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Preface 
Neem een cruyt dat men heet salaterie, dat men in den bosschen vijnt, met gheluwen 

bloemkenne. Neemt agrimonie, neemt roode dobbele rossen, nemet coelne, ende doet dat ghij 

van elken crude dat sap hebt end menghet te gadere, van elken even vele. Ende nemet rooden 

wijn, alsoe vele als het sap ghedraget van den cruden, ende menghet al te gadere ende doet den 

raet, dattet ghewijt sij als men dat wijnwater wijt. Ende ghevet drincken wien dat ghij wilt 

ende drinkes mede. Nemmermeer en mach die minne scheiden tusschen die twee, dies drinken. 

Dit en is gheen twivel, want het gheschiede tusschen Triestamma ende Ysauden van Irlant. 

(De Jongh and Lavèn, p. 27) 

This late-medieval Dutch recipe from Ms. C5 of the Voerman Museum in Hattem is for the 

potion of Tristan and Isolde. It calls for several plants and herbs to be mixed together in order 

to make the love potion drunk by the two lovers in the legend. The medieval people would 

have had to mix a plant called “salaterie” (maybe sage?), with agrimony, red double roses and 

something named “coelne” (perhaps cunnella?). When this was mixed with as much red wine 

as plant juice and then consecrated as holy water, the love between the two people who would 

drink from it would never disappear. When you image the potion to be merely a catalyst for 

the love between two people, it becomes a rather romantic idea of medieval (and perhaps also 

modern) love. I have not tried the recipe, but after writing this thesis, I just might give it a try. 

After spending five months in Iceland as part of my bachelor’s studies, I became fascinated 

with the Scandinavian culture and literature. After my return, I tried to shape all my remaining 

courses so that I could research this newfound fascination more thoroughly. Thankfully, most 

of my teachers were happy to support my research and I believe they also found it quite 

interesting. When it was time for me to choose the subject for my thesis, I knew I wanted to 

write my thesis on Old Norse literature. However, as not many teachers focused much on this 

subject, I was a bit skeptic and first looked at other options. After an orientating conversation 

with Frank Brandsma, I was glad to hear that he found my idea rather interesting and even 

suggested the option of writing about Tristan and Isolde. After some more research on the 

legend, I knew I had found my subject. 

With this thesis, I will finish my master’s degree in Middeleeuwse Studies at Utrecht 

University. After 5 years of studying at this university, this thesis will be the conclusion of my 

studies. I could not have done it without the help of my parents, who have always supported 

me. I therefore wish to thank them for this and of course also Frank Brandsma for his time 

and guidance.  

Lotte Wilms
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Introduction 

Tristan and Isolde are not the only pair of tragic lovers the world has known, and they 

were certainly not the first. Yet this tragic tale of love, more than any other, has 

succeeded in capturing men’s imagination from the time when it first appeared in the 

twelfth century. (Fedrick, p. 9) 

Since its first appearance, the legend of Tristan has been very popular throughout the western 

world. The Arthurian romance has been adapted and translated many times into numerous 

languages until now hundreds of different versions exist (Fedrick, p. 9). The original story is 

unfortunately lost, but event and names can be traced back to early Celtic times. A later 

Anglo-Norman version is also known to have existed, written in c. 1150. This precise text is 

sadly also lost, but is considered by scholars to be the archetype for the later versions still 

extant and can thus be reconstructed from these later texts (Hatto, p. 8). Since there is 

knowledge of an earlier version, the term archetype in this context must be read as “the first 

literary source of which we have any certain knowledge” (Hatto, p. 8). The versions derived 

from this archetype are for instance the texts by Béroul and Eilhart von Oberge, which belong 

to the version commune, or common version, dating from the late 12th century. It is believed 

that these common versions lie closest to the archetype of the legend and describe mostly the 

adventures of the characters. The version courtoise, or courtly version, on the other hand, has 

been adapted to fit into the courtly world of the late twelfth and early thirteenth century and is 

more elaborate in its descriptions of the emotions and in the role of the narrator (Schultink-

Dolk, p. 8; Grimbert, p. xvii). This version originates with Thomas of Britain, and than begins 

with an Old-French text called Tristran. In this version, the text travelled throughout the 

continent and also to Scandinavia. Here, the text was first translated into Old Norse by Friar 

Róbert. This text is Tristrams saga ok Ísöndar, which was made for King Hákon Hákonarson 

in 1226, in order to introduce the courtly ideas of the continent into the Scandinavian culture 

(Jorgensen, p. 25; Schach 1965: p. 65). As the Anglo-Norman courtly world varied so much 

from the Scandinavian world, King Hákon saw it necessary to have some of its romances 

translated. Most likely, Friar Róbert will not have been familiar with every aspect of the 

romance and would thus have had problems with its translation. This is also stated by Schach:  

The difficulties inherent in translation were enormously multiplied and complicated by the fact 

that practically everything in the story except the fighting and wenching must have been 

foreign to the taste and experience of the Norwegians in the early thirteenth century. (Schach 

1965: p. 65) 
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Due to this difficulty, the question arises whether variations can be seen between the various 

texts of the Tristan legend and in particular differences which can be contributed to the 

cultural variations between the two countries. This leads us to the following research question: 

Are there differences to be found between the original Tristran by Thomas of Britain, 

and its translation, Tristrams saga ok Ísöndar by Róbert, and can these be attributed to 

cultural variations?  

For this thesis, the Scandinavian version of the legend of Tristan will be compared with the 

continental text by Thomas. First, the method used in order to be able to come to a conclusion 

will be explained. Secondly, a short account of the texts used for this purpose will be given, 

after which the Icelandic and Norwegian cultural society of the thirteenth century will be 

briefly discussed. Consequently, several episodes of the story will be examined and compared 

with each other. Finally, this will lead to a conclusion about the differences between the texts 

and their origins. 
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Chapter 1 

1.1 Method 

In order to examine the variations between the texts of the Tristan legend, four texts will be 

used. Since there are two versions of the legend, namely the version courtoise and the version 

commune, this will also be reflected in the texts used for this comparison. The text by Friar 

Róbert belongs to the version courtoise and to adequately compare it with the continental 

texts, Tristran by Thomas of Britain will be used, as this is the source from which Róbert 

worked. Unfortunately, this text is incomplete. However, Gottfried von Strasburg’s version of 

Tristan is based on the text by Thomas and thus this version will be used when needed and 

vice versa. To represent the version commune, the Old-French text The Romance of Tristan by 

Béroul will be used.  

From the varying Scandinavian version, only Tristrams saga as written by Friar Róbert will 

be used in this examination, as this is the first translation and will therefore provide us with 

the most reliable comparison. The later Scandinavian texts are often adaptations of this text 

and will thus be based on this text rather than on its source. For instance, Saga af Tristram ok 

Ísodd (Iceland, 14th century) was previously considered to be a bad translation of the original, 

but is now accepted to be a parody on Arthurian romances in general. Due to this alteration to 

the story, the text is not suitable for the comparison in this thesis. 

When speaking about the characters, the names as they are used in each translation will be 

given. For the Scandinavian version, this will thus be Tristram and Ísönd and for the 

translation by Gottfried von Strasburg Tristan and Isolde. Béroul also names his characters 

Tristan and Isolde and Thomas uses Tristran and Yseut. These are thus also the names they 

will be identified with in this research. Naturally, the same applies for the remaining 

characters in the text. When speaking about the characters in general, the names Tristan and 

Isolde will be given, as these are the most commonly used. 

To study the texts thoroughly, the texts will not be studied in their entirety. Instead, several 

important passages will be selected representing corresponding themes within the legend. 

These will then be used to compare the passages used and to come to a conclusion.  

The expectation is that examples of cultural differences in the translation will be found, so the 

passages used are chosen for this purpose. This means that those passages which are the most 

culturally interesting will be examined more closely. The themes that are to be examined in 
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detail are: the role of women, supernatural beings, and the use of emotions. It is expected that 

these three themes will differ mostly from the original text and are thus the subject of this 

research. In each chapter, the theme and its importance within the legend and culture will first 

be explained, after which several passages of the varying texts will be examined to research 

the hypothesis. 

1.2 Summary 

Although the legend of Tristan has many different guises, its basic outlines are rather similar: 

Rivalin, King of Lyoness, goes to Cornwall, where King Mark rules. There, he falls in love 

with Mark’s sister, Blancheflor. She gets pregnant and they get married. Soon after, Rivalin 

has to go back to Lyoness and Blancheflor follows him there. In most stories, Rivalin is then 

killed in battle, after which Blancheflor dies in childbirth. Because of all this grief, their child 

is named Tristan, since triste means sorrow. The boy is left in care of the Marshal Rual who is 

now in control of the country, where Tristan is brought up as a smart man with many talents.  

After a while, Tristan is abducted by Norwegians and due to a storm eventually finds himself 

in England. There he travels to the court of his uncle, King Mark. Here, he is soon accepted as 

one of the court, due to his skills. When his foster father arrives at the court, the family 

connection between King Mark and Tristan is discovered, after which Tristan wishes to stay 

connected to his court. Tristan follows Rual back to Brittany, where he entrusts the country to 

him and returns to Cornwall. Tristan then fights the Irish duke Morold, whom he kills. During 

this fight, Tristan is badly wounded and goes away to be healed in Ireland, where he soon 

becomes famous for his skills. The princess of Ireland wishes to see him, but his wound is too 

horrific. Then, the princess’s mother Queen Isolde the Elder heals him and Tristan stays in 

Ireland for a while, where he spends much time with the princess, Isolde the Fair. When 

Tristan regains his strength, he goes back to England.  

At the court of Mark, the king is urged to find a wife. Tristan is then sent to Ireland in order to 

find a wife for his uncle Mark. There, he defeats the dragon which torments the country. After 

this defeat, Tristan cuts off the dragon’s tongue and puts it in his pocket. The tongue is very 

poisonous and Tristan almost succumbs to the venom in it. During this time, a steward finds 

the slain dragon and announces he defeated the dragon and thus wants to marry Isolde. 

Fortunately, Tristan is found and can prove he in fact killed the beast by showing its tongue 

and therefore wins the hand of the lady for his king. After Tristan is once again cured, he and 

Isolde make themselves ready for departure. Isolde’s mother gives Isolde’s lady in waiting, 

Brangane, a potion which she is supposed to give Isolde and Mark upon arrival. Due to a 

mistake, Isolde and Tristan share this potion on the boat and fall in love with each other.  
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After the marriage of Isolde and Mark, Isolde and Tristan keep meeting each other in secret 

and eventually are discovered and punished. Tristan escapes and saves Isolde and together 

they go to the forest to live there. When one day Mark finds them there, they make peace with 

him and Isolde returns to Mark. Tristan has to leave the country and travels to Brittany, where 

he gets married to the sister of Sir Kaedin, Isolde of the White Hands. However, this marriage 

is never consummated, as Tristan promised Isolde he would never love another woman. 

