight, the narrator refers to him twice as homeless: “homeless 

Tristan” and “homeless boy” (Gottfried 74). These epithets serve as a recognition that Tristan is 

far away from his family home—a place that has a sentimental value to him, and one which 

                                                 
75 As I have stated in my introduction, both Gottfried’s Tristan and the Middle English Sir Tristrem are reworkings 

of Thomas of Britain’s Tristran, a work that heavily emphasizes emotional turmoil. 
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derives from his attachment to his family. When left on land, Tristan prays to God first for his 

safety but then for the comfort of his mother and father, who suffer on his account. In his prayer, 

Tristan laments his separation from his family: 

“Oh, God,” he said, gazing fervently up to heaven, “good Lord, how utterly lost I 

am to my father and mother! Ah, how well I would have done to refrain from my 

cursed chess-playing, which I shall loathe eternally! God damn sparrow-hawks, 

falcons, merlins!—they have torn me from my father; it is all their fault that I 

have left my friends and acquaintances. Those who wish me well are all very sad 

and dejected on my account. Dearest mother, I know how you are tormenting 

yourself for grief. Father, your heart is full of sorrow. I know you are both bowed 

down with it. Oh, if only I knew you knew that I am alive and well, great would 

be God’s mercy to you and to me! For I know that you will never be happy unless 

by the will of God you learn that I am alive. Comforter of all that are troubled, 

Lord God, will it so!” (Gottfried 75) 

 

While Tristan recognizes his parents’ attachment to his person, he also underscores his own need 

to be assured of their well-being. When describing the separation, despite the awkwardness of a 

passive construction, the emphasis falls on “I”—Tristan—the subject of the sentence, while in 

the Middle English version the same line emphasizes the father’s loss of his person. This 

emotionally charged scene allows Tristan to take responsibility for his youthful behavior while 

revealing his attachment to his parents as well as to the vain diversions of courtly youths.  

In the Middle English poem, Tristrem is all alone amidst the strange mariners. There is 

no Curvenal to share his plight. Once he acknowledges his situation, Tristrem reacts as a child by 

weeping: “Tristrem sore wepe” (l.352), “Tristrem wepe ful sare” (l.362). The mariners call him a 

child, treat him as a child, and the narrator refers to him as a child when the mariners abandon 

him on the closest shore: “A lond thai left that childe” (l.385). In his reaction, however, Tristrem 

displays no childish attachment to parents or home; he does not make any mention of Rohand, 

nor does he qualify his state as homeless. In fact, Tristrem’s first outburst of emotion on shore is 

fear upon losing sight of the mariners: “His hert bigan to cold/ Tho he no might hem nought se” 

(ll.388-389). In his fear, he prays to God and entrusts his fate into His hands:  

Lord, mi liif me behold, 

In world Thou wise me 

At wille; 

Astow art Lord so fre, 

Thou lete me never spille. (ll.392-396) 
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In this prayer, Tristrem does not ask for God to return him to the safety of his father’s home. 

Instead he simply asks for God to protect him from bodily harm. The prayer gives him courage 

to explore his surroundings and learn that he has arrived in England. When he is brought before 

King Mark, instead of saying that he misses his father, Tristrem reverses the emotional polarity, 

placing the emphasis on Rohand’s emotional connection to himself: “Mi fader me hath forlorn,/ 

Sir Rohand, sikerly,/ The best blower of horn” (ll.533-535). This first reference to Rohand since 

his kidnapping reveals nothing about Tristrem’s feelings toward his foster father but shows 

respect for Rohand’s accomplishments. 

 

Scene 2: Foster Father’s Reaction to the Abduction (Gottfried pp. 72-73, 93-95,  

Sir Tristrem ll.575-649) 
 

 

While Tristan is enjoying his stay at Mark’s court, his foster father is out searching for 

him, displaying all expected signs of worry in a character that is emotionally attached to another 

character. The line that entrusts Tristan to God in the Middle English poem Gottfried attributes to 

his foster father: “Beas Tristant, curtois Tristant,/ tun cors, ta vie a de commant!” (Gottfried 

73).
76

 The line becomes a fatherly prayer of safekeeping for a son he is worried about. When 

Gottfried describes the parents’ reaction to the news of Tristan’s abduction, he accentuates their 

feelings with comparisons to the worst possible hypothetic situation: “In their grief, the Marshal 

and his good lady used themselves so hard that had Tristan died before their eyes, they could not 

have been more deeply affected” (Gottfried 72). They go to the last place where he was seen and 

cry, praying to God to keep him safe. Rual travels for over three years, searching for Tristan, at 

first in a courtly style with numerous companions, until he runs out of funds, sends his 

companions back, and perseveres alone. Gottfried describes his suffering with many flourishing 

details: “He was left quite destitute and went begging for his bread, and continued to do so from 

kingdom to kingdom, land to land, searching for Tristan for some three years or more, till he had 

so lost his handsome appearance, and his colour had so deteriorated, that anyone who has seen 

him then would never have admitted he was of noble birth” (Gottfried 93). Gottfried’s 

presentation of a grieving father is full of hyperbole and courtly embellishment. This drastic 

                                                 
76 Hatto provides a translation for this line in an unnumbered footnote on page 73 of his edition: “Handsome Tristan, 

courteous Tristan, I commend your life and body to God” (Gottfried 73). 
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contrast between a rich lord with many retainers and a ragged loner serves to further underscore 

how emotional turmoil can influence one’s inward and outward identity. 

The Tristrem poet preserves some of these displays of loss. Rohand openly grieves over 

Tristrem’s disappearance and laments not being able to see him again: “Rohand reweth sare/ 

That he no might of him here” (ll.575-576). He embarks on a long and difficult journey alone to 

reunite himself with his foster son, exhibiting dedication and emotional attachment to family: 

Over londes he gan fare 

With sorwe and reweful chere, 

Seven kingriche and mare 

 Tristrem to finde there 

 And sought. 

 His robes riven were; 

 Therfore no leved he nought. (ll.577-583) 

 

Rohand’s long and difficult journey is a physical manifestation of his grief. His appearance and 

his clothes show serious signs of wear, and deserve an additional emphasis: “Rohand robes were 

torn” (l.652). Once he learns that Tristrem is nearby, Rohand’s mood improves: “Rohand was ful 

thra/ Of Tristrem for to frain” (ll.615-616). The narrator also lets the reader know that Rohand 

has dedicated his entire life to this child: “In Tristrem is his delit,/ And of him speketh he ay” 

(ll.617-618). The poet’s description of Rohand is full of compassion for his hardships and 

sorrow. When contrasted with Gottfried’s text, one can see that the hyperbole is toned down and 

most of the embellishments are removed, leaving only a display of raw emotion. Moreover, there 

is no contrast here between a rich and happy Rohand and a poor and tormented Rohand. Instead, 

the contrast is between Tristrem’s and Rohand’s situations: Tristrem is living at court in 

contentment, while Rohand is wandering the world in misery. But the presence of emotive 

language, however brief, is a sign that the Tristrem poet did not categorically eschew such poetic 

devices from his repertoire. 

 

Scene 3: Father-Son Reunion (Gottfried pp.93-97, Sir Tristrem ll.650-715) 
 

 

 The reunion scene in Gottfried is emotionally charged. Tristan recognizes Rual 

immediately, hugs him, kisses him, and addresses him as a father: “And the moment Tristan saw 

him he said, his words chiming with his feelings: ‘Now may our Lord be sanctified for ever, 

father, that it is given to me to see you!’” (Gottfried 95). Tristan’s next two speeches addressed 
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to Rual indicate his attachment to the man he believes to be his father: “my good and trusty 

father” and “Dear father” (Gottfried 95). The narrator comments on their relationship, describing 

it as the best father-son bond:  

After this he [Tristan] ran to him [Rual], laughing, and kissed the loyal man
77

 as a 

child should kiss its father. This was as it should be: Rual was his father, he was 

Rual’s child. None of the fathers now alive, or who were ever born before us, 

treated their children in a more fatherly way than Rual treated Tristan. Yes, 

Tristan held father, mother, kinsmen, vassals—all the friends he ever had—

together in his arms there. (Gottfried 95) 

 

The narrator exaggerates their emotional attachment to each other by claiming that it is stronger 

than any real father-son bond. He then conflates all human connections for Tristan, familial and 

baronial, into the person of Rual. In one embrace, Tristan holds every human attachment. In the 

person of Rual, Tristan vests all family and land connections, all of which disappear once he 

hears what Rual has to say. Once again, Gottfried amplifies the relationship just to make the 

consequences of Rual’s revelation all the more painful for Tristan. 

 Conversely, when Tristem is finally reunited with Rohand, Tristrem immediately begs for 

Rohand not to become angry with him: “Fader, no wretthe the nought” (l.661). This is the 

response of a child who knows he has done something wrong as opposed to a child who has 

missed his father. Unlike Gottfried’s Tristan, Tristrem is not overflowing with filial love. 

Tristrem’s emotions are subdued. He kisses Rohand in a dutiful manner after he learns his 

identity: “He kneled better spede/ And kist Rohand ful fain” (ll.659-660). Neither does the 

narrator intervene to communicate Tristrem’s feelings on the matter. Tristrem removes the focus 

from himself and shifts it onto his father’s disheveled appearance, claiming his own ignorance of 

his father’s identity: “No thing no knewe Y the” (l.664). He then shifts the emotional burden 

onto Rohand as well: “With sorwe thou hast me sought;/ To wite it wo is me!” (ll.665-666). 

These brief displays of emotion recognize Rohand’s feelings and Tristrem’s compassion for 

Rohand’s troubles, but they do not amount to a familial connection. This bond, therefore, is not 

the greatest father-son bond as it is in Gottfried, and it disappears completely after Rohand 

reveals the truth. There are no highs and lows here, and the bond is not strong enough to 

withstand the betrayal.  

                                                 
77 “Loyal man” and “trusted man” are all epithets for Rual and word plays on his second name li Foitenant. 

35 

 



 

Gottfried’s Tristan seems to disregard court etiquette when he dismisses his father’s 

appearance. Tristan is so overcome with joy at seeing his father that he is ready to present him at 

court before King Mark dressed in rags. Rual is the one who has to remind Tristan of the 

inappropriateness of his dress: 

Rual’s outfit and clothes were as one might expect—a miserable little robe, worn 

right through and threadbare, and tattered in many places. Nor did he have a 

cloak. The garments the good man wore beneath his robe were thoroughly 

wretched, utterly worn and soiled. The hair of his head and beard was as thickly 

matted from neglect as if he were from the wilds. Moreover, the praiseworthy 

knight went barefoot and barelegged and was weather-beaten too, as all are bound 

to be whom hunger and cold, sun and wind, have robbed of their fresh 

complexion. In this state he appeared before Mark, near enough to look him in the 

face. (Gottfried 96) 

 

Gottfried describes Rual’s exterior in such detail to create a contrast with his noble interior, 

which manifests itself in his dignified behavior at court: 

[H]owever unpresentable Rual was so far as clothes were concerned, he was truly 

magnificent and faultless in both physique and bearing. His form was princely. 

His limbs and stature were huge, like those of a hero of old, his arms and legs 

were of generous length, his gait was fine and stately, his whole frame well-

proportioned. He was neither too young nor old but in his prime, when youth and 

years give life its best vitality. For true majesty he was the peer of any emperor. 

His voice rang out like a clarion, his speech was well-trimmed. He stood there in 

sight of all their lordships with magnificent allure. (Gottfried 97) 

 

In recognition of Rual’s nobility, Mark makes arrangements for Rual to be cleaned up and attired 

as is proper to his station. Tristan, who rushes to introduce his father without letting him clean up 

first, comes across as a loving son instead of a rude courtier. He betrays no shame in claiming 

Rual as his father. 

A reversal in agency occurs in the Middle English poem, where Tristrem is the one who 

stands on ceremony instead of Mark. In doing so, Tristrem inadvertently reveals his shame upon 

seeing his father dressed the way he is. He asks Mark to clothe his father properly: 

 Wil ye mi fader se 

 With sight? 

 Graithed Y wil he be, 

 And seththen schewe him as knight. (ll.668-671) 

 

This may appear to be a courtly reaction caused by shame at the sight of his father being 

presented at court dressed bellow his station, but when compared to Gottfried’s treatment of this 
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situation, Tristrem’s insistence on propriety is misguided. Instead of demonstrating his love for 

his father, he demonstrates what manners he has learned at court. He wants his father’s social 

identity as a knight to be reflected in his attire. 

 

Scene 4: Revelation of Tristan’s/Tristrem’s Identity (Gottfried pp. 97-111,  

Sir Tristrem ll.716-759) 
 

 

In Gottfried’s account, Rual’s tale evokes an emotional response from all three men—

Rual, Mark, and Tristan. Telling the story of Rivalin and Blancheflor brings so much pain to 

Rual that he starts crying: “the faithful man was assailed by such heartfelt grief that he could not 

conceal it, for he sat and wept like a child” (Gottfried 99). The narrator indicates twice Mark’s 

emotional reaction to the tale: “The heart of good King Mark was so strongly pierced with grief 

that tears of pain flowed from his eyes and streamed down his cheeks and robes” (Gottfried 99); 

“One passage brought the tears from Mark” (Gottfried 99).  At the end of the story, Mark 

recognizes his kinship with Tristan, addresses him as his nephew, and makes him his heir.
78

 

While the two men weep for the lord and lady whom they have known and loved, Tristan does 

not immediately weep; his reaction is much more complex than that of Rual and Mark, for he has 

just learned the truth about his dead parents whom he has never known: “This news was a cause 

of deep distress to Tristan for no other reason than that he had lost a father in the person of this 

faithful man, and the belief that he had a father” (Gottfried 99). Tristan’s first reaction is an 

emotional separation from Rual—the man he believed to be his father. He is losing faith in the 

concept of family. He is so hurt that he cannot weep: “Tristan…had no laments for anything he 

had heard, so sharply did the words assail him” (Gottfried 99). It takes him some time to 

formulate his thoughts and feelings before he voices them: “I hear my father say that my father 

was killed long ago. With this he renounces me, and I must go minus a father—I who had come 

to have two! O father, and belief that I had a father, how you have both been taken from me! 

Through that same man of whom I averred ‘my father has come!’ I lose two fathers—himself 

and the one I never saw!” (Gottfried 101). The emotionally charged language that Gottfried uses 

to indicate the depth of Tristan’s loss works under the assumption that the familial bond was 

there before it was severed. Tristan’s emotional turmoil over the loss of two fathers underscores 

his emotional attachment to the concept of family. 

                                                 
78 I will address the implications of these actions for Tristan’s/Tristrem’s public sphere in Chapter 2. 
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When Rohand tells the emotionally charged story of Tristrem’s parents, the only two 

people in the room who respond with tears are Rohand himself and Mark. Rohand is unable to 

keep himself from crying when telling the story of Rouland and Blauncheflor: “The tale when 

Rohand told,/ For sorwe he gan grete./ The King biheld that old,/ Hou his wonges were wete” 

(ll.729-732). While Rohand’s reaction is to cry, Mark’s reaction is to kiss his nephew: “He kist 

Tristrem full skete/ And for hi nevou toke” (ll.736-737). This is the first acknowledgement that 

Tristrem may have a blood connection to a male family relation. In contrast to Rohand’s and 

Mark’s reactions, Tristrem response is an inquiry for more details on his father’s death: “Tel me, 

for Godes might,/ Hou was mi fader slayn” (ll.747-748). By omitting the lengthy meditations on 

the meaning of the word “father,” the Tristrem poet chooses not to impose an emotional bond 

between two men who never knew each other. Tristrem does not reveal his pain because he 

cannot mourn the death of people he never knew. Tristrem’s reaction to know more about the 

situation that brought about his father’s death arises from what he knows and that is his sense of 

duty. This chivalric obligation to his dead father overpowers any other reaction Tristrem may 

have had. He demands to know what has happened so he can avenge his father, thereby restoring 

honor to both of them. Even after Tristrem hears the details he seeks, he displays no outward 

signs of emotion. Tristrem internalizes his thoughts and feelings in silence while deciding on the 

best course of action to rectify publically a wrong to his honor and to his father’s honor. 

Gottfried’s emphasis when describing Tristan’s chivalric response to learning about his 

father is not focused on a need for revenge but on the urge to live up to the expectations of his 

noble birth. This response is very courtly and fits the expectations of the courtly genre. Tristan 

wants to be knighted immediately and wishes to acquire the necessary possessions and attributes 

of a courtly knight. When Mark asks him how he feels about the situation, Tristan discloses his 

thoughts to his new-found uncle: “My dear lord and sovereign, I will tell you how I feel. If I 

were wealthy enough to be a knight as I should wish to be, and in such style that I need not blush 

at the name, nor it at me, and the glory of chivalry would not be debased in me, then I would 

love to be a knight, to train my idle youth and wean it to worldly honours” (Gottfried 101). He 

concludes his long speech with a prayer to God: “May God help me to property, so that I achieve 

my aspirations!” (Gottfried 101). This courtly side of chivalry and the extensive description of 

Tristan’s luxurious preparations for his knighting (Gottfried 104-110) are key elements of the 

courtly genre. Tristan wants to be a courtly knight for whom land is just an additional source of 

38 

 



 

pomp and riches. The idea of going back to Parmenie to avenge his father does not occur to him 

until after he is knighted and gains his position at Mark’s court. The narrator claims “sorrow” 

and “grief” as Tristan’s guiding emotions in making the decision (Gottfried 111). He asks 

permission from Mark to travel to Parmenie to deal with the land and its people as is befitting a 

courtly lord: “‘My dear lord,’ said Tristan, ‘please give me leave to sail to Parmenie and, in 

accordance with your advice, see how our affairs stand there regarding the land and the people, 

which (as you say) are mine’” (Gottfried 111-112). The courtly Tristan travels back to Parmenie 

not as an exiled-and-returned hero who needs to reclaim his land to reaffirm his identity, but as a 

knight who wants to increase his noble stature, who seeks adventure, and who wishes to test his 

military prowess as a knight. 

 Tristrem’s response to learning about Morgan having slain his father is purely honor-

bound. Unlike Gottfried’s Tristan, the Middle English Tristrem displays no penchant for courtly 

luxuries and no interest in courtly glories. He recognizes that he has to avenge his father’s death 

because it is the right thing to do in terms of his personal honor; whether he succeeds or not, if he 

does not try, he will be forever shamed. He reveals this pressure of obligation and urgency to 

defend his honor to his uncle Mark: 

 Into Ermonie, 

 Sir, now longeth me; 

 Thider fare wil Y. 

 Mi leve Y take of the 

 To fight with Morgan in hy, 

 To sle him other he me 

 With hand. 

 Erst schal no man me se 

 Ogain in Ingland. (ll.762-770) 

 

This sense of honor and obligation is the primary driving force behind the actions of the exiled-

and-returned heroes. While courtly romance heroes are supposed to be driven by their emotional 

attachments to family and their beloveds, the disinherited English heroes must first avenge their 

fathers to restore their honor as knights as well as their lands before they can connect to family or 

establish a new one with their beloveds. Thus, by reducing the emphasis on Tristrem’s emotional 

bond to his dead father, the anonymous poet focuses on the English hero aspect of Tristrem’s 
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character, taking a narrative line that is part of the Tristan corpus and presenting it in the light of 

the exiled-and-returned hero.
79

 

  

 

 

Scene 5: Leaving and Returning (Gottfried pp. 110-112, 118-123,  

Sir Tristrem ll.760-792, 903-961) 
 

 

The scenes of departure from and return to England reveal much about the emotional 

attachment between Tristan and Mark. Incidentally, the departure scene is one of the few 

episodes in which the Middle English poet describes Tristrem’s feelings, whereas Gottfried only 

focuses on Mark’s emotional response. Tristrem displays a sign of sorrow just before he leaves 

Mark’s court to go to Ermonie—a sign that echoes Mark’s feelings upon Tristrem’s departure. 

As Tristrem is getting ready to leave, the narrator focuses on Mark’s emotions: “Tho was Mark 

ful wo;/ He sight sore at that tide” (ll.771-772). After this display, Mark makes arrangements for 

Tristrem’s voyage, and when everything is ready Tristrem displays his sorrow: “Sorwe so 

Tristrem band/ Might no man make him blithe” (ll.791-792). These two emotional displays 

parallel each other so closely that they appear as emotional mirrors, with the latter being a 

response to the former. The narrator displays the beginnings of an emotional attachment between 

Tristrem and Mark at the point of separation. This display of reciprocal emotion is conspicuously 

absent in Gottfried. The parting is very practical in Gottfried’s account, with Tristan explaining 

his plan and Mark giving him advice on how to proceed. This exchange concludes in Mark’s 

declaration of his emotional attachment to Tristan and his hope that Tristan may feel the same 

way: “If you [Tristan] love me [Mark] as I love you, if you bear me equal affection, let Heaven 

be witness, we shall spend our days happily together” (Gottfried 112).
80

 Mark speaks these 

words in earnest and with feeling, but Tristan is so intent on his new adventure that he does not 

respond in kind. 

A possible explanation for why Gottfried’s Tristan shows no emotional attachment to 

Mark upon his departure for Parmenie is the increase in his imagined attachment to his 

                                                 
79 These narrative trends are present in Reinbrun, Beues of Hampton, Horn, and Havelok. 
80 At this point in Gottfried’s text, Mark appoints Tristan his legal heir. He justifies his choice with an emotional 

attachment to his sister’s son. Mark promises not to take a wife so as not to disinherit Tristan. Although Tristan does 

not reveal his gratitude immediately, he shows his acceptance of Mark’s offer later in the romance. He takes this 

legal appointment seriously and as more than just an emotional outburst from Mark. 

40 

 



 

destination—to a home he never knew. Interestingly enough, when Tristan makes his way to 

Cornwall for the first time, the narrator makes a point of labeling Mark’s kingdom as Tristan’s 

home: “Tristan has unwittingly come home, though he imagined he was homeless” (Gottfried 

87). Stranded in Cornwall, Tristan by chance arrives in the land of his mother—a land that is 

repeatedly called his home. When Rual hears news of Tristan’s location, he remarks on this 

fortunate development: “If, as I have learned, Tristan has gone to Cornwall in this way, truly he 

has gone home, for Mark is his uncle” (Gottfried 94). This familial connection through his 

maternal uncle makes Cornwall Tristan’s home. Yet Tristan himself does not recognize it as 

such, even after Mark declares him his heir. Instead, he sets his heart on Parmenie, creating an 

emotional attachment to a land he has not seen yet simply because it once belonged to a father he 

never knew. His departure is described as a return home: “Without further delay, Tristan and his 

friend Rual, together with their retinue, took ship from Cornwall back home to Parmenie” 

(Gottfried 112). This new attachment to his real father distances Tristan from Rual—the man to 

whom he once declared so much filial love and devotion has now been reduced to “a friend.” 

In Gottfried, neither Tristan nor Mark displays any emotion upon Tristan’s return. The 

narrator’s explanation for this is the trouble Morold has been wreaking on Cornwall: “To tell the 

truth, Tristan was not welcomed by a single soul of all the household, not even by Mark, as 

affectionately as he would have been had this annoyance left them free” (Gottfried 123). While 

the Middle English poem emphasizes the disparity between the emotional connections, 

Gottfried’s narrative reserves emotional responses to specific situations at hand; the governing 

emotion in the time of an imminent threat is distress and worry. These external factors preclude a 

display of happiness upon Tristan’s arrival back in England. Tristan, however, reveals his 

attachment to both Mark and Rual just prior to his return to England. After he has settled matters 

in Parmenie, Tristan is overcome with emotional turmoil as he tries to choose between his 

attachments to the two men: “he could not detach his feelings from Rual, who in fatherly 

devotion had shown him so much kindness. His affections were firmly fixed both on Rual and on 

Mark. His whole mind was bound up with these two, and drawn in opposite directions” 

(Gottfried 118). The narrator’s remarks upon Tristan’s feelings are followed by an internal 

monologue in which Tristan discusses in detail the difficulty of his situation and the depth of his 

emotional attachment. His final decision to return to England is a sign of his emotional tie to his 
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uncle Mark—the father figure he chooses. Therefore, despite the lack of emotional displays upon 

his arrival back in England, Gottfried has already established a bond between the two men. 

In the Middle English poem, Tristrem’s emotional connection to Mark plays no role in 

his return to England and is not displayed outwardly upon his return from Ermonie. When 

making the decision to return to England after two years of governing in Ermonie, Tristrem 

simply conveys his intentions to Rohand without displaying much emotion: 

 Mi leve Y take at te 

 Til Inglond wil Y rive, 

 Mark, mi nem, to se 

 That stounde. (ll.919-922) 

 

This declaration of intent at least recognizes the familial connection between Tristrem and Mark, 

but it certainly does not contain the melancholy rhetoric of Gottfried’s text. Although Gottfried 

does not spell out Mark’s happiness upon Tristan’s return, the Tristrem poet does: the Middle 

English poet uses the return scene as a contrast to the scene of departure by presenting a one-

sided display of emotion. While Mark openly shows his happiness at seeing Tristrem again, 

Tristrem does not reciprocate: 

 Mark was glad and blithe 

 Tho he might Tristrem se. 

 He kist him fele sithe; 

 Welcom to him was he. (ll.958-961) 

 

Tristrem remains quiet and unemotional throughout this greeting, which lessens the emotional 

display that occurs prior to his departure. The only narrative explanation available for this 

change is the number of years Tristrem spends away from Mark; it takes Tristrem two years to 

settle matters in Ermonie. 

 

Scene 6: Revenge (Gottfried pp. 112-116, Sir Tristrem ll.804-911) 
 

 

 Gottfried begins the revenge sequence with overt courtly elements by focusing on the 

ceremonial reception and land transfer rituals. He devotes much space to describing Tristan’s 

reception at home in Parmenie and the courtly honors that are due to him because of his noble 

status. Rual and his wife arrange a welcome for Tristan that is full of courtois ceremony and 

refinement. When greeting Tristan, “He [Rual] laid his cap and mantle courteously aside” 

(Gottfried 112) in deference and respect.  Lady Floraete, Rual’s wife, “courteous, virtuous, good-
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tempered, most noble, and excellent lady” (Gottfried 113), also adheres to the rules of propriety 

in her reception of Tristan, “for she bestowed on her child [Tristan, mentioned earlier as “her 

lord and child” (Gottfried 113)] and his following all the honour and comfort that ever came the 

way of knights” (Gottfried 113). Rual’s speech recognizes Tristan’s possession of the lands and 

encourages other barons to recognize Tristan as their lord as well: “My lord, welcome in God’s 

name and in your country’s name and mine! Look, sir, do you see this fair land beside the sea?—

fortified cities, strong defences, and many a fine castle? I tell you your father Canel left it to you. 

If you are manly and watchful, nothing of what you see here will ever be lost to you—I shall be 

your surety for that!” (Gottfried 112). In this speech, there is no room for any doubt as to 

Tristan’s claim to the land. Rual’s words praise the land, praise Tristan’s father, and assure 

Tristan that he will always have possession of what is already his. The narrator underscores the 

truth of these words by emphasizing the reliability of the source: the speaker is “honest, trusty 

Rual” (Gottfried 112). Rual’s courtly behavior is further depicted as he greets each of the knights 

“saluting and greeting them most delightfully with his gracious words” (Gottfried 112-113). He 

then humbles himself before Tristan in a ceremonial transfer of land: “He faithfully surrendered 

to Tristan those cities and castles in the whole land which had been in his keeping since Canel’s 

time, together with his own, which had come down to him from his forbears” (Gottfried 113). 

