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ABSTRACT

Without seeking to reify a category of 'political romances', this study explores the 

participation of five Middle English poems (Havelok, The Tale ofGamelyn, Sir Orfeo, 

Sir Gowther, Robert ofdsyle), normally classed among the romances, in the cultural 

process of constructing and regulating contemporary understandings of good 

kingship, tyranny, and community. In their participation in this discourse these 

romances cross generic boundaries, interacting with textual traditions (including 

historiography, hagiography, folk tale, and the literature of complaint), inscribing 

ideologies contesting romance's world-view. This study attempts to trace the 

ideological impact of these generic interactions on romance models of rule, 

investigating whether these romances cross generic boundaries in search of an idiom 

in which to critique dominant models of power relations, or whether, in attempting to 

appropriate the discourse of other genres, they seek to bolster dominant ideology by 

containing the subversive energies of its textual opponents.

If these romances are identified as cultural products of a dominant ideology striving to 

perpetuate its own ascendancy, then it is a dominant ideology in the process of 

adapting itself in response to changing pressures, the nature of which I attempt to 

recover by attending to these texts' constructions and reconstructions of the hero's 

identity. I approach these romances not so much as the expression of the ideology of 

the dominant stratum, but part of the production of that ideology, called forth in a 

continuing dynamic response to contending discourses. I conclude that the energies of 

the genres with which these romances interact refuse appropriation, challenging the 

monologism of romance and continuing in their new narrative environment to propose 

their own political solutions. The resulting dialogization of romance indicates 

romance's diminishing ability to provide convincing resolutions to the contradictions 

of a changing society and to address the aspirations of a changing audience, hi the 

ideological adjustments made by these romances in the process of interacting with 

other genres can be glimpsed the end of romance's insistence on heroic, and hence 

kingly, autonomy, and the replacement of heroic autonomy by community as the 

subject of romance.
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INTRODUCTION

This study examines the representation of rulers and their relations with their subjects 

in five fourteenth-century Middle English romances, Havelok, The Tale ofGamelyn, 

Sir Orfeo, Sir Gowther, and Robert ofdsyle, attending to the ways in which these 

works of fiction participate in a wider cultural process of defining and regulating 

kingship and tyranny. I explore how these romances assess and respond to 

contemporary notions of kingship, how they model alternatives, and how they 

concretize definitions of good kingship and tyranny in terms of the relations between 

ruler and subjects. At the same time I examine the way these poems' constructions 

and critiques of models of rule lead them into dialogue with other genres, contesting 

the boundaries of romance.

Each of these romances has posed particular problems of genre categorization, and 

each interacts vigorously with other genres or traditions. I explore Havelok's 

interactions with historiography and myth, Gamelyn's with the literature of complaint 

and with traditional outlaw narratives, Sir Orfeo's and Sir Gowther's with the Breton 

lay, Sir Gowther's with hagiography, and Robert ofdsyle's with traditional folk tale 

and with mirrors for princes. My interest is in how each text's dual or multiple generic 

associations bear upon its meaning: specifically, how these generic interactions affect 

the text's process of modelling kingship and their implications for the romance genre.

With the exception ofGamelyn, each of these romances features a hero who is either a 

ruler or who assumes rule at the end of the poem. Although Gamelyn's hero is the 

dispossessed heir to an estate in the English shires rather than a king, I address the 

poem as a study of tyranny and its overthrow, a poem with allegorical resonances in 

which the estate inherited by Gamelyn and seized by his brother represents the 

kingdom. Each of the texts models an ideal of good rule, partly by presenting a 

concretized model of tyranny against which a benign rule is constructed. Each text 

either depicts the overthrow of a tyrant or the transformation and reform of an 

oppressive or inadequate monarch. In each text the community, oppressed by tyranny, 

participates in the redefinition of beneficial rule, and the process of remodelling the 

ruler's identity turns on the ruler's new or renewed awareness of his dependence upon



community consent and participation. A motif common to each of the texts in this 

study is the removal of the central character from the arena of power in a way that 

forces him to view the nature of rule from the perspective of his subjects. The hero of 

each of these romances undertakes a sojourn in an unfamiliar social milieu, during the 

course of which he is resocialized, acquiring those qualities necessary to exercise rule 

in the interests of his subjects.

None of the works I address refers to itself as a romance. Havelok calls itself a 'gest' 

and Gamelyn a 'talking', while Sir Orfeo and Sir Gowther both declare themselves to 

be lays. On this point, I question the unwillingness of critics to consider seriously the 

poems' self-designations as lays. In my examination of the generic dynamics of these 

texts I remain aware that, at the time of their composition, 'romance' was never a 

precise generic marker. Modern ideas of romance and perceptions of generic 

similarity have crystallized over the last hundred years of critical attention to these 

texts, Strohm noting that 'most modern scholars have abandoned the broad spectrum 

of Middle English generic vocabulary, in favor of a system of their own collective 

devising'. 1

It is conventional to begin studies of romance with a generic definition, yet Middle 

English romance resists any satisfactory encompassing definition. Mehl, embarking 

on his attempted generic classification of Middle English romance, admits that 'it is 

practically impossible to generalize about the romances because there is so little they 

all have in common', although he asserts that 'we are usually in no doubt as to 

whether a certain poem belongs to the "romances" or not'.2 He proceeds to classify 

the romances by distinguishing sub-groups of poems which 'clearly belong together'. 

Such an attempt to achieve definition through grouping texts has a limited usefulness 

in showing the recurrence of a range of stylistic characteristics, motifs, and narrative 

patterns in the Middle English romances, though it is not my intention to propose any 

such sub-grouping. To reify a category of 'political romances' would simply be to

1 Paul Strohm, 'Storie, Spelle, Geste, Romaunce, Tragedie: Generic Distinctions in the Middle English 
Troy Narratives', Speculum, 46 (1971), 348-359 (p. 348).
2 Dieter Mehl, The Middle English Romances of the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries (London: 
Routledge, 1968), p. 28.



propose one more totalizing context whose effect would be to overshadow the full 

range of the texts' meanings.

Krueger describes how romance developed as 'a dynamic network of fictions [...] that 

recounted the exploits of knights, ladies, and noble families seeking honor, love, and 

adventure', and how, towards the end of the Middle Ages, 'the themes of romance 

began to outgrow their original, chivalric molds',3 although I would argue that the 

romance paradigm sketched by Krueger persists in later productions as an ideological 

sediment, a continuing presence in cultural and social contexts different from those of 

its original appearance. Brownlee argues that no fixed definition can be attached to 

romance, that it consists of 'a series of generic transformations over time resulting in 

a kind of dynamic continuum'.4 Putter recommends thinking of romances as 'forming 

a complex network of relationships and similarities, not as a set that can be defined on 

the basis of specific properties common to each of its members', 5 what Hume calls 'a 

spectrum of interrelating forms'.6 Krueger argues that it is more useful to think of 

romance as having to do with creating and articulating an ideology: romance is 'a 

vehicle for the construction of a social code [...] by which noble audiences defined 

their social identities and justified their privileges'.7 Such 'social codes', of course, 

are never static, animated on the one hand by a conservative imperative rooted in 

tradition and continuity and, on the other, by the need to adapt over time in keeping 

with changing historical circumstances.

The attempt to classify the Middle English romances according to genre, or sub- 

grouping within genre, involves the construction of a context within which an 

individual work is to be evaluated. Only by viewing the individual work as part of a 

larger structure, so the theory goes, and by evaluating the extent to which it conforms 

to or deviates from the larger structure, can the uniqueness of the individual work be 

fully assessed. Wittig, in her account of genre criticism, argues the need to discover 

romance's 'generic principles', claiming that 'we cannot read the tales properly until

3 Roberta L. Krueger, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Romance (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), Introduction, pp. 2; 5.
4 Kevin Brownlee and Marina Scordilis Brownlee, eds., Romance: Generic Transformation from 
Chretien de Troyes to Cervantes (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1985), p. 1.
5 Ad Putter, 'A Historical Introduction', in The Spirit of Medieval English Popular Romance, ed. by Ad 
Putter and Jane Gilbert (London: Longman, 2000), pp. 1-15 (p. 2).
6 Kathryn Hume, 'The Formal Nature of Middle English Romance', PQ, 53 (1974), 158-80 (p. 159).



we know precisely the degree of their conventionality and what that means in terms of 

the audience's reception'. 8 Whether such 'generic principles' exist, except in the 

sketchiest form, is open to increasing doubt. There is a hermeneutic circularity in such 

an argument: a definition of romance can only be arrived at through careful 

examination of the genre's constituent texts, while the genre, the larger structure, has 

no existence apart from the individual works comprising it. At its most extreme, 

framing of a generic definition leads to closed readings of individual works, in which 

seemingly dissonant elements are harmonized, ignored, or dismissed as 

contaminations or artistic failure, whereas those same discontinuities between 

paradigm and particular text seem frequently, if one abandons the hypothesis of neat 

genre definitions, to offer access points to wider fields of meaning. A key task of this 

study is to examine how the critical practice of attempting to locate these works 

within generic patterns has often resulted in misreadings, or at least in limiting for a 

modern reader the range of each poem's discourse. I consider the matter of genre in 

respect of each of the texts, in the belief that a sensible discussion of genre can be 

undertaken only with close reference to specific texts, in a way cautious of normative 

definitions. In examining each text my task will be to question previous attempts at 

genre classification, and to explore the stability of the boundaries which have been 

assumed for or imposed upon romance. Field comments that in its willingness to relax 

genre boundaries, 'modern scholarship has revealed more of the fascinating actuality 

- of audience, of inter-textuality, of a variety of purpose, material, style and language, 

and of the existence of a lively and confident body of narrative fiction'. 9 More than 

this, I argue that by attending to the ways in which individual texts contest genre 

boundaries we may better understand the dynamic engagement of romance in the 

'political management of reality'. 10

Essentially, those attempting genre classification often stress the static rather than the 

dynamic properties of genre. Bradbury acknowledges the dynamism of genre, that 

'[e]ach text is in a sense its own category; each new text makes the old definition

7 Krueger, p. 5.
8 Susan Wittig, Stylistic and Narrative Structures in the Middle English Romances (Austin: University 
of Texas Press, 1978), pp. 5-6.
9 Rosalind Field, ed., Tradition and Transformation in Medieval Romance (Cambridge: Brewer, 1999), 
Introduction, xiv.
10 Jean E. Howard, "The New Historicism in Renaissance Studies', ELR, 16 (1986), 13-43 (p. 25).



obsolete'. 11 Cohen writes that, in a theory of genre, any text is located 'at a point of 

intersection between past and present, in which it is revising, supporting, 

supplementing, undermining the class in which it is placed'. 12 Attending to these 

points of intersection, while remaining cautious of normative generic definitions, I 

explore the implications for romance ideology of this generic dynamism.

In place of static properties, Brownlee describes a generic dynamism in which 

'[s]eemingly alien generic discourses and constructs are again and again remotivated 

in terms of and integrated into a continually transformed and transforming romance 

generic system'. 13 Crane discusses the transactions with other generic traditions of the 

insular romances, whose 'generic interactions are so marked that insular romances 

often seem to be themselves generically marginal'. Crane goes further, however, 

asserting that the insular poets 'suggest and then engulf their generic opposition', 14 as 

if the genres with which romance interacts are annexed and silenced by a hegemonic 

romance. In questioning Crane's view, I explore the extent to which romance fails to 

silence the voices of traditions with which it interacts, and the ways in which romance 

itself is changed by the interaction. Further, I investigate the extent to which attending 

to this process of generic interaction enables recovery from these texts of the voices of 

those critical of dominant ideology.

Jameson writes that 'the production of [...] narrative form is to be seen as an 

ideological act in its own right'. 15 For Gaunt, discursive frameworks such as romance 

imply 'a world-view with a heavy ideological investment'. 16 In this study I explore 

how these romances function as ideological interventions in the political discourses of 

their times. Middle English romances cannot be assumed to have an overt political 

programme: although in participating in the regulation and definition of social

1 ' Nancy Mason Bradbury, Writing Aloud: Storytelling in Late Medieval England (Urbana and 
Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1998), p. 9.
12 Ralph Cohen, 'The Problems of Generic Transformation', in Romance: Generic Transformation 
from Chretien de Troyes to Cervantes, ed. by Kevin Brownlee and Marina Scordilis Brownlee 
(Hanover: University Press of New England, 1985), pp. 265-80 (p. 269).
13 Brownlee, p. 1.
14 Susan Crane, Insular Romance: Politics, Faith and Culture in Anglo-Norman and Middle English 
Literature (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986), p. 222.
15 Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious: Narrative as Socially Symbolic Act (Ithaca NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1981), p. 79.
16 Simon Gaunt, 'Romance and other genres' in The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Romance, ed. 
by Roberta L. Krueger (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. 45-59 (p. 46).



formations such as kingship, tyranny, and community they engage with political 

anxieties, they 'do not offer explicit polemical discussions of contemporary 

situations'. 17 My readings of these texts are informed by the conviction that literature 

does not simply reflect political negotiations in the extra-textual world, but 'is part of 

a much larger, symbolic order through which [...] a culture imagines its relationship 

to the actual conditions of its existence'. 18 Romance's interventions in the discourse 

of kingship are different from those of the political treatises, frequently cited in 

critical studies of romances. Romance exploits the potentialities of narrative to engage 

with kingship in a way more concrete, immediate, and exemplary than the 

abstractions of the treatises, hi their careful depiction of the relationships between 

king and subjects romances engage the imagination of their audiences by enabling 

them to visualize the issues involved in a world recognizably similar to their own.

One influential view of the ideological impetus of romance, its 'social function', is 

discussed by Knight, who writes that 'cultural forms' constitute 'a most important 

pressure helping to create consent to the dominance structured throughout a particular 

society. 19 Ideology in this sense is understood as a powerful hegemonic force 

investing cultural productions, the latter mediating lived reality in such a way as to 

preserve power arrangements put in place by the dominant or ruling social stratum. 

This hegemonic ideology, which operates to produce political consent or quiescence 

among the dominated classes seemingly without coercion, 'operates to conceal or 

misrepresent aspects of social relations that, if apprehended directly, would be 

damaging to the interests of dominant elites'.20 Its function is to invent 'imaginary or 

formal "solutions" to unresolvable social contradictions'.21 According to such an 

analysis, the function of the Middle English romances is to bolster the hegemony of 

the ruling stratum and euphemize its operations. Knight concludes that Middle 

English romances are 'the best testimony to the hopes and fears of the medieval 

English ruling class, and a part of the cultural pressure on those who permitted them

17 Anne Scott, 'Language as Convention, Language as Sociolect in Havelok the Dane", SP, 89 (1992), 
137-60 (p. 140).
18 Howard, 'The New Historicism in Renaissance Studies', p. 25.
19 Stephen Knight, 'The Social Function of the Middle English Romances', in Medieval Literature: 
Criticism, Ideology and History, ed. by David Aers (Brighton: Harvester Press, 1986), pp. 99-122 (p. 
101).
20 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts (New Haven; London: 
Yale University Press, 1990), pp. 72-73.
21 Jameson, p. 79.



to rule'. For Crane, 'the English descendants of Anglo-Norman romances continued 

primarily to examine baronial preoccupations and ideas about the world'. 23 Such 

accounts of the ideological character of Middle English romance tend to present these 

texts as monological, conceiving romance to be the kind of 'authoritative discourse' 

which, Bakhtin argues, 'permits no play with its borders'. 24

Admitting Jameson's explanation of the dialogic nature of ideology allows the 

possibility that counter-hegemonic voices, offering significant remodellings of 

cultural understandings of kingship and community, may be recovered from these 

texts. Against monologic explanations of the ideological dimension of texts Jameson 

argues that ideology is necessarily dynamic, 'that its "values" are always actively in 

situation with respect to the opposing class, and defined against the latter'.25 In other 

words, as the dominant class employs a variety of strategies to promote its own 

legitimacy, so the oppositional ideology will, 'often in covert and disguised 

strategies', seek to subvert, undermine and destabilize the world view of the dominant 

stratum, often employing the dominant stratum's own cultural media to do so. If, as 

Eagleton writes, 'dominant ideology strives in the teeth of political resistance to 

reconstitute [social] unity at an imaginary level', 26 then a counter-ideology's task is to 

demonstrate that such unity is illusory, at the same time striving to construct a social 

unity of its own, by appeals, both overt and tacit, to notions of community. Jameson 

describes the nature of ideological struggle as one in which 'two opposing discourses 

fight it out within the general unity of a shared code',27 and Eagleton notes that 'it is 

sometimes appropriate to speak of the ideological signifier as a bone of contention
*\q

between conflicting social forces'. It follows, then, that even texts appearing to 

affirm hegemony have these ideological conflicts and antinomies embedded within 

them; and that counterhegemonic voices may be recovered by attending to what the 

dominant voice positions itself against.

22 Knight, 'Social Function', p. 119
23 Crane, Insular Romance, p. 217.
24 M. M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, ed. by Michael Holquist, trans. by Caryl Emerson and 
Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), p. 343.
25 Jameson, p. 83.
26 Terry Eagleton, Ideology, An Introduction (London: Verso, 1991), p. 222.
27 Jameson, p. 84.
28 Eagleton, Ideology, p. 223.



Fourteenth-century society, like any other, must be imagined as comprising a 

multiplicity of groups striving for influence and self-definition, so that a binary 

understanding of the ideological engagement of texts is likely to be inadequate. 

Located within what is described as the dominant stratum is a variety of voices, just as 

there exists a multiplicity of ideologically oppositional voices, all contesting key 

social formations such as kingship by attempting to inflect cultural symbols. What 

seems clear is that ideology is not a component of a text that can be easily isolated: 

my readings assume that each text mobilizes and contests ideology in ways peculiar to 

itself, such that one ought to be wary of making generalizations from text to text. The 

ideology of Middle English Romance is to be thought of less as 'an ordered system of 

cultural symbols',29 and rather as embedded in a complex way in a given text. My 

readings of these texts are undertaken in the belief that only an attempt at 'thick 

description' can account for ideological exchange in a particular text.

Given the centrality of the institution of kingship in fourteenth-century political life, 

the textual environment in which these romances were produced and received is very 

dense: 'The role of the king', Ormrod observes, 'was so fundamental in the politics of 

late medieval England that it is difficult to find any issue in which he was not 

involved either directly or by association'. 30 It is important to note that in their 

portrayal of kings and kingship the authors of the Middle English romances did not 

engage with a fully formed, stable institution understood in the same way by all strata 

of society. It would be more accurate to describe fourteenth-century kingship as a 

political structure in continual practical and ideological contention, in which some 

themes recur, such as negotiations concerning the limits to a king's power, the 

balance between the king's exercise of the royal prerogative and his realization of the 

value of the consent and co-operation of his subjects, and the identity and quality of 

the king's advisers. At the time of these texts' composition there was no constitutional 

law of kingship: instead there was an interlocking set of precedents, assumptions, and 

aspirations which might be invoked in response to day-to-day business of 

government, and it is at this level that ideology informs a king's regnal practice, at the 

same time providing the idiom in which criticism of the king might be expressed.

29 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), p. 195.
30 W. M. Ormrod, Political Life in Medieval England, 1300-1450 (New York: St Martin's Press, 
1995), p. 67.
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These ideologies and counter-ideologies cannot be isolated from the everyday practice 

of power. The ideological negotiations surrounding kingship are not abstractions to be 

thought of as an 'intellectual drama whose only actors are ideas', 31 as might be 

imagined from political treatises.

I employ a range of reading strategies to investigate these texts' representations of 

tyranny and kingship. I believe the assumptions of these strategies are generally 

compatible. My readings accept that cultural artifacts such as these texts cannot be 

fully understood in ways divorced from class politics, though I resist the notion that a 

text cannot escape reproducing hegemonic ideology, believing, with Turner, in 

literature's ability to function as a 'liminoid' space in which 'the possibility exists of 

standing aside not only from one's own social position but from all social positions 

and of formulating a potentially unlimited series of alternative social arrangements'. 32 

Similarly, I have been attracted by some of the reading strategies of the new 

historicists, though I resist the idea that subversion is necessarily contained. From 

cultural anthropology, particularly from Geertz, I adopt the view that narratives share 

with cultural rituals and symbols the task of negotiating and resolving society's 

tensions and contradictions and projecting and affirming its founding values. From 

sociology, particularly the work of James C. Scott, I borrow an understanding of the 

strategies employed by the dominated to resist dominant power, an analysis in which 

dissidence can be recovered from surface acquiescence. I employ Bakhtin's cultural 

analytic of the carnival in an attempt to explore the implications of the hierarchy 

subversions enacted in these texts.

Ormrod writes that in the discourse of kingship found in historical, satirical, and 

subversive writing of the fourteenth century 'there is a stark contrast between "good 

kings" and "bad kings", with few half measures or qualifications'. 33 Although the 

words 'tyrant' and 'tyranny' are not employed in these romances, I employ them to 

discuss the portrayals of 'bad kings', inadequate kings or those who oppress, those 

who ignore advice or privilege their own will over the law and the communal good. I

31 Larry Scanlon, 'The King's Two Voices: Narrative and Power in Hoccleve's Regement of Princes', 
in Literary Practice and Social Change in Britain, 1380-1530, ed. by Lee Patterson (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1990), pp. 216-247 (p. 218).
32 Victor Turner, Dramas, Fields, and Metaphors: Symbolic Action in Human Society (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1974), pp. 13-14.
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deliberately refrain from referring to definitions of tyranny in other sources, such as 

the abstractions of John of Salisbury's Policraticus, wishing to avoid any suggestion 

that the depictions of tyrants in the romances derive from the treatises. The romances 

show rather than tell, each romance providing a concrete depiction rather than a 

stereotype of tyranny: Godrich and Godard in Havelok; John in Gamelyn; in Sir 

Orfeo, the Fairy King (a distorted reflection of Orfeo himself)- In Sir Gowther and 

Robert ofdsyle the titular characters themselves are the tyrants, whose oppressive 

behaviour reflects a defective socialization. By presenting the behaviour of characters 

who are tyrants, these romances participate in refining and regulating their producing 

culture's understanding of tyranny and good kingship. To a greater or lesser degree 

the hero of each of these romances has access to a corrective role model: the angel 

king in Robert ofdsyle; the faithful steward in Sir Orfeo; the old earl in Sir Gowther; 

the outlaw king in Gamelyn; Grim in Havelok. Each of these characters is committed 

to community or speaks for community, and it is against notions of community that 

tyranny defines itself in these romances.

