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Abstract 

While medieval French romances are full of emotive language and detailed descriptions 

expressly addressing character’s emotional states, Old Norse and Old Norse-Icelandic texts 

are considered to be lacking in comparison. This view is incorrect, as there is plenty of 

emotion waiting to be inferred just beneath the surface. The purpose of this thesis is to 

examine the different definitions and purposes of love and the emotional responses attached 

to it in two different medieval emotional communities: twelfth century feudal France, and 

thirteenth and fourteenth century Norway and Iceland. It also aims to show that emotional 

language and the approach to the different types of love under discussion are influenced in 

the following ways: French feudal society is occupied by concerns with political, courtly, and 

religious aspects of life while Norway and Iceland are occupied by honour, a very different, 

but equally important, aspect of their society.  

By analysing the textual differences in Chrétien de Troyes’ Yvain ou le Chevalier au 

Lion and the Old Norse-Icelandic translation, Ívens saga, we can see how various social and 

cultural differences between the two communities shape the way that their audiences 

understand and value love and emotion, and how this affects character dialogue and 

interaction. Riddarasögur like Ívens saga provided a unique look at the cultural and 

emotional landscape of medieval Scandinavia. They contain less expressly stated emotion 

than their French counterparts, but show much more than traditional genres like the 

Íslendingasögur. The influences identified in this research suggest that medieval French texts 

held a preference for passionate, lengthy passages relating to love and emotional expression. 

Old-Norse Icelandic influences suggest a preference for action over emotion, with love and 

emotion being worked into the story in a way that compliments the heroic values that were of 

central importance to the Nordic communities. 
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Ágrip 

Í samanburði við franskar riddarasögur, sem inniheldur tilfinningaþrungið myndmál og 

nákvæma lýsingu tilfinningalegs ástands sögupersóna, þykja fornnorræn rit oftar en ekki 

fábrotin á yfirborðinu. Þetta tiltekna sjónarmið stenst hins vegar ekki þar sem miklar 

tilfinningar bíða eftir að vera uppgötvaðar rétt undir yfirborðinu í fornnorrænum ritum. 

Markmið þessarar rannsóknar er að kanna hvernig mismunandi hlutverk ástarinnar og 

tilfinningaleg viðbrögð henni tengdri eru skilgreind á mismunandi hátt í tveimur ólíkum 

menningarheimum á miðöldrum, annars vegar tólftu aldar Frakklands á tímum lénsskiptingar 

og hins vegar á þrettándu og fjórtándu öld í Noregi og á Íslandi. Rannsókn þessi miðar einnig 

að sýna fram á hvernig tilfinningalegt tungumál og viðbrögð við mismunandi tegundum ástar 

verður fyrir áhrifum af tveimur ólíkum sviðsmyndum, annars vegar frönsku lénsskiptu 

samfélagi þar sem stjórnmál, kurteisi og trúarlegt líf skipuðu stóran sess og hins vegar 

samfélagið sem ríkti í Noregi og á Íslandi sem var gagntekið af heiðri. 

Ef textamunur, á handriti Chrétien de Troyes’ Yvain ou le Chevalier au Lion og 

þýðingu sama rits á fornnorrænu Ívens sögu, er rýndur má sjá hvernig ólíkir félags- og 

menningarlegir þættir þessara tveggja samfélaga hafa áhrif á bæði mótun frásagnarinnar og 

þeirri upplifum sem áheyrandinn verður fyrir með tilliti til þess hvernig hann skilur og metur 

ást og tilfinningar auk áhrifa þessara þátta á samtöl og samspil persónanna. Riddarasögur eins 

og Ívens saga gefur einstaka innsýn í menningar- og tilfinningalegt landslag á tímum miðalda 

í Skandinavíu. Handritið býr yfir fábrotnari lýsingum tilfinninga í samanburði við franska 

hliðstæðu þess, en textinn sýnir hins vegar töluvert meiri litbrigði tilfinninga en þekkist 

almennt hjá hefðbundnari norrænum ritum eins og Íslendingasögum. Í rannsókn þessari er 

bent á áhrifaþætti sem gefa til kynna að frönsk handrit frá miðöldum hafi tilhneigingu til að 

innihalda langa ástríðufulla hluta um tjáningu ástar og annarra tilfinninga. Fornnorræn áhrif 

benda hins vegar til þess að athafnir og verk eru látin tala sínu máli, þar sem sjónarmið ástar 

og tilfinninga eru unnin í söguna með þeim hætti að áhersla er lögð á hetjuskap sem var 

lykilatriði í norrænum samfélögum þess tíma. 
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Introduction 

 

This paper will examine and compare how love and the emotions and emotional responses 

associated with it are depicted in the Old French romance Yvain ou le Chevalier au Lion by 

Chrétien de Troyes, and the corresponding Old Norse translation Ívens saga, one of the 

riddarasögur. The riddarasögur, also referred to as chivalric sagas or knight’s sagas, are a 

group of Norse romances that began with translations predominantly from French and Latin 

works, and expanded to include later indigenous texts primarily written in Iceland.1 They 

were introduced to Norway and Iceland through a series of translations at the Norwegian 

court beginning in the thirteenth century under King Hákon Hákonarsson (r. 1217-1263).2 

There are five romances said to have been translated at his direct request: Tristrams saga ok 

Ísöndar, Möttuls saga, Elís saga ok Rósamundu, Strengleikar, and the focus of this paper, 

Ívens saga.3 Ívens saga was translated some time in the late thirteenth century, and is the Old 

Norse-Icelandic version of Yvain ou le Chevalier au Lion, written in the early twelfth 

century.4 The comparison of the two works will explore the different types of love seen in the 

texts, and how portrayals of love and emotion are displayed. Through a close examination, 

the differences in emotional expression in medieval France and Norse-Icelandic societies can 

be discussed and explained in relation to significant cultural differences. In order to compare 

the two texts, the paper will approach a discussion from two angles: transmission studies and 

emotion theory.  

There are many different ways of defining and categorizing love. For the purposes of 

this paper, love is understood as a way to describe the bonds or relationships between people, 

and as a social value that helps to dictate proper behaviour in a courtly environment. This 

analysis will cover the portrayal love from a medieval understanding in both romantic 

relationships and platonic friendships, and how love worked as a social and political function. 

It will also discuss how these types of love were understood in the Middle Ages, and how 

 
1 For an excellent survey of the most recent topics in research concerning Arthurian romance in literature in the 

North see Sif Rikhardsdottir and Stefka G. Eriksen, “État present: Arthurian Literature in the North,” Journal of 

the International Arthurian Society 1, no. 1 (2013). 

 
2 For the purposes of this paper, I will be focusing primarily on Norway and Iceland as they were the primary 

locations for Old Norse-Icelandic transmissions.  

 
3 Geraldine Barnes, “Scandinavian Versions of Arthurian Romance,” in A Companion to Arthurian Literature, 

ed. Helen Fulton (West Sussex: Blackwell Publishing, 2009), 190. 

 
4 The term Norse-Icelandic allows for discussion of the texts with the understanding that the surviving 

manuscripts are not necessarily indicative of thirteenth century Norway, and instead reflect changes made to the 

texts over the years in Iceland.  
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emotion is exhibited within this framework. The respective emotional communities of twelfth 

century France and thirteenth and fourteenth century Norway and Iceland influence how the 

same scenes differ in terms of emotional motivation and expression.5 The French version is a 

product of a feudal society with political, courtly, and religious motivations and influences, 

while the Norse-Icelandic translation shows an overarching concern with personal honour. 

This is seen by examining love in friendships, love as a social and political order, and 

romantic love. Chapter One will provide detailed background information in order to better 

understand medieval relationships, courtly love within Europe, and the emergence of courtly 

culture in Scandinavia. Chapters Two and Three will go into an in-depth analysis of selected 

passages from Yvain and Ívens saga respectively. 

Ívens saga no longer exists in its complete original form, and the manuscripts that 

preserve the text were all written down at a later date in Iceland. There are three main 

manuscripts that survive today: Stockholm 6 4to, AM 489 4to, and Stockholm 46 fol.6 Each 

of these manuscripts show slight differences between them, suggesting that the texts were 

being adapted for their new audiences or altered to better fit a political or ideological need.7 

One of the major issues in scholarly debate regarding the riddarasögur is determining how 

much these works were altered after their initial translation in Norway, and if these changes 

mean that they can truly be considered as reliable source material for Norway in the 

thirteenth century.8 These changes made by scribes or translators over the years indicate that 

the texts we have now are not entirely representative of the initial Old Norse version, but still 

suit the purposes of this research as they give us a unique insight to the Norse-Icelandic 

cultural and emotional landscape. 

 
5 Emotional communities is a term coined by Barbara Rosenwein – this is discussed further in the Introduction. 

 
6 Foster W Blaisdell, Jr. and Marianne E Kalinke, translators and editors, Erex Saga and Ivens Saga: The Old 

Norse versions of Chrétien de Troyes's Erec and Yvain, (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1977), xix. The 

first two are vellum copies from the 15th century and the third is a paper manuscript from the 17th century. Both 

of the 15th century vellum copies are damaged. The 17th century paper manuscript is in relatively good 

condition, but is a shortened version. 

 
7 Sif Rikhardsdottir, Emotion in Old Norse Literature: Translations, Voices, Contexts, Studies in Old Norse 

Literature I (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2017): 33. 

 
8 Geraldine Barnes was originally of the opinion that the texts could still be used for study as accurate portrayals 

of the original translations (see “The Riddarasögur: A Medieval Exercise in Translation”). More recently, 

Marianne Kalinke has argued that many of the works, including Ívens saga, have been heavily altered by 

Icelandic scribes and copyists. This view is widely accepted today (see Kalinke’s introduction and Chapter Two 

of The Arthur of the North: The Arthurian Legend in the Norse and Rus' Realms, “Scribe, Redactor, Author: The 

Emergence and Evolution of Icelandic Romance”, and Stories Set Forth with Fair Words: The Evolution of 

Medieval Romance in Iceland.) 
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Historically the riddarasögur have often been overlooked by scholars and historians. 

The riddarasögur were seen as a lesser import from another culture, and therefore not worthy 

of as much interest. Much preference has been shown to indigenous works like the 

Íslendingasögur. This stems in part from a historical desire to view Iceland as a pure and 

isolated nation, allowing Iceland to form an identity separate and distinct from Europe.9 

Placing emphasis on the home-grown works from the Middle Ages allowed a sense of 

national pride for Icelandic culture and literature to develop, an important political element 

for a country working to become independent. Other issues have included a “linguistic 

inaccessibility” to the texts in Old Norse, and the assumption that the Old Norse versions 

were simply summarizing the original works while missing key points and references.10 In 

recent decades this has shifted, with notable work from several scholars including Marianne 

E. Kalinke and Geraldine Barnes.11 As Foster W. Blaisdell and Kalinke state, the Old Norse 

versions are “more than just abridged translations; they are interpretations of the French 

works.”12 The changes made in the Old Norse versions do not reflect a lack of understanding, 

but rather an “intentional transformation designed to produce a work adhering to native 

literary conventions”.13  The ideas of the text have not been lost in translation, but altered to 

fit the milieu of the Nordic literary and social landscape. This leads us to another major 

question in the field of the riddarasögur – how familiar was Norway, and by proxy Iceland, 

with European culture and literature. 

For a time it was assumed the changes made to the texts reflected a lack of knowledge 

and familarity of scribes and the Norse audience with the ins and outs of French culture and 

nuances. More recently it has been argued by scholars like Matthew Driscoll, Torfi Tulinius, 

Marianne Kalinke, and Margaret Clunies Ross that there was a high degree of familiarity, and 

that it is not so much a case of being lost in translation but rather adapting and editing the 

texts into hybrid works that would be appreciated and better understood by its new 

 
9 Torfi H Tulinius, “The Self as Other: Iceland and Christian Europe in the Middle Ages,” Gripla 20 (2009), 

201. 

 
10 Blaisdell and Kalinke, x. 

 
11 See for instance Kalinke, most recently Stories set forth with fair words: the evolution of medieval romance in 

Iceland (2017), The Arthur of the north: the Arthurian legend in the Norse and Rus' realms (2011); Barnes, The 

bookish riddarasögur : writing romance in late mediaeval Iceland (2014), “Scandinavian Versions of Arthurian 

Romance” in A Companion to Arthurian Literature (2009).  

 
12 Blaisedell and Kalinke, x. 

 
13 Ibid. 
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audience.14 Examples of this familiarity include earlier translated works, carvings, and 

contemporary continental knowledge seen in Old Norse-Icelandic texts, all pointing to 

Norway and Iceland being part of a wider European discourse. 

The riddarasögur in the thirteenth century were not the first works to be tranlsated 

into Old Norse. Veraldar saga, Trójumanna saga, Breta sögur, and Romverja saga were all 

translated from Latin into Old Norse earlier (though mostly in Iceland).15 The Prophetiae 

Merlini were translated into Old Icelandic at the end of the twelfth century or the very 

beginning of the 13th century.16 The Valþjófsstaður door from the East of Iceland (now 

located in the National Museum) shows carvings of a scene from Yvain, dating most likely 

from the early thirteenth century.17 There is ample evidence that suggests that Iceland and 

Norway had very close links with the rest of Europe. Iceland was Christianized in the year 

1000, and Icelandic priests were soon educated in religious matters, including Latin, with 

higher church members studying abroad in European courts. Latin and clerical knowledge 

were widespread in Iceland from at least the end of the eleventh century.18 In addition to 

religious education and knowledge, continental influence can be seen in laws and the saga 

literature from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.19 With the introduction of the 

riddarasögur, a large and long-lasting interest in chilvaric and courtly culture began to 

develop in the North.  

Assuming that Norway and Iceland were relatively familiar with European courts, the 

next step is to determine what the primary purpose of these adaptations were and how they 

were received. The translations were potentially a way to put the Norwegian court on the map 

 
14 For Driscoll, see “The French Connection: Some Icelandic Translations of French Literature in Manuscript 

and Print, ca. 1400-1900”. For Tulinius, see his discussion in “The Self as Other: Iceland and Christian Europe 

in the Middle Ages”. For Kalinke, see The Arthur of the North: The Arthurian Legend in the Norse and Rus' 

Realms and King Arthur, North-by-northwest: The Matière de Bretagne in Old Norse-Icelandic Romances. For 

Clunies Ross, see “Medieval Iceland and the European Middle Ages” in International Scandinavian and 

Medieval Studies in Memory of Gerd Wolfgang Weber. 

 
15 Else Mundal, “Introduction,” in Riddarasǫgur: The Translation of European Court Culture in Medieval 

Scandinavia, ed. Karl E. Johansson and Else Mundal (Sofiemyr, Novus Forlag, 2014), 11. 

 
16 Stefanie Gropper, “Breta sögur and Merlínússpá,” in The Arthur of the North: The Arthurian Legend in the 

Norse and Rus‘ Realms, ed. by Marianne E. Kalinke (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2011), 48. 