Rual thus encourages the rest of the barons to follow his example: “One by one they received 

their fiefs from the hand of their lord Tristan, with their vassals and their lands. They took the 

oath of fealty and became liege men” (Gottfried 113). This public demonstration of Tristan as 

lord of the land from whom others hold fiefs makes the revenge killing almost superfluous. 

The revenge sequence in Gottfried’s account is also filled with elements of courtly 

propriety. Tristan is already in possession of his father’s land, but he seeks out Morgan to 

formalize the claim: “he [Tristan] would hasten away to Brittany to receive his fief from his 

enemy’s hands so that he could hold his father’s territories with better title” (Gottfried 114). 

There is no plan for a revenge killing here. The only indication that there may be some vengeful 

intentions is emotional: “Tristan suffered the secret pain that was hidden in his heart, of which 

Morgan was the cause” (Gottfried 113). Even though Tristan and his companions sneak up on 

Morgan in the forest while he is out hunting, Morgan still receives them properly and in a courtly 

manner: “As they trotted up to him Morgan received the foreigners, whose purpose was 

unknown to him, with the courtesy due to strangers” (Gottfried 114). Tristan then lays out his 
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claim with an appeal to Morgan’s courtesy: “Sir, I have come for my fief and ask you to invest 

me with it here and not deny me what I have a title to! That would be just and courteous” 

(Gottfried 114). When asked to identify himself, Tristan continues in the same vein: “‘I am of the 

House of Parmenie,’ answered Tristan, ‘and my father’s name was Rivalin. I should be his heir, 

sir. My own name is Tristan’” (Gottfried 115). With these words, Tristan proudly presents 

himself as a lord entitled to the land. At this point in the narrative, Morgan violates the rules of 

courtly conduct by resorting to an ad hominem attack against Tristan and his parents. Morgan 

degrades Rivalin and Blanchflor’s relationship by describing it as a “love-affair” (Gottfried 115), 

implying that it was never a legal union. Tristan understands Morgan’s accusation and its 

ramifications: “You mean that I am a bastard, and so will have forfeited my fief and my claim?” 

(Gottfried 115). In return, Tristan accuses Morgan of impropriety and of using uncourteous 

speech: 

“You speak slanderously,” said Tristan. “I thought that when one man wronged 

another it was seemly and proper for him to observe sense and decency towards 

him, at least in his choice of language. Had you any sense of decency, in view of 

the wrong that you have done me, you would have spared me your remarks, 

which rouse fresh grief and resurrect old scores. After all, you killed my father! 

Yet you do not think me wronged enough but you must say that my mother who 

bore me, bore me out of wedlock! Almighty God! I know that so many nobles—I 

cannot name them here—have placed their hands in mine in token of their 

homage! Had they recognized the fault in me that you allege, not one of them 

would have done so! They know it for a fact that not long before his death my 

father Rivalin made my mother his lawful wife. If I must prove and attest this on 

your person, I swear I shall attest it to the full!” (Gottfried 115) 

 

Morgan’s breaking of social decorum is what prompts the fight between the two men. Tristan 

takes personal offense at Morgan’s language and uses the land ceremony that took place just 

prior to this meeting as justification of his noble and legal descent. Public recognition of his 

status ensures the official (public and legal) recognition of his parents’ union. Morgan’s killing 

of Rivalin seems secondary to Morgan’s verbal offense against Tristan’s parentage. In fact, 

Morgan does not even acknowledge the accusation before Tristan launches at him with his 

sword. Morgan’s last action is a desperate attempt to return to courtly ceremony by claiming that 

Tristan “may not draw sword on anyone who was ever made free of a court!” (Gottfried 115). 

But this call to propriety comes too late, for Tristan, enraged, splits Morgan’s skull and finishes 

him off with a strike to the heart. 
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Unlike the German account, the Middle English poem does not stage a courtly welcome 

for Tristrem upon his arrival in Ermonie. Tristrem must first prove his claim to the land through 

armed combat before any of the barons will recognize him as their rightful lord. The revenge 

sequence in Sir Tristrem focuses on honor, right, and reparations with the repetition of the word 

“Amendes” (ll.848, 853). Tristrem travels to Ermonie with the sole purpose of avenging his 

father. Instead of covertly tracking down Morgan in the woods, as Gottfried’s Tristan does, 

Tristrem approaches Morgan in open court: “To court thai com ful right” (l.819). When he 

appears before Morgan he demands reparations and the immediate return of his lands: 

“Amendes! Mi fader is slain,/ Mine hirritage Hermonie” (ll.848-849). This emphasis on baronial 

hereditary rights, rights that were denied to him through the slaying of his father, emphasizes 

Tristrem’s claim to the land. In this statement, he does not accuse Morgan of anything outright. 

He simply lays out the facts in a passive impersonal construction: my father is slain. Tristrem is 

petitioning the lord to do what is right and make reparations to the surviving son of a slain father. 

Morgan’s response is an admission of his involvement in the matter: “Certes, thi fader than 

slough Y” (l.851). In this statement, Morgan reveals something that could be interpreted as his 

guilt: the emotional outburst of “Certes” (l.851). Tristrem appears to take Morgan’s response in 

just such a way. He continues his case in a logical fashion: “Seththen thou so hast sayd,/ 

Amendes ther ought to ly” (ll.852-853). His logic is causal and relies on the general sense of 

what is right and wrong: reparations are due from the man who has admitted his guilt in the 

matter. Morgan’s idea of reparations, however, is different from Tristrem’s. He asks Tristrem if 

he is there to seek his right to the land, with an emphasis on “right”: “for thi/ Right than/ Artow 

comen titly?” (ll.855-857). The two opponents agree that their dispute is regarding Tristrem’s 

right to the land, his birthright, his heritage. However, instead of restoring Tristrem’s heritage, 

Morgan plans on dealing Tristrem the same fate he has bestowed on his father: “So schal Y the” 

(l.855), implying “as I slew your father, so shall I slay you.” After making this threat, Morgan 

launches into offensive rhetoric against Tristrem’s parents and the illegitimacy of his conception: 

“Thi fader thi moder gan hide;/ In horedom he hir band” (ll.861-862). Although there is an 

element of truth to Morgan’s words, for Tristrem was conceived in secret and out of wedlock, his 

parents eventually declared their union and sanctified it in a church, allowing Tristrem to be born 

to a married couple. In any case, justifying killing Tristrem’s father and disinheriting Tristrem 

with an accusation that amounts to declaring “your mother was a whore” is intentionally 
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provocative. What is most significant here is that Morgan does not deny the validity of 

Tristrem’s claim through his father. His only reproach is the illicit nature of the affair between 

Rouland and Blauncheflor, not Rouland’s claim to the land. His invective language toward 

Tristrem’s parents only strengthens Tristrem’s claim, paving the way to Tristrem’s victory. In 

this battle, Tristrem becomes an avenging hero, who slays his father’s killer and restores his 

birthright: “He slough his fader ban” (l.901). In settling this land dispute through armed combat, 

Tristrem finishes his father’s unfinished battle, restores his father’s honor and his own, and 

rescues his mother’s honor as well. This trope of avenging his father and restoring his lands is 

the narrative pattern for exiled-and-returned English hero romances. A long military excursus 

and a brief mention of courtly ceremony finish this sequence as Tristrem secures his hold by 

subduing the rest of the land and the local barons: 

Thus hath Tristrem the swete 

Yslawe the Douke Morgan. 

No wold he never lete 

Til mo castels wer tan; 

Tounes thai yold him skete 

And cites slithe of stan. 

The folk fel to his fet; 

Againes him stode ther nan 

In land. 

He slough his fader ban. 

Al bowed to his hand. (ll.892-902) 

 

Tristan’s coming into possession of the land is a testament to his military prowess as opposed to 

a ceremonial demonstration of his courtly deserts. He has to fight to protect his right to land. 

 

Summary of Analysis 
 

 

My close reading of the male relationships in the two Tristan romances reveals 1) one-

sided displays of familial attachment in the Middle English poem, with most of the emotions 

being displayed by persons other than Tristrem; and 2) two-sided displays of emotion in the 

German narrative, with signs of emotional attachment displayed by both Tristan and his father 

figures. I have also highlighted a marked contrast in attachment to the dead father: in the German 

poem, Tristan contemplates his situation, reveling in melancholy, before he decides what to do; 

in the Middle English poem, Tristrem responds to the call of duty immediately and without any 
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courtois rhetoric. The Tristrem poet, however, does employ exaggerated literary tropes to 

capture Mark’s and Rohand’s emotions. The absence of internal monologues and outward 

displays of emotion in Tristrem is not a sign of poetic weakness, or the character’s unfeeling 

personality, or the Middle English audience’s lowered expectations; it is an indication of the 

poet’s awareness of the narrative style of the Matter of England romances. In most English hero 

narratives, the protagonist internalizes his perceptions of the world around him and reveals his 

feelings and opinions about people and situations through action. Tristrem reveals his thoughts 

and feelings through his actions as well, thus collapsing the traditionally rigid boundaries of 

private and public identity as delineated in romans courtois. Tristrem travels back to Ermonie 

and avenges his father, thus paying his deference to his father’s honor. Tristrem displays his 

gratitude to his foster father Rohand by transferring his familial lands to him. He also displays 

his attachment to Mark by choosing to return to England from Ermonie and attaching himself to 

Mark’s court. Finally, Tristrem displays his attachment to England by taking up a national fight 

against an Irish champion in defense of the country as a whole. Although the Middle English 

poet does not discuss these events in sentimental terms, there is a sense of emotional attachment 

that lies behind these actions. I will be discussing the significance of these actions in terms of the 

narrative construction of Tristrem’s public image. 



 
 

CHAPTER 2 

 
 PUBLIC IMAGE: NATIONALISM AND LAND-BASED 

IDENTITY 
 

 

 

Tristrem’s identity is incomplete without coming into possession of land. As I have 

demonstrated in Chapter 1, Tristrem’s private identity—or his person—is dominated by his utter 

devotion to his beloved Ysonde whom he cannot have and by his unverbalized attachment to his 

father figures. His public image is characterized entirely by his disinherited state and his repeated 

attempts to gain a land-based identity. Even while in exile, he uses his physical prowess to gain 

land by serving foreign rulers. At first, Tristrem is denied his ancestral land by Duke Morgan, 

who killed his father and took away his land. Then, after winning back the land, he gives it over 

to his foster father and his sons to rule. In regaining but not ruling over his patrimony, and 

choosing instead to live in England to which he has ties through the female line, Tristrem’s story 

parallels Havelok’s in most respects except for one: Tristrem has no children. Mark gives him a 

vow that Mark’s land shall be his, which gives Tristrem a hope at a land-based identity. 

However, when Mark goes back on his word by taking a wife, he strips Tristrem of his identity 

as heir to the land of England. In discussing the significance of the vow, I examine its setting, 

wording, and narrative placement in both Sir Tristrem and in Gottfried’s Tristan. I also look at 

the significance of a similar vow in Chrétien’s Cligés—the famous Old French poet’s courtois 

reworking of Thomas’ Tristran, in which he uses the vow to support his hero’s claim to the 

throne. This narrative connection reveals a significant flaw in Mark’s public image—his inability 

to keep his troth—which provides a narrative excuse for Tristrem to betray Mark with the one 

person who is endowed with the responsibility of securing the succession. Ysonde, Mark’s 

queen, becomes the symbol of Mark’s broken vow. She is also Tristrem’s only connection to the 

land of England. Having lost his political connection to the land in both England and in his 

ancestral home, Tristrem becomes an incomplete person—a person whose public image is 
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devoid of land possession. Yet his honor as a knight remains intact. Mark, who goes back on his 

word, becomes the villain, while “Tristrem the trewe” becomes the champion of England.
81

 

 

 

Land Disputes: Tristrem as a Disinherited Orphan 

 

 
A land dispute between his father and Duke Morgan brings about Tristrem’s conception 

and his identity as a disinherited orphan. The continuation of the same land dispute establishes a 

connection between Tristrem and his dead father in the private aspect of his identity, while at the 

same time it governs his public identity as Tristrem fulfills his obligation and avenges his father. 

Tristrem is caught between a private duty to his dead father and a public duty to the land of 

Ermanie. He succeeds in avenging his father by killing Morgan and securing his hold over his 

ancestral land. He fails, however, in his public duty to govern the land. Instead, he uses the land 

as a public display of gratitude to his foster father—officially entrusting the land to Rohand and 

his sons. As a result, Tristrem is once again separated, this time voluntarily, from his birthright. 

This is where Gottfried and the Tristrem poet diverge in their accounts. In Gottfried, Tristan has 

already received a public vow of inheritance from Mark when he is transferring his father’s lands 

to his foster father. In Sir Tristrem, however, the vow does not take place until after Tristrem 

comes back to England from Ermanie and defeats the Irish champion.
82

 In Gottfried, the 

renunciation of land is contingent upon the vow, which makes the breaking of the vow all the 

more significant in the legal sense. In the Middle English poem, Tristrem renounces the land 

voluntarily, without any promises of other lands in return, but with an urge to return to England. 

Mark’s vow to make Tristrem his heir becomes a reward earned meritoriously for his knightly 

service to England. 

As in most early Tristan narratives, the Middle English poem begins with the story of 

Tristrem’s parents, the secrecy of his conception, and the sad circumstances of his birth. This 

first romance informs the main relationship between Tristrem and Ysonde and sets up the public 

identity of the hero. It begins with a land dispute between Tristrem’s father Rouland and the 

Duke Morgan and ends with the loss of Tristrem’s inheritance. In the course of the feud, Rouland 

                                                            
81 Variations of this epithet appear throughout the romance 13 times: ll.110, 398, 601, 645, 1124, 1275, 1303, 1886, 

2167, 2400, 2553, 2567, 3336. 
82 Tristrem fights Moraunt ll.991-1100; Mark’s public vow to Tristrem ll.1101-1111. 
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and Blauncheflour meet, fall in love, conceive Tristrem in England and out of wedlock, flee from 

Mark’s Court, seal their relationship with a wedding, and die away from their relatives and lands, 

leaving Tristrem an orphan in the protection of Rohand—Rouland’s trusted retainer. The land 

dispute, therefore, becomes an integral part of Tristrem’s identity because the dispute influenced 

his coming into the world as a disinherited orphan.  

Rouland, “The child of Ermonie” (l.74), decides to break his truce with Morgan from 

whom he technically holds his lands. After seven years of bloody battles, both parties travel to 

England to ask Mark to arbitrate their dispute. Mark here is held in high regard as a young and 

just ruler of England, to whose authority both parties are willing to submit: 

The Douke and Rouland Riis 

Therto thai bed her hond 

To heighe and holden priis 

And foren till Inglond 

To lende. 

Markes king thai fond 

With knightes mani and hende. (ll.49-55) 

 

This feud is no longer local to Ermonie for it transports the participants to England, to the court 

of the English king. This places both Mark and England in a position of power and respect. It is 

also in England that the first romance takes place. During a tournament, Lady Blauncheflour, 

“The maiden of heighe kinne” (l.78), who turns out to be the sister of King Mark, observes 

Rouland and falls in love with him. After seeing him get wounded, Blauncheflour goes to 

comfort him in his lodgings. She does not disguise herself from Rouland, but goes to him openly 

and out of love. Tristrem is conceived that night in love and pain:  

A knave child gat thai tuo 

So dere; 

And seththen men cleped him so: 

Tristrem the trewe fere. (ll.107-110)  

 

Despite the illicit nature of his conception, Tristrem is a true knight.
83

 Most significantly, 

Tristrem is conceived in England, in the womb of the English king’s sister. In their first night 

that they spend together on the English soil, Rouland of Ermonie and Blauncheflour of England 

conceive a male child who becomes a connection between the two lands. In his adulthood, 

Tristrem struggles to re-establish these connections to land, which were hidden from him after 

                                                            
83 This quality is reiterated 12 more times. See note 81. 
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the death of his parents. In this struggle, Tristrem demonstrates a strong preference for England, 

the land of his mother, and also the land of his conception. 

Tristrem, however, is not born in England. Rouland, fearing for the safety of his lady, 

takes her into the land of his most trusted vassal Rohand:  

Mi dueling is hir ille; 

Bihold and tow may se. 

Mi rede is taken thertille, 

That fare Y wille with the 

And finde 

Thi fair folk and thi fre 

O lond ther is thi kinde. (ll.137-143) 

 

All second person pronouns in this passage refer to Rohand—his family and his land. The 

destination provides no family security for the couple. The emphasis here is that Rouland is 

taking Blauncheflour away from her relatives in England and into a land of strangers, where not 

even Rouland himself has any family. Rohand’s town is where Rouland and Blauncheflour get 

married, Rohand’s castle is where the two attempt to build a home, and Rohand’s land is where 

Tristrem is born. This escape to Rohand’s castle is the first time that Tristrem gets transported 

across the sea and away from home. Had he been born in England, he would have come under 

the protection of Mark and grown up in the manner that is fitting for the nephew of an English 

King. Had he been born in the land of his father, he would have been in danger of being killed in 

the land feud. Because he is born in exile and without any blood ties to the land of his birth, the 

location that permeates his public identity the most is the place of his conception, which is 

England. While most romances emphasize the place of a hero’s birth, the Tristrem narrative 

stresses the location of the hero’s conception instead and attaches to it national significance. 

Despite their efforts to hide, Morgan tracks down the lovers and demands satisfaction in 

his feud with Rouland. Morgan kills Rouland while Blauncheflour is in childbed. She dies soon 

after hearing the news about her husband and giving birth to Tristrem:  

On childbed ther sche lay 

Was born 

Of hir Tristrem that day, 

Ac hye no bade nought that morn. (ll.217-220) 

 

Tristrem enters the world in a strange land and on the same day as both of his parents die. The 

narrator reiterates the sad circumstances of his conception and birth after his mother departs from 
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this world: “Geten and born was so/ The child was fair and white” (ll.243-244). Tristrem is 

conceived and born in sorrow, for everyone around him is mourning the death of a great knight 

and a noble lady. Tristrem is also born away from any kind of familial relations. Since his 

parents die away from their respective homes, there are no relatives around to claim or recognize 

the child. Therefore, in addition to being orphaned at birth and having no opportunity to build a 

relationship with his parents, Tristrem is denied a relationship with his kinsmen on either side 

because he is born in someone else’s home and in someone else’s land. He is born in exile and 

without any connection to the land of his father or his mother. Moreover, shortly after his birth, 

he is given a new public identity that connects him to the house and lands of Rohand as his son: 

 To childbed ded he [Rohand] go 

 His owhen wiif al so tite, 

 And seyd he hadde children to; 

 On hem was his delite, 

 Bi Crist! 

 In court men cleped him so: 

 Tho “Tram” bifor the “Trist.” (ll.247-253) 

 

Rohand takes the newborn Tristrem to his wife, who is also in childbed, and brings Tristrem out 

into the world together with his own son, publically pronouncing himself to be a proud father of 

twins. Rouland’s feud leads to Tristrem’s conception in England and birth in Rohand’s house, 

thus creating an identity for him as a disinherited orphan—an identity which Rohand then 

conceals precisely because of the feud and replaces with an entirely different one. Tristrem 

becomes Tramtris.  

 The only familial recognition Tristrem receives at birth are his mother’s jewels, which are 

the royal family jewels of England. Blauncheflour entrusts familial jewelry to Rohand to keep 

for her son. Because there is very little detail given to the description of the jewels—it is simply 

described as “A ring of riche hewe” (l.221)—the emphasis falls on its familial significance. On 

her deathbed, which was also Tristrem’s childbed, Blaucheflour explains the heritage of the ring: 

 Mi bother wele it knewe; 

 Mi fader gaf it me. 

 King Markes may rewe 

 The ring than he it se 

 And moun. 

 As Rouland loved the, 

 Thou kepe it to his sone. (ll.225-231) 
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Even though the mother is the one who is giving up her child, every line in her speech underlines 

the male connections that will be recognized through this ring. Her child’s identity depends on 

her royal English lineage and these familial male connections. Tristrem is the son of Rouland, 

but he is also a grandson and a nephew to kings of England. The family jewels serve as tokens of 

recognition that contain the secret of Tristrem’s parentage and his public claim to Mark’s court—

to the land of England. Significantly absent are tokens of his paternity. The English jewels 

establish the identity of his mother. We rely on Rohand’s word—and that of the narrator—for the 

identity of Tristrem’s father. The English claim is therefore stronger, for it is supported by 

physical evidence of familial jewelry. 

The romance further underscores the need for knowing one’s true lineage. When Tristrem 

appears before Mark, the first questions he is asked are: “Where were thou born?/ What hattou, 

bel amye?” (ll.529-530). Because he was not born in his father’s home, Tristrem cannot answer 

these questions faithfully. Tristrem gives the name of the land where he was born as Hermonie 

(also spelled as “Ermonie” in the manuscript) and his father’s name as Sir Rohand. Interestingly, 

he does not mention his given name. Although the narrator continues to refer to him as Tristrem, 

his official public name is Tramtris, for Rohand has transposed the syllables of his given name to 

hide his identity from Morgan: “In court men cleped him so:/ Tho ‘Tram’ bifor the ‘Trist’” 

(ll.252-253). Mark does not recognize either of the names Tristrem gives him: “The lasse gaf 

Mark forthi,/ For Rohand he no knewe nought” (ll.538-539). Tristrem’s identity as he stands 

before Mark at this point in the romance is meaningless and false. It also does not provide any 

familial recognition, for Mark is no relation to Rohand or his wife. The only recognition Tristrem 

receives is through his talents as a hunter and a harp player. Tristrem happens to tell the truth 

while attempting to conceal his identity at a stranger’s court.
84

 Rohand learns that Tristrem is 

living at Mark’s court under his true name. The palmers tell him that “His name is Tristrem 

trewe” (l.601). Thus, despite Rohand’s attempts to conceal Tristrem’s identity, name and lineage, 

when Tristrem arrives at Mark’s court—at the court of his mother’s brother—he reverses the 

syllables in his name, inadvertently revealing his true identity. This revelation also stresses truth 

as part of Tristrem’s public image. He is a man of his word, even when he is trying to conceal his 

identity. 

                                                            
84 This inexplicable need to hide his identity without any prior knowledge of his father’s feud is similar to Horn’s 

behavior at foreign courts. 
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 His public identity, however, is not complete until Mark recognizes him as his nephew. 

Rohand appears before the king and declares in open court that Tristrem is Mark’s sister’s son: 

“Wist ye what Tristrem ware,/ Miche gode ye wold him an./ Your owhen soster him bare” 

(ll.718-720). In addition to this public declaration and the sad story of Tristrem’s parents, 

Rohand adds the evidence of Blauncheflour’s ring. The jewel has the proper effect on Mark: 

 To Mark the ring he yold— 

 He knewe it al so sket 

 Gan loke. 

 He kist Tristrem ful skete 

 And for his nevou toke. (ll.733-737) 

 

Mark’s public acknowledgment of their relationship reconnects Tristrem to the land of his 

mother; and, his maternal uncle becomes Tristrem’s only living relative. The narrator also 

provides further evidence of Tristrem’s legitimacy by describing the knights and ladies of 

Mark’s court paying their respects to him in recognition of his new status as the king’s nephew: 

 Tho thai kisten him alle, 

 Bothe levedi and knight 

 And serjaunce in the halle 

 And maidens that were bright. (ll.738-741) 

 

By paying such close attention to the reception of the news and staging a public acceptance of 

Tristrem as a blood relative of the royal house, the Tristrem poet is highlighting Tristrem’s 

maternal lineage, and consequently his Englishness.
85

 This scene also paves the way for Mark to 

make a public oath that designates Tristrem, his sister’s son, as his official heir. In the following 

section, I will discuss this important scene of Mark’s oath in Sir Tristrem in connection with 

another Tristan adaptation: Chrétien’s Cligés. By studying how the two adaptors use the oath of 

succession, I will be able to ascertain their narrative aims.  

 

Mark’s Oath and its Consequences: the Tristrem Poet and Chrétien  

as Adaptors of Thomas’ Tristran 

 

 
In the prologue to Cligés, Chrétien indicates his familiarity with the narrative of Tristan 

and Isolde: “The man who wrote of Erec and Enide, translated Ovid’s Commandments and his 

                                                            
85 Gottfried’s account goes beyond a simple public acknowledgment of Tristan as Mark’s nephew. Gottfried takes 

this time to stage the public ceremony of a royal vow by pronouncing before everyone present at court that Tristan 

will be his heir to the throne. The Middle English text also includes this important oral commitment but introduces it 

later in the narrative. 
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Art of Love, composed The Shoulder Bite, and wrote of King Mark and the blonde Iseult, and 

about the metamorphoses of the hoopoe, the swallow, and the nightingale, takes up a new tale 

about a Greek youth of the line of King Arthur” (Chrétien 87, emphasis mine).
 86

 In naming the 

tale, however, Chrétien emphasizes the married couple instead of the famous adulterous one, 

suggesting that his version is “concerned, perhaps, with their marriage rather than her [Isolde’s] 

adulterous liaison with Tristan.”
87

 Chrétien has already written a tale of Mark and Isolde, which 

unfortunately has not survived. Cligés is “a new tale”—one which he creates through rewriting 

and reconfiguring the Tristan legend. Chrétien molds the characters of Cligés and Fenice out of 

the pre-established Tristan and Isolde characters, allowing their love to mature as an extramarital 

affair; in a conscious deviation from the Tristan story, Chrétien creates a monogamous adultery 

that ends happily with a marriage.  

 Much scholarly work has been done in comparing the Tristan legend to Chrétien’s Cligés. 