The texts in this study all date from the fourteenth century, from Havelok (dated by 

Smithers before 1310) to Sir Gowther (c. 1400), though I propose no literary- 

historical narrative tracing the development over time of notions of kingship, and no 

such developmental narrative should be read into the order in which I address the 

texts. I begin my study with Havelok, one of the earliest extant Middle English 

romances, most importantly because it opens with a detailed account of an apparently 

ideal model of feudal kingship.

33 Ormrod, p. 62.
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HAVELOK

While Smithers 1 writes that Havelok 'cannot be regarded as a political document', 

Barnes calls Havelok 'perhaps the most broadly "political" of all the Middle English 

romances in its overt concern with royal power and responsibility'. 2 Weiss expresses 

Havelok's concern as 'a subject that could be entitled "the land and its rulers'". 3 

Schmidt and Jacobs4 find 'the idea of royalty' central in Havelok. Delany expresses 

the poem's main purpose as 'to define the nature of kingship in the person of its 

eponymous hero'. 5 Haskin identifies Havelok's main theme as 'the nature and scope 

of royal power',6 and for Staines the poet presents the audience with 'a portrait of the 

growth and education of the ideal king'. 7

Some critics attempt to link the poem's events and its depiction of kingship with 

contemporary events, Staines suggesting that the portrait of Havelok was intended as 

'a reflection of and a compliment to' 8 Edward I. While for Staines Havelok 'reflects' 

a popular monarch, Stuart, by contrast, argues that Havelok 'appears to reflect' the 

concerns of a beleaguered Crown in the 1290s and early 1300s, 'in a way which 

would have been viewed favourably by the monarchy of the time'. 9 Kabir, too, 

exploring the idea that Havelok is an apologia for the 'territorial aggression' of 

Edward's reign, writes of 'the text's use of the possibilities of fiction in order to 

generate support for the king'. 10

1 Havelok, ed. G. V. Smithers (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), lix. All quotations are taken from this 
edition.
2 Geraldine Barnes, Counsel & Strategy in Middle English Romance (Cambridge: Brewer, 1993), p. 41.
3 Judith Weiss, 'Structure and Characterisation in Havelok the Dane', Speculum, 44 (1969), 247-57 (p. 
249).
4 A. V. C Schmidt and N. Jacobs, eds., Middle English Romances, 2 vols (London: Hodder and 
Stoughton, 1980), I, p. 11.
5 Sheila Delany, 'The romance of kingship: Havelok the Dane', in Medieval Literary Politics: Shapes 
of Ideology, ed. by Sheila Delany (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1990), pp. 61-73 (p. 63).
6 Dayton Haskin, S.J., 'Food, Clothing and Kingship in Havelok the Dane', ABR, 24 (1973), 204-13 (p. 
.205).
7 David Staines, ' Havelok the Dane: A Thirteenth-Century Handbook for Princes', Speculum, 51 
(1976), 602-623 (p. 602).
8 Staines, p. 622.
9 Christopher Stuart, 'Havelok the Dane and Edward I in the 1290s', SP, 93 (1996), 349-64 (p. 363).
10 Ananya J. Kabir, 'Forging an Oral Style? Havelok and the Fiction of Orality', SP, 98 (2001), 18-48 
(p. 44).
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Both Staines and Stuart employ the word 'reflect' to describe the relationship between 

the events of Edward I's reign and Havelok, though such reflectionism offers an 

inadequate account of literature's relationship with history, Pearsall observing that 

reflectionism's inadequacy lies in 'the inertness which it imparts both to the reflected 

image [...] and to the reality of which it is the reflection (the material process of 

history)'. 11 Any such privileging of context over text effectively limits a text's 

discourse to one historical moment, while Speed observes that even if 'there would 

seem to be good reason to read Havelok, to some extent, as Edward I', the story 

remains meaningful 'for a later audience for whom such a coded discussion of 

Edward I and his reign had no pedagogical point. 12 Literature's relationship with 

history is surely more complex, in which literature helps shape and constitute 

historical processes, acting as 'an agent in constructing a culture's sense of reality. It 

is part of a much larger, symbolic order through which the world at a particular 

historical moment is conceptualized and through which a culture imagines its 

relationship to the actual conditions of its existence'. 13

Some commentators discuss Havelok's portrayal of kingship alongside that expressed 

in political treatises. Staines compares the poet's portrait of Havelok with John of 

Salisbury's twelfth-century description of the ideal prince in the Policraticus, with 

Bracton's 'emphasis [...] on the monarch as law-giver', and with 'the kind of ruler 

who would be willingly and eagerly accepted by the pro-baronial author of The Battle 

of Lewes'. 14 Delany, too, having described contemporary discussions of kingship as 

centering on the desirability of 'a compromise between the royal prerogative 

conferred by divine ordination, and the practical limitations imposed on royal power 

by social structure', 15 supports her view by citing Bracton. While neither Delany nor 

Staines claims that Havelok derives from political treatises, nevertheless their 

discussions suggest the treatises to be prior, to lend authority to Havelok' s treatment 

of kingship. As with the reflectionism discussed above, this model of lines of

11 Derek Pearsall, 'Chaucer's Poetry and its Modern Commentators: The Necessity of History', in 
Medieval Literature: Criticism, Ideology and History, ed. by David Aers (Brighton: Harvester Press, 
1986), pp. 123-147 (p. 126).
l2Diane Speed, 'The Construction of the Nation in Medieval English Romance', in Readings in 
Medieval English Romance, ed. by Carol M. Meale (Cambridge: Brewer, 1994), pp. 135-57 (p. 157).
13 Jean E. Howard, 'The New Historicism in Renaissance Studies', ELR, 16 (1986), 13-43 (p. 25).
14 Staines, p. 616.
15 Delany, p. 61.
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influence running from political treatises to romance effectively limits the romance's 

discourse, reducing the complexity ofHavelokto an illustration of political argument.

Middle English romance intervenes in its political environment in a way different 

from political treatises, achieving more than putting flesh on the bones of abstract 

theorizing. Havelok's narrative perspective allows more nuance than a political 

treatise in exploring the rights and duties of kingship. In depicting the relationship 

between king and subjects Havelok engages the imagination of its audiences by 

enabling them to visualize the issues involved. As narrative it concretizes the effects 

on communal life of the abstract concepts considered in the treatises, Bradbury16 

noting that Havelok, in that it is concrete rather than abstract and theoretical, is 'close 

to the human lifeworld'. 17 In romance's drama and gesturality, in the emotive reach of 

its language, it shares in the power of what Wilentz calls '"private rhetoric" - political 

spectacle, public art, everyday gestures and remarks' to 'carry far more meaning and 

significance for contemporaries than the most eloquent, but often unread, political 

treatises'. 18

Manuscript, manuscript context, and genre

Apart from fragments found in four leaves of Cambridge University Library MS Add. 

4407 (19); 19 the sole complete text of Havelok, in an early fourteenth-century hand,20 

survives in Bodleian Library, Oxford, MS Laud Misc. 108 (c. 1300-25). This 

manuscript contains largely religious works, including The South English Legendary, 

copied before 1300.21 . Laud's only other romance, immediately following Havelok, is 

King Horn.

Tentative suggestions may sometimes be made concerning early audiences' reception 

of romances from their manuscript partners, and Havelok's presence in a largely

15 Nancy Mason Bradbury, 'The Traditional Origins of Havelok the Dane', SP, 90 (1993), 115-42 (p. 
130).
17 Walter J. Ong, Orality and Literacy (London: Methuen, 1982), p. 42.
18 Sean Wilentz, 'Introduction: Teufelsdrockh's Dilemma: On Symbolism, Politics, and History', in 
Rites of Power, ed. by Sean Wilentz (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), 1-10 (p.
4).
19 The Cambridge fragments supply variants of lines 174-83, 341-64, 537-50, as well as eleven 
additional lines not found in Laud, ten of which Smithers places between lines 544 and 545.
20 Smithers, xii.
21 Annie Samson, 'The South English Legendary: Constructing a Context', in Thirteenth Century 
England 1, ed. by P. R. Coss and S. D. Lloyd (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1986), pp. 185-95 (p. 186).
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religious manuscript context suggests a degree of affiliation with the vita. For Delany, 

'[Havelok's] imposing title seems more appropriate to a religious story than to 

romance: Incipit Vita Havelok Quondam Rex Angliae et Denemerchie\22 though this 

title reconstructs a line at the top of the first page of Havelok. 23 Even if the 

reconstruction is accurate, we do not know whether it was added by the poet, the 

scribe, or the collector. Further, the date at which Havelok and King Horn were 

included in the manuscript is unclear, though Samson writes that '[i]t is generally held 

that the romances were combined with the legendary in the late fourteenth century' 

(i.e. a century after Havelok's composition). Consequently, the romances' presence 

alongside the vitae in Laud may not provide sound evidence of their first audience 

reception. Samson suggests that the presence in the same manuscripts and personal 

libraries of romance and saints' legends '[does] no more than suggest the possibility 

of a common readership for legendary and romances'. 24

Mehl notes Havelok's exemplary qualities: 'the poem certainly resembles the vitae of 

some Saints in that it presents models of human behaviour and provides instruction'.25 

Influence between vita and romance runs in both directions: if certain romances have 

vita features then, as Speed remarks, 'hagiography can [...] be regarded as a special 

kind of fiction'. She adds that '[w]e are probably accustomed to allowing this 

conjunction [of Havelok and King Horn in same manuscript as the South English 

Legendary] to remind us of the piety of the two romances, but we might equally allow 

it to suggest recognition of the romance qualities of the Legendary'.26

The vita differs from romance in the way it models its hero's masculinity, submission 

to the will of God and respect for community replacing the aggressive independence 

of the romance hero. Havelok' s vita affiliation, particularly evident in the masculinity 

inhabited by its hero, the way his male power is constructed in contrast to that of the 

tyrants, has a strong ideological effect on the poem's model of kingship. Like a saint's 

life, Havelok is 'an idealized biography', though whereas the vita highlights those 

incidents in the subject's life that illustrate early signs of God's grace, Havelok

22 Delany, p. 63
23 Smithers, p. 1.k_r J.J.J.L L-I.IV.L u j ±j. A >

24 Samson, pp. 187; 193.
25 Dieter Mehl, The Middle English Romances of the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries (London: 
Routledee. 1968), p. 172.Routledge, 1968), p. 172.
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concentrates on 'those episodes which delineate most clearly the poet's conception of 

the ideal king'.27

Hume, comparing vita and romance, identifies passivity as a quality typical of the vita
OQ

subject. Havelok's treatment of the hero's early life with Grim's family and as a 

Lincoln cook's porter highlights the way his actions are prompted by others. 

Regarding this relative passivity as a political virtue, Crane comments on the 

difference between Havelok and the hero of the Lai, who 'never initiates aggression 

or mentions his feudal rights but is pushed along the road to kingship'. The romance 

Havelok is less passive, 'but he too must on several occasions be encouraged to win 

back his heritage'. This reticence is one of Havelok's most important qualifications 

for kingship: that his actions are propelled by others (Grim, Goldeborw, and Ubbe), or 

undertaken in defence of others, confirms his lack of greed for power. When Havelok 

exhibits heroic prowess in ridding two countries of usurping rulers, his actions are 

undertaken on behalf of others to the end of re-establishing community. His prowess 

complements a set of quasi-saintly qualities attracting followers without whom he 

could not achieve his goals. Delany argues that, reading Havelok from a religious 

standpoint, the hero is 'a king who is virtually a saviour-figure: he defeats diabolical 

opponents, avenges those who have been wronged, and brings a new reign of 

harmony, love and peace'.30 Havelok's non-military virtues are not simply more items 

in the list of his heroic qualities, but rather inhere in the model of masculinity he 

inhabits which will eventually ground his prowess and his kingship in the service of 

community.

Sources

Several critical responses to Havelok explore the poem's sources and draw 

comparisons with other versions of the Havelok legend. There exist two earlier 

Norman French versions of the Havelok story, the earlier of which is found in

26 Speed, p. 143. 
27 Staines, p. 613.
28 Kathryn Hume, 'The Formal Nature of Middle English Romance', PQ, 53 (1974), 158-80 (p. 170, 
n.21).
29 Crane, Insular Romance: Politics, Faith and Culture in Anglo-Norman and Middle English 
Literature (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1986), p. 52, n.82.
30 Delany, p. 66.
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Gaimar's L 'Estoire des Engleis31 (c. 1135-40). Smithers (xvi) notes that the Havelok 

story is absent from Gaimar's chief source, Wace's Old French Brut, Gaimar having 

possibly learned the story, centred on Lincoln and Grimsby, through his Lincolnshire 

connections. A passage similar in detail to Gaimar, telling the story in the same order 

as the Lai, occurs in the 'Lambeth Interpolation', inserted into the Lambeth 

manuscript of Mannyng's chronicle (MS Lambeth 131).32

The later version of the Havelok story is the Anglo-Norman Lai 'd'Haveloc (c.1200), 

in which, as Kabir writes, 'the Havelok story was appropriated into the literary genre 

of romance'.33 According to Crane and Smithers34 the Lai'd'Haveloc (c.1200) is 

drawn from, or is dependent upon, L 'Estoire des Engleis. One of the Lai's two extant 

manuscripts35 also contains a copy of Gaimar's Estoire which lacks the usual Havelok 

episode. The author of the Lai either reworks Gaimar or Gaimar's lost source, and 

while the Lai follows the pattern of Gaimar the author adds courtly details and the 

framework of a Breton lai. 36

Havelok is longer (almost three times as long as the Lai) and more detailed than the 

earlier versions; many of its names are native rather than French; it is not set so 

distantly in the past; and England is one kingdom rather than a collection of smaller 

units. Some critics argue Havelok's derivation from Gaimar and the Lai, while others 

posit a lost source. Bradbury argues that the Havelok-poet derived his materials from 

oral tradition rather than existing written works.37 Taking issue with Pearsall's 

comment that Havelok is a 'free reworking' of some French version of the tale 'with
TO

contamination from local Lincolnshire tradition', Bradbury stresses the primacy of 

local legend. She allows that Havelok is a literary creation possessing 'many of the 

qualities that result from composition and revision in writing', and that the poet 

'transforms a traditional tale [...] in order to make something quite different of it',39

31 Alexander Bell, ed., L 'Estoire des Engleis, ANTS, 14-16 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1960), 11. 1-816.
32 The interpolation is reproduced in Smithers, xxii - xxiv.
33 Kabir, p. 45.
34 Crane, p. 40; Smithers, xx.
35 College of Arms, MS Arundel xiv.
36 Not all critics agree that the Lai derives from Gaimar. H.E. Heyman considered the Lai to be an 
alternative adaptation of Gaimar's lost source material. (Staines, p. 605 n.3).
37 Bradbury, 'The Traditional Origins of Havelok the Dane', p. 118.
38 Derek Pearsall, 'The Development of Middle English Romance', MS, 27 (1965), 91-116 (p. 98).
39 Nancy Mason Bradbury, Writing Aloud: Storytelling in Late Medieval England. (Urbana and 
Chicago: University of Illinois Press 1998), p. 66.
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while arguing that 'much of its strength and appeal as a tale springs from its author's 

encounters with oral tale telling'.40

The danger in considering Havelok's oral provenance, as Bradbury concedes,41 is to 

equate 'oral' with a non-aristocratic social stratum. As important as the poem's source 

are the implications of its appropriation by a writer whom Weiss judges, from 'his 

exuberant use of every kind of rhetorical device' to be 'a consciously literary man'.42 

Mehl comments on the poem's 'astonishing degree of sophistication', and 'the poet's 

thorough acquaintance with rhetorical devices'. 43 In the light of the poet's skill, there 

is nothing to demonstrate that Havelok's oral features are not an impersonation of 

orality, which complicates identification of author, audience and ideology.

Havelok as history, as myth

Turville-Petre asserts that'Havelok was unhesitatingly accepted as a history',44 a 

judgement with which Smithers (Ivi) cautiously agrees. The Havelok story appears 

first in written form in chronicles, where it continues to have an independent life, in 

Rauf de Bohun's Anglo-Norman prose chronicle Le Petit Bruit (1310),45 for example, 

and in 'the first redaction of the French Prose Brut [...] which was carried forward 

into subsequent French redactions of this chronicle and then into its descendants in 

English prose'.46 Related to chronicle accounts, Havelok is one of those texts which, 

Field writes, 'derive from the history of England' and 'affect a certain historicity',47 

though first the Lai and then the Middle English Havelok channel the story's energies 

in a related though different literary form, impressing both poets' artistic designs on 

what Hanning calls a 'largely inherited narrative fabric'. 48

At least one near contemporary of the Havelok-poet doubted the story's historicity. 

While translating Langtoft's chronicle, Mannyng found no reference in other

40 Bradbury, 'The Traditional Origins of Havelok the Dane", (p. 118).
41 Bradbury, 'The Traditional Origins of Havelok the Dane' p. 127.
42 Weiss, p. 257.
43 Mehl, p. 165.
44 Thorlac Turville-Petre, 'Havelok and the History of the Nation', in Readings in Medieval English 
Romance, ed. by Carol M. Meale (Cambridge: Brewer, 1994), pp. 121-134 (p.121).
45 Smithers, xxvii.
46 Caroline D. Eckhardt, 'Havelok the Dane in Castleford's Chronicle', SP, 98 (2001), 1-17 (p. 8).
47 Rosalind Field, 'Romance as history, history as romance' in Romance in Medieval England, ed. by 
Maldwyn Mills, Jennifer Fellows, and Carol Meale (Cambridge: Brewer, 1991), pp. 163-175 (p.163).
48 Robert Hanning, 'Havelok the Dane: Structure, Symbols, Meaning', SP, 64 (1967), 586-605 (p. 589)
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historians' works (he mentions Gildas, Bede, Henry of Huntingdon, William of 

Malmesbury and Langtoft) to Athelwold, to Goldeborw, or to Havelok. Yet he was 

aware of legends concerning Havelok:

Bot pat pise lowed men upon Inglish tellis,
Right story can me not ken, be certeynte what spellis.
Men sais in Lyncoln castelle ligges Sit a stone,
I>at Hauelok kast wele forbi euer ilkone.
& Sit be chapelle standes, per he weddid his wife,
Goldeburgh be kynges douhter, bat saw is Sit rife.
& of Gryme a fisshere, men redes Sit in ryme,
]>at he bigged Grymesby Gryme bat ilk tyme.49

Mannyng had reservations about including the uncorroborated Havelok material in a 

work of history, yet he was intrigued by the tales told by 'lowed men', or vernacular 

stories that 'men redes Sit in ryme'. In the end he dismissed their historical relevance 

on account of their lack of specificity regarding dates:

Whilk tyme be were kynges, long or now late 
I>ei mak no menyng whan, no in what date (7-8)

For a modern readership, as for Mannyng, the 'evident factual inaccuracies' of 

romances such as Havelok, as Field notes, subvert their status as history, though, 

without assuming their early audiences to be historically naive, it is questionable 

whether they applied the same criteria of accuracy. The relationship between romance 

and history is, as Field writes, 'vexed', and 'the operation of a romance mode' 50 

influences the representation of history in a work like Havelok. Turville-Petre 

explains that in narrative history, unlike chronicle history, 'events are patterned as 

though they possessed coherence and an order of meaning'. 51 It is this sense of closure 

found in narrative history, of which Havelok, for Turville-Petre, is an example, which 

lends it an ideologically powerful exemplary dimension.

49 Reproduced in Bradbury, Writing Aloud, p. 119. Bradbury's line numbers 9-16.
50 Field, pp. 163; 164.
51 Turville-Petre, p. 122.
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In his valediction, Havelok's narrator calls the poem a 'gest' (2985), a term which, 

Bennett argues, implies that 'some historical truth is claimed for the narrative'. 52 If 

this is so, then the claim must be set against the biggest change the Havelok-poet 

makes to his supposed sources, in which Goldeborw is the heir to the throne of a petty 

kingdom rather than a united England. Whether he were using Gaimar, the Lai, or the 

ur-source of both, Havelok's author in making this change moves away from history: 

if he believes in his source's historical accuracy, then in this important change he 

signals an intention that is other than to record. It is certain that no King Athelwold or 

King Havelok ever ruled an England stretching 'fro Rokesburw al into Douere' (139). 

In the light of this, Eckhardt suggests that 'the tale's resemblance to historical events 

is fortuitous or retrospectively fabricated'. Eckhardt views both chronicles and 

romances from the twelfth century onwards as contributing to a reconstruction of 

England's pre-Conquest history, which combines 'elements deriving from long 

standing memory and venerable documentation with new or invented material that 

provides a satisfying narrative whole'. 53

Havelok' s appeal to history, then, is ideological, participating in 'a search for national 

identity',54 a preoccupation of historically located romances and chronicles alike, 

related to what Davis terms the Anglo-Norman 'counter-myth', 55 whereby England's 

pre-Norman past, its heroes and saints, were appropriated by post-Conquest writers in 

a process of cultural assimilation. For Speed, creative literature in English in the later 

thirteenth century may be thought of as 'the text of the nation', a text that is as much 

myth as fact. For Speed, the 'Matter of England' romances 'have as a primary 

function a construction of England'. 56 I argue that Havelok moves beyond myths of 

origin and offers more than a celebration of an antecessor hero, harnessing the 

discourse of history in its ideological concern to model a harmonious relationship 

between king and community.

