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Ágrip 

Í þýddum riddarasögum eru mýmörg dæmi af ofbeldisfullum viðureigum riddara við 

risa þar sem risinn er gjarnan sundurlimaður eða limlestur. Í mörgum tilfellum er risinn 

líka hálshöggvinn. Aðrir riddarar (eða annað fólk almennt) er nánast aldrei sundurlimað, 

limlest eða afhausað í þýddum riddarasögunum. Í ritgerðinni er því haldið fram að þessi 

munur á meðferð og viðhorfi til risa stafi af menningarlegum kvíða sem tengist stærð 

risanna og þeirri ógn sem mannfólki staraf því af þeim sem birtast í áhrifum á 

sjálfsmynd riddarans og leiðir af sér ofbeldi. 
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Abstract 
Within the translated riddarasögur there are many violent encounters between giants 

and knights.  In every encounter, the giant is dismembered or maimed.  In many cases, 

the giant is also beheaded.  Human beings in the translated riddarasögur are almost 

never dismembered, maimed, or beheaded.  This difference in violent treatment comes 

from anxieties surrounding the monstrous bodies of giants, the vulnerability of the 

consciously constructed identity of knighthood within the texts, and the antisocial 

capabilities of chivalric violence.  
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1. Introduction: með miklum ofsa1 
“Erex sló hann með sinni burtstöng svá fast á hálsinn er augun hrutu ór honum; fell 

hann til jarðar í óvit, ok hestr hans trað hann til jarðar undir fótum til dauðs.”2 
 

(Erex struck him with his lance so hard on the neck that his eyes flew out.  He fell to the 

ground, unconscious, and his horse trampled him into the dirt underfoot, killing him.)3 

 

Within the translated riddarasögur, every single giant the protagonists encounter is 

either dismembered, beheaded, or both.  This rarely ever happens to any other 

characters.  In order to understand this discrepancy,  this thesis aims to examine the 

"identities" of giants and knights within these riddarasögur, as well as the many 

transgressions which the giants commit throughout.  The identifying features of a giant, 

such as physical appearance, material possessions, manners, and family lineage, are 

typically the inverse of those of the knights.  The transgressions committed by the 

giants, moreover, typically infringe on the good identifying features of the knights and 

other nobility.  So, the giants attack knightly/noble identity while also appearing as it's 

inversion.  For this, they are dismembered, beheaded, or both. 

 The medieval literary genre of romance was filled with violence.  This is 

perhaps not surprising when we consider the fact that the typical romance protagonist, 

the knight, was a figure whose very existence as a member of a social class was 

“defined by violence”.4   Violence, in the words of Warren C. Brown, “is what they did 

                                                        
1 This phrase appears in a passage describing a tournament that is carried out in 

Tristrams saga.  The tournament develops into a struggle fought “með miklum ofsa” 

(with great/excessive force) leaving many dead and wounded.  Tristrams saga ok 

Ísöndar, trans. and ed. Peter Jorgensen, in Arthurian Archives Vol. III, Norse Romance 

Vol. I, ed. Marianne E. Kalinke (D.S. Brewer, 1999), 42. 
2 Erex saga, trans. and ed. Marianne E. Kalinke, in Arthurian Archives Vol. IV, Norse 

Romance Vol. II, ed. Marianne E. Kalinke (D.S. Brewer, 1999), 238. 
3 My translation. 
4 Warren C. Brown, Violence in Medieval Europe (New York: Routledge, 2010), 258.  



 

7 

for a living and what they lived to do”.5  With such a figure as typical protagonists, the 

pages of romance are replete with deadly and incredibly violent acts carried out by 

knights and nobles; bodies and heads are hacked, pierced by lances and javelins, or split 

in half; heads, arms, and legs are hewed off, sometimes flung far away by the force 

behind the blow that severed them; and, incredibly enough as the passage above has 

shown, eyeballs can even pop out of heads as a result of a powerful charge.  Sometimes, 

we are given such a detailed description of the action and the gory results by our 

narrator that we know exactly how someone’s body is destroyed by a knight’s weapons, 

while in other instances we are given a stock description of their death.   

 Just as the writers of romances featured an impressive array of violent actions, 

they also furnished their pages with an eclectic cast of characters to serve as the knights’ 

opponents and victims.  The knights and nobles of romances fight other knights, other 

nobles, unnamed masses of warriors, animals, giants, and even dragons.  Amid the 

panoply of hewed limbs, torrents of blood, and severed heads, it is difficult to discern 

any rhyme or reason which may dictate the severity of violence or the methods of 

violence meted out to different opponents.  But when we take the time to look at a 

discreet literary corpus, a distinct pattern emerges whereby human adversaries are rarely 

dismembered or beheaded, while nearly every giant (or monster or animal) is.  In order 

to more carefully examine this discrepancy between the various victims of the knights’ 

destructive acts, I shall focus on the violent ends of human beings versus those of giants 

within one such discreet literary corpus: the translated riddarasögur.   

 The body of romances conventionally known as the translated riddarasögur 

were a group of Old French and Anglo-Norman romances which were adapted and 

translated into Old Norse during the thirteenth century as part of a vast effort to import 

foreign works into Norway.  The bulk of this translation effort took place during the 

reign of Hákon Hákonarson (r. 1217-1263).6  As the king of Norway, it is thought that 

                                                        
5 Brown, Violence, 103. 
6 There are some allusions to the time of translation given within certain translated 

riddarasögur.  Ívens saga refers to Hákon “the Old,” a moniker employed to 

differentiate Hákon IV from his son, who lived from 1222-1257.  See the introduction 

to Ívens saga, trans. and ed. Marianne E. Kalinke, in Arthurian Archives Vol. IV, Norse 
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Hákon instructed scribes and translators to import dozens of romances, epic poems, 

fabliau, and lais, thus making them available for his courtiers.7  Presumably, this project 

aimed to entertain, to provide tacit instruction in the foreign practices and manners of 

courtesy, and to bring Norway up to speed culturally with its admired neighbors.8                      

 For the purposes of this study, I will primarily focus on four translated 

riddarasögur; Parcevals saga (and Valvens Þáttr), Erex saga, Ívens saga, and 

Tristrams saga ok Ísöndar.  Within these four sagas, knights and nobles do battle with 

every variety of adversary listed above.  Although their human opponents certainly do 

not get off lightly, it is primarily the giants of these sagas, as I have mentioned, who 

have their limbs or heads removed.  This discrepancy results from a variety of different 

factors, but they may be boiled down into two main categories: what the giants do, and 

what the giants are.  The question of what the giants do which warrants such a specific 

violent response will be answered by cataloging and examining the many transgressions 

they commit against members of the higher echelon of courtly society.  Some of these 

transgressions have to do with violation of the body.  This may involve sexual violation, 

either threatened or carried out; it may also involve forcefully exposing the body of a 

noble person or striking them with something other than a proper weapon, both actions 

which were considered greatly humiliating.  Giants may also exact tribute from a 

                                                        
Romance Vol. II, ed. Marianne E. Kalinke (D.S. Brewer, 1999), 35.  If the prologue to 

Tristrams saga it is to be believed, it was translated during Hákon’s reign.  See the 

introduction to Tristrams saga ok Ísöndar by Peter Jorgensen, 25.    
7 Liliane Irlenbusch-Reynard places the count at 38 literary works adapted into Old 

Norse, “with certainty,” during the reign of Hákon Hákonarson: Ten epic poems, 

twenty-one lais, two adventure romances, one fabliau, and the four translated 

riddarasögur examined in this thesis. Liliane Irlenbusch-Reynard, “Translations at the 

Court of Hákon Hákonarson: A well planned and highly selective programme,” 

Scandinavian Journal of History 36, no. 4 (September 2011): 387, 388. 
8 Irlenbusch-Reynard, “Translations,” 387-388.  Marianne E. Kalinke, King Arthur: 

North-by-Northwest; The matiere de Bretagne in Old Norse-Icelandic Romances 

(Denmark: Den Arnamagnæanske Kommission, 1981), 20-21. Geraldine Barnes, “Some 

Current Issues in riddarasögur research,” Arkiv for nordisk filologi 104(1989): 87.  
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kingdom or a realm, an action which, when successfully carried out, inflicts the dual 

harm of both extracting resources, thereby weakening a kingdom or court, while also 

exposing the dearth of knightly courage and the incapability of self-determination which 

left them so vulnerable to begin with.   

 Regarding the question as to what the giants are, there is a very simple 

explanation and there is an explanation which is more belabored.  In the simplest terms, 

the giant is a monster.  That is to say, the giant inhabits a monstrous body, the size of 

which serves as a threat to any neighboring human community a priori the commitment 

of any of the transgressions described above.  Since it is the monstrous body from 

which this threat originates, it is the monstrous body which must therefore be destroyed 

or dismantled.9  This is the simplest explanation. 

In addition to the basic threat of the monstrous body, I believe that there is 

another layer of anxieties surrounding the figure of the giant within the translated 

riddarasögur.  The giants must be dismembered or decapitated not because of their 

bodies alone, but also because of what they embody.  They embody the antithesis of all 

things which make knights and their constructed identity of chivalry supposedly 

superior to their contemporaries, while simultaneously demonstrating the antisocial 

capabilities of those selfsame knights were they to be unbound by that very chivalry.10  

                                                        
9 Dana Morgan Oswald, “Indecent Bodies: Gender and the Monstrous in Medieval 

Literature” (PhD diss., The Ohio State University, 2005), 26, 79.  Oswald is here 

primarily concerned with Anglo-Saxon literature.  However, as I wish to demonstrate in 

the following pages, this notion of the giant’s body as a threat can also be applied to the 

translated riddarasögur. See also Gwendolyne Knight and Rebecca Merkelbach, 

“Introduction: Old Norse Alterities in Contemporary Context,” in Margins, Monsters, 

Deviants: Alterities in Old Norse Literature and Culture, eds. Rebecca Merkelbach and 

Gwendolyne Knight (Turnhout: Brepols, 2020), 11. 
10 Giants, and monsters in general, served “a very important epistemological function, 

exposing the self and the inner core of society and forcing its members to come to terms 

with themselves.” Albrecht Classen, “Outsiders, Challengers, and Rebels in Medieval 

Courtly Literature: The Problem with the Courts in Courtly Romances,” Arthuriana 26, 

no. 3 (Fall 2016), 90.  See also Geraldine Barnes, “The Giants of Tristrams Saga,” in 



 

10 

Just as the giant may overpower his neighbor with force and expose the weakness of his 

court or kingdom, so too may the knight.  Just as the giant has the power to humiliate, 

sexually assault, rape, or murder anybody unable to defend themselves, so too does the 

knight.  For this reason, although it certainly accomplishes such an end, the destruction 

of the giant’s body acts as more than simply a surety of defeat or a neutralization of the 

menacing monstrous body.  The destruction of the giant represents the assertion of the 

superiority of the knight’s identity, of his way of life, and a sublimation or channeling 

of individual desires into actions which are socially beneficial rather than socially 

harmful.11 

 The following analysis will begin with a short explanation of the historical 

context surrounding the translated riddarasögur, as well as an examination of the 

translation practices employed by the translators and adapters of these sagas.  I shall 

also briefly touch on some of the pitfalls and justifications regarding the use of the 

translated riddarasögur as source material, especially given the current state of 

manuscript preservation.  After this, we will turn to the texts themselves and start to 

look at some of the ways in which knightly identity is constructed within them.12  As 

                                                        
Refereed Proceedings of the 2009 Australasian Universities Language and Literature 

Association Conference: the human and the humanities in literature, language, and 

culture, Australia: Australasian Universities Language and Literature Association, 118.  
11 Geraldine Barnes believes that the “giant-knight dynamic” is primarily concerned 

“with regulating the boundaries of individual appetite,” Barnes, “Giants of Tristrams 

saga,” 116.  Jeffrey Jerome Cohen tells us that “men control their appetites…and that 

domination over their own bodies is what constitutes their humanity.”  Cohen calls the 

troll/giant Grendel a poster child for what can happen “when the authority of leaders or 

mores disintegrates and the subordination of the individual to hierarchy is lost,” Jeffrey 

Jerome Cohen, Of Giants: Sex, Monsters, and the Middle Ages (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 1999), 26. 
12 Although I am primarily concerned with how such identity is constructed and 

portrayed within the translated riddarasögur themselves, reference will occasionally be 

made to contemporary material for necessary contextualization. 
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each aspect of knighthood and its constructed identity is brought up and examined, I 

shall then bring up how the giants represent the inverse of these aspects in turn.   