In the introduction to his critical edition of Thomas’ Tristran, Stewart Gregory details the 

previous scholarship and posits his theory on the relationship between the two texts: 

The connection between the Tristan story and Chrétien’s work is not in doubt, nor 

can it be denied that there is a better fit between Cligés and a Thomas-type 

version than a version such as found in Beroul and Eilhart von Oberge: to cite just 

one example, the extended treatment of Tristran’s parents’ courtship, and the 

exploits of the young Tristran (as found in Thomas’ adaptor, Gottfried), which are 

paralleled by Chrétien’s account of the love of Alixandre for Soredamors and the 

former’s chivalric feats, receive scant treatment in the hands of Eilhart (and, 

presumably, Beroul, in the lost portion of his work). What has given rise to 

controversy is the direction of the borrowing. [Ernest] Hoepffner…, one of the 

most cogent advocates of the case for Thomas as imitator, believes that the latter 

followed essentially the version commune…of the Tristan legend, but found in the 

Cligés a way to modify that version to suit his own artistic ends. The argument is 

not entirely convincing, being based largely on the criterion of the superior artistic 

qualities of the Cligés (measured in terms of logical structure of the narrative, 

consistency, verisimilitude, etc.) at those points where the two romances have 

episodes in common. It could easily be argued that Chrétien de Troyes, 

                                                            
86 I have consulted the following critical edition in Old French: Chrétien de Troyes, Cligés, ed. Claude Luttrell and 

Stewart Gregory, Arthurian Studies XXVIII. Rochester: D.S. Brewer, 1993. In the Old French text, Chrétien refers 

to Mark’s queen as “Ysalt.” All modern English quotations come from the following prose translation: Chrétien de 

Troyes, The Complete Romances of Chrétien de Troyes, trans. David Staines. Indianapolis: Indiana University 

Press, 1990. Staines chooses a different spelling for Mark’s queen and calls her “Iseult.” For clarity, when quoting 

from either Luttrell and Gregory edition or from Staines edition, I will use the name that appears in their respective 

critical texts; however, when I paraphrase or analyze Chrétien’s work, I will refer to Mark’s queen as “Isolde,” the 

name I have labeled in my introduction as the standard for the heroine of the Tristan cycle. I retain Chrétien’s 

spelling “Tristan” because it reflects the standard spelling. 
87 W. R. J. Barron, 32. 
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universally recognized as a consummate artist, has improved upon his model, 

Thomas. Indeed, I find it difficult to accept that a skilled and intelligent poet such 

as Thomas could have impoverished the text of his model, or that a poet so 

renowned for his authorial glosses and his character’s interior monologues, so 

absorbed in the psychology of love and its verbal representation, could have failed 

to take advantage of his assumed source, where such characteristics attain a 

higher degree of perfection. I believe that Chrétien is the imitator of Thomas, and 

if this is so, and if the Cligés was written c.1176 as most authorities assume, then 

a date c.1170 for the Tristran is a reasonable guess.
88

 

 

This relationship can be extended to the Middle English Sir Tristrem—a fourteenth-century 

recension of Thomas’ work. I am not arguing that the Middle English poet was aware of these 

narrative connections between his own work and Chrétien’s Cligés. I am following Gregory’s 

theory of the relationship between Thomas and Chrétien, and I am looking at Chrétien as yet 

another creative adaptor of the Thomas strand of the Tristan legend. I believe that Chrétien was 

aware of the land connections in the Tristan narrative, and Cligés is his rewriting of the Tristan 

story that gives the lovers a happy ending. Chrétien cleans up the adultery segment by making it 

monogamous and allowing the lovers to marry at the end. At the same time, he justifies the 

hero’s claim to the woman he loves and to the throne on the basis of his uncle’s broken vow. By 

discussing the vow itself and the consequences of breaking it in both Cligés and in Sir Tristrem I 

hope to provide two different treatments and resolutions of land disputes created by adaptors of 

the Thomas stand of the Tristan cycle. At times I make references to Gottfried’s rendition, but I 

do so only when his version significantly differs from Sir Tristrem but still bears similarity to 

Chrétien’s Cligés. 

Chrétien’s romance is littered with textual allusions to the Tristan legend. He explicitly 

compares Cligés to Tristan when discussing his hero’s knightly accomplishments: “He [Cligés] 

knew more about fencing and archery and about hawks and hunting dogs than Tristan, the 

nephew of King Mark” (Chrétien 121). This boast is not a light one for Tristan is supposed to be 

unmatched in arms and in hunting. In presenting Cligés as a better knight than Tristan, Chrétien 

is letting his reader in on his authorial aims: he is out to rewrite the Tristan legend, and he is 

going to do it better than Thomas did because his lovers outshine Tristan and Isolde. In 

presenting his female character Fenice, Chrétien repeatedly compares her situation to Isolde’s in 

her attempt to avoid the same fate: 

                                                            
88 Stewart Gregory, “Introduction” to Thomas’s Tristran, ed. and trans. Stewart Gregory, 3-13, in Early French 

Tristan Poems, vol. 2, ed. Norris J. Lacy. (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1998), 5. 
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I [Fenice] would rather be torn limb from limb than have the two of us be 

reminiscent of the love of Tristan and Iseult. Many madnesses, shameful to 

recount, were spoken of them. I could never reconcile myself to the life Iseult led. 

Love debased himself too much in her, for her heart belonged to one man and her 

body was the property of two lords. Thus she passed all her life, never refusing 

the two. Unreasonable was that love. But mine will always be stable, for under no 

circumstance will my heart and my body ever be divided. (Chrétien 125) 

 

With the help of Thessala’s potions and John’s architectural device, Fenice is able to keep her 

body away from Alis, her husband, and give it sexually only to the man she loves, Cligés. 

Although their relationship is still extramarital at this point, Fenice’s body is not shared between 

two men the way Isolde’s is. 

Both the Thomas-type Tristan legend and Chrétien’s Cligés are two-part romances that 

begin with the story of the parents. This story influences and informs the relationship of the next 

generation—that of the main couple. Sir Tristrem also begins with the tale of Tristrem’s parents, 

Rouland and Blauncheflour. The two consummate their love in secret and out of wedlock. They 

run away together afterwards and elope. The legitimacy of their marriage is questioned later in 

the narrative and so are the inheritance rights of their son. Tristrem grows up unaware of his 

heritage or of his birthright. Moreover, Rouland and Blauncheflour’s love is short-lived. Rouland 

dies in battle before his son is even born, while Blauncheflour dies in childbed upon hearing of 

her lord’s death. In stark contrast to the questionable morality, legality, and sadness of the 

Rouland-Blauncheflour relationship, the relationship that Chrétien creates between Alexander 

and Soredamor is arranged by Guinevere and approved by Arthur; Chrétien thus endows it with 

the highest degree of legitimacy. They seal their love with a public wedding, and their son Cligés 

is recognized as the official heir of Constantinople. The two live together in perfect happiness 

and raise their son at Arthur’s court until they die of old age. The first part of Cligés tells the 

story of a legitimate couple, their chaste courtship, and their wedded bliss. 

The second relationship in both Sir Tristrem and in Chrétien’s works is extramarital. 

Tristrem and Ysonde fall victim to a love potion, which drives them to consummate their love 

despite Ysonde’s betrothal to Tristrem’s uncle Mark. The lovers continue to engage in an 

adulterous relationship for the rest of the romance, coming up with intricate schemes to see each 

other behind Mark’s back. There are multiple partners who participate in this sexually complex 

narrative. Ysonde sleeps with both Tristrem and Mark. On his wedding night, Mark sleeps with 

Brengwain, who comes to his bed instead of Ysonde to conceal her mistress’s loss of virginity. 
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Tristrem later marries Ysonde of the White Hands; even though the two never consummate their 

marriage, the second Ysonde becomes yet another player in the already complicated situation. 

Her sexual jealousy leads to the death of Tristrem and the original Ysonde. Chrétien 

demonstrates his awareness of these sexual complications when he rewrites the adulterous affair 

in Cligés. The extramarital affair only involves two partners: Cligés and Fenice. Chrétien takes 

the idea of the love potion and changes it into two different potions that allow the lovers to share 

their hearts and bodies with each other and no one else. Firstly, Chrétien removes the question of 

whether the love is natural or supernatural because Cligés and Fenice fall in love without the 

help of the potion. Secondly, Chrétien uses Thessala’s potions to keep the lovers together in a 

monogamous adultery. The first potion given to Alis, the cuckolded husband, provides an 

illusion that he is sexually enjoying his wife every night, when in reality he has not so much as 

touched her. The second potion simulates Fenice’s death, which allows the lovers to run away 

together. In creating these elaborate circumstances for the lovers to remain true to each other 

emotionally and sexually, Chrétien approximates a monogamous relationship. Finally, the main 

change that Chrétien introduces is a marital union between the lovers. Unlike Tristan and Isolde, 

who die at the end of Thomas’ narrative,
89

 Chrétien’s Cligés and Fenice get married and rule 

Constantinople. With all of these changes, Chrétien edits the adulterous tale of doomed love into 

a monogamous affair later sanctioned by marriage. Since love is an ennobling and inspiring 

feature of chivalry, a purer love improves the knight. C. Stephen Jaeger nuances this theory in 

his book Ennobling Love:  

In order to ennoble, love had to be a subject of virtue; it had to derive from virtue 

and in some sense also be its source. And so ennobling love had to manage 

sexuality, hold it in its place by severe discipline, or—the most ascetic position—

banish it altogether, demonize it, lay heavy taboos on it. That meant that any love 

that incorporated and included sex was not ennobling. That excluded marital love 

by and large.
90

 

 

By turning an adulterous relationship into a faithful monogamous one, Chrétien attaches the 

ennobling qualities to the love and the lovers, the qualities that are to be found in marital love.  

                                                            
89 I cannot say with absolute certainty whether the lovers die at the end of Sir Tristrem because the ending of the 

poem is no longer present in the manuscript. An entire folio is now missing, and the narrative ends at Tristrem’s 

second poisoned wound. 
90 Stephen C. Jaeger, Ennobling Love: In Search of a Lost Sensibility (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 

Press, 1999), 7. 
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The plots of the two Thomas recensions—of Gottfried’s Tristan and of the anonymous 

Sir Tristrem—as well as Chrétien’s Cligés turn on the narrative significance of an oath given by 

an uncle to his nephew. This oath is supposed to grant inheritance rights to the nephew, and yet 

the uncles in all of these narratives break their oaths.
91

 In Gottfried’s version, after Mark finds 

out that Tristan is his sister’s son, he names him his co-regent and successor and gives a public 

oath never to marry so as not to disinherit Tristan. Mark repeats this oath later in the narrative 

and right before Tristan sails across the sea to avenge his father’s death: 

And if God grant that you [Tristan] set your affairs to rights with honour and 

advantage, then you must return—return again to me! I [Mark] promise you one 

thing, and I shall do it—here is my hand on it—that I shall always share my land 

and my wealth with you equally. And if it is your fortune to survive me, then 

receive them all as your possession, since I intend for your sake to stay unmarried 

all my life. (Gottfried 112) 

 

Although in Sir Tristrem, the poet does not spell out the oath, he sets it in a public place and 

includes all the barons in it:  

Therto thai alle sware: 
For that lond fre he wan, 

That king he schuld be thare, 

To say, 

Yif he olive ware 

After Sir Markes day. (ll.1106-1111) 

 

Tristrem has just won a battle against Moraunt of Ireland, thus ensuring the freedom of England 

as a nation. The setting of the above oath is a church, where Tristrem places his victory sword on 

the altar. Because the poet does explain the details of the oath here, the only concrete conclusion 

that can be drawn from this passage is that Mark and his barons agree that Tristrem should be 

Mark’s successor. Even though there is no explicit prohibition against Mark taking a wife, such a 

prohibition is implied in the designation of Tristrem as his heir, for if Mark marries, he may 

beget a son who would have a stronger claim to the throne than his nephew. Mark repeats his 

promise in a direct speech after Tristrem returns from Ireland, healed of his wounds:  

Mark to Tristrem gan say 

‘Mi lond bitake Y the 

To han after mi day: 

Thine owhen schal it be.’ (ll.1332-1335) 

                                                            
91 I would like to posit a theory here that based on the evidence of three adapters—Chrétien, Gottfried, and the 

Tristrem poet—Thomas’ Tristran once contained this oath as well. 
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In this speech, Mark renews his oath, the one that he made earlier in the church, promising once 

again that Tristrem shall be his heir. This speech takes place upon Tristrem’s return from Ireland 

and in the middle of Tristrem’s description of Ysonde’s beauty. Mark concludes his speech with 

a statement that will lead to his breaking of this vow: “‘Bring thou me that may/ That ich hir may 

yse’” (ll.1336-1337). Mark asks to see this maiden of whom Tristrem has been singing such high 

praises. This maiden becomes his wife and a symbol of his public image as a foresworn knight 

and king.  

In Cligés, a very similar oath settles the feud between Alexander and his younger brother 

Alis. Instead of fighting each other like Polynices and Eteocles of romans antiques, they settle 

their differences with an oath that secures Cligés’ claim to the throne: 

But Alexander was not pleased to hear that his brother would have the crown, 

unless his brother would pledge him his oath never to take a wife and that after 

him Cligés would be Emperor of Constantinople. With this addition, the brothers 

were reconciled. Alexander administered the oath to Ails, who agreed and swore 

never to take a woman in marriage during his lifetime. They were reconciled and 

remained friends. (Chrétien 118) 

 

This oath that Chrétien uses echoes the one present in Gottfried’s Tristan (and is implied in Sir 

Tristrem) is clear adaptation of the one that governs a similar action in the Thomas strand of the 

Tristan legend. The uncles designate their nephews as their legal heirs and swear to remain 

unmarried so as not to disinherit their nephews. 

This similarity between Sir Tristrem and Cligés continues even in the nature and 

circumstances of the breaking of the oath. In a clear violation of their above stated oaths, both 

Mark and Alis marry, and both do so for political reasons. Mark marries Ysonde, the daughter of 

the king of Ireland, in order to secure a peace between the two countries. Alis marries Fenice, the 

daughter of the Emperor of Germany, to extend his own political power. Both Mark and Alis 

involve their young nephews, Tristrem and Cligés respectively, on the bride-seeking expedition. 

Mark sends Tristrem to bring his bride from Ireland to England; Alis takes Cligés with him to 

Germany. In both cases, the nephew and the bride-to-be fall in love. Ultimately, the marriage of 

Mark to Ysonde and Alis to Fenice forswears both Mark and Alis, and turns the heroes’ loves 

into adulterous affairs. 

Through his father’s line, Cligés is the legitimate heir of Constantinople. His father 

Alexander is the eldest son of the emperor, and he should have received the throne upon his 
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father’s death had he not been away serving as a knight at Arthur’s court. Alexander’s younger 

brother Alis usurps the throne upon receiving false news of Alexander’s death. When Alexander 

returns to Constantinople to clear up the matter of rightful succession, he and Alis make a public 

agreement, according to which Alis will rule for the duration of Alexander’s life, but he will not 

marry so as not to disinherit Alexander’s son Cligés. This public oath not to marry, quoted 

above, is the crux of the agreement. It is also the reason why, after breaking the oath, Alis 

appears unsympathetic in the eyes of the reader. The love triangles parallel one another: Tristan-

Isolde-Mark and Cligés-Fenice-Alis, where nephew/heir rivals his uncle/ruler for the love of the 

young wife. Paul R. Lonigan discusses Chrétien’s adaptation of the Tristan narrative as a literary 

achievement that serves as a testament to Chrétien’s ability to turn a sad tale of doomed love and 

exile into a happy tale of wedded and landed bliss. In his analysis, however, he underestimates 

the narrative significance of Mark’s oath not to marry: “Concerning the question of succession: 

Cligés is direct heir to the throne his uncle occupies (a right Alis threatens by marrying in 

violation of his agreement with Alexandre), while Tristan is not (Mark has to be prevailed upon 

to marry, wishing, as he does, to leave his throne to his nephew).”
92

 Mark does not simply wish 

he could leave the throne to Tristan; in Gottfried’s account, Mark declares it in a public oath, 

while in Sir Tristrem, the public venue of the oath is specified as a church. Now Cligés’ claim 

may have more legal basis according to laws of primogeniture, but Tristrem’s claim is just as 

valid in the chivalric sense because it depends on Mark’s honor as a just and honorable ruler who 

keeps his word to his subjects. 

In his book A Crisis of Truth: Literature and Law in Ricardian England, Richard Firth 

Green discusses oaths as verbal contracts and traces their legal conceptualization in the Middle 

Ages. The extent and scope of his research allows for his definitions to be applicable to French 

romances as well as to English ones. Both Mark and Alis can be judged as negative characters 

because they do not keep their oaths, which are viewed as verbal agreements in romances. 

According to Green, “The truth of those entering into an agreement … become[s] attached to 

their attitude toward agreements in general—their reliability, their reputation for fair dealing, and 

finally their ‘honesty.’”
93

 When discussing chivalric romances, Chaucerian ones in particular, 

                                                            
92 Paul R. Lonigan, “The ‘Cligés’ and the Tristan Legend,” Studi Francesi 18 (1974): 201-212, quotation on 203-

204. 
93 Richard Firth Green, A Crisis of Truth: Literature and Law in Ricardian England (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 1999), 14. 
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Green explains that “Their society was still predicated on a system of honor, and a position in it 

was secured by those with an unsullied reputation for standing by their word, so that ‘trouthe’ in 

this sense was very much a matter of one’s public image. Only by being seen to uphold one’s 

own side of an agreement, a ‘troth’, would one preserve one’s reputation for honesty, one’s 

‘trouthe.’”
94

 By going back on their words, Mark and Alis forfeit their reputations, reliability and 

integrity as rulers and noblemen. By the fourteenth century, when the anonymous Sir Tristrem 

was written, such oaths and their forfeiture become quite common. Green further asserts that 

“The plots of Middle English metrical romances regularly turn on the fulfilling or breaking of 

such oaths. In the romance world, stress on the virtue of absolute fidelity to one’s given word is 

ubiquitous.”
95

 In breaking their oaths, Mark and Alis become the quintessential images of bad 

rulers. Sir Tristrem creates a stark contrast between the forsworn Mark and “Tristrem the trewe,” 

thus elevating the adulterous knight above his untrustworthy uncle. 

Chrétien creates this contrast by introducing a punishment for oath breaking, condemning 

his oath-breaker Alis to death. This moralization once again represents a drastic narrative change 

from the Tristan tales where Mark incurs no overt punishment. Gottfried’s narrator refers to 

Tristan as the man who used to be Mark’s heir, which recognizes Mark as an oath-breaker. 

Public knowledge of his going back on his word and cuckolding appear to be his only 

punishments. In Sir Tristrem, there is a judgment against Mark, pronounced by Tristrem: 

Mark, mi nem, hath sinne; 

Wrong he hath ous wrought. 

Icham in sorwe and pine; 

Therto hye hath me brought. (ll.2665-2668) 

 

Mark, her lord, the King, 

With tresoun may hir to. (ll.2689-2690) 

 

Mark’s sin is being false to his oath. He is a man forsworn. Mark has betrayed Tristrem by taking 

Ysonde to be his wife. His sin is further elevated to the level of treason because Mark is a king 

and his word governs the kingdom and therefore carries political ramifications with it. Moreover, 

by taking a wife, Mark essentially usurps the throne. With a wife, there is a promise of direct 

heirs who will take the throne upon Mark’s death. By consorting with Ysonde, the woman who is 

supposed to ensure the line of succession, Tristrem has a chance of ensuring that his children will 

                                                            
94 Richard Firth Green, 15. 
95 Richard Firth Green, 62. 
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be the heirs of England. However, since Ysonde bears no children to either Tristrem or Mark, 

this dynastic significance remains only theoretical. Chrétien’s treatment of this narrative point 

goes beyond recognition of a wrong done by Alis to Cligés. Firstly, Alis suffers public 

humiliation when it is announced “That [his] joy was an illusion” (Chrétien 167). Not only has 

his wife been giving herself sexually to another man, but Alis has never enjoyed her himself. 

This revelation attacks his manhood, and Chrétien does not allow him to recover from it: “he 

declared that unless he avenged the humiliation and insult the traitor had done him by stealing 

his wife away, he would never be happy so long as the traitor lived” (Chrétien 167). In his blind 

rage, Alis does not recognize his own fault in the events; he does not see his own treason in the 

breaking of an oath and accuses Cligés of treason instead. Chrétien further elucidates the 

situation by punishing the guilty party—i.e. Alis—with death. Alis never finds Cligés and dies in 

the attempt. Killing off Alis may appear as a deus-ex-machina device that allows the couple to 

get married. However, when viewed in light of the above discussed narrative changes that 

Chrétien introduces into the Tristan legend, a pattern emerges. Chrétien is an editor who cleans 

up a tale of adultery to make it suitable for a Christian audience and turns it into a marriage-

driven romance. 

 Chrétien’s ending is a conscious break from the Tristan legend. Tristrem and Ysonde flee 

the court after their discovery. The lovers escape to the woods, where they live for three years 

until they are discovered by King Mark in an uncompromising position: he finds them sleeping, 

fully clothed and not touching, with Tristrem’s naked sword lying between them. Ysonde 

reconciles with her husband after she stages a clever defense of her chastity through an equivocal 

oath, but Tristrem remains banished from Mark’s court forever. In Thomas’ tale, Tristan and 

Isolde eventually die because of the transgressive nature of their love. Chrétien’s lovers, 

however, do not accept Alis’ judgment on their relationship. After they are discovered, they flee 

Alis’ realm and seek protection at Arthur’s court. Instead of leaving the court in shame, Cligés 

searches for King Arthur:  

Then he [Cligés] complained and protested about his uncle the emperor: he had 

unlawfully taken a wife with the effect of disinheriting him, and he should 

not have taken one because of his promise to Cligés’ father never to have a 
wife as long as he lived. And the king [Arthur] announced that he would sail with 

a navy before Constantinople, filling a thousand ships with knights and three 

thousand with men-at-arms so that no town or city, castle or stronghold, however 

high or powerful, could withstand their assaults. (Chrétien 168, emphasis mine)  
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King Arthur officially recognizes Cligés’ claim and is willing to back it up with his military 

forces. Cligés’ rights, and the outcome of Chrétien’s romance, hinge on the oath that Alis breaks. 

In addition to external recognition of Cligés’ claim as exemplified by Arthur, who “had all of 

England and all Flanders, Normandy, Brittany, and France” (Chrétien 168) on his side, Chrétien 

provides internal support for Cligés in the figures of the messengers from Constantinople who 

speak for the people and the barons of the empire:  

God save you, sir, in the name of all the subjects of your empire[.]…Greece is 

handed over to you, Constantinople is presented, because of the right you hold to 

them. Your uncle, though you do not know this, is dead from his distress at being 

unable to find you. He was so distraught that he lost his senses. He never ate or 

drank, and died like a madman. Dear sir, come back now, for all your barons send 

for you. They want and ask for you. It is their will that you be made emperor. 

(Chrétien 168, emphasis mine) 

 

The messengers announce Alis’ death and invite Cligés to come take the throne, which is 

rightfully his as a testament and privilege of his birth. The nobility of Cligés is never questioned 

in Chrétien’s adaptation of the Tristan legend because Old French courtoisie is not linked 

directly to land ownership. Cligés is noble by birth and restoring his birthright from the hands of 

an usurper does not require a martial resolution. Just a hint of the power behind his English ally, 

his great-uncle Arthur, is enough, but no real battle is required. 

Chrétien’s adaptation of Thomas’ romance of adultery into a monogamous extramarital 

affair that becomes officially recognized and sanctified in marriage still falls within the category 

of roman courtois because of the emphasis on birth and love. Chrétien brings fine amors 

narrative tradition into marriage, turning an adulterous relationship into a faithful monogamous 

one; Chrétien attaches the ennobling qualities to the love and the lovers that are to be found in 

marital love. Tristrem’s extramarital love for Ysonde cannot ennoble the knight because it falls 

under the general category of carnal love; outside of marriage, “the love of men for women could 

not ennoble, since sexuality was its natural fulfillment.”
96

 This impetus to clean up adultery and 

turn it into a moral lesson at the end is a perfect example of merging fine amors with clergie.
97

 

Chrétien kills off Alis, the oath-breaking Mark figure in his story, which allows the couple to get 

                                                            
96 Stephen C. Jaeger, 7. 
97 I am emphasizing the moral connotations of ‘clergie’ or ‘learning’ here. 
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married and be recognized as the rightful rulers of Constantinople. By joining the two traditions, 

Chrétien brings courtoisie into a marital relationship:  

and [they] presented him with his beloved as his wife. They crowned them both 

together. Cligés made his beloved his lady, for he called her beloved and lady, 

and she lost nothing in this, for he loved her as his beloved, and she loved him as 

one should love one’s lover. (Chrétien 169) 

 

But despite the security of an ending with a wedding and a coronation, the danger of adultery is 

underscored in the conclusion of the romance, indicating that all empresses after Fenice had to be 

guarded to ensure against future extramarital affairs which may threaten the succession. 

 But Tristrem, unlike Cligés, has no external authority to appeal to—there is no one who 

would defend his case against Mark except for the hero himself. Tristrem has no choice but to go 

into exile after his adulterous affair with Ysonde is revealed. In this respect, Tristrem’s plight 

becomes closer to that of an English hero, a protagonist who has to fight for his baronial rights. 

“The procedures that the English heroes demand are based in the validity of language in 

arguments, promises, testimony, depositions, and oaths.”
98

 Furthermore, “The threat to just 

procedure emanates primarily from kings in the earlier romances of English heroes…, although 

the kings in those works are irregular in some way: usurpers, pagans, foreign rulers.”
99

  

According to this pattern, there is nothing wrong or politically destabilizing when Tristrem 

questions Morgan’s usurpation of his father’s lands and Mark’s unjust revocation of his 

inheritance. Tristrem attempts to hold Mark accountable to his oath, but he does so while outside 

of England.
100

 Because the romance is missing an ending in the manuscript, it is hard to say how 

the situation with Mark will be resolved. The gap in the manuscript leaves the possibility open 

that Tristrem may resolve this land issue in the same way that he has resolved a similar one in 

Ermonie. 

 

English Heroes and Foreign Patrimonies: Tristrem and Havelok as  

Exiled-and-Returned Heroes 

 

 
The most significant episode in the Tristan narrative that aligns it with exile-and-return 

hero narratives is the revenge sequence, in which the once disinherited hero travels back to his 

                                                            
98 Susan Crane, 70. 
99 Susan Crane, 68-69. 
100 I am referring here to lines 2665-2668, 2689-2690, quoted earlier, which Tristrem speaks while in exile. 
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father’s land, slays the usurper, and recaptures his patrimony. The revenge sequence in Sir 

Tristrem takes place only after Tristrem’s English roots are solidified. Tristrem is once again a 

victim of his heritage. His mother’s connections provide a safe and politically fruitful place for 

him at the English court, but his father’s shame demands retribution, which can only be dealt 

outside of England. He responds to the call of duty as a true exiled-and-returned hero. After 

ascertaining “Hou may Y prove it right?” (l.745), Tristrem sails across the sea to Ermonie to 

avenge his slain father, thereby continuing his father’s feud. As I have demonstrated in Chapter 

1, the guiding force on this adventure in Sir Tristrem is not an imagined emotional attachment to 

his dead father but a strong sense of duty. Even though the narrator is not entirely clear about the 

validity of Rouland’s claim, he clearly establishes the fact that Tristrem believes that his father 

was wronged, and that he was unjustly disinherited. He, therefore, travels to Ermonie to uphold 

his inheritance rights in the same way that the English heroes return and fight to secure their 

rightful succession. Tristrem’s revenge expedition and restoration of his father’s lands—his 

patrimony—are two main elements of the exiled-and-returned motif. It does not matter that the 

land sought is outside of England. Horn’s patrimony is outside of England, but he is still one of 

the iconic English heroes. Because Tristrem has a connection to England on his mother’s side, 

the lands he recovers from his father’s side will only enrich the glory of England. 