Eventually, Tristan gets wounded and needs Isolde to heal him. Kaedin goes to get Isolde and 

promises to indicate whether Isolde is on board of the ship by the colour of the sails. When 

they return, the sails are the right colour and thus Isolde is on board. Isolde of the White Hand 

is jealous of Tristan’s love for Isolde and as she overheard Tristan and Kaedin when 

discussing this arrangement, she informs Tristan that the sails are another colour. Tristan is 

greatly affected by this and dies of grief before Isolde arrives. When seeing Tristan dead, 

Isolde is so struck by it she dies over the corpse of Tristan.  

In most versions, Tristan and Isolde are buried apart from each other after which trees grow 

out of their graves and intertwine.  

1.3 Texts 

1.3.1 Tristran by Thomas of Britain 

The text by Thomas of Britain has survived only partially. The text itself dates from around 

1170 and was written in Old French. Due to the lack of extant manuscripts, little is known 

about the text or the author. From the author, we know only that he wrote in England, as his 

successor Gottfried named him Thomas von Britanje, hence his most commonly used name. 

The text survives only in nine fragments containing various sections of the story. On account 

of this lack of text, its editions have mostly been supplemented with later translations based 

on Thomas’ text, such as Gottfried’s Tristan or Tristrams saga ok Ísöndar (Gregory, p. 3-5). 

1.3.2 The Romance of Tristan by Béroul 

As the representative of the version commune, Béroul’s French poem is a highly studied one, 

as it believed to come closest to the original text about Tristan (Fedrick, p. 11). The story 

itself was composed around 1200 by Béroul, although his authorship is not fully accepted yet. 

Many different theories have been published about Béroul, even the possibility that he is not 

one person, but “a conjecture, based on factual contradictions within the text” (N. Lacy, p. 3).  
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The text has only been preserved in one extant manuscript, namely MS. B.N. fr. 2171, which 

has about 4500 lines of the poem. The manuscript itself dates from the second half of the 

thirteenth century and is in a bad condition. The scribe was a careless one, as many mistakes 

are made within the manuscript. Fortunately, due to the research of numerous scholars, critical 

editions have been made of the text (N. Lacy, p. 3-10). 

1.3.3 Tristan by Gottfried von Strasburg 

The German Tristan is a relatively well preserved version of the legend. It was written by 

Gottfried, master of Strasburg, of whom we know very little, except that he most likely was a 

man of high social status with a rich career in poetry. He is called meister in several sources, 

but this would more likely indicate that he was a master in poetry than a teacher or scholar, 

although he shows to have been very knowledgeable. He made use of French and Latin 

sources to underline his text and indicates he is familiar with other variations of the legend, 

thus showing his knowledge of literature. 

The text is extant in several manuscripts of which 11 are complete and 21 fragments, ranging 

from the 13th century until the 15th. The four most important manuscripts can now be found in 

Heidelberg, Munich, Vienna and Florence. Two of these have already been written during the 

time of Gottfried and the latter two come from the 14th century. Tristan by Gottfried dates 

from the beginning of the 13th century, as we know that he lived in 1210 AD (Schultink-Dolk, 

p. 12-20; Spiewok, p. 7). 

1.3.4 Tristrams saga ok Ísöndar by Friar Róbert 

Tristrams saga is the first of the translations into Old Norse requested by King Hákon in 

1226. According to its prologue, the text was written by Friar Róbert and is based on the 

French Tristan written by Thomas. It has had much influence on the consequent literature in 

Iceland, both indigenous and translated, since the Icelanders saw many new possibilities of 

working with literature, its themes, form and also the style of the text. (Schach 1969: p. 81-

129). 

Tristrams saga is extant in several manuscripts, all written in Old Norse. These manuscripts 

derive from Iceland, and not from Norway. It is likely that Norwegian manuscripts of the saga 

have existed, but unfortunately, these have not come down to us. The Icelandic manuscripts 

vary from fifteenth century fragments to a complete paper manuscript from 1800. The 

fragments contain five leaves and when comparing the text with later complete manuscripts, it 

becomes clear that “the paper manuscripts [...] do contain a rather conservative version of the 
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original saga, with influence, perhaps, from the version commune” (Jorgensen, p. 26). The 

complete text is only to be found in paper manuscripts of which the oldest dates from the 17th 

century. Furthermore, there are two other complete paper manuscripts, one fragment, and two 

résumés still remaining. The fact that almost 200 years lie between the original translation and 

the manuscripts does not mean the text is less suitable for research. Since the text of the 

medieval fragments indicates that the text of the paper manuscripts show little changes in the 

text themselves, these later manuscripts are still highly useable for research. Also, as this 

thesis deals not with the literal translation, but with the themes in the legend, the use of older 

manuscripts is less of an obstacle. The later texts thus give us sufficient evidence for the 

comparison. Jorgensen also shows this, since he uses a late paper manuscript for his 

translation, as “the vellum fragments support the reliability of the paper manuscripts” (p. 26).  

The legend of Tristram and Ísönd has been a popular saga for scholars, as the translation is the 

most reliable source when discussing Thomas’ Tristan. Since so little of Thomas’ version is 

extant, scholars have focused their research on translations and adaptations of the text in order 

to attempt to recreate the original text by Thomas. Since Gottfried’s text is also incomplete, 

Tristrams saga has been a popular text for researchers (Jorgensen, p. 25-26; Heijkant, p. 322-

324). It is therefore not surprising that various editions of Thomas’ Tristan exist where the full 

text has been reconstructed as a combination of the Old French and Old Norse versions. 

Unfortunately, this does not mean that the text has been studied separately. Due to this, very 

little is known about it and although there has been a recent trend in research on the text in the 

scholarly world, more research is necessary. 

1.4 The Scandinavian culture and society in the Middle Ages 

Tristrams saga was written at the request of King Hakon for the Scandinavian world in 1226. 

King Hakon ruled both Norway and Iceland at this time, since Iceland was inhabited by 

Norwegians from about 874 onwards. Norway and Iceland together consisted of the West-Old 

Norse society. The language used in both countries was the western dialect of the 

Scandinavion Old Norse. The Norwegians who travelled to Iceland to live there copied the 

habits and systems of the Norwegian society they were familiar with. As Sawyer states: 

“There are many echoes of Norway in Iceland: the settlers soon organized assemblies of 

freemen on Norwegian lines, and, like Norway, Iceland was divided into Quarters.” (p. 58). 

The settlers are believed to have been either common immigrants, or perhaps people who 

wished to escape the growing Norwegian rule and start a new society on the island. Since the 

saga was a translated for the Norwegian king to introduce the courtly world into his own 
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society, it is important to know how this Scandinavian world worked in the Middle Ages. As 

the extant manuscripts of the saga are all Icelandic, the focus of this explanation will be on the 

Old Norse-Icelandic society rather than the Norwegian. Because Iceland was rather isolated, it 

was most likely that little of the fast growing courtly culture arrived in this country, thus 

giving us a more accurate view of the Old Norse society in the late Middle Ages. 

Iceland was first habited by Irish monks as early as 795. The monks themselves did not have a 

great influence on the Icelandic culture, but the settlers that came with them had. The monks 

left the country at the arrival of the Norse settlers, but their influence can still be seen in the 

literature, as many Irish themes were introduced into the Icelandic literature of the Middle 

Ages. Its influence can also be seen in the geographical names of the country, such as 

Patreksfjördur, which is derived from the Irish name Patrick, or Papey, coming from papa, a 

hermit. Around 874, the Norwegians began to settle in Iceland, until about 930, when the 

whole country was inhabited. As mentioned earlier, they copied the systems common to them 

and introduced them into the Icelandic world. The main example of this is the legal system 

used by the Norse, and the use of a priest-chieftain or gođi. Each of these chieftains would 

rule over a section of the country. The gođar would attend to the religions, judicial and 

political aspects of the land and its inhabitants. Most of the Icelanders were farmers, and the 

gođar were head of the society. Once a year from 930 on, the gođar would assemble to 

discuss national issues and vote on them. This happened at the Alþing, as the national 

gathering was called (Walsh, p. 45-46; Tómasson, 2003: p. 793; Sawyer, p. 57-59; T. Lacy, p. 

76-77, 94).  

Christianity was introduced into Iceland by Irish monks who arrived in 795. However, after 

their departure, the Norse settlers reintroduced the pagan faith and Christianity disappeared. In 

1000 AD, the Icelanders gathered for their national assembly, the Alþing, where the 

discussion about Christianity was held, after which the gatherers voted on their new faith. 

There had been at least two missions with the goal to convert Iceland prior to this gathering. 

The first was sent by Archbishop Adaldag of Hamburg-Bremen in the 980s, but this was not 

very successful. The second mission, sent by the Norwegian king Ólafr Tryggvason in 997, 

was somewhat more successful, but not a great deal more. As King Ólafr wanted the 

Icelanders to be Christian, he decided to send two converted Icelanders who resided in 

Norway to argue their case at the Alþing. At this assembly, there were two groups of 

supporters; the pagans and the Christians. At first, the idea was that the country would be 

divided into two groups which would have nothing to do with each other. As this was very 
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unpractical, “the leader of the pagan party declared that they should all become Christians” 

(Vésteinsson, p. 17). However, the pagans demanded that they would still be allowed to 

practice their pagan rites. This was accepted, as long as they did it in private. These rituals 

included “infanticide and eating horse-flesh” and “sacrifices to the pagan gods” (Vésteinsson, 

p. 17). Eventually, even these rituals were forbidden for the pagans, and from then on the 

country was to be fully Christian. From the official acceptation of Christendom, the gođar 

filled a different role in the Icelandic society, as their religious tasks grew and their 

responsibility for maintaining and spreading the Christian faith increased. With this, the 

church gained more control on the politics of the country and from around 1200 Norway’s 

influence on the Icelandic society and politics grew. Previously, due to Norwegian pressure, 

the Icelandic church had become part of the archbishopric at Nidaros in 1152. Since Iceland 

mostly traded with Norway, it became more and more dependent of the Scandinavian country 

and thus King Hakon finally acquired Iceland as part of his kingdom between 1262 and 1264. 

From then on every Icelandic freeman was to pay his taxes to Norway and had to perform 

military duties (Stéfansson, p. 311-320; Vésteinsson, p. 17-19; T. Lacy, p. 89-103). 

Iceland is known for its rich culture, which was already flourishing by the time Tristan was 

translated into Old Norse. Several types of stories existed in Iceland in that period, most 

importantly the eddic poetry, skaldic poetry, and the sagas, such as the Kings’ sagas, and the 

Icelandic family sagas. After the introduction of Tristrams saga, romance also became a 

popular genre in Old Norse-Icelandic literature, and the riddarasögur and fornaldarsögur 

became more and more common. Eddic poetry consists of three groups: the proper eddic 

poems, the eddic appendix and the eddica minora. To the first group, 30 poems from the 

Codex Regius of the Poetic Edda belong, and also poems in another closely related Edda 

manuscript. The second group consists of poems which were added to modern editions of the 

Poetic Edda. Lastly, the eddica minora, which are a group of poems are a late variety of eddic 

poetry, which have been found in a variant of the Old Norse-Icelandic romances, the 

fornaldarsögur. The eddic poems deal with the adventures of the Nordic gods and legendary 

heroes (Harris, p. 68; Hallberg, 1993: p. 149). Skaldic poetry is poetry of which the poet is 

most often known by name and which does not belong to the eddic poetry or to the Icelandic 

song-like rímur. The poems are historical praise poems, but there are also those made for a 

specific occasion, and narrative poems, dealing with heroic or mythological stories. They are 

mostly included in other types of Icelandic literature, such as the kings’ sagas or the Icelandic 

family sagas, but religious skaldic poetry can also be found separately (Fidjestøl, p. 592-594). 
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The Kings’ saga or konungasögur are mostly written between ca. 1130 and ca. 1230 and deal 

not with the lives of the Icelandic people, but with the lives of the kings of other Scandinavian 

countries, such as Norway, Denmark and the Faeroe Islands. The fact that they are in fact 

Icelandic is only noticed when looking at their “viewpoint and digression” (Andersson, p. 