 Following these examinations, I will look at the various transgressions 

committed by the giants, paying special attention to how they attack the aspects of 

identity which were previously examined as well as how the knights in these sagas 

either fully commit, or come dangerously close to committing, similar transgressions 

themselves.  Finally, it will be useful to end this study with a discussion of the actual 

instances of dismemberment and beheading in the translated riddarasögur, as well as a 

discussion of how such actions fit into the visual language of medieval literature in 

general and of romance in particular. 



 

12 

2. Translation, Adaption, and Cultural Interaction 
“Var þá liðit frá hingatburði Christi 1226 ár, er þessi saga var á norrænu skrifuð eptir 

befalningu ok skipan virðuligs herra Hákonar kóngs.  En Bróðir Robert efnaði ok upp 

skrifaði eptir sinni kunnáttu með þessum orðtökum...”13 

 

(Then 1225 years had passed since the birth of Christ, when this saga was written in 

Norse after the order and command of the gracious lord, King Hákon .  And Brother 

Robert, in his wisdom, worked on this saga using his skill with that [Norse] language)14 

  

Even prior to the reign of Hákon IV, Norway and the neighboring kingdom of Angevin 

England engaged in a lively exchange of trade goods, courtiers and royal advisers, and 

ecclesiastical personnel. (According to Henry Goddard Leach, King Hákon’s own 

chaplain, Master William, was likely an Englishman.15)  This exchange of goods and 

people only picked up under the reign of Hákon Hákonarson, encouraged in no small 

part by the close friendship he enjoyed with the English king Henry III.16  Hákon was 

curious and well-read, and he and Henry exchanged letters and royal gifts over the 

years.17  It is likely that the original Francophone material used to make the Old Norse 

translations came to Norway via England.18  Much of this Norwegian literary activity 

was initiated, or at least encouraged, by Hákon Hákonarson in his royal project of 

textual transmission.  This importation of foreign texts was part of a grand royal project 

                                                        
13 Tristrams saga, 28. 
14 My translation. 
15 Henry Goddard Leach, Angevin Britain and Scandinavia (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 1921), 29. 
16 Knut Helle, Under kirke og kongemakt: 1130-1350. (Oslo: Aschehougs, 1995), 194-

195. 
17 Helle, Under kirke og kongemakt, 183. 
18 Sif Ríkharðsdóttir, Medieval Translations and Cultural Discourse: The Movement of 

Texts in England, France and Scandinavia (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2012), 18. 
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to restructure Hákon’s court and reshape Norway in the image of contemporary, more 

prestigious monarchies.19 

 As pieces of literature, we should not think of these sagas as wholly original 

creations born out of authorial intent.  However, we should also refrain from thinking of 

them as wholly derivative or void of any input from the individuals who conducted the 

translations.  They were born of certain conditions at a particular point in time, where 

two cultures which had engaged in an exchange of persons and ideas for many decades 

commingled within the resulting textual artifacts.  When reading and examining these 

texts, therefore, we must bear in mind that they were produced by and for people who 

were not purely “Norse” or purely “Francophone” in their tastes and aesthetics.20  These 

texts should be regarded, rather, as objects created through a negotiated action of 

cultural exchange, drawing on the expectations and knowledge of different traditions 

simultaneously.21  

 The medieval process of translation involved extensive adaptation of the 

material found in the source text.  In order to create a well-received text, translators 

would adjust material, curtail or subtract entire passages, and explain foreign concepts 

or vocabulary.22  Some translators would even change the structure and content of entire 

passages, rearranging incidents in the plot or adopting episodes from other, separate 

stories.23  Some of the conventions of Francophone romance, such as the lengthy 

catalogs of the material trappings of courtly splendor or the vast explorations of 

characters’ psychological and emotional lives, were curtailed or excised completely in 

                                                        
19 Irlenbusch-Reynard, “Translations,” 387-388.  Kalinke, North-by-Northwest, 20. 
20 Hákon and his court never completely “became English,” but rather “supplemented” 

their literature and lifestyles with foreign affectations.  Leach, Angevin Britain, 156-

157. 
21 Felix Lummer, “Solitary Colossi: and Not-So-Small Men: A Study of the Effect of 

Translation on the Old Norse Supernatural Cocept of the jǫtnar in the Translated 

riddarasögur,” in ARV: Nordic Yearbook of Folklore 77, ed. Arne Bugge Amiundsen 

(Uppsala: The Royal Gustavus Adolphus Academy, 2021), 66. 
22 Irlenbusch-Reynard, “Translations,” 390.   
23 Erex saga, 219. 
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favor of action.24  Characterization was altered to better suit the expectations of a Norse 

audience, and King Arthur’s champions began to look and act more and more like the 

heroes of Norse sagas.25   

  Regarding the manuscripts themselves, there are certain problems and pitfalls 

with the material at our disposal, problems which must be acknowledged here briefly.  

Of the four riddarasögur examined in this study, none of them survive in manuscripts 

from the time of composition.26  Instead, what we have to work with are a mixture of 

later medieval and post-medieval copies and surviving fragments27 (all of which were 

                                                        
24 See Ian Campbell, “Medieval riddarasögur in adaptation from the French: Flores saga 

ok Blankiflur and Parcevals saga,” Parergon 8, no.2 (December 1990): 23.  See also 

Irlenbusch-Reynard, “Translations,” 391; Claudie Bornholdt, “Everyone thought it very 

strange how the man had been shaped”: The Hero and His Physical Traits in the 

“Riddarasögur,” Arthuriana 22, no. 1 (Spring 2012): 28. 
25 Marianne E. Kalinke, “Characterization in “Erex saga” and “Ívens saga”,” Modern 

Language Studies 5, no. 1 (Spring, 1975): 18.  
26 Even the earliest fragments of manuscript evidence postdate the translation of these 

sagas by decades.  The earliest fragment of Parcevals saga, from NkS 1794b 4to, dates 

from about 1350.  Parcevals saga with Valvens Þáttr, trans. Helen Maclean, ed. Kirsten 

Wolf, in Arthurian Archives Vol. IV, Norse Romance Vol. II, ed. Marianne E. Kalinke 

(D.S. Brewer, 1999), 105.  One of the earliest manuscripts containing parts of Erex 

saga, Ormsbók, is dated from the 14th century (Erex saga, 220).  Stockholm 6 4to, some 

of the earliest manuscript evidence of both Ívens saga and Erex saga, has been dated to 

the fourteenth century (Erex saga, 220) or fifteenth century (Ívens saga, 35), while 

Tristrams saga may be found earliest in fifteenth century fragments: AM 567, XXII, 

4to, and the Reeves Fragment (Tristrams saga, 26). 
27 The only complete manuscript evidence from the Middle Ages for Parcevals saga, 

for example, is Stockholm Perg. 6 4to, dated to around 1400 (Parcevals saga, 105).  

The other sagas may be found in their complete forms only in modern or early-modern 

paper copies.  The earliest complete Tristrams saga, AM 543 4to, dates from the 17th 

century (Tristrams saga, 26).  The same can be said for Erex saga, whose earliest 

complete iterations appear in two paper manuscripts, AM 181b fol. and Stockholm 46 
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created by Icelanders).28  These later copyists, like their forebears, may not have seen it 

as their duty to reproduce the texts completely faithfully.  It is entirely possible that they 

“updated” the texts in their keeping in order to make them understandable and enjoyable 

for their own contemporaries.29  Additionally, as with the surviving manuscript 

evidence of many other medieval texts, human error, the depredations of time and 

circumstance, and the creativity of proceeding copyists and editors have led to 

differences between extant manuscripts and fragments across the centuries.  Because of 

the many variations in manuscript evidence, it is not appropriate to speak of an 

authoritative or original version of any of the Old Norse texts.  We must therefore use 

caution when making any assertions about these texts.30 

 

                                                        
fol., the former dated to ca. 1650 and the latter to the second half of the 17th century 

(Erex saga, 219). 
28 Irlenbusch-Reynard, “Translations,” 389. Kalinke, North-by-Northwest, 1,3. 
29 Irlenbusch-Reynard, “Translations,” 389. Kalinke, North-by-Northwest, 8, 16. 

Lummer, “Solitary Colossi,” 59. 
30 For the purposes of this current study, I will be using the editions produced for the 

Arthur of the North series, volumes I and II.  The Old Norse texts for Erex saga, 

Tristrams saga, Parcevals saga and Valvens Þáttr, and Ívens saga are all taken from 

these editions.  Unless otherwise indicated, the English translations are my own.  
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3. Distinctions Between Knights and Giants 
The giants and knights of the translated riddarasögur are, to say the least, different from 

each other in a variety of ways.  These differences, broadly, relate to the differences in 

their possessions, their bodies, their behavior, and their ancestry.  When these features 

of a translated riddarasögur knight are examined, we can contrast them to the 

corresponding features of a giant in order to better understand what these texts tell us 

about their conception of knightly identity.  It is also instructive, however, to examine 

instances in which knights, either by their appearance or by their behavior, become 

“giant-like,” in order to understand certain anxieties surrounding the antisocial 

capabilities of these very same knights. 

 

3.1 The Clothes Make The Man 
“þat er oc hoƿæska...hværsu hann skal haga klæðum sinum bæðe at lit oc aðrum 

lutum...”31 

 

“It is also courtesy…to know how to select one’s clothes both as to color and other 

considerations...”32 

 

The first difference which I will examine is the difference between a typical knight and 

typical giant’s clothing.  During the Middle Ages, clothing was used to signal one’s 

social status and gender.33  Within the translated riddarasögur, clothing plays an 

important role in signifying social status, as well as the inclusion or exclusion of an 

individual as a member of social in-groups and of society in general.   

                                                        
31 The Old Norse text of this passage is taken from Konungs Skuggsjá: Speculum 

Regale, ed. Finnur Jónsson (Copenhagen, 1920), 164. 
32 This English translation is taken from The King’s Mirror (Speculum Regale – 

Konungs Skuggsjá), trans. Laurence Marcellus Larson (New York: 1917), 227. 
33 Michael D. Amey, “Clothes Make the Man: Parzival Dressed and Undressed,” in 

Journal of Gender Studies 13, no.1 (2004): 63-65. 
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 Typically, members of court wear beautiful, sumptuous clothing made from 

expensive material.34  The absence of such clothing may even bar somebody from 

physically entering court.  Take, for example, the case of Tristram’s trusted foster-

father.  After years of traveling far and wide in search of the missing Tristram, his 

clothes have become ragged and his appearance is rough.  The narrator comments that, 

even though he is still a man of high rank, it is difficult for him to get into the court of 

King Markis in order to be reunited with Tristram, for “En þó at maðr sé vel ættaðr ok 

siðum vel mannaðr ok þó fátækr til hirðar, þá finnr han þar fá, sem honum duga skyldi” 

(Even though a man may be from a good family, well-mannered and well-bred, if he 

comes to the court in a state of poverty, then he would find it difficult to get the help he 

would need).35  Without such external markers of status, the foster-father is mistaken for 

a peasant beggar, and he is badly treated.   