In choosing his mother’s England over his father’s claim in a foreign land, Tristrem 

appears to be very similar to Havelok
101

, one of the earliest English heroes, whose story does not 

appear in the Auchinleck MS.
102

 Havelok is the rightful heir to the Danish throne, who is 

orphaned, dispossessed, and exiled at an early age. In the course of his story, he marries 

Goldeborw, the heiress of England, whose claim to the throne is also in jeopardy. “In due course 

he recovers first Denmark, then England, and proceeds to rule over both, while actually residing 

in England.”
103

 Both Tristrem and Havelok appoint a trusted man to rule over their fathers’ lands 

and return to England, a land to which they are connected through the female line: through the 

mother in Sir Tristrem and through the wife in Havelok. After Tristrem succeeds in avenging his 

father by killing Duke Morgan and regaining his birthright, he decides not to remain in Ermonie, 

                                                            
101 Gaimar’s Estoire des Engleis (Anglo-Norman, c.1135-1140), Lai d’Haveloc (Anglo-French, c.1200), Havelok the 

Dane (Middle English, c.1310). The Middle English version of Havelok appears in Bodleian, MS Laud Misc. 108 

along with a Middle English treatment of King Horn, a variant version of which also appears in the Auchinleck MS. 
102 I discuss Tristrem’s similarities to the English heroes of the Auchinleck MS—Horn, Bevis of Hampton, Guy of 

Warrick, and Reinbrun—in Chapter 3. 
103 Diane Speed, “The Construction of the Nation in Medieval English Romance,” in Readings in Medieval English 

Romance, ed. Carol M. Meale, 135-158 (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1994), 149. 
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but to return to England to be with his maternal uncle Mark. He stays in Ermonie for a total of 

two years, at the end of which Tristrem stages a public transfer of the land from his possession to 

that of his foster father Rohand:  

Almein and Ermonie, 

At his wil to stand 

Boun and al redy. 

Rohand he gaf the wand 

And bad him sitt him bi, 

That fre. 

“Rohand lord make Y 

To held this lond of me. 

Thou and thine sones five 

Schul held this lond of me; 

Ther while thou art olive 

Thine owhen schal it be.” (ll.906-917) 

 

Richard Firth Green explains this type of land transfer as “livery of seisin, by which land is 

visibly and audibly transferred from one person to another.”
104

 It most often involved a legal 

token such as a rod, or a staff, and in the case of Sir Tristrem a wand. He provides a literary 

example of a similar transfer that is found in Havelok. When Havelok is transferring his 

reclaimed patrimony to his trusted man Ubbe, he hands over a staff as a legal symbol: 

 And the king ful sone it yaf 

 Ubbe in the hond, wit a fayr staf, 

And seyde, “Her ich sayse thee 

In al the lond, in al the fe….” (Havelok the Dane, ll.2516-2519)
105

 

 

This land transfer becomes a public display of thanks: despite a lack of emotional displays of 

attachment between Tristrem and Rohand, Tristrem stages a public connection between himself 

and his foster-father by transferring the land into his keeping. Molly C. Robinson sees this land 

transaction as “surprising” and “as a reflection of his unwillingness to enter into the extremely 

binding relationship which joins a lord to his people.”
106

 I, however, see it as a pivotal move, 

overtly paralleling Havelok’s, in the construction of an English identity for Tristrem. In returning 

to England, Tristrem officially becomes Mark’s heir, which solidifies his connection to his 

                                                            
104 Richard Firth Green, 55. 
105 All line citations refer to the following critical edition Havelok the Dane, in Four Romances of England: King 

Horn, Havelok the Dane, Bevis of Hampton, Athelston, ed. Ronald B. Herzman, Graham Drake, Eve Salisbury, 73-

185. TEAMS edition. Kalamazoo, Medieval Institute Publications, 1999. 
106 Molly C. Robinson, “Tristan: A Story of Precarious Belonging,” Tristania 18 (1998): 1-15, quotation on 11. 

Robinson is actually discussing Gottfried’s treatment of the same episode. 
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mother’s land, and publicly declares his preference for England over Ermonie. In doing so, 

Tristrem chooses his mother’s heritage over his father’s in much the same way as Havelok 

“unhesitatingly adopts his wife’s homeland as his own,”
107

 preferring England to Denmark. 

Thus, in avenging their fathers, recapturing their birthrights, transferring the rule over to 

someone of their own choosing, and returning to England, both heroes retain a titular connection 

to a foreign patrimony while residing in England, thereby increasing the glory of England. 

Having succeeded in avenging his father by killing Morgan and securing his hold over his 

ancestral land, Tristan decides to return to England. The motivations for his return differ between 

Gottfried’s and the Middle English account. In Gottfried’s version, Tristan has received a public 

vow of inheritance rights from Mark before he transfers his father’s lands to his foster father 

Rual. Tristan announces to his people in Parmenie: “I proclaim to you all, as my father Rual here 

has witnessed it, that my uncle has made me co-regent and intends to stay unmarried in my 

favour so that I shall succeed him, and he desires me to attend him wherever he is or goes. Now I 

am resolved (and all my heart is set on it) to do as he wishes and return to him” (Gottfried 119-

120). Mark has made this vow before Tristan has left for Parmenie, which makes Tristan’s return 

a lucrative opportunity. Moreover, in choosing to return, Tristan accepts his legal position as 

Mark’s heir, thereby sealing the verbal contract. In Sir Tristrem, however, Mark’s vow does not 

take place until after Tristrem has come back to England from Ermanie and has defeated the Irish 

champion. In Gottfried, the renunciation of patrimony is contingent upon the vow, which makes 

the breaking of the vow legally reprehensible. In the Middle English poem, Tristrem renounces 

the land voluntarily, without any promises of other lands, but with an opportunity to reconnect 

with his maternal uncle. In a parallel speech to the people of Ermonie, Tristrem instates Rohand 

and his sons to the throne and openly states his intentions for his own the future: 

Mi leve Y take at te 

Til Inglond wil Y rive, 

Mark, mi nem, to se 

That stounde. (ll.919-922) 

 

Although there may be an underlying assumption about the possibility of inheritance from an 

unmarried maternal uncle, Tristrem’s speech does not reveal any such motives for his return to 

England. He comes back to England voluntarily to be with his uncle. 

 

                                                            
107 Diane Speed, 151.  
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Cornwall and England in Havelok and Sir Tristrem 

 

 
English hero narratives communicate both national and regional ideals, and at the same 

time they carve a special place for their locality within the larger scope of the nation. “While the 

romances of the Matter of England participate in the telling of a history of England, they are also 

regional narratives, closely connected with their settings and the origins of their protagonists.”
108

 

Guy has a seat at Warwick, Beues at Hampton, and Havelok demonstrates ties to Lincoln. Tales 

of Tristan, however, locate the story in Cornwall, which Rouse considers to be outside the 

nationalistic concept of England. 

Robert Allen Rouse discusses the idea of Cornwall as an ethnic margin. His argument 

rests on the cultural antagonism between the English and the Celtic population, especially as it is 

recorded in chronicle and romance. Rouse provides an example from the Anglo-Saxon 

Chronicle, in which an entry for the year 981 conflates “Celtic,” “Cornish Celtic,” and “Welsh” 

identities into an Old English term “wealas, literally meaning foreigners or strangers.”
109

 He then 

spends more time discussing an example of “Cornwall as Other in regard to Englishness” in 

Havelok the Dane. This particular Matter of England romance is problematic in terms of ethnic 

definitions of Englishness. There are two potential figures of otherness present: the Danes and 

the Cornish. The Danes, however, are integrated into the romance conception of Englishness 

because the protagonist’s heritage lies in Denmark. In her study of nationalism in Havelok the 

Dane, Diane Speed argues that Havelok presents English identity on equal terms with the Danish 

one: “England is mentioned by name thirty-nine times, that is, more than once every ten lines, 

and the adjective/noun ‘English’ occurs a further six times, denoting variously people in general 

and a body of fighting men.”
110

 At the same time, Denmark as a “nation is named thirty-eight 

times, and ‘Danish’ occurs seven times, once in reference to the land of Denmark, otherwise 

denoting the band of men who accompany Havelok to England.”
111

 She concludes that 

“Denmark is thus mentioned equally as often as England, and in not dissimilar terms, and events 

                                                            
108 Robert Allen Rouse, The Idea of Anglo-Saxon England in Middle English Romance. (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 

2005), 86. 
109 Robert Allen Rouse, 86, referencing an entry on “wealh” in J. R. Clark-Hall, A Concise Anglo-Saxon Dictionary, 

Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1984. I cross-referenced his citation with the dictionary for accuracy. 
110 Diane Speed, 149-150. 
111 Diane Speed, 150. 
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in Denmark are presented as parallel with events in England.”
112

 Robert Allen Rouse and Diane 

Speed agree that this cultural or ethnic integration of Danish identity into the English one occurs 

at the expense of Cornish and Celtic identity. They both point to the identity of the villain, the 

Other of the romance that must be stopped or destroyed, who is a Cornish Celt. Godrich, the 

usurper of the English throne, is the Earl of Cornwall. Rouse points to a historical figure, 

Richard, Earl of Cornwall, and brother of Henry III, who led a rebellion against the king in 

1238.
113

 Speed posits more of an ethnographically historical explanation for selecting Cornwall 

as the seat of treachery:  

The English villain is himself a Celt, and his defeat by a Germanic leader recalls 

the historical sequence of celtic then germanic holders of the land. The 

development of the Havelok story thus encodes a history of the English nation, 

and it may be no accident that the English romance, whose construction of the 

nations comes as the culmination of the story’s development, is one of the earliest 

romances of the matter of England.
114

 

 

Interestingly enough, even though Speed labels Godrich as a Cornish-Celtic Other, she still 

refers to him as English. No matter how marginalized, Cornwall was still within the national 

boundaries of England. Rouse adds Medyok to the list of Cornish villains in English hero tales. 

Medyok is the Earl of Cornwall in Reinbrun, who accuses the honorable Heraud of selling 

Reinbrun, the son of Guy of Warwick, into slavery. 

 Rouse then moves on to a discussion of the position of Cornwall in Malory’s Morte 

Darthur, paying particular attention to the Tale of Sir Tristram. The two Cornish qualities in 

Malory that Rouse underscores are treachery and cowardice. For the first quality he provides two 

examples: “firstly, the involvement of King Idres in Lot’s first rebellion, and secondly, the 

continued problem of King Mark’s relationship with Arthur’s realm. [‘]Mark is a fayre speker, 

and false thereundir[’] (31-2). Moreover, he is the [‘] shamfullist knight of a kynge that is now 

lyvynge[’] (1-2).”
115

 After establishing a negative image of King Mark of Cornwall as the worst 

king possible, Rouse relegates the discussion of Tristram to a footnote. Rouse points out that in 

his knightly career Tristram has to compensate for his Cornish origins and “counteract the 

                                                            
112 Diane Speed, 150-151. 
113 Robert Allen Rouse, 86-87. 
114 Diane Speed, 150. 
115 Robert Allen Rouse, 87, quoting Thomas Malory, Malory: Works, ed. Eugene Vinaver, 2nd edition (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1971), 365. When citing lines in Middle English, Rouse does not provide quotation marks, 

but presents the lines in italics. For clarity and consistency of quotation methods adopted here, I have included 

markers for beginning and ending of quotations in brackets. 
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reputation for cowardice that Cornish knights are said to have.”
116

 Rouse concludes his 

discussion of Cornish identity with the following statement: 

Cornwall seems to be a place that is associated with treachery in Havelok, Guy of 

Warwick,
117

 and the Morte D’Arthur, suggesting that it has a role within the 

poetics of English identity as that of the location of an insular Other. The intimate 

alterity of the Celtic Cornish, who are both the central Other of England’s past 

and the marginal Other of England’s present, seems to occupy an intriguing place 

in the national discourse of England: the Cornish lie both within and without 

England, and this marginal nature makes them useful as a source of discord that 

can be internal in origin but at the same time defined as non-English.
118

 

 

From Rouse’s reading of Malory, it becomes apparent that Malory’s version of Tristan probably 

derives from Béroul’s account, whose negative attitude toward Cornwall I have noted in my 

introduction. I will now discuss some textual indicators of Gottfried’s treatment of Cornwall and 

its categorical absence in Sir Tristrem. 

Toward the beginning of Gottfried’s tale, when Rivalin is deciding to seek out Mark as an 

arbitrator in his land dispute with Duke Morgan, Gottfried explains the relationship between 

Cornwall and England as it stands during Mark’s reign: “He [Rivalin] had often heard people say 

how noble and distinguished the young King Mark of Cornwall was, whose name was in the 

ascendant and who then ruled Cornwall and England” (Gottfried 47). This initial introduction of 

Mark separates Cornwall and England as two distinct entities and places Mark as a single ruler 

over both. Gottfried provides further explanation for the political situation, presenting Mark as 

an Arthur figure who unites warring states: 

Now Cornwall was Mark’s heritage; but as to England matter stood thus. He had 

held it since the time when the Saxons of Gales had driven out the Britons and 

made themselves masters there, thanks to whom the land that had been known as 

‘Britain’ lost its name and was at once renamed ‘England’ after the men of 

Gales.
119

 When they had seized the land and shared it amongst themselves, all 

wished to be kinglets and lords in their own right, but all were the losers by it; for 

they took to killing and butchering one another and ended by placing themselves 

and their lands under Mark’s protection. From this time on, England served him 

so well and reverently in every way that no kingdom ever served king to better 

purpose. (Gottfried 47) 

                                                            
116 Robert Allen Rouse, 87, footnote 65. 
117 Rouse considers Reinbrun, a tale of Guy’s son, to be a part of the larger Guy of Warwick tradition. I discuss the 

layout of these poems in the Auchinleck manuscript in Chapter 3. 
118 Robert Allen Rouse, 87-88. 
119 Arthur Thomas Hatto provides a footnote here, explaining the following: “Gottfried sees a connexion here 

between ‘Gales’ (which normally means ‘Wales’) and ‘Engelant’ as England was named in Medieval German,” sic. 

Quotation found in unnumbered footnote on p. 47. 
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While the two realms are separate political entities, Gottfried presents an attitude that counters 

Rouse’s view of it in Malory and in the Matter of England romances. Here England appears to be 

weak and subservient to Cornwall, whose king is strong enough to quell internal conflicts of the 

warring English. Throughout the rest of his romance, Gottfried continues to refer to Mark’s 

heritage as Cornwall. It is Cornwall that Mark promises to Tristan as an inheritance in his public 

oath. The tribute exacted by Ireland that Tristan fights to lift is directed on both Cornwall and 

England. (Gottfried 122) 

In a marked contrast to Gottfried’s insistence on locating Mark’s seat of power in 

Cornwall, the Middle English poet removes all associations with Cornwall from Sir Tristrem. In 

fact, “Cornwall” is not mentioned in the poem at all, while “England” is referred to at least 

thirteen times, appearing in the manuscript under various spellings of “Jnglond,” “Jngland,” and 

“Yngland.”
120

 In the parallel scene to Gottfried’s quoted above, when Rouland and Morgan are 

deciding where to go for fair arbitration, they choose Mark of England: 

And foren til Inglond 

To lende. 

Markes king thai fond 

With knightes mani and hende. (ll.52-55)
121

 

 

There is no separation between England and Cornwall in Sir Tristrem. With the emphasis on the 

locale completely erased, both Mark and Tristrem become English. Mark is the King of all 

England, who names Tristrem his sole heir, which makes Tristrem the heir of England. Tristrem 

fights to end the tribute England has been paying to Ireland, thus freeing England from its 

subservient position to an outside power and becoming a national champion. Mark’s seat of 

power is in “Carlioun” (l.1302), which is usually associated with Arthur. The only other locales 

specifically mentioned in the romance point to London and its vicinities. Ysonde’s trial, her 

staged proof of chastity, takes place in London: “At Londen on a day/ Mark wald spourge the 

quen” (ll.2225-2226). Everyone assembles at Westminster to witness the trial by ordeal: “Men 

sett the merkes there/ At Westeminster ful right,/ Hot yren to bere” (ll.2234-2236). In the 

procession to the place of the trial, Ysonde crosses the river Thames: “Ouer Temes sche schuld 

                                                            
120 For manuscript transcription and accompanying digital facsimile see Sir Tristrem. The Auchinleck Manuscript, 

ed. by David Burnley and Alison Wiggins, National Library of Scotland Digital Library (July 2003) < 

http://www.nls.uk/auchinleck/mss/tristrem.html> 
121 Alan Lupack emends the manuscript reading “Jnglond” to “Inglond” in his edition of Sir Tristrem. 
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ride,/ That is an arm of the se” (ll.2245-2246). These localities point to the heart of England and 

to its political center in London and Westminster. By removing all references to Cornwall, a 

locale that may have carried with it negative connotations in terms of ethnic English identity, and 

by focusing instead on London and England as a whole, the Tristrem poet rescues his Tristan 

character from the cultural stigma of being a Cornish knight and presents him as an authentically 

English hero. 

 

Tristrem as a National Hero 

 

 

  When Tristrem returns, he finds England in need of a hero. And so he becomes that hero 

because he is not tethered to land elsewhere. The king of Ireland has levied a tribute on England, 

and he sends his champion, the giant Moraunt, to enforce it. In this dispute, Mark claims to have 

the right: 

The King of Yrlond, 

Tristrem, ich am his man. 

To long ichave ben hir bond. 

With wrong the King it wan. 

To long it hath ystond. 

On him the wrong bigan. 

Therto ich held min hond. (ll.969-975) 

 

This is the infamous tribute of gold, silver, and noble children that Ireland has imposed on 

England, and over the course of the next stanza Mark keeps reiterating how wrong the Irish 

claim and tribute are. Each time Mark brings up a new reason, Tristrem voices his agreement, 

until Tristrem at last declares his intention to take on the role of the defender of England and the 

protector of the children of English barons: “Tristrem seyd, ‘Ywis,/ Y wil defende it as knight’” 

(ll.989-990). To settle this land dispute and end the tribute England has been paying to Ireland, 

Tristrem fights against the giant Moraunt, the Irish champion, for England and on behalf of 

Mark. In accepting this role, Tristrem becomes the champion of England. The narrator remarks 

about the national significance of this battle, saying: “God help Tristrem the knight!/ He faught 

for Ingland” (ll.1033-1034). Moreover, Tristrem is fighting on the side of the Christian right 

against an unchristian wrong. The Tristrem poet participates in the Matter of England tradition, 

in which “poets assign national significance to the careers of these heroes by giving them 

specific combats in defense of England, by presenting them as fictive ancestors in Englishness, 
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and by associating their excellence in adventure to the merit of the English as a whole.”
122

 The 

consequences of this battle make Tristrem an English hero—a man who fights to liberate the 

land of England from an unjust tribute and also the man who ensure the rightful succession of the 

English barons by saving the lives of their children.  

His bravery in this battle also gains Tristrem a public identity as Mark’s heir. After his 

victory, “With joie Tristrem the fre/ To Mark, his em, fan fare” (ll.1099-1100). This is the first 

instance of Tristrem displaying a sign of joy upon going to his uncle. This joy is the outward 

manifestation of his pride at having succeeded in his role as an English champion. What follows 

is a public and holy ceremony of designating a successor. It begins with a ritual of thanksgiving: 

“His swerd he [Tristrem] offred than/ And to the auter it bare” (ll.1101-1102). Tristrem places 

the sword of victory on the altar as a sign of gratitude to God for helping him in battle. Next, the 

narrator reminds us how popular Tristrem is with everyone at court: “For Markes kinsman/ 

Tristrem was loved thare” (ll.1103-1104). In this holy setting, before the altar that holds the 

victory sword, and before the adoring public, Mark declares Tristrem his heir, and his barons 

witness and confirm his decision: 

A forward thai bigan 

Therto thai alle sware: 

For that lond fre he wan, 

That king he schuld be thare, 

To say, 

Yif he olive ware 

After Sir Markes day. (ll.1105-1111) 

 

Not only Mark, but all his barons participate in this oath of succession. Through this oath, 

Tristrem gains a new inheritance in England and his public identity becomes defined by his 

connection to the land of England. According to Richard Firth Green, “In an oral society the 

precise words of the oath, at the moment they are spoken, bind speaker and listener by virtue of 

an inherent performative power which resists translation or paraphrase.”
123

 This precise wording 

is repeated later in the poem, where Mark explicitly tells Tristrem: “Mi lond bitake Y the/ To han 

after mi day:/ Thine owhen schal it be” (ll.1332-1335). The Middle English poet holds Mark’s 

                                                            
122 Susan Crane, 66-67. Here Crane is discussing the national significance of a very similar situation in the 

Auchinleck version of Guy of Warwick romance: Guy is fighting against a Danish champion, the giant Colbrond, to 

keep England safe from the threat of a tribute from the Danish king. I discuss in detail the parallels between Sir 

Tristrem and Guy of Warwick in Chapter 3. 
123 Richard Firth Green, 60. 
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vow as a narrative crux for it is the hero’s only claim to the land. Tristrem’s heroic exploits have 

led to this precise point in the narrative—to the height of his career as a knight, where he 

becomes both the English champion and the official heir of England.  

Tristrem receives a poison wound in the same battle that has earned him the status of 

English champion and the next heir of England. When they send him off to sea in a rudderless 

boat, they give him up for dead. Tristrem, therefore, becomes a fallen national hero, one who 

dies in service to his country. The battle gives him an additional status of an English martyr, a 

man who dies for his country—pro patria mori.
124

 The adulterous affair that follows this poison 

wound narrates the undoing of a national hero. Consumed by his passion for Ysonde, Tristrem 

loses sight of his public duties and his public image deteriorates. 

 

Summary of Analysis 
 

 

In this chapter, I have discussed the public image of the Tristrem character in terms of the 

hero’s connection to land. The framework that I have highlighted here is that of exiled-and-

returned or wrongfully-disinherited hero. Through this motif, the Tristrem poet participates in the 

same tradition as Chrétien, who also rewrote the Thomas-type Tristan legend with an emphasis 

on the hero’s claim to the land and to his beloved. What this particular reading does is recognize 

the varying aims of the two redactors. While Chrétien is interested in rewriting the concept of 

fine amores by placing it within the safe confinement of marriage, he shows no interest in 

emphasizing the hero’s English identity. Even though Cligés’ mother is British—she is the sister 

of Sir Gawain and King Arthur’s niece—Cligés makes no claims to any lands in England (or 

Britain). Chrétien simplifies the land disputes by focusing on just one: the Empire of 

Constantinople. Cligés’ land dispute lies outside of England, in Constantinople, which is his 

father’s heritage. The ending of Cligés emphasizes these two points by presenting the lovers as a 

married couple ruling in Constantinople. Cligés as a Tristan character is a Greek knight, who 

presents a disinterested attitude to his mother’s English heritage. This precise preference of 

England over a foreign patrimony brings Sir Tristrem closer to a narrative line that is exhibited in 

Havelok. In these romances, the disinherited heroes reclaim their foreign lands but transfer them 

over to a trustworthy baron in order to open themselves up to prospects in England. Tristrem 

                                                            
124 Ernst H. Kantorowicz, “Pro Patria Mori in Medieval Political Thought,” The American Historical Review 56, 

no. 3 (April 1951): 472-492. 
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pursues a connection through his maternal uncle, while Havelok ends up ruling his English 

wife’s lands. This diversion from a Chrétien-type story-line further distances Sir Tristrem from 

romans courtois tradition. At the same time, the connections with Havelok reveal a new literary 

context for Sir Tristrem: the English hero narratives. I analyze the parallels between Sir Tristrem 

and the English hero romances prominently featured in the Auchinleck manuscript in the 

following chapter. 



 
 

CHAPTER 3 

 
TEXTUAL SPHERE: SIR TRISTREM IN THE CONTEXT OF  

THE AUCHINLECK MANUSCRIPT 
 

 

 

In its textual sphere, Sir Tristrem belongs to a compilation of Middle English verse 

known today as the Auchinleck Manuscript, or National Library of Scotland, Advocates’ 

MS.19.2.1. In the last fifty or sixty years, this manuscript has attracted the attention of cultural 

scholars because of its unique voicing of English nationalism. The Auchinleck manuscript was 

compiled in or near London around 1330, though some of the items within the manuscript may 

have been composed much earlier and in other parts of Britain. This volume currently contains 

44 items, written on “332 vellum leaves measuring 19x25cm”
125

 and is divided into forty-six 

gatherings of around eight folios each.
126

 In its present condition, the manuscript displays signs 

of vandalism: holes where miniatures have been excised, stubs where folios have been cut out, 

and gaps in pagination where entire gatherings have been removed. Fourteen stubs indicate a loss 

of at least fourteen leaves; “10 additional folios are preserved in other libraries; at least 23 folios 

have been lost.”
127

 The pages are ruled in double columns with 44 lines per column. 

Paleographic studies have revealed that the manuscript was a collaborative effort of six scribes. 

Scribe 1, or the main scribe, was responsible for copying “approximately seventy percent of the 

manuscript.”
128

 Sir Tristrem begins at the opening of the 42
nd

 gathering (f.281r) and ends in the 

middle of the 44
th

 gathering (f.299v). The romance has no official title because a miniature that 

introduced it has been cut out. An entire folio that once contained the conclusion of Sir Tristrem 

and the beginning of Sir Orfeo is now missing from the manuscript.
129

 The romance of Sir Orfeo 

and a short moral poem “The Four Foes of Mankind” conclude the 44
th

 gathering, thus creating 

what Murray J. Evans calls a “booklet” or a unit.
130

 All three pieces of this unit are in the main 

                                                            
125 A. J. Bliss, Sir Orfeo, ix.  
126 Timothy A. Shonk, 72. 
127 Timothy A. Shonk, 71-72. 
128 Timothy A. Shonk, 73. In the same article, Shonk builds an argument for Scribe 1 as the organizing editor of the 

volume. 
129 There is only a thin stub left, proving that someone carefully cut it out. It probably contained a miniature or some 

other pictographic introduction for Sir Orfeo. This page was not included in the foliation of the manuscript. 
130 Murray J. Evans, Reading Middle English Romance: Manuscript Layout, Decoration, and the Rhetoric of 

Composite Structure (Buffalo: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1995), 96. Although Shonk does not agree with the 
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hand—the hand of Scribe 1—the same scribe who has written 31 out of the 44 entries in the 

manuscript.  