 
17 Barnes, “Scandinavian Versions of Arthurian Romance,” 190. 

 
18 Tulinius, 202. 

 
19 Ibid. In Hrafns saga, the author includes medical knowledge that was akin to what was being taught in the 

rest of Europe in the twelfth century. 
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and impress other European courts by showing the cultural and worldy environment of King 

Hákon. Geraldine Barnes suggested that the sole purpose of these translations was to educate 

Hákon’s court in the chivalric codes.20 Blaisdell and Kalinke posit that the purpose was a 

combination of King Hákon providing entertainment for his court and introducing courtly 

culture to strengthen Hákon’s position at home and abroad.21 Kalinke has later argued that the 

primary purpose of the translations was entertainment at court.22 In practice, it could have 

been a combination of the two, with Ingvil Brügger Budal putting forth the idea that the while 

the intended purpose may have been a didactic one, the actual function in Nordic society was 

likely pure entertainment.23 Whatever the primary intention of the translations actually was, 

the fact that the riddarasögur were copied for centuries after and emulated in native Icelandic 

romance sagas is a testimony to their entertainment value and popularity. 

The study of emotion is the second important area for the framework of analysis in 

this paper. Emotion studies is a relatively recent field, often discussed as beginning with Peter 

and Carol Stearns’ 1985 article in the American Historical Review, “Emotionology: 

Clarifying the History of Emotions and Emotional Standards”. Over the past 35 years, 

emotion studies has expanded to include examination of emotions in society, in individuals, 

and the biological and neurological aspects to feeling emotions. Emotions are studied in a 

variety of fields, including the arts, anthropology, philosophy, psychology, history, and 

literature. As Guillemette Bolens states, due to the rise of interest and focus on emotions in 

humanities‚“there is no longer a need to advocate such an interest: given their constant and 

overriding impact, emotions deserve massive attention.”24 Despite the massive interest and 

numerous contributions to emotion studies, it can at times be a convoluted field.  

 
20 Geraldine Barnes, “Arthurian Chivalry in Old Norse,” in Arthurian Literature vol. 7, ed. Tony Hunt and 

Toshiyuki Takamiya (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1987): 50-103. 

 
21 Blaisedell and Kalinke, xvii. 

 
22 Marianne Kalinke, King Arthur, North-by-Northwest : the matière de Bretagne in Old Norse-Icelandic 

romances, (Copenhagen: C.A. Reitzels Boghandel, 1981). 

 
23 Ingvil Brügger Budal, “A wave of reading women: The purpose and function of the translated French courtly 

literature in thirteenth-century Norway,” in Riddarasǫgur: The Translation of European Court Culture in 

Medieval Scandinavia, ed. Karl G. Johansson and Else Mundal (Oslo: Novus Forlag, 2014): 131. 

 
24 Guillemette Bolens, “Emotions in History and Literature,” in Postmedieval: A Journal of Medieval Cultural 

Studies, (2017), 121. 
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Emotions can first be understood as neurological and psychological responses to 

internal (thoughts, memories, etc.) and external (events, conversations, etc.) forces. However 

a culture defines a specific emotion, the brain is where experiencing an emotion begins: 

 ...wherever we may think we perceive our reactions to events, whether in  

  real life or in art, these reactions are processed not in the gut or in the chest but  

  rather in the brain and, in particular, in those parts of the brain that are  

  dedicated to specific purposes.25 

 

While the experience of emotion begins in the brain, how an individual feels an emotion and 

how they express or respond to it is shaped by the cultural influences surrounding them. 

Emotions can therefore be understood as a combination of biology and culture. A person’s 

emotions are shaped by the society and culture that they grow up in, which dictates how 

emotions are allowed to be expressed and judged by other members of the respective 

community. This can create further complications in analysing emotions in literature, as 

languages have different ways of defining and expressing emotions. There is also not an 

entirely clear consensus regarding the difference between emotion and feeling, and 

determining which would best describe words like joy, fear, anger, and love.  

As a leading scholar in the field of the history of emotions, Barbara Rosenwein uses 

passions, feelings, and affects as equivalents of emotion.26 Rosenwein famously coined the 

term emotional community to define “groups in which people adhere to the same norms of 

emotional expression and value – or devalue – the same or related emotions.”27 Bjørn 

Bandlien helpfully defines love as an emotion, which is “a communicative act, that is, an 

understanding and expression of feelings that arise within a shared cultural framework of 

understanding.”28 As we do not have first-hand access to how these communities behaved in 

the past, literature is a primary way to examine emotional communities and what types of 

emotional expression were valued by a given group. This brings us to the next issue – how 

can we analyse and appropriately define emotions in literature, as these emotions are in a 

sense frozen within the text without their original audience. 

 
25 Herbert Lindenberger, “Arts in the Brain; or, What Might Neuroscience Tell Us?” in Towards a Cognitive 

Theory of Narrative Acts, (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2010), 13. 

 
26 Barbara Rosenwein, Emotional Communities in the Early Middle Ages, (Ithica, New York: Cornell University 

Press, 2006), 5. 

 
27 Ibid, 2. 

 
28 Bjørn Bandlien, Strategies of Passion: Love and Marriage in Old Norse Society, trans. Betsy van der Hoek, 

(Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols Publishers, 2005), 6. 
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The emotional understanding of the reader is intertwined with the emotional 

framework of the text, meaning modern readers will often apply their own conceptions of 

what emotions are and how they should be displayed. Further issues arise as it can be difficult 

to translate emotion words over time. Modern emotion words do not always accurately 

describe what was being depicted in medieval texts, and some words have multiple meanings 

that make it challenging to choose one word in translations. Literature is full of emotions and 

emotive scripts, which are “dependent on and subject to generic parameters, the emotional 

vocabulary of any given language and the meaning of emotive behaviour within the reading 

community within which the texts originated.”29 By building upon Rosenwein’s emotional 

community, Rikhardsdottir introduces the concept of “emotive literary identities” where the 

focus is on “the emotive coding apparent in the literary products produced by those medieval 

communities.”30 In this way emotive scripts can be used to “provide a blueprint for coding 

emotive behaviour within a given work”,31 which allows us to examine the differences in the 

French and Norse-Icelandic texts. 

William Reddy introduces several terms and concepts that are also helpful in 

understanding how an individual in a given community can express their emotions, and what 

their motivations are to subscribe to these cultural and emotional norms.32 Through “goal 

coordination” and “coordination of behaviour”, members of a community pursue goals that 

are both individualistic and often interconnected with the wider community.33 Examples of 

this kind of goal could be to end a feud, gain respect and increase your social standing, enter 

into a successful marriage, and maintain honour. “Emotional suffering” occurs when one 

encounters goal conflict; this can happen when a person’s goals are in conflict with each 

other, causing a difficult choice that threatens the overall success of one of multiple goals.34 

In order to limit emotional suffering, one can engage in “emotional management” in order to 

 
29 Rikhardsdottir, 27. 

 
30 Ibid, 25. 

 
31 Ibid, 27. 

 
32 Reddy’s emotional regime and Rosenwein’s emotional community are often compared; Reddy defines an 

emotional regime as the “set of normative emotions and the official rituals, practices, and emotives that express 

and inculate them” (Reddy, 129). While they overlap, emotional community is more useful for the purposes of 

this paper to indicate the communal and cultural aspects of the audiences. 

 
33 William M. Reddy, The Navigation of Feeling; a Framework for the History of Emotions, (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2001), 118-122. 

 
34 Ibid, 123. 
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control emotive expression and stay in line with acceptable communal standards by making 

use of an “emotional refuge” as a way of safely expression one’s inner thoughts and emotions 

without “prevailing emotional norms...(and)...ideological justification”.35 

Before we dive into an analysis of love and emotion within the respective emotional 

communities of the two texts, we will first discuss the prevailing thoughts on what emotions 

and feelings were in the Middle Ages. There was a different understanding of what we now 

refer to as emotions (describing joy, fear, anger, love, etc.). In the Middle Ages emotions 

were split into categories called passions, affects, and sentiments. Early scholars of emotion 

believed medieval emotions to be “childish, impulsive, and unrestrained”,36  though modern 

scholars, notably including Jean Leclerq, John C. Moore, and Stephen Jaeger, tend to agree 

that this was not the case. Medieval understanding of emotion was centered around the 

Hippocrates theory of the humours, where mind and body were much more intertwined than 

what is believed today. This theory includes the belief that the body has four humours: black 

bile, yellow bile, phlegm, and blood. Black bile was associated with melancholia, yellow bile 

with anger, phlegm with apathy, and blood with sanguinity. When the humours were in 

balance one was healthy, but if there was an imbalance then a person could be negatively 

affected mentally and physically.37 This meant that the mind could affect the body, and the 

body could affect the mind. This is seen in medieval romances, including Yvain, where the 

body is responsive to external forces reflective of interior being. Affect is visibly written on 

the body but also shapes the mind and internal thought, seen most commonly in medieval 

romances through love-madness and love-sickness.38 

Studying emotion in Old Norse-Icelandic literature is another relatively recent field, 

with the primary focus being on the sagas. Scholars like Carolyne Larrington, Sif 

Rikhardsdottir, Theodore M. Andersson, Jacques Le Goff, and William Ian Miller have 

contributed significantly to this field. More recently, work on specific emotions or emotional 

representations within the sagas and other Old Norse texts has emerged. A large part of why 

 
35 Ibid, 129  

 
36 Rosenwein, 10. 

 
37 Damien Bouquet and Piroska Nagy, Medieval Sensibilities: A History of Emotions in the Middle Ages, 

(Cambridge: Polity, 2018), 135-143. 

 
38 Corinne Saunders, “Mind, Body and Affect in Medieval English Arthurian Romance” in Emotions in 

Medieval Arthurian Literature: Body, Mind, Voice, ed. Frank Brandsma, Carolyne Larrington and Corinne 

Saunders, (Rochester, NY: Boydell & Brewer, 2015), 35. 

 



12 
 

emotions in Old Norse is such a recent field is due to the Íslendingasögur famously not 

speaking directly about emotions.  On the surface, emotion in Old Norse literature can be 

difficult to identify and define. Emotions are often repressed and must be inferred through 

close reading. The riddarasögur give a unique opportunity to examine how translated 

emotions into Old Norse are directly discussed and addressed in a different manner. 

As we will see in the subsequent chapters, love in the Middle Ages was understood to 

serve several different purposes. There was love in a political context, where the correct 

expressions and exchanges of love needed to be performed. Passionate and loving friendships 

existed platonically, and there was a wide range of what could be considered friendship. 

Romantic love existed in an idealized sense within the acceptable boundaries of marriage, 

though in reality people engaged in sexual and romantic relationships outside the confines of 

marriage, with varying consequences based on gender and class. The emotional behavior 

attached to love that is exhibited in Yvain is plentiful. Emotions are directly explained or 

expressed to the audience through verbal exchanges, physical reactions, and narrative 

description. When compared to Ívens saga, there are far more emotions words used and these 

are used more frequently.39 The emotions that the characters feel and how they express them 

are directly related to cultural emotional norms, and as recognizable responses to their 

situational surroundings. Translated works like Ívens saga had to be adjusted to fit within the 

cultural and societal norms of their new audience. Where the audience of Yvain would have 

been familiar with the concerns of feudal-based relationships, politics, and religion, the 

audience of Ívens saga lived in a different environment.  

The audience for the Old Norse translation was separated from the original French 

audience both in time and by culture. Scandinavia already had a strong literary tradition so 

any translations had to be created to fit within this already existing structure. Part of this 

adaptation included altering the emotional expressions and emotive script of the text. Where 

many of the traditional sagas favor forms of “emotional suppression”40 the riddarasögur exist 

in a middle ground in terms of emotional expression. Ívens saga is less outwardly 

emotionally expressive than Yvain, but much more outwardly expressive than other Old 

Norse-Icelandic genres like the íslendingasögur, konungasögur, and fornaldarsögur. It is 

 
39 See discussions on emotive vocabulary in Old Norse works in “Learning to Feel in the Old Norse Camelot?” 

by  Carolyne Larrington, and emotive vocabulary in Ívens saga in “Translating Emotion: Vocalisation and 

Embodiment in Yvain and Ívens saga” by Sif Rikhardsdottir. 

 
40 Sif Rikhardsdottir, “Translating Emotion: Vocalisation and Embodiment in Yvain and Ívens saga” in 

Emotions in Medieval Arthurian Literature: Body, Mind, Voice, ed. Frank Brandsma, Carolyne Larrington and 

Corinne Saunders, (Rochester, NY: Boydell & Brewer, 2015), 169. 
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common in Old Norse-Icelandic texts for dialogue to obscure the inner emotions, while in the 

Old French romances it is a means of expressing it. Ívens saga is therefore best understood 

within the “predominantly honour-oriented social milieu” of it’s intended audience.41 

Love in Yvain is interwoven within the feudal system of twelfth century France and is 

concerned with political, religious, and social values. The analysis of Yvain will look at how 

the emotions of the characters are affected by these influences. In Ívens saga these feudal 

concerns are replaced with honour, reflecting “a personal a family-oriented responsibility, 

rather than a feudal or class-based concern.”42 The feudal and courtly concerns of the French 

audience were replaced with an underlying theme more familiar to the thirteenth and 

fourteenth century Nordic audience – honour. The analysis of Ívens saga will look at how the 

emotions surrounding romantic love and the codes of conduct associated with courtly love 

were translated.  
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Chapter One: Love and Emotion in Context 

 

Love has been a constant topic in literature throughout history. Love, whether as a literary 

topic or societal construct, exists within the framework of varying cultural ideas and narrative 

structures from different societies. Our modern and Western perception of what love is differs 

drastically from how it has been understood and written about through history. The 

experience of love has become much more private and personal, making it an individual 

experience subjective to the person feeling the emotion.43 We also consider love to be an 

emotion or emotional state, and not necessarily tied in with everyday social and political 

interactions. The difficulty in providing a definitive definition for love is not only a modern 

problem; medieval poets also struggled to define love, but tended to agree that “love was a 

matter of supreme importance in explaining the meaning of courtly character and courtly 

perfection”.44 As stated in the introduction, the analysis of love will touch on the bonds 

between people in terms of friendship and romantic relationships, and on the ways that love 

served a courtly function within medieval society. To properly examine love and the 

emotional expressions surrounding it in the two texts, we must begin by discussing how love 

and emotion were displayed, and how relationships functioned in the Middle Ages.  

 

Defining Relationships in the Middle Ages 

 

 The two main types of relationships discussed in this paper are friendships and 

romantic relationships. Both types held a different understanding for medieval communities, 

and even across different communities. While the bonds of friendship were important in 

Western Europe and in Scandinavia, their functionality and the motivations and establishment 

of these relationships differed. Western European class distinctions and kinship concerns 

were more important in forming friendships than in Scandinavia, where bonds of friendship 

could be stronger and more important than kinship ties. Understanding of romantic 

relationships also differed between the French and Norse-Icelandic cultures due to religious 

influence and feudal concerns with inheritance and legitimacy. These differences affect how 

the emotional display in each text is performed and perceived.  

 
43 C. Stephen Jaeger, Ennobling Love: In Search of a Lost Sensibility, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 

Press, 1999), 4. 

 
44 Joachim Bumke, Courtly Culture: Literature and High Society in the High Middle Ages, ed. and trans. 

Thomas Dunlap, (New York: The Overlook Press, 2000), 360. 
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 Friendship by our modern standards is often associated with “an emotional 

relationship between equals”.45  This was not the case in medieval societies, where 

friendships could be horizontal (between members of the same social class or of relatively 

equal standing) or vertical (between members of different classes and differing status).46  

Examples of this horizontal friendship include calling the relationship between a prince and 

his people, a feudal lord and his vassals, and chieftains with farmers friendships. These 

friendships were beneficial to both parties, as the person with lower status was usually given 

protection and security, while the person of higher status received support and loyalty. In this 

way, friendship was “an important social and symbolic capital”.47  Friendships were therefore 

important in feudal France and medieval Norway and Iceland, where relationships and bonds 

had important political and economic functions within society. Friendships involved 

reciprocity; your help or assistance towards your friend should guarantee that you receive 

similar help down the road. As Lars Hermanson suggests, the language used to discuss 

medieval friendships indicates that “service and subordination were camouflaged as 

friendship and reciprocity”.48 Friendships in the Middle Ages were not always equal, but 

were useful and valued to both members of a friendship. In Western Europe, status and class 

were important in securing powerful friendships. In Norway and Iceland, class matters to a 

degree (a free man would not engage in an equal friendship by our modern definitions), but 

while being from an important, wealthy, or high-ranking family was noteworthy, honour and 

status still must be earned and maintained through action. 