 The importance of fine clothing for the construction of identity and inclusion in 

the court is further illustrated in Erex saga.  When Erex first meets his future bride, 

Evida, she is living with her father.  Erex sees her dressed in merely a tattered linen 

garment.36 And yet, he has never seen anyone like her, for “at sjálf náttúran undraðiz at 

hún var svá fríð sköpið” (Nature itself was amazed that [Evida] was so beautifully 

formed).37 Her father assures Erex that she is not dressed in this fashion on account of 

her being “þrælborin” (born of slaves)38, but rather that his own constant warring has 

sunk him into a state of poverty.  She remains in such clothes, on the insistence of Erex, 

until she is brought to the castle of King Arthur.  Once there, the queen herself takes 

Evida into her own chambers in order to clothe her properly in the manner befitting a 

                                                        
34 Velvet, silk, sable, ermine, scarlet, furs, baldachin, and cloth of purple are all 

mentioned in the translated riddarasögur.  See Tristrams saga, 68, 106, 124, 152, 186, 

200; Ívens saga, 40, 56, 70; Parcevals saga, 118, 122, 128, 130, 132, 142, 146, 148, 

164; Erex saga, 224, 232, 242, 252. 
35 Tristrams saga, 64.  
36 Erex saga, 226. 
37 Erex saga, 226.  
38 Erex saga, 226. 
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bride-to-be of one of Arthur’s champions.39  The entrance of Evida into the physical 

presence of the court, and into proper court society, then, is signaled by her acquisition 

of fittingly beautiful and costly clothing. 

 By contrast, characters who are presented as rustics or as belonging to the wild 

may be dressed in rough clothes.  One such example is Parceval, the eponymous knight 

of Parcevals saga.  Prior to his introduction into the practices of courtesy by a 

nobleman named Gormanz, Parceval lives in the forest with his mother.  As he hunts 

and wanders the forests, unaware of his own knightly lineage, he is dressed by his 

mother in a rough tunic and leggings of deerskin.40  As part of his lessons in 

knighthood, Parceval must be made to understand that the fine clothes which Gormanz 

has provided for him are indeed far superior to the peasant’s garb provided by his own 

well-meaning mother.41  Such rough clothes are more fitting for the countryside and for 

the gaurr, the peasant or rustic, than for the world of the court. 

This association of rough clothing with the wilds and the world outside of court 

is expressed in what descriptions we are given of some of the giant and blámaðr 

characters’ clothing.  In Ívens saga, for example, there is a strange, dark-skinned wild 

man who is in charge of a group of ferocious animals living in the forest.  This man is 

clad in two fastened bull’s hides instead of clothes.42  In Tristrams saga, we are told that 

the statue of the giant Moldagog is clothed in “stóru bukkskinni ok loðnu,” a big, hairy 

buck’s hide43 which only covers his body down to the navel and leaves his lower half 

exposed, making it not only crude but sorely lacking.44 

 In some cases, the absence of clothes may indicate the separation of an 

individual from society.   Take the case of Íven, who devolves into madness and lives in 

                                                        
39 Erex saga, 232. 
40 Parcevals saga, 124. 
41 Parcevals saga, 128. 
42 “hafði hann fest um sik tvær griðunga húðir,” Ívens saga, 40. 
43 A bukk(s)skinn could be a hide from either a buck deer or a he-goat. Geir T. Zoëga, A 

Concise Dictionary of Old Icelandic (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1910), 75. 
44 Tristrams saga, 186. 
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the wilderness.  The first thing he does as he runs into the forest is tear off his clothes.45  

In doing this, he has thrown away the vestiges which mark him as a member of courtly 

society.  His nudity, combined with his eating of raw meat,46 makes him more suited to 

the wilderness than to any king’s pavilion.  When he is rescued by a group of passing 

maidens who happen to have a magic healing salve, it is fitting, then, that these saviors 

also provide Íven with fine clothes: a permit, like Evida’s dress, to (re-)enter courtly 

society. 

 Here also we see the nudity of Íven coupled with an inability to postpone 

gratification, the inability to sublimate desires; he eats the flesh of animals without even 

cooking it.47  Just as Íven is unbound by clothing, he is unbound by self-control.  We 

see such an association when we look once again at the statue of Moldagog.  The 

previously mentioned goat tunic is inadequate to clothe his whole frame, and leaves his 

body naked from the waist down.48  The statue is posed in such a way that it appears to 

be screaming, raising its club above its head to strike.49  Here we see, carved in stone no 

less, a perfect representation of the threatening and unbridled sexuality that giants 

sometimes embody.50  The rough tunic of the gaurr is inadequate to contain the giant’s 

                                                        
45 “reif of sér klæðin” (tears off his clothes). Ívens saga, 69. 
46 This act, the eating of the raw meat, can also indicate the separation from polite 

society.  Carolyne Larrington has for instance pointed out that “[t]he idea that what you 

eat indicates a great deal about your social status is near-universal; since meat’s 

potential for arousing disgust is unequalled among foodstuffs, meat-taboos are the most 

powerful and culturally significant.”  Carolyne Larrington, “A Viking in Shining 

Armour? Vikings and Chivalry in the Fornaldarsögur,” Viking and Medieval 

Scandinavia 4 (2008): 277. 
47 Ívens saga, 68. 
48 Tristrams saga, 186. 
49 Tristrams saga, 186. 
50 Samantha J.E. Riches, “Virtue and Violence: Saints, Monsters and Sexuality in 

Medieval Culture,” in Medieval Sexuality: A Casebook, eds. April Harper and Caroline 

Proctor (New York: Routledge, 2008), 60. 
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sexualized body, just as a knight’s libidinal desires may run rampant without the 

vestments of chivalry to symbolically contain them.51 

 Clothing was an essential component of identity, indicating one's social standing 

and member of a group.  Within the closed circle of the nobility or aristocracy, this 

clothing ideally was valuable and beautiful.  For the knights, their function as fighting 

men necessitated additional possessions related to warfare and tournaments. As we shall 

see, the possession of weapons and armor and the types of weapons utilized were 

necessary to distinguish the knights from other people and from giants. 

 

3.2 Alvápnaðr 
““Ef þú mætir riddara,” sagði hann, “ok lýstr hann þik, hvat vill þú þá at hafaz?”  

“Ljósta hann,” sagði sveinninn, “þegar jafnskjótt.” 

“En ef þú brýtr spjót þitt,” kvað hann, “hvat vill þú þá at hafaz?” 

“Þá ræð ek þegar á hann ok tek hann höndum,” sagði sveinnin. 

“Nei, vinr,” kvað riddarinn. “Eigi berr þat svá at gera.” 

“Hversu þá?” sagði sveinninn. 

“Með sverði skalt þú sækja hann,” sagði riddarinn, “ok skylming.””52 

 

(“If you meet a knight,” he said, “and he should hurt you, what will you do then?” 

“Hit him,” said the boy, “immediately.” 

“And if you break your lance,” said he, “what will you do then?” 

“Then I will immediately attack him with my hands,” said the boy. 

“No, friend,” said the knight.  “Plainly, you should not do that.” 

“How, then?” said the boy. 

“With a sword and with swordplay, you shall attack him,” said the knight.) 
 

Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, writing on the necessity of objects exterior to the biological body 

in the construction of knighthood, tells us that “this medieval technology of the self 

[chivalry] relies upon a complex assemblage capable of catching up human, animal, 

                                                        
51 Barnes, “Giants of Tristrams saga,” 116. 
52 Parcevals saga, 126. 
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objects, and intensities”.53  A knight, by this estimation, is not a man with a horse, 

sword, lance, and armor.  A knight is man-and-horse-and-sword-and-lance-and-armor, 

and without one of these aspects he is woefully incomplete. 

 The construction of this body, entailing clothing and armor, weapons and horse, 

may be seen most deliberately in Parcevals saga. The young Parceval sees a group of 

armed and armored knights riding through the forest.  This is the first time the sheltered 

boy has seen knights, and they are nothing short of divinely beautiful to his eyes.54  In 

particular, he marvels at one of the knight’s shields, armor, and weapons, and asks him 

where he may attain such weapons and armor for himself.55   

This desire for arms and armor is what initiates Parceval’s journey into full-

fledged knighthood.  Parceval covets the beautiful red armor belonging to  a knight who 

has humiliated King Arthur.  After Arthur grants him permission to take the armor, 

Parceval kills the Red Knight in a violent confrontation.  However, he has no 

knowledge of how to unfasten the helmet, or how to retrieve the sword.  He does not 

know how to spur a warhorse, or to wear fine clothes.56 He must be instructed in 

handling his weapons and his horse by the worthy Gormanz, a skilled knight who 

teaches him the ways of chivalry.57  All this is initiated, of course, by the desire to 

obtain the material possessions of a knight, those things which must be combined with 

the flesh-and-blood person in order to complete the constructed knightly body. 

 This use of “proper” weapons was an important aspect of knightly identity.  The 

only proper weapons for a knight were the sword and, primarily, the lance.  The use of 

                                                        
53 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, Medieval Identity Machines (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2003), 46. 
54 Parceval initially believes that these knights, or this one knight in particular, must 

actually be God.  “En honum varð ekki annat á munni en spyrja riddarann, ef hann væri 

guð; kvað móður sína hafa sagt sér at ekki væri jafn fagrt sem guð” (And there was 

naught else for him to say but to ask the knight, whether he were God; his mother had 

told him there was nothing as beautiful as God). Parcevals saga, 108. 
55 Parcevals saga, 108. 
56 Parcevals saga, 118 . 
57 Parcevals saga, 124, 126. 
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ranged weapons and throwing weapons in battle, it seems, was not in the purvey of 

proper knights.58  When a protagonist uses such weapons in the translated riddarasögur, 

it may be before they have gained proper weapons and armor, or perhaps before they 

have entered into service at the retinue of a lord.  As a boy living with his mother, 

Parceval is said to be very skilled at throwing javelins, even able to keep three in the air 

at the same time.59 Parceval uses javelins to hunt in the forest where he meets the 

beautiful knights.60  Later, when he confronts the knight in red armor who has stolen 

from King Arthur’s table, he kills him with a javelin because he has not yet received the 

weapons of a knight.61  The use of ranged or throwing weapons by a knight may also 

occur when a knight is separated from courtly society.  During his time in the forest, 

Íven uses a bow and arrow to hunt for animals to eat.62  

 In contrast with proper knightly behavior, the giants demonstrate an affinity for 

crude weapons, particularly weapons made of iron.  Urgan in Tristrams saga carries an 

iron staff, which Tristram refers to as an iron club.63  The statue of the giant Moldagog 

later in the same saga bears an iron staff.64  The blámaðr who watches over the beasts of 

the forest in Ívens saga holds an iron sledgehammer.65  The giant who has kidnapped 

                                                        
58 Throwing javelins, for instance, seems to have been a skill for amusement in games.  

In Tristrams saga, we are told that many knights amuse themselves with throwing 

javelins and other diversions during a wedding. Tristrams saga, 168. 
59 “ok svá kunni hann gaflökum at skjóta svá at þrjú váru á lopti senn” (and he was so 

skilled at javelin throwing, such that three were in the air at the same time). Parcevals 

saga, 108. 
60 Parcevals saga, 108. 
61 Parceval has already received instruction in swordplay and archery (“Hann hafði áðr 

kent honum skot ok skylmingar”), but he needs to be given instruction on the proper 

methods of actually dealing with his armor and sword and scabbard. Parcevals saga, 