IfHavelok's appeal to history is a fabrication, its self-reference as a 'gest' is 

rhetorical. The term is used earlier in the poem: as part of the activities celebrating

52 J. A. W. Bennett, Middle English Literature, ed. and completed by Douglas Gray, Oxford History of 
English Literature, Vol 1, Part 2 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), p. 121.
53 Eckhardt, pp. 7; 1.
54 Field, p. 165.
55 R. H. C. Davis, The Normans and their Myth (London: Thames and Hudson, 1976), p. 126.
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Havelok's coronation in Denmark, next to 'romanz-reding on be bok' we read that 

'fcer mouthe men here be gestes singe' (2329). Featuring these literary performances 

as part of a coronation ceremony hints that 'gest' and 'romanz' went beyond 

entertainment, that the Havelok-poet, with a degree of self-reflexiveness, regards them 

as repositories of political wisdom, ideological components of the ceremony in their 

celebration of regnal virtue and the importance of community.

In locating Havelok within a network of national myth, I employ 'myth' in 

Malinowski's sense, as elaborated by Worsley:

'Now myth is not [...] merely "distortion". Nor is it "history". As 
Malinowski has classically shown, myth acts as a "charter" for the present 
day social order: it "supplies a retrospective pattern of moral values, 
sociological order, and magical belief the "function" of which is "to 
strengthen tradition and endow it with a greater value and prestige by tracing 
it back to a higher, better, more supernatural reality of initial events'". 57

In other words, although myth, like history, refers to the past, its ideological force is 

directed at the political present of its telling. To Malinowski's definition Worsley adds 

that myth 'can incorporate, utilize, and elaborate, for mythopoeicpurposes, actual 

historical happenings as well as sheerly mythical "events'". In this manner the 

Havelok-poet appropriates the discourse of history, exploiting the location of his 

source story in a contested frontier zone between history and myth.

In considering Havelok's location in a network of national myth, it must be allowed 

that myth resists ideological appropriation by any one interest group. While myth may 

be recruited into an ideological project of naturalizing power arrangements in a way 

which benefits the dominant class, it equally provides a locus in which current 

political structures can be critiqued, deployed by dissident voices to demonstrate how 

it has been misappropriated by the ruling stratum. Myth supplies part of the 'cultural 

frame' which political authority requires 'in which to define itself and advance its 

claims, and so does opposition to it'. 58

56 Speed, pp. 139; 145.
57 Peter Worsley, The Third World (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964), p. 5.
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Audience

Much discussion ofHavelok centres on the composition of its audience and the related 

question of whose ideology of kingship it expresses. Central issues are Havelok's, lack 

of courtliness and perceived level of realism, distinguishing the poem from other 

Middle English romances, most of which concern themselves exclusively with the 

highest social classes. While Liuzza declares ofHavelok that 'the level of reality 

depicted is not different from the presumed audience for the tale',59 Schmidt and 

Jacobs caution against making too much of the absence of courtly scenes from 

Havelok: 'it is always risky to argue from the content of a poem to its audience or its 
author'. 60

At one extreme of this debate is Halverson who, contrasting Havelok with the 

'"courtly" tradition' of the Lai, which 'implies an upper-class source', locates 

Havelok in 'vaguely a "middle-class" milieu',61 characterising Havelok's audience as 

emerging from the 'peasant stratum' of this middle class. In its description of the 

advancement of Grim's sons and Bertram the cook, and in its depiction of a hero who 

is 'utterly a peasant in every way', together with the debasement of the noblemen 

Godrich and Godard before their executions, the poem involves a 'peasant fantasy of 

class ambition and resentment'. 62 For Pearsall, Middle English romance generally 

addresses a 'primarily a lower or lower-middle-class audience'. He comments that 

Havelok 'has a claim [...] to be regarded as the genuine expression of popular 

consciousness'. 63 This interpretation goes back to Creek, for whom the poem 'was 

intended not for the hall, but for the inn or street'. 64

Delany notes that 'the medieval bourgeoisie included a very wide range of wealth and 

social status', concluding that 'the adjective "bourgeois" does little to pinpoint the 

actual politics of a given work'. Dismissing Halverson's notion of a 'peasant fantasy',

58 Clifford Geertz, 'Centers, Kings, and Charisma: Reflections on the Symbolics of Power', in Rites of 
Power, ed. by Scan Wilentz (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), pp. 13-38 (p.30).
59 Roy Michael Liuzza, 'Representation and Readership in the Middle English Havelok', JEGP, 93 
(1994), 504-19 (p. 507).
60 Schmidt and Jacobs, p. 9.
61 John Halverson, 'Havelok the Dane and Society', ChR, 6 (1971-2), 142-51 (p.!42).'Middle-class', 
Halverson later allows, can refer to 'a wide social range including the villager and peasant at one end 
and powerful burgher and even petty nobility at the other' (p. 150).
62 Halverson, pp. 150; 149; 150
63 Derek Pearsall, 'The Development of Middle English Romance', pp. 91; 99.
64 H. L. Creek, 'The author ofHavelok the Dane', Englische Studien, 48 (1914-15), 193-212 (p. 210).
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Delany, identifying social mobility as one of Havelok's themes, declares that 

Havelok's elevation of Bertram and of Grim's children 'represents the social reality 

and realistic ambitions of the upper bourgeoisie and knighthood'. 65 Crane holds that 

Havelok extends to the bourgeoisie the appeal of the romances of English heroes 'by 

associating traditional themes of baronial concern to middle-class concerns for profit 

making and social stability'. 66

By contrast, Levine argues that Havelok was '[wjritten for an audience for whom 

power was both a possibility and a habit'. He questions the assumption 'that in the 

Middle Ages aristocrats and bourgeois - or aristocrats and peasants - had antithetical 

tastes in literature',67 and in particular the assumption that lower-class audiences had a 

greater appetite for the kind of violent detail found in Havelok. This 'assumption of a 

self-evident identity of textual representation and audience experience' is discussed, 

in slightly different terms, by Liuzza. Liuzza reminds us that most English romances, 

in describing the adventures of aristocrats, 'deliberately distance themselves from the 

present and the world of the audience'. However, still assuming a non-courtly 

audience, Liuzza declares that Havelok 'validates the experience of an audience which 

is usually excluded from [...] the chivalric fantasies of popular romance'. He writes of 

Havelok's 'bourgeois tone', attempting to explain the poem's 'reality effect', 

produced by 'uniting the world represented in the text and the world in which the text 
is read'. 68

Liuzza's 'bourgeois tone' refers to the poem's depiction of working people's lives, 

Grim's fishing activities, and Havelok's time as Bertram's kitchen porter, together 

with the fact that courtly life is not depicted in the poem. Arguing that the poem is 

addressed to a middle-class audience, Mehl points to the poet's unwillingness 'to give 

detailed descriptions of things his audience would not be interested in'. 69 Rather than 

courtly, the poet's style is 'deliberately popular', abounding in the kind of detail 

which, according to Liuzza, 'would, in a later text, be called "bourgeois realism'" . 70 

Crane notes, however, the details identified by some critics as suggestive of a lower-

65 Delany, pp. 63; 72.
66 Crane, Insular Romance, p. 47.
67 Robert Levine 'Who composed Havelok for whom?', YES, 22 (1992), 95-104 (pp. 104; 95).
68 Liuzza, pp. 506; 517; 507; 512.
69 Mehl, p. 167.
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class audience are not original to Havelok: 'the catalogue of fish, the attention to 

menial occupations, the wrestling contests, the absence of love scenes, and the 

sensitivity to poverty and its economics - do have antecedents in Gaimar and in the 

[courtly] Lai d'Haveloc'. 11

Havelok's lack of courtly detail in comparison with other romances does not 

necessarily argue a non-aristocratic audience. At one point in the poem, breaking off 

his description of Ubbe's aristocratic feast, the narrator deliberately withholds details 

of the proceedings:

tat is be storie for to lenge -
Jt wolde anuye pis fayre genge (1735-6)

Kabir argues that 'a genuinely non-aristocratic audience would have probably 

demanded more details at these very moments', and that the narrative constructs a 

fictive audience 'likely to be bored by the goings-on of the aristocracy'.72 The author, 

in deliberately editing out aristocratic detail, offers a view of political arrangements 

from outside the circles of power. That does not mean that the author and his intended 

audience are located outside the ruling stratum, nor does it cancel the possibility that 

the poet counterfeits the point of view of the lower classes for reasons of his own, 

consolidating his illusion by deploying a superficially convincing social realism.

On reflection, the poem's 'bourgeois realism' is less than convincing. Crane observes 

that the depiction of Havelok labouring for only his food 'hardly recommends itself to 

a lower-class audience'. For all the poem's vaunted realism, its portrayal of members 

of the lower classes is idealized or caricaturized, as in what Crane calls the 'joyful 

abasement' 73 of Grim's children who, leading comparatively wealthy lives with 

'Hors, and neth, and ship on flode, / Gold, and siluer, and michel auchte' (1223-4), 

perform their subjection to the returned Havelok and Goldeborw. As Bradbury writes: 

'It is easy to imagine that the laboring classes were not so entranced with serving their 

"betters" as their fictional counterparts in Havelok'. 74 In their amazement at finding

70 Liuzza, p. 504.
71 Crane, Insular Romance, p. 43.
72 Kabir, p. 39.
73 Crane, Insular Romance, p. 45.
74 Bradbury, Writing Aloud, p. 81.
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lower strata depicted in romance, critics fail to acknowledge that the depiction is 

slanted from the point of view of a superior stratum.

Havelok's depiction of the labouring classes as conservative, monarchist, loyal, and 

accepting of hierarchy is likely to please the aristocracy. However, though his portrait 

of the labouring classes is condescending, the poet still depicts them sympathetically 

as the life-blood of the nation, their sufferings under tyranny, and their vulnerability to 

famine and unemployment.

Stuart sees no reason 'why Havelok might not have been the product of a courtly 

pen'. 75 Staines views Havelok as 'a portrait of the ideal king delineated from the point 

of view of the lower classes',76 while Hirsh suggests that 'such romances as Havelok 

tell us not so much what the lower classes thought of the upper as what the upper 

classes liked to think the lower classes thought of them'.77 For Bradbury the poem 

speaks for 'the official culture - serious, authoritarian, clerical, hierarchical [...] 

socially conservative'. 78 Kabir goes so far as dub this presentation of the lower classes 

an 'upper-class fantasy', in contradistinction to Halverson's phrase, adding that the 

poem's tendency to 'romanticize the "simple joys" of non-aristocratic life suggests 

strongly that it was written for an aristocratic audience'. 79

Kabir argues that failure to identify the fictive nature of the narrative frame, the 

narrator with his call for a cup of ale, 'has formed the pivot for many a critic's belief 

in the orality and popularity of Havelok'. The poem's frame effectively creates the 

illusion of an oral performance, a fictive orality which has significant implications for 

the way Havelok is received. Kabir discerns two audiences: 'a fictive oral audience 

gathered at the tavern' and 'the textual community to which this oral fiction is 

directed'. 80 Thus, the far from non-courtly 'real' audience receives a tale in which a 

(fictive) non-courtly audience, gathered in a tavern, responds enthusiastically to an

75 Stuart, p. 351.
76 Staines, p. 602.
77 John C. Hirsh, 'Havelok 2933: a problem in medieval literary history', NM, 78 (1977), 339-49 (p. 
343).
78 Bradbury, Writing Aloud, p. 81.
79 Kabir, p. 38.
80 Kabir, pp. 36; 37.
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apparently oral-traditional story about the recovery of power by a divinely sanctioned 

monarch, thereby consenting to the royalist values implicit in the story.

Proem81

As Kabir argues, the poem's opening, in its 'ostentatious opening reference to its own 

status as an oral performance', 82 is a meaning-making device rather than an inert 

narrative frame. This device creates more than 'a fictional air of conviviality'. 83 Its 

'conviviality' fosters the idea of a socially diverse community united in applauding 

the overthrow of tyranny, suggesting the existence of a body of oral narrative 

articulating popular aspirations and allegiances. Such traditional stories, the device 

suggests, may articulate a political credo similar to the way in which, as I argue in 

later chapters, the myth of the Breton lay posits a corpus of stories enshrining 

examples of good regnal practice.

The proem's mimicry borders on parody of the oral storyteller and his audience. The 

narrator gathers his listeners with a demand for the attention of '[w]iues, maydnes, 

and alle men' (2), employing a socially inclusive list in a poem in which such lists 

have an important function. He grounds his tale's appeal not in abstractions but in a 

common humanity, as in his mention of Havelok's nakedness as a baby, in a poem 

which stresses the extraordinariness of kings while showing that they share their 

subjects' mortality. He invokes his audience's Christian faith in the communal act of 

prayer as a way of recruiting assent to his story's political stance. Mentioning Christ 

three times, he undercuts the prayer's pious tone by turning it into a kind of toast:

And wile drinken her Y spelle
I>at Crist vs shilde alle fro helle (15-16)

In this curious blend of toast and prayer, the 'cuppe of ful god ale' becomes a secular 

sacrament binding the listeners into one body like the wine of Mass. In addition, the 

sharing of ale as a community-forming ritual anticipates a succession of moments in 

the tale that will metonymize community as the sharing of food.

81 1 follow Kabir in referring to the lines 1-26 as the proem.
82 Kabir, p. 34.
83 Bradbury, "The Traditional Origins ofHavelok the Dane', p. 127.
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Markers of orality such as redundancy, in which the 'b' line in each rhyming couplet 

carries less narrative weight than the 'a' line, tending to repeat or confirm, are more 

pronounced in the proem that in the poem itself. For Fewster, these stylistic features 

of romance 'encode a loose kind of conservatism',84 while for Wittig85 they point to 

communally held values based on veneration of an imagined past. In trying to 

determine Havelok's ideological stance, however, it must be remembered that a 

rhetorical (and hence stylistic) appeal to conservatism attracts both those seeking to 

maintain hegemony and those who oppose it. Fewster suggests that prologues and 

minstrel formulae form part of a textual move 'away from claiming ideological 

continuity with the present and real', 86 whereas I argue that the style ofHavelok's 

proem imparts a ritual quality which promises to reinforce communally held values 

and beliefs in a way which bears directly upon the poem's construction of kingship.

Athelwold

As an intervention in the discourse of kingship, Havelok contrasts the reigns of 

Athelwold and Havelok with the tyrannies of Godrich and Godard, both styles of 

government 'presented entirely from the point of view of the governed'. 87 The poem 

begins with a portrait of an apparently exemplary king, and ends with the 

establishment of Havelok's reign, which, I argue, importantly differs from 

Athelwold's.

Athelwold is introduced as the ideal Christian king, 'Engelondes blome' (63). Before 

describing the king's death and the lack of an adult heir that precipitates the events of 

the narrative, the poet devotes lines 27-109 to praising Athelwold's exemplary 

qualities. The account 'is a conventional one, with many antecedents and analogues in
oo

medieval literature and historiography'. The opening account of Athelwold's 

kingship becomes both a yardstick against which to measure the shortcomings of 

Godrich's rule and 'an idealisation which will be realized in the fully matured

84 Carol Fewster, Traditionality and Genre in Middle English Romance (Cambridge: Brewer, 1987), p. 
32.
85 Susan Wittig, Stylistic and Narrative Structures in the Middle English Romances (Austin: University 
of Texas Press, 1978), p. 44.
86 Fewster, p. 32.
87 Crane, Insular Romance, p. 48, n.73.
88 Delany, p.63. By contrast, Mehl states his view that '[t]his remarkable passage is quite unique in 
Middle English romance; in no other poem do we find such an extensive and concrete exposition of a 
well-ordered state' (p. 170).
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Havelok'.89 Such a quasi-saintly royal forebear also serves as a pattern for all kings, a 

political symbol to be thought of as a member of a pantheon of historical notables 

constructed by all regimes. The appeal of these figures is that they embody those 

values professed by the regime, or whose aura they appropriate as a euphemizing 
gloss.90

Athelwold's rule is legitimized by his ethical and social values. As Liuzza observes, 

his reign is described 'with a focus on his laws and subjects, not his glory and 

prowess'. 91 His martial prowess is less prominently reported than of his ability to 

sustain mutually beneficial relationships with his subjects, to create 'an ideal of 

transcendent and universal social harmony'.92As Turville-Petre comments, 'Havelok 

communicates a sense of a society, a diversity of people together involved in the 

actions of just kings and faithless lords'. 93 This diversity is expressed at the beginning 

of the poem:

Hym louede yung, him louede holde -
Erl and barun, dreng and bayn,
Knict, bondeman, and swain,
Wydues, maydnes, prestes and clerkes (30-33)

The poem contains many such lists94 which, not merely formulaic, express the idea 

that the whole community of the realm rewards the king with love for 'hise gode 

werkes' (34), underlining the importance of social inclusiveness and consent. 

Whereas the subjects of Godard and Godrich obey out of fear, Athelwold's subjects 

do so out of a consent born of gratitude. Staines95 agrees that the poet's declaration of 

the love and respect which all social groups offer to Athelwold is the most important 

feature of the portrayal. His subjects' homage is given as a direct response to the 

beneficial impact of Athelwold's kingly practice on their lives.

89 Staines, p. 611.
90 Adapted from Maurice Agulhon, 'Politics, Images, and Symbols in Post-Revolutionary France', in 
Wilentz, pp. 177-205 (p. 179).
91 Liuzza, p. 509.
92 Crane, Insular Romance, p. 45.
93 Turville-Petre, p. 133.
94 Other examples are to be found in lines 1324-8; 2180-85; 2194-5; 2258-61; 2465-6.
95 Staines, p. 611.
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Athelwold, we are told, 'louede God with al his micth' (35), aligning the values of his 

kingship with those of Christianity, an alignment underscored both explicitly and 

implicitly in what follows, as when we are told that 'Krist of heuene was him with' 

(62), and, depicting the king's charity to the poor, the poet tells us that Athelwold 

behaved thus toward the poor:

Forto hauen of Him pe mede
I>at for vs wolde on rode blede (102-3)

Feeding the poor as an indication of Athelwold's generosity introduces an important 

motif, in which the provision of food concretizes social inclusiveness. hi addition, it 

epitomizes his kingship's benevolence, encompassing the whole community of his 

subjects rather than spreading largesse only where it might be politically 

advantageous:

Hauede he non so god brede 
Ne on his bord non so god shrede 
I>at he ne wolde bor-wit fede 
Poure bat on fote yede (98-101)

Athelwold's reputation for justice is stressed: he prizes 'soth ant ricth' (36). Delany 

declares that 'Athelwold [...] administers the strait retributive justice expected of 

"vicarius Regis Eterni'". 96 Surrounding himself with 'ricthwise men' (37), he upholds 

the law's centrality in national life. The king's twin responsibilities, to protect his 

kingdom from foreign incursion and to keep the peace domestically, contribute to the 

ideal state of'grith' (61).

Athelwold prosecutes wrongdoers vigorously: he 'hated hem so man doth galle' (40), 

and outlaws and thieves could expect to be 'heye hengen on galwe-tre' (43). hi the 

inclusive society presided over by Athelwold, the only subjects excluded are those 

who transgress, 'wreieres and wrobberes'(39), 'vtlawes and theues' (41). Those 

harming merchants could expect to be 'browt to nouth' (58), leading more than one 

critic to make assumptions about audience composition, although the depiction of the 

unimpeded traffic of merchandise throughout England has more to do with providing

96 Delany, p. 63.
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an index of the country's well-being, a sign that, under a benevolent king, the country 

enjoyed peace and prosperity.

Regarding the imperative to protect the country against invasion,97 no specifics are 

given of Athelwold's military successes, victories over invaders, as one would expect 

in a chronicle, hi fact the generalized, superlative account of Athelwold, focusing less 

on specific deeds than on the peace he creates for his subjects, demonstrates that the 

romancer's view of historical importance differs from the chronicler's.

Another figuration of kingship in the poet's account of Athelwold's reign is as father 

of the nation. Protector of the vulnerable, the fatherless, virgins, and widows, the king 

is imagined as a benevolent paterfamilias, and on his death not only Goldeborw, but 

also England, loses a father. When Godard mistreats the fatherless Havelok, and when 

Godrich imprisons Goldeborw, both usurpers are identified as evil-doers in the precise 

terms of Athelwold's kingly imperatives. Athelwold's protection of women is 

foregrounded in a poem in which tyranny is epitomized by violence against women.

Athelwold's martial strength is discussed only in the context of his community- 

creating activities and peace-promoting concerns. The poet reports Athelwold's 

personal ability to defeat a violent opponent, though we do not conclude that his 

fighting skills are the bedrock of his authority: moral rather than martial qualities 

legitimize Athelwold's power. Later in the poem, we witness Godrich's prowess in 

his single combat against Ubbe and Havelok, yet his prowess fails to compensate for 

his lack of those moral qualities that form the basis of Athelwold's kingship. Prowess 

alone is insufficient to validate a claim to power, though the poet presents prowess as 

a necessary complement to the king's moral qualities. The poem holds these 

validating categories in suspension, so that in Havelok we meet a hero who is divinely 

signed and whose claim to power is further validated both by his moral qualities and 

his martial skills, both acquired during his trajectory through the social classes.

More on Athelwold's style of kingship is gleaned from the way he prepares for death, 

which Delany observes 'is that of a saint and includes prayer, confession and self-

97 The kingly imperative to protect the country against 'uten-laddes' is mentioned in 11. 2153-54; 2580- 
81.
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flagellation'.98 Athelwold's saintliness, and the poet's appropriation of religious 

discourse in depicting it, confers an aura upon Athelwold's posthumous reputation 

recalling the cults of royal saints and the practice of medieval English kings of 

enhancing their kingship's prestige and mystique by claiming a sainted royal forebear. 

Saintly too is the way in which Athelwold divests himself of all his possessions. After 

Athelwold's 'quiste' is made, he possesses not so much as a burial shroud:

Wan it was gouen, ne meicte men finde 
So mikel men micte him in winde 
Of his in arke ne in chiste (220-22)

In emphasizing this detail, the poet distinguishes between kingship and its trappings, 

which romance often metonymizes as clothing. That Athelwold dies owning nothing 

underlines his mortality, a reminder that though a king is placed above his subjects, 

yet he shares their humanity.