 In Scandinavia, friendships had the potential to be more important than kinship bonds 

alone.49 Friendships were often more reliable than calling on kinsmen when taking vengeance 

or engaging in a feud. Friendships could also be “contractual political friendship(s)” 

(vingengi and vinátta) that allowed alliances to be formed and sides to be taken within a feud, 

even when the parties did not particularly like each other.50 These contracts could also be 

 
45 Lars Hermanson, Friendship, Love, and Brotherhood in Medieval Northern Europe, c. 1000-1200, trans. Alan 

Crozier. (Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill Publishers, 2019), 141. 

 
46 Ibid, 140. 

 
47 Ibid. 

 
48 Ibid. 

 
49 Bandlien, 4. 

 
50 Jesse Byock, Viking Age Iceland (London: Penguin Books, 2000), 192-195. 
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formed between people of unequal social status, as the friendship of a more powerful góðar 

could be beneficial to lower bóndi farmers. Iceland, where the surviving manuscripts are 

from, had a long history of being an “individualistic society” where personal honour and 

reputation was incredibly important.51 Family ties and kinship were also important to an 

extent, but in terms of loyalty and duty to a familial unit the structure was loosely based. 

Members of the same family could swear allegiance to different góðar, and these alliances 

were fluid. The friendships between men who were “foster-brothers (fóstbróðir), sworn 

brothers (svarabróðir) or oath brothers (eiðbróðir)” were often stronger, more dependable, 

and longer lasting than kinship alliances. 52 Another way of strengthening friendships or 

ending feuds between families in both French and Norse-Icelandic societies was marriage. 

They had different ideas about marriage and the romantic relationship between men and 

women, and this also has an effect on how emotions surrounding love and the romantic 

relationships in each text are portrayed. 

It was not until the late eleventh century that women began to emerge in an 

aristocratic mode of behaviour linked to love. In previous works discussing love, it was 

nearly always between men – the two primary examples that Jaeger gives us are the 

passionate male friendship and the love of kings.53 Homosexuality and heterosexuality were 

not terms that could be easily applied here, but it was generally understood that love between 

men was not sexual in nature. The emergence of women as literary characters added a 

significant complication to the literature surrounding love – the dilemma of romantic love 

and sexuality. For centuries, the love expressed in medieval courts had stronger indications of 

social and political ambitions than sexual or romantic motives. This emergence of women in 

courtly literature occurred just before Chrétien de Troyes began writing, and there are plenty 

of female characters in his works that play crucial parts in the framework of the socially 

established behaviours surrounding love. Indeed, by the twelfth century women had become 

major players in literary relationships, where love and romance were idealized aspects of 

noble behaviour. It can be difficult for modern readers to fully understand the detachment of 

 
51 Ibid, 188. 
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love from sexuality. In the Middle Ages, love and its connection with sexuality were much 

more fluid, and gender was not as important to these relationships as social ranking was.54  

 The romances of Chrétien de Troyes and other medieval poets assign great 

importance to romantic love within a marriage. In reality, this idealized valuation of love and 

the courtly society it takes place in was “a fairy tale world with none of the political, 

economic, and social problems and conflicts that confronted noble society in real life.”55 It 

can be stated in general terms that marriage for members of the nobility or upper-class in the 

Middle Ages had more to do with political and social security or ambitions, and less to do 

with romantic love and emotional bonds.56 Consent was a pre-requisite, though in practice 

women from upper-class families were generally expected to go along with the wishes of 

their father or male guardians. Political alliances, land ownership, and fiancial conditions 

were important considerations when arranging a marriage between noble or royal households. 

In medieval feudal societies, one of the most important elements of marriage was the 

preservation and extension of the family line with legitimate heirs.57 While adultury was 

officially frowned upon by the Church, in practice noble men were unofficially allowed to 

have sexual relationships with multiple women. It was only a crime in the eyes of the law if a 

married woman had sex outside of her marriage, as it threatened the legitimacy of the male 

bloodline.58 Scandinavian countries also saw marriage as a tool to form political, social, and 

economic bonds, but less importance was placed on restricting female sexuality. Instead, 

marriage was placed firmly in the arena of honour. It was not generally frowned upon if a 

free woman engaged in a sexual relationship before marriage, unless that relationship was 

threatening the honour of her father or male relatives due to her partner not being an equal 

match or having a poor social reputation.  

 In the Early Middle Ages, the love or emotional bonds that a man might feel for a 

woman were not discussed in the literarure of either society. In Scandinavia it was not 

acceptable for men to be “softened by feelings for women”, and the emphasis was rather 

 
54 Ibid, 17. 

 
55 Bumke, 275. 

 
56 See discussions on this in Courtly Culture by Joachim Bumke and The Medieval Idea of Marriage by 

Christopher N. L. Brooke. 
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placed on the honour a woman could give or take with love.59 Marriage to a good family of 

high standing could provide a way to gain honour, but accepting a proposal (or proposing to a 

woman of lower status) could risk the loss of honour. There has been some discussion on pre-

Christian tendencies that seem to favor a woman’s consent in the Íslendingasögur, but these 

were written by Christian authors after the fact, and Norwegian and Icelandic law codes did 

not show any particular concern with female consent in marriage.60 Chieftains in twelfth and 

thirteenth century Iceland had many sexual partners outside of marriage, and the sexuality of 

free women was not controlled nearly as much as in medieval France. Free, upper-class 

women could have sexual relationships with men without fear of punishment – the threat of 

shame was not against her, but against the head of her household (her father or husband).61 

The ideas about women in marriage and in regards to sexuality may have differed slightly, 

but as both emotional communities were learning how to understand and express love more 

fully into their environment, the Old Norse riddarasögur attemped to show it’s Norse-

Icelandic audience “how bravery, honour, and love can function together.”62 

 

Courtly Love and Emotion in Europe 

 

There were multiple meanings of love, and the ways of feeling and expressing it in the courts 

across Europe in the Middle Ages. Courtly love is most often discussed as a relationship 

between a man and woman, typically a knight and a noblewoman. This is problematic in a 

few ways; the term ‘courtly love’ does not appear until 1883, with Gaston Paris’ essay 

“Études sur les romans de la Table Ronde: Lancelot du Lac, II: Le conte de la charrette”.63 

As Joachim Bumke notes, there are many, often contradictory, modern definitions of courtly 

love: 

“Unless we simply ignore these contradictions, it is clear that the phenomenon 

of courtly love cannot be satisfactorily grasped by concrete definitions, no 

matter how important they might be for a historical understanding of love. 

What remains as the one common characteristic of all manifestations of 
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courtly love is still something very significant: the specifically courtly 

character of love, the fact that it is set within the framework of the poetic 

conception of courtly society.”64 

 

Courtly love was therefore not just an isolated relationship between a man and woman or an 

emotional expression. It also worked as a social and political function within medieval 

society by strengthening relationships, enhancing reputation, and elevating one’s position. 

The backdrop for love within the context of Yvain is courtly culture, centered around courtly 

love and chivalry. The concept of courtly love emerged for much of Europe (initially 

excluding Scandinavia) in the twelfth century.65 Courtly culture established idealized modes 

of behaviour, including an honour system and indicators on how one should conduct 

themselves at court and in battle. These idealized behaviours, including love, showed an 

attempt to shape a “rough cut warrior society into a civil society.”66 Courtly love was less 

about the actual romantic feelings between two people, and instead developed into a “social 

doctrine (where) courtly love was a thing of social value which manifested itself in the 

practice of courtly virtues and the adherence to courtly etiquette.”67 Love within courtly 

culture dictated both relationships and social norms that members of the community were 

expected to uphold. 

There are two primary schools of thought on how courtly culture emerged. The first, 

championed by scholars like Stephen Jaeger, is that clerical scholars with Classical 

knowledge entered the medieval courts and promoted the ideals of courtesy and courtliness as 

part of a “civilizing process”.68  This process aimed to not only civilize the nobility by 

introducing chivalric ideals, but also to prepare young men for military service under the king 

as a way to curb instability and limit excess violence.69 The second, proposed by scholars like 

Georges Duby, places a greater emphasis on the conditions of the aristocracy itself. Two 

separate social groups began merging in the eleventh and twelfth centuries: the high nobles 
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(domini) and the extended group of knights (miles).70 The Crusades, beginning in the 

eleventh century, increased the importance of knights, and their social and economic status. 

With the emergence of this new group, noble manners and courtly behaviour were redefined 

to accommodate the evolving society. Knights began to form their own social class, and the 

idea that knights were noble by birth and possessed virtuous traits began to spread. As Duby 

notes, “What finally completed the process of fusion was that the values attaching to noble 

birth, particularly the notion of hereditary ‘virtue’ transmitted by blood and race, fitted in 

quite naturally with the common ethic.”71 Both theories make valid points on the emergence 

and subsequent influence of courtly culture. The literature that emerged from this period 

highlighted these idealized character traits, acceptable modes of behaviour, and emotional 

expressions for the aristocracy. In addition to governing relationships between people, courtly 

love served crucial political and social functions. This meant that love could be directed 

towards another person (in a romantic and platonic way) and be used as a public and political 

tool to settle feuds, ensure loyalty, and maintain honour. 

One of the key elements of courtly love was the way that it dictated relationships at 

court. The different relationships included that of the king and his knights, the king and his 

queen, the king and/or queen and their subjects, a man and a woman, and a knight and his 

place in society. Love was crucial to maintaining these relationships and expressing fidelity. 

The public expression of love to the king could make political and social success easier. 

Mutual exchanges of love within a king’s court between the king and his subjects became a 

way of existence. In this sense it also worked as a motivator for good behaviour and the 

successful functioning of society. As Stephen Jaeger puts it, “There is a language of royal 

favour which draws on the idiom of mutual love, passion desire.”72 This so called charismatic 

love was considered to be genuine, despite what our modern concepts of love would lead us 

to conclude. 

Within a king’s court love and devotion were linked with personal ambition, the 

exchange of favours, and material rewards. Friendship and love were social ideals that the 

aristocracy exuded in the Middle Ages. In this era, love was first a public experience and 

mode of behaviour, and only secondarily a private and personal way of feeling an emotion as 

 
70 Georges Duby, The Chivalrous Society, trans. Cynthia Postan, (London: Edward Arnold, 1977). Chapters 
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we have earlier defined it. An individual’s inner, personal feelings towards their king and 

fellow knights may not have aligned with the feelings that they publicly expressed, but 

regardless their public expression had to be one of love for them to access and maintain a 

successful position in society. A successful production of the proper elements of courtly love 

could increase a knight’s reputation and honour, and often lead to increased favour at court. 

In the same way, by not following the courtly love structure a knight could fall on the other 

side of love: hate. This could lead to disfavour, a damaged reputation, and loss of honour and 

status. In this way, emotion and policy in the medieval courts became inseparable.73 Idealized 

love occurred in political, religious, and marital contexts. Chivalric culture in the twelfth and 

thirteenth centuries was well defined and dictated acceptable modes of behaviour for the 

nobility. Courtesy was a code of behaviour linked with chivalry and applied to both men and 

women.  Characters in the romances provided examples for the audience on how one should 

or should not behave, and acceptable or unacceptable behaviour would be easily recognizable 

for them. 

 

Love, Emotion, and Courtly Culture in Scandinavia 

 

Ideological concepts associated with courtly culture arrived in Scandinavia some time 

in the late twelfth-early thirteenth centuries. Knowledge about courtly culture seems to have 

existed even before that – Marlen Ferrer has argued that as early as 1160, the Old Norse word 

kurteiss (a ‘Norseification’ of the Old French courtoisie) appears in an itinerary for a journey 

to the holy land by the Icelandic abbot, Nikolas Bergsson.74 This further supports the earlier 

discussion that knowledge of courtly culture was imported not only by close contact of 

Norwegian and European courts, but by clerics who studied abroad at European institutions. 

In addition to the clerical input in Norway and Iceland, there is a strong link between state 

formation in Norway and the appearance of courtly culture. 

In the middle of the thirteenth century, the royal court in Norway became more 

centralized and was able to increase its power and influence. As royal influence grew under 

the rule of Hákon Hákonarson, courtly culture began to take root. His commissions of 

translated European works into Old Norse suggest an interest in asserting himself more 
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firmly in a European context. The translations were a way for him to introduce courtly 

behaviours, showing an improved (or perhaps new) identity for members of the court. The 

ideal emotions and cultural norms of the court are that of the highest societal group, so the 

importance of correctly expressing emotions was also a way to preserve the social order. 

The emergence of courtly culture in Norway can also seen as another attempt to 

civilize a predominately warrior culture. This can be linked to the king consolidating power, 

with the desire to reduce open feud and turmoil within the kingdom. The type of warrior 

society that they were beginning to move away from had a different standard of emotional 

norms and behaviours. In her dissertation, Ferrer introduces two chronological ‘norm 

systems’ of emotion in medieval Scandinavia: emotional heroism in pre-state society, which 

gave way to emotional courtliness in a state society.75 One of the key elements in emotional 

heroism is an individual’s ability to “turn injuries and pain into aggressiveness and violent 

action.”76 Revenge and aggression are primary motivating factors in the pre-state society, and 

can be seen through emotional expression. 

Emotional expression through physical reactions are visible in Íslendinga saga, Njáls 

saga, and Víga-Glúms saga, where men cry tears that are described as hail. Guðrún Nordal 

has suggested that these ‘hail tears’ are less indicative of sorrow, and are more likely to 

indicate that violence and revenge are soon to come.77 Ferrer defines this emotional state as 

“aggressive sorrow”,78 and examines Gizzur from Íslendinga saga as a specific example. 

Gizurr’s grief and sorrow on discovering the death of his wife and sons is clearly visible, but 

his aggressive emotional response in the time immediately following the deaths up to the 

taking of his revenge is seen favourably in the saga.79 This suggests that outwardly 

expressing emotions like grief and despair through tears or laments was less preferable to 

action. The transition to courtly culture suggests a preference to restricting these types of 

aggressive emotions as an indicator of elevated social and cultural status.  
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In the early Middle Ages, men’s love was rarely mentioned within the “emotional 

discourse” of Norse sources.80 It was important that a man was not softened by feelings for a 

woman, and the heroic portrayal of love was linked with the honour that could come from (or 

be taken by) a relationship with a woman. A conflict between love and exhibiting masculine 

honour existed in the later twelfth and early thirteenth centuries in both Norway and Iceland 

as the development and awareness of the idealization of love began increasing. As these new 

concepts about love and traditional emotional norms developed, a new character protype 

emerged: the manly hero who was sensitive to both courtly virtues and love’s woes.81 This 

reflects a development in line with the expansion of courtly culture in Scandinavia. Where 

love is a social function in other European courts and a plot motivator in the literature, in 

Scandinavia love was tied in with personal honour. Iceland did not have its own court, but 

was officially united with Norway in the thirteenth century and therefore subject to 

Norwegian influence. Norway’s court and aristocracy was a much more recent development. 