197). The stories dealt with in the kings’ sagas are often the same, but then in a more finely 

tuned version. (Andersson, p. 197-198; Knirk, p. 362-366) 

The final group of Icelandic literature is perhaps the one where Iceland is most famous for, the 

Icelandic family sagas or Íslendingasögur. These texts about the Iceland chieftains deal with 

Icelandic life from the settlement period until about the 11th century. The exact date of the 

saga texts cannot be traced back, but it is believed that the majority dates back to the 13th 

century. The remaining, more fantastic sagas date back to about the 14th century. The sagas go 

from one conflict or feud to another, mostly linked by a common element in the story, such as 

the main character. The style in which the sagas have been written is rather objective, the 

reader is never addressed and the narrator does not speak about himself in the first person. 

Dialogue is the most important feature in the storytelling of the sagas, since the narration is 

rather bland. The dialogue is therefore used to speed up the story, or enliven the text. The 

sagas are written as an historical account of the events in the Icelandic past. Often, they are 

linked to each other by means of genealogy. Frequently, a certain character is related to 

another in a different saga, thus placing the specific saga in a particular setting or time frame.  

With this, the sagas are a rather consistent source of information. However, although 

undoubtedly most of its characters have in fact existed, there has been much debate over the 

years whether or not the sagas can be seen as a true account of the historical reality, or if they 

were embellished and should be taken with a grain of salt. Ultimately, the general consensus 

is that the sagas can be used for historical research, but that one has to be careful when doing 

this. Although most of the sagas have been written down subsequently or simultaneously to 

Tristrams saga, the oral tradition in Iceland has been so strong, the sagas still represent the 

culture of Iceland in the earlier Middle Ages. The transition from orality to literacy would 

have naturally meant a change in story telling, but the “literature has preserved much that is 

based on authentic oral art.” (Lönnroth et al., p. 489). According to the free-prose theory, the 

sagas that have come down to us would have already existed in this form even before they 

were put in writing. This also means that the writers of the sagas cannot be seen as actual 

authors, but more as recorders (Hallberg and Schach, p. 49). This theory is underlined by 

evidence from the sagas themselves, where the importance of a correct historical report is so 
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great that people are even spared in order to tell their story: “After that Skallagrim set free the 

men he had spared. He said they should go to King Harald and tell him precisely what had 

happened and who had been responsible.” (ch. 27). In this passage from Egil’s saga, 

Skallagrim has killed Hallvard and Sigtrygg and most of their men, but has spared several of 

the men in order to report the events to the king. Icelanders thus saw the importance of 

information, as the lives of the enemy were spared in order to have the events correctly 

brought across. 

For this thesis, it is important to know how the Icelandic literary culture was at the time of the 

translation of Tristrams saga. For this purpose, the Icelandic family sagas can still be used, 

even though they have been written down somewhat later. As the oral tradition would have 

most likely told the same stories as were written down several years later, their influence can 

still be seen in the translated romance. Since for this thesis, we are more concerned with the 

stories themselves and not with the exact wording of the texts, the four major Íslendingasögur 

saga will be used to underline the arguments used in the research. The first has already been 

mentioned, namely Egil’s saga. This saga has been written most likely by Snorri Sturlusson in 

about 1230. The main character is Egil Skalla-Grímsson, who was a poet and died shortly 

before the year 1000. Egil’s saga is the only of the Íslendingasögur which does not take place 

in Iceland, but abroad (Einarsson, p. 153-157). Because of this geographical placement of the 

story, due to which the Norse culture is clearer than the Icelandic one, the use of this saga for 

this thesis has been limited. The second saga used for this research is Njal’s saga, which was 

written in the late 13th century by an unknown author (or should we say recorder?). The saga 

depicts the lives of the two friends, Njal and Gunnar, and their families who lived around the 

year 1000 (Hollander, xi-xvi). The writer was very familiar with the oral and literary 

traditions of that age, as his competence is widely seen throughout the saga. Ólason states that 

he even might have been one of the skalds reciting the saga on occasions, which would 

explain his knowledge of the story and his ability to create “a great literary work from 

material now for the most part unavailable” (Ólason, 1993: p. 433). Third of the major sagas 

is Laxdæla saga, which has been composed in the mid-13th century. The story is about the 

family line of Ketill flatnefr (“flatnose”), and expands over a period of 200 years, starting 

from around 872 (Tómasson, 1993: p. 388). Laxdæla saga is seen as “something of a national 

epic, giving to this young nation’s [Iceland] past a dignity and grandeur which it seemed to 

lack in comparison with older and more powerful neighbour-states” (Magnusson and Pálsson, 

p. 9). This saga therefore has taken on a special role in the history of Iceland, as it is seen as 
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one of the most elaborate expressions of Icelandic culture. Last of the sagas used in this thesis 

is a rather late one, namely The Saga of Grettir the Strong. The saga itself was written down 

in the earlier years of the 14th century, but existed prior to that. As Cook states: “The unknown 

author collected tales about Grettir from both written and oral sources and shaped them into 

the present saga” (Cook, p. 242). In the saga, the life of Grettir is dealt with up until his death 

between 1030 and 1040. The saga is divided into two sections; the first deals with the events 

leading up to his outlawry, and the second with Grettir’s life as an outlaw. As Grettir is one of 

the later sagas, more influence from other texts can be seen, such as Beowulf and even motifs 

from the Tristan-legend are noticeable.1  

 

Figure 1 – Grettir the Strong in a 17
th

 century manuscript 

The last of the Icelandic literary groups is that of the romances. These can again be divided 

into two separate groups, namely the riddarasögur and the fornaldarsögur. With the 

translation of Tristrams saga, the riddarasögur or knight’s sagas were introduced into 

Iceland. The term does not mean every riddarasaga has a knight as protagonist, but refers 

more to its subject; the courtly world. In the late 13th century, these romances came to Iceland 

as translations of the courtly romances from the continent. Later, the Icelanders started to 

                                                
1 For more information and references, see: Cook, Robert. "Grettis saga." Medieval Scandinavia. New York & 
London: Garland, 1993. 241-243. 
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write their own romances and the indigenous riddarasögur, also known as lygisögur (“fictious 

sagas”) or fornsögur Suđrlanda (“ancient sagas of southern lands”), appeared in the late 13th, 

but mostly14th century. The fornaldarsögur are “prose narratives that can be based on 

traditional heroic themes, whose numerous fabulous episodes and motifs result in an 

atmosphere of unreality” (Mitchell, p. 206). These sagas are late-medieval texts that have 

been brought together under one denominator in the 19th century, but do not consist of enough 

texts or varying subjects to comprise a separate class of sagas. One such text is, for example, 

Volsunga saga or the Saga of the Volsungar. This text deals with the family of Sigurðr, who is 

in his turn a descendent from Óðinn. It was written around 1260-1270, most likely in Iceland.  

Icelandic history is a rich and elaborate part of its culture. The events which happened many 

centuries ago are still available to us nowadays through the literary tradition which thrived in 

Iceland during the Middle Ages. Thanks to the careful conservation of these historical, and 

also fictional texts, we are able to get an insight into the culture and world of the Old-Norse 

society, which is now very useful for research, such as this thesis. 
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Chapter 2 – Women 

2.1 Introduction 

In the historical sagas, love had been kept in the background. This was partly due to the state 

of society. The Christian ideas of chastity and marriage were but slowly adopted in the land of 

Harald Fairhair of the many wives. [...] All this does not mean that [a] woman was not 

respected. She was never held in greater esteem than in the matriachal age and in mediaeval 

Norway. (Leach, 160) 

When looking at this quote, it becomes apparent that the Old Norse society was set up 

differently than that of the continent. Women had another role than men and also the ideas 

surrounding women differed; women were needed in the household, but also in the religion. 

In daily life, women “could be poets and go to school and learn Latin. They were respected, 

and were sometimes as aggressive as the men, urging them into battle; however, they had no 

political rights, though they could bear witness and be outlawed” (T. Lacy, 94). They had a 

very active role in society, but since there was no actual court, there were no courtly women 

as such. This idea of the female role was visible in society, and became therefore apparent in 

the literature of that age. As Jochens shows, human women could have either one of four roles 

in Old Norse literature: “the warrior, the prophetess/sorceress, the revenger and the inciter” 

(3). They were treated with much respect, and could also take on a male role, such as the 

warrior or avenger. Since the pagan religion often called for female priests or for other 

positions of power, the role of prophetess or sorceress is quite frequent in particularly the 

eddic poems, as these deal mostly with the adventures of the pagan gods. The first of these 

poems already indicates this, at it is called Voluspá or “The Sybil’s Prophecy” (McKinnell, 

713-715). The sorceress also appears in Laxdæla Saga where she appears to Herdis, the 

granddaughter of Gudrun, in a dream. The witch tells Herdis that her body is buried 

underneath Gudrun’s church and that she is unhappy about this. At first, they do not know the 

woman in the dream is a sorceress, but after they find the bones, this becomes clear:  

Next morning Gudrun had some planks removed from the church-floor where she was in the 

habit of kneeling on the hassock. She had the ground underneath dug up, and there they found 

some bones which were blue and evil-looking, and a brooch, and a large witch’s wand. People 

then realized that this must have been a sorceress’s grave. (p. 235).  

The fact that a woman appears to her granddaughter in a dream does not strike Gudrun as 

being strange, nor does she discard it. She acts upon the dream and when the bones are found, 
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the people knew that it was a witch due to the accessories and the colour of the bones. This 

shows that in the Old Norse society, witches were not uncommon and the audience would 

have known how to recognise one or how to act when dealing with one. 

In addition to this, women are often portrayed as the opposites of Christian men and take on 

the role of adversaries of the Christian faith. However, it is also rather common for the women 

to be part of the conversion of the hero of the saga, as Grønlie explains in her article on this 

topic.2 This shows that women regularly played an important role in the literature of Iceland, 

whether positive or not. This is also stated by Else Mundal, who claims that “women in the 

Íslendingasögur are regarded as strong and independent characters” (p. 723). This can be 

clearly seen when looking at the character Gudrun in Laxdæla Saga of whom is said that she 

“surpasses all other women in courage and resolution” (p. 189), thus placing her almost 

alongside men. This again is not an uncommon occurrence in the sagas, where in the non-

realistic sagas women can even “break out of the ordinary female sex role and act in the role 

normally reserved for men as a warrior, (skjaldmær), commander of an army, executor of 

revenge, or reigning queen or princess” (Mundal, p. 724). 