While providing a template for kingly conduct, the opening account exposes the 

fragility of good kingship, how it is dependent upon the character of the incumbent of 

the throne, rather than inhering in the office. As Ramsey writes: 'When the king dies, 

the kingdom which, according to the assumptions of these romances, is totally 

dependent on him and his abilities will fall'. 99 Athelwold takes his exemplary 

kingship to the grave, leaving behind a political crisis brought on by the extreme 

youth of Goldeborw, his designated heir. That the crisis is, in a way, precipitated by 

the style of his rule only becomes apparent when his rule is compared with Havelok's 

at the end of the poem. Although, in seeking a reliable and loyal guardian for his 

daughter, he asks for the consilium of his nobles, there is no indication that any degree 

of sovereignty is vested in institutions capable of maintaining stability during a royal 

minority. Rather, the description of Athelwold's reign shows all rule vested in the 

king himself, and the fact that his nobles' advice in the matter of selecting 

Goldeborw's guardian proves unreliable suggests that Athelwold has not habitually 

ruled by counsel.

98 Delany, p. 64.
99 Lee C. Ramsey, Chivalric Romance: Popular Literature in Medieval England (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1983), p. 31.
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In stressing Goldeborw's infant vulnerability, the poet additionally signals England's 

vulnerability in the power vacuum following the autocrat's death. The poet closely 

identifies Goldeborw with the sovereignty of England, as the dying king uses the 

same word, 'yemen' in asking his barons' advice in the matter of who is to protect 

both his daughter and his realm until Goldeborw comes of age:

Wo may yemen hire so longe,
Bothen hire and Engelonde,
Til bat she [be] wman of helde (172-4)

Exemplary though Athelwold's reign may be, nevertheless all his achievements are 

undermined by the lack of an heir immediately to succeed him. On his deathbed 

Athelwold attempts to provide for the sovereignty to be assigned to Goldeborw ('bat 

shal be / Yure leuedi after me', 170-1) when she comes to maturity. Identifying 

Goldeborw with the sovereignty of England, which can be conferred or assigned, but 

which cannot be seized, is the poem's key political image. In identifying Goldeborw 

so closely with England, and in having her father insist that she will make her own 

choice of husband (196-7), the poet invites the audience to supply the analogy that, in 

marrying Goldeborw, Havelok will gain the sovereignty of England, and gaining the 

sovereignty is analogous to marriage with the realm and its community.

Tyranny

Athelwold's reign sets 'a standard for godly rule which will not be easily met'. 100 That 

Godrich, installed by Athelwold to 'yemen' England, fails to meet that standard is 

established in the account of his assumption of his regency. His measures to achieve 

control over England are briskly detailed, in a way which might be euphemized as a 

responsible desire to maintain continuity of Athelwold's good order, but which looks 

more like personal greed.

Godrich promptly installs 'be knictes he micte tristen to' (253) in strategic castles, 

prompting the question why, Athelwold's reign having been effective in maintaining 

order, he insists on this radical change of personnel that smacks more of a coup than a 

regency. He binds 'alle be Englis' in a personal feudal oath until Goldeborw is 'Tuenti

100 Delany, p. 64.
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winter hold and more' (259), already extending his regency beyond the period 

ordained by Athelwold, who enjoined Godrich to 'yemen' Goldeborw until she is 

'tuelf winter hold' (192), when he should give her in marriage to a partner of her 

choice and return England 'into hire hond'.

Godrich next addresses the machinery of the law, appointing new justices, replacing a 

staff already operating efficiently, his haste betraying a fear that Athelwold's loyal 

officials, if left in post, would not submit to his permanent seizure of power. His 

wholesale replacement of Athelwold's law officers is the first intimation of the 

coming tyranny: his actions have implications familiar in modern political contexts, in 

which peacekeeping agencies become instruments of repression.

Schireues he sette, bedels and greyues,
Grith-sergeans wit longe gleyues,
To yemen wilde wodes and papes
Fro wicke men pat wolde don scapes (266-69)

While appearing to demonstrate Godrich's concern for social harmony, these 

measures strike a sinister, oppressive note, exposing Godrich's political ambition to 

wield absolute power:

And for to hauen alle at his cri, 
At his wille, at his merci (270-71)

It is ironic that while instituting large-scale measures to deal with thieves the regents 

themselves commit theft on a national scale. As Scott notes, '[l]ike common thieves, 

they intend to steal from the children their respective kingdoms and birthrights'. 101 A 

sense of totalitarian efficiency haunts Godrich's policing arrangements, whose effect 

is to intimidate the population. Whereas in the description of Athelwold's reign the 

fact of peace is reported, in the account of Godrich's rule the poet stresses the means 

by which civil order is enforced, not to win the love of his subjects, like Athelwold, 

but to effect a submissiveness in which 'non durst ben him ageyn' (272):

Soplike, in a lite brawe

101 Anne Scott, 'Language as Convention, Language as Sociolect in Havelok the Dane", SP, 89 (1992), 
137-60 (p. 148).
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Al Engelond of him stod awe - 
Al Engelond was of him adrad. 
So his the beste fro be gad (276-9)

Despite the poet's efforts to contrast Athelwold's benign rule with Godrich's tyranny, 

Kabir concludes that 'Godrich's regime is portrayed as not dissimilar to Athelwold's', 

whose methods of maintaining social peace, she argues, 'fit comfortably within a 

Foucauldian paradigm of "discipline and punish'". 102 According to this view, the 

poet's silence on Athelwold's practical methods of maintaining 'grim' effectively 

euphemizes what is essentially a despotic kingship. For Kabir, in painting such a stark 

picture of the way Godrich attains power the poet also exposes the truth behind 

Athelwold's claims to authority.

There is a sense in which both Godrich and Athelwold rule by decree rather than 

counsel, and, while Athelwold may be termed a benevolent autocrat, the 'grim' which 

he created during his reign is at risk from a successor lacking his benevolence. Kabir, 

however, overstates the similarity of the two regimes. Despite the lexical parallels she 

notes, she omits to mention that, while Athelwold's reign is characterized by the 

severity of its punishment of criminals, its commitment to the care and protection of 

the vulnerable is equally stressed, whereas no such commitment is mentioned on 

Godrich's part. Indeed, in his treatment of the infant Goldeborw he actively oppresses 

the vulnerable, the maiden, the fatherless.

Victims of tyranny

The chief victim of Godrich's tyranny is Goldeborw, in whose plight the poet doubles 

the plight of England, her voice silenced by tyranny. At the time of Athelwold's death 

Goldeborw's vulnerability is expressed as an inability to speak: 'Sho ne kan speke ne 

sho kan go' (125). Her brutal treatment at the hands of Godrich is expressed as forced 

incommunicado:

.. .non ne micte comen hire to
Of hire frend, with to speken (325-26)

102 Kabir, pp. 41; 40.



34

Athelwold's will ordains that England's sovereignty shall be safeguarded by 

Goldeborw's right to choose her own husband (196-7), anticipating her maturity in 

terms of her acquisition of speech, in particular her ability to 'speken of luue-drurye' 

(195). Her father's words link her vulnerability as a woman with the vulnerable 

contestability of sovereignty itself. Goldeborw becomes a fitting symbol of 

sovereignty: as 'be fayrest wman on Hue' (281) she is, like sovereignty, the object of 

male desire. This sense in which Goldeborw embodies the sovereignty of England 

enables much of the portrayal of Godrich's tyranny. He treats Goldeborw with cynical 

cruelty in the same way that he rules the country. Under his rule she is confined in 

Dover Castle, leaving the audience to supply the analogy of a nation imprisoned under 

tyranny. Under Godard's rule Goldeborw is literally denied a voice, whereas married 

to Havelok she assumes the vocal role of counsellor and justice.

As in Sir Gowther, political tyranny in Havelok is scripted as oppression or violation 

of the female body, in a trope which assigns female gender to the political subject. In 

this light, as I argue in later chapters, tyrants in several Middle English romances are 

depicted as inhabiting a faulty model of masculinity, constructed by 'alienating from 

it the traits assigned to femininity'. 103 By contrast, the exemplary king models a 

masculinity integrating traits gendered feminine. The crimes committed against 

Havelok's defenceless sisters, like the atrocity committed by Gowther against a 

convent of nuns, exemplify an exaggerated, out-of-control masculinity, contrasted 

with the balanced masculinity of Havelok after his marriage to Goldeborw.

The most memorable image of Godard's tyranny is his casually vicious murder of 

Havelok's two sisters, who are depicted in sentimental terms, imprisoned in a tower, 

ill-clothed and near starvation. The effects of tyranny are made memorable in the 

children's 'grene and bleike' appearance, and in Havelok's affecting, unheeded plea 

for bread (455-63). Godard's gestures during this murder scene are revealing, taking 

the girls upon his knees as if he intends to play with them before:

Of boben he karf on two here brotes, 
And siben hem al to grotes (471-72)

103 Susan Crane, Gender and Romance in Chaucer's Canterbury Tales (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1993), p. 19.
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In this dark scene the poet dramatizes the pleasant public face that masks murderous 

cruelty, and the fact that Godard gives 'nouth a stra' for the children's plight is 

indicative of the way he regards all his subjects. While the duty of a king is to protect 

his subjects from acts of violence, under a tyranny the ruler himself is the violent 

oppressor. Though, pleading for his life, Havelok greets Godard fittingly, on his 

knees, Godard ignores the feudal proprieties, in the same way, the audience feels sure, 

as he would deal with a petition from his subjects. That this murder scene epitomizes 

his rule is shown in the frequency with which its details are recapitulated, as a rallying 

cry for loyalty and solidarity against tyranny. Those called upon to pass judgement on 

Godard ordain that a written explanation of his crimes be displayed at the gallows:

"l>is is be swike pat wende wel 
I>e king haue reft be land il del, 
And hise sistres with a knif 
Bobe refte here lif' (2484-6)

The poet's use of the same verb, 'refte' to describe Godard's theft of the country and 

his robbing the princesses of their lives contributes to the poet's feminine gendering 

of sovereignty.

The corrupting effect of tyrannical rule on the relationship between ruler and ruled is 

analysed in Grim's dealings with Godard. Recruiting the fisherman as Havelok's 

killer is an unconvincing attempt to distance himself from the atrocity. Instead of 

appealing to Grim's sense of feudal loyalty, Godard reminds the fisherman of his 

lowly social status, while promising freedom and wealth:

'Grim, pou wost pu art mi pral' (527)

It is characteristic of both Godrich and Godard that they use class terms to express 

contempt, in violation of the notion of inclusive community. Halverson remarks that 

'Godard betrays his promise [to Grim] in haughty, class-conscious terms'. 104 This 

assault on dignity is central to the experience of tyranny, as injurious to its victims as 

more material forms of oppression. Class insult, in Havelok, is a recreation of the lexis

104 Halverson, p. 145.
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of tyranny, which constructs its power by emphasizing social difference, whereas 

good kingship in the insular romances grounds itself in perceptions of community.

The most shocking image of tyranny's corrupting effects is the reversal of Leue's 

femininity in her initial treatment of Havelok when, on hearing that her husband has 

been offered gold and freedom in exchange for drowning Havelok, Leue assaults the 

child:

And caste the knaue so harde adoun 
I>at he crakede per his croune 
Ageyn a gret ston per it lay. (568-70)

After the revelation of Havelok's identity, her resistance against Godrich's tyranny is 

signalled by the return of her nurturing femininity in providing Havelok with food and 

in her motherly words:

'... Slep, sone, with muchel winne! 
Slep wel fast and dred be nouth' (661-2)

Bradbury detects a lack of 'realistic consistency' in Grim's change of heart with 

respect to his treatment of Havelok. Grim 'readily agrees' to execute Godard's plot to 

drown the boy and 'unnecessarily mistreats him as well', but later, after observing the 

mystical signs of Havelok's identity, treats him with compassion. For Bradbury this 

inconsistency, this 'preference for emotional coherence over realistic 

characterization' 105 is indicative of the tale's oral-traditional provenance. However, a 

more satisfactory explanation for the discrepancy between Grim's early cruelty and 

later devotion to Havelok can be offered in terms of the corrupting effect of tyranny, 

and the contrastingly redemptive power of kingship.

Grim's behaviour on returning to Godard is most revealing of the reality of tyranny. 

The poet offers no clue to the motivation of Grim who, having failed to execute 

Godard's order, returns to tell the tyrant that he has done his bidding. In Godard's 

presence he produces the 'hegemonic appearance', 106 appearing to confirm Godard's

105 Bradbury, 'The Traditional Origins of Havelok the Dane\ pp. 132-33.
106 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance; Hidden Transcripts (New Haven; London: 
Yale University Press, 1990), pp. 204-5.
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power while actually being the first point of resistance to it. Arguably, Grim's 

rebellion against his feudal lord marks the beginning of the end of Godard's 

domination. The episode raises the question of why there is no more general rebellion 

against so obvious a tyrant. As Scott argues, because it inspires fear of retribution, an 

oppressive dominant authority produces the appearance of complicity (which Scott 

terms 'protective ingratiation', 107) from its subjects, whose real opposition may be 

expressed in subtler ways, while their consciousness remains undominated.

Havelok among the lower classes

In an idealized account of lower-stratum life, Grim is portrayed as capable, thrifty and 

hardworking. Certainly, as Delany points out, even as Godard's thrall, Grim owns 

'substantial livestock (699-702) and a well-equipped ship sturdy enough to sail to 

England (706-13)'. 108 His prosperity exemplifies the benevolence of Birkabeyn's rule, 

a period of civil peace in which industry brings prosperity, whereas the famine that 

impels Havelok's departure to Lincoln reflects Godrich's tyranny. Grim serves as role 

model for the future king in his concern to feed, house and clothe his family, and his 

heroic deeds in ensuring their safety: here, in microcosm, is an account of a country's 

economy and governance.

After Leue's change of heart, for the first time in the poem Havelok comes under 

female influence. The food which Leue provides the famished Havelok:

Bred and chese, butere and milk, 
Pastees and flaunes (644-45)

is the first in a series offcasts with important structural and symbolic significance, an 

index of Havelok's process of restoration in a poem which constructs community in 

terms of commensality, showing the future king nourished by representatives of the 

whole community, and the interdependence of aristocracy and non-aristocracy.

Havelok's geographical displacement to England doubles the social displacement 

beginning with his feudal submission to Godard. Speed notes that '[s]haring 

vulnerability and deprivation with ordinary people [...] puts [Havelok] in the same

107 James C. Scott, p. 89.
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position as those who were depicted in the beginning of the poem as benefiting from 

Athelwold's ideal rule'. 109 The social environment he now inhabits provides a context 

in which his innate nobility manifests itself, though such nobility supplies neither 

necessary nor sufficient qualification for kingship: in Havelok's case, these innate 

qualities are necessarily complemented by attributes he acquires during his life among 

the lower stratum. Havelok owes his strength to the nurturing of Grim and Leue, and 

from them he learns the meekness and altruism which turns physical to moral 

strength. For Barren, the poem expresses 'the ideal of the virtues of the good king as 

rooted in the best qualities of the ordinary man'. 110 Havelok's extraordinary physical 

strength is complemented by a demeanour, 'Lauhwinde ay and blibe of speke' (947), 

that attracts a socially diverse community, anticipating the ideal model of kingship he 

will later embody:

Him loueden alle, stille and bolde, 
Knictes, children, yunge and holde - 
Alle him loueden bat him sowen, 
Boben heye men and lowe (956-59)

This is the section of the poem most likely to attract the label 'bourgeois realism'. The 

much mentioned realistic detail largely amounts to a description of Grim's fishing and 

his domestic economy and, after Havelok travels to Lincoln, to the labour involved in 

provisioning a noble household. Life among the lower classes gives the future king 

first-hand experience of his subjects' lives and a sense of the socioeconomic 

mechanics of the kingdom. The poet stresses the vital role of the lower classes in a 

peaceful kingdom by depicting them as producers and providers of the nation's food, 

nourishers of the body politic, in a way which concretizes the interdependence of the 

classes. Liuzza observes that 'the action of Havelok takes place in a world which 

contains both consumers and producers, rulers and subjects, and is therefore economic 

and political'. 111 The famous catalogue offish (752-60), for example, demonstrates 

how these foods come to aristocratic tables, the poet achieving verisimilitude by an 

accumulation of detail: the list offish and the account of the foodstuffs brought home 

by Grim (780-81) suggest a land of abundance. Crane remarks that, under

108 Delany, p. 68.
109 Speed, p. 151.
110 W. R. J. Barren, English Medieval Romance (London: Longman 1987), p. 71. 
"'Liuzza, p. 509.
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Athelwold's rule, '[s]trict law enforcement permits trade, travel, and social harmony'. 

By contrast, Godrich's interpretation of law enforcement leads to famine (825) among 

the food producers themselves such that, as Grim tells Havelok, 'hure mete is uten 

long' (843). That the famine does not affect noble households is shown in the list of 

fish Havelok carries to provision Godrich's Lincoln household (895-98), in a way 

which skilfully illustrates the social divisiveness of Godard's tyranny.

Intimations of Havelok's kingly qualities appear in a context far removed from a 

prince's normal enfances. For Barnes, the Havelok-poet employs 'the conventions of 

chivalric romance in a non-chivalric register'. 112 In Grim's household Havelok learns 

his 'mester' (824), his apprenticeship corresponding to a knight's training: seen in this 

light, while the time spent undergoing a knight's training equips a young aristocrat to 

acquit himself well in tournaments, Havelok's training, carrying heavy boxes offish, 

equips him with the strength to win the stone-putting contest in Lincoln. Havelok's 

relationship with Grim during this period places him in the role of feudal subject, in 

which he acquires responsibility, humility, and loyalty, all qualities central to his 

future kingship.

The rites-of-passage moment when Havelok conies to realize that 'Ich am nou no 

grom' (791), and his reflections on his responsibility to contribute to the community, 

have resonances for kingship. His realization that the strongest eats most, and 

therefore must substantially contribute, expresses a political imperative, that the 

aristocracy, prodigious consumers of food, ought to be active in protection of the 

national community, just as Havelok uses his special strength in the service of Grim's 

family. Delany is mistaken in interpreting Havelok's zeal as 'heartily adopting] the 

middle-class work ethic': 113 rather, he employs his strength, created by the nurturing 

community, to benefit that same community in an intimation of his future kingship. 

Crane comments that in formulating a work ethic for himself as a labourer Havelok 

voices an 'idealized commitment to the common good', 114 rather than reflecting an 

idealized view of the labouring classes:

112 Barnes, p. 47.
113 Delany, p. 68.
114 Crane, Insular Romance, p. 47.
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Swinken ich wolde for mi mete.
It is no shame forto swinken (798-99)

His ethic includes criticism of those who do not 'swinken':

be man bat may wel eten and drinken
bar nouht ne haue but on swink long (800-801)

Levine argues that '[p]raise of the lower classes often functions as blame of some 

other group', 115 and Havelok's ethic tacitly criticizes an aristocracy parasitic upon 

lower strata: kings and barons should labour no less than fish porters.

Lincoln

Havelok's manner of leaving home reads like a parodic version of a knight setting 

forth to prove his valour and find a wife. Dressed in the 'coueP made by Grim from a 

sail, he approaches a centre of political power, Lincoln. Like a knight setting forth, 

Havelok meets opportunities to prove his mettle, a series of contests 'in which the 

hero contends with and overcomes a group of "laddes", 116 the first of which involves 

Havelok, eager to obtain work as a porter, shoving aside sixteen unemployed men. 

Havelok's treatment of these competitors indicates the divided nature of society under 

tyranny, as well as being structurally related to his later, more consequential struggles 

with 'laddes'.

Recruited by Bertram, the hero encounters the second of three sponsors, in ascending 

social order, who respond to his plight, recognize his virtues, and provide him with 

food and clothing in a way which integrates Havelok into the community. As Havelok 

served Grim with selfless loyalty, so he serves his new benefactor, who in turn 

supplies a model of lordship based on respect and reciprocity. Haskin observes that 

the clothing Bertram provides 'enables Havelok's appearance to conform the better to 

the reality of his regal personage'. 117 His 'span-newe' clothes permit a glimpse of his 

kingly identity disguised beneath poor clothing, to the extent that:

Jt was neuere man pat yemede

115 Levine, p. 101.
115 Maldwyn Mills, 'Havelok's Return', MAE, 45 (1976), 20-35 (p. 25).
117 Haskin. n. 207.117 Haskin, p. 207
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Jn kinneriche bat so wel semede 
King or cayser for to be (976-78)

Denoting a stage in Havelok's social ascent, it as if Bertram has created him 'king or 

cayser', anticipating his relationship with his final benefactor, the kingmaker Ubbe. 

Havelok's treatment at the hands of Bertram and Ubbe reads like a process of the 

subjects creating the monarch, a direct reversal of tyranny.

The stone-putting contest is a lower-register tournament, Mehl commenting that 

'[Havelok's] triumph at "putting the stone" is the uncourtly equivalent of the glorious 

victories in tournaments won by other heroes of romance'. 118 The contest brings 

Havelok close to the centre of tyrannical power and rehearses his overthrow of that 

power. His opponents are among the 'mani chambioun' (1008) accompanying the 

nobility to the parliament: these bodyguards of a nobility corrupted by tyranny 

represent the regime's coercive face. Havelok's victory functions in a similar way to 

Gamelyn's defeat of the wrestling champion by virtue of his prodigious strength, 

anticipating his overthrow of his brother's tyranny. Havelok's victory, in the 

fairground atmosphere surrounding the Lincoln parliament, is similarly festive in its 

symbolic inversion of oppressive hierarchy.

Havelok's victory has important consequences. Whereas, for Lincoln's citizens, 

Havelok's strength complements his virtues of meekness and sociability, Godrich 

takes it as opportunity to insult Goldeborw. He relishes the joke of keeping his 

promise to Athelwold by means of a malicious play on a word's ambiguity, giving her 

in marriage to 'be hexte man pat mithe Hue' (1081), though by his treachery he 

unintentionally grants Athelwold's dying wish. In forcing Goldeborw to marry a man 

Godard regards as 'mi cokes knaue', he thinks to disqualify Goldeborw from 

inheriting the kingdom. Thus the poet depicts how a tyrant's wiles rebound against 

him: in marrying Goldeborw, Havelok becomes the guardian of the nation's 

sovereignty, having become 'be hexte man' less on account of his birth than by virtue 

of those community-oriented values acquired under the tutelage of Grim and Bertram.