While the audience of Yvain would also have had concerns with honour, it was 

nowhere near as all-encompassing for them as it was for the Norwegian and Icelandic 

audience. The Norse-Icelandic ideas surrounding honour were very different when compared 

to the feudal society, which was more a “world of lords and kings who conferred honours on 

retainers and courtiers who competed with one another for honour as meased by the honours 

conferred on them by a superior.”82 In medieval Scandinavian society, honour was something 

that could be gained and lost on an individual scale with far greater consequences. 

The loss of honour had the potential to be dangerous and even deadly, as it was “a 

public matter signaling that the individual was capable of defending neither himself nor his 

property.”83 In many of the sagas, honour has less to do with sacrifices or loyalties to a leader 

or obligations to religion or communities, but to one’s own ability to stay alive while keeping 

their reputation and property in tact.84 Honour was also bound to class systems; those in the 
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lower class systems could not compete with men in more powerful positions to gain honour.85 

One could gain honour in a variety ways, including being a successful in battle, making peace 

between feuding parties, and being honest and fair. There were also many ways to lose 

honour, including “to take back what you have given...to fail to show up for a duel...(and) for 

three men to attack one”.86 These examples help to explain the emotional response to various 

situations within Ívens saga – but what do we know about love? 

 As much as love, chivalry, and courtly culture have been studied and written about, 

love in medieval Scandinavia has been neglected in comparison. This is due in part to the 

Icelandic sources being notorious for giving the reader far less expressly stated emotion than 

many of the other contemporary European works of the time. Medieval Norway and Iceland 

may have had the exposure and knowledge of courtly culture, but that does not mean that 

their societies experienced the same cultural and emotional development associated with it 

that other European courts did. The riddarasögur were adapted into works that fit within a 

Norse framework and were easily understandable for their intended audiences. The 

riddarasögur contain much more emotion, emotion words and outward expression than the 

typical Íslendingasögur, but lack in those same areas when compared to the French source 

texts.   
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Chapter Two: Love in Yvain ou le Chevalier au Lion 

 

As we have seen, love in the Middle Ages existed within friendships, at court as a social and 

political function, and in romantic relationships. The love that is discussed in this chapter is 

influenced by French feudal society, and this in turn shapes the ways that love and emotion 

are expressed and valued by the community. Love is seen in passionate, lengthy verbal 

expressions, in narrative descriptions, and through action and physical response. Love is 

declared, stated, or inferred in various ways that are understood by the audience to be strictly 

platonic. Love works to form and strengthen ties, and impacts how the characters experience 

and express different emotions and emotional states. 

The medieval friendship was a strategic, mutually beneficial relationship. Horizontal 

friendships could benefit the parties through the exchange of honour and favors. Noble and 

honourable people who had friends of a similar social status and reputation could enjoy a 

sense of security at court. Vertical friendships could benefit both parties again by enhancing 

reputation and honour, but also more significantly through the exchange of favors. 

Expressions and public declarations of love helped to strengthen ties, curry favor, and secure 

the success of one’s goals. These passionate and loving friendships are best exlimpified in 

Yvain by Yvain and the lion, Yvain and Lunete, and Yvain and Gawain. While Yvain and the 

lion form a friendship outside of the courtly environment, their meeting and bonding is 

influenced by both religious and idealized courtly virtues. Yvain and Lunete form a vertical 

friendship placed well within the boundaries of courtly culture and conduct. Yvain and 

Gawain already share a strong bond, and are a prime example of a masculine friendship 

between two successful, well-respected knights of great strength and courage. All three 

friendships are beneficial to both parties and follow the pattern of reciprocity that is necessary 

for these strategic friendships to flourish.  

 Love in medieval courtly culture worked as a social and political influence that 

dictated how one should behave at court and as a knight. Proper behaviour was rewarded, but 

failure to follow these guidelines was punished. Failure and success in this sense is seen in an 

examination of the behaviour of Kay and Yvain. Kay fails to prescribe to the societal norms 

of behaviour, causing him to be hated and his reputation ruined. Yvain ultimately succeeds in 

becoming a true knight that follows the societal rules and knightly virtues, and he is rewarded 

with love, offers of marriage and lordship, and material compensation.  

The romance between Yvain and Laudine is a classic example of the inclination for 

medieval poets like Chrétien de Troyes to emphasize the importance of romantic feelings and 
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love in a relationship. Their relationship was likely a highly idealized version of a marriage 

rather than an accurate portrayal of what Chrétien‘s audience was familiar with, but this 

added to the intrigue and entertainment value of the story. The emergence of women as key 

literary figures who take part in loving and consensual relationships allows the romance to be 

a crucial piece of the story where Yvain finds his way as a knight, ultimately finding true 

happiness and joy within a loving and noble relationship. Romantic love in both versions of 

the story evokes strong emotional responses, both internally with the character’s state of 

mind, and externally as they experience physical reactions to intense emotion. These 

emotional responses tied to romantic love are best exlimplified by Yvain and Laudine. There 

are three major events where the emotional responses are the strongest: when Yvain first 

encounters Laudine, when Yvain loses his senses after breaking his oath to Laudine, and 

when Yvain and Laudine reunite, ending their feud. 

 

Love and Friendship 

 

Yvain and the Lion 

 

The friendship shared between Yvain and the lion is influenced by knightly and 

courtly behavioural norms, and by the religious symbolism of the lion and the serpent in 

medieval minds. Despite the lion lacking the ability to speak, love within their friendship is 

still visible. Emotion words are attributed to the lion in several scenes, and he has physical  

responses to emotional distress. Yvain’s love and his emotions are verbally expressed and 

shown through action. Their friendship is not one of two knights, or between members of the 

court, but it is still a noble friendship that is reciprocal, mutually beneficial, and brings 

honour to both parties.  

 Yvain first encounters the lion in the forest, where he comes across the lion engaged 

in a desperate fight against a serpent. Yvain weighs his options and decides to help the lion, a 

“beste gentil et franche” (noble, highborn beast) (vv. 3375, 3374-3375).87 Chrétien’s 

audience would have noted the religious symbolism of the lion (a common symbol of Christ), 

and the significance of the battle between the lion and the serpent.88 The lion is therefore 

 
87 All Old French texts are from Le Chevalier au Lion (Yvain), ed. and trans. David F. Hult, in Romans, ed. 

Michel Zink et. al. (Paris: Le Livre de Poche, 1994), v. 1972, based primarily off of the manuscript BnF MS fr. 

1433. The following English translations are from Yvain: The Knight of the Lion, trans. Burton Raffel, (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1987).  

 
88 Julian Harris, “The Rôle of the Lion in Chrétien de Troyes' Yvain”, PMLA vol. 64, no. 5 (1949), 1148-1149. 



27 
 

established in the mind of the audience as a noble and good creature who is worthy of 

Yvain’s assistance and friendship. Yvain is in turn rewarded for his heroic deed with the love, 

friendship, and loyalty of the lion.  

The lion shows his gratitude towards Yvain by prostrating himself before him with 

“de lermes, par humilité” (humble tears) (vv. 3401, 3401). Yvain is quickly overcome with 

emotion as he witnesses the lion’s loyalty and affection towards him: 

Qui puis en grant chierté le tint 

Pour la grant amor qu’en li ot. (vv. 3452-3453) 

 

 And Yvain felt such a rush 

 Of affection that he took him to be 

 His companion through all the days 

 Of his life, so great was his love. (vv. 3452-3455) 

 

From this point in the story the lion is no longer a beast in the forest, but a loyal companion 

to a brave knight. Yvain has essentially elevated the lion’s social status through his friendship 

and we see the lion’s basic emotions and thought processes laid out more than any other 

animal in the story. The lion also works as a form of social capital for Yvain, who begins to 

go by Knight of the Lion (Chevalier au lion). Under this new name, Yvain and the lion go 

through adventures and battles together, allowing his reputation and renown to grow. 

Yvain publically declares their love and friendship in ways that bring honour to the 

lion while using correct exchanges of courtly love language. Many people that they encounter 

are afraid of the lion, but Yvain firmly supports and celebrates him. When they seek shelter at 

the castle of a baron, Yvain is asked to leave the lion out of the castle as they fear for their 

safety. Yvain refuses to leave him behind, or allow him to be disrespected in this way: 

“Que ja ní enterrai sans lui. 

Ou nous arons hostel ambdui 

Ou je remaurrai cha dehors, 

Que autant l’aime comme mon cors.” (vv. 3790-3793) 

 

 “If he can’t 

 Come in, neither can I. 

 Either receive us both 

 Or I remain out here: 

 I love him as I love myself.” (50, vv. 3794-3798) 

 

Yvain places the lion as equal to himself while giving his word, a matter of honour, that the 

lion will not harm anyone. The public declaration of love elevates the lion as an equal and 

worthy companion. Since the lion is not human, the complexities of social hiearchy and 
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courtly reputation are not of as much importance as in the other friendships. Still, the 

relationship between the two of them continues to benefit them both. 

After being saved by Yvain from certain death, the lion has several opportunities to 

reciprocate throughout the story and is successful in saving Yvain in multiple battles. While 

at the Castle of Infinite Misfortune, Yvain must battle two demons who insist that the lion 

must be locked away. The lion, locked in a room, listens to the battle and while he cannot 

speak, the emotion words “dolent et trouble” (sorrow and despair) (vv. 5590, 5608-5609) are 

attributed to him. The love that the lion feels for Yvain causes him to experience these 

negative emotions as he listens to the attack on his friend. The lion escapes the pen where he 

has been placed and furiously defends Yvain, ultimately saving his life. When the lion is 

wounded in a later, the emotion word “courouchié” (anger) (vv. 4544, 4550) is assigned to 

Yvain, causing him to fight even more fiercly as he is motivated by the emotional response to 

seeing his companion injured. When the lion is wounded, Yvain worries more for the lion 

more than himself. Yvain’s love for the lion also causes him to experience negative emotions 

when the lion suffers.   

The loving friendship between Yvain and the lion is beneficial to both of them: the 

lion has his life saved by Yvain from a battle that he could not possibly win, and he in turn 

comes to the aid of Yvain when he struggles in his own battles. The lion’s social status is 

elevated from an animal in the forest to a noble creature that experiences emotions linked to 

the love and loyalty he feels for Yvain. Yvain also experiences strong emotions due to the 

love he has for the lion, and both of their reputations are increased by being in each other’s 

company through their adventures. 

 

 Yvain and Lunete  

 

The loving friendship between Yvain and Lunete is set more clearly within the 

parameters of courtly culture. Up until the twelfth century, the emphasis had been almost 

exclusively on the love between men.89 The twelfth century saw a reemergence of the 

“tradition of the praise of high noblewomen”.90 Female characters begin to appear in a 

positive light in courtly literature. Women were capable of having non-sexual, passionate, 

and loving friendships with men without it damaging their reputation. Lunete is not a queen 

 
89 Jaeger, Ennobling Love, 82. 

 
90 Ibid, 87. 
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or lady of a castle, but as a maiden in the service of her lady, Laudine, she fits the 

requirements for the loving friendship that is established between them. 

Their bond is an example of a vertical friendship defined by Yvain’s role as a knight 

(and later as the husband of Laudine), and Lunete’s service to her lady, Laudine. Theirs is a  

valuable friendship that is also mutually beneficial throughout the story. The love that is 

expressed between them consists of passionate verbal exchanges in line with courtly language 

and culture, and it is more performative than the relationship that Yvain has with the lion. It 

is is entirely platonic and serves to reenforce a relationship that is needed by both parties. 

Yvain is introduced to Laudine by Lunete, and she also facilitates their reunion which is 

essential to restoring Yvain’s emotional state to one of joy instead of anguish. She also 

rescues him from a perilous situation, saving his life. Lunete benefits from the friendship by 

gaining social capital and enjoying an enhanced reputation, and by having Yvain save her life 

when she has been sentenced to death. 

Yvain and Lunete’s friendship begins when Yvain is trapped after killing Esclados the 

Red. Lunete recognizes Yvain from an earlier visit to King Arthur’s court, and wishes to 

honour and serve him as he had done for her by rescuing him. Yvain is praised for being 

“prodons” (noble) (vv. 997, 999) and for showing Lunete kindness and respect in an earlier 

encounter. This knightly behavior is now rewarded with love and friendship, a theme that is 

seen throughout the story. Proper conduct is rewarded with love and loyalty as a way of 

reenforcing a mode of behavior, and the normative emotional expression within that system.  

Lunete introduces Yvain to Laudine, and through a masterful spinning of words is 

able to convince Laudine that she should not have Yvain killed for murdering her former 

husband, but instead give him a chance as a romantic partner. Many of Yvain’s extreme 

emotions and outbursts are related to his relationship with Laudine, which we will examine 

further in the last section of this chapter. Lunete is a significant figure in terms of their 

relationship, as she counsels them both and facilitates their love. Most importantly, through 

her relationship to Laudine and her excellent skills of persuasion, she is able to reunite them 

and end their feud.  

Lunete benefits from her friendship to Yvain as well. She is rewarded for treating him 

well and showing him love when King Arthur’s arrives. Yvain speaks highly of her, and 

through this high praise and introduction Lunete gains access to other relationships with 

noble knights, notably Gawain. Gawain is quick to state his own love and friendship for her, 

promising his support and service as a knight. The love of two powerful knights proves useful 

to her when she is later accused of treason. When Lunete is set to be burned at the stake, she 
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declares that there are only two men who love her enough to fight and defend her honour: 

Yvain and Gawain. Yvain is shocked that she is in this predicament because of him, and 

vows to defend her honour, as he “tant l‘avoit amee” (loved her so dearly) (vv. 4388, 4394). 

There is a passionate exchange where they each declare that they are willing to die on behalf 

of the other, an exchange seen again between Yvain and Gawain later on. This can be seen as 

a social contract and reaffirmation of their friendship and love. Yvain is succesful in 

defeating her accusers and returning her to her former position. This action leads to the joy 

and happiness of Lunete and Laudine as they are reunited. Lunete later reciprocates and 

successfully reunites Yvain with Laudine. Their friendship saves both of them and increases 

their honour, as a successful friendship was ideally designed to be. 

 

Yvain and Gawain 

 

Arguably the strongest example of a passionate, nonerotic friendship is Yvain and 

Gawain, who share an especially strong bond of love and friendship typical of the medieval 

model of masculine friendship. Their relationship fits the description that Jaeger sets of 

viewing “passionate love relationships as exalting and ennobling” as they repeatedly 

compliment, defend, and honour each other in public settings.91 Their friendship is set within 

the boundaries of courtly culture and codes of chilvarious conduct. Their relationship is an 

excellent example of horizontal friendship between equals – they are both honourable men 

and successful knights who, by the end of the story, exemplify the proper behaviours and 

characteristics of the idealized vision of a noble knight. The love felt between them is seen 

through verbal exchanges and through actions. Through their friendship, each man gains 

honour by displaying the socially correct norms of behaviour and emotive displays. 

There are small exchanges and hints that indicate the love and respect between the 

two men, but it is explicitly stated when Yvain learns that Gawain’s sister and her children 

are in danger. He agrees to fight the giant who is terrorizing them, partly as his knightly duty 

and partly out of respect and love for Gawain. A problem arises when it is clear that fighting 

the giant may cause him to be late to rescue Lunete, whom he has sworn to help. Here we see 

Yvain’s goals in direct conflict: the need to fulfil his duty as a knight to aid a noblewoman, 

and her family, in distress, which is further complicated by his close relationship with her 

kinsman, and the need to fulfil his promise to Lunete.  