When women are seen as weak, this is not due to their sex, but because of the fact that “her 

strength and her will to live are broken by the loss of her beloved one” (Mundal, p. 724). An 

example of such a woman is Hrefna from Laxdæla Saga, who marries Kjartan. First she is 

described as “the loveliest woman in the north, and everyone was fond of her” (p. 158). After 

the death of her husband, she does not recover from her grief, but still she “bore herself 

always with courtesy and was gracious of speech to everyone.” (p. 179). She dies soon after 

Kjartan’s death and “it is said that she died of a broken heart” (p. 179). Hrefna is on the one 

hand seen as a strong woman, as she handles herself well after the death of Kjartan, but is a 

weak character on the other hand, as she dies of a broken heart.  

In the literature of the continent, the women described in the literature were mostly from a 

courtly milieu and thus acted as such. They behaved ladylike and did not come in contact with 

violence. They were devout Christians and handled in the name of God. The decisions 

regarding their fate were made by men and the roles of power both in their religion and their 

daily life were occupied by men. This is also explained by Gottfried, whose esteem of women 

in the real world is not a particularly high one: “Women do many things, just because they are 

                                                
2 See: Grønlie, Siân. “'No Longer Male and Female': Redeeming Women in the Icelandic Conversion 
Narratives.” Medium Aevum, 2006, Vol. 75 Issue 2, p. 293-318 
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forbidden, from which they would refrain were it not forbidden” (p. 277). However, he also 

states the perfect way a woman should behave, as he says that when a woman loves a man and 

gives herself to him, this man will have “the living paradise implanted within his heart” (p. 

279).  In this “paradise”, a woman will behave as she should, since “[t]here is no other fruit 

there but love and devotion, honour and worldly esteem.” (p. 279).  

When looking at Tristan, the female characters are very present in the text. Of course, Isolde 

herself is influential to the story, but also her mother Queen Isolde, Brangane, and Isolde of 

the White Hands have a big role in the legend. To compare Tristrams saga to the continental 

text, two passages will be examined which include autonomous decisions made by women in 

order to research whether these decisions are accepted or seen as inappropriate. First, the bath 

scene will be looked at more closely, for which the text by Gottfried will be used, due to the 

lack of sufficient material from Béroul and Thomas. In this scene Isolde struggles with the 

decision whether or not to avenge her uncle while Tristan is in the bathtub. Second, a closer 

look will be taken at one of the final scenes, where Isolde is asked to come to Tristan in order 

to heal him. For this, the Scandinavian text will be compared with that of Thomas.  

2.2 Tristan in the bath 

When Tristan is taking a bath after defeating the dragon, Isolde has his armour polished and 

made ready for him. When this is done, she takes the armour and looks at all the pieces. 

Tristan’s sword intrigues her and when she examines it, Isolde discovers that a shard is 

missing. When her uncle died, she kept the piece which was stuck in his head and after some 

comparing, Isolde discovers that this piece fits Tristan’s sword exactly. Because Tristan calls 

himself Tantris while in Ireland, it takes Isolde a while to come to the truth. When she finally 

puts it all together, she confronts Tristan and eventually wants to revenge her uncle. In 

Gottfried’s translation the decision of Isolde to look at the sword is immediately criticised, as 

Gottfried tells us: “I have no idea how she could do such a thing, but she took up the sword in 

her hands. (Young ladies and children are given to whims and hankerings and, God knows, so 

are many men.)” (p. 174). Fortunately for women, Gottfried instantly claims not only women 

and children suffer from this problem, but also men. With this, Gottfried states that although it 

is normal for women and children to be prone to give in to “whims and hankerings”, this is 

not acceptable for men. Gottfries sees women as having a lower status than men, although he 

does believe that despite their nature, women can come close to the perfection of men: “For 

when a woman grows in virtue despite her inherited instincts and gladly keeps her honour, 

reputation, and person intact, she is only a woman in name, but in spirit she is man!” (p. 278). 
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However, as we have already seen, this image would be paradise for Gottfried, indicating that 

such an event rarely happens.  

The fact that women often act inappropriately for their sex is also seen by Bekker, who states 

that “Isolde’s handling of the sword is ‘wrong’ for her.” (p. 149). He underlines this by saying 

that “it is tabu for a courtly lady to play with a knight’s sword, as is indicated in the 

admonitions of Tristan and the queen when they state that holding the sword is not proper” (p. 

149). Since both Tristan and the queen already told Isolde that it is not fit for a lady to handle 

a sword, Isolde’s actions are not taken lightly. A courtly woman is not to take up a sword and 

thus Isolde is in the wrong. Bekker even goes as far as saying that the sword indicates a 

phallic symbol and that therefore Isolde should not be handling it.  

In the translation by Róbert, no notion is made of why Ísönd takes up the sword and how this 

is to be perceived. It is stated that Ísönd is curious, but there is no negative connotation 

regarding this comment. Róbert does, however, show that Ísönd is well informed when it 

comes to weaponry:  

Þetta er langt sverð, ok ef drengr heldr á, þá mun hann með þessu gera slag ok dauðþeim, er 

fyrir verðr. [… S]verðit hit þekkiligasta, útan stálit bili eða spilz hafi í eitri drekans.   

[This is a long sword, and if a warrior wields it, he will deliver a blow that will be the death of anyone 

in the way. [... T]his sword is extremely fine, if the steel doesn’t fail or if it hasn’t been damaged in the 

dragon’s poison.]” (p. 112-113).   

By not explaining the reason for Ísönd’s curiosity, Róbert is impartial to her decisions. He 

does not interfere in the story and lets the readers form their own opinions about the princess. 

By showing Ísönd’s expertise in armour, he does make clear that she is a woman with 

knowledge and capable of assessing the abilities of a knight. Where Gottfried’s Isolde has 

trouble with the identification of Tristan, Ísönd in Róbert’s translation is shown to be smart 

and has no problems with the puzzle put before her. With this, it is indicated to the audience 

that Ísönd is a wise and strong woman. This is perhaps to be attributed to the Old Norse 

society, where it was known “that children inherited their mother’s qualities as well as their 

father’s” (Mundal, p. 724). An intelligent woman was therefore more desirable, as she would 

pass on her intellect to her children, thus creating smart and strong children. Róbert therefore 

depicts Ísönd as being intelligent, because this is a desirable trait in Old Norse women. 

Gottfried is not so familiar with such qualities in women, as these would not have been so 



20 
 

 

important in his society. He therefore portrays Isolde as he would any other perfect woman: 

courtly and virtuous.   

In the German version, Isolde puts the splinter into the sword quite quickly, but then struggles 

with the fact that the owner of the sword is named Tantris and not Tristan. Ísönd, however, 

wastes no time confronting Tristram with her findings and no mention is made of the 

differences in names. After her discovery, in the German text, Isolde goes to Tristan and 

confronts him rather aggressively: 

‘Now, quick, avenge your wrongs, Isolde! If the sword with which he slew your uncle lays 

him low in turn, ample vengeance will have been done!’ She seized the sword and stood over 

Tristan where he was sitting in the bath. [...] ‘I know you are Tantris and Tristan, and the two 

are dead men! [...] You will have to pay for my uncle!’ (p. 175) 

The first response by Tristan is, for Gottfried and his audience, a logical one, as he replies: 

“Consider your sex and spare me! You are a woman, well born and of tender years” (p. 175). 

With this, Tristan indicates that Isolde’s behaviour is not fitting for her sex. As a woman, she 

should not think of vengeance and should not wield a sword. This idea is again emphasised by 

the queen, who walks in on the scene: “What is this, daughter, what do you mean by this? Is 

this ladylike behaviour? [...] What is that sword doing in your hands?” (p. 175). The queen 

eventually stops Isolde from killing Tristan, since this would be “dishonouring [them]selves” 

(p. 176) and because she has granted him immunity. Even though Tristan has the protection of 

the queen, Isolde’s decision to let Tristan live is explained by the narrator, who, among other 

comments, states that “sweet womanhood triumphed over anger” (p. 177).  

In Róbert’s text, Ísönd rather quickly moves from the discovery of the sword to the bath to 

face Tristram where she explains herself rather violently: 

“þessi gaurr,” kvað hún, “hann hefir drepit móðurbróður minn. En ef ek drep hann ekki með 

þessu sverði, þá em ek ill ok engu nýt --<ok> ef ek fyrirferr ekki lífi hans ok geri mér gaman at 

dauða hans. 

Ok gekk hún þegar með brugðnu sverði þangat, sem hann sat í lauginnni, ok reiddi þegar 

sverðit yfir höfuð sér ok mælti til hans: “Þú hinn vándi gaurr,” kvað hún, “þu skalt deyja sakir 

móðurbróður míns, er þú þorðir drepa.[”] 

[‘That dog,’ she said, ‘he has killed my uncle. If I don’t kill him with this sword, then I am wretched--- 

and worthless if I don’t take his life and rejoice at his death.’  

Immediately she went with sword drawn to where he sat in the bath, quickly raised the sword above her 
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head, and said to him: ‘You miserable dog,’ she said, ‘you will die for the sake of my uncle, whom you 

dared to kill.’] (p. 112-115) 

This approach differs significantly from that of Gottfried, since in the Scandinavian society, 

Ísönd has the authority to avenge her uncle, as a woman can “act in the role normally reserved 

for men as […] executor of revenge” (Mundal, p. 724). In contrast, this is not common in the 

courtly world in Tristran. Ísönd sees it as her duty to kill her uncle’s murderer, or else she will 

be seen as inferior. This would be something the Old Norse audience could relate to, since 

“[r]evenge, not love, is the dominant motif in the symphony of the saga” (Leach, p. 160). 

Isolde also claims she wishes to take vengeance for the death of Morold, but is stopped by 

Tristan when he says that it is not her place. Tristram on the other hand does not try to 

persuade Ísönd with such arguments, but explains his role in court:  

[E]k gosling þín ok eindagaðr til bardaga at verja sæmd þína, ok er þat hvárki kvenska né 

kurteisi, frægð né fagnaðr, at drepa mik. [… Í]huga þú, at eke m eindagaðr föður þínum, en 

gíslaðr þér ok móður þinni. Ef þú drepr mik, þá skal móðir þín upp gjalda mik kónginum, svá 

sem hinn skildi sjálfr fyrir 

[I am your hostage and designated to duel in defense of your honour, so it is neither womanly nor well 

mannered, neither joyous nor generous to kill me. [… R]emember that I have been summoned by your 

father and given as a hostage to you and your mother. Should you kill me, then your mother must make 

recompense to the king, as he himself has stipulated.] (p. 114-115) 

The issue of womanhood is not used by Tristram as the only argument against Ísönd’s attack. 