118 Mehl, p.171.
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Exactly when Godrich feels securest, having cancelled the threat to his continuing 

occupation of the throne by marrying Goldeborw to a landless 'cokes knaue', the 

sequence of events begins which will end his illegitimate rule. That he triggers these 

events himself, his malicious stratagem rebounding against him, is the poem's major 

irony. The bells which Godrich, with mock triumphalism, causes to be rung, and the 

fact that the marriage is celebrated by the Archbishop of York, signal that the union of 

Goldeborw and Havelok is indeed a blessed occasion for the nation. In forcing 

Goldeborw to marry, Godrich unwittingly gives away England's sovereignty.

Although 'the heroine of medieval romance often does seem to inhabit the margin of 

the text which records her tale', 119 the poet's portrayal of Goldeborw is central to his 

account of kingship. In an important sense she completes Havelok, adding qualities of 

her own to his future kingship. Only when Havelok is united with Goldeborw is his 

destiny revealed in a dream symbolizing the properly functioning body politic. 

Goldeborw's role as adviser is prominent, prefiguring the 'queen as counsellor' topos 

of later romances such as Athelston. Goldeborw's first reported words to her husband 

interpret his dream and urge him to hasten to Denmark. Havelok needs Goldeborw's 

'bolde' prompting, and her speech is studded with proverbial wisdom. Just as in Sir 
Gowther, in which the hero's identity is revealed by the recovered voice of the 

emperor's daughter, so in Havelok, the hero's progress towards kingship is impelled 

by the restored voice of a woman who, like the princess in Sir Gowther, embodies the 

sovereignty of the realm.

While, in the Lai, Argentine unlocks the power of Haveloc's sexuality, in Havelok 
Goldeborw unlocks the political potential inherent in Havelok's strength. Weiss 

reminds us that in the Gaimar account Havelok is sexually ignorant, quoting Gaimar's 

'Cil ne saveit que femme esteit / Ne qu'il faire ne li deveit'. 120 The Havelok-poel does 

not refer to any such sexual naivety, although we have been told of the hero's 

virginity. Whereas, up to the time of his marriage, Havelok has been characterized by 

passivity, after their forced union it is Goldeborw's 'red' that directs his kingly 

energies, following the angel's revelation that she has, in fact, married a king's son.

119 R. H. Nicholson, 'Sir Orfeo: A "Kynges Noote"', RES, 36 (1985), 161-179, (p.161). 
™E5toire,\\. 175-76.
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Their marriage creates a social and political alliance that confers legitimacy upon their 

dual cause to reclaim their inheritances.

From now on, Havelok's chief concern is to shield Goldeborw from shame. This 

imperative propels his flight from Lincoln and is implicated in his first battle in 

Denmark in which his strength impresses Ubbe, leading to Ubbe's recognition of his 

identity. Havelok realizes that if they remain in Lincoln, where he does not have the 

means to support a wife (1140-1147), then Goldeborw's honour will be in danger:

Men sholde don his leman shame,
Or elles bringen in wicke blame,
I>at were him leuere to ben ded (1192-4)

Dream

Barnes refers to Havelok's wedding-night dream as 'his visio of political power', 

commenting that '[i]t is Denmark, not Goldeborw, that Havelok embraces in his 

dream'. 121 The consummation of their marriage is depicted in political rather than 

sexual terms, and Goldeborw is pictured as Havelok's political partner, his strategist. 

The eroticism suggested by the marriage bed is displaced onto Havelok's vision of the 

relationship between king and kingdom; his desire for his bride, which in a roman 

courtois would be foregrounded, is transferred onto this vision of having in his arms 

the whole of Denmark. Crane comments that 'Havelok's dream of all Denmark 

clinging with love to his embracing arms (1285-1303) expresses both his own desire 

and a reciprocal spirit of national harmony'. 122

In his dream Havelok sees himself on 'be moste hil' in Denmark, taking possession of 

the whole kingdom:

'And mine armes weren so longe 
Eat I fadmede al at ones 
Denemark with mine longe bones. 
And banne Y wolde mine armes drawe 
Til me and horn for to haue (1295 - 99)

121 Bames, p. 16.
122 Crane, Insular Romance, p. 87.
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The gesture might appear as a Godrich-like seizure of the kingdom, except for the 

following details in which the Danish population clings to him in love and 

supplication, and the castles surrender themselves, suggesting the idea of the barons 

relinquishing their private spheres of power in the interests of a kingdom united under 

a benevolent king. For Speed, the dream landscape of Denmark becomes 'an image 

for the nation' in which 'the nation is signified as a people related to each other in the
•\ fyi

two-way structure of feudalism, with its hierarchy of kings, nobles, labourers'. As 

the 'moste nil' towers over the peopled landscape, as Havelok physically towers over 

other men, though not to dominate but to serve and protect.

The Danish Campaign

Goldeborw's interpretation of Havelok's dreams ends in her advising urgency: 'But 

do nou als Y wile rathe' (1336). Havelok's receptivity to his wife's counsel and 

strategy is the mainstay of his future kingship. He realizes that his plight results from 

the 'wicke red' (1406) given to his father, and in accepting Goldeborw as counsellor 

he shows an understanding, vital to good kingship, of the importance of sound 

counsel. Goldeborw's counsel is punctuated by phrases of proverbial cadence, 

indicating that she, like Leue, is a source of wisdom. 'Lith and selthe felawes are' 

(1339), she advises Havelok, and 'Dwelling haueth ofte scabe wrouth' (1353).

After a manuscript lacuna of 180 lines Havelok is in Denmark disguised as a 

merchant, offering an inducement to Ubbe for the right to trade. Smithers describes 

Ubbe as 'former seneschal of Denmark, restored by Hauelok'; 124 in line 2203 he is 

described as 'iustise'; Halverson describes him as 'a disaffected lord'. 125 The poet 

emphasizes Ubbe's power within Denmark: none dared to ignore his command ('Of 

hem ne wolde neuere on dwelle', 2282), as they feared the powerful man 'so bhef 

doth clubbe' (2290). Perhaps the poet suggests that, in a country corrupted by 

Godard's tyranny, Ubbe is an alternative source of moral power. Ubbe's reputation 

implies that Godard's authority is weak: for Weiss, Ubbe 'appears to be the effective 

ruler of Denmark' 126 despite Godard's brutal seizure of power. Godard does not 

intervene in Ubbe's large-scale mobilization of the nobility of Denmark, and when

123 Speed, p. 155.
124 Smithers, p. 226.
125 Halverson, p. 148.
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Roberd comes upon him he is out hunting rather than attending to a national crisis of 

which he can hardly be unaware.

Not too much should be read into Havelok's gift to Ubbe of a precious ring 'for to 

spede' (1635), although it demonstrates Havelok's pragmatism. Such a bribe 

(Smithers's explanation of 'mede' in this context) may be merely customary 

procedure as Delany suggests, 127 though some doubt may be cast on the probity of the 

gift by the poet's wry, proverbial 'He was ful wis bat first yaf mede' (1636). Perhaps 

this and other ambiguities in Ubbe's character can be explained by comparing him 

with Grim. Both men, on their first appearance in the poem, show moral natures 

corrupted by the tyranny in which they live: meeting Havelok redeems both men's 

characters until both become indispensable lieutenants.

After this first transaction, Ubbe's attitude to Havelok changes as he contemplates his 

physique, that of a warrior, whose nobility is not erased by his merchant's disguise. It 

is as if Ubbe is searching for a leader able to end Godard's tyranny, and what follows 

can be interpreted as a testing process.

'Deus!' hwat Ubbe, 'Qui ne were he knith?
J woth bat he is swibe with:
Betere semede him to bere
Helm on heued, sheld and spere,
I>anne to beye and selle ware' (1651-55)

Ubbe's remark, delivered just before he invites Havelok to dine, lends weight to this 

suspicion:

'Goddot, wile he trowe me, 
chaffare shal he late be' (1657-8)

For Bradbury, Ubbe's remark 'implies that he will somehow be responsible for 

bringing about the desired change', turning Havelok from 'chaffare' to 'knith'. 

Bradbury identifies Ubbe as a version of the 'hero-tester' of traditional narrative, and 

speculates that, in the way he acquits himself during the attack on Brun's house,

126 Weiss, p. 249.
127 Delany, p. 70.
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Havelok 'has been put to some kind of test, and has passed it'. 128 Whether the battle 

against the 'peues' is a test or not, it is the first time the hero shows the knightly 

quality that Ubbe discerns behind his merchant's disguise. After the battle Havelok 

sheds all pretence of being a merchant, and Ubbe, having heard accounts of the battle 

from Brun and from 'be burgeys bat ber-bi stode' (2013), declares that 'Miself shal 

dubbe him knith' (2043).

Bradbury calls Ubbe an 'ambivalent figure'. 129 She notes that in the Lai, in which 

Ubbe's counterpart is called Sigar Estal, six of Sigar's men attempt to rape Argentine 

(Goldeborw) after she and Haveloc depart for an inn. In the English version, although 

the sixty-one men who demand entry to Bernard Brun's house, do not seem intent on 

rape, it is striking that Havelok has misgivings, centred on Goldeborw's safety, about 

attending the feast. He is 'ful sore adrad / With him to etc, for hise wif (1670-71). 

The narrator seems again to point to Goldeborw's vulnerability when Ubbe pointedly 

reminds Havelok that he expects both him and his wife to attend:

'Loke bat ye comen babe,
for Ich it wile and Ich it rabe' (1681-2)

This hint of sexual threat continues when Ubbe insists on being seated next to 

Goldeborw, 'so fayr so flour on tre' (1720). Although Ubbe's interest in Goldeborw 

may be explained by a concern for her safety, it is more likely that Ubbe notices 

something remarkable in Goldeborw as well as in Havelok, so that what seems sexual 

attraction instead has to do with the charisma of sovereignty, and helps the poet 

establish that it is Goldeborw's presence that makes Havelok's regality apparent.

The ambiguity surrounding Ubbe continues in the obscure identity and motivation of 

the 'laddes' who attack Brun's house. The following morning, news of the fight 

reaches Ubbe:

Hauelok hauede with a clubbe 
Of hise slawen sixti and on - 
Sergaunz, be beste bat mithen gon (1928-30)

128 Bradbury, The Traditional Origins of Havelok the Dane", pp. 134; 138.
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The attackers, it seems, are Ubbe's own men-at-arms: as Bradbury writes, 'it is 

difficult not to connect the "sixti and ten" men sent by Ubbe to escort Havelok to 

Bernard Brim's with the "sixti and ten" "thieves" who attack Brun's dwelling'. 130

The lengthily described battle at Bernard Brun's house shows Havelok fulfilling one 

of the defining activities of kingship, as established in the account of Athelwold's 

reign. The attack happens 'Al so he seten and sholde soupe' (1767), the meal 

symbolizing the social peace that the attack disrupts. As the attack begins, the poet 

repeatedly draws attention to the barred door (1772; 1779; 1789). In a classic image of 

transgression, as the thieves are outside the defended space of Bernard's house, so 

criminals put themselves outside the community of the law-state. Havelok's use of the 

massive 'dore-tre' to repel the attackers indicates more than his great strength: the 

unconventional weapon has symbolic significance in which the device used to secure 

the house is the very device used to punish those who seek to invade it. In fact, these 

attackers are 'uten-laddes', and Havelok's expulsion of these invaders, is, in 

microcosm, what a strong king undertakes in defence of his realm.

Havelok and his companions employ non-aristocratic weapons to beat off the attack: 

Huwe Rauen uses an oar (1872) and Roberd and William each use 'a god tre' (1883), 

whereas the 'laddes' use swords and spears. Halverson mistakenly reads into these 

unconventional weapons and the degree of slaughter 'a suggestion of a certain class 

antagonism'. 131 Havelok's weaponry, rather, enables an unmasking of knightly 

pretension, similar to Gamelyn's use of a pestle to beat off an attack by his brother's 

men. A festive spirit animates the violence which routs the attackers despite the 

disparity in numbers, an exuberance also found in Gamelyn's defeat of the forces of 

tyranny. Not only are knightly weapons ineffectual when the cause is unjust, but the 

euphemism of chivalry is punctured, and we see in these well-armed 'sergaunz' a 

nobility corrupted by tyranny. The violent disorder created by these young aristocrats 

further suggests a state of near lawlessness resulting from Godard's tyranny, exposing 

his inability to achieve 'grith'. The poet stresses the broken bodies of the attackers, 

symbolic of the way the social body is broken by ineffectual rule.

129 Bradbury, "The Traditional Origins of Havelok the Dane\ p. 136.
130 Bradbury, "The Traditional Origins of Havelok the Dane', p. 137.
131 Halverson, p. 149.
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Kabir reflects on 'the narrative's persistent emphasis on violence' and the 'political 

agenda underlying the poet's presentation of violence'. She sees Athelwold's reign, 

stripped of its euphemistic colouring and dependent on the underlying threat of 

coercive violence, as not dissimilar to Godrich's. As evidence that, in the world of the 

poem, 'social order is predicated upon the deployment of brute force', she cites the 

way Ubbe refers to Birkabeyn 'who once governed them well wit sharp swerd and 
longe spere\ n2 However, she fails to note Ubbe's (and the poet's) careful distinction 

between Birkabeyn's care of the nation ('us for to yeme', 2299) and his ability to 

defend the realm against invasion ('wel were / Wit sharp swerd and longe spere', 

2299-2300).

Kabir declares that 'the text sanctions the use of violence by all members of the upper 

classes under the guise of controlling the "masses'", and becomes 'an inducement 

towards what we may term baronial imitatio monarch!'. 133 But this is not so: use of 

force by barons is depicted solely in the case of Ubbe, whose tough reputation 

supplies the lack of kingly authority, hi fact, in the world of the poem coercive 

violence is only effective when wielded by a just ruler in order to restore right, just as 

Athelwold's is only employed to maintain 'grim', and Havelok's to rout the criminal 

attackers of Bernard Brun's house, hi contrast to Kabir's analysis, Liuzza correctly 

concludes that '[t]he poem's message is not one of oppression, exclusion or 

antagonism'.

The festive nature of the violence in the world of the poem, applauded by the narrator, 

functions as a textual strategy to build community approval of the use offeree by a 

legitimate ruler against those who threaten community, a delight in showing the 

perpetrators of wrongs brought to indignity. Ganim writes of the battle scenes that 

'the horror of what is being described is very often mitigated by an exaggerated scale 

and an enthusiastic, uncritical tone', which carries the audience into a sense of group 

participation and approval. This exaggeration moves away from naturalism towards 

what Ganim terms 'a rather naive fantasy world not unlike a modem cartoon or

132 Kabir, pp. 40; 41.
133 Kabir, p. 43.
134 Liuzza, p. 518.
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western'. 135 The comic nature of the violence used by Havelok against the tyrants 

contrasts sharply, however, with that used by the tyrants themselves: Godard's 

violence against Havelok's sisters is stark and quite unlike 'modern cartoon' violence.

Bernard's report of the fight to Ubbe stresses Havelok's prowess, confirming Ubbe's 

intuition that Havelok is more knight than merchant. He confirms that the attackers 

were 'beues', whose intention was:

Me for to robben and to pine,
And for to drepe me and mine (1959-60)

The 'burgeys' corroborate Bernard's story, stressing the attackers' intention to 

commit robbery (2017-19). The enthusiastic approval of these witnesses, likely to 

have a particular interest in the safety of property, creates the sense of a socially 

diverse community united in support of benevolent leadership, as Havelok performs a 

king's duty to defend the safety and property of his subjects.

Ubbe's interrogation of Brun about the battle, taking statements from witnesses, 

resembles an inquest, whose outcome is Ubbe's decision to dub Havelok knight, and 

recalls Bradbury's identification of Ubbe as a hero-tester. Havelok is knighted only 

after he has proved his prowess in defence of community, and his knighthood is 

endorsed by the community in a move that complements the mystical signs of his 

identity. The thoroughness of Ubbe's questioning, and the persistence of his doubts 

about Havelok up to the moment when he glimpses his 'kynemerk', give the 

relationship between Ubbe and Havelok the nature of a testing process. Indeed, it 

casts retrospective light on the events at Bernard Brun's house, allowing the suspicion 

to persist that Ubbe was implicated in the attack, as a test of Havelok. This 'trial' is 

only one sign that the two men are still wary of one another. Apparently satisfied with 

the accounts of Ubbe and the burgesses, Ubbe declares his intention to dub Havelok 

knight, though he does not do so until after he has seen the supernatural signs.

When Ubbe glimpses a strange light through a gap in the 'firrene wowe' separating 

Havelok's chamber from his own, his unease rekindles, thinking that his guests might

135 John M. Ganim, Style and Consciousness in Middle English Literature (Princeton: Princeton
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be 'Glotuns, reures, or wicke beues' (2105). In what can be considered a continuation 

of his testing of Havelok, he peeps through a chink in the planking to witness the 

poem's third and final showing of the mystical light, which confirms beyond doubt 

Havelok's identity. Not only Ubbe feels uneasy: when Havelok wakes, he finds more 

than a hundred men-at-arms (2118) surrounding him. The narrator tells us that 

Havelok's first reaction on seeing the men is fear:

For he wende he wolden hem slo,
Or elles binde him and do wo (2167-68)

Havelok is still portrayed as vulnerable: his mystic kingship affords him no special 

protection, his safety dependent upon Ubbe's good faith. A relationship of mutuality 

exists between the king and the powerful baron, which is an important component in 

the poem's construction of kingship. This mutuality is evident in terms of the security 

from 'shame' of the two men's wives: when Ubbe offers Havelok the protection of his 

castle, he reassures him:

'I?at none of mine, clerk ne knith,
Ne sholen bi wif no shame bede
No more ban min, so God me rede!' (2084-86)

This relationship of mutuality explains the curious moment which makes Havelok 

uneasy on first entering Ubbe's house, when Ubbe insists that he sit next to 

Goldeborw at dinner, and that Havelok, correspondingly, sit next to his wife. The 

gesture dramatizes each man's dependence on the fidelity of the other, the wives 

personifying the sovereignty of king and baron in a way neatly concretized in Ubbe's 

dining arrangements.

When Ubbe and his men peer into Havelok's chamber, supematurally lit, they witness 

a tableau of the naked royal couple:

And Hauelok lay on hi lift side,
Jn his armes his brithe bride:
Be be pappes he leyen naked -
So faire two weren neuere maked (2131-34)

University Press, 1983), p. 30.
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The scene, not without eroticism, is suffused with symbolism. If it is allowed that 

Goldeborw throughout the poem embodies the sovereignty of England, then the 

tableau presents iconographically Havelok in possession of sovereignty. It is 

Goldeborw's presence in relation to Havelok, as much as his 'kynemerk', which 

exhibits his kingly authority to the onlookers. Although Ubbe's knights, in a rare 

touch of humour in the poem, enjoy the sight of the naked Goldeborw, nevertheless 

the tableau is a representation of peace and power in which the hero embraces 

England and the matrix of his future dynasty.

The tableau confirming Havelok's identity ends Ubbe's anxiety, and in swearing 

'manrede' Ubbe reconfers on Havelok the social identity and status he renounced 

when, in fear of his life, he swore allegiance to Godard in virtually the same words, 

symbolically denying his social identity as heir to the Danish throne. The community 

of the Danish nation commanded by Ubbe to pledge allegiance is invoked, in a way 

typical of the poem, in a series of socially inclusive lists (2181-86; 2195-96; 2206; 

2258-62; 2274). Ubbe's king-making speech reminds the Danes of the murder of 

Havelok's sisters, Godard's breach of his sacred oath, and the part played by his 

audience in offering the dying Birkabeyn such bad advice (2212), the recapitulation 

articulating the ideological justification for the regime change. Ubbe, speaking on 

behalf of the community, invites their acclamation of Havelok as king.

Vbbe dubbede him to knith 
With a swerd ful swipe brith, 
And be folk of al be lond 
Bitauhte him al in his bond, 
>e cunneriche eueril del (2315-18)

The poet presents Havelok's coronation as a gift from the community. The vital word 

is 'bitauhte', the same word used for the responsibility entrusted by Athelwold to 

Godrich (296) on committing Goldeborw to his protection. Athelwold instructs 

Godrich to 'betechen' England to Goldeborw when she comes of age (203), and 

similarly Godard is enjoined by Birkabeyn to 'biteche' Havelok 'his ricth' (395) when 

he is old enough to be knighted. The word denotes entrustment of care as much as the 

bestowal of a right: in the coronation formula spoken by Ubbe, it implies that Havelok
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is granted the trust of the Danish to care for both land and people. That Godard and 

Godrich are both 'betaught' the kingdoms for a limited time, 136 until their respective 

wards come of age, lends the word a further connotation of temporariness, that all 

kingship is a stewardship which can be withdrawn by the community on whose behalf 

it is exercised if the incumbent should fail them.

The festivities accompanying Havelok's coronation are lengthily dwelled upon: it is a 

festival of community, characterized by 'be moste ioie bat mouhte be' (2322), and the 

enjoyment of literature, specifically mentioned as forming part of the celebrations 

(2328-29), self-refiexively foregrounds the importance of 'pe bok' in enshrining 

values central to the polity.

After the lengthy description of Havelok's fight against the thieves, the battle against 

Godard and his men is almost an anticlimax. The brief fighting that results in 

Godard's capture allows the poet to explore the way a tyrant appeals to the loyalty of 

his men. Godard reminds his fleeing men that 'Jch haue you fed' (2421), though his 

attempt to persuade his men that their interests coincide with his is ineffectual, and the 

way they have to be cajoled into action shows the lukewarmness of their bond.