The anonymous Scribe 1 has also been recognized as the orchestrating figure in the 

compilation of the manuscript, who oversaw the production and possibly edited some of the 

entries. While Thorlac Turville-Petre does not credit Scribe 1 specifically with the compilation, 

he argues that “whoever organized the anthology must have gone to quite considerable lengths to 

gather and present suitable material.”
131

 Timothy Shonk’s analysis of the manuscript certainly 

supports this theory: “the book displays definite signs of planning. While independent scribes 

could have produced booklets, the Auchinleck shows evidence of unity beyond what one would 

expect from a compilation of independent booklets.”
132

 In his article, Shonk builds a case for 

Scribe 1 as the most likely candidate for the role of the compiler and editor of the Auchinleck: 

“Scribe I [1] may very well have been the owner of a shop which contained a number of 

exemplars which he copied or had copied to satisfy the commissions of patrons. In the copying 

of these texts, Scribe 1 may also have altered the exemplars to suit the tastes of the 

customers.”
133

 In describing the duties Scribe 1 performed in addition to copying roughly 

seventy percent of the extant manuscript, Shonk lists such editorial functions as assigning entry 

numbers to each text, providing catchwords for gatherings, and writing in the titles. Moreover, as 

the supervisor of this operation, Scribe 1 was in charge of the overall plan for the manuscript, a 

plan that he discussed with the buyer ahead of time. “He [Scribe 1] copied most of the material 

himself, farmed out other pieces to independent scribes, and then completed the work needed to 

put the book into its final form.”
134

 “He [Scribe 1] assumed many of the ‘editorial’ duties for the 

book and was the last person we know of to have worked on the book before it was bound. If he 

was indeed the last person to touch the manuscript, we may safely assume that it was he who 

presented the complete codex to the buyer. He was, then, a professional copyist who compiled, 

copied, and sold books.”
135

 Shonk’s theory allows for Scribe 1 to have served as an editor for the 

                                                                                                                                                                                                
concept of booklets as units of production for the Auchinleck manuscript, I still see the benefit in analyzing texts 

against their immediate neighbors in the manuscript because proximity increases the chance that the texts may have 

been read together. 
131 Thorlac Turville-Petre, England the Nation: Language, Literature, and National Identity, 1290-1340 (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1996), 114. 
132 Timothy A. Shonk, 77. 
133 Timothy A. Shonk, 88. 
134 Timothy A. Shonk, 73. 
135 Timothy A. Shonk, 87. 
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poems he had selected for the manuscript. I wish to amend this theory to include the possibility 

of Scribe 1 editing the poems he copied into the manuscript and commissioning out to other 

scribes items whose literary content he had already approved. The physical unity of the 

manuscript, and the fact that all items were written in English, despite the varying dialects, 

suggests that there may be a unity of content as well. Shonk posits that the buyer may have 

requested some popular romances and some religious poems, but he still leaves Scribe 1 with the 

editorial freedom of choosing those pieces. This request from a buyer may have indeed been for 

English hero romances, and the other texts may have been edited to conform to English hero 

motifs through the use of nationalist markers and the kind of narrative patterning that is typically 

seen in Matter of England. 

The presence of editorial changes in many of the romances—changes that highlight the 

English identities of their protagonists, especially in poems whose variant forms found in other 

manuscripts contain no such nationalistic emphasis—indicates a potential editorial impetus of 

Scribe 1. It would have been really tedious and time consuming for Scribe 1 to read several 

versions of each poem in his search for the ones with the nationalistic qualities he was 

seeking.
136

 Therefore, it is highly unlikely that Scribe 1 would have been able to find so many 

exemplars of Middle English poems that already contained such markers of Englishness. What is 

more likely is that he may have commissioned various poets to produce such works or 

introduced these features into their work. What is most probable or most practical is the 

possibility that Scribe 1 may have made these changes himself once he received the poetic 

exemplars. 

Because the Auchinleck version of Sir Tristrem is the only occurrence of the Middle 

English poem, I simply cannot compare the changes to the meaning of the poem depending on 

the variations in manuscript context. In Chapter 1, I compared the poem with another recension 

of Thomas in order to highlight some of the poetic decisions made by the Tristrem poet as he 

crafted the private identity of his hero. The immediate context of Chapter 1 was romance genre 

as Sir Tristrem belongs to the Thomas strand of the Tristan legend. In Chapter 2, I examined the 

nationalist overtones in Sir Tristrem, most of which do not appear in Gottfried’s version. As the 

                                                            
136 For example, the Ashmole version of Sir Orfeo contains no references to England or Englishness, which the 

Auchinleck version of the same romance contains several such references. The compiler would have had to read 

several versions of Sir Orfeo before he found the one that contained markers of English nationalism—markers 

which he could have added himself. 
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hero’s public actions gain national significance, his story begins to approximate the narrative line 

of exiled-and-returned national heroes. In this chapter, I focus on the meaning and function of Sir 

Tristrem within the context of its single manuscript, the Auchinleck MS, to ascertain whether the 

markers of Englishness may have entered the romance through the editorial practice of the 

Auchinleck compiler. In this reading, I am applying Murray J. Evans’ method which promotes “a 

reading not bound by a focus on single works by single authors.” Manuscript reading “places 

particular romances in constellations of distinct though not separate literary works, often some 

romance and some other kinds of items, usually by different authors. Thus, romances 

individually familiar to us mutually realign and redefine themselves in their groupings; they 

invite us to be moved, persuaded, entertained by exemplary behaviour in a rhythm and range of 

chivalrous, heroic, and edifying contexts.”
137

 This kind of reading brings the modern reader 

closer to the compiler’s vision for the manuscript and highlights what Evans calls “the rhetoric of 

composite structure”
138

 in a manuscript. If this were a Ph. D. dissertation, I would examine each 

individual entry in the Auchinleck. However, for the purposes of an M. A. thesis, I will only 

examine the connections between Sir Tristrem and twelve other texts in the manuscript, five of 

which are Matter of England romances. I selected the other texts based on proximity to Sir 

Tristrem in the manuscript, significance of the text in the manuscript, and some overt textual 

connections to Sir Tristrem. 

 

The Auchinleck Manuscript and its Contents 

 

 
I would like to begin my contextualized reading of the Auchinleck MS by providing a 

complete list of items compiled in the manuscript. This list is presented by Alison Wiggins in her 

digital facsimile of the manuscript, available online at 

<http://www.nls.uk/auchinleck/contents.html>. I have numbered the items in the order that they 

appear in the manuscript today, skipping items that are now missing, and retaining the foliation 

provided by Wiggins. 

1   The Legend of Pope Gregory (ff.1r-6v) 

f.6Ar / f.6Av (thin stub) 

2   The King of Tars (ff.7ra-13vb) 

3   The Life of Adam and Eve (E ff.1ra-2vb; ff.14ra-16rb) 

                                                            
137 Murray J. Evans. 114. 
138 Murray J. Evans. 114. 
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4   Seynt Mergrete (ff.16rb-21ra) 

5   Seynt Katerine (ff.21ra-24vb) 

6   St Patrick's Purgatory (ff.25ra-31vb) 

7   þe Desputisoun Bitven þe Bodi and þe Soule (ff.31vb-35ra stub) 

8   The Harrowing of Hell (ff.?35rb-?37rb or 37va stub) 

9   The Clerk who would see the Virgin (ff.?37rb or 37va stub-38vb) 

10   Speculum Gy de Warewyke (ff.39ra-?48rb stub) 

11   Amis and Amiloun (ff.?48rb stub-?61va stub) 

12   The Life of St Mary Magdalene (ff.?61Ava stub-65vb) 

13   The Nativity and Early Life of Mary (ff.65vb-69va) 

14   On the Seven Deadly Sins (ff.70ra-72ra) 

15   The Paternoster (ff.72ra-?72rb or ?72va stub) 

16   The Assumption of the Blessed Virgin (?72rb or ?72va stub-78ra) 

17   Sir Degare (ff.78rb-?84rb stub) 

18   The Seven Sages of Rome (ff.?84rb stub-99vb) 

Gathering missing (c1400 lines of text) 

19    Floris and Blancheflour (ff.100ra-104vb) 

20    The Sayings of the Four Philosophers (ff.105ra-105rb) 

21    The Battle Abbey Roll (ff.105v-107r) 

f.107Ar / f.107Av (thin stub) 

22    Guy of Warwick (couplets) (ff.108ra-146vb) 

23    Guy of Warwick (stanzas) (ff.145vb-167rb) 

24    Reinbroun (ff.167rb-175vb) 

leaf missing. 

25    Sir Beues of Hamtoun (ff.176ra-201ra) 

26    Of Arthour & of Merlin (ff.201rb-256vb) 

27    þe Wenche þat Loved þe King (ff.256vb-256A thin stub) 

28    A Peniworþ of Witt (ff.256A stub-259rb) 

29    How Our Lady's Sauter was First Found (ff.259rb-260vb) 

30    Lay le Freine (ff.261ra-262A thin stub) 

31    Roland and Vernagu (ff.?262va stub-267vb) 

32    Otuel a Knight (ff.268ra-277vb) 

Many leaves lost, but some recovered as fragments. 

33    Kyng Alisaunder (L f.1ra-vb; S A.15 f.1ra-2vb; L f.2ra-vb; ff.278-9) 

34    The Thrush and the Nightingale (ff.279va-vb) 

35    The Sayings of St Bernard (f.280ra) 

36    Dauid þe King (ff.280rb-280vb) 

37    Sir Tristrem (ff.281ra-299A thin stub) 

38    Sir Orfeo (ff.299A stub-303ra) 

39    The Four Foes of Mankind (f.303rb-303vb) 

40    The Anonymous Short English Metrical Chronicle (ff.304ra-317rb) 

41    Horn Childe & Maiden Rimnild (ff.317va-323vb) 

leaf missing. 

42    Alphabetical Praise of Women (ff.324ra-325vb) 

43    King Richard (f.326; E f.3ra-vb; S R.4 f.1ra-2vb; E f.4ra-vb; f.327) 

Many leaves lost. 
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44    þe Simonie (ff.328r-334v) 

 

In the most generalized terms, the organization of the Auchinleck manuscript may be 

described as follows: “The manuscript is loosely organized by grouping works by topic, with 

saints’ lives and other religious poems placed at the beginning, most of the romances and tales in 

the middle section, and historical and political poems at the end.”
139

 Although the manuscript is 

most famous for its high volume of Middle English romances, it contains a large number of 

devotional and religious texts. These religious texts do appear in the highest frequency in the 

beginning of the manuscript, but some of the shorter pieces are also scattered throughout the 

volume. The extant manuscript opens with ten devotional entries which take up 48 folios. Five 

religious texts separate the first two romances from each other, taking up 17 folios. The two 

romances take up a total of 19 folios together: Amis and Amiloun (13 folios) and Sir Degare (6 

folios). This kind of spatial and thematic arrangement continues throughout the manuscript with 

devotional texts interspersing with romance texts. A fairly long religious text, The Seven Sages 

of Rome (item 18, approximately 14 folios), follows Sir Degare and precedes a short romance-

lay, Floris and Blancheflour (item 19, ff.100-104), although there is indication of a missing 

gathering between them. A really short moral poem follows (less than a single folio) as well as a 

list of names that continues to puzzle readers today (2 folios), and these two entries mark the end 

of the first section. In the middle of the manuscript, five romances appear in one block from 

ff.108 to ff.201 (items 22 through 26), taking up a total of 93 folios all together. These are the 

famous Guy of Warwick poems (one in couplets and the other in stanzas), Reinbroun (the story 

of Guy’s son), Sir Beues of Hamtoun, and the slightly less famous Of Arthour and of Merlin. 

Three devotional texts conclude this block and separate it from the next block of four romances: 

a magical tale Lay le Freine, two Charlemagne romances Roland and Vernagu and Otuel a 

Knight, and a tale of Kyng Alisaunder (items 30-33, ff.262-279). This block is nowhere near as 

large as the first, only taking up 17 folios, although a good part of Kyng Alisaunder is missing 

from the manuscript. Three devotional texts separate these romances from the next two romance 

entries, Sir Tristrem and Sir Orfeo (items 37 and 38, ff.281-303), which conclude with a short 

religious text called “The Four Foes of Mankind” (item 39, f.303r-303v). This would be the end 

of the middle section, for there are three historical texts that follow, The Anonymous Short 

English Metrical Chronicle (item 40), King Richard (item 43), and þe Simonie (item 44), which 

                                                            
139 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 113. 
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conclude the extant manuscript. Item 41, Horn Childe and Maiden Rimnild, is a romance that 

may fall into the category of historical texts, but then so would the Charlemagne and Alexander 

romances. At the same time, þe Simonie may be read as a moral text, and not just as a political 

critique. Therefore, except for one block of five romances, most of the texts in the manuscript are 

not so neatly and thematically divided into three sections—devotional, romance, and historical 

texts. And even that block carries with it historical connotations as four of the five romances 

belong to a romance genre called The Matter of England—a genre that blends romance and 

history.  

All three genres in the manuscript interconnect and inform each other. The devotional 

texts prepare the reader for dangers that may be found in romances; the romances often teach the 

values of penance and warn against moral transgression; the historical texts provide the timeline 

for the actions of romance, whose heroes are often presumed to be historical, while giving 

examples of good and bad leaders: “the chronicle determines how the romances are to be 

understood, not just as entertainments but as sources of historical knowledge.”
140

 The devotional 

texts that are interspersed throughout the manuscript provide spaces for moral learning and 

reflection, which often draw on the same points that are developed in the romances. This 

combination of history and devotion allows for the reading of romances to become more than 

just entertainment; properly contextualized romances are edifying for the mind and the soul. 

 Not only do these texts inform each other, but they all share two important qualities. 

Despite the wide range of dialects, all Auchinleck texts are written in English. While many of the 

items feature a London dialect, at least four items (including Sir Tristrem) “retain features of 

northern or north midlands dialect.”
141

 Combined in one manuscript, “whatever the regional 

variations in the language, it was all thought of as English.”
142

 Moreover, many of the texts 

explicitly locate the action in England and stress the Englishness of their heroes. The choice of 

language becomes interconnected with the second quality of the Auchinleck texts: their 

collective promotion of English nationalism. “The use of English is exclusive because the 

English are the only people to use it. … The use of English, then, becomes a mark of those who 

share national identity with us.”
143

  Thus, compiled in London, works written in English that 

                                                            
140 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 112. 
141 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 114. 
142 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 20. 
143 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 21. 
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articulate ideas of what it means to be English gain a cohesion: “Despite their variety of genre, 

the texts of the [Auchinleck] manuscript have a shared perception of social roles and functions, 

and a shared concept of England, the state of its present and the contributions of its past. The 

Auchinleck manuscript is many things, but most importantly it is a handbook of the nation.”
144

  

In the following sections I discuss the conception of English nationalism at the end of the 

thirteenth and the beginning of the fourteenth centuries, paying particularly close attention to the 

way this rising conception is revealed in the Auchinleck texts. In my discussion, I draw heavily 

on Thorlac Turville-Petre’s work on the subject. I will then examine one of his theories about the 

composition of the manuscript as it possibly relates to Sir Tristrem and the issues of English 

nationalism in the poem: “Though it is usually impossible to be sure that a particular text was 

revised specifically for this anthology, the cumulative evidence points strongly to the active 

intervention of an editor conscious of the overall design of the volume.”
145

 In the first two 

chapters, I have discussed the editorial changes introduced by the Tristrem poet, when it comes 

to the construction of private and public aspects of identity for the Tristan character. In this 

chapter, I examine the romance in its manuscript context to reveal the kinds of meanings that the 

poem acquires in connection to other entries in the Auchinleck manuscript. In this reading I will 

also entertain the notion that a lost exemplar of Sir Tristrem may have been edited by Scribe 1 in 

order to streamline the text into the overall theme of Englishness of the manuscript. Of course, an 

alternative theory is always a possibility: these markers of English nationalism may have already 

been present in the Sir Tristrem exemplar and as such played a crucial role in the choosing of the 

text for inclusion in the Auchinleck. 

 

Literary and Narrative Connections between Sir Tristrem and Non-English-Hero Texts 

 

 
The storyline of Sir Tristrem fits so well with English hero narratives that it is easy to 

overlook the literary and narrative connections this romance shares with other items in the 

manuscript. In order to present a more complete assessment of Sir Tristrem’s place in the 

Auchinleck manuscript, I first examine the connections between Sir Tristrem and these other 

items, before proceeding to an examination of the English hero romances. These items are very 

diverse in genre and are scattered throughout the manuscript. I first examine the two items that 

                                                            
144 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 112. 
145 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 114. 
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immediately follow Sir Tristrem in the manuscript: Sir Orfeo, a lay-like romance, and “Four 

Foes of Mankind,” a short religious poem. I then discuss the similarities between Sir Tristrem 

and specific episodes found in a hagiographic text about the life of Seynt Mergrete and a 

romance of Amis and Amiloun. Finally, I look at the significance of the name “Rouland” as a 

choice for Tristrem’s father as it possibly connects Sir Tristrem to two Charlemagne romances in 

the Auchinleck: Roland and Vernagu and Otuel a Knight. 

1. Sir Orfeo, Sir Tristrem, and “Four Foes of Mankind” 

 

Shonk labels Sir Tristrem a major poem in the compilation of the Auchinleck manuscript: 

“Since gathering 42 opens with a major poem, Sir Tristrem, which was preceded by a twelve-line 

miniature, now lost, the reason for his beginning Tristrem on a new gathering seems obvious. 

The scribe, with filler material readily available, desired to begin major romances on new 

gatherings.”
146

 Yet Sir Orfeo, the romance that immediately follows Sir Tristrem and does not 

begin on a new gathering (it begins in the middle of the forty-fourth gathering), has received 

much more critical acclaim over the years. Several scholars have recognized important 

connections between Sir Tristrem and Sir Orfeo (even if their research focus fell primarily on Sir 

Orfeo). Both romances are copied by the same scribe, Scribe 1, and together with a short moral 

poem “Four Foes of Mankind” form a unit of three gatherings within the manuscript. The two 

romances are Middle English retellings of famous stories, and the success of both relies on the 

audience’s relative familiarity with some aspects of the storyline. Both focus on the male 

characters, leaving almost no space or speaking lines for the female ones. Ysonde does not enter 

the Sir Tristrem romance until line 1256, “That maiden Ysonde hight,” which is a third of the 

way into the poem. In Sir Orfeo, Heurodis gets one memorable scene, in which she tears her skin 

and clothing. Afterwards, the emphasis shifts completely to her husband. In this respect, even 

though they are not original to the manuscript, the titles of the two romances—Sir Tristrem and 

Sir Orfeo—are entirely appropriate.
147

 

                                                            
146 Timothy A. Shonk, 76-77. 
147 Phillipa Hardman argues to the contrary, however, in her article “The True Romance of Tristrem and Ysoude,” in 

Cultural Encounters in the Romance of Medieval England, ed. Corinne Saunders, 85-99. Studies in Medieval 

Romance. Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2005. She builds a case for referring to the heroine as Ysoude as opposed to 

Ysonde and wishes to include her name in the editor-imposed title of the romance. I do not see the benefit in such 

renaming, especially because the heroine does not feature as prominently as the hero. Also, the title of Sir Tristrem 
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Sir Tristrem and Sir Orfeo come from longstanding and culturally disparate narrative 

traditions. The Auchinleck versions of the two texts, however, exhibit strong connections to the 

English court. While Tristrem is the nephew of the English King Mark, Orfeo is an English king 

with a court at Winchester. In his discussion of Sir Orfeo romances and their manuscript 

contexts, Evans generally dismisses Sir Tristrem and overlooks the fact that the Auchinleck 

versions of both romances grant English identity to their heroes and locate the tales in 

England.
148

 Thorlac Turville-Petre underscores this point in his discussion of Sir Orfeo but 

ignores the parallel with Sir Tristrem.
149

 “Orfeo is introduced as ‘a kinge/ In Inglond, an hei3e 

lording’ (39-40), his homeland of Thrace is identified with Winchester, ‘For Winchester was 

cleped þo/ Traciens, wiþouten no’ (49-50), and it is to Winchester, ‘his ownhen cite’ (479), that 

he returns with his restored wife at the end of the poem. None of these remarks appear in the 

other two versions, and it is almost certain that they are interpolations by the Auchinleck scribe. 

If so, Sir Orfeo is an extreme example of the lengths to which the revisers will go to underline 

the theme of Englishness.”
150

 This theme is equally present in Sir Tristrem, for the action of the 

poem moves to England within the first 50 lines and highlights Mark’s position as the king of 

England. The location reference is not to Cornwall (as is the case with Winchester in Sir Orfeo) 

but to England as a whole: “And foren till Inglond/ To lende./ Markes king thai fond/ With 

knightes mani and hende” (ll.52-55). This is the first of many references to England and its 

worthy king. Tristrem’s many geographical movements in the romance begin and end in 

England.
151

 

Evans provides three potential reasons for the grouping of the romances together. Firstly, 

both romances contain “an abduction narrative that hinges on the abductor’s yielding up a wife 

                                                                                                                                                                                                
is consistent with the nomenclature of Thomas’s Tristran and Gottfried’s Tristan—the two romances with which the 

Middle English poem is closely related. 
148 Evans’ off-handed dismissal of Sir Tristrem is probably due to the Auchinleck being the only manuscript instance 

of the poem. There are no other manuscripts of Sir Tristrem with which Evans could possibly compare contexts. 

Murray J. Evans, 96-97. 
149 Turville-Petre’s only discussion of Sir Tristrem is limited to a hypothesis on the dialect of the poem. Thorlac 

Turville-Petre, 114. 
150 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 115-116. 
151 Tristrem is conceived in England, born in Ermonie, kidnapped and dropped off in England, returns to Ermonie to 

avenge his father, returns to England where he fights a national fight against a giant, travels to Ireland in a 

rudderless boat, returns to England after he is healed, returns to Ireland to fetch Ysonde as Mark’s bride, returns to 

England with Ysonde, serves the king of Wales, returns to England, travels to Spain after an official banishment is 

pronounced, travels to Ermonie to visit his foster brothers, serves the Duke of Brittany and marries his daughter, 

travels to England to help young Tristrem. On this final journey to England, Tristrem receives another poisoned 

wound. There is a possibility that the poem ends in England and that Tristrem dies in England. 

86 
 



 
 

‘because of a rash promise.’”
152

 In Sir Orfeo, the fairy king promises to reward the disguised 

Orfeo for his musical skills with a present of his choice. Orfeo holds him to his word and forces 

him to release Heurodis. The fairy king must allow Heurodis to return with Orfeo because of his 

hasty promise. The theme of a rash promise occurs twice in Sir Tristrem: Mark loses Ysonde 

because of a hasty promise to a disguised minstrel, and Tristrem consequently wins her back 

under the same circumstances as Orfeo—by playing the harp. The hero’s choice of rescue 

strategy brings the argument to the second similarity between the two romances: both heroes are 

excellent harpers, who use their skills to rescue their ladies.
153

 Both Orfeo and Tristrem are 

renowned musicians. Because Tristrem is also a famous sword fighter, the fact that he uses his 

skills as a harper to rescue Ysonde from her captor instead of challenging him to a duel stands 

out as a direct parallel to Sir Orfeo.
154

 The third similarity is a poetic one: “The lay-like form of 

Tristrem and SO [Sir Orfeo]…also accounts for the grouping of them together in Auchinleck.”
155

 

Both romances are lyrical poems that may have been sung at some point by minstrels, possibly 

with a musical accompaniment of a harp. Thus, Evans provides thematic and structural reasons 

for the proximity of the two texts. 

The two romances also share a moral lesson. They both tell a story of true love, except 

one is marital and the other is extramarital. God, however, appears to be on the side of both kinds 

of lovers. Sir Orfeo ends with an invocation to God to affirm the restoration of normalcy, thus 

demonstrating that it is God’s will that the married couple should be reunited. Unlike the overly 

moralizing narrator of Thomas’ Tristan, the narrator of Sir Tristrem does not pass negative 

judgment on the lovers for their adulterous affair. Unfortunately, the missing ending of Sir 

Tristrem does not allow for a conclusive answer to the question of whether or not the narrator 

wishes to vindicate the love between Tristrem and Ysonde. The conclusion that can be drawn 

from the surviving storyline is that the anonymous Middle English poet reserves explicit 

judgment throughout the narrative. His approval of the lovers, however, is implicit, buried within 

the narrative structure that allows the lovers to escape from numerous sticky situations. At times, 

the lovers even invoke God as a witness in their oaths and as a source of their strength. Ysonde’s 

                                                            
152 Murray J. Evans, 96. 
153 Murray J. Evans, 97. 
154 Neither Evans nor I are claiming that harping as a means of rescue is original to the Middle English Sir Tristrem. 

Gottfried includes this episode in his version as well. See Gottfried 214-218. 
155 Murray J. Evans, 97, indirectly citing Derek Pearsall, “The Development of Middle English Romance,” in 

Studies in Medieval English Romances: Some New Approaches, ed. Derek Brewer, 11-35 (Cambridge: D. S. 

Brewer, 1988) 26. 
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vow of chastity is a trial by ordeal, in which the offending party should be struck down by God. 

Yet the Heavens remain impassive; God sends no judgment one way or another, which everyone 

present takes as a sign of Ysonde’s innocence. By allowing Ysonde to pass the trial, even if she 

has to resort to equivocation to do it (and how can you deceive an omniscient God?), the narrator 

aligns himself and God with the adulterous heroine. Similarly, Tristrem openly prays to God to 

give him strength to fight against supernatural foes. His consequent victory is a sign that God 

and right are on his side. By restraining from explicit judgment against immoral behavior, the 

Middle English poet allows the narrative to speak for itself as a positive take on faithful love. 

The parallel with Sir Orfeo—a romance that rewrites a classical tragic tale and gives it a happy 

ending in England—may suggest a happier ending for Sir Tristrem as well. 

The overall judgment for Sir Tristrem comes from the interpretation of the two poems 

that follow it. The positive judgment from Sir Orfeo seeps into our interpretation of Sir Tristrem 

because of the above-stated similarities between the two narratives. The two sets of lovers are 

faithful to each other, both have successfully undergone tests of true love, and therefore both 

should be similarly rewarded. The explicit moral judgment for both poems is restricted to a 

smaller poem that follows the two romances. Written by the same scribe, Scribe 1, “Four Foes of 

Mankind” provides a convenient space for moralization. The speaker warns the reader against 

such enemies of salvation as “the world, the flesh, the devil and death.”
156

 Because happiness in 

this world is fleeting, and death may come at any moment, good Christians should not put their 

trust into this world but should prepare themselves for the next one by avoiding the evils of the 

flesh and the devil: “Our flesche is fouled wiþ þe fende.”
157

 The earthly happiness of the two 

couples is, therefore, never constant. Dangers of loss or discovery are ever looming. Orfeo’s 

struggle with the fairy king and Tristrem’s fight with the dragon are both literal and metaphorical 

battles against the devil. Thus, only in the next world can the lovers be truly happy, but to get 

there they would have to renounce the wicked ways of the flesh. The poem is also a warning 

against excessive passion, which is a criticism that fine amors romances often receive. 