He states the fact that it is not womanly behaviour, but does this as part of a series of 

arguments. His main focus is on the matter of honour, which is deemed very important in the 

Old Norse society. Also, the queen first intervenes as she enters the room, but as soon as she 

learns about Tristram’s true nature, she hurries to Tristram in order to murder him. In this text 

it is then Ísönd who steps in and stops her. She does this not because she wishes Tristram to 

live, but because Ísönd does not want her mother to dishonour herself. This again shows that 

honour is more important than the female virtue when regarding Tristrams saga. In contrast to 

Gottfried’s scene, the discussion in Róbert’s translation is not on how the two women should 

behave themselves around such a masculine dilemma, but on the manner of how to preserve 

the family’s honour.  
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2.3 Isolde’s journey to Tristan 

At the end of both Tristan’s and Isolde’s lives, Tristan lies in bed mortally wounded with no 

one able to cure him. He knows that his only hope of survival is when Isolde comes to him 

and treats his injuries. He therefore asks Kaedin, the brother of his wife Isolde of the White 

Hands, to go to Isolde with the request to travel back with him to Brittany. When Kaedin 

arrives there, he disguises himself as a merchant and approaches King Mark with gifts. After 

this, he goes to the queen and offers her several items. One of these is Tristan’s ring, which he 

has given Kaedin as proof for his quest. Upon seeing the ring, Isolde knows instantly 

something is wrong with Tristan. In both Thomas’ version and Róbert’s, Isolde turns away 

from her guards with a ruse. In Tristran, she asks Kaerdin for the price of the ring and 

whether he has more items. In Tristrams saga, Ísönd instantly offers to buy the ring, showing 

she has the authority to make decision regarding money on her own. In both cases the two go 

to a more private place where Kaedin explains the situation. After this, Isolde retreats into her 

chambers together with Brangane to find a solution. Isolde then discusses her troubles with 

Brangane and tries to share her sorrows: 

She described all Tristran’s torment, 

and then sought advice as to what she could do. 

Then began the sighing 

and the wailing and the weeping, 

the grief, the pain, 

the sorrow, the woe, 

during that conversation of theirs, 

and all because of their sadness at his plight. (ll. 2770-2777) 

By indicating the difficulties of the decision, Thomas shows that women would have had 

problems with such a strenuous task. The conversation between the two female characters is 

not complete without the abundant indication of their physical troubles, such as the sighing, 

wailing, and weeping.  

In Róbert’s text, the decision is still difficult for Ísönd to make, but the process is not as 

lengthy as that in Thomas’ text:  

[Ísönd] spurði hana [Bringvet], hvet til ráðs væri. Hún segir, at hún skyldi búaz sem skjótast, 

er kvelda tæki, ok fara með Kardín ok hafa þat, sem hún þurfti.  
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[She asked her what should be done, and Bringvet told her that she should prepare immediately to travel 

with Kardín when evening came and to take with her what she needed.] (p. 217-218).  

Here, Róbert removed the emotional surroundings of the decision and made his point rather 

directly. This is also noticed by Leach, as he claims that “we have lost many a long passage of 

dissected passion, and a labouring of the problems of the triangle in its many phases.” (p. 

178). However, the fact that Róbert has decided to exclude such passages does not mean that 

they are not worth studying. He has omitted much, perhaps too much, but by doing so, he has 

continued the tradition set by the Icelandic sagas in which emotions do not play a big role, as 

will be discussed in chapter 4 of this thesis. In this passage though, Bringvet and Ísönd do not 

waste time with talking about what has happened or how they feel about it, but decide 

immediately Ísönd should go with Kardín. This resolute action shows that the two Old Norse 

women know where they stand when it comes to making choices and that a quick choice will 

benefit the result. The making of decisions about others was not difficult for the women in the 

sagas, as can be seen when looking at Thordis from Egil’s saga. When Egil has reached an 

old age and has turned blind, he wants to go to the Alþing and throw money at the crowd in 

order to start a fight. Thordis does not find this a good idea and goes to her husband Grim to 

tell him this: “ ‘It’s an absolutely crazy idea,’ she said, ‘he mustn’t be allowed to do it.’” (p. 

237). After hearing this, Grim then dissuades Egil from going to the Alþing, showing he 

agrees with his wife and her decision, but she cannot tell Egil herself.   

2.4 Isolde as an independent woman 

 When examining the role of Isolde in the previous scenes, it becomes clear that the authors of 

the texts had varying views on womanhood. Gottfried sees the women as being courtly and 

thus dependent and innocent. They cannot hold a sword, or right the wrongs done to their 

family. According to the image in the literature of the continent, these are tasks belonging to 

men. Thomas shares this view, as he portrays Yseut as being a dependent princess, not able to 

make her own decisions. Róbert chose to shorten the scene where Ísönd makes the right 

decision. He most likely finds this scene unnecessary, as it is uncommon for him to have such 

lengthy passages about emotions in literature and thus deleted it. However, his depiction of 

Ísönd in the bath scene shows he sees her as a confident and intelligent woman, able to make 

her own decisions and with the authority to avenge her uncle. Róbert believes honour to be 

more important than the womanly virtues, as he emphasises this dilemma in his text, in 

contrast to Gottfried, who spends more time on the issue of female behaviour.  
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Chapter 3 – The supernatural 
One of the main ingredients of the story of Tristan and Isolde is the love potion. This 

supernatural beverage is the source of all their problems. Since the Old Norse society, and 

also the more modern one, was so familiar with the magical, it is to be expected that this 

cultural difference is mirrored in the text. The magical elements in the sagas are so commonly 

accepted that they even co-exist together with the Christian faith. In The Saga of Grettir the 

Strong, one of the sheep herders Glam dies after he has not fastened on the eve of Yule-tide.  

The mistress said: "It is not proper for Christian men to eat on this day, because to-morrow is 

the first day of Yule and it is our duty to fast to-day." 

"You have many superstitions," he said; "but I do not see that much comes of them. I do not 

know that men are any better off than when there was nothing of that kind. The ways of men 

seemed to me better when they were called heathen. I want my food and no foolery." 

[…] 

They concluded that the evil spirit which had been about before must have killed Glam, but 

that he had inflicted wounds upon it which were enough, for that spook was never heard of 

again. (Chapter 32) 

Glam is killed by an evil spirit, which is supernatural, but this has been done because he 

behaved in a unchristian way. When they wish to bury his body, the men cannot even carry it 

to the church, as it is too heavy. They then want take the priest to him, so that he can bless the 

body on the spot, but when they look for Glam’s body with the priest, it is nowhere to be 

found. When they later return without the priest, the men have no difficulty locating the body, 

showing it was the priest’s presence what made the corpse disappear. Magical elements are 

thus so frequent in the Old Norse literature, that a man could be punished by a spirit or 

another supernatural creature for acting like a heathen, and the power of the magical elements 

can be so strong that clergymen cannot undo it. 

The legend of Tristan has a number of supernatural elements, such as the love potion, but 

there are also the magical creatures: the giant, the dragon and the dwarf. As the influence of 

the potion is so great on the story, this will be discussed in detail. Unfortunately, the scene is 

only extant in Gottfried’s text and this will thus be used for the comparison.3 The supernatural 

                                                
3 Although no scene is found of Thomas regarding the love potion, there is a rather incomplete passage found of 
the conversation between Tristran and Yseut after they consume the potion. See: Lacroix, Daniel, and Philippe 
Walter, eds. Tristan et Iseut : les poèmes français, la saga norroise. Paris: Librairie Générale Française, 1996. p. 
330-331. 
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creatures also have an influence on the story, and these will thus be discussed separately. 

Sadly, the scenes with the giant from Gottfried’s and Thomas’s text have been lost, so the 

attitude towards this creature will be examined only in Tristrams saga.   

3.1 The potion 

The drinking of the love potion is an essential part of the legend. In Tristan, the scene is 

described elaborately, whereas in Tristrams saga, it is only described as a minor part of the 

text. When looking at the production of the potion, there is a difference in its description. 

Gottfried’s narrator explains what Isolde is doing and what the effect of the potion is: 

Isolde, the prudent Queen, was brewing in a vial a love-drink so subtly devised and prepared, 

and endowed with such powers, that with whomever any man drank it he had to love her 

above all things, whether he wished it or no, and she love him alone. (p. 191-192) 

The speaker of Tristan stays on the surface with this description. The potion is explained 

rather vaguely, but the effect is described elaborately. The narrator of Róbert, on the other 

hand, makes his description fairly detailed, as he also states how the potion is made: 

En dróttning gerđi einn leyniligan drykk inniligia af margs konar blómstrum, grösum ok 

listugum vélum, ok gerđi svá ástfenginn, at lengi lifandi mađr, sá era af drakk, má viđ haldaz 

at unna þeiri konu, sem af drakk međ honum, á međan hann lifđi.  

[The queen meticulously prepared a secret potion out of many kinds of flowers, herbs, and magical 

things that made people fall so madly in love that no man alive who drank of it could resist loving his 

whole life long the woman who drank of it with him] (p. 118-119) 

By including the ingredients into the description, the potion seems more makeable. It 

therefore does not get the supernatural connotation as it does in Gottfried’s text. The potion 

also occurs in The Romance of Tristan by Béroul, but is mentioned only when its effects wear 

off.4 Here, the potion is described as: “the wine mixed with herbs” (p. 95). This description is 

in such a casual manner that the potion does not seem special, as in Tristan. Of course, this 

can also be attributed to the fact that the potion would have been described more elaborately 

earlier in the text, but sadly, this scene is missing. By giving an implicit description of the 

potion, Gottfried leaves an air of mystery surrounding it, whereas Róbert describes it in more 

detail and makes it thus less mysterious for his audience.  

                                                
4 In The Romance of Tristan the potion is only effective for three years. After this, the love between Tristan and 
Isolde reduces and their affair ends. This is in contrast to the potion in Tristran, Tristan, and Tristrams saga 
where its effects never wear off. 
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Bekker has another point of view regarding the scene, as he states: “And the fact that no one, 

not even the two for whom the potion is meant, is ever to know of its existence, does it imply 

that there is something uncourtly adhering to the potion?” (p.165). When comparing the two 

versions of the text, this argument can be seen quite clearly. Queen Isolde is very secretive 

about her actions and what she wishes Brangane to do and whispers to her: “Take this flask 

with its draught, have it in your keeping, and guard it above all your possessions. See to it that 

absolutely no one gets to hear of it.” (p. 192). The fact that Isolde has Brangane hide the 

potion from everyone, shows that it is not fitting for a queen to use such a concoction, let 

alone produce it. The whispering of the queen to Brangane heightens the mystery of the scene. 

Her instructions are not to be heard by anyone and the fact that the secret is shared with the 

audience enhances their connection to the story. Queen Ísodd on the other hand is less 

secretive about her potion:  

Síđan lét dróttning þenna drykk í einn lítinn legil ok mælti viđ mey þá, er þjónustumær jungfrú 

Ísöndar skyldi vera, er Bringvet hét: “Bringvet, gættu vel þessa legils. Þú skalt fylgja dóttur 

minni. Ok hina fyrstu nátt, et þau, kóngrinn ok hún, liggja saman ok hann krefr víns, þá gef þú 

báđum saman þenna drykk.”  