Although for Levine the account of Godard's punishment, counterpointing the sounds 

of Godard's agony as he is flayed with the insouciance of the 'ladde with a knif 

(2494), is 'likely to generate the most discomfort for modern readers', 137 the 

description of Godard's punishment is festive. The punishment has emblematic 

significance: flaying Godard reminds the audience of Godard's use of his knife to 

dismember Havelok's sisters, while removing the tyrant's skin is the ultimate form of 

disinvestiture. Godard is trussed onto a 'scabbed mere' so that 'his nese went unto be 

crice' (2450-51), a comic indignity in contrast to his former arrogance. After sentence 

has been passed, and he has been 'al quic flawen' (2477), he is again tied to a horse, 

this time 'with a rop of an old seyl' (2508) and led to the gallows 'nouth bi be gate but 

ouer be falwes' (2510). This parade, doubled later in the poem in Godrich's progress 

to execution, is a carnivalesque anti-ceremony, an inversion of majesty, a mockery of 

his former pretensions. The comic tone of these proceedings, designed to humiliate

136 11. 206; 384.
137 Levine, p. 96.
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the deposed tyrants in front of their victims, mocks their former arrogance and 

expresses the community's joy at their overthrow.

Havelok distances himself from Godard's trial, deferring to the community the task of 

judging the traitor, in a way which, Barnes notes, 'shows himself to be the very 

antithesis of the tyrant'. 138 In Havelok's view, justice is a matter vitally touching the 

whole community: it is not a quality that simply issues from the monarch. In 

delegating the responsibility of trying the usurper, Havelok even mediates his 

summons to the jury through Ubbe: otherwise, Godard's punishment might be viewed 

as personal revenge. Godard's crime has been directed against the whole community, 

rather than just against Havelok and his murdered sisters, and the jurors speak for the 

community in delivering their verdict. In order to judge Godard Havelok calls upon 

Ubbe to assemble:

Hise erles and hise barouns alle,
Dreng and thein, burgeis and knith (2466-67)

The inclusiveness of the judicial process is further emphasized. The assembled jury is 

composed of

Riche and pouere, heye and lowe,
I>e helde men and ek pe grom (2473-74)

Scott comments that '[t]he jurors' firm pronouncements indicate the strength of 

Havelok's own reign, but also the stable, horizontal foundation upon which his 

leadership is built'. Havelok's impulse to resolve society's tensions by legal rather 

than military means demonstrates a model of kingship in which the king presides over 

a judicial system which has the consent and, more importantly, the involvement of the 

community. As Scott observes, Havelok's desire to settle social conflict in law rather 

than in combat 'directs the romance's concerns away from the glorification of heroic 

endeavours, prowess, or physical conquests'.

138 Bames, p. 42.
139 Anne Scott, pp. 152; 153.
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Scott agrees that Havelok's kingship differs from Athelwold's, that the poem does 

more than simply celebrate Havelok's recreation of the style of Athelwold's rule. 

Arguing the close connection between Athelwold's speech and his actions, and the 

'formal, immutable, and performed quality' of his speeches, Scott suggests that 

'Athelwold's verbal maneuvers are a source of his kingdom's strength and stability'. 

She designates Athelwold's relationship with his subjects as 'vertical', and his 

kingship as 'hierarchical, theocratic'. 140 For instance, in the opening description of 

Athelwold's administration of the law, the poet stresses the king's personal 

involvement in the prosecution of wrongdoers:

Wreieres and wrobberes made he falle, 
And hated hem so man doth galle; 
Vtlawes and theues made he bynde, 
Alle bat he micthe fynde (39-42)

The use of causative verbs here and elsewhere in Athelwold's discourse creates the 

impression of the law issuing from the king's mouth. By contrast, Havelok's style of 

kingship is a more horizontal model, in which some of the business of government is 

vested in the community of subjects. In this important sense, then, Athelwold's 

kingship is unsatisfactory. The dangers of vesting the prosecution of justice in one 

man becomes evident when on his death his carefully constructed 'grith' immediately 

unravels, its shortcomings exacerbated by the lack of a viable heir. By contrast, in 

Havelok's treatment of the traitors he founds a system of justice, and hence a measure 

of sovereignty, vested in the community, likely to survive the king's death. Seen in 

this light, the tyranny of Godrich and Godard follows from the style of kingship 

practised by Athelwold, the tyrants imitating Athelwold's precedent in seizing 

absolute personal control over the machinery of the law. While Athelwold's autocracy 

benefits the community, it does so only because of Athelwold's personal sense of 

justice and piety: in the hands of rulers whose integrity falls short of Athelwold's, the 

result is oppressive. This is, perhaps, the poem's most radical rescripting of kingship.

The English Campaign

In keeping with the poet's greater concern with England, the fight against Godrich is 

described in more detail than that against Godard, the battle fiercer, the courage of the

140 Anne Scott, pp. 151; 152.
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adversaries more evenly matched, and the contrast between Godrich and Havelok 

more revealing of the differences between tyranny and sound kingship. The glittering 

description of Godrich's feudal host's assembly at Lincoln is undercut by the fact that 

they muster not for reasons of loyalty, but fear of disobeying Godrich, expressed in 

another of the poem's characteristic idiomatic phrases:

For he him dredde swipe sore,
So runci spore, and mikel more (2568-69)

Godrich uses the language of class to browbeat his subjects, threatening to reduce 

non-attending nobles to serf status: 'he sholde maken him praF (2565), which Delany 

calls 'a flagrant and unheard-of violation of custom and law'. She further comments 

that this threat 'is meant to show the hyperbolic viciousness of Godrich's nature, as 

well as his contempt for the law of the land'. 141

Godrich's speech to his feudal host is a study in political rhetoric, in which the poet 

captures the essence of the tyrant's approach to authority. Scott comments that 

Godard and Godrich 'apply the techniques of proper, informed discourse towards the 

attainment of improper goals'. 142 The poet, having established the criteria for 

appropriate kingly discourse in the speech of Athelwold, shows how Godard imitates 

the style but not the substance of such discourse. First he appeals to the assembled 

army as a king fulfilling a primary responsibility, defending the kingdom against 

foreign invasion: the Danes are 'uten-laddes' (2581), though he is excessive in his 

propagandist evocation of Havelok's forces as church burners, nun killers, and in his 

alarmist prediction of their intentions:

He moun us alle ouer-gange -
He moun vs alle quic heng or slo,
Or bral maken and do ful wo,
Or elles reue us ure Hues
And ure children and ure wiues (2588-92)

In ringing, rhythmic phrases he attempts to persuade his men that their interests and 

his own coincide. However, behind his appropriated kingly discourse lurks his 

tendency to employ verbal insult: the Danes are 'dogges' (2597), this kind of abuse

141 Delany, pp. 68; 171, n.6.
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having no place in true kingly discourse. Irony resides in the fact that the poem's 

audience is aware that Havelok's army is driven not by the motives ascribed to them 

by Godrich, which are a projection of his own style of government. Even his appeal to 

the personal loyalty of his forces contains a veiled threat, 'Als ye wile be with me 

dere' (2594). In contrast to Godrich, mustering his army under threat, Havelok needs 

no rhetoric to motivate his men, and each of Havelok's supporters competes to 

participate actively in the battle, exhibiting personal loyalty and commitment to the 

justice of Havelok's cause.

The poet deals carefully with Godrich's treatment following his capture, in a way 

revealing of Havelok's attitude to his role in English affairs. Havelok has the tyrant 

sent to 'be quen' (the first time she is so designated) to be guarded, not simply 

because she is the chief victim of Godrich's crimes, but because Havelok defers to her 

in the matter of sovereignty. Havelok insists that no 'shame' should be visited on the 

prisoner, who, as a knight, should be tried by his peers. As in the case of Godard, 

Havelok insists on delegating justice away from his own hands, furthering the poet's 

figuration of the king as bound by, rather than standing outside the law.

Following his defeat of Godrich in single combat, Havelok is acclaimed by the 

English, though he will not accept their 'manrede' oaths until they have had the 

opportunity to affirm Goldeborw as their queen. Havelok defers to the English the 

decision whether to recognize Goldeborw as queen and rightful heir:

Yif bat he hire wolde knawe -
l>oruth hem witen wolde he
Yif bat she aucte quen to be (2786-88)

The appearance of Goldeborw, 'of Engeland nth eyr' (2770), before her subjects is a 

political ceremony, in the sense that Wilentz describes official public spectacles and 

political ceremonies, as 'minidramas or as metaphors, upon which are inscribed the 

tacit assumptions that [...] legitimate a political order'. 143 Goldeborw's entry is 

majestic, escorted by six earls, the English performing a tableau of confession ('We 

hauen misdo mikel', 2799) of their disloyalty. Their contrition, counterpoised by

142 Anne Scott, p. 153.
143 Wilentz, p. 3.
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Goldeborw's majesty ('Jn al pe werd ne haueded per / Of hendeleik, fer ne ner', 2793- 

94), dramatizes the free consent of the political subject that expresses a key principle 

in the poet's depiction of ideal monarchy.

Significantly, after Godrich's execution it is Goldeborw rather than Havelok who 

declares that it is time to receive the loyalty oaths of the English (2847-48), speaking 

for the sovereignty itself, which she has embodied throughout the poem. Havelok 

invites rather than compels the English to pledge their 'manrede and holde-opes' 

(2817). He will be king only with their consent:

'Yif ye it wilen and ek rothe' (2818)

King of England

Having won the war, Havelok proceeds to establish the peace. He speaks of Grim's 

daughters as surrogate sisters, replacements for the ones killed by Godard, and he 

speaks of Grim as of a father: Birkabein is not mentioned, and it is significant that he 

presents his family as coming from lower-stratum stock, publicly declaring his 

indebtedness to Grim:

Sikerlike, boru his red,
Haue Ich liued into pis day' (2872-73)

Havelok's key task is to stabilize the barony: Reyner, Earl of Chester, formerly 

Godrich's ally, is reconciled with Havelok in an alliance cemented by his marriage to 

Grim's daughter, Gunnild. While Havelok's gesture, in recommending Gunnild to 

Reyner, reminding him that 'she is wel with me' (2879), may be an instance of a 

patriarchal society's use of marriage to cement political alliances, it may equally be 

read as part of the poem's metaphorical association of family with nation. In addition, 

the proposed marriage relates to the symbolic values attached to Goldeborw, in which 

women embody those nurturing qualities essential to social harmony. Reyner is a 

'yung knith wituten wif (2861), whose marriage will stabilize his warlike qualities. 

Moreover, though Gunnild is described in courtly terms, she is daughter of a thrall, 

and her marriage to the aristocratic Reyner becomes another symbol of the social 

inclusiveness of the poet's conception of the community of the realm, the poet
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employing marriage, particularly across class lines and lines of ethnicity, as a 

metaphor for social cohesion.

The depiction of the royal marriage, too, functions as a metaphor for Havelok's 

relationship with the kingdom, an inseparable relationship based on mutual love. The 

poet declares that:

Neuere yete wordes ne grewe 
Betwene hem hwar-of ne lathe 
Mithe rise ne no wrathe (2976-78)

Just as the harmony of the marriage is maintained ('here loue was ay newe', 2975), 

so, by implication, Havelok's reign never sours to oppression and civil strife, and the 

dynasty founded by Havelok and Goldeborw will obviate the social tensions brought 

about by heirlessness.

Conclusion

Havelok's body is divinely signed by a light that issues from his mouth 'als it were a 

sunne-bem' (593), and by his 'kynemerk', the cross-shaped mark on his right 

shoulder. The 'kynemerk' sets Havelok apart, asserts his 'mystical and hieratic 

distinction' 144 from his subjects. Crane observes that 'Havelok's mystic signs of flame 

and glowing cross preserve an older concept of theocratic kingship'. 145 The first 

manifestation of these signs leads Grim and Leue to save Havelok's life rather than 

drown him. The second manifestation is witnessed by Goldeborw on her wedding 

night, when the signs are interpreted by an angel. Finally, the appearance of the signs 

persuades Ubbe of Havelok's true identity. Each of the appearances of Havelok's 

supernatural signs is accompanied by a prophecy of his future kingship.

Significantly, Havelok is unaware of these signs, although he is always aware that he 

is 'kinges bern' (572). The effect of the signs is on others, causing Grim and Leue and 

Ubbe and his men to fall at Havelok's feet, and Goldeborw, the reluctant bride, to 

acknowledge her husband for the first time. The visions offer each witness hope: for

144 John M. Ganim, 'History and Consciousness in Middle English Romance', The Literary Review, 23 
(1980), 481-496 (p. 483).
145 Crane, Insular Romance, p. 49.
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Grim and Leue the hope of freedom from thraldom; for Goldeborw, freedom from her 

subjection and the possibility of restoration; and for Ubbe the vision confirms that 

Havelok is the right man to spearhead the deposition of Godard. The interests of each 

witness are furthered by aligning themselves with Havelok, signifying true monarchy 

as uniting the particular interests of all sections of the community. The signs have a 

sacramental effect, a reconstruction of the body politic broken by tyranny, and while 

each witness is awed by the supernatural spectacle, each translates the vision into a 

practical programme of action.

In each case, it is not the signs themselves but their effect on the witnesses that 

propels Havelok's restoration. The 'kynemerk' may be a necessary condition of 

Havelok's kingship, but it is not in itself sufficient. The poem privileges Havelok's 

personal qualities, acquired or strengthened during his life among the lower classes, 

over his innate identity, though it may be argued that the two are complementary. In 

this way the poet anticipates the notion of the 'King's Two Bodies', exploring the 

ways the office of kingship, the corpus mysticum signified by the 'kynemerk', and the 

person of a particular monarch, the corpus verum, may be conjoined in one individual. 

Delany explains that 'Havelok [...] rules in two registers', as a divinely ordained 

monarch, and at the same time 'as socially responsible leader of a multi-class nation 

united under law'. 146

It is impossible precisely to locate Havelok's political stance, to determine how far the 

text endorses contemporary power relations by portraying kingship as limited and 

consensual, or how far the author, depicting Havelok's kingship as a rescripting of 

Athelwold's in vesting a portion of sovereignty outside the person of the king, 

criticizes contemporary power arrangements. It is safer to conclude that the poem 

identifies a tension in competing models of kingship centering on the limits to a 

king's power. In Havelok, ideal kingship is defined against a model of oppressive 

autocracy which it identifies with illegitimacy, and the poem celebrates the overthrow 

of rulers whose power is not tempered by advice or for a proper respect for 

community and the civic virtues of service, consultation, justice, and the sanctity of 

the oath. It is just as important to see Havelok's poetic subject as, in Middleton's

146 Delany, p. 61.



60

words, an 'ideally conceived worldly community' constructed of all strata of society, 

and to recognize that the poet's central pieties are 'worldly felicity and peaceful, 

harmonious communal existence'. 147

147 Anne Middleton, 'The Idea of Public Poetry in the Reign of Richard II', Speculum, 53 (1978), 94- 

114 (p. 95).
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THE TALE OF GAMELYN

Introduction

Gamelyn survives in twenty-five manuscripts of the Canterbury Tales, inserted after 

the fragmentary Cook's Tale. The poem has no known source, though Skeat 1 proposes 

a derivation from 'a Scandinavian original, of which there may have existed an 

Anglo-French version'. Bradbury2 argues that Gamelyn's source lies in an orally 

circulating tradition that also included the Robin Hood narratives. Skeat dates 

Gamelyn c. 1340; 3 Knight, surveying the suggested dates, concludes that the period 

1350-70 seems likely, 'with a preference for the later part of it'. 4 Crane5 suggests a 

date as late as 1375. My reading is based on Knight's edition of the version preserved 

in the Petworth manuscript.

Classing Gamelyn as a romance is a relatively modern notion involving ideas of 

romance and perceptions of generic similarity that have crystallized over the last 

hundred years of critical attention to these texts. Skeat describes Gamelyn as 

'essentially, a lay, i.e. an older and longer kind of ballad'. 6 Knight tentatively suggests 

'popular epic' as a more accurate classification. Gamelyn announces itself as a
o

'talking', which MED defines as 'a recitation, narration; also, a spoken or written 

narrative, a story', a loose generic term. Bradbury9 suggests that 'talking' may 

additionally refer to the poem's characteristic verbal confrontations which precede 

each of the hero's battles.

Various sub-groupings of romance have been proposed within which to locate 

Gamelyn. For Barren and Sands, Gamelyn is a Matter of England romance. Schirmer

1 The Tale of Gamelyn, ed. by W. W. Skeat (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1893), vii.
2 Bradbury, Talking Aloud, p. 30 ff.
3 Skeat, xxxv.
4 The Tale of Gamelyn, ed. by Stephen Knight and Thomas H. Ohlgren, in Robin Hood and Other 
Outlaw Tales (Kalamazoo, Michigan: Medieval Institute Publications, Western Michigan University 
for TEAMS, 1997), p. 185.
5 Crane, Insular Romance, p. 73.
6 Skeat, vii. Skeat leaves the term lay undefined. Presumably his referring to Gamelyn as a ballad 
reflects his view that the poem 'has a certain connection with the famous set of ballads relating to 
Robin Hood' (vii).
7 Knight, TEAMS, p. 185.
8 The term seems to refer less to the content of the work than to the mode of its narration, though it may 
refer to the kind of verbal duelling which is such a pronounced feature of Gamelyn.
9 Bradbury, Talking Aloud, p. 211, n. 38.
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suggests a category of germanische Romanzen', including Gamelyn, Havelok, King 
Horn, and. Athelston, in each of which 'order and justice are restored at the end after a 

period of anarchy or disloyalty'. 10 Crane categorizes the poem as an example of 

'insular romance in its later development', linking Gamelyn with Athelston, both 

works exhibiting what she identifies as a major concern of later insular romance, 

'presenting the achievement of justice as elusive and problematic'. 11 Ramsey includes 

Gamelyn in a category he calls 'rebel romances', linking it with such 'epics of revolt' 

as Raoul de Cambrai and Fouke Fitzwarin, and with Athelston and The Song of 
Lewes, adding that Gamelyn expresses 'an antagonism toward authority unmatched in 

the other rebel romances'. 12

Barnes links this 'male Cinderella story' with Havelok: 'In some respects The Tale of 
Gamelyn reads like a retelling of Havelok in a lower register'. Both Havelok and 

Gamelyn, she argues, 'frequently employ the conventions of chivalric romance in a 

non-chivalric register'. 13 The parallels go further than this. Both poems begin with the 

death of a powerful man and his attempts to make adequate provision for a vulnerable 

heir. Both Athelwold and Sir John are failed by their chosen counsellors. In each 

poem the heir's property and rights are usurped by a guardian who proceeds to 

exercise power tyrannically. The heir is exiled from his home and his class, spending 

formative time living with members of a lower stratum among whom he learns the 

values of communitas, and who recognize and validate his noble qualities. After a 

series of battles in which he is aided by members of the lower classes, the hero 

regains his rights and executes the tyrant.

In identifying features distinguishing Gamelyn from a typical romance, critics offer, 

explicitly or implicitly, definitions of what elements they understand as typifying the 

genre. Chief among these distinguishing characteristics is Gamelyn's perceived 

realism, which Barren finds 'almost uncomfortably close for the romance mode'. 14 

Shippey distinguishes Gamelyn by asserting that the poem, unlike the romance 

paradigm, 'contains no trace of chivalry'. In addition, Shippey notes Gamelyn's

'°Mehl,p. 269, n. 17.
11 Crane, Insular Romance, p. 74.
12 Ramsey, pp. 88; 93.
13 Barnes, p. 46.
14 Barron, pp. 82-3.
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ambivalent attitude to Christianity, and the absence until end of the poem of any 

mention of a female character, of 'love interest'. 15 Keen notes Gamelyn's non- 

aristocratic characters and milieu: 'with Gamelyn we have turned our backs once and 

for all upon the world of chivalry and the courts of kings'. 16

Much of the criticism of Gamelyn is historicist in approach, addressing what Shippey 

describes as 'the poem's intensely realized and strongly corroborated social 

context'. 17 Historicist accounts focus particularly on the poem's presentation of 'the 

problems of finding justice in society'. 18 For Keen, the object of Gamelyn is 'to attack 

the abuses of the social and legal system', 19 and for Shannon 'the poem becomes an 

absorbing record of the processes of criminal law in the fourteenth century'. 20 

Scattergood and Kaeuper discuss the poem in the context of fourteenth-century gentry 

criminal gangs such as the Folvilles, binding an understanding of the poem to a set of 

extra-textual parallels, depending 'upon an unreflective factualism that foreclose[s] 

interpretative possibilities'. 21 For Crane, the poem 'betrays a [...] sense that justice is 

elusive', though she acknowledges the Tale's wider significance: 'The sense of crisis 

in the late romances enacts the social and political unease of the later fourteenth 

century, as virtually every medieval institution faced powerful challenges from all 

sides',22 allowing the possibility that the Gamelyn -poet's critical examination of his 

society might be wider in scope than many critics have acknowledged. Historicist 

responses focusing almost exclusively on the Tale's presentation of the judicial 

system ignore the way in which Gamelyn addresses with equal vigour the corruption 

of other power agencies such as the church and the shrievalty.

15 T. A. Shippey, 'The Tale of Gamelyn: Class Warfare and the Embarrassments of Genre', in The 
Spirit of Medieval English Popular Romance, ed. by Ad Putter and Jane Gilbert (London: Longman, 
2000), pp. 78-96 (pp. 89; 91).
16 Maurice Keen, The Outlaws of Medieval Legend (London: Routledge, 1961), p. 79.
17 Shippey, p. 87.
18 Carol Fewster, Traditionality and Genre in Middle English Romance (Cambridge: Brewer, 1987), p. 
26.
19 Keen, p. 92.
20 Edgar F. Shannon, Jr, 'Mediaeval Law in The Tale of Gamelyn', Speculum, 28 (1951), 458-64 (p. 
459).
21 Lee Patterson, Negotiating the Past: The Historical Understanding of Medieval Literature 
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1987), p. 150.
22 Crane, Insular Romance, pp. 74.
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Although 'historians are unanimous in seeing Gamelyn as [...] realistic',23 clearly its 

realism is selective. Shannon, insisting that the Tale offers an 'exact portrayal of the 

workings of medieval English law',24 fails to demonstrate a close match between legal 

details upon which the plot of Gamelyn turns and contemporary practice. For instance, 

though Sir John's will may not be without precedent (Shannon fails to cite one), it is 

unusual enough especially in Sir John's exact reversal of the custom of primogeniture. 