 

 

                                                            
156 Elaine Treharne, introduction to “The Four Foes of Mankind,” in Old and Middle English: An Anthology, ed. 

Elaine Treharne (Malden: Blackwell Publishers, 2000), 477. 
157 “The Four Foes of Mankind,” in Old and Middle English: An Anthology, ed. Elaine Treharne, 477-480 (Malden: 

Blackwell Publishers, 2000), line 9. 
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2. Seynt Mergrete 

A narrative connection exists between Sir Tristrem and another religious text, this time a 

saint’s life, which appears very early in the Auchinleck manuscript. Item 4, Seynt Mergrete 

(f.16v-21r), an anonymous Middle English verse retelling of the legend of St. Margaret, also 

copied by Scribe 1, contains elements that are echoed in Sir Tristrem. The most obvious 

connection is the supernatural element that is present in both. Both Tristrem and Mergrete battle 

dragons, and both invoke God in a direct prayer in order to defeat this physical manifestation of 

the devil. After she is swallowed by the dragon, Mergrete says the following prayer to vanquish 

her enemy: “‘Blisced worþ Jhesu Crist,/ his vertus er wel gode./Slayn is þe d[r]agoun/ þurth 

vertu of þe rode.’”
158

 Through the power of Christ, Mergrete is expelled from the dragon safely 

and is able to defeat the fiend. When battling his dragon, Tristrem hides under a tree, sends up a 

prayer to God, and only afterwards rushes at the monster:  

Tristrem, withouten wene, 

Stirt under a tre  

Al stille 

And seyd, “God in Trinité,  

No lat thou me nought spille.” (ll.1459-1463) 

  

Instead of relying on his knightly prowess, Tristrem taps into a different source of power—the 

power of prayer—the same power that is displayed by St. Margaret. As far as I know, Sir 

Tristrem is the only Tristan romance that presents its hero as an agent of God when faced with a 

supernatural foe. There is no prayer to God in Gottfried’s narration of the same episode.
159

 Some 

medieval versions of the Life of St. Margaret excise the dragon episode because it is considered 

too miraculous, especially for a truthful account of a saint’s life. However, in the context of the 

Auchinleck manuscript, the supernatural elements and their defeat through prayer in the 

narratives of Seynt Mergrete and Sir Tristrem work cohesively together to further exalt the 

power of God.
160

 

 

 

                                                            
158 Seynt Mergrete, The Auchinleck Manuscript, ed. David Burnley and Alison Wiggins, National Library of 

Scotland Digital Library (July 2003), available online <http://www.nls.uk/auchinleck/mss/mergrete.html> . ll.211a-

212b. In this transcription, each line is counted as a half-line. 
159 See Gottfried, Tristan, “Episode 12: The Dragon,” 159-161. 
160 I discuss similar dragon fights in Sir Beues of Hamptoun and Guy of Warwik later in this chapter. 
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3. Amis and Amiloun 

A penitential reading of the Separating Sword incident becomes possible through a 

comparison between Sir Tristrem and the Middle English Amis and Amiloun romance, which is 

also present in the Auchinleck manuscript (item 11, ff.48v-61v). In a series of two articles, Mary 

Brockington connects the Tristan and Isolde cycle and the Amicus et Amelius romances through 

the theme of the Separating Sword.
161

 Although her reading of the two incidents together to yield 

a penitential interpretation deserves praise, other than the popularity of the two romance 

narrative strands, she presents no factual evidence that writers of one cycle were familiar with 

the details of the other. She simply assumes that the symbolism of the Separating Sword is 

common knowledge for medieval romance writers and their audiences. What would have made 

her argument stronger is a closer study of the Middle English versions of the two romances, both 

of which are present in the Auchinleck manuscript, and both of which were copied by the same 

scribe. Thus, at least one person—Scribe 1—was aware that the Separating Sword scene appears 

in both romances. Amis and Amiloun precedes Sir Tristrem in the manuscript. Therefore, if the 

manuscript were to be read sequentially from beginning to end, then the reader would potentially 

be aware of the function of the Separating Sword in Amis and Amiloun and bring that 

knowledge to the Tristan story. Thus, within the context of the Auchinleck manuscript, Mary 

Brockington’s argument that the Separating Sword represents repentance for past sins is not only 

plausible, but it certainly helps explain why Mark forgives the lovers without making him appear 

as a gullible cuckold. In the Middle English version of Amis and Amiloun, Amis is a known 

fornicator who demonstrates his repentance by placing a naked sword in bed between himself 

and his friend’s wife:  

& when it was comen to þe ni3t 

Sir Amis & þat leuedi bri3t 

To bed þai gun go; 

& when þai were togider ylayd  

Sir Amis his swerd out braid 

& layd bitvix hem tvo. (Amis and Amiloun ll. 1107-1112)
 162

 

  

                                                            
161 Mary Brockington has successfully discredited the Celtic origins of the scene in her article “The Separating 

Sword in the ‘Tristran’ Romances: Possible Celtic Analogues Re-Examined,” MLR 91, no. 2 (April 1996): 281-300. 

She then examines the medieval French texts of Tristan and Isolde and Amis and Amillion romances in “Tristran 

and Amelius: False and True Repentance,” MLR 93, no. 2 (April 1998): 305-320. 
162 Amis and Amiloun, in The Auchinleck Manuscript, ed. by David Burnley and Alison Wiggins, National Library 

of Scotland Digital Library (July 2003) <http://www.nls.uk/auchinleck/mss/amiloun.html> ll.1107-1112.  
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When given the perfect opportunity to indulge in his sins, Amis shows restraint in the form of a 

deadly barrier. The sword here is a safeguard of chastity and virtue, and symbolizes Amis’ 

repentance for his past sins as well as a promise not to sin again. In Sir Tristrem, Mark discovers 

the lovers in a similarly uncompromising position:  

Aslepe Ysonde lay; 

Tristrem him layd hir bi, 

The Quen. 

His swerd he drough titly 

And laid it hem bituene. (ll. 2515-2519) 

  

Mark finds them sleeping in the forest, fully clothed and not touching, with Tristan’s naked 

sword lying between them. This symbolic position that represents repentance in Amis and 

Amiloun reappears in Sir Tristrem, and it leads Mark to the wrong conclusion that the adulterous 

couple has repented as well and that Ysonde deserves to be welcomed back to his court. 

4. Roland and Vernagu and Otuel a Knight 

A narrative echo connects Sir Tristrem with two Charlemagne romances (items 31 and 

32). In the Auchinleck version of Sir Tristrem, Tristrem’s father is named Rouland. The 

inclusion of two Roland narratives in the same manuscript only strengthens the connection 

between the two legendary heroes. Eckhardt and Meer discuss some narrative reasons why 

Rouland would be the name for Tristrem's father. The argument that I find most convincing 

relies on the vagueness of detail used to describe Rouland in the opening of Sir Tristrem: 

In Sir Tristrem the Roland-connection serves as a launching device, an initial 

focus of attention and curiosity to get the narrative under way… In the early 

stanzas, when Rouland is fighting against an enemy named Duke Morgan, the 

supposition that this might be an episode of the Charlemagne cycle could persist, 

since in the many texts of that cycle Roland's actions and characterizations are 

quite variable: he travels to foreign lands, [and] fights any number of enemy 

knights and giants…Thus the Roland who is Charlemagne's nephew might be 

made to engage in a wide range of chivalric, or anti-chivalric, behavior.
163

 

 

This vagueness of language allows for the two Roulands of the Auchinleck manuscript to be one 

and the same. They are both brave and chivalrous and capture the attention of anyone interested 

in reading about gallant knights. This association may very well have been encouraged by the 

                                                            
163 Caroline D. Eckhardt and Bryan A. Meer, “Constructing a Medieval Genealogy: Roland the Father of Tristan in 

‘Castleford's Chronicle,’” MLN 115, no. 5, Comparative Literature Issue, (December 2000): 1085-1111, quotation 

on 1093. 
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Auchinleck editor. Item 31, Roland and Vernagu (ff.?262va stub-267vb), and item 32, Otuel a 

Knight (ff.268ra-277vb), both feature the brave French warrior Rouland.  In the extant 

manuscript only four folios separate the ending of Otuel from the beginning of Sir Tristrem.
164

 

Roland and Vernagu is written by Scribe 1, the same scribe as Sir Tristrem; however, Otuel a 

Knight is written by Scribe 6. Despite the change in scribes (which Eckhardt and Meer do not 

acknowledge), I am still inclined to agree with their line of argument: “The presence of 

Charlemagne material among the texts chosen for this anthology [the Auchinleck manuscript] 

might have led the volume's editor [Scribe 1] to establish a connection between that body of 

legend and Sir Tristrem.”
165

  Eckhardt and Meer follow the arguments already established by 

Pearsall and Shonk about the function of Scribe 1 as editor or conceptualizer of the manuscript. 

“If Tristan's father were not already named Roland (rather than Rivalen or Meliadus) in the lost 

source from which Scribe 1 worked, then he/she was presumably the one who made this 

adjustment, perhaps in the expectation that associating the two heroes with each other would 

increase interest in the narrative, as well as provide continuity with the anthology's Charlemagne 

texts.”
166

 This association between the two Roulands lends interest and credibility to the figure 

of Tristrem’s father. Because Tristrem does not enter the narrative until line 219 that describes 

his birth, the reader needs another shining knight to follow throughout the opening of the 

romance. The possible conflation of the two Roulands ends precisely with the birth of Tristrem 

because Rouland, father of Tristrem, dies on the same day as Tristrem is born, and that death 

clearly differs from the one ascribed to Rouland, nephew of Charlemagne, who dies with the 

French king at the battle of Roncevaux.
167

 But by then the conflation is no longer necessary 

because Tristrem will carry the audience’s attention until the end of the romance. The association 

with the French Rouland does not take away from the Englishness of Tristrem. The romance is 

clear that Tristrem’s father is a foreign knight who comes to Mark’s court in England and falls in 

love with Mark’s sister, the English princess. Tristrem is English through his mother’s lineage, 

and the English court is the one Tristrem chooses to attach himself to, so it really does not matter 

whether his father is from Ermonie or from France. 

 

                                                            
164 This is an approximate figure because many leaves of the intervening romance Kyng Alisaunder (item 33) have 

now been lost from the manuscript. 
165 Caroline D. Eckhardt and Bryan A. Meer, 1092. 
166 Caroline D. Eckhardt and Bryan A. Meer, 1092-1093. 
167 Caroline D. Eckhardt and Bryan A. Meer, 1093. 
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The Auchinleck Manuscript and English Nationalism 

 

 
In his seminal discussion of English medieval nationalism entitled England the Nation: 

Language, Literature, and National Identity, 1290-1340, Thorlac Turville-Petre devotes an entire 

chapter to the Auchinleck manuscript. Turville-Petre opens his book with a negative definition of 

a nation: “Defining a nation necessarily involves exclusion. What does not belong needs to be 

identified in order to safeguard the unity of what is part of the nation.”
168

 Through this definition 

a nation delineates its borders and begins to establish a territorial view of itself in opposition to 

what it is not. This theoretical conception manifested itself in the practice of taxation and 

military service: “Paying for one’s country and fighting for one’s country became the experience 

of wider and wider sections of the population, strengthening—whether they like it or not—their 

sense of national identity and commitment.”
169

 In Sir Tristrem, England is defined against the 

backdrop of its hostile neighbors. Tristrem fights against these neighbors to secure the integrity 

of the nation. Tristrem’s exploits also take him outside of England, and these journeys away 

from England help identify the borders of the country. He travels to Ireland, Ermonie, Wales, 

and Brittany, all of which represent points outside of England. While abroad, Tristrem longs to 

return to England, whether he is able to or not.  

The positive definition of a nation is that of a group that shares a common system of 

foundational myths: “The [English] nation had a territory, a history, a set of cultural traditions, a 

body of legal practices expressed in the Common Law, a single economy with a common 

coinage and taxation, and some concept of shared rights, even if that did not extend very far 

down the social scale.”
170

 This cultural conception developed gradually over the course of 

centuries following the Norman Conquest, eventually reconciling the heterogeneity of the 

population: “Though the nation is envisaged as a tidy and well-defined construction, in reality its 

definition is usually problematic. In thirteenth-century England it took considerable efforts of 

distortion to shape both the land and the people into a vision of a single community.”
171

 A series 

of revisions in foundational myths helped smooth this process: 

The construction of the nation was, indeed, founded on a series of myths and 

loaded interpretations of the past. In the twelfth century, Geoffrey of Monmouth 

                                                            
168 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 1. 
169 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 8. 
170 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 8. 
171 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 7. 
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had provided the history [in Latin] of the founding fathers, the Britons, referring 

his readers to William of Malmesbury and Henry of Huntingdon for accounts of 

the history of England from Saxon times... Wace had produced an expanded 

version in French [Anglo-Norman Roman de Brut] of Geoffrey’s history of the 

Britons, to which Gaimar’s Estoire des Engleis supplied an account of their 

successors up to the death of William II... It was to this [later] version of history 

based on homeland that the Normans chose to attach themselves, rather than to 

the alternative version emphasizing race that Wace had offered them [earlier] in 

his Roman de Rou, where he traced the Danish ancestry of the dukes of 

Normandy. Through this attachment, the Normans holding their lands in England 

became English, with ancient rights confirmed by English law. The history of the 

people became entwined with the history of the land, so that identity was defined 

through legal succession that expressed the providential design working upon the 

nation’s history.
172

  

 

Through these stories, both the English and the Normans adopted Arthur and Brutus as their 

glorious ancestors. They also latched on to new heroes in a genre that grew in popularity—the 

English hero romance. “Unperturbed by any awareness of the revisions of history involved, the 

new English listened to Anglo-Norman romances of ‘nos auncestres’, Havelok, Waldef, and Guy 

of Warwick, the heroes of Anglo-Saxon England, and also adopted Anglo-Saxon saints, none 

more than Edward the Confessor whose cult was promoted by Henry III himself.”
173

 I address 

the role of these English hero romances as markers of identity and as unifying links in the 

Auchinleck later in this chapter. 

 Once the borders and the foundational myths have been revised and established, the next 

uniting factor according to Thorlac Turville-Petre to be adopted was a common language. “The 

use of English was a precondition of the process of deepening and consolidating the sense of 

national identity by harnessing the emotive energy of the association between language and 

nationalism.”
174

 Thorlac Turville-Petre reinforces this point—a point that is especially relevant 

the Auchinleck manuscript—with the following statement about the choice of English as the 

vernacular for written work: “The very act of writing in English is a statement about belonging. 

Again and again English writers in the half century leading up to the Hundred Years War turn 

their attention to the community of which they claim so insistently they are a part. It is always 

‘our’ land, they say, ‘our’ people, ‘our’ nation. The desire to belong to this larger protecting 

                                                            
172 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 6-7. 
173 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 7. 
174 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 10. 
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community is the urge behind nationalism.”
175

 The foundational histories mentioned above were 

not written in English. However, in the beginning of the fourteenth century three English 

chronicles were written in the English vernacular: one by Robert of Gloucester, another by 

Robert Manning, and the third remains anonymous. These works tell the story of England from 

Brutus to their own time. Robert Manning, Robert of Gloucester and the anonymous author of 

the Short Metrical Chronicle “write of England, not Britain, since ‘Britain’ was a historical term 

referring primarily to a Celtic past.”
176

 The terms ‘Britain’ and ‘the Britons’ as celebrated by 

earlier histories of Geoffrey of Monmouth and Wace no longer apply to the national image of the 

thirteenth and fourteenth century England. “Other versions of English history are provided by the 

insular romances, those imagined histories focusing on a hero or family, often as true (or as 

false) as chronicle-history, and often proclaiming their kinship with chronicles.”
177

 Stories of 

Anglo-Norman heroes whose origins locate them in England, such as Guy of Warwick and 

Beves of Hampton, became English through appropriation and translation: 

In the search of definitions of Englishness that takes place in these works, writers 

pick out three principal criteria, representing the nation in terms of its territory, its 

people, and its language. We are English first because we inhabit England, 

secondly because we are the descendants of the first English settlers, and thirdly 

because we speak the language of England. Not one of these criteria is 

unproblematic. Each presents inconsistencies and contradictions, so that writers 

trying to project a tidy image of the nation have to confront, or more often 

conceal, those instances where imaginative construction is at odds with reality.
178

 

  

These stories that glorify the Anglo-Saxon past and syncretize it with the Anglo-Norman 

presence became the building blocks of the nation. “It was important for them to represent an 

image of a whole nation of English speakers, because their language was the living witness to the 

people’s Anglo-Saxon ancestry. It was conveniently forgotten that Anglo-Saxon would have 

been utterly incomprehensible by the fourteenth century.”
179

 The use of English helps to occlude 

these uncomfortable truths: “The use of English is exclusive because the English are the only 

people to use it. … The use of English, then, becomes a mark of those who share national 

identity with us.”
180

  

                                                            
175 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 11. 
176 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 15. 
177 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 14. 
178 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 14. 
179 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 20. 
180 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 21. 
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In the Auchinleck manuscript, national identity is revealed in one of two ways: 1) by 

featuring prominently the deeds of English heroes in both romance and chronicle texts 

(holistically creating a category of the Matter of England texts); and 2) by providing an English 

identity to protagonists who are not overtly connected to England or its history. As I discussed 

earlier in this chapter, both Sir Tristrem and Sir Orfeo fall into the category of knights with 

foreign cultural histories that have been claimed as English by moving their romance settings to 

England. In this strong translatio statement—a movement of cultural and literary preeminence 

from one country to another—a Cornish knight (with a possible French ancestry) and a Greco-

Roman king become English.  

 

Sir Tristrem and the Matter of England 

 

 
Included in the larger category of the Matter of England texts are romances, histories, 

chronicles, and hagiographies that communicate a sense of an English past. English hero 

romances create a less inclusive category because the term only applies to the romance genre and 

narrates the deeds of brave men who fight for England. The Auchinleck manuscript has compiled 

the romances of four English heroes together with a chronicle text that provides a historical 

context for their deeds. Below, I discuss briefly the chronicle Liber Regum Anglie and two of the 

English heroes, Horn and Beues. I then provide a separate section for a detailed study of Guy of 

Warwik and Reinbrun (his son) and a discussion of their narrative connections with Sir Tristrem. 

Even though Guy of Warwik belongs in the Matter of England section, I am giving him his own 

large section because of how prominently he is featured in the manuscript. In the very middle of 

the manuscript, there are two separate romances of Guy, which are followed by a romance of his 

son Reinbrun. He is also featured in a religious poem in the beginning of the manuscript and in 

the chronicle at the end of the manuscript. In this discussion of the English hero narratives, and 

Guy of Warwik romances in particular, I make a case for including Sir Tristrem into the Matter 

of England. 

1. Liber Regum Anglie 

In the table of contents created by Alison Wiggins, this entry is entitled The Anonymous 

Short English Metrical Chronicle (ff.304ra-317rb). Turville-Petre describes the poem as a 

heavily revised version of the Short Metrical Chronicle discussed above. “In the Auchinleck 
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manuscript it can also function as a chronological grid on which to locate the disconnected lives 

of saints or heroes elsewhere in the collection.”
181

 Several of the saints and heroes briefly 

mentioned in the chronicle also happen to have entire entries devoted to them in the Auchinleck 

manuscript. The original chronicle “is transformed in the Auchinleck manuscript, where its 

length is more than doubled to 2,366 lines. The purpose of the very extensive revisions and 

additions is to bring out the relevance of the chronicle: its significance for a London audience in 

the 1330s, and its relation to the other texts within the covers of this carefully organized 

manuscript.”
182

 According to Thorlac Turville-Petre,  

[Liber Regum Anglie] is the backbone to which the “historical” texts are attached; 

it gives shape to the considerable variety in the contents of the manuscript by 

articulating its characteristic attitudes and interests. From this work the reader 

learns the chronological relationships and significance of the protagonists of other 

texts, Arthur, Guy of Warwick, Richard the Lionheart. Still more significant is the 

way in which the chronicle determines how the romances are to be understood, 

not just as entertainments but as sources of historical knowledge.
183

 

  

While the historicity of the chronicle itself is doubtful, and so are the aspirations of romance 

characters to become historicized in it, Liber Regum Anglie facilitates in conflating the two 

genre. As Thorlac Turville-Petre asserts, “[i]n this [Auchinleck] version of the Short Metrical 

Chronicle, romance-fiction and historical fact are inextricably intertwined.”
184

 This key poem 

appears right after the “Tristrem-Orfeo-Four Foes” unit, even though none of the characters from 

these three poems are mentioned in the chronicle. The proximity, however, lends a sense of 

historical importance to Sir Tristrem because of the nationalistic overtones the romance hero 

shares with the heroes of the chronicle. 

2. Horn Childe and Maiden Rimnild  

Appearing right after the chronicle, item 41, Horn Childe and Maiden Rimnild (ff.317va-

323vb) is an incomplete version of King Horn, a pseudo-historical romance, whose hero appears 

in both romance and in chronicle. In this romance, there is an overt textual allusion to the Tristan 

legend, and it makes use of the spellings used for the lovers’ names in the Auchinleck romance. 

When describing just how strong the love is between Horn and Rimnild, the narrator compares 

                                                            
181 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 108. 
182 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 109. 
183 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 112. 
184 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 111. 
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their passion to that of Tristrem and Ysonde: “Loued neuer childer mare/ Bot Tristrem or Ysoud 

it ware” (Horn. ll.310-311).
185

 But there is more in common between these two romances than 

just a singular comparison (or the fact they were both written by Scribe 1). Both stories refer to 

England holistically, without much regard for specification. King Houlac holds his court “Fer 

souþe in Jnglond” (Horn. l.253). Their stories follow the exiled-and-returned English hero motif. 

Falsely accused of having a sexual relationship with King Houlac’s daughter Rimnild, Horn is 

accused of treason and told to exile himself or be executed. Although Crane does not discuss the 

Auchinleck version of Horn’s story, the points she makes about King Horn, an earlier Middle 

English redaction, can be applied to Horn Child and Maid Remnild. Horn’s “political and 

personal goals are inseparable.”
186

 Thomas C. Rumble makes a very similar observation about 

Sir Tristrem: “Tristrem’s battles against these adversaries are fought not merely in behalf of four 

right but unconnected causes, but as a part of his general revenge upon Duke Morgan for the 

slaying of his father.”
187

 In constructing their heroes the poets fuse the political (or public) and 

the personal (or private) aspects of identity. Moreover, Horn fights to prove his right to the land. 

He also fights to defend the rights of other kings to their lands as well. Similarly, Tristrem not 

only restores his own birthright, but he also restores England to Mark, Wales to King Triamour, 

and Brittany to its Duke; all these lands he rescues from unjust usurpation of four brothers, three 

of whom happen to be giants. “Following the typical pattern for the romances of English heroes, 

Horn begins a dispossessed vassal and, after long struggles in exile, ends a lord in full control of 

his rights.”
188

 Horn Childe “not only narrates the maturation process of the hero, but also one 

that tells the story of the unification of England as a single realm. Horn Childe begins with 

England divided into two kingdoms ruled by two individual kings…The two kingdoms of 

Hatheolf and Houlac neatly mirror the political division of England prior to the unification of 

Northumbria with Southern England that occurred under King Edgar in AD 958.”
189

 Caroline 

Eckhardt recognizes Tristrem’s story as following the exile-and-return motif as well: “Tristrem’s 

initial circular journey, in which he travels from Ermonie to England and back, is, in itself, a 

complete tale of the traditional expulsion-and-return variety: the young hero, displaced by a 

                                                            
185 Horn Childe & Maiden Rimnild, in The Auchinleck Manuscript, ed. David Burnley and Alison Wiggins, 

National Library of Scotland Digital Library (July 2003) <http://www.nls.uk/auchinleck/mss/smc.html> ll.310-311 
186 Susan Crane, 34. 
187 Thomas C. Rumble, “The Middle English Sir Tristrem: Toward a Reappraisal,” Comparative Literature 11, no. 3 

(1959): 221-228, quotation on 224. 
188 Susan Crane, 39-40. 
189 Robert Allen Rouse, The Idea of Anglo-Saxon England in Middle English Romance, 66. 
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usurper and carried away from his homeland, experiences various adventures in exile and then 

returns to take vengeance upon those who have wronged him.”
190

 I have discussed the 

significance of this storyline when I compared it to Havelok’s in Chapter 2. 

3. Sir Beues of Hamtoun 

The Auchinleck version of Sir Beues of Hamtoun introduces specific references to 

England and reshapes its Anglo-Norman hero into a quintessential English one: “the Middle 

English Beues recognizes and adjusts to the challenge of nationalism by adding reference to 

England and Bevis’s Englishness on the one hand while supporting and even strengthening 

Bevis’s feudal claims on the other.”
191

 Like Tristrem, Beues faces an unjust king who does not 

ensure the security of his lands. By standing up for what is rightfully his, Beues ensures that 

justice rules in England. In the end, the local and the national are fused in the marriage of Beues’ 

son to the king’s daughter, thus ensuring that Beues’ dynasty will be on the throne of England.  

This Middle English redaction also adds a fight with a dragon: “Introducing an 

interpolated combat with a dragon, the poet ranks Bevis’s achievement with similar victories by 

the English Wade and Guy of Warwick (2599-608). Told in the manner of a saint’s legend, the 

dragon-killing extends the correspondences suggested in Anglo-Norman between the hero and 

St. George, patron saint of the English army from the earliest Crusades. By these associations the 

Middle English version implies that Bevis’s merit is national, even while extending references to 

his personal claims.”
192

 This fight with the dragon unites together the romance heroes Beues, 

Guy, and Tristrem with hagiographic heroes St. Margaret and St. George. The first four are 

featured in the Auchinleck manuscript praying to God before fighting a dragon, which is 

supposed to be a manifestation of the devil. Beues explicitly connects this dragon fight to Guy’s 

fight by alluding to it in the poem: “Gij a Warwik, ich vnderstonde,/ Slou3 a dragoun in 

Norþhomberlonde.” (Sir Beues of Hamtoun ll.2431-2432).
193

 In Beues, there is also a reference 

to St. George, the patron saint of England who became famous as a dragon slayer. Beues invokes 

his name in his prayer: “A nemenede sein Gorge, our leuedi kni3t” (Sir Beues of Hamtoun, 

                                                            
190 Caroline D. Eckhardt, “The Meaning of ‘Ermonie’ in Sir Tristrem,” Studies in Philology 93, no. 1 (1996): 21-41, 

quotation on 40. 
191 Susan Crane, 60. 
192 Susan Crane, 60. 
193 Sir Beues of Hamtoun, in The Auchinleck Manuscript, ed. David Burnley and Alison Wiggins, National Library 

of Scotland Digital Library (July 2003) <http://www.nls.uk/auchinleck/mss/beues.html> 
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l.2641).  When read together in one manuscript, all of these dragon fights and dragon fighters are 

joined in their service to the nation as Christian protectors against foreign and demonic other. 

In the manner of a Crusader and as a Christian warrior, Beues converts the land of 

Ermonie. “In the Auchinleck manuscript is a passage found neither in the French nor in the other 

English version of the story, in which the redactor explains to his readers how it was that 

Armenia became Christian, converted after the death of King Ermin by Beues and his son Guy at 

the point of the sword.”
194

 The manuscript spelling of “Ermony” (Sir Beues of Hampton, l.4018) 

in Beues matches the spelling of Tristrem’s patrimony “Ermonie,” thus bringing the two English 

heroes even closer together in their adventures abroad. Beues Christianizes the lands before his 

romance ends, which would provide a Christian setting for Tristrem’s patrimony. Caroline 

Eckhardt allows for Armenia to be a possible location for Tristrem’s father’s lands: “Armenia, 

with its need for travel by water in order to reach both Ireland and England, is certainly a 

possible reading [for Ermonie], indeed perhaps an obvious choice.”
195

 Thus, Sir Beues of 

Hamtoun and Sir Tristrem share a nationalist focus, a dragon fight, and a geographic location 

outside of England. 