108, 118.  
62 Ívens saga, 68. 
63 Tristrams saga, 154, 156. 
64 Tristrams saga, 186. 
65 Ívens saga, 40. 
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the princess later in this same saga holds a large iron staff,66 while two giant-like 

brothers hold two iron clubs with iron spikes placed all about them.67  One of the giants 

of Erex saga carries “stóra járnklumbu” (a large iron club).68  Notably, the only giant 

who does not use a weapon with some sort of iron is Moldagog, whose staff is made 

with hard wood from the holly tree.69  This use of wood sets Moldagog apart, giving 

him more in common with his human contemporaries who work their craftsmanship in 

wood, and may prefigure his usefulness to humanity.70   

 The threat that these clubs pose to their opponents is not only physical.  Being 

hit with anything other than a proper weapon was considered a great dishonor.71  When 

Erex is struck by a dwarf bearing a whip, for example, he is humiliated and wishes only 

to avenge himself immediately.72  When a giant herds four princes toward their father’s 

castle, he is striking them with a whip, adding endangerment of honor to their physical 

peril.73 

 In contrast to the behavior of knights, the giants of the translated riddarasögur, 

on several occasions, throw their weapons at the knights with whom they do battle.  In 

contrast to the skilled throwing of javelins, the giants cannot hit their target, and they 

miss the knights in all cases.  They do, however, end up killing the knights’ horses.74  

                                                        
66 Ívens saga, 78. 
67 “tvaer klumbur settar allar járngöddum,” Ívens saga, 86. 
68 Erex saga, 246. 
69 “af hinum harðasta beinviði,” Tristrams saga, 178.  
70 “In ancient Northern tradition, giants work in stone; humans work in wood.” Barnes, 

“Giants of Tristrams saga,” 119.   
71 Marianne E. Kalinke, “Honor: The Motivating Principle of the Erex saga,” 

Scandinavian Studies 45, no.2 (1973): 81. 
72 Erex saga, 224. 
73 Ívens saga, 78. 
74 Tristrams saga, 156. 
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Killing a knight’s horse was considered a dishonorable behavior, as is attested 

by the narrator of Ívens saga.75  In addition, however, a knight without a horse was 

incapable of performing to the fullest of his martial abilities.  War horses were 

incredibly expensive and difficult to train and ride, and the “class-obsessed” men who 

made up the ranks of knights would be deprived of this essential class signifier.76  The 

destruction of his horse meant the destruction of a part of himself, a part of the knight’s 

constructed “body” which was conceptualized to include weapons, armor, and horse.  

Giants, disregarding the rules of combat,77 destroy this part of the knights constructed 

body, thereby assaulting his identity, rendering it incomplete and the knight potentially 

impotent.   

 The impotence of a knight without a horse is illustrated during an episode in 

Ívens saga in which Íven’s horse is killed.  After pursuing Sir Nódan into his castle, a 

modified portcullis slams shut on Íven’s horse.  The horse is cut in half by the falling 

portcullis, and Íven is trapped within the gatehouse of the castle.  Crucially, the 

portcullis comes down so close to Íven’s back that it snaps his spurs in half.78  Íven is 

now trapped inside the gatehouse and incapable of carrying out violent resistance or 

escape attempts, since any such attempt would see him outnumbered and surrounded by 

many armed knights.  The impotence and inability to defend himself imposed on Íven in 

this situation is represented symbolically through the loss of his spurs, a loss which not 

only deprives him of the practical means to ride a horse, but also of one of the capstone 

                                                        
75 “En þeir gerðu sem hæverskir riddarar, því at hvárrgi vill skeina annars hest” (And 

they behaved like noble knights, such that neither of the two wanted to even scratch the 

other’s horse).  Ívens saga, 46. 
76 Cohen, Of Giants, 104. 
77 Dragons in these sagas end up destroying horses as well (Tristrams saga, 98).  

However, unlike the Norse dragon Fafnir, these creatures are incapable of speech and 

likewise, presumably, incapable of reason.  It is therefore erroneous to speak of them 

violating the norms of combat.  In addition, the giants, with their humanoid form, are a 

more appropriate vehicle for allegorizing the threats posed by knightly bodies. 
78 “lagði svá nær honum, at báðir sporarnir flugu í sundr fyrir áfalli hurðarinnar,” Ívens 

saga, 48. 
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features of a knight’s accoutrement.79  The loss of his spurs, then, represents the 

temporary loss of Íven’s status as well as his ability to initiate violence. 

 The material possessions of a knight provided much of the component parts of 

his constructed identity and constructed body.  As we have seen from the example of 

Parceval, this body is constructed sometimes piece-by-piece py acquiring the necessary 

component parts and learning how to effectively incorporate them.  Another part of this 

constructed body was the flesh-and-blood, physical form, the human being which 

moved the entire apparatus of man-and-horse-and-sword-and-lance-and-armor.  We 

must look to the physical body to find another important distinction between giants and 

knights. 

3.3 vaxinn riddaraliga 
“Ef þessi maðr hefir hugdirfð eptir vexti sinum, þá er vánligt, <at> hann geti varit sik 

fyrir einum manni.  Ok eptir því, sem likligt er, hefir hann afl til at gera harðan bardaga, 

því hann er vaxinn riddaraliga.” 80 

 

(If this man has courage like his stature, then it is likely that he can defend himself 

against one man.  And because he has the stature of a knight, which is favorable, he has 

the strength to give a hard fight.) 

 

When we speak of the monsters of the Middle Ages, it is important to bear in mind what 

a monster actually was.  Based on various geographical and historical texts, people of 

medieval Europe believed in the existence of monstrous “races” of people who lived far 

at the geographic margins of the world.81  These people were often designated as 

                                                        
79 Parcevals saga, 118. Tristrams saga, 98. 
80 Tristrams saga, 112. 
81 For a discussion on the appropriateness/usefulness of the term “race” to refer to such 

beings as they must have been imagined by the people of the Middle Ages, see Asa 

Simon Mittman, “Are the ‘monstrous races’ races?” Postmedieval: A Journal of 

Medieval Cultural Studies 6, (2015).  See also Geraldine Heng, The Invention of Race in 

the European Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 34-35. 



 

26 

monstrous because of their inappropriate behavior: wearing no clothes, barking like 

dogs instead of speaking, and eating raw flesh or human flesh, to name just a few.  The 

primary criteria for identifying monstrosity, however, was the possession of a 

monstrous body.82 

 There were many ways in which a body could be considered monstrous.  Some 

were missing body parts, such as the blemmyae, who had no heads but rather wore their 

facial features across their torsos.  Monsters may also have some mix of animal and 

human features, such as the cynocephali, the (dog-headed men).  Some, however, were 

what Dana Morgan Oswald has deemed “monsters of excess”: creatures who possess an 

overabundance of some sort of normal human feature, such as extra body parts.83  In the 

case of the giants, it is their excessive size which marks them as monstrous.84  To put it 

simply, they are too big.85 

 Giants throughout the translated riddarasögur are consistently described using 

adjectives that emphasis their great size: “stórr” and “mikill”.  Moldagog is even 

described as extraordinarily large, “undarliga mikill,”86  Another, when he falls, is 

described as having a body so large the earth shakes when he makes impact.87  A pair of 

men who do battle with Íven are likened to giants in regard to their great size.88  With 

                                                        
82 Oswald, “Indecent Bodies,” 26.  
83 Oswald, “Indecent Bodies,” 78. 
84 Felix Lummer asserts that “the most notable feature of the Old French jaiants is their 

larger-than-human size” when examining the translation of the Old French jaiants into 

Old Norse jǫtnar. Lummer, “Solitary Colossi,” 61. 
85 Ingunn Ásdísardóttir points out that the Snorra Edda is the first mythological work to 

show the jǫtnar as larger than the gods. Ingunn Ásdísardóttir, “Jǫtnar in War and 

Peace: The Jǫtnar in Old Norse Mythology, Their Nature and Function” (PhD diss., 

University of Iceland, 2018), 211-213. 
86 Tristrams saga, 176. 
87 “Steyptiz þá jötunninn til jarðar ok varð þá svá mikill gnýr at öll jörðin skalf.” Ívens 

saga, 78. 
88 “tveir bannsettligir menn stórir sem jötnar.”  They are earlier referred to as the sons of 

giants, “tveir jötuns synir eru hér,” Ívens saga, 86. 
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such great size to their advantage, these giants pose an obvious danger for any knight 

who would do battle with them. 

 Here is where we see the potential for overlap between giants and knights in the 

translated riddarasögur at its most easily visible, for a hero must also be of great size.  

Within the Norwegian Kings’ sagas, for example, all of the favorable monarchs are 

described as having tall stature.  A tall, well-built and strong body was a prerequisite to 

being taken seriously as a king and as a leader of men.  When King Sverrir is described 

as being small in Sverris saga, for example, the saga writer then takes great care to 

make up for this shortcoming by reminding the audience of his other great qualities.89  

Tristram is described as having knightly stature90, and his counterpart, Tristram dvergr, 

describes himself as “manna mestr” (the largest of men).91   Tristram dvergr is likewise 

described as a man of large stature by the narrator, who then takes pains to point out 

that this knight is also well-proportioned and very handsome.92 

 The potential for a knight’s necessarily large size to place him near or beyond 

the “thin and frequently breached boundary between gigantism and knighthood in 

medieval romance”93 is exemplified perfectly by the massive Irish knight, Morhold.  

Although he exhibits some facets of giant behavior, such as a hot temper and speaking 

with a loud voice, Morhold’s characteristic feature is his great size.  On no fewer than 

four occasions, we are reminded of Morhold’s size, as well as the strength and thickness 

of his neck and his limbs.94  However, it simply would not do for a relative of the queen 

of Ireland and, for that matter, of the lovely Ísönd to be related to an honest-to-goodness 

giant.95  He is still a knight; he fights with a sword, he wears a helmet and armor, and 

                                                        
89 Bornholdt, “Physical Traits,” 24. 
90 “vaxinn riddaraliga,” Tristrams saga, 112.  
91 Tristrams saga, 212. 
92 “Hann var mikill maðr ok vel vaxinn ok hinn fríðasti.” Tristrams saga, 210. 
93 Barnes, “Giants of Tristrams saga,” 115. 
94 Tristrams saga, 74, 78, 80. 
95 Bornholdt, “Physical Traits,” 32. 
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much is made of his skill in horsemanship.96  Instead, we are treated to a “giant-like” 

knight, a man whose size and temper demonstrates how easily and seamlessly a knight 

could drift into the category of monstrosity. 

 

3.4 “þá mælti Tristram hárri röddu” 
“...þá stóð Morhold upp ok sýndiz rauðr í andliti...”97 

 

(...then Morhold stood up and he was red in the face...) 

 

Another of the important ways in which knights are distinguished from giants is the 

manner in which they behave when the two encounter each other.  This difference in 

behavior, in manners, is expressed mainly through a difference in temperament and a 

difference in ways of speaking.  Throughout these sagas, there are many episodes in 

which giants lose their temper and become enraged.  Urgan twice throws his club at 

Tristram in a great rage.98  Moldagog, likewise, throws his iron club at Tristram “með 

miklu afli of reiði” (with great force and rage).99  A beard-collecting giant from Africa 

becomes enraged when his offer to peacefully receive King Arthur’s beard is 

rejected.100  An inability to control one’s temper, especially in battle, seems to be a giant 

problem.  It is in this regard that Morhold once again demonstrates a proximity to 

gigantism.  When Tristram refuses to allow a tribute of young boys to be sent to Ireland, 

Morhold becomes so angry that he is red in the face.101  Although Morhold is not alone 

                                                        
96 “reið síðan til vígvallar ok hleypti hesti sínum, öllum ásjáöundum, hversu hann kunni 

at ríða” (he rode down to the battlefield and put his horse to gallop with everyone 

watching how well he could ride). Tristrams saga, 78. 
97 Tristrams saga, 78. 
98 Tristrams saga, 156, 158. 
99 Tristrams saga, 180. 
100 The giant races to meet Arthur “með æði mikill,” with a great rage; with great fury. 