 
91 Jaeger, 25. 
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To break a promise to either one of them would be dishonourable, and would cause 

the death of either Gawain’s family members or Lunete, to whom Yvain owes a great deal. 

He must leave by noon in order to rescue Lunete, and as the time draws nearer Yvain is torn 

between his allegiance and promises in these two friendships: 

Et saichiés bien chertainement 

Que volentiers et boinement 

Demouraisse encore une pieche 

Pour les neveuz et pour la nieche 

Monseigneur Gavain, que j’aim mout. (vv. 4035-4039) 

 

 "That I’d gladly, I’d cheerfully wait 

 Even longer, for the sake of Sir Gawain’s 

 Nephews, and his niece, for I love him 

 Dearly... (vv. 4040-4043) 

 

As friendships were public signs of elevated morals and refind behavior, breaking one one of 

the promises would significantly damage Yvain’s reputation. It would also cause someone 

that he loves, Gawain or Lunete, to suffer. While he is trying to determine how he can help 

both of them, Gawain’s niece pleads with him: 

Lors l’en est mout grans pitié prinze 

Quant il ot qu’ele se reclaime 

De par l’omme quë il plus aimme (vv. 4064-4066) 

 

 And an infinite pity seized him, 

 Hearing her call on him in the name 

 Of the man he loved best in the world (vv. 4070-4073) 

 

The stress of having to choose between these goals causes him to feel extreme torment and 

emotional distress: 

 C’a paines ne li fent par mi 

 Li cuers, quant demourer n’i peut. (846, vv. 4080-4081) 

 

 ...And his heart 

 Came close to splitting in his body (54, vv. 4085-4086) 

 

He is able to defeat the giant and return to rescue Lunete in time, fulfilling his duties to both 

Gawain and Lunete. Through this he is also able to keep his own reputation in tact, even 

enhancing it through these heroic and noble deeds. 

Gawain and Yvain later battle each other, but are both wearing different armour and 

are not able to recognize each other. The author mentions the irony of how great their love is, 

and that they would lay down their lives for each other, but without knowing who the other 

one is their emotion turns to hate as they prepare to fight. When Gawain reveals his name to 
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Yvain, Yvain is overcome with emotion. He instantly declares that had he have known, he 

would have never fought Gawain and would have surrendered immediately: 

 ... “Je sui Yvains, 

 Qui plus vous aim com hom du 

   [monde, 

 Tant com il dure a la reonde, 

 Que vous m’avéz amé toz jorz 

 Et honneré en toutes corz.” (vv. 6274-6278) 

 

 ... “I am Yvain, 

 Who loves you better than anyone 

 In the world, however far 

 It may stretch, for everywhere we’ve been 

 You’ve always loved me, and honoured me.” (vv. 6284-6288) 

 

To go against a close and beloved friend in a duel is another situation that causes both Yvain 

and Gawain to experience negative emotions. Both knights insist that the other should be 

declared the victor, and that they would rather admit defeat than continue to fight against 

each other in a loving exchange: 

S’a li uns a l’autre tendus 

 Les bras au col, se s‘entrebaisent, 

 Ne de ce mie ne se taissent 

 Que chascuns outré ne se claint. (vv. 6300-6303) 

 

 And each embraced the other, 

 And kissed each other’s necks, 

 Each continuing to insist 

 That he’d lost. (vv. 6310-6314) 

 

Ending the duel for the sake of their mutual love and friendship and expressing this love for 

each other in a public setting was the correct emotive and behavioral display for their 

audience. By doing this, they each gained honour and their status as chilvarous and noble 

knights was elevated.  

 

Social and Political Functions of Love 

 

Sir Kay and Sir Yvain – Love and Hate 

 

Sir Kay is introduced early in the story as a prominent and favoured knight at King 

Arthur’s court. This implies that Kay has a more favoured and influential position than 

Yvain. Despite his favoured position, Kay’s behaviour is far from the idealized literary 

descriptions of how a knight should behave. He is disrespectful, aggressive, quarrelsome, and 
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boastful. His behaviour does not prescribe to the acceptable cultural norms and because of 

this, he suffers the loss of honour and reputation. His behaviour is rewarded with hate instead 

of love, and causes himself and others to have negative emotional reactions. 

Kay’s first speech is an insult directed towards Calgrenant, who is the only knight 

who respectfully stands when the queen appears. Kay mocks him for standing to honour the 

queen while defending his decision to stay seated in a scathing monologue that attacks him 

for standing to attention while defending his lack of attention. This insults both Calgrenant 

and the queen, and is certainly not the level of respect that a knight would be expected to 

show a fellow knight or noblewoman – especially his queen. The exchange also indicates that 

standing when the queen enters is the expected action for knights to take, and by not doing so 

he has shown further disrespect. Kay is scolded by the queen as she accuses him of being full 

of “venin” (poisonous spite) (vv. 89, 90) and “coustumiers est de dire mal” (used to speaking 

wickedness) (vv. 134, 137-138). A public scolding by the queen is a negative reaction to 

improper behaviour, and is something that a good knight should avoid at all costs. This 

behaviour is not courteous or knightly, and is a foreshadowing of Kay’s later downfall in the 

story.  

In marked contrast to Kay’s insulting behaviour and language, the knight Calgrenant 

performs an ideal example of platonic courtly love between a knight and lady: he was willing 

to do what the Queen wanted at a personal cost, an important tactic in successfully navigating 

the landscape of courtly love. Calgrenant states that he would rather not tell the story, but will 

do so because he wishes her love and not her displeasure: 

 Ains me laissaisse .i. des iex traire 

 Que hui mais nule riens contaisse, 

 Se courouchier ne vous doutaisse ; 

 Mais je ferai che qu’i vous siet, 

 Comment que la chose me griet. (vv. 144-148) 

 

 I’d rather have one of my eyes 

 Plucked out than go on with my story, 

 Except that I fear your anger, 

 And so I do what pleases you 

 However unpleasant I find it. (vv. 144-148) 

 

Calgrenant is displaying proper knightly and courtly behaviour from the beginning of the 

scene. He stands up to honour the Queen when she enters, and partakes in the love formula of 

the conversation. There is no romantic or sexual love between them, but the platonic courtly 

love that shows favor and respect. There may be some doubt if Calgrenant was really so 

hesitant to continue his story as he had already begun telling it, but this language indicates 
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that he is willing to do what the queen wants at a personal cost, which is a way of 

successfully maneuvering the political landscape of courtly love.  

Yvain expresses a desire to avenge the dishonour that Calgrenant experienced by 

losing the duel. Kay speaks out of turn once more to insult Yvain. The author describes Kay 

and his behaviour to the audience as “Fel et poignans et despiteus (savage and nasty)” (vv. 

70, 70), as being someone “qui mout fu ramporneus” ((has a) slashing tongue) (vv. 69, 69), 

and as someone who “qui taire ne se pot” (could never be quiet) (vv. 589, 591). The Queen 

expresses a similar displeasure, saying that this is why he is hated. These descriptions show 

the audience that these kinds of insults and disrespect are not acceptable. Because of his 

failure to follow the expected cultural norms, Kay does not have the love of his fellow 

knights. 

 The lack of love for Kay also translates into a lack of respect for him. After Yvain 

defeats Esclados the Red and becomes lord of Laudine’s castle and lands, King Arthur and 

his court arrive. Yvain and Kay face off in a duel and Yvain is victorious, succeeding in 

dismounting Kay from his horse. Kay’s defeat and humiliation elicts positive emotions in his 

fellow knights, as they “S’en fu mout bel a tel y ot” (some of the knights are “delighted, 

deeply pleased") ( vv. 2263, 2283-2284) in Yvain’s success and Kay’s shame. Calgrenant 

was defeated in a similar duel in the same place earlier, but as he was a good man by the 

definition of his class and social boundaries, his friends supported him in his defeat instead of 

delighting in his shame and mocking him. Just as those who love each other are excited and 

happy about seeing their loved ones succeed, Kay’s lack of love at court results in their 

delight at his failure. Kay later betrays Arthur by assisting a foreign knight in taking the 

Queen. His deception and betrayal is damning to his reputation. While loyalty, courtesy, and 

honour reward a knight with love and renown, disloyalty, coarseness, and failure to perform 

the expected knightly duties result in people’s hatred of Kay and his fall from court. 

Where Kay fails in terms of being a good and noble knight, Yvain succeeds. 

Throughout the text we see Yvain becoming a better man and knight through his actions. His 

behaviour is a representation of how things should be, and how a knight can better himself. 

Where Kay receives hate, Yvain is rewarded with love and positive emotional responses from 

the people that he encounters. After Yvain successfully defeats Esclados the Red, marries 

Laudine de Landuc, becomes Lord of her lands and her people, and defeats Kay in combat he 

seemingly has it all: the love of a noble woman, lordship over her lands and people, and 

respect as a knight successful in battle. By marrying Laudine and taking an oath to protect her 

fountain, his responsibilities have shifted from being a knight at Arthur’s court to being a 
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husband and lord. His duty now, as both husband and knight, is to be with his wife and 

protect her lands and people via the fountain. Instead, he allows himself to be persuaded by 

Gawain that he must immediately leave in search for adventure. Gawain convinces Yvain that 

if he stays his reputation and self-worth will suffer, warning him of becoming lazy and 

worthless. Gawain wants Yvain to join the rest of them in jousting, tournaments, and 

adventure, or risk losing his reputation and strong friendships with the other knights. Here we 

can see the start of another goal conflict: Yvain must choose between his oath to Laudine and 

the threat that he perceives to his knightly reputation.  

 Laudine agrees to allow Yvain to return to Britain to go to tournaments and secure his 

reputation, but with the condition that he may only be gone for one year. If he is gone any 

longer, her love for him will turn to hate. Here Yvain falters as his primary concern is over 

his reputation and how others view him more than the sworn oath he has given to his wife. 

He is not pursuing adventure in order to perform noble deeds and kind acts. Instead, he is 

vain and concerned with himself as he enters tournaments to win prizes. His vanity is also 

shown when Yvain and Gawain, enjoying great success at the tournaments, begin keeping 

their own court outside of the city. As they no longer attend Arthur’s court, he comes to 

theirs. This indicates that Yvain and Gawain are suffering a loss of knightly values and are 

behaving improperly. 

His improper actions catch up with him when he realizes that a year has passed and he 

is confronted by Laudine’s lady in front of his fellow knights. This causes him to lose the 

love of his wife, and his reputation and honour are threatened as he is publically insulted.92 

After he loses and regains his senses, his motivation shifts and his behavior is again befitting 

a true and idealized knight. He is rewarded for this new behavior with the love of the people 

he assists. Throughout the story poor behaviour is punished, and good behavior is ultimately 

rewarded with love and offers of material rewards. 

Through his encounters with the people he aids, he is praised for possessing positive 

characteristics like being “prodomme et hardement” (brave and noble and strong) (vv. 3180, 

3179-3180) and “courtois” (courteous) (vv. 3192, 3192). The author tells the audience to 

“Mout doit on amer et chierir un prodomme, quant on le treuve.” (Love and cherish so noble/ 

A man, when there’s one to be found) (vv. 3210-3211, 3210-3211). His bravery and skill in 

battles against the earl, the giant, and two demons are impressive, and rewarded by love and 

admiration. He receives offers of social and material capital including marriage, lordship, and 

 
92 His emotional state as a result of this confrontation will be discussed in the next section of this chapter. 
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rewards. He refuses all rewards, as he is not looking for compensation – he is back on track to 

being a good knight who serves out of a sense of duty, as it is the right thing to do. Yvain’s 

heroic deeds earn him great respect and renown as the Knight of the Lion. 

 

Romantic Love 

 

Yvain and Laudine Meet 

 

Yvain first glimpses Laudine while he is hiding in her castle after killing her husband, 

Esclados the Red. He instantly falls madly in love, which affects his mental state. He is no 

longer concerned with his own personal safety or escaping the castle. Instead, he only cares 

about gaining the love of Laudine. Yvain exhibits the effects of love-madness that medieval 

poets were fond of writing about. He has lost full control of his own emotions, therefore 

losing control of his actions as well. The rational decision for a knight who has just snuck 

into a castle after killing it’s lord would be to flee, knowing that the knights of the castle are 

searching for him. Instead he refuses to leave, insisting that he must meed Laudine. In the 

Old French version, there is a lengthy description of how love comes to and changes Yvain: 

Mais de son çucre et de ses breches 

 Li radolcist Nouvele Amours, 

 Qui par sa tere a fait son cours, 

 S’a tout sa proie cueille. 

 Son cuer en maine s’anemie, 

 S’en maine ce qu‘ele plus het. 

 ... 

 Qui si douchement le requiert, 

 Que par les iex el cuer le fiert, 

 Et cist cols a plus grant duree 

 Que cols de lanche ne d’espee. 

 Colz d’espee garist et saine 

 Mout tost, des que mires y paine ; 

 Et la plaie d’Amours empire 

 Quant ele est plus pres de son mire. 

 Chele playe a mesire Yvains 

 Dont il ne sera jammais sains, 

 C’Amours s’est toute a lui rendue. (vv. 1360-1365, 1371-1381). 

 

 And yet a new love had softened 

 That rancor with its sugar and honey, 

 A love that had hunted in his heart 

 And completely conquered its prey. 

 His enemy had captured his heart, 

 He loved the creature who hated  

 Him most. ...  
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 ... 

 (Love) Who came to him so gently 

 That it struck his heart through his eyes. 

 And this is a longer-lasting  

 Wound than a sword or a spear 

 Can inflict, for a sword-blow is healed 

 And well once a doctor has cared for it, 

 And the wounds of Love grow worse 

 The nearer they are to their cure. 

 And thus lord Yvain is wounded 

 And can never again be cured, 

 For Love itself has conqured him. (vv. 1356-1362, 1368-1377) 

 

Love has metaphorically affected Yvain in the same way that a physical wound would, but 

this wound is internal and invisible. The longer that Yvain watches Laudine in mourning, the 

more overcome with her beauty he is and the more intensely he falls in love. His internal 

struggle is between loving her and being consumed with worry that she will not love him 

back because he has killed her husband.  

 His emotions here are negative – his emotional state is anxiety or worry, and he states 

that he feels “desespoir” (despair) (758, 1444, 1440). He also tells the audience that he feels 

“Grant duel” (pain) (vv. 1466, 1462), is “dessïent” (miserable) (vv. 1472, 1468), deeply 

troubled, and weeps over her. When he is first brought into Laudine’s presence, his initial 

emotional response is described as “Grant poour” (mightily afraid) (vv. 1952, 1995) as he is 

still uncertain how Laudine will react. The author states that Yvain is so overcome with love 

that he cares more for his love of Laudine than he does his personal freedom or safety. The 

emotions tied to love have physical and mental effects on Yvain: 

 De l‘amour qui en li s‘est mise 

 Le trouva trespense et vain (vv. 1548-1549) 

 

 ...But love, 

 Seizing him, left him thoughtful, 

 Distracted, languid and weak. (vv. 1545-1547) 

 

This dramatic and passionate way that love has overtaken Yvain physically and mentally is 

common in romances, often referred to as love-sickness. Physical reactions to emotion were 

understood by contemporary audiences, as “courtly romance is deeply engaged with inner 

psychology and its writing on the body, especially in the context of love.”93 The audience and 

 
93 Saunders, 35-36. 
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reader has an additional insight into Yvain’s emotional state through the description of his 

physical state. 