 

Guy of Warwick: the Quintessential English Hero 
 

 

At the very centre of the manuscript, both physically (at least, as it now stands) 

and thematically, is the figure of one notable knight of pre-Conquest England, 

Guy of Warwick. The story of his own career is split into two poems (items 22 

and 23), and is followed by the story of his son, Reinbrun (item 24). Furthermore, 

Guy is the recipient of simple doctrinal instruction from Alcuin in the Speculum 

Gy de Warewyke (item 10), is held up as an example in a passage added to Sir 

Beues of Hamtoun (item 25), and finally he appears in the chronicle [item 40] in 

the shape of a giant-killer and saviour of England in the reign of Alfred’s 

grandson Athelston. At various points throughout the manuscript, therefore, Guy 

stands as the model of the knight of England.
196

 

 

The editors of and the contributors to the Guy of Warwick: Icon and Ancestor collection agree 

with the above assessment of both the Auchinleck manuscript and Guy of Warwick’s function 

within it. “In the Auchinleck Manuscript—now firmly established as a book that expresses 

                                                            
194 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 121. 
195 Caroline D. Eckhardt, 25. 
196 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 116; Laura Hibbard Loomis was one of the first scholars to recognize the function of the 

Guy of Warwick material in the Auchinleck manuscript in her essay “The Auchinleck Manuscript and a Possible 

London Bookshop of 1330-1340,” PMLA 57 (1942): 595-627. 
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Englishness and where Guy of Warwick is a keystone text—the nation is constructed out of texts 

gathered from different regions, in different dialects and verse forms, and which each tell the 

stories of regional heroes and local affiliations.”
197

 The collection of essays contends that the 

story of Guy of Warwick contained distinctive elements of English nationalism even before it 

was translated into English.  

In her study of “Gui de Warewic in its Manuscript Context,” Marianne Ailes concludes 

that “Gui was copied only in England; all the manuscripts are executed in an Anglo-Norman 

hand.” Moreover, “[t]he grouping of Gui with other texts also suggests an insular focus.”
198

 

Ailes further contends that many of the manuscripts of Gui are “concerned with the telling of 

history and particularly with the telling of the history of England.”
199

 From her study of 

manuscript contexts, Ailes concludes that the story of Guy can be read in several contexts. First, 

as a historical romance—a tale that appears together with chronicle histories of the English 

kings. Second, as “a tale of secular piety” that may be read together with the lives of canonized 

saints.
200

 Therefore, it is not surprising to find the story of Guy fitting so well in the Auchinleck 

manuscript because its Anglo-Norman predecessor has already been read in the types of contexts 

provided by the Auchinleck manuscript. The story of “Gui contains a particular, and apparently 

popular, mixture of adventures, romances, and piety.”
201

 The narrative of the romance itself has 

enough to keep a reader’s interest. The manuscript evidence indicates that “Gui was a popular 

text, known outside England in some form, but with its greatest popularity in the insular context. 

Apparently read because of its piety as much as its national focus, it has been fortunate to survive 

in so many manuscripts which testify to its continued popularity until the verse text was 

superseded by the prose and by the translations into English.”
202

 

Ivana Djordjević’s article “Guy of Warwick as a Translation” picks up where Ailes 

leaves off and discusses the transition as well as the relationships between Middle English and 

                                                            
197 Alison Wiggins and Rosalind Field, editors. “Editorial Introduction: Namoore of this! How to read Guy of 

Warwick and why,” in Guy of Warwick: Icon and Ancestor, ed. Alison Wiggins and Rosalind Field, xv-xxi, Studies 

in Medieval Romance (Rochester, NY: D. S. Brewer, 2007), xix. The contributors to this collection refer to each 

adaptation of the tale as a redaction. For the sake of consistence, I will be borrowing their terminology in my 

discussion of the tale. 
198 Marianne Ailes, “Gui de Warewic in its Manuscript Context,” in Guy of Warwick: Icon and Ancestor, ed. Alison 

Wiggins and Rosalind Field, 12-26, Studies in Medieval Romance. (Rochester, NY: D. S. Brewer, 2007), 21. 
199 Marianne Ailes, 22. 
200 Marianne Ailes, 23. 
201 Marianne Ailes, 24. 
202 Marianne Ailes, 25-26. 
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Anglo-Norman texts of Guy of Warwick. “The Anglo-Norman Gui de Warewic was translated 

into English at least five times between c.1300 and c.1450, as evidenced by the survival of the 

five independently produced redactions.”
203

 Although Djordjević does not go into detail as to 

what manuscript record of these so-called translations survives, she does cite Alison Wiggins’ 

article “Middle English Guy of Warwick” in the same collection.
 204

 Even though Djordjević’s 

goal was to examine the similarities between the Anglo-Norman and the Middle English versions 

of Guy, she concludes her study by highlighting a major difference that she attributes to what 

Crane categorizes as a distinctly insular situation. “There is no doubt that these [insular] 

developments have left their mark on versions of the Guy story. A good example is the emphasis 

on Guy’s Englishness in Auchinleck 3889: ‘Þan seyd Gij þe englisse’. This addition, unique to 

Auchinleck, is consistent with the marked and oft-noticed patriotism of the manuscript and 

cannot be explained by reference to the more straightforward kinds of textual revision, whether 

scribal or translational.”
205

  

The romance of Guy of Warwick appears in a tri-partite structure in the Auchinleck 

manuscript. Guy’s story is told in two different verse forms. Item 22 (ff.108ra-146vb), or what 

some scholars label as Guy of Warwick I, is a romance written in rhyming couplets. It tells the 

story of Guy’s rise as a chivalric hero, his love for Felice, and his adventures abroad that increase 

his reputation and make him worthy of her love. This section culminates in his fight with a 

dragon and a presentation of the dragon’s head to king Athelston. Item 23 (ff.145vb-167rb), Guy 

of Warwick II, is written in 12-line tail-rhyme stanzas. There is a change of direction here as 

well. After marrying Felice and fathering a child, Guy repents his chivalric days of when he 

acted solely for the sake of his beloved and his reputation and now wishes to serve God. He goes 

on a pilgrimage alone, and fights in the Holy Land, much like the tradition of crusading 

narratives. “Guy’s identity is indeed altered, in that his motivation for chivalric deeds is now 

located in his love for Christ, but his previous chivalric identity remains vital to his new identity 

                                                            
203 Ivana Djordjević, “Guy of Warwick as a Translation,” in Guy of Warwick: Icon and Ancestor, ed. Alison 

Wiggins and Rosalind Field, 27-43, Studies in Medieval Romance (Rochester, NY: D. S. Brewer, 2007), 29. 
204 For a list of manuscripts see Alison Wiggins, “Middle English Guy of Warwick,” in Guy of Warwick: Icon and 

Ancestor, ed. Alison Wiggins and Rosalind Field, 61-80, Studies in Medieval Romance (Rochester, NY: D. S. 

Brewer, 2007) 62-64. 
205 Ivana Djordjević, 42. 
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as a martial-pilgrim.”
206

 He returns to England only to fight one last battle against a Danish 

giant. He spends the rest of his days as a hermit in the woods. Both Guy I and Guy II are written 

in the hand of Scribe 1. However, scholars still cannot reach a consensus as to whether or not the 

two parts are written by the same poet, translated from the same Anglo-Norman text, or whether 

or not the switch in verse form is the product of a switch in subject matter.
207

 Item 24 (ff.167rb-

175vb), Reinbroun, immediately follows the two stories of Guy and narrates the adventures of 

Guy’s son after Guy’s death. This romance is written in the hand of Scribe 5, whose only other 

contribution to the manuscript is the next entry, Item 25 (ff.176ra-201ra), Sir Beues of Hamtoun. 

In most Anglo-Norman romances of Gui, the tale of his son is integrated into his own story. In 

the Auchinleck, however, the Reinbroun material is edited out of the first two Guy romances and 

given its own space. Yet, despite the changes in subject matter and even hero, Evans argues that 

“the physical evidence of Auchinleck’s arrangement of the Guy material…suggests that the three 

items are a group, with Guy-1 and Guy-2 quite closely linked and Reinbrun loosely associated 

with the others as a sequel.”
208

 In my discussion of Guy of Warwick and narrative parallels with 

Sir Tristrem, I follow Evans’ assessment and treat the three romances as a textual unit. 

In addition to the three romance treatments of Guy, a religious poem, item 10, Speculum 

Gy de Warewyke (ff.39ra-?48rb stub), presents him as a protagonist. While it is not a romance, 

Speculum is the first mention of an English romance hero in the Auchinleck manuscript. A. S. G. 

Edwards provides a detailed study of this text as well as of its nine other versions. He categorizes 

the poem as “a verse homily,” which “offers vernacular didacticism of a basic expository kind 

reflected in a wide range of Middle English treatises of religious instruction.”
209

 The main 

                                                            
206 Robert Allen Rouse, “Guy of Warwick as Medieval Culture-Hero,” in Guy of Warwick: Icon and Ancestor, ed. 

Alison Wiggins and Rosalind Field, 94-109, Studies in Medieval Romance (Rochester, NY: D. S. Brewer, 2007), 

104. 
207 Dieter Mehl sees the divisions as thematic: courtly, followed by penitent, and the two are followed by the tale of 

the next generation. In separate venues, Derek Pearsall and Carol Fewster argue that the break between Guy I and 

Guy II occurs at a natural point in the narrative, while Loomis reminds us that the action of Guy I does not reach a 

proper romance conclusion until the first part of Guy II, where Guy finally marries Felice. Murray J. Evans uses the 

lack of a miniature before the beginning of Guy II to argue that Scribe 1 did not see the two Guy romances as two 

distinct texts. Dieter Mehl, The Middle English Romances of the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries (London: 

Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1968), 220-226; Derek Pearsall, “Literary and Historical Significance of the 

Manuscript,” in The Auchinleck Manuscript, edited by Derek Pearsall, vii-xi (London: Scolar Press in association 

with the National Library of Scotland, 1977), ix; Carol Fewster, Traditionality and Genre in Middle English 

Romance (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1987) 43; Laura Hibbard Loomis, 165-166; Murray J. Evans, 7-14. 
208 Murray J. Evans, 13. 
209 A. S. G. Edwards, “The Speculum Guy de Warwick and Lydgate’s Guy of Warwick: The Non-Romance Middle 

English Tradition,” in Guy of Warwick: Icon and Ancestor, ed. Alison Wiggins and Rosalind Field, 81-93, Studies 

in Medieval Romance (Rochester, NY: D. S. Brewer, 2007), 83. 
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characters in the text are Alcuin (based on the eighth-century English poet) and Guy of Warwick 

(popular English romance hero). Guy requests a sermon from Alcuin, who in turn obliges him 

with one. Edward recognizes that “There is no evidence of a connection between Guy of 

Warwick and Alcuin’s work before the Middle English Speculum Guy de Warwick. The 

emergence in English verse of this pious Guy at virtually the same time as the Middle English 

romance protagonist is a curious feature of the Guy of Warwick tradition without obvious 

parallel.”
210

 Speculum appears amidst religious and predominantly vernacular texts in nine 

manuscripts, which makes its religious message congruous to the contexts. This is why the 

manuscript context of the Auchinleck puzzles Edwards so much. While Edwards admits that 

Auchinleck “is probably the earliest surviving manuscript” of Speculum and that “It is 

noteworthy that Auchinleck is the only manuscript in which the Speculum occurs with a romance 

version of Guy, one in short couplets (fols 146vb-167rb) and tail rhyme (fols  167rb-175vb),” he 

immediately dismisses this connection using the spacing in the manuscript as the main reason for 

such dismissal: “The distance that separates the two works in the manuscript may be an 

indication that the compilers saw no relationship between them.”
211

 Edwards’ second reason is 

the narrative form of homily, which he believes “removes the poem from any connections with 

the world of romance.”
212

 I disagree with Edwards on this point. Given the amount of space 

granted to the two romances of Guy of Warwick and to the romance of his son Reinbroun (38, 

22, and 8 folios respectively), which total 68 folios together, and constitutes roughly 20% of the 

extant manuscript, I simply cannot fathom that a compiler so vested in Guy of Warwick material 

would miss the obvious connection between the romances and a homily that features the same 

hero. In fact, I would argue that Speculum, which is placed immediately before the first romance 

of the manuscript, Amis and Amiloun, functions as a warning for readers of romance. It provides 

instruction for the soul, the kind of instruction that is later reiterated in the romances of Guy, 

romances that stress penitence and service to God above earthly chivalry. 

 

Narrative similarities between Guy I, Guy II, Reinbroun and Sir Tristrem 

 
Rosalind Field (with a reference to William Calin) and Robert Allen Rouse are the only 

two contributors to the Guy of Warwick: Icon and Ancestor volume who discuss Guy’s possible 

                                                            
210 A. S. G. Edwards, 82. 
211 A. S. G. Edwards, 83. 
212 A. S. G. Edwards, 83. 

104 
 



 
 

connection to the Tristan legend. Field discusses the romantic and chivalric parallels. In the first 

part of his romance Guy devotes much of his time to improving his chivalric standing in the eyes 

of his beloved Felice. He gets so carried away in the process that he almost accepts the prize of 

marriage to the daughter of the Emperor of Constantinople. William Calin and Rosalind Field 

connect this behavior to Tristan’s, calling it “the conventional Man with Two Wives theme” but 

“sadly lacking in that poem’s [referring to Thomas’ Tristran] intensity.”
213

 I have examined 

Calin’s book as well and I was disappointed with the lack of textual evidence provided for this 

connection. He provides no line numbers or paraphrases in support of his claim. In a footnote of 

his article, Rouse mentions a possible parallel between Guy and Malory’s Tristram when it 

comes to facing enemies who use poisoned weapons.
214

 Neither one of these three scholars 

mentions Sir Tristrem—a Middle English version of the Tristan legend that contains the above 

mentioned episodes; Sir Tristrem is not only contemporaneous with the Middle English Guy of 

Warwick, but it also appears in the same manuscript as Guy. In the following section I first 

examine the simple narrative parallels between the two texts and then discuss the figures of Guy 

and Tristrem as two English heroes. The sheer simplicity of these narrative parallels is sufficient 

evidence to suggest that medieval readers of the Auchinleck manuscript could not have missed 

the similarities between the two texts. A reader of Guy of Warwik texts and of Sir Tristrem 

would have been able to recognize the connections between them. The deeper nationalistic 

connection between the two texts could also serve as evidence that the editors of the Auchinleck 

manuscript may have edited the Tristan material to make Tristrem as glorious an English hero as 

Guy—the centerpiece of the manuscript. 

Tristrem’s youth is very similar to that of Guy’s son, Reinbroun. After Guy’s death, his 

trusted friend Herhaud raises his son Reinbroun, paying particular attention to his knightly 

education. Similarly, Tristrem is raised by Rohand after Rouland’s death. The main difference 

between the two orphan boys is that Reinbroun grows up knowing about the glorious deeds of 

his father Guy; Tristrem, on the other hand, has no idea who Rouland was and grows up 

believing Rohand to be his father. At an early age, both Tristrem and Reinbroun are kidnapped 

                                                            
213 Rosalind Field, “From Gui to Guy: The Fashioning of a Popular Romance,” in Guy of Warwick: Icon and 

Ancestor, ed. Alison Wiggins and Rosalind Field, 44-60, Studies in Medieval Romance. (Rochester, NY: D. S. 

Brewer, 2007), 47. Field is citing William Calin’s discussion here for support of her brief reference to Tristan. 

William Calin, The French Tradition and the Literature of Medieval England (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 

1994), 80-87. 
214 Robert Allen Rouse, “Guy of Warwick as Medieval Culture-Hero,” 101, footnote 24. I will discuss this idea 

further in the next section. 
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by foreign merchants and are taken across the sea to distant lands. Tristrem is kidnapped by 

Norwegian pirates and abandoned in Cornwall, while Reinbroun is kidnapped by Russian 

merchants and sold to King Argus of Africa. While the two boys are in foreign courts, their 

foster-fathers search for them far and wide. Both Rouhand and Herhaud travel across the sea 

looking for Tristrem and Reinbroun respectively. Once they find the boys, the reunion is very 

emotional for the foster fathers. They cry and swoon and display their emotions very openly. 

This is where the parallel between Tristrem and Reinbroun ends. 

Tristrem’s manhood and knightly career parallel that of Guy. Both come from seemingly 

humble beginnings and have to earn their right to be knights through merit. Tristrem grows up 

believing that he is the son of the steward Rohand. He has to earn his place at Mark’s court 

through his musical and hunting prowess. Guy actually is the son of a steward named Syward 

who serves Earl Rohaud of Warwick.
215

 Commenting on this rise from humble beginnings to 

knightly glory, Field describes Guy as “a meritocratic figure” who “exemplifies the dream of 

chivalry.”
216

 By extension (or association), Tristrem falls into the same category. Both Tristrem 

and Guy are knighted by the nobleman they serve. Once Mark learns that Tristrem is his nephew, 

he knights him before Tristrem goes off to avenge his father and prove himself as a knight. Guy 

is in love with Felice, the daughter of Earl Rohaud, and in order to prove himself to her he asks 

her father to knight him and leaves England to test his chivalric prowess. Thus, both Tristrem 

and Guy must leave England to prove themselves worthy and exalt their reputations at foreign 

courts.  

While abroad, both Tristrem and Guy win many battles and earn the gratitude of foreign 

kings. This gratitude often involves offers of lands and the hand of a king’s or an emperor’s 

daughter in marriage. While in Wales, Tristrem fights for the King Triamour of Wales, who 

grants him all his lands if he wins them from Urgan. Tristrem wins the fight but transfers the 

lands over to the king’s daughter Blauncheflour. He accepts the puppy named Peticrowe and 

sends him to his beloved Ysonde. Similarly, while fighting in Brittany for the Duke, Tristrem 

                                                            
215 I have not seen any scholarship on the connection between the two names “Rohand” and “Rohaud.” The ‘n’ and 

the ‘u’ have been confused before by editors of the Auchinleck material. Sir Walter Scott admits that he cannot tell 

whether the name of the heroine in Sir Tristrem is “Ysoude” or “Ysonde.” There are other name parallels between 

the romances as well. Both Guy and Tristrem fight for a foreign king named Triamour. Both of them receive a 

potential wife named Blauncheflour. Two minor antagonists share a name that appears very similar: Meriadok in Sir 

Tristrem and Medyok the Duke of Cornwall in Reinbroun. While these may be pure coincidences, they help create a 

connection between Guy of Warwik texts and Sir Tristrem. 
216 Rosalind Field, 46. 
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receives the hand of the Duke’s daughter in marriage. He actually marries this maiden because of 

her name, Ysonde of the White Hands, but keeps the marriage chaste because of his love for 

Queen Ysonde. Guy receives two offers of marriage from two different foreign emperors he 

serves. First Guy proves himself in a tournament at the court of the German Emperor Reiner, 

who gives him riches and offers his daughter Blanchefour in marriage as the ultimate reward. 

Guy declines the offer of marriage and sends the winnings to Felice’s father’s court. The second 

offer is much more tempting for it comes from the Emperor of Constantinople. For his service, 

the Emperor wishes to make Guy his heir if he marries his daughter Clarice. It is not until the 

actual day of the wedding that Guy remembers his beloved Felice and backs out of the 

arrangement. So, both men are tempted by foreign princesses, but they remain loyal to the 

women they leave behind in England. 

Both Tristrem and Guy face opponents who wield poisoned weapons. When Tristrem 

fights the Moraunt of Ireland, he receives a wound from his poisoned spear. The main 

indications that poison was involved are in the stench the wound produces and in the effect the 

wound has on Tristrem: 

Leches with salve and drink 

Him cometh wide whare. 

Thai lorn al her swink: 

His pain was ay the mare. (ll.1114-1117) 

 

The fact that the doctors cannot figure out how to treat the wound indicates that some evil is 

involved. Tristrem lays in sickbed for three years before he is cast adrift in a boat that leads him 

to Ysonde. In Ireland, Ysonde’s mother, who also happens to be the sister of Moraunt, cures 

Tristrem of his stinking wound. When Guy fights the Saracen knight Costdram, everything about 

this enemy appears to be noble and heroic except for his choice of weapons: 

It beþ þe liþer Sarra3in. 

It is þe amiral Costdram, 

Þe nevou of þe riche soudan. 

So strong he is & of so gret mi3t 

In world y wene no better kni3t, 

For þer nis man no kni3t non 

Þat wiþ wretþe dar loken him on. 

His armes alle avenimed beþ, 
Þat venim is strong so þe deþ. 

In þis world [n]is man þat he take mi3t 
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Þat he [ne] schuld dye anonri3t.
217

 (Guy 1 ll.2553-2563, emphasis mine) 

 

Costdram is one of the few Saracen knights who warrant a positive description. The language 

used to describe his appearance is not that different from the language used to describe Guy 

himself. The only indication of Costdram’s otherness is his envenomed sword. Christian knights 

do not rely on magic and poison to secure a victory. Thus, despite his knightly appearance, 

Costdram is just as demonized as the giant Moraunt in Sir Tristrem. However, since Guy does 

not get wounded in this fight to demonstrate the effects of his enemy’s weapon, the threat of 

Tristrem-like wound is introduced with the mere mentioning of a poisoned weapon. As Rouse 

points out, “The envenomed nature of Costdram’s weapons indelibly marks him out as Other, 

casting doubt upon his honour and thus differentiating him from Christian knights such as Guy, 

to whom the use of such weapons is both unknown and unthinkable.”
218

 Rouse follows this 

statement with a footnote that generalizes about the meaning of poisoned weaponry in romance 

and then makes a connection to its use in Malory: “The use of poisoned weapons is often used to 

indicate a dishonorable knight in medieval chivalric literature. One example of this motif is 

found in the Morte Darthur, where Marhault uses a poisoned spear-head against Tristram.”
219

 I 

agree with Rouse’s conclusions, but I disagree with his choice of a Tristan text. Malory is a 

pretty late textual example, postdating the compilation of the Auchinleck manuscript by over a 

hundred years; Rouse’s connection only works because Malory’s text builds upon an iconic 

poisoned wound motif that is present in all Thomas-derived versions of the Tristan tale. The text 

of Sir Tristrem provides a much better example and a contemporaneous one. Tristrem’s suffering 

can serve as a warning of the danger that looms over Guy in a battle against an opponent who 

uses poisoned weapons. 

 

Guy and Tristrem as National Heroes of England 
 

Both Tristrem and Guy fight against an Irish dragon. Rosalind Field recognizes that this 

episode, in which Guy “kills a dragon to win his lady” is “one of many Tristan borrowings.”
220

 

Field, however, does not elaborate on the extent of the parallel. Tristrem fights a dragon while in 

                                                            
217 Guy of Warwick (Couplets) [Guy I], in The Auchinleck Manuscript, ed. David Burnley and Alison Wiggins, 

National Library of Scotland Digital Library (July 2003) < http://www.nls.uk/auchinleck/mss/guy_cp.html> ll.2553-

2563. 
218 Robert Allen Rouse, “Guy of Warwick as Medieval Culture-Hero,” 101. 
219 Robert Allen Rouse, “Guy of Warwick as Medieval Culture-Hero,” 101, footnote 24. 
220 Rosalind Field, 53. 
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Ireland, and his chivalric performance in that battle proves him as a worthy knight in Ysonde’s 

eyes. The dragon fight also brings Ysonde’s attention to his sword, which leads to the 

recognition of Tristrem’s identity as the giant-slayer, as the man who has killed her uncle 

Moraunt. Ralph Hanna recognizes the higher significance of the dragon-slaying episode in Guy 

of Warwik that goes beyond just impressing a lady: “Ultimately, he [Guy] is only socially 

reintegrated at the climactic ending of Guy I with his return to England and his destruction of the 

dragon, an act that not only recalls the rescue of his lion but identifies him as national hero, loyal 

servant of the heroic Athelston, and assimilates him to the saintly national patron George.”
221

 

Hanna sees the dragon-slaying as the pinnacle of Guy’s secular knightly achievement and 

underscores the nationalistic overtones in the fight that can also be applied to Sir Tristrem.  Like 

St. George, Guy and Tristrem fight and slay dragons.  

An even more important parallel between the two dragon-slayings is the fact that both 

Guy and Tristrem recognize their opponent as a manifestation of evil and battle against it using 

both a prayer and a sword. Hanna recognizes that “victory over the dragon can only occur in a 

fight in which Guy acknowledges limitations to his force” and “seeks divine aid.”
222

 The 

following is a prayer that Guy utters during his fight against a dragon: 

“God” he seyd “fader almi3t 

Þat made þe day & ni3t also 

& for ous sinful þoldest wo 

& heldest Daniel fram þe lyoun 

Saue me fram þis foule dragoun.”
223

 (Guy 1 ll.6838-6842) 

 

Within the context of the romance of Guy of Warwick, this kind of prayer is not out of the 

ordinary. Guy sends prayers to God before many of his battles against the Saracens. This 

particular prayer in the context of a giant-slaying is very reminiscent of the one in Sir Tristrem. 

Tristrem says the following prayer right before he faces his own Irish dragon: 

Tristrem, withouten wene, 

Stirt under a tre 

Al stille 

And seyd, “God in Trinité, 

No lat thou me nought spille.” (ll.1459-1463) 

 

                                                            
221 Ralph Hanna, 114. 
222 Ralph Hanna, 115. 
223 Guy of Warwick (Couplets) [Guy I], ll. 6838-6842. 
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While these two prayers may not be similar in wording, they are very similar in placement—a 

Christian prayer right before a dragon fight. In the context of Sir Tristrem, this prayer is very 

unusual. As I mentioned earlier, there is no parallel for it in Gottfried’s text. In the Middle 

English poem, Tristrem does not openly pray before any other fight. One possible explanation 

that I see is that the prayer may be an interpolation made by Scribe 1—the same scribe who is 

responsible for writing the texts of the two Guy of Warwick romances and for writing the tale of 

Sir Tristrem into the Auchinleck manuscript. He may have noticed the parallels between the two 

dragon-slaying episodes and may have edited the Tristrem text to bring more cohesion to the 

manuscript. Other narrative parallels that involve a prayer in the fight against a dragon appear in 

the Life of St. Margaret and in Sir Beues of Hamtoun discussed above. 

Both Tristrem and Guy become champions of England by fighting giants. Guy fights two 

giants, one in England and one outside of it. The first is a fairly small giant from Africa, whose 

name is Amourant, and who dresses and fights like a knight with armor, lance, and sword, and 

sits on a horse. This fight takes place outside of England, in the Holy Land, and thus represents 

“Guy’s religious rite de passage, the signal that his transformation from mundane to sanctified 

heroism is complete. His glorious triumph over the monster enables the liberation and 

vindication of his captive friends, as well as the conversion of the Muslims for whom he 

fought.”
224

 Like Guy, Tristrem fights giants outside of England. Although the text of Sir 

Tristrem does not specify whether the Duke Morgan is a giant or not, it says that Morgan’s 

brother Urgan, against whom Tristrem fights in Wales, definitely is a giant: “Urgan, the geaunt 

unride” (l.2366), fights with enormous weapons, “Tuelve fete was the wand” (l.2333). The 

second giant Tristrem fights is plaguing Brittany. This brute is once again described as “a geaunt 

unride” (l.2712). “Beliagog is unrede;/ A stern geaunt is he” (ll.2722-2723). In this fight, we find 

out that all of Tristrem’s adversaries are related, and possibly all four are giants: 

Thou [Tristrem] slough his [Beliagog’s] brether thre 

In fight: 

Urgan and Morgan unfre 

And Moraunt the noble knight. (ll.2725-2728) 

 

Interestingly enough, Moraunt is the only one of the giants that is presented as both “A neten” 

(l.950) and a “noble knight” (l.948), and he is the only one that poses a threat to England. While 

                                                            
224 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, Of Giants: Sex, Monsters, and the Middle Ages, Medieval Cultures, vol. 17 (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 1999), 88. 
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fighting giants outside of England, Guy and Tristrem increase their reputations and extend the 

glory of England outside of its borders. 