In the matter of the sheriff granting Gamelyn bail, Shannon allows that according to 

the provisions of the Statute of Westminster of 1275 bailing an outlaw was illegal, 

even if the practice was not unknown, although granting bail to Gamelyn hardly 

seems to square with John's intense hatred of his brother. When Gamelyn fails to 

appear at the start of the court of gaol delivery, Sir Ote is sentenced to be hanged in 

his place, although both Shannon and Scattergood agree that '[a] mainpemor whose 

man failed to appear was often amerced with a fine'. 25 At the time of Gamelyn 's 

supposed composition there was no such office as 'cheef justice of his free forest,' to 

which Gamelyn is appointed by the king. In addition, the poet departs from realism in 

the extent of comic exaggeration he employs, Gamelyn's hyperbolized strength and 

John's miraculously healed backbone, for examples. While the description of the 

blows dealt by Gamelyn appears realistic, like the wrestling champion's arm breaking 

with a 'grete crake' (246), the poet ignores the effects of the violence, the pain of 

broken limbs, making them seem more symbolic that realistic. These exaggerations 

suggest that the author had interests other than an exact description of reality.

Parodic

The distance between Gamelyn and the romance paradigm may be explored in terms 

of parody,26 the way in which Gamelyn arouses only to subvert its audiences' 

expectations based on their experience of other romances. Bakhtin describes the effect 

of parody on the canonized genres: 'they become more free and flexible, their 

language renews itself by incorporating extraliterary heteroglossia [...] they become

23 Shippey, p. 84.
24 Shannon, p. 458LJJ.ltlJ.J-L.IV^.l.l., |^. -T^U.

25 John Scattergood, 'The Tale of Gamelyn: The Noble Robber as Provincial Hero', in Readings in 
Medieval English Romance, ed. by Carol Meale (Cambridge: Brewer, 1994), pp. 159-94 (p. 167).
26 Rigby defines parody as 'a classic form of double-voiced speech whereby some linguistic form is 
alluded to or used so as to undermine or to ridicule the original'. (S. H. Rigby, Chaucer in Context: 
Society, Allegory and Gender (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1996), p. 20).
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dialogized, permeated with laughter, irony, humour'. 27 After the opening of Gamelyn 
('ye shul here a talkyng of a doughty knyght'), which Fewster calls 'a formulaic 

opening that suggests the start of a chivalric romance',28 the poet undercuts this 

expectation by switching to another register - Barnes would say a vulgarization29 - 

offering a tale of an apparently non-aristocratic hero who fights not with a knightly 

sword but with a pestle. Acknowledging that parodic inversion, both of style and 

subject matter, is one of Gamelyrfs prominent strategies enables our access to levels 

of the poem's discourse closed off by critics' insistence on locating Gamelyn 
exclusively within one genre or tradition.

While Gamelyn may be described as chivalric romance in a lower register, it also 

alludes to the style and themes of a tradition of oral outlaw narratives in a way not 

unlike parody. It is the Gamelyn-poet's stylistic borrowing, parodying, and inverting 

of materials from at least two traditions, from 'high' and 'low' culture, that gives the 

Tale its energy, sets up a rich intertextuality, and complicates the recovery of its social 

meanings. The energy of the text is further boosted by its pervasive humour: frequent 

repetition of 'game' and 'pleye' alerts us to the fact that Gamelyn, apart from being a 

poem full of humour, is a playful text.

This generic pull away from romance is related to the question of how far Gamelyn 
may be read as inscribing a counterhegemonic politics, the extent to which, in 

dialogizing the romance genre by means of parody, Gamelyn works to subvert the 

ideology inherent in the genre. A parody, it may be argued, in that it is 'double- 

voiced', cannot avoid reproducing the ideology of the parodied genre. Working within 

the romance genre, even if in modified or parodic form, the Gamelyn-poet handles 

romance's assumptions and ideology, and since romance as a system tends to confirm 

the values of the dominant class, the resolution of Gamelyn might, simply by virtue of 

its genre, be read as conforming to that pattern, while at the same time the Tale 
forcefully interrogates the ideology inherent in the romance genre.

27 M. M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, ed. by Michael Holquist, trans. By Caryl Emerson and 
Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), p. 7.
28 Fewster, p. 32.
29 Barnes, p. 48: 'In Gamelyn [...] the conventions of chivalric romance are often simply vulgarised'.
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Lodge, discussing Bakhtin's account of the monologic text, explains that '[t]he genres 

canonized by traditional poetics [...] are monologic: they employ a single style and 

express a single world-view'.30 A monologic text claims authority for itself, 

presenting its meaning as the incontrovertible final word. For Bakhtin, all the 'high' 

genres of medieval literature, 'the literature of ruling social groups', are monologic, 

articulating the socially-dominant religious and political ideologies of their day. 

Bakhtin singles out the epic as the most monologic of medieval genres: 'It is 

completed, conclusive and immutable, as a fact, an idea and a value'. 31 If the Tale is 

received as a monologic work, then the ideological imperatives of romance are 

confirmed in the hero's revolt against the bad lordship of his brother, by the 

restoration of Gamelyn's noble status, and by the subsequent establishment of 

uncorrupt administration. In such a reading, critics attempt to harmonize the poem 

with what they have already identified as a monologic romance ideology. For 

Donnelly, Gamelyn 'challenges members of the aristocracy to ask themselves if they 

have strayed from the verities that were the foundations of their society',32 though 

according to her reading it does not challenge the 'verities' themselves.

By contrast, the dialogic text makes no such ideological claim to authority, presenting 

its audience with a variety of voices engaging with each other, denying the claim of 

any one voice to possess final authority. Bakhtin elaborates the contrast between the 

monologic text and the 'novel', a term he uses to denote 'whatever form of expression 

within a given literary system reveals the limits of that system as inadequate, 

imposed, or arbitrary',33 thus undermining the claims to authority of any single 

dominant discourse. The 'novelness' of Gamelyn consists in its repertoire of parodic 

devices deployed to question or disrupt the world-view of conventional romance. 

Read thus, as a text dialogized by parody, Gamelyn does not merely confirm 

hegemonic ideology, but functions as a site of unresolved contention between 

hegemony and counterhegemony.

30 David Lodge, After Bakhtin: Essays on Fiction and Criticism (London: Routledge, 1990), p. 90.
31 Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination, pp. 4; 17.
32 Colleen Donnelly, 'Aristocratic Veneer and the Substance of Verbal Bonds in The Weddynge of Sir 
Gawen and Dame Ragnell and Gamelyn', SP, 94:3 (1997), 321-43 (p. 343).
33 Katerina Clark and Michael Holquist, Mikhail Bakhtin (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 1984), p. 276.
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For Bakhtin, 'the flowering of the novel is always connected with a disintegration of 

stable verbal-ideological systems'. 34 This 'disintegration' resonates with Crane's view 

that the 'sense of crisis' inAthelston and Gamelyn 'enacts the social and political 

unease of the later fourteenth century'. 35 As generic instability accompanies social 

change, the 'novelness' of Gamelyn inheres in its exploitation of the growing inability 

of romance to offer resolutions to the anxieties of contemporary audiences. 'The 

novel', writes Bakhtin, 'parodies other genres (precisely in their role as genres); it 

exposes the conventionality of their forms and their language'.36 It is Gamelyn's 

strong element of parody, engaging with a textual environment suffused with the 

'political unease' identified by Crane, which identifies its dialogic nature, and 

suggests that it reaches beyond confirming the dominant ideologies of its time.

For Bakhtin, the 'high' genres of the Middle Ages 'withdraw themselves, so to speak, 

from the present day with all its inconclusiveness, its indecision, its openness, its 

potential for re-thinking and re-evaluating'. To these genres the novel brings 'an 

indeterminacy, a certain semantic openendedness, a living contact with unfinished, 

still-evolving contemporary reality'. 37 This account finds a resonance in Gamelyn 
which, while transferring its represented world into the past, at the same time 

addresses contemporary reality, the inequalities of the judicial system, corruption in 

the church, and class relations. Contemporaneity, in Bakhtin's view, 'cannot become 

an object of representation for the high genres'. Contemporary reality is the subject 

matter of what Bakhtin calls the 'low genres' where, in popular laughter and a 

flourishing tradition of the parodying of 'high' genres, 'the authentic folkloric roots of 

the novel are to be sought'. 38 Gamelyn's first audiences saw the social conflicts 

brought about by corruption and failures in the judicial system resolved at the poem's 

satisfying closure, while being left in a present in which those same conflicts were 

unresolved. This situation of radical discontinuity recalls Bakhtin's distinction

34 Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination, p. 370-1.
35 Crane, Insular Romance, pp. 73-74.
36 Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination, p. 5.
37 Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination, pp. 18; 7.
38 Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination, pp. 19; 21.
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between the 'epic' and the 'novel', the former walled off from the present of its 

reception, the latter committed to the 'unresolved contemporaneity of the present'. 39

In contrast to the seriousness of Bakhtin's 'epic', Owst recognizes in the fourteenth- 

century literature of satire and complaint a 'fierce, mocking laughter',40 directed at 

corrupt authority. While noting Gamelyn's mordant humour, commentators generally 

fail to acknowledge its centrality to the text's discourse. Donnelly mentions the Tale's 
'burlesque atmosphere' and its parodic episodes;41 Kaeuper, grouping Gamelyn with 

'satirical literature', mentions instances of 'parodies of court procedure' which find 

an echo in Gamelyn?2 'Burlesque' and 'parodic' feature in Hoffhian's treatment of 

the Tale,4* while Scattergood remarks that 'there is something of the "carnivalesque", 

of the "popular-festive" manner in this writing'.44 Bradbury more than any other critic 

invokes Bakhtin's analytic in her reading of the Tale, referring to the hero's feast as a 

'carnivalesque interlude', and describing the beatings in Gamelyn as 'festive'. 45 1 

would go further, seeing parody and the carnivalesque as the Tale's very idiom with 

which it engages hegemonic ideology, challenging, in a patterned dialogue, the key 

institutions of the dominant class. For Bakhtin, the carnivalesque 'opposed the official 

and serious tone of medieval and ecclesiastical and feudal culture'. 46 It is 

characterized by the parodic inversion of hierarchies, serving to penetrate the veil of 

false claims and arbitrary ranks behind which dominant authority hides. This 

carnivalesque laughter, which as Bakhtin writes 'demolishes fear and piety before an 

object [...] making it an object of familiar contact and thus clearing the ground for an 

absolutely free investigation of it', demythologizes the bases upon which power is 

assumed. Laughter, for Bakhtin, is 'a vital factor in laying down that prerequisite for 

fearlessness without which it would be impossible to approach the world

39 Graham Pechey, 'On the borders of Bakhtin: Dialogisation, Decolonialisation', in Bakhtin and 
Cultural Theory, ed. by Ken Hirschkop and David Shepherd (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 1989), pp. 39-67 (p.56).
40 G.R. Owst, Literature and Pulpit in Medieval England (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1933; 2nd rev. edn 
1961), p. 216.
41 Donnelly, pp. 337; 338.
42 Richard W. Kaeuper, 'An Historian's Reading of The Tale of Gamelyn', MAE, 52 (1983), 51-62 (pp. 
59; 57).
43 Dean A Hoffman, '"After bale comep boote": Narrative Symmetry in the Tale of Gamelyn', Studio 
Neophilologica, 60 (1988), 159-166 (pp. 162; 163).
44 Scattergood, pp. 176; 179.
45 Bradbury, Talking Aloud, pp. 44; 45.
46 M. M. Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, transl. by Helene Iswolsky (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1984), p. 4.
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realistically'. 47 Each of Gamelyn's rebellious interventions is expressed in a spirit of 

comedic inversion. Gamelyn shows neither piety nor fear before the oppressive power 

agencies: rather, in his refusal to conform to the patterns of behaviour demanded of 

the dominated, he inspires fear among the representatives of hegemonic power, the 

administration, the judiciary and the senior clergy.

Most English romances, Coleman observes, were 'far from depicting a confrontation 

with any specific element of the present reality'. By contrast, the political verse of the 

fourteenth century was marked by a greater concern with everyday detail and a 

satirical address, 'a scornful comparison of what is the case with what ought to be'. 

While Gamelyn is still to an extent identifiable with the hero of romance, the poet 

invokes his exemplary character, his naive idealism, his physical and moral strength, 

to challenge the dishonesty and venality of the people and institutions he rebels 

against. The Tale has strong affiliations with political complaint literature, which 

Coleman argues, in abandoning many features of the traditional romance, 'turned 

itself into political journalism'49 in order to engage with its contemporary reality. 

Skeat (xii-xiii) believes that the Gamelyn-poet knew The Simonie, and Bradbury 

writes that 'the same social abuses dramatized in Gamelyn [...] are also deplored in 

early fourteenth-century poems of complaint or social protest, such as The Simonie'. 5Q 

Maddicott explains that these 'poems of social protest' 51 attack those in authority, 

including churchmen, tackle corruption and venality, and show sympathy towards the 

oppressed. Bradbury comments that complaint poems 'adopt the perspective of the 

poor and disenfranchised'. 52

Bradbury argues that 'songs and verses like The Simonie can be read either as 

progressive programs for change or as sententious nostalgia for old ways now 

threatened or abandoned', 53 though such nostalgia plays no part in Gamelyn. Neither 

does the poem offer a programme for change, instead raising the spectre of the social

47 Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination, p. 23.
48 Janet Coleman, English Literature in History 1350-1400: Medieval Readers and Writers (London, 
1981), pp. 92; 93.
49 Coleman, p. 95.
50 Bradbury, Writing Aloud, pp. 25-26.
51 J.R. Maddicott, 'Poems of Social Protest in Early Fourteenth-Century England', in England in the 
Fourteenth Century : Proceedings of the 1985 Harlaxton Symposium, ed. by W. M. Ormrod 
(Woodbridge: Boydell, 1986), pp. 130-144. Maddicott writes specifically of The Simonie, the Outlaw's 
Tale ofTrailbaston, the Song of the Husbandman.
52 Bradbury, Writing Aloud, p. 27.
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dislocations that might follow from no change. Gamelyn differs from these poems of 

social protest in not simply identifying abuses but in vividly imagining the overthrow 

of tyranny.

'Greenwood'

Donnelly comments that Gamelyn 'has primarily been dealt with as a precursor to the 

Robin Hood legend',54 and many commentators assert Gamelyn's affiliation to the 

Robin Hood ballads, particularly to the fifteenth-century Gest, though I believe such 

bracketing inhibits a full recovery of Gamelyn's meanings. The association begins 

with Child55 for whom Gamelyn 'clearly belongs to the cycle of Robin Hood'. Skeat 

(xv) calls Gamelyn 'a tale of the woods, in the true Robin-Hood style'. 56 All the 

extant manuscripts of the Robin Hood ballads and the Gest are later than Gamelyn, 
though we do not know by how long the ballads themselves predate these 

manuscripts. Bradbury, while arguing that 'Gamelyn and the later greenwood outlaw 

tales constitute the fragmentary written remains of a genuine compositional 

tradition',57 concedes that Gamelyn is the earliest extant manuscript example of the 

'tradition' or 'cycle'. The reference in the Piers Plowman B-Text (c. 1377) to 'rymes 

of Robyn Hood' (B. V.395) suggests their existence prior to Gamelyn's composition, 

though in exploiting such traditional material, the poet is likely to have adapted rather 

than merely reproduced its themes and style for reasons of his own.

The apparent affinity between Gamelyn, the Gest, and other Robin Hood material 

colours the responses of other commentators, such as Bellamy, confident that' [t]he 

compiler of the Gest obviously knew the Tale of Gamelyn well'. 58 Although the 

authors of later Robin Hood narratives may have exploited Gamelyn as source 

material, we must avoid anachronistically ascribing their values to the Gamelyn-poet. 
Bradbury attempts to demonstrate that Gamelyn and the outlaw ballads 'use the same 

inherited poetic and narrative structures to transmit a common body of legendary

53 Bradbury, Writing Aloud, p. 26.
54 Donnelly, p. 333.
55 F. J. Child, English and Scottish Ballads, 8 vols (Boston: Little Brown, 1857-59). Reissued in 4 vols 
(Boston: Houghton, Mifflin, 1885-86). The quotation is found in the 4 vol. reprint at IILxxv. (Cited by 
Bradbury, pp. 30; 208 n.14).
56 Skeat, xv.
57 Bradbury, Writing Aloud, p. 30.
58 J. G. Bellamy, Robin Hood: An Historical Enquiry (London: Croom Helm, 1985), p. 64.
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materials'. 59 Menkin sees Gamelyn as a 'Robin Hood-like figure', 60 while Shippey 

declares that Gamelyn 'eventually becomes a tale of outlaws in the greenwood, which 

involves deer-hunting with bows and arrows, if to a lesser extent than the Robin Hood 

cycle'. 61 The 'Matter of the Greenwood' is invoked by Sands, Barren, and Hoffman. 

Scattergood employs the word 'greenwood',62 and Barnes, too, succumbs to the 

word's romantic charm, referring to Gamelyn's assumption of the role of 'king of the 

greenwood'. 63 The employment by modern critics of Gamelyn of the word 

'greenwood' or of'Robin Hood' which have acquired strong ideological colouring in 

the post-medieval period, is likely to blur modern readers' reception of the poem. It 

may well be 'tempting to think that the nameless "king of the outlaws" is in fact 

Robin Hood',64 though such temptation must be resisted if our aim is to understand 

Gamelyn's reception by its first audiences. This talk of 'cycle' and 'tradition' and 

'matter' has the effect of reifying a genre of 'greenwood literature', yet another 

context for Gamelyn which overshadows the poem's discourse.

The critical habit of employing 'greenwood' in connection with Gamelyn is unhelpful 

in that the word is absent from the poem, though it appears frequently in the Gest. In 

Gamelyn, after the hero evades the sheriffs posse, he and Adam repair to the 'wilde 

woode' (622), where they live 'under woode-bow3'; (633); 'under woode-schawe' 

(638; 670); 'under woode-lynde' (676; 702); 'wood-rys' (771; 803); and 'in the wilde 

feeld' (788). In fact, the wood to which Gamelyn and Adam flee, although they are 

received by its outlaw denizens with exemplary courtesy, is far from ideal, as Adam 

grumblingly observes:

. . . leuer me were keyes for to bere,
Than walken in this wilde woode my clothes to tere. (621-2)

59 Bradbury, Writing Aloud, pp. 30-31.
60 Edward Z. Menkin, 'Comic Irony and the Sense of Two Audiences in The Tale of Gamelyn', Thoth, 
10(1969), 41-53 (p, 41).
61 Shippey, p. 79.
62 Scattergood, p. 165.
63 Bames, p. 49.
64 Stephen Knight, 'The Tale of Gamelyn' in Medieval Outlaws: Ten Tales in Modern English, ed. by 
Thomas H. Ohlgren (Stroud: Sutton,1998), pp. 168-86 (p. 172).
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Nowhere in Gamelyn does the poet attempt to idealize life in the forest in the manner 

of early Robin Hood ballads, for instance in the first stanza of Robin Hood and the 
Monk:65

In somer, when the shawes be sheyne, 
And leves be large and long, 
Hit is full mery in feyre foreste 
To here the foulys song (1-4)

The wood to which Gamelyn and Adam repair is a place of expediency rather than 

romance: 'He moste needes walke in woode that may not walke in towne'(672), 

Gamelyn remarks to the Outlaw King. It is a locus far removed from the sylvan idyll 

evoked in the early fourteenth-century Outlaw's Tale of Trailbaston66 with which 

Gamelyn is sometimes bracketed:

. . . le bois de Belregard, ou vol le jay 
E chaunte russinole touz jours santz delay (19-20)

The inhabitants of the wood strive to escape from it back to legitimate society: the 

outlaw king, when 'his pees was I-mad' (689), is 'fill glad' to leave the wood, and 

Gamelyn's 'wighte 3onge men' gladly abandon the wood to enter the king's service at 

the end of the poem.

While Gamelyn's life among the outlaw community is an important political rite of 

passage, his outlaw exploits are not foregrounded, as in the Gest. The outlaws, far 

from being central either to the narrative or to the poem's main thematic concerns, 

are, as Knight observes, 'only an instrument by which the youngest son regains his 

own'.67 Barron observes that 'as with other exile and return stories, it is the world to 

which the hero returns that is the real scene of his struggles and triumphs'. 68 The

65 Robin Hood and the Monk, ed. by Stephen Knight and Thomas H. Ohlgren, in Robin Hood and 
Other Outlaw Tales (Kalamazoo, Michigan: Medieval Institute Publications, Western Michigan 
University for TEAMS, 1997)
66 in Anglo-Norman Political Songs, ed. by Isobel S. T. Aspin, ANTS, No. 11 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell
1953). Dated by Aspin between 1305-1307, p. 68.
67 Stephen Knight, '"harkneth aright": reading Gamelyn for Text not Context', in Tradition and
Transformation in Medieval Romance, ed. by Rosalind Field (Cambridge: Brewer, 1999), pp. 15-27 (p.
20).
68 Barron, p. 82.
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importance of the woodland episode is to oppose a tyrannical model of social 

organization, presided over by John, with one more horizontally structured.

Yeoman or gentry?