[Then she poured the drink into a small cask and said to the girl, named Bringvet, who was to be 

Princess Ísönd’s attendant: “Bringvet, protect this cask well. You are to accompany my daughter. On the 

first night that she and the king are lying together and he demands wine, then give both of them at the 

same time this drink.”] (p. 118-119)   

Ísodd does not whisper in this scene, nor does she emphasise the importance of the container. 

She simply states Bringvet should protect it, and thus relies on the expertise of the maid with 

regard to the potion to act accordingly. She therefore shows that she expects Bringvet to know 

what to do with such a brew and does not need to stress this again. This shows that where 

Isolde has to underline the importance of the potion very clearly, Ísodd can suffice with the 

warning that it is only to be given to the king and Ísönd. Clearly, the audience of the Old 

Norse text was familiar with the consequences of such a potion, whereas the continental 

readers needed a more explicit explanation. This can also be seen in, for instance, Volsunga 

Saga where Gudrun is to marry Atli against her will. She is then given a potion in order for 

her to forget her past and her love for her previous husband:  

Then Gunnar brought unto her a drink mingled with hurtful things, and this she must needs 

drink, and with the king thereof she had no more memory of their guilt against her.  
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But in that drink was blended the might of the earth and the sea with the blood of her son […]. 

(Chapter 33) 

The ingredients are again given and its effects ensure that she is able to love another man. 

This shows that getting two people to love one another through a potion is not unusual in the 

culture of the Old Norse society. 

3.2 Supernatural creatures 

The appearance of supernatural beings is not uncommon in Arthurian literature, as many 

legends have one or more of such creatures in them. This is also the case in the legend about 

Tristan and Isolde. In the text, four supernatural beings occur, namely a dwarf, two giants and 

a dragon, of which the dwarf and the giants will be discussed. The image of the dragon is so 

similar in all versions that it is unfit for the comparison of this thesis. The passage containing 

the dragon will therefore not be discussed here. 

3.2.1 The dwarf 

Like most unnatural beings, the three characters are considered evil. One of these is the dwarf. 

He is even named as such in Tristrams saga: “Undir fótum hennar var einn fórkistill, steyptr 

af kopar, í liking þess vandal dvergs, er þau hafđi rægt fyrir kónignum ok hrópat.” [Beneath 

her feet was a chest, cast in copper in the likeness of that evil dwarf who had slandered and 

defamed them to the king.] (p. 186-187). The dwarf is seen as a bad creature, due to his sly 

nature. He betrayed the two lovers and made sure they were caught by the king. Tristram has 

the dwarf cast into the statue of Ísönd in his hall, as can be seen above. As the description of 

the hall of statues is missing in both texts by Thomas and Gottfried, only the scene from 

Tristrams saga is useable for examination. Due to the missing lines of Thomas, it is not 

entirely sure whether the dwarf is present in the hall in Tristran.5 However, Tristran visits his 

hall frequently and talks about his issues when there. He mostly talks to the statue of Yseut, as 

he tells her how beautiful she is, but also when he is angry or sad:  

 He made that statue 

because he wanted to tell it what was in his heart, 

 his good thoughts, and his wild misconceptions, 

 the pain he felt, and the joy of love, 

 […] 

                                                
5 As both the descriptions of the hall of statues from Thomas and Gottfried are missing, it is likely to assume that 
for the critical editions, the description of Tristrams saga is copied to complete the text. However, in the 
following scenes of Tristran there is no mention of the dwarf even being present in the hall. This could indicate 
that its presence in the hall is an addition by Róbert and not part of the original text. 
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  This was the way Tristran was because of love: 

 often he would leave, then return, 

 often treating her kindly, 

 and often badly. (ll. 986-995) 

Tristran uses the statue of Yseut for both joy and pain, and vents his anger towards it when 

necessary. Tristram, however, is only kind when speaking to Ísönd: 

Ok jafnan sem hann kom inn til líkneskju Ísöndar, þá kyssti hann hana, svá opt sem hann kom, 

ok lagđi hana í fang sér ok hendr um háls, sem hún væri lifandi, ok ræddi till hennar mörgum 

ástligum orđum um ástarþokka þeira ok harma. 

[As soon as he got to the statue of Ísönd he kissed it, and as often as he came he took it in his arms, 

embracing it as if it were alive, and speaking many loving words to it about their love and their sorrow.] 

(p. 188-189) 

Although he speaks about his sorrow to Ísönd, his anger is diverted to the dwarf, who lies 

beneath her feet. According to Schach, this was done by Róbert in order to make the character 

of the dwarf more developed (1973: p. xvi). The dwarf was seen as an evil character and this 

image was to be enhanced in the hall of statues. It was clearly not Ísönd’s fault that the two 

lovers were discovered, but that of the dwarf and Tristram’s rage was therefore to be aimed at 

him. The negative image of the dwarf is increased by him being different from the humans. 

His appearance as a supernatural being already has a negative connotation, but this is 

amplified by his actions and the responses of the other characters towards him. Róbert affirms 

this image quite cleverly by having Tristram speak only lovingly to Ísönd, while he addresses 

the evil dwarf with only negative thoughts. However, the dwarf is not always seen as an evil 

character in the Old Norse literature, as he can also be helpful, such as in the eddic poetry. 

Here, the dwarfs are craftsmen who have magical skills and help the Gods. However, since 

dwarfs always “serve beings of higher status” (Motz, p. 623), the dwarf in Tristrams saga, 

does what he believes is best for his master, King Mark. He therefore becomes a negative 

character due to his actions, which is emphasised by his appearance as a supernatural being. 

3.2.2 The giants 

There are two giants in the story. First there is the giant which is killed by Arthur. This also a 

negative character, as he collects the beards of many highly ranked men in order to make a 

cloak out of them, which fits the image of the Old Norse giants being “hostile, man-eating 

monsters” (Motz, p. 622). However, the giant with whom Tristan makes a deal regarding the 



29 
 

 

hall of statues is less evil. In Tristram, the giant fights Tristram, but asks for mercy when his 

leg is cut off:  

“Herra,”kvađ hann, “miskunna lífi mínu. Ek skal geraz þér tryggr ok trúr ok handgenginn. Ok 

all mina fésjóđu skal ek gefa þér. Land mitt all ok gull þat, ere k á skal vera í þínu valid ok 

skipan. Ek hirđi ekki af mínu hafa útan lífit eitt. Ok haf mik þangat, sem þú vill ok þér líkar 

sjálfum, ok ger þat af mér, sem þú vill.” 

[“Lord,” he said, “spare my life, and I will become your true and loyal follower. All my sacks full of 

treasure I will give to you. All my land and the gold that I possess will be under your control and at your 

disposal. I don’t care about keeping anything of mine except my life. Take me wherever you want and 

as you like, and do with me whatever you wish.”] (p. 180-181) 

Here, Tristram grants the giant mercy, showing that although he is an evil character, he can 

nevertheless be accepted as a servant. Hereafter, the giant guards the forest for Tristram and 

lets him build the hall of statues on his land. Sadly, this passage has also been lost to us from 

both Thomas’ and Gottfried’s text, so no comparison can be made. However, it seems that 

even though the giants are mostly seen as bad creatures, the giant can also be of help to the 

characters. The audience would have known the giants, as they are quite common in the 

Icelandic literature and more specifically in the pagan myths. Here, they were mostly seen as 

the traditional enemies of the Gods and were thus also negative (Orton, 315). In The Saga of 

Grettir the Strong, Grettir also defeats a giant. This again is a bad character, as Grettir finds in 

his cave “the bones of two men” (ch. LXVI) and also an amount of treasure. The giant appears 

alongside a priest, showing that the clergy were familiar with such creatures and also that it 

was not uncommon for the members of the church and the supernatural creatures to co-exist 

and interact in Old Norse literature. Róbert’s audience would thus have been familiar with the 

giants as part of a story and would therefore not have been surprised with the appearance of 

the giant nor with Tristram’s decision regarding the acceptance of the giant’s oath.  

3.3 The supernatural elements 

The role of the supernatural in the legend is a fairly large one. The impact of the love potion is 

so great that the story is affected by it in its entirety. The potion can be seen from two aspects, 

namely how it is made and how it is perceived. In both Béroul’s and Róbert’s versions, the 

mixture is explained rather specifically. By doing so, they have decreased the mystery of the 

potion, as it is now known how it can be made. Besides that, the way how the concoction is 

seen by the characters is also worth noting. Queen Isolde and Brangaine act differently when 

regarding the potion in the text by Gottfried than Queen Ísodd and Bringvet do in Róbert’s 
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text. With this, it shows that Queen Isolde and Brangaine perceive the potion as something 

much more secretive and special than Queen Ísodd and Bringvet.  

Besides the love potion, there are also characters which are in themselves supernatural, such 

as the giants and the dwarf. These creatures are seen as being evil, not only because of their 

appearance, but also because of their actions. The supernatural beings have a negative 

connotation, and although Tristram receives the help of a giant, this is only done after the 

giant has been beaten and wounded. The fact that Tristram uses the bad creature for his own 

good shows that they do not have to be entirely evil, as can also be seen when looking at 

dwarfs in other stories. The audience is familiar with the giants and dwarfs in the literature 

and know what to expect when one appears. Róbert emphasises this negative image of the 

dwarf by having Tristram vent his anger on him instead of on Ísönd, as Thomas has Tristran 

do. By doing so, Róbert deepens the character of the dwarf. 
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Chapter 4 – Emotions 

4.1 Introduction 

The story of Tristan and Isolde revolves around love and emotions. The discussion whether or 

not the lovers would have been together had it not been for the potion is a frequent one.6 

Tristan and Isolde love each other due to (or with help of) the potion, while suffering the 

hardship of a forbidden love. Emotions play a large role in the original story, and this 

phenomenon is very uncommon for the literature of Iceland. Naturally, marriages and love 

affairs took place, but no lengthy passages of love or despair due to love are to be found in the 

sagas. Magnusson and Pálsson also states: “[The sagas] are praised for their objectivity, the 

cool impartiality with which they present events, whether good or bad.” (p. 34). Due to this 

distance with which the authors describe the events, emotions have taken on a minor role in 

the Old Norse literature of that age. When it is necessary for emotions to be brought across, 

this is done by the characters of the sagas by means of rather cryptic poems. An example of 

this is the verse by Bersi in Laxdæla Saga when he is unable to help his foster son Halldor 

when he falls out of his bed: 

 Here we both lie 

 In helplessness, 

 Halldor and I, 

 Both powerless. 

 Age afflicts me 

 And infancy you; 

 It’ll get better for you 

 But not for me. (p. 109) 

With this poem, it becomes apparent that Bersi fears his future as an old man. He says to his 

younger foster son that his life will only get better, whereas his own will only get worse. The 

use of such poems to interrupt the prose was a common phenomenon in the family sagas, and 

these skaldic poems are in themselves also well worth studying (Ólason, 2007: p. 101-102). 