 When Yvain and Laudine meet, he wins her over through his passionate declarations 

of devotion and love. When Laudine asks why he is behaving in this way, he explains that 

love has completely consumed him: 

 “En tel que tout a vous m‘otroy; 

 En tel que plus vos aim que moy; 

 En tel que pour vous, a delivre, 

 Veil, c‘il vous plaist, mourir ou vivre.” (vv. 2031-2034) 

 

 “... so I surrender completely 

 To you, so I love you more 

 Than myself, so I’m ready to live 

 Or die, exactly as you choose.” (vv. 2025-2032) 

 

Laudine turns this into an agreement, where in addition to Yvain’s complete surrender, he 

will also swear to defend her spring (and is therefore responsible for protecting her honour, 

lands, and people). Yvain agrees, signifying that they have come together under the terms 

that have been set in place. Yvain is so completely in love with her that he is willing to 

sacrifice his own life for her happiness and affection. He makes this declaration confirming 

the oath he has made to Laudine publically in front of her entire court. This was essentially a 

binding agreement that can be read as a romantic and legal promise, one which Yvain later 

breaks.94 Breaking this agreement is dishonouring and disrespecting Laudine, and by 

reneging on their verbal contract he brings shame to her and damages his own reputation in 

the process. This causes the feud between them to ignite, and the emotional responses we see 

later would have been recognizable to Chretain’s audience as appropriate to the situation. 

Your word was a matter of personal honour and fidelity, and one’s honour was linked with 

their public reputation.95 

 

Yvain Loses His Senses 

 

Yvain experiences intense emotional suffering when he loses his senses after breaking 

his oath to Laudine. This emotional suffering can be understood in terms of goal conflict, 

where the goals affected are the need to maintain his reputation as a knight and noble man, 

 
94 Frederic L. Cheyette and Howell Chickering, “Love, Anger, and Peace: Social Practice and Poetic Play in the 

Ending of Yvain,” Speculum 80, no. 1 (2005), 86. 

 
95 Ibid, 100. 
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the need to keep the love of his wife, and the duty and obligation he feels to both goals and 

the potential they each have to damage his reputation and cause him to lose honour. Having 

the love of Laudine is important to his own personal happiness, and as a matter of reputation. 

The loss of love is entirely his fault, and as is confronted with this he is not able to properly 

manage all of his emotions and goes mad. 

 On realizing he has stayed away for too long, Yvain feels “A grant paine” (shame) 

(vv. 2702, 2703) and is nearly in tears. Tears are another physical indication of intense 

emotion, though through emotional management Yvain refrains from crying due to the shame 

he feels. This tells the audience that he is deeply upset but is following the social norms that 

look down on men crying in a public setting such as court. As Anne Baden-Daintree states, 

“While men in romance settings often express grief and sorrow at bereavement with 

extravagant tears and gestures, there is a marked distinction between behaviours apprpriate to 

the domestic setting and those which might be expressed publicly.”96 Characters can and do 

cry in more private settings in romances without judgement or threats to their masculine 

honour. Up to this point, Yvain has experienced negative emotions but is able to stay in 

control. 

He quickly loses this emotional control when Laudine’s messenger arrives, publically 

shaming Yvain in front of the king and other knights for breaking his oath. The characters in 

the story and the twelfth century audience knew that breaking an oath was a serious offence 

with potentially damaging consequences. The messenger has very harsh words for Yvain that 

threaten his reputation and reveal that Laudine is also suffering as a result. Laudine is 

described as having been “morte” (killed) (vv. 2742, 2742) and being unable to sleep. These 

descriptions indicate that her emotional state is clearly one of distress. Her messenger is sent 

to publically shame and dishonour Yvain in the same way that he has injured her, which 

ignites a feud between them. Feuds were quite common in eleventh and twelfth century 

France and the feuding could take place over an extended period of time with both parties 

inflicting injury or insults on the other.97 Part of the feuding process seen in the twelfth 

century was the understanding that, as long as a feud continued “the threat of further injury 

had to be maintained”.98 It did not matter who started the feud, in order to not lose face 

 
96 Anne Baden-Daintree, “Kingship and the Intimacy of Grief in the Alliterative Morte Arthure” in Emotions in 

Medieval Arthurian Literature: Body, Mind, Voice, ed. Frank Brandsma, Carolyne Larrington and Corinne 

Saunders, (Rochester, NY: Boydell & Brewer, 2015), 87. 
97 Cheyette and Chickering, 93-96. 

 
98 Ibid, 96. 

 



40 
 

publically the injuries had to continue to be exchanged until the feud ended and peace could 

be brokered between them. Before Yvain can even participate in the feud in an attempt to 

gain peace with his wife, he must lose and regain control of himself.  

Just as Chrétien de Troyes states that Love and Hate reside in the same house when 

Gawain and Yvain are about to duel, the emotions that Yvain feels as a result of this shame 

are two-sided. He is deeply sad and distressed at the loss of his wife, and he is also angry at 

the public shaming he has received. Yvain becomes overwhelmed by the situation and loses 

his senses and his ability to speak. He is in a “grant anui” (deep distress) (vv. 2780, 2780) and 

his emotional response takes over and he flees: 

 Lors li monta .i. troubeillons 

 El chief, si grant quë il forsenne ; 

 Lors se desschire et se despenne (vv. 2804-2806) 

 

 And such a storm broke 

 In his skull that he lost his senses, 

 And he tore at his skin and his clothes (vv. 2804-2806) 

 

Madness is another physical reaction to extreme emotional distress. Here Yvain is 

experiencing a combination of lovesickness and loss, and shame at being publically 

humiliated in front of court. That physical reactions are indicative of emotional states is part 

of the “mind-body continuum” familiar within medieval thought.99 It was widely accepted 

that there were “deep connections between mind, body and affect”100 and the audience would 

see this madness as an understandable result of his situation. After living wild in the forest his 

senses are magically returned. He still retains the “normative social emotion of anger and 

suffering occurring together”101 but in a controlled and rational way. Now that he has 

managed to regain control of himself and his emotions, he returns to the feud and an ultimate 

reconciliation. 

 

Yvain and Laudine Reunite 

 

The reunion of Yvain and Laudine is an example of successful goal coordination. 

Yvain is able to restore his knightly reputation and honour while also regaining the love of 

his wife. When Yvain experiences emotional suffering, he is able to stay in control and 

 
99 Saunders, 46. 

 
100 Saunders, 46. 

 
101 Cheyette and Chickering, 106. 
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manage his emotions through a type of emotional refuge with the lion and, unintentionally, 

Lunete. With the aid of Lunete he is able to end the feud with his wife. By ending the feud, 

Yvain, Laudine, and Lunete all experience positive emotions, as the end of this feud was 

beneficial to all parties. 

When Yvain and the lion come across the spring, Yvain has a strong emotional 

reaction to being so close to the cause of his distress. He nearly loses his senses again and 

falls into a faint, another physical signifier of intense emotion. He describes himself as “las” 

(miserable) (vv. 3529, 3532) and hates and despises himself as he questions why he is not 

able to kill himself. He delivers a monologue that explicitly tells the audience about his 

emotional state: 

En mon cors pour quoi arreste ame? 

Que fait ame en si dolens cors? 

 S‘ele s‘en iert issue hors, 

 Ne seroit pas en tel martire. 

 Et mout blasmer et mout despire 

 Me doi, voir, molt, et je si fas 

 Qui pert la joie et le soulas 

 Par son meffait et par son tort 

 Mout se doit bien haïr de mort. (vv. 3532-3540) 

 

 Why does my soul remain 

 In this body, this miserable home? 

 It would never know such agony 

 If it had gone away. Hating 

 And blaming and despising myself 

 As I do is what I deserve. 

 Whoever loses happiness 

 And comfort because of his own  

 Wrongs should hate himself 

 To death. (vv. 3536-3545) 

 

His lament contains negative emotion words and touches on the idea of suicide. It is done out 

of the public eye of the court and his fellow knights, with only the lion (and unknown to him, 

Lunete) to hear him. Where he was unable to process and properly express his emotions when 

confronted at court, here he is in a physical space that allows him to safely express his 

feelings without risking judgement. Yvain has lost all of his joy and happiness and is deeply 

upset, all due to the loss of Laudine’s love and his own failure. This unhappiness can only be 

reconciled if Laudine accepts him back and their relationship is renewed. The relationship 

between Yvain and Laudine can be understood as a typical twelfth century feud that needed 

to be mediated and reconciled in order for both parties to regain their honour. 
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 In order for a feud to end, an intermediaty was often needed to broker peace between 

the feuding parties. In Yvain the intermediary is Lunete, as someone who is close to both 

Yvain and Laudine and has an interest in seeing the two of them at peace. The emotional 

expressions from Yvain and Laudine conform to an emotional script that the contemporary 

audiences would expect and understand given this situation. Any personal, private emotions 

of love that they may have had for each other were trumped by the need to publically 

maintain their own reputations and honour, which was more important. After Yvain recovers 

upon returning to the spring, he begins attacking the fountain with all his might. In the castle, 

Lunete uses this opportunity to convince Laudine that she needs a defender to stop the attack 

to save her honour. 

 Laudine agrees, and Lunete uses cunning wordplay to get Laudine to take an oath to 

do whatever the Knight of the Lion wishes to bring about peace. Lunete again asks her to 

swear on saintly relics that she will do everything possible to bring peace and restore love 

between the Knight of the Lion (whom she does not know is actually Yvain), and his lady. As 

Cheyette and Chickering state, this type of oath was commonplace in the twelfth century and 

would have been easily understood by the audience: 

  Thereafter she must keep her word in order not to incur the saint’s wrath for 

 swearing falsely and, just as important, in order not to lose honour-in the eyes 

 of others, to be sure, but especially in the eyes of Lunete, who is of noble  

 status and is a witness to her oath.102 

 

In this way, Laudine and Yvain are reunited and the love between them is restored. It seems 

odd, even insincere, to have romantic love between two feuding partners restored in this way, 

but to the audience in the twelfth century it would have been a perfectly reasonable and 

logical result as it mirrored the ritualistic aspects of how feuds among the elite nobility were 

resolved.103 As a result of this resolution, Yvain, and Lunete experience positive emotions. 

Yvain feels “pais” (peace) (vv. 6789, 6799) and “joie” (joy) (vv. 6797, 6807). Lunete is “tient 

il mout aise” (vastly relieved) ( vv. 6799, 6809). Laudine’s emotional state is not as clearly 

defined, but she has agreed to the peace and to restore their closeness, and their relationship is 

described as follows: “ames et chiers tenus De sa dame et ele de luy” (loved him again, and 

cherished him) (vv. 6794-6795, 6804-6805). Through the successful implementation of 

friendship bonds and the navigation of the feud between them, Yvain is able to end the story 

in a positive emotional state. 

 
102 Ibid, 103 

 
103 Ibid, 112. 
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Chapter Three: Love in Ívens Saga 

 

Ívens saga is notably shorter than Yvain at roughly 40% of the original text.104 Much of what 

has been reduced or removed includes elaborate descriptions, emotional and psychological 

details, narrative descriptions, and verbal monologues, with a greater emphasis being placed 

on action and fight scenes. Love is not as expressly stated in lengthy monologues or narrative 

descriptions, but can be seen through verbal dialogues and in physical reactions and emotion 

words attributed to characters, especially in action scenes. The French feudal influences are 

replaced by honour, which affects how love and emotion are expessed and valued. Love 

works within the framework of honour in heroic friendships, as a social and political way of 

learning, and in romantic relationships.  

 Vertical and horizontal friendships are present in Ívens saga as well, and are also 

typical examples of mutually beneficial relationships. Friendships in Yvain worked to allow 

people to cultivate friendships in a courtly environment, but friendships on Ívens saga are 

more concerned with how they can affect individual honour. These are still loving 

friendships, but lack the outwardly passionate exchanges. The friendships examined are Íven 

and the lion, Íven and Lúnete, and Íven and Valven. Íven and the lion share a loving bond 

formed and strenghtened through action. Íven and Lúnete form a vertical friendship that 

allows each of them to gain or regain honour. Íven and Valven share a masculine, heroic 

friendship that protects and increases their honour. All friendships are mutually beneficial 

and reciprocal. 

Love as a courtly social and political function is less important in Ívens saga, but 

some examples of imported courtly customs are present. The social guidelines instead show 

concern with honour and dishonour in public settings. Behaving honourably is rewarded with 

love, and behaving dishonourably is rewarded with shame and hate. Kæi is the example of a 

dishonourable man, and Íven is the example of the heroic and honourable hero. Íven is less 

problematic than Yvain as he is an idealized Norse version of a courtly hero and does not 

have to go through a journey to become truly good; the focus is on his actions and heroic 

deeds rather than personal development. 

Love in the setting of a romantic relationship places the emphasis on the honour that 

one can gain from the love of their partner, and the dishonour that comes with breaking vows 

and oaths. While there are less lengthy descriptions and monologues concerning romantic 

 
104 Bjørn Bandlien, “Arthurian Knights in Fourteenth-Century Iceland: Erex Saga and Ívens Saga in the World 

of Ormur Snorrason” in Arthuriana, Vol. 23, No. 4 (Winter 2013), 11. 
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love, Íven still experiences strong internal and external emotional responses due to his 

relationship with Norse-Laudine.105 The emotional responses are the strongest in the same 

three scenes: when Íven first glimpses Norse-Laudine, when Íven loses his senses after being 

confronted with breaking his oath, and with Íven and Norse-Laudine are reunited. 

 

Heroic Friendships 

 

Íven and the Lion 

 

Íven’s Saga also sees a close friendship between Íven and the lion he rescues, but it is 

a friendship influenced by honour and loyaltly more than the knightly, courtly, and religious 

influences in the French version. It is a friendship formed and strengthened through action, 

and many scenes addressing the love between them through dialogue or narrative descriptions 

are cut short or eliminated. On the surface it is not displayed as strongly as the loving and 

passionate friendship that the original version describes. The importance of the lion seems to 

be lesser in the Old Norse-Icelandic version and at first glance there are far fewer emotional 

ques for the modern reader to identify. A closer reading shows that they do share a deep 

friendship and love each other, as seen through physical actions, responses, and emotion 

words not expressely stating love. 

Íven comes across the lion fighting a serpent in the forest, and sees the lion being 

burned with poison and fire. While the technically Christian community of Norway and 

Iceland were aware of the religious symbolic value of the lion fighting the serpent, the 

religious element is not as important in the Old Norse version; a greater focus appears to be 

on the brave and heroic deed of Íven battling the serpent and saving the lion.106 The 

establishment of their friendship seems not to need an explanation that the lion is a noble 

beast worthy of Íven’s help, as the social ranking of the lion is not necessaryily important. It 

is quite simply stated that Íven decides to help the lion, who shows his gratitude towards Íven 

by showing his belly and asking for “friðar með tárum” (peace with its tears) (72, [73]).107 

 
105 In Ívens saga, Laudine is not named. She will be referred to as Norse-Laudine. 

 
106 In Chapter 12, Íven states that the lion has not come to act as a “berserkr”, further placing him outside of a 

religious framework. For additional discussion on the symbolism and function of the lion in Ívens saga, see “A 

dragon fight in order to free a lion” by Karoline Kjesrud. 