Tristrams saga, 172. 
101 Tristrams saga, 78. 
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in his feeling of knightly anger,102 it is the bodily reaction and the uncontrollable 

expression of his anger which sets him apart among the knights.  

 In addition to an uncontrolled temper, the giants are seemingly unable to control 

the volume or manner of their own voices.  Everywhere in the translated riddarasögur, 

giants are said to have shouted (æpti).103  This can take the form of shouting out words 

in order to answer a knight or to communicate.  When describing the way Urgan 

communicates with Tristram, the narrator tells us that the giant “æpti hann þá á hann 

ógurligri röddu” (he shouted at him in an awful voice).104  The giant  Moldagog “æpti” 

(shouted) in a loud voice in order to sue for peace with Tristram.105  Later, when Kardin 

and Tristram cross the river into Moldagog’s territory, he calls out to them in a 

terrifying voice.106  The blámaðr who calls to Íven at the gates of his castle does so by 

shouting down at him.107  Shouting may also be wordless, as an inarticulate expression 

of strong feelings of anger, such as Urgan pursuing Tristram “með miklum gný” (with a 

great noise/din).108  

 The giants also often employ insults and pejorative accusations and titles when 

speaking to knights.109  One of the most common is gaurr, meaning, generally, “a rough 

                                                        
102 The anger of many knights seems to be triggered by different factors.  One is the 

perception of lying or deception, Tristrams saga, 194, 200; Valvens Þáttr, 198.  Another 

is verbal insult or slight of honor, Tristrams saga, 70, 156; Ívens saga, 46.  
103 Œpa meaning “to cry, shout.” Zoëga, A Concise Dictionary of Old Icelandic, 526. 
104 Tristrams saga, 156. 
105 Tristrams saga, 180. 
106 “kallaði á Tristram ógurligu kalli,” Tristrams saga, 196. 
107 “æpti þegar,” Ívens saga, 84. 
108 Tristrams saga, 156.  The verb “gnýja” may mean “to roar.” Zoëga, A Concise 

Dictionary of Old Icelandic, 168. 
109 The use of proper language, absent of lying and harsh words, was considered 

chivalrous and even spiritually beneficial.  Mark D. Johnston, “The Treatment of 

Speech in Medieval Ethical Courtesy Literature,” Rhetorica: A Journal of the History of 

Rhetoric 4, no.1 (Winter 1986): 26-30, 32-33. 



 

30 

fellow” or rustic.110  Urgan calls Tristram gaurr.111  Moldagog variously calls Tristram 

“Herra gaurr” (Lord Ruffian) and “heimskr gaurr” (foolish ruffian).112  The blámenn 

brothers in Ívens saga refer to Íven as gaurr two times.113   

 That is not to say that the knights are always timid and quiet. However, when 

they do speak loudly, the narrator chooses to use the formulation he spoke in a loud 

voice, “mælti [hann] hárri röddu”.114  Despite the differences between them, Tristram 

and Morhold both speak in a loud voice rather than shouting.115  Tristram likewise 

speaks in a loud voice to the Irish harpist.116  Even when members of courtly society are 

said to have æpti, it is used in combination with the phrase hárri röddu (a loud voice), 

possibly precluding interpretation of these actions as uncontrolled shouting.  Notably, 

when the giant Moldagog sues for peace, he is said to have shouted in a loud voice.117  

At the very moment when he offers his services and his wealth in exchange for his life, 

the narrator chooses to characterize the voice of the giant in a partially similar manner 

as to the loud, though controlled, voice of a knight by using the qualifier hárri röddu.  

As Moldagog is transformed from a potential danger to court society into an asset to 

Tristram, even his pattern of speech becomes more in line with his knightly 

counterparts.    

3.5 Family Matters 
“Gott kemur aldin af góðum viði: svá er ok góðr máðr með góðum siði.” 

                                                        
110 Zoëga, A Concise Dictionary of Old Icelandic, 161. It may also mean “boor, brute, 

ruffian.” “gaurr”, ONP Dictionary of Old Norse Prose, University of Copenhagen, last 

modified April 27, 2022, https://onp.ku.dk/onp/onp.php?o26205.  
111 Tristrams saga, 156. 
112 Tristrams saga, 178, 180. 
113 Ívens saga, 84, 86. 
114 For this example, the narrator actually uses the name of Tristram, “mælti Tristram 

hárri röddu,” Tristrams saga, 76.  
115 Tristrams saga, 76. 
116 “mælti hann hárri röddu,” Tristrams saga, 130. 
117 “æpti jötunninn upp hárri röddu,” Tristrams saga, 180. 
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“Good fruit comes from a good tree: so a good man has good habits naturally.”118 

 

The most important distinction between knights and nobles, on the one hand, and giants 

on the other was the question of ancestry.  A good family and a good bloodline was 

thought to produce or predict all of the desirable qualities of the nobility, both in terms 

of normative external beauty and appearance as well as internal morality and intentions.  

As Fjodor Uspenskij succinctly puts it, “from the viewpoint of the kin-conscious saga-

writer the most important information is the description of family connections, for these 

connections predetermine the person’s character, deeds, and, to some extent, his name.  

Thus, if the family connections of the personage have been characterized, then almost 

all has been said about him.”119  A bad bloodline, by contrast, was thought to produce 

undesirable personalities and unattractive physical features.  This belief in the primal 

influence of one’s own kin group, ones ætt, was shared among the upper classes of the 

Norse world as well as their European comtemporaries.120   

 We can see some instances in which the primary importance of lineage is 

illustrated within the translated riddarasögur.  We learn that the families of the different 

protagonists are all esteemed and respectable.  Erex and Íven are the sons of kings.  

Tristram and Parceval are descended from respected knights.  Good family ties were, of 

course, important for women as well.  Parceval’s mother comes “af inum beztum 

ættum” (from the best family).121  Tristram agrees to marry Ísodd partially for the sake 

                                                        
118 Helen Maclean’s translation, which skillfully preserves the end rhyme used in the 

original Old Norse passage, is used here. Parcevals saga, 126-127.  
119 Fjodor Uspenskij, “The category of affinity (Mágsemð) in the Old Norse model of 

family relations,” in The Fantastic in Old Norse/Icelandic Literature : Preprint Papers 

of the 13th International Saga Conference, Durham and York 6th – 12th August 2006, I-

II., eds. John McKinnell, David Ashurst, Donata Kick (Durham: Centre for Medieval 

and Renaissance Studies, 2006), 988. 
120 Heng, The Invention of Race, 16. 
121 Parcevals saga, 110. 
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of her “nafns, frægðar ok meðferða” (her renowned name and bearing).122  In Erex saga, 

in order to assure Erex of Evida’s good lineage, her father cites the high position of her 

uncle as well as his own former social standing.123 

 On some occasions, characters within the sagas, as well as the narrators, 

comment on the relation between good lineage, looks, and character explicitly.  When it 

becomes clear that Parceval wishes to follow in his father’s footsteps and become a 

knight, his mother remarks that all things, whatever they are, take after their ætt.124  

Later on, we are told by the narrator that such a thing can be expected since, after all, 

“good fruit comes from a good tree.”125  King Arthur himself states that it is likely 

Parceval comes from good people based on his handsome and valiant appearance.126  

The good heritable qualities of these protagonists are passed on to the next generation as 

well.  At the end of Erex saga, we are told that Erex, who has by now become a king 

himself, has sons who grow up to be worthy knights just like their father.127  

 But if good trees bear good fruit, then the giants were imagined to be rotting on 

the vine.  Explanations for the existence of giants relied on a variety of supposed 

patriarchs and sires, each of them very bad “trees.”  In some traditions, it was the 

wicked first murderer of the Bible, Cain, whose people entered into forbidden 

miscegenation with the tribe of Shem.128  In others, Ham, the disobedient son of Noah, 

                                                        
122 Tristrams saga, 192. 
123 Erex saga, 226. 
124 “hvatvetna dregr í sína ætt,” Parcevals saga, 110. 
125 Parcevals saga, 127. 
126 “hann sé kominn frá góðum mönnum, þvíat hann hefir fríða ásjónu ok drengiliga,” 

Parcevals saga, 116. 
127 “líkir föður sínum at hreysti ok riddaraskap” (similar to their father in valor and 

chivalry).  Erex saga, 258.  
128 Cohen, Of Giants, 53. The Beowulf author describes Cain as the father of the giants. 

Cohen, Of Giants, 25; Agneta Ney, “The Edge of Water in Old Norse Myth and 

Reality,” in The Fantastic in Old Norse/Icelandic Literature : Preprint Papers of the 

13th International Saga Conference, Durham and York 6th – 12th August 2006, I-II., eds. 
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is responsible for the giants’ continuing existence after the earth was flooded by God’s 

wrath.129  Some commentators sought a more infernal explanation, believing either that 

giants came about as a result of the coupling between human women and fallen angels, 

or that they came from forced relations between a woman and an incubus.130  This belief 

finds explicit expression in Ívens saga, when the narrator refers to the blámenn brothers; 

we are told of the fierce blows dealt to Íven by “þessum djöfla sonum” (these sons of 

devils).131  In any case, the demonic or wicked origins of giants gave a ready 

explanation to their monstrous appearance and their savage behavior.  This gave the 

knights all the more reason to destroy the monstrous bodies which resulted from such 

ignoble unions and ignominious bloodlines, and offers us part of an explanation as to 

why these creatures would suffer dismemberment and decapitation in nearly all cases 

while human beings fall victim to such acts of violence much less frequently.

                                                        
John McKinnell, David Ashurst, Donata Kick (Durham: Centre for Medieval and 

Renaissance Studies, 2006), 728. 
129 Ham’s responsibility for the lineage of giants was more through his offspring than 

through himself directly.  Nimrod, his grandson, was often depicted as a proud giant.  

Ham’s son Cush was more often than not associated with Ethiopia in the medieval 

commentaries, Ethiopia being a popularly recognized homeland for monstrous and 

wondrous races of people.  It should be noted, however, that Cush is normally the only 

one of Ham’s offspring who bears this explicit association.  Ham was also vaguely 

asociated with non-Christians in general, and with Muslims especially.  Benjamin 

Braude, “The Sons of Noah and the Construction of Ethnic and Geographical Identities 

in the Medieval and Early Modern Periods,” The William and Mary Quarterly 54, no. 1 

(January, 1997): 108, 109, 111, 131, 133;  Cohen, Of Giants, 22-24. 
130 Cohen, Of Giants, 20, 53.  
131 Ívens saga, 88. 
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4. Transgressions Committed by the Giants 
As we have seen, the giants in these sagas in many ways represent the opposite or the 

inverse of the aspects of knighthood which make up a knight’s identity; clothing and 

weapons, behavior, appearance, and, most importantly, their ætt.  We have also seen 

how, in some cases, knights may become conspicuously similar to giants if they share 

some of these identifying characteristics with them.  As we shall see in the following 

examination, the potential similarities between knights and giants may also be seen in 

their actions.   