However, as the authors of Arthurian literature simply had their characters express their 

feelings in the stories themselves, Róbert would be unfamiliar with such scenes and would 

thus have had problems translating them. It is therefore likely that he interfered in the text in 

order to make it more understandable for his audience. 
                                                
6 See for instance Tristan Studies by Renée L. Curtis, who in turn refers to another side of the discussion by Alan 
Fedrik in his article “The Love Potion in the French Prose Tristan” in Romance Philology (1967). A more recent 
discussion can be found in Gottfried von Strassburg: Tristan by Mark Chinca (1997) in the chapter “Gottfried 
and the Tristan tradition”. 
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As mentioned earlier, there are several types of sagas in Iceland, such as the family sagas and 

the Kings’ sagas. These deal with historical facts and aim to inform the reader of the events 

which happened in the past. In these texts, emotions do not play a great part, as they deal with 

non-fiction. The emotions that often occur in the sagas are negative ones, such as rage or 

anger. These were not pointed out so literally, but “reddening […] was mentioned frequently, 

and tears and swelling were not uncommon.” (Planalp, p. 209). This can be seen, for instance, 

in the 13th century Njal’s Saga where one of Njal’s sons, Skarphedin, has to take vengeance 

for being mocked: “ ‘It gives our old mother pleasure [to needle us],’ said Skarphedin; and he 

grinned as he said that. And yet the sweat broke out on his brow and red spots appeared on his 

cheeks” (p. 88). Skarphedin’s reaction to his mother’s urges for him to avenge the wrongs 

done to him is not stated specifically, but is mentioned by describing his physical state. This 

would have been sufficient for the audience to understand and share his emotions, namely 

anger and nervousness.  

The previously mentioned swelling also occurs in Njal’s saga, where Thorhall Asgrimsson 

swells up when he hears his foster father Njal has been burnt to death: “he swelled all over, 

and a stream of blood burst out of both his ears, and could not be staunched, and he fell into a 

swoon, and then it was staunched” (ch. 132). Thorhall is a rather emotional character in the 

sagas, since he is often mentioned as turning red, or being frustrated, or even with tears 

raining from his eyes. He feels ashamed for his reactions, but is calmed down by his loved 

ones who explain that this is nothing to worry about. Because these responses are physical, it 

is not Thorhall’s fault and thus his emotions are accepted. William Ian Miller explains this, as 

he states: “No one thinks Thorhall a lesser man for being emotional, although a fair inference 

in the bystanders’ expressed view that his fainting is not shameful is that his reactions are 

involuntary. Thorhall’s friends and kin would not have suspended their reproach if his 

emotions had presented themselves in the touchy-feely style of talking them out” (102). 

Thorhall’s embarrassment for his responses shows that it is not very common for the saga 

characters to show such elaborate emotions. Nonetheless, his friends do not see his reactions 

as something wrong, albeit a bit peculiar. Showing ones emotions is not looked at as being 

bad in the sagas when they are the uncontrolled physical aspects of them, but talking about 

them is considered very strange.  

The two types of Icelandic texts dealing with fiction are the riddarasögur to which Tristrams 

saga belongs, and fornaldarsögur, which are mythical-heroic sagas. Due to the fact that these 

were introduced into Icelandic culture through the translation of courtly romances from the 
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Anglo-Norman world, these types have been influenced greatly by foreign texts  and include 

numerous foreign motifs and elements. During the time that Tristrams saga was written, these 

‘foreign’ sagas were not yet part of the Old Norse culture, as Tristrams saga was the first of 

these romances to be translated and the remaining sagas were written from the late thirteenth 

or early fourteenth century onwards (Driscoll, p. 190). As these texts deal with fiction, 

emotions are more common here. The authors of the historical sagas had no knowledge of the 

actual feelings of the characters, since the events happened around 200 years prior to them 

being written down, whereas the authors of the fictional sagas are able to use the emotions of 

the fictional characters to enhance the story. However, as Róbert would not have been familiar 

with most of these texts, his work of translating the foreign legend would entail dealing with 

these unfamiliar passages of emotions. As this task would have been very difficult, several of 

the scenes from Tristrams saga will be compared with those of Tristran in order to examine 

Róbert’s interpretation of the emotional passages in the text.  

4.2 Love and despair 

The saga translated by Róbert is half the size of the original. This is partly due to the fact that 

he has omitted much in his translation of Tristran. As mentioned earlier, Leach has found that 

these deleted passages mostly deal with “dissected passion, and a labouring of the problems of 

the triangle in its many phases.” (p. 178). Róbert was unfamiliar with these reflective scenes 

and he thus decided to either remove or reduce them. This becomes clear when looking at the 

passage about the hall of statues. Tristan goes there to deal with his emotions when necessary 

and expresses these to the statues in the room. Thomas uses this scene to discuss the varying 

relationships in the story. He describes the lovers of the story and asks the readers to form 

their own opinions:  

 I do not think I can say here 

 which of the four’s torment was greatest, 

 nor can I pronounce judgement, 

 since I have no experience in the matter. 

 I shall simply lay the facts before you. 

 Then let lovers7 reach their verdict 

 as to who came off best in love, or, 

 failing that, had the deepest sorrow. (ll. 1085-1092) 

                                                
7 Thomas is not the only one who addresses his audience as lovers. Gottfried does this too, as in his prologue he 
“offers the fruits of [his] reading of this love-tale to all noble hearts to distract them” (p. 43). Somewhat earlier 
he also says that “the noble lover loves love-tales” (p. 42), indicating that his text is meant for lovers. 
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This section shows the depth of Thomas’ text, because he wants the readers to think about the 

relationships in the text. He explains the history of the characters and then intervenes by 

having his audience ponder the situations of the characters. The scene is completely lacking in 

the text by Róbert, who only explains what Tristram does rather than feels when he is with the 

statues. This shows that Thomas sees the importance of reflection when regarding emotions, 

whereas Róbert simply states actions, as is more common in Old Norse literature. He does not 

deal with feelings in the text, as he is unfamiliar with this and expects the same of his 

audience. Tristrams feelings are handled quite superficially by Róbert, as he only says: 

Hann mintiz ok á alla Þá huggan, skemtan ok gleđi ok yndi, er hann fekk af Ísönd, ok kyssti 

hvert sinn líkneskit, er hann íhugađi huggan Þeira. En Þá var han hruggr ok reiđr, er hann 

mintiz á harm Þeira, vás ok vesaldir, er hann Þoldi fyrir sakir Þeira, er Þau hrópuđu. 

[He remembered too all the comfort, pleasure, joy, and delight that Ísönd had given him, and he kissed 

the statue every time that he thought about their good times together. But he became sad and distressed 

when he remembered the bad things, the trials and tribulations that he had to endure for the sake of 

those who had slandered them] (p. 188-189)  

This short passage corresponds with lines 942-1092 in Tristan, showing that it is indeed 

greatly reduced. The description of Tristrams emotions is very superficial, indicating that 

Róbert was unfamiliar with elaborate expressions of emotions. He was unknown with the 

descriptions given by Thomas and thus omitted them in his translation. Often the relationships 

between a husband and wife would be described superficially in the sagas, as marriages were 

regularly arranged. For instance, in the Laxdæla Saga when love is mentioned, it is mostly 

between brothers, or parents and children. When the love between a man and a woman is 

concerned, it is mostly described as that they “came to love one another dearly” (p. 58, p. 100, 

p. 218). The fact that this exact phrase is used multiple times in the saga, shows that its use 

would have been sufficient for the audience to pick up on the intended message. The emotions 

regarding marriage are not seen as significant to the story or the events and thus deemed 

unnecessary to mention. It is enough for the audience to know that there was love, and not 

what the characters felt before, or during the marriage. The fact that Róbert chose to reduce 

the scene in the hall of statues fits with this image of love in the Old Norse sagas as being 

irrelevant. Apparently, Róbert found this scene in Tristran either too uninteresting or 

irrelevant for his audience and thus decided to leave it out. 
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Not only in the hall of statues does Tristran inform the readers of his emotions and thoughts, 

but also on his wedding night does he show his doubts. When he is about to sleep with Yseut 

of the White Hands for the first time, he is unable to do so, due to his promise to Yseut.8 

Tristran feels he has a duty towards Yseut of the White Hands, but he struggles with his love 

for the other Yseut:  

 I cannot abandon this woman here 

 without committing grave sin and great harm, 

 and yet I cannot consummate our union 

 without perjuring myself, 

 for I have committed myself to Yseut 

 that it would be wrong for this woman to have me. 

 I owe this Yseut so much 

 that I cannot keep faith with the other; 

 I should not be breaking my word, 

 yet neither should I abandon this one. (ll. 481-491) 

Tristran’s internal struggle continues several lines after this, and eventually he decides not to 

sleep with Yseut of the White Hands and by doing so, to honour his agreement with Yseut. 

The passage is described in great length in Tristran, as it is an important part of Tristran’s 

character to show his emotions. By having Tristran doubt his decision and showing this 

struggle, Thomas portrays Tristran as an honourable man. He thus invests in the character 

building of Tristran, which will attribute to the connection with the audience. When they see 

the problems Tristran faces, they will be able to relate to these more and thus relate to the 

whole character. This will contribute to the experience of the readers whilst reading the 

legend. It might also have lead to discussions among the audience, as can be seen in figure 2.  

                                                
8 This promise could have been very familiar to Róbert, as a similar scene is found in Njal’s Saga where 
Gunnhild places a spell on Hrút so that he is unable to consummate his marriage in Iceland (p. 14).  
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Figure 2 – Gottfried among his listeners in Ms Manesse 

In this illustration we see Gottfried in the middle with a wax tablet whilst reading. He is 

holding his hand up as a sign that he is speaking. His audience also have their hands up, 

indicating that they wish to contribute to the discussion.  

 

This does not seem to be much of an issue for Róbert, who does not show such deep interest 

in Tristram’s issues. Tristram does have the same struggle as Tristran, but again this is not 

elaborately mentioned: 

Sem Tristram leit fingrgullit, þá fell hann í nýja íhugan, svá at hann vissi ekki, hvat hann 

skyldi at hafaz, ok hugsaði þá vandliga sitt mál, at hann iðraðiz sinna ráðgerða. Ok er honum 

nú gagnstæðiligt þat, er hann hefir gert, svá at hann vildi nú hafa ógert þat.  
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[As Tristram gazed upon the gold ring he began to ponder his situation anew, so much that he didn’t 

know what he should do. He carefully considered his circumstances and regretted his decision. Now that 

he was opposed to what he had done, he would have gladly undone it.] (p. 170-171) 

Róbert again decides to shorten the passage of Thomas, by simply stating that Tristram 

thought about his situation. By doing so, Róbert stays on the surface of Tristrams issues and 

with that also keeps his character rather superficial. Whenever emotions are concerned, only 

the most necessary is mentioned in Tristrams saga in contrast to the elaborate passages of 

love, despair, and other emotions in Tristan by Thomas. Róbert does not go into depth with 

his descriptions of the characters’ personalities, and therefore stays more in the tradition of the 

Old Norse sagas than of the continental Arthurian romances.  