 
107 All citations for Ívens saga come from Old Norse-Icelandic version in Norse Romance II. Knights of the 

Round Table. They are followed by two page numbers; the first refers to the Old Norse-Icelandic text, and the 

second refers to Kalinke’s English translation. 
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With the completion of a heroic act, Íven gains the companionship and friendship of the lion. 

The scene where Yvain is overcome with emotion at the lion’s gratitude is reduced to a single 

line where Íven’s emotional state is hinted at when he “glaðliga” (gladly) (72, [73]) accepts 

the companionship. The focus of this section is on the fight between Íven and the serpent. 

The lion is grateful and Íven glad to have his company, but beyond that emotive responses 

are not needed.  

Further evidence of a reduction in emotive language surrounding love is seen in Ívens 

verbal remarks relating to the lion. In the Old French text, Yvain expressively declares his 

love for the lion on several occasions, notably when the lion is refused entry into a town. In 

the Old Norse version of the same scene, there is no passionate, descriptive declaration of 

love. It is simply stated: 

Menn óttuðuz hann sakir dýrsins ok báðu hann vera þar vel kommin ok vildu binda 

dýrit. En hann sagði at þat skyldi þeim eigi skaða gera.  

 

People were afraid of him because of the animal, and they welcomed him but wanted 

to tie up the animal. But he said that it would not hurt them. (76, [77]) 

 

He is still vouching for the lion’s behavior by giving his word and associating himself with 

the lion, but without any superfluous language. There is no honour to be gained or lost when 

entering the town, so the expression of love is unnecessary and therefore missing.  

 Evidence of Íven’s love for the lion is seen later in the story when the lion is wounded 

at the spring. Íven becomes enraged and experiences a strong emotional response when 

seeing his companion injured: 

Íven reiddiz mjök með harmsfullu hjarta ok skundaði þá með öllu megni at hefna 

hans, sækjandi þá svá ákafliga, at þeir máttu eigi verjaz honum né standaz högg hans. 

 

Íven became furious with sorrow in his heart and he hurried then with all his might to 

avenge it, attacking so fiercely that they could not defend themselves against him nor 

withstand his blows. (82, [83]) 

 

This emotional response remains relatively unchanged in the Norse translation, as it fits well 

within the Nordic understanding of expressing sorrow with anger. The intensity of Ívens 

response indicates a strong emotional bond with the lion. In addition to seeking vengeance 

against the men who dishonourably wounded the lion, here is furthur honour at stake. By 

fighting Íven three against one, the steward and his brothers are acting dishonourably. By 

defeating them, Íven has the opportunity to gain honour while avenging the lion. This duality 

of sorrow and anger incites Íven to attack even more fiercly, resulting in victory in the battle. 
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This brings Íven personal honour, saves the lion, and successfully reconciles Lúneta with 

Norse-Laudine. 

 The lion’s love for Íven is established in a relatively similar way with the lion in 

Yvain. The lion’s emotions and love for Íven are seen through actions and emotion words 

attributed to him by the author, seen most intensely in moments of great distress where Íven 

is in danger. The first instance of this is when Íven injures himself by the spring: 

...ok hugði dauðan vera ok vildi hjarna drepa sik ok heyrði  engi maðr verri læti en þat 

lét þvíat þat þóttiz með öllu hafa tapat sínum herra... 

 

...and thought that he was dead and wanted very much to kill itself, and no one had 

ever heard worse howling than it let loose, for it thought that it had lost its master for 

good...(74, [75]) 

 

The lion’s howling is a vocalization of the sadness and grief it is experiencing, and a physical 

representation of intense emotional suffering. Through this description the audience can see 

that the lion has a very close bond with Íven. The lion experiences additional emotional 

suffering when he perceives threats to Íven, causing him to exhibit anger and aggression in a 

situation that has potential to cause sorrow and anxiety: 

Sem leó leit þá, þá tók hann at grenja ok reiddiz af angri ok knýttiz allr saman sem 

ígulköttr ok barði jörðina með hala sínum.  

 

When the lion saw them, it began to roar and became furious with anguish and it 

curled itself up just like a porcupine and beat the ground with its tail. (86, [87]) 

 

The emotion words “reiddiz” (fury) and “angri” (anguish) are attributed to the lion when Íven 

is threatened. Intense emotions for the lion appear when there is action taking place, 

particularly fighting. When the lion is locked up and hears Íven being attacked, the emotion 

words “harmsfullr ok hryggr” (anguished and sorrowful) (88, [89]) are assigned to him. All 

of these negative emotions that the lion experiences are a result of his love for Íven; if he did 

not love him, he would not be so deeply affected by the events taking place. 

 The love and friendship between Íven and the lion is just as strong and deeply felt as 

the relationship between Yvain and the lion. In the Old Norse-Icelandic version, the 

significant elements of their friendship are framed by honour and action. Both Íven and the 

lion are brave, loyal, and capable fighters, which would have been more admirable and 

worthy of attention to the Nordic audience than the scenes in Yvain of expressing love for 

love‘s sake. Their behaviour and treatment of each other is seen as honourable, without a 

courtly relationship or or other significance derived from religious symbolism. 
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Íven and Lúneta 

 

Íven and Lúneta’s friendship is another example of vertical friendship between a 

knight and a noble lady, though the courtly motivations are not as strong in this version. Íven 

is praised and rewarded for proper knightly behaviour on the surface, but he is less motivated 

by a knightly sense of duty and pity to help Lunete than he is by the potential to gain honour. 

The verbal exchanges of passionate love are also less in the Norse-Icelandic version, and 

insights into the love between them must be drawn out through a careful reading. 

Their friendship develops in a similar way to Yvain and Lunete – Íven is trapped in 

the castle and Lúneta offers her assistance to him. This assistance comes because he showed 

her kindness when she was at Arthur’s court, so it is a chance to reciprocate. She praises him 

as a “dugandi maðr” (courageous man) (48, [49]), “dugandis” (courteous) (48, [49]). She 

rewards his good behavior with her friendship, honour, and loyalty as she helps him to stay 

hidden, saving his life. Rewarding good knightly behaviour can be seen as an attempt to 

introduce and emphasize this kind of couretous and courtly behaviour. Continued reciprocity 

is key to their relationship, where they each provide protection and support to the other. 

Lúneta offers Íven the initial protection to hide him in the castle, and reunites him with 

Norse-Laudine at the end of the text. Íven quite literally saves Lúneta’s life when he duels on 

her behalf, and introduces her to Arthur’s court. Both of them gain honour through the help of 

the other. Lúneta further benefs from her friendship with Íven through a relationship with 

Valven. When Arthur and his entourage comes to the spring, Lúneta and Valven meet and 

Lúneta tells him how she has helped Íven. This leads them to “at hvárt játaði öðru sína ást ok 

hún skyldi vera hans frú” (each declared love for the other and that she should be his lady) 

(64, [65]). Having knights who have pledged their service and support was a valuable form of 

friendship that is crucial for Lúneta to have when she is accused of treason. 

When Lúneta is imprisoned and tells Íven the tale of her suffering and pending 

execution, she says that there are only two knights who would “at berjaz einn við þrjá” (dare 

to fight alone against three) (74, [75]). The French version states that there are only two men 

who would love her enough to do this, but here it the implication is that there are only two 

men who are brave or capable enough to take on this battle. Íven asks who these men are who 

“svá mikit vilja gera fyrir þínar sakir?” (want to do so much for your sake?) (74, [75]), 

implying that whoever takes on this task must be close to her. Íven promises her that he will 

defend her life and honour. He calls her “mín kæra vina” (my dear friend) (76, [77]), but 

there is otherwise no explicit dialogue to indicate the love in their friendship. The reader must 
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infer the additional information about the depth of their relationship through the context 

provided.  

Íven is successful in defending Lúneta and when she is freed and declared innocent, 

she is “fegin” (happy) (82, [83]). She returns this favour by offering to help him regain his 

own happiness by working to reunite him with Laudine: 

Ok er hann heyrði þetta, þá varð hann svá undarliga feginn, þvíat hann hugðiz aldri 

þessi spyrja ok mælti: “Þat hræðumz ek at ek fái aldri launat þér þinn góðvilja ok 

þjónustu, ok kysti hana opt sinnis.” 

 

And when he heard this, he became exceedingly happy, for he did not think ever to 

hear this and he spoke: “I am afraid that I shall never be able to reward you for your 

good will and services, and he kissed her over and over.” (96, [97]) 

 

The multiple kisses are a physical action indicative of love, but are understood to be strictly 

platnoic. Íven and Lúneta’s friendship is crucial for restoring Íven to Laudine, and thereby 

restoring his honour. It fits the description of a mutually beneficial friendship between people 

of opposite genders. The relationship between them differs from the French version in the 

same way that the friendship between Íven and the lion did – honour was a stronger motivator 

than love alone and action takes priority over personal monologues, both of which would 

have been more relatable for the Nordic audience. 

 

Íven and Valven 

 

Passionate verbal exchanges and explicitly stated love and affection are also not as 

prevalent in the friendship between Íven and Valven. We get our first glimpse of their 

closeness when Valven defends Íven, who is absent from the group, from an insult from Kæi. 

The insult from Kæi threatens Íven’s honour, and as he is not there to defend himself, Valven 

steps in to do so. Valven’s publically voiced defense of Íven indicates a close relationship. 

The emphasis of Valven’s reply is on defending Ívens honour by threatening Kæi with 

shame: “Þar ámælir þú þér betra manni, ok haf skömm fyrir þín orð, ok svá skalt þú ef þú 

þegir eigi.” (There you are deriding a better man than you, and earn shame for your words, 

which will happen if you don‘t keep quiet) (64, [65]). In Yvain, Gawain defends Yvain in the 

same scene but in a much milder way that is less threatening and does not mention shame. 

Valven is willing to potentially risk his own honour for Íven in this way, as Kæi could 

challenge him for the insult. Valven’s love for Íven is explicitly stated after Íven defeats Kæi 

in combat, and Valven is “varð allra fegnastr, þvíat hann elskaði herra Íven yfir alla riddara 

fram” (was happiest of all because he loved Sir Íven above all other knights) (64, [65]).  
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Íven’s affection for Valven is seen when he agrees without hesitation to fight the giant 

threatening Valven’s family “at sakir Valvens” (for Valven’s sake) (78, [79]). The inner 

turmoil that Yvain feels when he thinks he must choose between helping Gawain’s relatives 

against the giant and saving Lunete from her accusers is absent in Ívens saga. Íven 

acknowledges that he has to make it to his second appointment on time, but in a way that 

implies he will just need to defeat the giant quickly. He confidently and decisevly declares “Í 

þenna háska vil ek gjarna gefa mik í morgin fyrir sonu þína ok dóttur” (I shall gladly submit 

to this peril tomorrow morning for the sake of your sons and daughter) (78, [79]). Íven then 

defeats the giant and rushes to Lúnete, where he is successful in defeating three men who 

attack him at once. The emphasis is less on the emotional turmoil of having to choose 

between the two and risk potential dishonour, and more on the impressive success in battle 

that Íven enjoys. 

When Íven and Valven duel, it is set up so that neither man knows the other’s identity. 

The author lets the audience know that these are men who are close: 

Her varð undarligr hlutr, þvíat hér börðuz þeir tveir menn með heipt er hvárr vildi sitt 

líf gefa fyrir annars líf. En nú váru þeir dauðligir óvinir ok hvárr vildi öðrum 

fyfirkoma. 

 

This was now a strange thing, because here two men were fighting with deadly hatred 

each of whom would give his life for the other. But now they were deadly enemies 

and each wanted to destroy the other. (90, [91]) 

 

Despite their closeness, they do not recognize each other. They do show a respect for the skill 

and ability of their opponent, and it is implied that this respect indicates honour being given 

to both knights. When Íven compliments Valven he is described as “kurteisi Íven” (courtly 

Íven) (92, [93]), and both men state that the other is worthy of praise. This kind of honesty 

and respect is marked for the audience as an honourable act. The love felt between them is 

further revealed in the next lines, when they learn each other’s identities. 

When Valven tells Íven his name, Íven “skalf hann allr af angri” (trembled greatly 

from sorrow) (92, [93]), a physical indicator of intensely felt emotion. He throws his sword 

away and declares he is done fighting, telling Valven “Ek em Íven, er ann þér yfir alla lifandi 

menn, þvíat þú hefir mik jafnan tignant, virt ok sæmt í öllum hlutum, hvar sem ek hefi verit, 

hvar meir en sjálfan þik.” (“I am Íven who loves you above all other living men, for you have 

always exalted me, esteemed and honoured me in every way, wherever I have been, even 

more than yourself.” (92, [93]). They surrender and embrace each other, now feeling joy and 

love instead of hate and aggression. They are reconciled and declared brothers and equals as 
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knights and receive additional honour through their elevated behaviour. 

 

Scandinavian Courtesy  

 

Sir Kæi and Sir Íven – Shame and Honour 

 

              Kæi does not have as much dialogue in the Old Norse version, but is still a character 

who behaves out of turn and is not in line with the societal and behavioral norms. The 

influence of courtly love still dictates how a knight like Kæi should behave, and while the 

courtly examples vary from the original, boundaries are still established for the audience. In 

the original Old French text discussed in Chapter Two, Kay mocks Calgrenant and insults the 

queen by not standing when she enters and by the verbal exchange they have after. This 

exchange is removed in the Old Norse version, and there is no mention of standing as the 

queen or king enters. This implies that this was not a societal norm that the audience would 

take much note or offense of, though importance is still placed on respectful and honourable 

social interaction. 

              Kæi’s rudeness towards Kalebrant appears after Kalebrant shows the queen honour 

and respect. This gives the audience an exchange with emotional cues as to how proper 

courtly behaviour towards the queen is before hearing about Kæi’s subsequent failure. As the 

queen enters she requests that Kalebrant tells his story again. Kalebrant’s story brings him 

more “vanvirðingar en sæmdar” (disgrace than honour) (38, [39]), but by agreeing to submit 

to the request of the queen Kalebrant is showing respect, an honourable act seemingly more 

important that risking further dishonour by retelling the story. While the symbolic gesture of 

standing to honour is not necessary and therefore absent, Kalebrant honours her in a 

shortened version of the verbal exchange between himself and the queen: 

“Fyrri vildi ek þola mikil meinlæti en nokkut yðr frá þessu segja. En þó vil ek eigi angra 

yðr ok skal ek gera yðvart boð ef þér gerið sem ek segi.” 

 

“I would rather come to grief than tell you anything about this. Nonetheless I do not 

want to displease you and I intent to carry out your wishes if you all do as I say.” (38 

[39]). 

 

The idea that Kalebrant is reluctant to tell his story, but will do so in order to not disappoint the 

queen remains the same in the translated version. Whether or not the emotions of Kalebrant are 

sincere does not matter, as this is part of an emotive script that the characters and audience 

would understand as showing respect and honour. There is no expressely stated exchange of 

courtly love between the queen and any of the knights in the Old Norse version.  
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              Kæi mocks Íven when he expresses his desire to avenge Kalebrant’s dishonour. 