Upon their return to England, both Tristrem and Guy put their chivalry to the defense of 

their country, fighting a giant that threatens England. When Guy returns to England for the last 

time at the end of Guy II, he fights a giant at the request of the English king Athelston. Anlaf of 

Denmark has attacked England and is threatening its integrity as a free nation. He has brought 

with him an African giant named Colbrond, whom he presents as a Danish champion. Athelston 

convinces Guy to become the English champion and fight the giant for England: 

Þe king of Danmark wiþ gret wrong 

Þurth a geaunt þat is so strong 

Wil strou al our þede. 

& whe han taken of him batayle 

On what maner saunfayle 

Y schal now tellen þe. 

Þurth þe bodi of a kni3t 

O3ains þat geaunt to hold fi3t 

Schal þis lond aquite be. 

& pilgrim for him þat dyed on rode 

& þat for ous schadde his blod 

To bigge ous alle fre, 

Take þe batayle now on hond 

& saue ous þe ri3t of Jnglond.
225

 (Guy II. ll.9861-9874) 

 

Guy accepts the fight, stressing its national importance: "& seyd 'for God in trinite/ & for to 

make Jnglond fre/ Þe batayle y nim on hond.'"
226

 (Guy II. ll.9891-9893). Cohen compares this 

fight with a biblical one: “Just as the battle between the Philistines and Israelites was enacted in 

narrative miniature by the encounter of Goliath and David, here the war between the opposing 

Danish and English forces is condensed into a formalized duel between Colbrond and Guy… 

The head… of the defeated giant terrifies the invading Danes and sends them fleeing from the 

land, leaving England safe for nationhood.”
227

 Similarly in Sir Tristrem, the King of Ireland 

sends his champion, a giant named Moraunt to collect a tribute from England. King Mark begs 

Tristrem to take up the battle for England, saying the following: 

The King of Yrlond, 

                                                            
225 Guy of Warwick (Stanzas) [Guy II], in The Auchinleck Manuscript, ed. David Burnley and Alison Wiggins, 

National Library of Scotland Digital Library (July 2003) < http://www.nls.uk/auchinleck/mss/guy_st.html> ll.9861-

9874. 
226 Guy of Warwick (Stanzas) [Guy II], ll.9891-9893. 
227 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, 88-89. 
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Tristrem, ich am his man. 

To long ichave ben hir bond, 

With wrong the king it wan. 

To long it hath ystond. 

On him the wrong bigan. 

Therto ich held min hond. (ll.969-975) 

 

In both battles, the kings stress the wrongfulness of the invaders’ claims. Tristrem agrees to fight 

Moraunt, saying: “Tristrem seyd ‘Ywis,/ Y wil defende it [England] as kni3t’” (ll.989-990). Like 

Guy, Tristrem accepts the role of national champion and fights for England: “God help Tristrem 

the knight!/ He faught for Ingland” (ll.1033-1034). Rouse notes “a curious correlation of the 

secular and the divine” in this final battle.
228

 While fighting to protect England, the knights have 

God on their side. “Athelston asks Guy to do so [to fight to protect England] ‘for him þat dyed 

on rode.’”
229

 Similarly, the narrator of Sir Tristrem asks for God’s assistance as Tristrem fights 

the national fight.  “Here, in the final martial drama of the romance, we find the English national 

interest underpinned by divine approval, both in Guy’s tacit conflation of the national cause with 

his divine mission, and in the angelic intervention that initially leads Athelston to Guy.”
230

 Thus, 

the national champions of England are chosen not just by the kings they serve, but also by God. 

 

Summary of Analysis 
 

 

As laid out in this chapter, my work on the Auchinleck manuscript dovetails with 

Timothy Shonk’s, but whereas Shonk approaches the manuscript by analyzing its physical data, 

features like scribal hands, rubrication, ruling, and catchwords, I examine its literary data, 

narrative patterns, storylines and allusions. Both of these approaches have yielded results that 

point to careful planning in the manuscript compilation process. The manuscript compiler sought 

unity in both physical appearance and content. He conceptualized the manuscript before the 

production began and carefully selected the texts for inclusion. The motif that repeats most 

frequently—one that emphasizes Englishness—may indeed be an editorial intervention, 

                                                            
228 Robert Allen Rouse, “Guy of Warwick as Medieval Culture-Hero,” 108. Of course, he is only discussing Guy of 

Warwick romances, but I believe that the argument can be extended to Sir Tristrem as well. 
229 Robert Allen Rouse, “Guy of Warwick as Medieval Culture-Hero,” 108, quoting Guy of Warwick (Stanzas) [Guy 

II], l.9870. 
230 Robert Allen Rouse, “Guy of Warwick as Medieval Culture-Hero,” 108. Athelston has a vision that tells him 

whom to choose as the national champion. 

112 
 



 
 

113 
 

purposefully inserted by the compiler, whom Shonk identifies as Scribe 1. Whether this theme 

was precisely requested by the client or not, it was the job of the compiler to ensure that the 

items conform in a meaningful way. 

I still contend that the Tristrem poet crafted the private and the public aspects of identity 

of his eponymous character to approximate the exile-and-return storyline. However, I am not 

sure whether the same poet attached national significance to this newly adapted narrative. The 

changes in personal and public aspects of the hero’s identity may have presented Sir Tristrem as 

a good candidate for inclusion in a manuscript with five other such tales, for it appears as a work 

that could easily be adapted to conform with the others in terms of promoting English 

nationalism as well. Some of the markers of national identity may have already been present—

markers such as references to England as the setting for the romance. The most conspicuous 

change in the setting is the absence of references to Cornwall. These kinds of redactions may 

have been introduced by the manuscript editor to avoid possible distancing effects in the conflict 

between English and Cornish identities. 

The manuscript context itself adds a valence of national significance to Sir Tristrem. 

Because it appears bound together with other tales of English heroes, Tristrem’s knightly 

achievements call for a comparison with those of Horn, Beues, Reinbrun, and especially Guy of 

Warwik. These brave men, Horn, Beues, Reinbrun, Guy, and Tristrem, whose personal and 

political goals are in harmony with the national interest of England, fight for their country, and 

their deeds are recorded together in a manuscript that is the “handbook of the nation.”
231

 

Collectively, the English hero romances construct an idea of the nation as a unified whole, whose 

goals coincide with the interests of the baronial class. 

                                                            
231 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 112. 



 
 

CONCLUSION 

 
SIR TRISTREM IN THE CONTEXT OF  

THE MATTER OF ENGLAND 
 

 

 

Sir Tristrem has suffered much negative press at the hands of scholars who consider it 

only in the literary context of the Thomas strand of the Tristan legend. G. N. Bromiley and Roger 

S. Loomis established the widely accepted narrative, structural, and poetic comparisons between 

the Middle English poem and its Anglo-Norman predecessor Thomas’ Tristran.
232

 Both scholars 

conclude that the Middle English poem is simply not as sophisticated as the Anglo-Norman 

original. Helaine Newstead sums up the general critical viewpoint: “Sir Tristrem is unfortunately 

a much coarsened version of its subtle and moving original, significant chiefly because it 

preserves, however inadequately, the lost episodes of its source.”
233

 Even in the last decade of 

the twentieth century W. R. J. Barron and Maldwyn Mills still uphold Newstead’s opinion.
234

  

There have been some attempts to rescue the romance from this stigma. T. C. Rumble 

and Cedrick E. Pickford speak ill of the audience of the romance when explaining its lack of 

literary merit.
235

 Rumble claims that the Tristrem poet “was little interested in presenting the 

psychological intricacies of a system of courtly love which, probably, he did not understand in 

the first place,” and that the poetry and its style meet “the expectations of a relatively uncultured 

audience.”
236

 Although Pickford recognizes that the Middle English poet was experimenting 

with the stanzaic form, he concludes that “[p]erhaps the innovation was not particularly 

successful, but at the very least this use of the form does demonstrate the willingness of the 

author of Sir Tristrem to break new ground.”
237

 When discussing the expectations of the 

                                                            
232 G. N. Bromiley, “A Pattern of Narrative Development in the Early Tristan Poems,” MLR 70, no. 4 (October 

1975): 743-751; Roger S. Loomis, “A Sidelight on the ‘Tristan’ of Thomas,” MLR 10, no. 3 (July 1915): 304-309. 
233 Helaine Newstead, “Arthurian Legends,” In A Manual of the Writings in Middle English 1050-1500, vol. I. 

Romances, ed. J. Burke Severs, 38-79 (New Haven: Connecticut Academy of Arts and Sciences, 1967), 79. 
234 W.R.J Barron, English Medieval Romance; Maldwyn Mills, “Sir Tristrem,” in Arthur of the English: The 

Arthurian Legend in Medieval English Life and Literature, ed. W.R.J. Barron, 141-146, Arthurian Literature in the 

Middle Ages, vol. II, Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1999. 
235 T.C. Rumble, 221-28; Cedrick E. Pickford, “Sir Tristrem, Sir Walter Scott and Thomas,” in Studies in Medieval 

Literature and Languages in Memory of Frederick Whitehead, ed. W. Rothwell, W.R.J. Barron, David Blamires, 

Lewis Thorpe, 219-228. New York: Manchester University Press, 1973. 
236 T.C. Rumble. 223. 
237 Cedric E. Pickford, “Sir Tristrem, Sir Walter Scott and Thomas,” 228. 
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audience, Pickford almost chastises it for belonging to a lower class than the audience for Anglo-

Norman romances: “They must have been basically monolingual, knowing little or no French, 

and having perhaps only a slight awareness of the existence of French or other versions of the 

story.”
238

 These kinds of accusations are quite common in regards to the connections between 

Anglo-Norman and Middle English versions of English hero tales as well. But Alan Lupack and 

Phillipa Hardman argue for the opposite view of the Middle English audience. Both of their 

arguments rest on the general familiarity of the English audience with the Tristan story line. 

Lupack argues that the Middle English romance should be read as a parody on the genre as 

opposed to a straightforward retelling, and a successful parody relies on the knowledge of the 

original—of the work that is being parodied.
239

 Phillipa Hardman, the most prolific twenty-first 

century Tristrem scholar, cites passages from Gower and Chaucer to support her claim of the 

English audience’s general awareness of Tristan: “Gower’s and Chaucer’s brief references imply 

a confident expectation that readers will be able to supply the necessary context from their 

knowledge of the Tristan material.”
240

 In two of her essays, Hardman attempts to rescue the 

Middle English romance from the negative scholarly attention by classifying it as an abbreviatio 

and possibly as “an example of a Middle English romance as a ‘life.’”
241

 

All of these scholarly assessments marginalize the Middle English romance because they 

insist on reading Sir Tristrem within the context of the Anglo-Norman version, and the Middle 

English romance suffers in the comparison. Such readings, whether they are intentionally 

negative or are presented as attempts at a reassessment, occlude the hero’s national identity and 

only ensure Sir Tristrem’s place on the fringes of belonging to the Tristan cycle. The problem is 

that the critics and the editors have taken the romance out of its original context and in the 

process lost most of its original meaning. Even the critics who claim to have read it in the 

facsimile or from the original focus on the Tristrem text alone, disregarding other texts that 

surround it. The online digital facsimile created by David Burnley and Alison Wiggins in 2003 

comes closest to replicating the manuscript context, but the project is designed in such a way that 

                                                            
238 Cedric E. Pickford, Sir Tristrem, Sir Walter Scott and Thomas,” 228. 
239 Alan Lupak, “Sir Tristrem: Introduction.” 
240 Phillipa Hardman, “Tristram in English,” in The Growth of the Tristan and Iseut Legend in Wales, England, 

France, and Germany, by Phillipa Hardman, Francoise Le Saux, Peter S. Noble, Neil Thomas, 93-147. Studies in 

Medieval Literature, vol. 24 (Lewiston: The Edwin Mellen Press, 2003), 96. The main problem with Hardman’s 

argument is that it references poets who wrote around 70 years after the composition of Sir Tristrem. 
241 Phillipa Hardman, “Tristram in English,” 102; Phillipa Hardman, “The True Romance of Tristrem and Ysoude,” 

85-99. 
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it encourages the reader to focus on one text at a time. There is nothing in the editorial apparatus 

that encourages the user to read all the texts for any kind of holistic effect. The table of contents 

deceptively misrepresents the manuscript as a miscellany instead of an anthology, and the only 

readily apparent signs of cohesion are found in the titles of the Guy of Warwik texts. While the 

romance can certainly be read on its own, without the context of the Auchinleck MS, the reader 

may not notice the richness of themes and meanings in Sir Tristrem that become amplified in the 

context of a manuscript that contains other texts that develop similar themes. The issues of 

English national identity, issues that could easily be ignored in analyzing Sir Tristrem in 

isolation or against a text of Thomas, become especially prominent in the reading of the romance 

in its manuscript context. 

Instead of denigrating the changes to the public and private aspects of the hero’s identity 

in Sir Tristrem, my study analyzes them for narrative significance. In my study of the 

eponymous character of Sir Tristrem, I have detected a fusion of the personal and the political. 

While Tristrem may not display his emotions the way his courtois predecessors do, he still 

internalizes and responds to situations, demonstrating his thoughts and feelings through actions. 

The public actions that he undertakes resonate with at once personal and national significance. 

Noting this kind of trend in several insular romances, Susan Crane asks: “Why is it that the 

romances of English heroes perceive the good of hero and people as interdependent?”242 She then 

posits some possible answers: “The [above] perception has profound thematic effects, dictating 

that crises and their resolutions be enacted in political rather than psychological terms, and that 

they place whole social groups in jeopardy before moving toward a harmonious realization of the 

interest of rulers and ruled.”243 Although Crane does not discuss Sir Tristrem in these terms, I 

believe that they are most certainly applicable here. The main enemies whom Tristrem faces in 

different locales and at different points in the narrative are all interrelated, which makes all of the 

battles somehow both personal and political. Morgan, Moraunt, Urgan, and Beliagog are all 

brothers, and at least three of them are categorized as giants. Moraunt also happens to be the 

brother of the queen of Ireland. Tristrem fights and kills Morgan in Ermonie, Moraunt of Ireland 

in England, Urgan in Wales, and Beliagog in Brittany. He overcomes all four of the obvious 

villains, but he falls victim to the more deceptive tactics of the sister. The poisoned wound he 

                                                            
242 Susan Crane, 84. 
243 Susan Crane, 84-85. 
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receives from Moraunt leads him to Ireland, where Moraunt’s sister heals him. However, the first 

poison is replaced by another potent mixture—the love potion. He drinks the potion concocted 

by the queen of Ireland and falls madly in love with her daughter, Ysonde, the Irish princess, the 

niece of his four male opponents. Tristrem never recovers from the potion. Both the potion and 

Ysonde mark the end of his career as an English hero. This is a new way of looking at the 

romance, but it certainly falls within the scope of an English hero narrative. 

In the context of the Auchinleck manuscript, Sir Tristrem is surrounded by other 

romances, whose heroes exhibit a similar fusion of the public and the private aspects of identity. 

Amidst other exiled-and-retuned heroes, Tristrem’s journeys begin to echo national concerns. As 

he takes up national battles in manner of Guy of Warwik against giants and dragons, Tristrem’s 

achievements begin to be seen in national terms. Susan Crane goes even further in her analysis of 

these romances, claiming that their narratives often became conflated with historical accounts: 

In part the political orientation of these romances stems from their close 

affiliations with insular historiography. Havelok, Waldef, and Athelstan appear in 

chronicles before they become figures of romance; Guy and Havelock are found 

in chronicles throughout and even beyond the medieval period. Their histories 

often overlap: Havelock may well be Horn’s father Aalof; Athelstan’s attributes 

in chronicles prepare for his appearances in both Athelston and the story of Guy; 

in the Petit Brut d’Angleterre, Guy challenges the kingdoms of Havelok’s son. 

Local relics of Guy at Warwick, Havelok at Grimsby, and Bevis at Southampton, 

although they postdate the romances themselves, reemphasize that the works’ 

origins were considered to be historical. In romances the antecessors of the 

chronicles, who provided the Normans with an Anglo-Saxon past, continue to 

defend their people’s causes. But now the significance of these heroes is only in 

part genealogical; they come to champion new causes, those of the insular 

baronial structure.244 

 

Robert Allen Rouse takes Crane’s point and applies it directly to the Auchinleck manuscript, 

claiming that “As a form of popular history, many medieval romances can be seen to construct 

historical narratives that represent popular understandings of the past.”245 He nuances this point 

with the following statement: “The Matter of England romances are concerned with the 

representation of the pre-conquest English past, and in particular the Anglo-Saxon period.”246 

The setting “is a construction of Anglo-Saxon England that represents both the Anglo-Norman 

desire to project themselves into the past and the fourteenth-century appropriation of the Anglo-

                                                            
244 Susan Crane, 84-85. 
245 Robert Allen Rouse, The Idea of Anglo-Saxon England in Middle English Romance, 54. 
246 Robert Allen Rouse, The Idea of Anglo-Saxon England in Middle English Romance, 54. 
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Saxon period as an English past—one that can accommodate the need for a past that is familiar 

and knowable to its audience.”247 Guy of Warwick takes place in the reign of King Athelstan. 

Beues of Hamtoun is situated in the reign of King Edgar. Also placed around the time of King 

Edgar is the romance of Horn Childe and Maiden Rimnild. Horn Childe “not only narrates the 

maturation process of the hero, but also…tells the story of the unification of England as a single 

realm. Horn Childe begins with England divided into two kingdoms ruled by two individual 

kings…The two kingdoms of Hatheolf and Houlac neatly mirror the political division of England 

prior to the unification of Northumbria with Southern England that occurred under King Edgar in 

AD 958.”248 The Auchinleck version of the Anonymous Short English Metrical Chronicle, also 

known as Liber Regum Anglie, certainly helps historicize these events. 

The story of Guy of Warwick fighting a giant to protect pre-Conquest England became so 

popular that it began to be conflated with historical fact: “By the fourteenth century, the battle of 

Guy and Colbrond had been fully absorbed into historical tradition as a foundational episode in 

English history. Guy’s birth into national heroism in his fight against the giant Colbrond was 

interpreted as the moment when England assumed its full national identity, and this formulation 

of insular history held sway until late in the Renaissance.”
249

 As a national hero, this giant-slayer 

passed from pages of romance into the pages of chronicles. “The list of chroniclers who describe 

Guy’s gigantomachia is immense: Robert Mannyng of Brunne, Hearne, Knighton, Rudborne, 

Hardyng, Rous, Fabyan, Gradton, Stow, Dugdale, Holinshed.”
250

 However, most important to 

this particular argument is the fact that the compilers of the Auchinleck manuscript chose to 

include this iconic fight twice: first in a romance format and second in a historical narrative of 

the Anonymous Short English Metrical Chronicle (item 40): 

In Aþelstonis time, ich vnderstond, 

Was Gij of Warwike in Jnglond 

& for Aþelston he dede a bateyle 

Wiþ a geaunt gret, saunfaile. 

Þe geaunt hi3t Colbro[n]d, 

Gy him slou3 wiþ his hond. 

At Winchester þe bataile was don 

& seþþe dede Gij neuer non. 

                                                            
247 Robert Allen Rouse, The Idea of Anglo-Saxon England in Middle English Romance, 63. 
248 Robert Allen Rouse, The Idea of Anglo-Saxon England in Middle English Romance, 66. 
249 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, 90; he is referencing for support Laura Hibbard Loomis, Medieval Romance in England: 

A Study of the Sources and Analogues of the Non-cyclic Metrical Romances (New York: Burt Franklin, 1963), 127. 
250 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, 90. 
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Seuen 3er king Aþelston 

Held þis iche kingdom.
251

 (Anonymous Short English Metrical Chronicle ll.1663-1672) 

 

Cohen highlights the connection between the two retellings of Guy of Warwick killing the giant 

Colbrond and sees it as syncretism of romance and history. “This little fragment of English 

history powerfully condenses a burgeoning nationalistic pride into a cameo miniature: Guy fights 

the giant Colbrong, and English destiny unfolds—a historiographic picture worth a thousand 

romance words.”
252

  

This same chronicle adapts the episode from Geoffrey of Monmouth of the foundational 

giant killing that brought forth Britain and later England. The island is called Albion after Albina 

and her sisters who arrive there in a rudderless boat after a failed attempt at killing their 

husbands. The women give birth to monstrous giants (fathered by the devil), and these giants 

control the island for eight hundred years. Upon landing on the island, Brutus together with his 

companion Cornius fight and kill the giants and their infamous leader called Gomagog in the 

Auchinleck (Geoffrey’s Gogmagog). Thus, in this chronicle, Guy’s achievement stands on par 

with Brutus’ founding of Britain because both slay giants for the good of the nation. Interestingly 

enough, this episode also gives an explanation for the place name of Cornwall. “Cornwall” is the 

place where Cornius slew a giant:  

When þe geauntes wer ouercome 

& Brut hadde þis lond ynome, 

Cornius him was so lef 

Þat al a cuntre he him 3ef 

& cleped þat cuntre for þat bateyle 

After Cornius, Cornewayle.
253

 (Anonymous Short English Metrical Chronicle ll.441-446) 

 

It is only fitting that Tristrem fights a giant for England in the same place many years later, thus 

living up to the precedent of the man who gave Cornwall its name. This national fight against 

giants is one of many ways that the Auchinleck manuscript constructs Tristrem as an English 

hero, whose knightly deeds are modeled closely to those of Guy, the most popular medieval 

romance hero. This association with Guy and possibly with Cornius inserts Sir Tristrem in the 

Matter of England. 

                                                            
251 Anonymous Short English Metrical Chronicle, in The Auchinleck Manuscript, ed. David Burnley and Alison 

Wiggins, National Library of Scotland Digital Library (July 2003) <http://www.nls.uk/auchinleck/mss/smc.html> 
ll.1663-1672. 
252 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, 90. 
253 Anonymous Short English Metrical Chronicle, ll.441-446. 
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Like other English heroes, Tristrem actually transitions from pages of romance and into 

chronicle histories. One of the very few chronicle references to Tristrem is found in the 

Castleford’s Chronicle. As it also happens, this is the only other Middle English source that lists 

the hero’s name as “Tristreme” and also his father’s name as “Rouland.” My discussion of this 

chronicle and the possible connections it may have to Sir Tristrem relies heavily on Caroline D. 

Eckhardt and Bryan A. Meer’s study.
254

 Both Sir Tristrem and Castleford’s Chronicle are 

anonymous Middle English poems. Like Sir Tristrem, Castleford’s Chronicle only appears in a 

single manuscript, Göttingen, Niedersächsische Staats- und Universitätbibliothek, HS Hist 740 

Cim. The earliest date of composition possible for the chronicle is 1327, which is very close to 

the date given for the completion of the Auchinleck manuscript 1330-1340. The date for the 

manuscript itself, HS Hist 740 Cim, however, is mid-fifteenth century. Eckhardt and Meer admit 

that “The chronicle's date of composition has not been established with certainty, but it must 

have been between 1327 (the last datable events mentioned in the text) and about the mid-

fifteenth century (the date of the surviving manuscript[)].”
255

 The dialect of both the chronicle 

and the romance has been identified as northern. From this evidence Eckhardt and Meer allow 

that “in their treatment of the Tristan legend Sir Tristrem and Castleford's Chronicle could have 

shared common northern antecedents, though at one remove.”
256

 Aside from possible date of 

composition and dialect, the main connection between the two texts is the name Rouland given 

to Tristan’s father. Eckhardt and Meer argue “That ‘Rouland’ is the same name as Roland is 

clear from French and English narratives of the Charlemagne cycle.”
257

 They follow this 

argument with the following footnote: “There is thus ample evidence to connect the name 

'Rouland' of Sir Tristrem with the name of Charlemagne's nephew.”
258

 They look at the common 

locations that the two traditions share and conclude that “The association with Brittany shared by 

                                                            
254 Caroline D. Eckhardt and Bryan A. Meer, 1085-1111. 
255 Caroline D. Eckhardt and Bryan A. Meer, 1106, footnote 19. 
256 Caroline D. Eckhardt and Bryan A. Meer, 1104, footnote 5. 
257 Caroline D. Eckhardt and Bryan A. Meer, 1089. The evidence that is conspicuously absent from their argument is 

the manuscript spelling inconsistency in the Auchinleck. There is no consistency between “Roland” vs “Rouland” as 

a spelling for either one of the character names. In Roland and Vernagu, the French hero’s name is spelled both 

ways: “Roland þe gode kni3t” (ll.533) and just a few lines later it is spelled “Rouland armed him/ & com anonri3t” 

(ll.541-542). Roland and Vernagu, in The Auchinleck Manuscript, ed. David Burnley and Alison Wiggins, National 

Library of Scotland Digital Library (July 2003) <http://www.nls.uk/auchinleck/mss/roland.html> . In Otuel a 

Knight, only the spelling “Rouland” appears: “To speke wiþ Charles, king of þis lond,/ And wiþ a kni3t þat heet 

Roulond,/ And a noþer hatte Oliuer -/ Kni3tes holden wiþouten peer.” (ll.81-84) Otuel a Knight, in The Auchinleck 

Manuscript, ed. David Burnley and Alison Wiggins, National Library of Scotland Digital Library (July 2003) 

<http://www.nls.uk/auchinleck/mss/otuel.htm >.  Similarly, in Sir Tristrem, only the spelling “Rouland” appears. 
258 Caroline D. Eckhardt and Bryan A. Meer, 1104, footnote 6. 
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both Roland and Tristan may have facilitated the development of a genealogical linkage between 

them.”
259

 The approximate date that the Castleford’s Chronicle provides for Tristan’s lifetime 

brings him very close to Charlemagne’s historical time: “While Castleford gives no date for 

Tristan's activities, … the context points to the early ninth century, both because Charlemagne is 

mentioned nearby and because Tristan is said to bring an end to conflict in Northumbria while a 

king called Adulf bore the diadem.”
260

 While Eckhardt and Meer admit that there are no other 

extant tales of Tristan that locate the hero in Northumbria, and that most tales locate him in 

Cornwall, they explain this strange geography “as an accommodation to the ninth-century Saxon 

context into which he [Tristrem] has been inserted, for at that turbulent time Northumbria was 

indeed contested territory.”
261

 Despite the difference in specific regions, in both Sir Tristrem and 

Castleford's Chronicle the Tristan character is firmly located in England and fights to protect the 

country from outside invaders. In addition to historicizing Tristan in ninth-century England and 

connecting him to the Charlemagne cycle, Castleford's Chronicle also attempts to align Tristan 

with such romance heroes as Guy of Warwick and Sir Bevis of Hampton, both of whom are pre-

Conquest English heroes and whose stories are also included in both the Auchinleck manuscript 

and in HS Hist 740 Cim. Furthermore, there is no mention of the love triangle in Castleford’s 

Chronicle. The evidence of the Castleford’s Chronicle suggests that by the middle of the 

fourteenth century Tristrem’s achievements as a national hero overshadow his tragic career as an 

adulterous lover. I would like to credit compilations like the Auchinleck manuscript for this 

reconfiguration of Sir Tristrem. 

                                                            
259 Caroline D. Eckhardt and Bryan A. Meer, 1092. 
260 Caroline D. Eckhardt and Bryan A. Meer, 1090. 
261 Caroline D. Eckhardt and Bryan A. Meer, 1091. 
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