 Throughout the translated riddarasögur, giants commit different transgressions 

against members of courtly society.  In addition to illustrating the potential for knights 

to traverse the permeable barrier between themselves and giants, these transgressions 

represent an assault on the formerly mentioned indicators of a knight’s identity.  When 

the giants successfully carry out their misdeeds, it takes the actions of a protagonist, of a 

hero, to exact punishment. 

 

4.1 Deprivation 

“En er hann hafði skamma stund riðit, þá kom hann fram ór skóginum ok sá einn kastala 

mikinn ok sterkligan.  En öll heruð umbergis svá at aldri var einn kotbær eptir váru 

eydd gersamliga.”132 

 

(And when he had ridden a short ways, he came forward out from the forest and saw a 

large and strong-looking castle.  But all of the settled area around it had been burned, so 

desolate now that not a single cottage remained.) 

 

Although these transgressions are each individually different, they may be sorted into 

broad categories as a useful tool for discussion and examination: deprivation, 

humiliation, and violation.  The first of these categories of transgressions, deprivation, I 

define as the extraction or destruction of personnel or resources from a court or 

kingdom.  This sometimes involves taking away goods or people by exacting tribute.  

                                                        
132 Ívens saga, 76. 



 

35 

This deprivation serves to harm the court by both the extraction of resources as well as 

by exposing the inability of members of court to stand up against the one who carries 

out such extraction.  

This sort of exacting of tribute occurs on two different occasions in Tristrams 

saga.  While serving under a duke in Poland, Tristram learns that a giant named Urgan 

takes one-tenth of the livestock and goods produced in his lands every year.  The other 

incident of tribute occurs when the giant-like Morhold is sent to Cornwall to collect a 

tribute of young boys to serve the Irish king.  In both cases, Tristram protests the 

exaction of such a tribute, insisting that such an agreement which is coerced by force is 

not just.133   

And yet, it is Tristram himself who will perpetrate the very same injustice later 

on in the saga.  When he confronts the giant Moldagog in the border lands of Brittany, 

he tells the giant that he covets his forest and wishes to have some of his fine trees.134  

Moldagog, who had formerly made an agreement with the ruler of Brittany banning any 

trespassing, is offended by such a blatant disregard for his territorial rights.135  

Justifiably upset, he tries to battle Tristram to kill him or drive him off his land.  When 

Tristram defeats him and Moldagog begs for mercy, Tristram agrees to spare the giant’s 

life in exchange for his possessions and his obedience.136 

                                                        
133 Tristram speaks to the court of Cornwall of the tribute “En hann var settr yðr með 

ráni, afli ok ofríki, ok genguð þér under þá með  ánauð ok rangindum...En ofriki er 

óréttindi ok opinberlig skömm ok rangindi.” (But this tribute was placed over you with 

rapine, tyranny, and force, and you came under it due to oppression and injustice). 

Tristrams saga, 76, 78.  Tristram tells the giant Urgan “Þú fekkt með röngu búfé 

þetta...Hvaðan er þér komit þat mikla gjald, nema af því þú gerðir menn hrædda til at 

gefa þér þenna skatt?” (You took these livestock wrongly...How could such a great 

prize come to you, unless you made men afraid so that they would give you this 

tribute?). Tristrams saga, 156. 
134 “ek sé hér hinn fegrsta við alls konar, ok vil ek láta niðr falla hin stærstu tré í þessum 

hálfum mánuði, átta ok fjörutigi at tölu.” Tristrams saga, 178.  
135 Tristrams saga, 176. 
136 Tristrams saga, 180. 
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Importantly, this submission does not seem to have been Tristram’s plan from 

the beginning, as during the battle he intends to strike at Moldagog’s head.137  He only 

receives a suit for peace from the giant after the blow hews off Moldagog’s leg 

instead.138  Tristram’s plan was to trespass and use his force of arms to take what he 

wanted, but he ended up entering into the very type of coerced agreement which he 

protested against earlier in the saga.  Tristram has wandered further and further away 

from proper knighthood and crept closer to resembling a giant owing to years of 

unsanctioned sexual appetite, and he has also now begun to resemble a giant in his 

disregard for the very justice he had once fought for.139 

In both the cases of Urgan and Morhold, their extraction of tribute exposes 

weaknesses within the courts which they victimize.  Exposing existing inadequacies 

within the court was often the role of the outsider in medieval romance, and there was 

no greater outsider than the giant.140  When Morhold comes to Cornwall, many of the 

wives of the king’s retinue accuse their men of being cowards, too afraid to stand up to 

the Irish knight.141  Even though there are many knights and nobles at court (the tribute 

                                                        
137 Tristram “vildi höggva hann í höfuðit” (intended to hack at his head).  Tristrams 

saga, 180.  
138 Tristrams saga, 180. 
139 Hans Jacob Orning also points out this double standard within the saga, though he 

relates it to a center-periphery conflict and the apparent civilizing mission within the 

different Norse iterations of the Tristan legend.  “It seems that different rules apply to 

men and monsters, respectively.  Oppression is illegitimate when giants are responsible 

for it, but should be condoned when a hero makes use of it.”  Hans Jacob Orning, 

“Tristram: From Civilizing Hero to Power Politician,” Arthuriana 22, no.1 (2012): 98. 
140 Classen, “Outsiders,” 67. 
141 “Mæðmar bölvuðu feðrum barnanna, er ekki þora sín börn fyrir vesöld at verja móti 

þeim, er börnin taka - kalla feðrna hrædda, svívirða, sigraða ok yfirkomna, er þeir þori 

ekki at berjaz við Morhold...”  (Mothers cursed the children’s fathers, who dared not to 

spare them this misery by standing up to the ones who were to take the children away - 

they called the fathers cowards, disgraced, defeated and overcome, for they dared not to 

fight with Morhold...).  Tristrams saga, 74. 
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demands 60 boys from, presumably, as many families), Morhold has revealed them all 

to be too weak to counter his threat to their own power of self-determination.142  A 

similar situation occurs at the court in Poland, as the whole kingdom gets together to 

collect the tribute and hand it over to Urgan without any resistance.  What’s worse, we 

learn that the giant has been exacting his tribute, unhindered, year after year.143  By 

forcing these courts to pay tribute, Morhold and Urgan show just how powerless and 

ineffective they truly are. 

In some instances, different knights within the translated riddarasögur reveal 

inadequacies or weaknesses in the court in a similar manner to their giant counterparts.  

Tristram does this very thing on several occasions, though not intentionally, when he 

overshadows the apparently inadequate members of courts in which he serves.144  When 

he is an outsider, having just arrived in Cornwall, he shows the hunters in the forest his 

superior ways of dressing game and preparing it for the king’s feast.145  He 

demonstrates superiority in manners, musical skill, and fighting with weapons, drawing 

the ire of fellow courtiers in the company of King Markis.146  Weakness may even be 

found and brought to light in a court as renowned as that of King Arthur.  The knight 

with the red armor who Parceval kills is first seen sauntering on horseback out of King 

Arthur’s castle with a golden drinking vessel in his hand.  We then learn that he has 

snatched it right off of the king’s table.147  In this case it is not only the courtiers who 

are incapable of action, but also the great King Arthur himself. 

                                                        
142 Tristrams saga, 72. 
143 Tristrams saga, 154. 
144 Tristrams saga, 74, 172. 
145 Tristrams saga, 58-60. 
146 The courtiers also fear that Tristram, as Markis’ nephew and only living heir, will 

use his power in the future to take revenge on them for their abandonment of him during 

his period of illness following the attack from Morhold’s poisoned blade.  Tristrams 

saga, 90. 
147 The Red Knight tells Parceval “ek tók nú rétt frá honum þetta gullker af borði hans.” 

(I took now, right from him, this gold vessel from his table). Parcevals saga, 112. 
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While some characters expose existing insufficiencies within a court, others 

create them directly with their actions.  One way in which this is accomplished is by 

depriving a kingdom or a court of knightly valor by incapacitating the knights 

themselves.  This may be done by killing them or, in some cases, by abducting them.  

Such a case of abduction occurs in Ívens saga.  When Íven rides into a king’s castle, he 

notices that the entire surrounding town and countryside has been devastated.148  When 

he asks the reason for this, he is told that a giant has come who wishes to have the 

king’s daughter in marriage.149  He has laid waste to the countryside, and kidnapped the 

most capable knights in the land: the king’s six sons.150  Two of the princes have 

already been killed, and the other four are in danger of suffering the same fate if their 

father does not hand over the princess.151  In this scenario, the reason there is nobody 

left in the kingdom to stand up to the giant is that the giant himself has already killed or 

captured the best of them.  

In much the same way that the giant transgressions counteracted by Tristram are 

then committed by him later in the saga, the actions of Íven prior to his killing of the 

aforementioned giant result in a similar dearth of capable knights within a different 

court.  Here I am referring to an early event in the saga, in which Íven kills the guardian 

of an enchanted spring, Sir Nódan.  Prior to this battle, we learn that King Arthur 

wishes to travel to this spring himself, accompanied with all his knights.152  According 

to the tradition of Nódan’s land, a knight from their court would ride out to meet any 

challenger who would pour out some water from the spring.153  Íven invokes such a 

challenge, and deals Nódan fatal wounds before pursuing him into his castle and 

becoming trapped by the portcullis.  Even though several knights try to find Íven and 

kill him after their lord has died, we learn later that none of them is brave enough to 

                                                        
148 Ívens saga, 76. 
149 The king says “Hann vill at ek gefa honum dóttur mína er fegrst er allra meyja.” 

Ívens saga, 76. 
150 The king says “Ek átta sex syni, hina fríðustu menn ok góða riddara.” Ívens saga, 76. 
151 Ívens saga, 78. 
152 Ívens saga, 44, 46. 
153 Ívens saga, 62. 
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stand up to Arthur or any of his champions should they wish to take up the challenge of 

the enchanted spring.154  Íven has caused this deficiency in knightly valor by killing 

their lord, and he must make up for it by taking his place later.155   

In the many cases examined above, the gaints threaten or succed in exposing 

weakness at court.  This weakness is often an inability to protect the members of their 

court or the residents of their realm from having their property stolen.  The tangible loss 

of goods, possessions, or human beings, however, may also be coupled with the loss of 

intangible esteem.  As we shall see, by causing somebody to lose esteem or inflicting 

shame upon them with their actions, the giants mark themselves for retaliation. 

4.2 How Embarrassing 
““en sú þó einka verst, er ek þorða ekki at hefna mín.  En þess sver ek, dróttning,” segir 

hann, “at ek skal eigi fyrir aptr koma til hirðar Artús kóngs en ek hefi hefnt þessarar 

þinnar ok minnar skammar, eða fá aðra hálfu meiri.””156 

 

(“but the very worst was that I dared not avenge myself.  But I swear, my queen,” he 

said, “that I shall not return here to the court of King Arthur until I have avenged this 

shame of yours and mine, else I shall receive shame greater by half.”) 

 

Honor is difficult to define.  The concept has existed in many different societies, each 

with its own conceptions based on time, social class, gender, and the law.  Marianne E. 

Kalinke has identified two words used to indicate two different conceptions of honor 

found within the translated riddarasögur.  The first type of honor, virðing, is the honor 

which comes from a person’s family, from their ætt, or from their station in society.157  

This type of honor stems from factors which cannot be changed by an individual 

themselves.  Another type of honor, sœmd, relies on the esteem of others.158  This sœmd 

                                                        
154 Ívens saga, 52. 
155 Ívens saga, 64. 
156 Erex saga, 224. 
157 Kalinke, “Honor,” 139.  
158 Kalinke, “Honor,” 140. 
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may be gained or lost, and it must be maintained through constant actions deemed 

honorable by a person’s social equals.  Victory or defeat, dressing in sumptuous or drab 

clothing, rigor or sloth, all may have a positive or negative impact on how a person is 

esteemed by others.  So, in a society in which honor may be gained by the esteem of 

others, a person may also suffer from loss of esteem and humiliation.  Humiliation can 

come in many forms and, as we shall see, an act of humiliation often involved taking 

something away. 