Kalebrant has been established as someone who has proven his honour and status through 

action and is therefore worthy of Íven’s aid. The desire to exact revenge when someone close 

to you has been insulted or dishonoured would also be understandable to the Old Norse 

audience, and Kæi’s subsequent insult as out of line. The queen calls Kæi “ærr” (mad) (44 

[45]), and says that his tongue is “illt” (evil) (44 [45]). From her description of Kæi the 

audience is aware that he is constantly insulting and mocking the people around him, 

regardless of their social status or class. This is a direct threat in a society where honour was 

crucial to pronlonged life and success, and goes against the societal norms where men of 

higher social status did not need to compete with those below them for honour. The queen 

gives this as the reason that “...allir hata þik fyrir þína tungu, þeir er til þín spyrja, k æ mun 

þíns nafns getit at illu, meðan heimrinn stendr.” (“...everyone hates you because of your 

tongue, everyone who knows of you, and your name will always be associated with evil as 

long as the world lasts.”) (44 [45]). This is a serious insult, especially when made in front of 

his fellow knights. By associating Kæi with evil and improper behaviour in the beginning, the 

audience is not surprised when Kæi is the one accused of abducting the queen later on in the 

story. He fits the description for a villanious character who behaves out of turn. 

              Kæi’s poor behaviour catches up with him in the Old Norse version as well. When 

Kæi loses the duel to Íven, he is “svívirðr ok heldr harmsfullr, neistr ok yfirkominn ok 

makliga leikinn” (disgraced and rather distressed, shamed and overcome and having received 

what he deserved) (64 [65]). The Old Norse version is more explicit in taking delight in 

Kæi’s defeat here, perhaps more concerned with personal honour as part of a society where 

reputation was important and feuding commonplace. It is said that all of the knights “fögnuðu 

misförum hans, þvíat hann átti engan vin í kóngs hirð. Kóngrinn sjálfr gerði sér at gaman” 

(rejoiced at his mishap because he had no friend in the king’s court. The king himself poked 

fun at him) (64 [65]). The shame and disgrace that Kæi experiences is more clearly defined as 

deserved in the Old Norse version. These negative emotions are experienced as a result of 

improper behaviour. If Kæi had been kinder and more humble, others would not have 

delighted in his defeat as much as they did. 

              Íven enjoys success where Kæi fails, but the emphasis is placed more on his 

honourable behaviour and heroic actions than proper courtly refinement and knightly duty to 

serve. Íven is rewarded for these traits with love and offers of marriage, companionship, gold, 

and honour, signaling that honour and heroic deeds were of more importance to the Norse-

Icelandic audience. Íven also leaves Norse-Laudine as he feels his knightly reputation is in 
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danger, but there is no implication that this a wrong or dishonourable decision. Where Yvain 

is judged for seeking out victories and prizes to satisy his own reputation, Íven is simply 

successful at every tournament and adventure he encounters. The scene where Íven and 

Valven disrecpect Arthur by holding their own court outside of the castle is also altered in a 

way that does not indicate that they have dishonoured the king in any way. Ívens fall from 

grace instead begins when he realizes that he has broken his oath to his wife, and becomes 

“angrsfullr” (griefstricken) (66 [67]) and “skammaðiz” (ashamed) (66 [67]). Íven loses and 

regains his senses and performs heroic acts similar to Yvain, though with the emphasis on the 

heroism and bravery he exhibits. 

 Íven’s journey to reconciliation and the restoration of his honour see him praised 

with qualities like “hreysti ok riddaraskap” (valor and chivalry) (70 [71]), “dýrligum riddara” 

(splendid knight) (72 [73]), and “máttugr í vápnaskipti” (powerful in combat) (72 [73]). 

While there is some praise for courtly and knightly qualities, priase for his his bravery and 

skill in battle is emphasized over courtly characteristics in the detatiled descriptions of each 

battle. In each encounter he faces, he is successful and is offered rewards by those he has 

helped. He turns down marriage offers from noble women, lordship, gold, and other rewards, 

as the honour and reputation he gains from success in battle is the most valuable reward to 

him.  

 

Romantic Love 

 

Íven and Norse-Laudine meet 

 

 The meeting of Íven and Norse-Laudine mirrors Yvain and Laudine. While Íven is 

hiding after killing Esclados the Red, he sees Norse-Laudine mourning the loss of her 

husband. He instantly falls in love with her and becomes overwhelmed with his feelings: 

 ... elskaði hana af öllum hug ok vildi gjarna tala við hana ok svá mikla ást  

 hafði hann á henni at heldr vildi hann deyja þar en tala eigi nokkut við hana 

 ok freista ef hann [mæ]tti fá hennar ást. 

 

 ... he loved her with all his heart and he wanted very much to speak with her  

 and he felt such great love for her that he would rather die there than not  

 speak to her and try to obtain her love. (52 [53]). 

 

This depiction is much less emotionally descriptive than the emotional torment that Yvain 

goes through. Íven sees her, decides that he loves her, declares that he would rather die than 
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missing his chance to speak to her and that’s that. Again we see that to achieve the point that 

Íven has fallen in love takes far less speech and emotional expression than in Yvain. 

 When Lúneta arranges for Íven to meet Norse-Laudine, Íven feels some trepidation, 

though not due to nervousness of speaking with her but “þvíat hann vissi eigi fulla friðar ván” 

(since he did not have assurance that he was safe) (58 [59]). Regardless of whether or not he 

was nervous to meet her, the emphasis in the Norse version is based on assessing a 

potentially threatening situation. He is still described as an “ástar hertöku” (captive of love) 

(58 [59]), and is therefore not entirely capable of making a logical decision. His love for 

Laudine trumps escaping to safety, so he remains in the castle. He and Norse-Laudine quickly 

reach an agreement between themselves. Íven declares his love to her:  

“... með svá miklum ákafa...at engum kosti má meiri, svá mjök at hvat sem ek at 

höfumz, þá býr hann allr með þér; líkar mér at vera ok aldri í öðrum stað svá mjök 

at með þér líkar mér at lifa ok deyja.” 

 

“...with such vehemence...that it could in no way be greater, so much that no matter 

what I do, my heart dwells always with you; I do not wish to be any place else so 

much as I wish to live and die with you.” (60 [61]). 

 

She then asks him to defend her spring and Íven agrees, sealing an oath with a promise. In 

this way they are completely “sáttr” (reconciled) (60 [61]). This declaration of love sets Íven 

up for his misfortune, as not long after he has declared this love he decides that it is essential 

to his reputation as a knight to return with King Arthur and continue knightly 

accomplishments, abandoning Norse-Laudine and her spring.  

 

Íven Loses His Senses 

 

 When Íven fails to return to his wife within the time period they had agreed upon, 

he ignites a feud. He, like Yvain, has failed to keep his word and his betrayal causes Norse-

Laudine to be “sorgfulla ok hugsótta” (grieving and heartsick) (68 [69]). This is a public 

dispute more than a personal quarrel, and Norse-Laudine’s emotional response is appropriate 

and understandable to the Old Norse audience. She is upset not only because her husband has 

failed to return home, but because he broke an oath made to her and both her reputation and 

spring are threatened. Her maiden confronts Íven in front of the court to publically accuse 

him of dishonourable behaviour, and he is left “bæði hvarf honum orð ok vizka” (at a loss for 

both words and wit) (68 [69]). Although he cannot speak, the audience is made aware of his 

emotional state through descriptions of being “angraðiz af harmi" (distressed because of 

sorrow), “hataði hann þá ekki jafnmjök sem sjálfan sik” (hated no one as much as himself) 
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and experiencing a “mikil æði” (great madness) (68 [69]). Íven suffers from a similar goal 

conflict as Yvain: he needs to keep the love of his wife and his knightly reputation, both of 

which have the potential to dishonour and harm him. He runs away to live in the forest, 

tearing his clothes off and living as a wild person. Íven also has his senses magically returned 

to him. 

Though the primary motivation of the characters in the stories may differ slightly, the 

audience of Ívens saga would have been very familiar with a feud and arbitration equation. 

As William Ian Miller states, a feud is greater than the violence often attribted to it as it 

includes “the relationship between the groups, the state of the participants‘ minds, the 

postures of defiance, antagonism, and coldness filling the intervals of time between hostile 

confrontations.”108 Feuds often quickly involved the personal honour of the participants, 

leaving their social status in potential danger. There was an alternating pattern of offense and 

defense where each party kept score to ensure that they did not lose honour.109 If left to 

escalate, these feuds could develop into violent exchanges where killings were common, 

sometimes spanning generations. In Norway and Iceland just as in France, limiting violence 

was ideal for the majority of the people living in the respective communities. The role of the 

peacemaker was therefore necessary and known to the audience.  

 Third parties acting as peacemakers arranged compromises between the feuding 

parties. They were sometimes referred to in the sagas as “góðgjarnir menn”, or men of good 

will.110 Men who were accomplished at brokering peace could elevate their own honour and 

reputation. A good peacemaker worked to see that the honour of each party remained intact 

and that any legal codes relavent to the feud were closely followed. Class played a part in this 

matter as well, as the honour of the upper-class superceded the laws, especially if the other 

party was a slave or someone of low status.111 The feud between Íven and his wife, and all of 

the subsequent events that occur, would have been understandable to the Norse audience, as 

would the work of Lúneta to reconcile them. We see these changes in the emphasis or 

removal of certain areas of the text throughout Ívens saga. Within a political and social 

context, the courtly chivalry features less prominately than concerns about honour and shame, 

 
108 Miller, Bloodtaking and Peacemaking, 181. 

 
109 Ibid, 181. See also: Miller, Humiliation, 120. 

 
110 Miller, Bloodtaking and Peacemaking, 264. 

 
111 Ibid, 34. See also: Byock, Society Sagas and Power, 218. 
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and how one gains or loses honour. In the romantic relationship between Íven and the Norse-

Laudine, the emotional responses are again a response to threats to honour and the difficulties 

that Íven must overcome to maintain his honour. 

 

Íven and Norse-Laudine Reunite 

 

 Íven and his lion happen to come across Laudine’s spring, and Íven has an extreme 

emotional reaction. He is seized again by “mikil æði” (great madness) (74 [75]), and almost 

falls into a faint, the same physical indicator of intense emotion. Íven reflects on his betrayal 

and “æpti með miklum harmi” (wept in great sorrow) (74 [75]). Íven also gives a brief 

monologue that summarizes his emotional state, with key differences from the monolouge 

that Yvain gives in the same situation: 

 Til hvers skal ek lifa? Vesall maðr var ek, svá ógeyminn. Hvat skal ek útan  

 drepa mik sjálf? Ek hefi týnt huggan minni ok fagnaði, ok um snúit af sjálfs  

 míns glæp virðing minni, ok vent tign minni í týning, yndi mitt í angrsemi, 

 líf mitt í leiðini, hjarta mitt í hugsótt, unuustu mína í <ó>vin, fresli mitt í 

 friðleysi; eða hví dvel ek at drepa mik? 

 

 For what reason should I love? I was a wretch of a man, so heedless. What  

 am I to do but kill myself? I have lost my consolation and joy, and through 

 my own fault brought down my honour and turned my reputation into 

 loss, my delight into suffering, my life into loathing, my heart into 

 anxiety, my beloved into my enemy, my freedom into outlawry; why do I  

 delay in killing myself? (74 [75]) 

 

Where the French Yvain laments his position and loss of happiness, wishing he had died, 

Íven is much more direct. He explicitly states that in addition to the loss of love, his 

reputation and honour have been damaged and compares himself to an outlaw. The status of 

outlawry was a direct threat to a person‘s life, as they could be killed without consequence.112 

 Íven decides that he will force Norse-Laudine to reconcile with him and end their 

feud by returning to the spring again and attacking it until she agrees to make peace between 

them. Lúneta makes Norse-Laudine take an oath, swearing on relics, that she will help the 

knight with the lion reconcile with his lady. Laudine swears this, not realizing that she is 

taking an oath to reconcile her own marriage. Íven and his wife are reconciled, and they 

establish a “samþykki ok óspilliligan frið ok undarligan fagnað” (firm reconciliation with 

you, as well as conciliation and inviolable peace and wondrous happiness) (98 [99]). Íven has 

the emotion words “fengit” (happiness) (98 [99]) and “mikla fagnaði” (great joy) (98 [99]) 

 
112 Byock, Viking Age Iceland, 231. 
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attributed to him, as he “elskar nú frú ok hún hann” (loves his lady and she him) (98 [99]). 

Norse-Laudine‘s emotional state is described in more detail than Lúneta, whose relief in 

Yvain is missing here. Norse-Laudine and Íven end Ívens saga with positive emotions and 

honour in tact. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

This paper has examined the changes that were made between the original French Yvain and 

the Old Norse-Icelandic version, Ívens saga, through an analysis of how love and emotion 

were expressed and understood. By looking at these changes through the lens of cultural 

differences we can provide a better understanding of how major cultural concerns affected 

understanding of love and feeling in different medieval emotional communities. In order to 

do this, we first set the parameters of the analysis by using two areas of study: literary 

transmissions and emotion theory. We confirmed that the changes seen in Ívens saga were 

not a result of the story being lost in translation, but an intentional effort by the translators to 

provide an entertaining and culturally relevant story for their Nordic audience. We also 

established that, while there are limitations, much information about a given emotional 

community’s preferences can be inferred through literature. Love is defined as an emotion 

linked to personal relationships and as a broader social and political function, and we saw 

how in both of these cases it can cause varying degrees of emotional response.  

Translations of medieval French works like Yvain created an interesting problem for 

the Norse translators: how could many of the nuanced cultural and social concerns of twelfth 

century French feudal society be translated to a Nordic audience? The Norwegian-Icelandic 

audiences would have been familiar to some extent with courtly ideas and customs, but in 

order to capture and entertain their audience the translators needed to rework the stories to fit 

into the already well-established literary landscape of Norway and Iceland. As we have seen, 

the French feudal concerns with politics, courtly culture and chivalry, and religion defined 

the daily lives of members of the nobility. This is not to say that upper-class members of the 

Norwegian court did not have some similar or overlapping concerns at times, but the 

overwhelmingly predominant socio-cultural influence that impacted nearly all aspects of 

daily life for the Norse audience was honour. 

  In Yvain, love is passionately discussed, declared, and lamented about. There are 

lengthy dialogue passages and narrative descriptions describing love or discussing the 

resulting emotional state of the characters. The friendships and romantic relationships require 

love exchanges in varied settings to establish and maintain a public image and reputation. As 

a social and political function, courtly love worked to provide clear-cut, established modes of 

behaviour and appropriate ways of communicating. If you failed to follow these social norms, 

you risked being on the receiving end of hatred from your fellow knights and courtiers. 

Enough of this could lead to your reputation and status at court suffering. If you were 
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successful in following the norms, you were rewarded with love, which translated to social 

and material rewards. You could enhance your status and reputation, enjoy greater influence, 

receive better marriage offers, and gain access to valuable goods and items. These benefits 

could also mean more security for your family and heirs. 

 In Ívens saga, there are still some passionate exchanges surrounding love, but they are 

often cut short and narrative descriptions are significantly reduced. Information about love 

and emotion must be understood by taking a closer reading of the text than Yvain requires. 

The extreme emotional states of the characters seen in friendships and romantic relationships 

usually occur around times of action and when someone’s honour is at risk. As a social and 

political function, courtly love and its behavioural guidelines did not permeate the lives of the 

Nordic audience. While it was touched on and introduced to an extent, it remained secondary 

to the functions of shame and honour as guiding societal principals. Behaving dishonourably 

led to shame, which carried the risk of losing your reputation, property, and even your life. 

Behaving honourably and exhibiting ideal character traits like bravery, loyalty, and fighting 

prowess were rewarded with more honour. Gaining honour, especially through combat, also 

gives the characters potential access to social and material rewards including marriage offers, 

land, and enjoying a well-earned reputation.  
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