4.3 Anger and rage 

As stated above, emotions such as love and friendship were less common in the Icelandic 

sagas than rage or anger. Since these would have been less common in Arthurian romance, it 

is to be considered what Róbert did with such negative feelings whenever they occurred, as 

they would have been more familiar to him. He could have decided to leave it as such, or he 

could have taken matters into his own hands and added descriptions of the emotions wherever 

he deemed necessary. Since the largest remaining part of Thomas deals with the love between 

Tristan and Isolde, a passage from Gottfried will be used for the comparison about the 

negative emotions. Tristan has just heard about Morold and wishes to challenge him. During 

this conversation between the two, many accusations are made and Morold becomes very 

angry. After one of Tristrams speeches, Morhold is described by the narrator as follows: 

[Þ]á stoð Morhold upp ok syndic rauðr í andliti, mikill at vexti ok digr í limum, allr hinn 

sterkasti, ok talaði þá hárri röddu ór digrum barka  

[Morhold got up, his face red: he was large in stature and strong limbed, the strongest of men, and he 

responded in a loud voice from his thick throat] (p. 78-79) 

This description is very similar to one from the sagas, as his emotion, namely anger, is 

depicted by explaining his physical state. His red face is used in order to show he is angry, as 

also done in the aforementioned Njal’s Saga. The fact that his further appearance, namely his 

large and strong body and loud voice, is mentioned attributes to the description of Morhold. 

Róbert’s portrayal of Morhold is done quite cleverly, as the character of Morhold will thus be 

seen as more threatening to the audience than the characters without descriptions. This 

mentioning of the physique and therefore creating an impression of the characters is thus a 
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good way to incorporate the readers into the story. These descriptions also occur in Tristan, 

but then mostly for the positive characters. For example, the foster father of Tristan, Rual is 

described as followed: 

Now you must know that however unrepresentable Rual was so far as his clothes were 

concerned, he was truly magnificent and faultless in both physique and bearing. His form was 

princely. His limbs and statue 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 

stood there in sight of their lordships with magnificent allure. Nor was it the first time that he 

had done so. (p. 96-97) 

It is important for the audience to be impressed by Rual, as he is the man who raised Tristan 

and shaped him into what he has become. By thus emphasising his positive qualities, 

Gottfried makes sure his readers are more involved in the story. He does however not describe 

Morold, the narrator simply states him as being “strong” and “pitiless” (p. 122). As the 

aggressive characters would be less appealing to the audience of Gottfried, who wish to read a 

love story, he therefore stays on the surface of his description of Morold. Rual on the other 

hand, is a more important character in the romance, and thus receives an elaborate 

explanation. 

In Gottfried’s scene concerning Tristan and Morold, more attention is given to the dialogue 

between the two. There is only one mention of an emotion, which concerns Morold: “Now 

Morold was listening all this time and, seeing Tristan’s boyish appearance, was annoyed that 

he had claimed the duel so insistently, and was secretly very angry with him” (p. 125). This 

description is very courtly, as it is not fitting for a knight to show his emotions when dealing 

with battles. Although Morold is angry with Tristan, he keeps this to himself and remains 

honourable. The decision the two reach in Gottfried’s text is again done in an honourable 

way; they discuss the issue and decide upon a battle which will take place three days later. In 

Tristrams saga, Tristram and Morhold reach the same agreement in a more uncivilised 

manner, as they instantly reach for their weapons and start to fight. Not only do the 

descriptions of the emotions differ between the two versions, also their habits in doing battle 

vary. Gottfried’s characters remain courtly in everything, from the conversations to the battle 

itself, whereas Róbert’s characters are more similar to the Viking-like characters in the sagas.  
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4.4 Emotions in Tristan 

Emotions play a large role in the story about Tristan and Isolde. As both Thomas and 

Gottfried use these feelings to show the innermost thoughts of the characters, it is to be 

expected that Róbert does the same. However, as such passages would have been uncommon 

for him in such an elaborate way, he would have had difficulties reworking them into 

understandable passages for his audience. This can be very clearly seen in the text itself. 

Where Thomas discusses the feelings and struggles of his protagonist in great detail, Róbert 

explains it quite superficially and summarily, showing to be unfamiliar with this sort of scene. 

Although Róbert does explain Tristrams feelings and actions, he does not go into such great 

depth as Thomas and Gottfried. Róbert even chooses to omit several passages where Thomas 

intervenes, most likely because he saw them as irrelevant. On the contrast, when concerning 

anger, Róbert is more elaborate than Gottfried. As such feelings would have been more 

familiar to Róbert, due to the frequent occurrence of them in the Old Norse sagas, he would 

have known how to rework these into his own words. Where Gottfried portrays his characters 

as courtly people, Róbert can relate more to the more uncivilised manner of the saga 

characters and thus shows his characters in a way which is more familiar to him and his 

listeners. 
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Conclusion 
Most descriptions about Tristrams saga start by stating that it is a translation made by a 

Brother Róbert in 1226 of the Tristran by Thomas of Britain. However, the two worlds in 

which the texts would have been used vary a great deal. The Anglo-Norman world was 

familiar with kings and courtship, whereas the Old Norse society was more uncivilised in this 

sense. Iceland did not have a king in its own country, nor did it have princesses or knights. 

The colony of Norway had its own law system and also its own society. There was a very rich 

literary culture in this society, consisting of numerous sagas and eddas. Before these were 

written down from the mid-13th century onwards, the literacy in Iceland consisted mostly of 

an oral tradition. Eddas and sagas were told by skalds and this continued even after the 

production of the manuscripts. From these manuscripts, we have a rich source of information 

about the history of Iceland. Although their historicity is not fully accepted, the sagas are still 

a unique peek into the medieval Old Norse culture, and then form an important source for this 

paper. 

The translation of Tristran was made to introduce the courtly society of the mainland onto an 

island of farmers. The literature with which they were accustomed dealt with myth, history 

and with many feuds. The translation of an Arthurian romance was to introduce another world 

to the literary culture, where everything revolved around the court and also love. As Róbert 

was most likely unfamiliar with many of the scenes related to such a society, his task of 

translating the romance for the Norse audience would have been very difficult. This thesis 

therefore deals with the following question:  

Are there differences to be found between the original Tristran by Thomas of Britain, 

and its translation, Tristrams saga ok Ísöndar by Róbert, and can these be attributed to 

cultural variations?  

Unfortunately, the version by Thomas is incomplete, but another translation of the Old French 

text by Gottfried von Strassburg can be used for the comparison when Thomas’s fragments 

are lacking. As these three texts all belong to the version courtoise, one representative of the 

version commune was also used in this comparison, namely The Romance of Tristan by 

Béroul.  

In order to compare the varying versions to one another, three subjects have been selected and 

examined more thoroughly. It was suspected that these three would have deviated most from 



41 
 

 

the original in the cultural aspects. First, the position of women is researched. Hereafter, the 

supernatural elements in the story has been looked at more thoroughly, and finally the 

emotions of the characters have been studied. 

What became clear when looking at the female characters in both stories is that Isolde is 

portrayed by Gottfried as a true princess: courtly and dependent. Róbert does not share this 

view, as he depicts Ísönd more as an intelligent woman, able to make her own decisions. This 

would be more fitting in relation to the Old Norse literature and society, where the women 

take on a more important role than in the Anglo-Norman world and where women were also 

praised for their intelligence and character. Also, Róbert finds honour to be more important 

than the female virtues, in contrast to Gottfried. Where Gottfried explains a decision made by 

Isolde in relation to her sex, Róbert sees this decision more as one made out of her honourable 

nature, which is deemed more important in the sagas. 

The supernatural is another element which plays a great role in the legend, as its world is 

inhabited by giants, dwarfs and even a dragon. Also, the love between Tristan and Isolde 

would not have been so strong had it not been for the magical love potion. This potion is 

described differently by the authors. Róbert describes it in detail and gives its ingredients, 

whereas Gottfried only states its effects. Béroul also gives only a vague description, leaving 

the potion as something mysterious and magical. By including the ingredients of the mixture 

into the text, Róbert shows that he is familiar with drinks such as these and thus takes away 

part of the magic surrounding the potion. Gottfried, on the other hand, merely explains the 

results and remains secretive about (or perhaps ignorant of?) its ingredients. Also, the 

characters of the varying texts act differently towards the drink. Róberts characters seem to 

regard it as something normal to them, in contrast to Gottfried's characters, who see the 

producing of the drink as a bad act and keep it a great secret. The supernatural beings in the 

legend are seen as a normal occurrence. The dwarf behaves as the servant-like creature he is 

known to be in the eddas and sagas and Tristram even puts the giant to work for his own gain, 

even though the magical creatures normally have a negative connotation. This image of 

negativity is also emphasised by Róbert by the reaction of Tristram towards the creatures, thus 

stressing their negative nature. 

Finally, the emotions in the texts have been examined more closely. Two trends can be seen 

when comparing the texts of Róbert on the one hand and those of Gottfried and Thomas on 

the other. Where positive emotions are concerned, such as love and the accompanying 
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despair, the descriptions of Tristan's thoughts are more elaborate in the mainland versions, 

whereas negative emotions, such as anger and rage, are described in greater detail in the 

Scandinavian text. This difference most likely derives from the previous knowledge of the 

authors. Since Róbert was more familiar with the Old Norse sagas, where negative emotions 

are more common, he would thus be more skilled in describing these. However, Gottfried and 

Thomas would be more familiar with the positive emotions and would thus use these in order 

to create the right setting for their characters. Róbert deals quite cleverly with the expectations 

and knowledge of the audience, as he emphasises the familiar and reduces the unfamiliar. 

When anger is concerned, the Old Norse audience would expect a battle or a description of the 

physical state, but where positive emotions are concerned, the audience would expect very 

little; perhaps a small skaldic poem about their feelings, but not an elaborate discussion or 

monologue. Róbert adheres to these expectations, as he deviates from the mainland versions 

of the text by including more elaborate descriptions of negative characters and reducing the 

emotional passages. 

To conclude, when comparing Tristrams Saga ok Ísöndar to its original, Tristran by Thomas 

of Britain, many differences can be found in varying subjects and themes. These variations 

can be attributed to cultural variations, as Róbert was most familiar with Old Norse society 

and thus reworked the courtly Tristran into a text more comprehensible for his Old Norse 

audience. Tristrams saga ok Ísöndar connects quite clearly to the motifs and habits of the Old 

Norse sagas, such as Njal's Saga or The Saga of Grettir the Strong, thus making the transition 

from the objective and impartial sagas to the more courtly and subjective romances less hard 

for the Old Norse audience. However, as it is a translation, the influence of the original is not 

to be misjudged. With the translation of Tristran, Róbert introduced a new trend in the literary 

culture, as new styles and motifs suddenly became available throughout the country. Its 

influence on the native literature can be seen instantly and many great works have since then 

arisen from this first translation. 

This thesis has only lifted a corner of the veil, since much more research is necessary. Where 

only short passages have been examined here, the legend as a whole deserves more attention. 

Much more influence in Tristrams saga, and also in the other sagas can be found and is worth 

noting. However, as there is neither the space nor time for this here, this research will have to 

be done in a later stage. 
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