One such humiliation resulting from having a possession taken away is the loss 

of clothing.  The appearance, quality, and value of one’s clothing was a powerful 

signifier of a person’s social class.159  In the understanding of kurteiss within the 

Norwegian court, the types, colors, and styles of clothing with which one adorned 

oneself was an important aspect of correct behavior and noble bearing, demonstrating 

one’s social class as well as cultural knowledge.160  Even a partial exposure of the body 

was considered shameful,161 and the presence or lack of clothing altogether could 

indicate one’s status as an insider, accepted within the bounds of society, or as an 

outsider.   

In some episodes of the translated riddarasögur, we often see the absence of 

clothing indicating not only separation from society, as in the case of Íven’s madness in 

the forest, but specifically of separation from society’s good graces as the result of 

criminality or perceived betrayal.  This sort of thing occurs when talking about the 

maiden Lúneta, who is tied to the stake and ready to be burned after nobody has been 

found to come to defend her against charges of treason.  She is dressed in only a shift.162  

This woman has been denied her high-class signifier, clothing, as a result of her 

supposed betrayal, a betrayal which is to be punished by death.   

Ívens saga, it seems, has a preoccupation with the loss of clothing.  Besides 

Lúneta and Íven, several knights and maidens are left in a state of undress because of 

the actions of different giants.  As mentioned previously, one giant who wants to marry 

                                                        
159 Amey, “Clothes Make the Man,” 63-65. 
160 The King’s Mirror, 181-182. 
161 Eichhorn-Mulligan, “Contextualizing Old Norse-Icelandic Bodies,” 202. 
162 Ívens saga, 80. 
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a princess has captured six princes, four of which remain alive.  The four princes are 

being led forward by a dwarf, and they are described as “klæðlausir ok magrir” (naked 

and lean).163  In addition to being deprived of clothes, they are also tied around the 

wrists and tied together. 

A similar descriptive formula is used to describe another group of captives in 

Ívens saga.  When two blámenn brothers defeat King Reinion’s army, he must buy back 

his life by sending them three hundred beautiful maidens.164  These maidens, “magrar 

ok klæðlausar,” are trapped in the Finnandi Atburðr castle, weaving garments and other 

things, until a knight should come along and rescue them.165  Since they are women of 

noble birth and esteemed families, the fact that they have no proper clothing at all is a 

humiliation, a conspicuous denial of such an important status symbol.  The giants have 

destroyed or taken away, in these cases, a very tangible and visible marker of social 

class. 

Giants also may, in some instances, pose a threat to the perceived masculinity of 

knights and rulers.  In Tristrams saga, two different giants, an uncle and a nephew, 

come out of Africa at different times in order to collect for themselves some gruesome 

and particularly strange trophies.  Whenever a knight or a king is defeated in battle, the 

older giant cuts off the beard of the vanquished along with a small bit of the skin.166  He 

then fastens each beard together to make a cloak.  We are told that he has killed so 

many kings and knights by the time we learn about him that his cloak drags across the 

ground behind him.167  Since a beard was considered a highly visible sign of 

masculinity, the threat of losing it along with one’s life meant the possibility of 

                                                        
163 Ívens saga, 78. 
164 The maidens here are described as “allar hinar fríðustu” (all the most beautiful). 

Ívens saga, 84. 
165 Ívens saga, 84. 
166 “fló með húðinni skeggit af öllum höfðingjum, er hann drap.”  Tristrams saga, 170. 
167 "gerði skinn mikil ok síð, svá at hann dró eptir sér skikkjuna um jörðina.”  Tristrams 

saga, 170. 
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symbolic emasculation along with physical harm.168  It eventually takes the likes of 

King Arthur and Tristram to rid the world of these beard-collectors.  They are the only 

ones able to defend not only their own lives, but also the lives and the perceived 

masculinity of other knights and rulers.169  Once again, the outsiders have revealed a 

great weakness in the kingdoms they have visited, where knights and kings are either 

incapable or unwilling to maintain their honor and perceived masculinity.  Just as the 

gaints attack a highly visible marker of class by destroying or confiscating clothing, the 

attack on facial hair targets a highly visible marker of masculinity. 

4.3 Violation 
“Þó var hans auga hvergi útan á Evida...” 170 

 

(His eyes were on none but Evida...) 

 

Giants in romance often are used to represent unbridled and aggressive male 

sexuality.171  When giants are present, the threat of sexual violation is always a looming 

presence.  Within the translated riddarasögur, this threat also carries with it the anxiety 

                                                        
168 Barnes, “Giants of Tristrams saga,” 116;  Forced removal of hair sometimes even 

“represents a figurative castration” and “a severe loss of pride.” Carl Phelpstead, “Hair 

Loss, the Tonsure, and Masculinity in Medieval Iceland,” in Á austrvega. Saga and 

East Scandinavia: Preprint papers of The 14th International Saga Conference, Vol. I-II, 

eds. Agneta Ney, Henrik Williams, Fredrik Charpentier Ljungqvist (Gävle: Gävle 

University Press, 2009),  

 762. 
169 Barnes, “Giants of Tristrams saga,” 116. 
170 Erex saga, 240. 
171 Riches, “Virtue and Violence,” 60.  The Biblical figure Ham, often blamed for the 

existence of giants post deluge, was himself “brimming with sexuality.”  Benjamin 

Braude, “The Sons of Noah and the Construction of Ethnic and Geographical Identities 

in the Medieval and Early Modern Periods,” The William and Mary Quarterly 54, no. 1 

(January, 1997): 133. 
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of cross-class miscegenation.  During this time, the main distinction of insider vs 

outsider was based on social and economic status.172  The division between villain and 

courtois was one which could not be crossed by anyone who had an inappropriate ætt.  

While a noble person could be brought low by misfortune, a rustic gaurr could never 

rise to the rank of noble with any amount of good fortune.173   

 And as we have seen, the giants of the translated riddarasögur affect the 

appearance of rustics and outsiders.  Therefore, a threat of sexual relations with them 

would be a violation of this impermeable class barrier.174  Such a threat occurs in the 

formerly mentioned incident with the prince-kidnapping giant of Ívens saga.  This giant 

wants to have a noble lady for himself, a princess no less.  Clearly this cannot be 

allowed within the world of these sagas, and Íven ends up striking off the giant’s 

head.175 

 In medieval romances, sometimes, the threat of sexual violation actually 

materializes in the form of a giant abducting and raping a noble victim.  The most 

famous iteration of such an event is the oft retold fight with the giant of Mt.-St.-Michel.  

In Tristrams saga, we are told that this giant came out of Africa and abducted a princess 

named Elena.  He took her to his lair, where he tried to have sex with her against her 

will.  But his body was too large, and he ended up killing her instead.176  The duty of 

destroying this giant then lies with King Arthur, who vanquishes him in battle.   This 

story is related even though it is outside the scope of this saga because Tristram also 

kills a related giant.177  By relating the story of King Arthur’s giant killing directly to 

that of Tristram, the narrator is making a conscious decision to establish Tristram as the 

                                                        
172 Brown, Violence, 22.   
173 Michael D. Amey describes nobility as “a biological imperative that could not be 

permanently concealed or erased.” Amey, “Clothes Make the Man,” 71. 
174 “Medieval aristocrats drew clear lines between themselves and everyone else.  They 

would do violent things, or tolerate violent things being done, to those outside the pale 

that they would never tolerate being done to their social equals.” Brown, Violence, 289. 
175 Ívens saga, 78. 
176 Tristrams saga, 184. 
177 Tristrams saga, 172. 
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spiritual successor to Arthur.178  Later on in the saga, we learn that a great stone vault 

which Tristram fills with splendid statues was actually created by the giant of Mt.-St.-

Michel.179  Just as Arthur defeated the embodiment of unrestrained, aggressive sexuality 

in the giant of Mt. St. Michel, Tristram transforms what was once a dungeon of sexual 

terror into a temple dedicated to he and Ísönd’s love.180 

 Here, it is important to describe and examine the only incident in the translated 

riddarasögur which features the dismemberment of a human opponent by one of the 

protagonists.  This episode is found in Erex saga, when Erex and Evida are welcomed 

into the company of an Earl named Milon.  Milon, upon laying eyes on Evida, is 

immediately enamored with her.181  During a dinner at his castle, he confides in her that 

he wishes to take her in marriage and to do away with Erex in the process, assuring 

Evida that not even the impending punishment of God could dissuade him from his 

desires.182  Thanks to Evida’s clever thinking, she and Erex are able to escape early in 

the morning.  However, the Earl and his knights pursue them, only to feel the steel of 

Erex’s sword.  When Milon catches up to Erex, Erex cuts through his spear shaft, his 

scalp, and straight through his shoulder.183  Milon’s arm drops, he falls off the horse, 

and his would-be victims escape into the forest. 

 After Erex and Evida escape, the most important event of this episode occurs:  

The count forbids any of his men from riding after them and forgoes any thoughts of 

vengeance.184  With the loss of his arm, his unbridled sexual desire appears to have been 

                                                        
178 Barnes, “Giants of Tristrams saga,” 116. 
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181 Erex saga, 240. 
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extinguished.  Where before there was a man who would even defy God and risk 

damnation to have his desire fulfilled, there is now a subdued, penitent man.  The count 

has been “tamed” by the loss of a limb, no longer threatening humanity in the same way 

he had before.  For the crime of realized or threatened sexual violence, then, giants are 

given no mercy.  Human beings, on the other hand, may be given a chance at 

repentance, even if it costs them an arm.
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5. Beheading and Dismemberment Carried Out by the Knights 

“Sem jötunninn laut niðr at taka járnstafinn, þá vildi Tristram ekki lengr bíða ok hljóp at 

honum ok hjó af honum hægri höndina, þá er hann vildi upp taka með klumbuna - ok lá 

þar í grasinu höndin.”185  

 

(As the giant stooped down to take the iron staff, Tristram wasted no time; he leaped at 

the giant and cut off his right hand, the one with which he wanted to grab the club.  And 

the hand lay there in the grass.) 

 

As I have mentioned before, there are many instances in the translated riddarasögur in 

which a giant loses his arm, his hand, or his leg.  Sometimes, this dismemberment 

serves as merely a prelude to the killing blow which is delivered thereafter.  Take for 

example the case of Íven and his many bouts fought alongside his lion companion.  

When Íven does battle with the giant who has kidnapped the princes, the lion tears off 

his skin from his neck down to his waist.186  In this moment of distraction, Íven hacks 

off the giant’s arm.   Íven then delivers the giant’s death blow, hewing off his head with 

one sword stroke.187  In another instance, the lion itself tears off a limb.  When the two 

blámenn do battle with Íven, the giant leaps onto one of their shoulders and bites at his 

neck.  With his powerful jaws, he rips an entire arm off of one of the brothers.188  When 

the other brother turns to deal with the lion, Íven strikes at his neck with such force that 

the head flies some distance before falling to the ground.189  In both cases, the loss of a 

limb leads to such distress and distraction that the knight is able to take advantage of the 

situation and gain victory.  This sort of dismemberment as prelude also occurs in 
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Tristrams saga.  Prior to pushing Urgan off of a high bridge and down to his death, 

Tristram first hacks off his hand and then his shoulder.190  

In some situations, an otherwise bellicose opponent is “tamed” by the loss of a 

limb.  When Tristram fights Moldagog, for example, Moldagog begs for mercy after 

Tristram severs his leg.  As mentioned earlier, when Earl Milon in Erex saga loses his 

arm, he abandons his intentions of murder and rape and realizes the error of his ways.  

The aforementioned blámaðr whose arm is ripped away by the lion begs for mercy after 

his brother has been killed.191  When the body, in some cases the monstrous body, is no 

longer intact, then the threat posed by a giant (or a lustful earl) is neutralized.   

This pacification does not occur, however, in another incident in Tristrams saga.  

When Tristram confronts the giant Urgan for taking his tribute of livestock, the two of 

them do battle on top of a bridge.  During the fighting, Tristram cuts off Urgan’s hand.  

The giant scoops up the hand and retreats to his coastal castle, after which he searches 

for healing balm to reattach the lost appendage.192  But Tristram, eager to procure the 

hand as proof of his victory, steals it from the giant’s castle.  Urgan pursues him.  In a 

final, failed attempt to kill Tristram, Urgan leaves himself open to attack.  Tristram 

pushes the giant off the side of the same bridge where they did battle, and every bone in 

Urgan’s body is broken by the force of the fall.193 

Urgan, unlike the other giants and lords who lose a limb and have time to sue for 

mercy, is not pacified by his loss of a hand.  Instead, he seeks out the necessary tools to 

continue the fight.  This is because Urgan has the option to remake his body, using the 

healing salves and balms available to him in his castle.  If his monstrous body is made 

whole again, he may continue to threaten Tristram, the Polish duke, and the human 

community at large, with no diminished capabilities of violence.  Urgan is not “tamed” 

in the same way as the others because, in his own mind, he is only temporarily deprived 

of his entire body.  This explains his rage at returning to his castle to find his hand 
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missing, stolen by Tristram;194 without his hand, he may have no choice but to submit to 

the mercy and will of Tristram and, by extension, of the court and the civilized world.  

The loss of a limb would bring him to heel.   

As we have seen, the loss of a limb represents not necessarily the complete 

destruction of the monstrous body but, rather, the potential subjugation of that body.  

Just as Moldagog has been subjugated by taking away the full use of his body, so too a 

knight must subjugate the harmful potential of his own body.  Just as Moldagog may be 

put to use in helping Tristram construct his statuary of love, the domesticated body of a 

knight may be put to use in performing socially beneficial tasks, channeling violence 

only through the socially sanctioned avenues of external warfare, tournaments, and 

jousting.  Knights, like giants, are only acceptable and useful when they have been 

“tamed.” 

 If a giant is unable to be tamed, then he must be eliminated.  Frequently, the 

knights of the translated riddarasögur do away with their giant opponents by beheading 

them.  Beheading was always considered an exceptionally brutal way to die.  During the 

Middle Ages, the use of beheading as a form of capital punishment was normally only 

reserved for the worst criminals and traitors.195  When beheading was decided upon as a 

form of punishment, it was not only chosen because it led to the swift demise of the 

condemned.  The possibility of displaying the severed head made beheading an action 

filled with meaning, turning the severed head into a “sublime object” and “the vessel for 
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a powerful symbolic message.”196  The horror of the severed head, in theory, served as a 

warning to any in the future who would consider committing a similar crime.197  

 The horror of losing one’s head is invoked in the translated riddarasögur to 

emphasize the severity of a character’s statement; characters will use some variation of 

the phrase “Ek sver höfuð mitt” (I swear by my head).  The giant Urgan swears by his 

head to make Tristram pay dearly unless he moves aside and lets him drive his cattle 

forward.198  Characters also use the imagery of beheading to give weight to a threat.  

When Gawain meets a knight who hates him, the knight at first does not know his 

name.  But the more they talk, Gawain realizes that this knight hates him due to his 

killing of two of the knight’s cousins.199  Once the knight discovers Gawain’s identity, 

he tells Gawain that if he had his weapons on him he should like to “höggva höfuð af 

þér” (cut the head right off you).200  When Earl Milon tells Evida that he wants to have 

her for his own, he also lets her know that he intends to hack off Erex’s head.201  After 

Parceval forces a woman to kiss him and takes her food and her ring, the woman’s 

knight intends to behead the man who dishonored her.202  When Moldagog first 

encounters Tristram on his side of the river, he demands Tristram’s head as ransom for 

his trespassing.203 

 The severed head may also be used as an object of display, in order to 

demonstrate that a person has successfully killed the person or animal they have 

decapitated.  For example, in Tristrams saga there is a dragon which terrorizes the Irish 

kingdom.  After Tristram has killed the dragon, another knight wishes to take the credit 
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for this victory as his own.204  In order to accomplish this, he hacks of the dragon’s head 

and brings it back to the court of the Irish king, so that all who see the head may believe 

that he has killed the dragon.205  (Luckily for Tristram, he had already cut out the 

beast’s tongue, providing greater proof that he alone was responsible for the dragon’s 

downfall.206)  Later on, in the same saga, Ísönd orders her slaves to kill her maiden in 

waiting, Bringvet, after she grows fearful that Bringvet may alert somebody at court to 

her affair with Tristram.  Ísönd instructs two of the king’s slaves to lead the maiden 

deep into the forest.207  They are told to cut off her head and bring it back as proof that 

the deed is done.208  (Instead, they cut out the tongue of a large hare and show it to 

Ísönd.)209   

 When Tristram is fighting with Moldagog, we are told that he tried originally to 

cut at his head.210  As we have seen, he misses and strikes off the giant’s leg instead.  

Tristram straight away raises his sword to strike at the giant’s head again, before he is 

interrupted by Moldagog’s cry for mercy.211  Would Tristram have displayed 

Moldagog’s head as proof of his victory?  Indeed, when fighting with Urgan, Tristram 

returns to the battlefield in order to collect that severed hand for proof to show to the 

Polish duke.212  Even though using a severed body part as proof, as we have seen, is not 

necessarily reliable, it is the recourse of Tristram on many occasions.   

 The decapitation and display of a giant’s severed head was an oft-repeated trope 

within the romances of different vernacular traditions.213  And yet, the giant’s head is 

never displayed by a hero in the translated riddarasögur.  Normally, for example, the 
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battle between King Arthur and the giant of Mt.-St.-Michel ends with King Arthur 

decapitating the lecherous giant.214  In the recounting of this battle in Tristrams saga, by 

contrast, we are not even told exactly how King Arthur dispatches this giant.  After hard 

fighting, the narrator tells us simply that “hann [kóngrinn] fekk jötuninn feldan” (he 

succeeded in slaying the giant).215  In fact, within the entirety of the translated 

riddarasögur, a giant’s severed head is never displayed. 

 Within the translated riddarasögur, the monstrous bodies of the giants are 

dismantled or destroyed.  Since the monstrous body poses a threat in and of itself, it is 

perhaps understandable why it is not allowed to exist in its full form even when the 

giant which inhabits it lives on, such as in the case of Moldagog.  Also, the 

transgressions of the giants are so severe that they warrant bodily destruction.  As we 

have seen with the severing of Earl Milon‘s arm, dismemberment is inflicted upon 

human beings when their transgressions, whether only intended or actually committed, 

approach a threshold of severity at which they must be reined in by the loss of a limb.  

In general, however, it is the giants who are dismantled, since they seek to dismantle the 

bodies which the knights and nobles have so consciously constructed with thier 

clothing, weapons, armor, and horses.  They must be taken apart so that they may 

neither continue to threaten the members of the chivalric world, nor present an image of 

lineage, corporeality, and behavior which stands in defiant opposition to that world. 
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6. Conclusion 
In a discussion of allegory in medieval literature, Paul E. Beichner warns us against our 

own possible tendency to read hidden meaning in every aspect of a text.  “Not every 

lion encountered in a story represents either Christ, or St. Mark the Evangelist, or the 

devil, or a vice,” he reminds us, “some lions represent only themselves.”216  

Nevertheless, he also gives us permission to look as closely as we can at the many 

associations, allegories, and interpretations rife throughout the world of medieval 

literature in all its forms.  For the writers, commentators, and clergy of the Middle Ages, 

the entire physical world was fair game for interpretation, and even the most mundane 

aspects of the human and natural world may hold within themselves tantalizing 

glimpses of a hidden, inner life.217   

When this gaze was turned toward human beings, the outer expressions of a 

good, bad, or ugly inner life could be read upon a person’s appearance.  This included 

the color and tone of their skin and hair, the size and proportions of their body and all of 

its parts, and how generally attractive or unappealing they were to look at.  A “good” 

appearance, based on shared assumptions within a certain class of people in the Norse-

speaking world, was assumed to accompany good behavior, and vice versa.  All of these 

aspects of an individual’s personality and outer appearance were assumed to be the 

result of that person’s ætt: their family, lineage, and ancestry.  After all, it was believed, 

“hvatvetna dregr í sína ætt” and “good fruit comes from a good tree.”218 

The association between ætt and the resulting appearance and character of an 

individual also expanded to include the “monstrous races” which lived at the margins of 

the world.  The giants of the translated riddarasögur, as a result of their monstrous ætt, 

were universally large, angry, crude, loud, dark, vicious, and uncontrollably rapacious.  

The good knights, by contrast, owed to their own prestigious ætt their culturally-

prescribed attractive outer qualities, as well as their nobility of character.   
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When these two meet, it is not only a physical confrontation; it is a contest 

between the cultural world of the court and the monstrous capabilities of those without 

and within it.  Sometimes, the transgressions of the giants create or expose weaknesses 

within a court.  Sometimes, they break down the component parts of the constructed 

identity of knighthood.  At other times, when their actions are compared to those of 

some of the knights in these same sagas, the giants demonstrate just how fragile the 

“thin and frequently breached boundary” between knights and giants, between knights 

and monstrosity, truly was.219  For such offenses, it was not enough that the giants 

simply be killed; it was necessary for their bodies to be destroyed in order to assert the 

superiority of the knight’s regulated bodies over the giant’s unrestrained ones.220  Since 

the excessively large, monstrous body of the giant represented a threat at all times if left 

whole, it was necessary that even a live giant be somehow dismembered or maimed.  In 

this way, a giant was either to be dismembered, tamed, and made useful, or to be 

dismembered and destroyed.   

 Chivalry, in practice, was predicated on violence.  However, this violence 

needed to be channeled into forms which were socially acceptable or useful.221  The 

destructive and libidinal body of the giant must be destroyed in order to repudiate the 

naked aggression and rapaciousness lurking ever in the constructed body of the knight 

beneath the regulating veneer of chivalry.  Just as a dismembered giant may be left alive 

and become useful only after it has been tamed, the body of the knight is only useful 

once it has been tamed by the confines of chivalry.  Without such confines and 

regulation, and without proper channeling of the capabilities of violence that define 

knighthood, the knight risked fully transforming into the rapacious and destructive giant 

that he was always capable of becoming.222 

 As we have seen, the identity of knighthood was conceived of as one which 

included handsome appearance, fine clothing, knowledge and possession of weapons of 

war, horses and horsemanship, proper manners, and, of primary importance, a good 
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family tree.  The giants for their part represent the inverse of every aspect of this 

identity, since they have ugly and large bodies, rough and inadequate clothing, crude 

weaponry, uncouth manners, and monstrous and diabolical family trees.  The giants 

commit transgressions which attack these aspects of identity which distinguish knights, 

as well as humiliating or sexually violating nobility and members of court.  Because of 

these transgressions, and because of their monstrous identity in opposition to the 

knights, it is not enough that they are simply done away with.  They must be 

dismantled, their monstrous bodies broken apart, in order to fully neutralize their 

threatening presence and to demonstrate the superiority of the regulated chivalric body 

over the untrammeled monstrous one.    
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