While some critics have perceived Gamelyn to be 'a member of the gentry, a feudal 

lord with land, property, tenants, and some local status',69 others, locating Gamelyn 
within the same tradition as the Gest and the Robin Hood ballads, refer to the hero as 

a yeoman, in a way which influences their identification of the poem's audience and 

affiliations in the social dynamics of its times. In Gamelyn the word 'yeoman' does 

not occur, although there are references to 'yonge men', from which the word 

'yeoman' may have evolved. The author or compiler of the Gest70 unequivocally 

announces that the hero is a yeoman:

I shall you tel of a gode yeman, 
His name was Robyn Hode. (3-4)

although from a reading of the Gest alone we could not arrive at a sound 

understanding of what he meant by 'yeman'. Apart from locating the yeoman in the 

hierarchy between 'squyre' and 'page' (Gest, 319), the term seems to have denoted a 

set of values as much as a social position.71 Surviving fourteenth-century uses of the 

word are rare, Mann asserting that 'no yeoman appears in estates literature before 

Chaucer'. 72 Despite the word's absence from the poem, for Barron Gamelyn 'bears a 

resemblance to the world of contemporary English yeomen'. He refers to Gamelyn as 

'the yeoman hero turning the tables upon his oppressors by brute strength'. 73 Kane, 

too, observes that Gamelyn's author 'thinks like a yeoman, with a yeoman's

69 Scattergood, p. 177.
70 A Gest of Robyn Hode, ed. by Stephen Knight and Thomas H. Ohlgren, in Robin Hood and Outlaw 
Tales (Kalamazoo, Michigan: Medieval Institute Publications, Western Michigan University for 
TEAMS, 1997).
71 A scholarly discussion about the meaning of the word 'yeoman' and the yeoman's social status is 
collected in the Past and Present debate, collected in Peasants, Knights and Heretics: Studies in 
Medieval English Social History, ed. by R. H. Hilton, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976)
72 Jill Mann, Chaucer and Medieval Estates Satire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973), 
pp. 172-73. 
"Barron, pp. 83; 84.
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appreciation of all that goes to make up solid worth'.74 For Gilbert, Gamelyn speaks 

for the yeomanry.75

Critics' difficulty in locating the hero within fourteenth-century social hierarchy may 

not reside exclusively in an imperfect grasp of the complexities of status descriptors 

in the time of Gamelyn's composition: it is likely that the poet blurred some social 

distinctions for artistic or political reasons. I argue that the poet's depiction of the 

three brothers makes them appear to belong to different social groups in a way which 

points away from realism towards a more allegorical mode, in which Sir John's estate 

becomes a microcosm of England.

Although Gamelyn and his family are not yeomen in any detectable sense of the 

word, it is significant that some critics identify them as such. Indeed, the complexity 

involved in socially locating Gamelyn and his family pinpoints the most significant of 

Gamelyn's contradictions, one which challenges the perceived realism of the Tale, 
and which leads to a different kind of reading. Although Gamelyn is a member of the 

gentry, 'born of a lady and gete of a knyght', the manner in which his brother treats 

him in the sixteen years between his father's death and his first rebellion makes him 

appear like a member of a lower stratum. Shippey argues that Gamelyn, in so strongly 

identifying with his band of young followers, 'made himself to look and act like a 

yeoman'.76 His status, like his lands and houses, has been taken from him, his brother 

denying him a gentry education and upbringing, treating him instead as a scullion. 

Gamelyn describes himself to the crowd accompanying him back from the fair as 

'cure catour' (319), a household official who may, in a gentry household, have been 

termed a yeoman. Gamelyn's weapons are the pestle, his bare hands, the staff, and the 

bow which he carries into the forest, the staff and the bow being associated with a 

yeoman retainer rather than with a member of the gentry.

If Gamelyn in a sense is disguised as a yeoman, then his true class, like Havelok's, is 

shown by his integrity, and prowess, his sense of justice, his generosity, and by the

74 George Kane, Middle English Literature: A Critical Study of the Romances, the Religious Lyrics, 
'Piers Plowman' (London: Methuen's Old English Library, 1951), p. 48.

75 Jane Gilbert, 'A Theoretical Introduction', in The Spirit of Medieval English Popular Romance, ed. 
by Ad Putter and Jane Gilbert (London: Longman, 2000), pp. 15-31 (p. 23).
76 Shippey, p. 86.
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regard of his 'boond men', all the qualities of lordship lacked by John. To compound 

this effect of disguise, he forms alliances across class boundaries, notably with Adam 

the spencer (if there is a 'yeoman' in Gamelyn, it is surely Adam, a senior retainer in a 

gentry household), whose 'red' Gamelyn follows until the final courtroom scene when 

Adam's advice to kill everyone in the courtroom is rejected. It is this alliance with 

Adam which further obscures Gamelyn's class origin, just as it is his rejection of 

Adam's bloodthirsty advice which marks his growth to noble maturity and reclaims 

him as a member of the gentry.

Gamelyn's family is clearly gentry. Gamelyn's father is repeatedly referred to as 'the 

good knyght' (9; 11; 25; 33). His eldest son, named only once in the Tale, in line 57, 

does not appear to have been dubbed a knight: he is never referred to as 'Sir' John but 

repeatedly as 'the fals knyght' (192; 379; 459; 467; 611; 796; 879). The middle son is 

always referred to as 'Sir Ote'. Shippey raises the possibility that Gamelyn may have 

been illegitimate, hence John's taunting him with the word 'gadelyng', although there 

is no corroborating evidence for this reading.

The family's gentry status is clear from the extent of Sir John's property. He has 

twenty-five ploughlands to dispose of in his will: John and Ote are bequeathed 'fyve 

plowes of londe' each (57-59); in line 356 we are told the size of Gamelyn's 

inheritance, 'fiftene plowes of londe' which Sir John has described as 'al myn other 

purchace of londes and ledes' (61). A ploughland was equivalent to 120 acres. Sir 

John's land, even taking into account some regional variation in these measurements, 

amounts to a substantial estate of 3,000 acres, of which Gamelyn inherits 1800, and 

John and Ote 600 each. We are told further that some of Gamelyn's land is deerpark 

(97), and Gamelyn speaks of his houses , now 'unbilled and ful evell dight' (87), in 

the plural.

The details given of Sir John's house, inherited by his eldest son, point to a gentry 

manor house with its defended gate, its solar, and its turret. 'Solar' correctly means 

any room above ground level, though from the early Middle Ages it referred to the 

private bed-sittingroom of the owner and his family, although 'in unfortified buildings 

[...] there was a tendency towards what might be called the "solar tower", in which 

the great chamber, on its upper floor adjoining the hall, might be given a defensive
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form, the loftiness of which supplied an appearance of authority. It could also serve as 

a look-out'. 77 The Gamelyn-poet uses the idea of an upper storey metaphorically, to 

dramatize John's isolation, his usurped social position and his arrogance. Except 

when issuing orders to his men John is pictured alone, usually looking down from 

above. On each of these occasions John, seeking to exclude Gamelyn from his 

inheritance, is himself ironically excluded. After Gamelyn's first act of rebellion, 

John, 'swith sore afeerd' of the pestle in his brother's hand, runs 'up into a loft' to 

hide (127). Gamelyn sees him 'where he loked out a wyndowe' (134), asking him to 

'Come adoun than to me and graunt me my bone' (149). During Gamelyn's feast John 

hides 'in a litel torret' (327), appearing 'out of the solere' (349) only after Gamelyn 

has been bound.

There is a slight inconsistency in the poet's account of Sir John's property: whereas in 

line 14 we are told that 'Al the londe that he had it was purchas' (i.e. acquired other 

than through inheritance), in line 57 Sir John bequeaths five ploughlands to his eldest 

son 'that was my faders heritage whan he was alyve'. Presumably this holding of five 

ploughlands, including Sir John's principal residence, is entailed, whereas Sir John 

can freely bequeath land 'That I halpe forto gete with my right honde'. He has no 

choice in the matter of his eldest son's entitlement to the entailed land, and the five 

ploughlands settled on Ote presumably provide him with his knight's fee.

Of the three brothers it is Ote who picks up his father's sword and, when the time 

comes for Ote and Gamelyn to make their peace with the king, we read that 'The king 

loved wel Sir Ote' (886), perhaps on account of his battlefield skills. Sir Ote is an 

enigmatic figure in the Tale, not appearing until line 723, when he is described in 

stock chivalric language as 'Als good an knyght and hende as might gon on foote', 

motivated by selflessness, family loyalty, and a sense of justice. If Gamelyn may be 

mistaken for a yeoman, then Sir Ote suggests a member of the upper nobility. There is 

something ludicrous about Ote, particularly in the way he allows an idealized trust to 

overrule his common sense ("that is a colde rede", 755) in allowing Gamelyn to return 

to the wood, and in his understated reproach as he stands fettered, about to be hanged 

("Thow haddest almost, Gamelyn, dwelled to longe", 835). In the three estates model

77 Margaret Wood, The English Medieval House (London: Ferndale Editions, 1981), pp. 67; 166.
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of social organization, Sir Ote represents the bellatores, a career in active service 

explaining his absence for much of the Tale. For Menkin, Sir Ote with his 'courtly 

postured behaviour' enters the Tale 'from an almost entirely different world, that of 

chivalric romanticism and idealism'.78 The poet's treatment of Sir Ote is gently 

satirical: those chivalric values ascribed to him are exaggerated and impractical, 

failing to equip him to survive in a world governed by the likes of his brother, his 

battlefield skills not equipping him to deal effectively with civilian matters. He, and 

the stratum he represents in the Tale, fails to provide a pattern of lordship to challenge 

John's. Just as Gamelyn is rescued from the pillar by Adam, so, in a linked episode, 

Sir Ote needs Gamelyn to unbind him, in both cases aid arriving from 'below', 

suggesting the need for a readjustment of the vertical model of social organization. In 

the final courtroom scene the poet presents a tableau depicting an alliance of different 

social strata, including the peasantry, in the person of Adam, whose aspirations have 

been heeded:

Gamelyn sette him doun in the justise sete,
And Sire Ote his brother by him and Adam at his fete. (851-2)

Together they pass sentence on that portion of the gentry, the administrative class, 

who, while they ought to have been dispensing the king's justice and promoting the 

king's peace, have been oppressing the peasantry, perverting the legal system and 

encroaching upon the power and influence of the old military aristocracy.

That Gamelyn, wielding his pestle and oaken staff, should be brother to the 

exaggeratedly courteous Sir Ote sets the audience a problem, suggesting political 

allegory rather than realism in the Tale. The three brothers are so differently presented 

that they seem to belong to different social strata: Gamelyn, like the young Havelok, 

denied a gentry upbringing, behaves like a yeoman; Sir Ote (could there be a play on 

words, suggesting 'haut', of noble status?) is portrayed in his brief appearance as an 

aristocrat; while John is presented as one of the relatively new breed of stay-at-home 

gentry, non-military, an administrator.

78 Menkin, pp. 52; 51.
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Oral?

Bradbury concludes that Gamelyn is 'a very rare written survival of the kind of late 

medieval narrative entertainment that was ordinarily transmitted orally'. The poem, 

'as close to its oral origins as any extant medieval romance is likely to be' was, she 

suggests, 'pulled out of oral circulation into the literary realm because the latter had a 

particular use for it'. 79 The question ofGamelyn's provenance is undoubtedly of 

archaeological interest, but more important to consider are the implications its 

inscription has for the poem's meanings, its orientation, and its presentation of the 

overthrow of tyranny.

Attempting to distinguish between the text's oral and literary affiliations, Bradbury 

finds that Gamelyn shows little reliance 'on written modes of thought and
QA

expression'. Instead, she emphasizes similarities in style between Gamelyn, the 

Gest, and Adam Bell. She concedes that, while rhyming line-fillers such as 'soth as I 

you say' (556), are common in the rest of the 'tradition', they are rare in Gamelyn; 

and the employment of oaths is stronger than the usual formulaic 'filler' in 'creating a 

naturally emphatic speechlike effect as well as serving to show a character's 

sturdiness or spunk'. In short, the formulaic quality of Gamelyn is less pronounced 

and more skilfully varied than that of the 'other extant outlaw talkings'. 81 Gamelyn 

moves further from those supposed analogues mentioned by Bradbury, basing her 

analysis on Skeat's edition of Harley 7334, in Knight's reading of the Petworth 

manuscript, which 'is far from ballad form; it is in fact the line found in alliterative 
poetry'. 82

For Scattergood, Gamelyn exhibits 'some of the awkward verbal repetitiousness of 

literature written for oral delivery, and is padded out, particularly in relation to its 

rhymes, with often meaningless oral-formulaic phrases'. 83 While, as Wittig writes, the 

redundance of formulaic language 'leads to a sharply decreased level of information', 

these formulaic phrases, these 'highly socialized patterns of language' carry 'a kind of

79 Bradbury, Writing Aloud, pp. 41; 6; 33.
80 Bradbury, Writing Aloud, p. 6.
81 Bradbury, Writing Aloud, pp. 39; 52.
82 Knight, 'harkeneth aright', p. 17.
83 Scattergood, p. 160.
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psychological comfort', reassuring the audiences of the order and stability of their 

world. Theirs is a social meaning, 'encoded within the semiology of social gestures, 

the language of social ritual'. 84

Those properties which Scattergood finds awkward give an orally delivered poem
Of

'clarity and emphasis', enhancing texts meant to be read aloud to an audience. At 

the time of Gamelyn's composition, the relationship between orality, literacy, and 

aurality was complex, what Joyce Coleman calls a 'long-term, intricate 

interdigitation'. Coleman discusses the oral properties of written texts in the light of 

aurality, 'the modality of choice for highly literate and sophisticated audiences'. 86 

While a modern reader might find them dull or clumsy, the recurring phrase patterns, 

carrying little narrative value, assume significance as points of reference by which an 

audiate audience might orientate itself, as for instance the formulaic phrases denoting 

the beginning of a new fitt. In short, the oral properties the narrative do not supply 

necessary evidence of a non-written provenance.

For Coss, '[t]ales like Gamelyn [...] are the products of an essentially literate culture 

even if they have ultimately drawn from and been reinforced by elements of oral 

tradition',87 allowing that Gamelyn' s oral features may be consciously chosen devices 

of a writer whose claim to authority is reinforced by the oral properties of his work, 

whose ideological intentions are best served by evoking the spirit of oral performance, 

and who is writing a work he expects to be read aloud or performed to an audience. 

Gamelyn''s oral features can be explained as a writerly appropriation of orality, an 

intertextuality that would make a public reading of his Tale dramatic and 

ideologically suggestive. In drawing on elements of an oral tradition the Gamelyn- 
poet shaped, altered, and parodied those elements, as he similarly adapted elements 

from the romance tradition, in his creation of a quite different object. The effect of 

such feigned orality is to create a fictive lower-stratum audience communally 

celebrating the overthrow of tyrannical authority. Thus the approval of the overthrow 

of tyranny is displaced onto a voice outside the ruling stratum, just as the hero himself

84 Wittig,pp. 44; 45.
85 Knight, 'harkeneth aright', p. 18.
86 Joyce Coleman, Public Reading and the Reading Public in Late Medieval England and France, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 2; 1.
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inhabits a liminal space from where he is well placed to criticize the discrepancies 

between the claims and the practice of dominant authority.

It is always risky to argue from the content of a poem to its audience or its author: oral 

provenance must not be taken to imply either a lower-stratum authorship or audience. 

For Bauml, 'the oral tradition within a literate society serves, in part, a social stratum 

which is disadvantaged in the sense that it lacks ready access to literacy', though he 

concedes that' [a] narrative drawn from the oral tradition which assumes written form
CS _

[...] changes its public'. For Menkin, the skill of the Gamelyn-poet lies in his 

creation of a work appealing to two socially distinct audiences, bourgeois and courtly, 

in 'the juxtaposition and satirization of both sets of values'. 89 Barron describes 

Gamelyn as a 'strong arm champion of bourgeois values' who at the same time 

reinforces the aristocratic stereotype of socially inferior classes as 'strong, crude and 

inherently stupid'. 90 These conclusions regarding the poem's audience are mistaken, 

though they recognize that voices deriving from two literary traditions inhabit the 

received text. That Gamelyn contains the voices of two traditions, possibly, though 

not necessarily, stemming from different social strata, embodying different social 

perspectives and aspirations and in dialogue with each other, might account for the 

difficulty which critics experience in locating the poem, either in social or in literary 

historical terms. The same notion explains Gamelyn's robust energy, fuelled by the 

tension between the ideological values of two traditional discourses and the meanings 

which the author wishes to explore in his own historical environment.

It suited the poet's enterprise to create the atmosphere of an oral narrator addressing a 

present audience, with his call for attention at the beginning of each fitt, and his 

partisan interventions in the Tale. 'Limes and listneth and harken aright', the narrative 

voice commands, only slightly varying this formula at the beginning of each of the six 

fitts. In thus foregrounding its own orality, Gamelyn exhibits a common stylistic 

feature of medieval English romance. Coss, writing of such 'so-called minstrel tags' 

as well as 'other formulaic techniques such as the exhortation to listen quietly',

87 P. R. Coss, 'Aspects of Cultural Diffusion in Medieval England: The Early Romances, Local Society 
and Robin Hood', Past and Present, 108 (1985), 35-79 (pp. 76-7).
88 Frank Bauml, 'Varieties and Consequences of Medieval Literacy and Illiteracy', Speculum, 55 
(1980), 237-65), p. 244. 
89 Menkin, p. 41.
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comments that 'though they must have originated in oral tradition, [they] are now 

seen as a literary convention designed to create an atmosphere of lively recitation',91 

or as Hirsch suggests: 'to give the tale an archaic - and authentic - tone'. 92 Fewster 

goes further: these minstrel allusions are so universal 'as to imply a high degree of 

genre consciousness'. The references, she suggests, are 'a kind of intertextual 

signal'. 93 Although at first it may appear that Gamelyn's author intends to disguise a 

literary composition as an oral object, in practice these opening topoi function as a 

literary device.

Joyce Coleman considers such traditional 'oral' traits as formulas and repetition have 

a 'culture-affirming familiarity'. 94 Gamelyn' s fictive orality creates the spirit of a 

community of listeners celebrating the overthrow of tyranny, and imitates a 

sequestered site where counterhegemonic voices, undominated discourse, can be 

heard and a radical alternative to the dominant narrative can be modelled, at which 

sites what Scott calls the 'hidden transcript' ('a critique of power spoken behind the 

back of the dominant' 95) might find a public airing. As in Havelok, the narrator's 

partisan interventions shape audience response ('Doune than come his brother that 

fikel was and felle', 151), his interpolations suggesting enthusiastic support for 

Gamelyn's rebellion. The fictive audience both frames the tale and contributes to its 

ideological programme, the spirit of oral delivery harnessing what Gurevich describes 

as 'its capability of opposing learned culture'. 96

Gamelyn self-reflexively foregrounds its own oral qualities, such as the oral nature of 

Sir John's will, and the centrality of the spoken exchanges between Gamelyn and each 

of his adversaries. These oral qualities, as Knight convincingly demonstrates,97 are 

enhanced by the Gamelyn-poefs skill in rhyming, the way his patterns of rhyme 

repetitions create strong rhythmic drama in certain passages. Bradbury too notes how

90 Barren, p. 84.
91 Coss, p. 39.
92 Hirsch, p. 342.
93 Fewster, p. 25.
94 Joyce Coleman, p. 29.
95 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance; Hidden Transcripts (New Haven; London: 
Yale University Press, 1990), xi.
96 Aron Gurevich, Medieval Popular Culture: Problems of Belief and Perception, trans. By Janos M. 
Bak and Paul A. Hollingsworth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), p. 223.
97 Knight, 'harkeneth aright', pp. 17-19.
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the poet employs types of verbal patterning to great effect, citing as an example of an 

'elaborated chain of repetition with variation' 98 lines 135-42: 'com a litel nere', says 

Gamelyn to his brother, whose reply, 'I wil come no neer' partially echoes his 

brother's words. John beseeches Gamelyn:

Cast away the pestel and wrethe the no more."
"I most nede," seide Gamelyn, "wreth me at onys' (141-42)

Such verbal patterning is characteristic of Gamelyn's exchanges with his brother, the 

champion, the clerics, and the judge. Whether Gamelyn emerges from oral tradition or 

whether it feigns such a provenance, the close narrative patterning argues a high 

degree of artistry. Each of the six fitts climaxes in an overthrow of tyranny, each 

battle including a stylized verbal duel in which Gamelyn appropriates and subverts the 

language of oppression. Hoffman finds that Gamelyn possesses a 'quality of narrative 

symmetry that is far more extensively developed than in other works of this genre'. 99 

Each fitt marks an escalation, as Gamelyn's rebellion, beginning in the household as a 

symbolic breach of John's imposed hierarchy, widens to confront ever larger social 

hierarchies.

I conclude that, far from being the written record of an oral performance, Gamelyn 
was composed by a skilful author who, in drawing some of his materials from an oral 

tradition, shaped and reworked those materials. In my opinion it is the author's close 

engagement with certain aspects of his political environment, demonstrated by 

historians to be urgent and particular concerns in the mid-fourteenth century, which 

best illustrates the likelihood of Gamelyn having been written (or extensively 

reshaped and augmented from its source materials), rather than shaped over time in 

the context of a tradition.

Death of Sir John of Bounties

Gamelyn's opening tableau, which suggests the passing of a king rather than a knight 

of the shires, exhibits striking parallels, as noted by Barnes, 100 with Havelok's account 

of Athelwold's death. Like Athelwold, Sir John is depicted in heroic terms. He is

98 Bradbury, Talking Aloud, p. 55.
99 Hoffman, p. 160.
100.1 pp. 46-47.
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referred to as 'the good knyght' (9; 11; 25; 33), he is 'doughty' (2) and has gained his 

property 'with my right honde' (5) as if by conquest. There is no reason to doubt 

Skeat's conclusion101 that Sir John had a long career of active military service. He 

suggests the older ethos of nobility, 'essentially chivalric [...] militaristic, elitist and 

ostentatious', 102 a hero of romance, noble in deeds as well as by birth, his prowess 

stressed. In this he contrasts with the cowardly John, oppressing those whom he 

should protect and repeatedly fleeing physical confrontation with Gamelyn, only 

approaching him after he has been subdued by his men. Sir John's relationship with 

his feudal subjects is touched on passingly: Gamelyn reminds Adam, as he appeals for 

help, of 'the moche love my fadere loved the' (396). However, just as Athelwold's 

rule is not unflawed, as I have argued, so there is a hint that Sir John's style of 

lordship falls short of the poet's ideal. For all his prowess and acquisition of property, 

he fails to transmit social harmony. He suggests an absentee lordship: he has been 

'wide where', presumably leading an active military life; at the same time he was 

'non husbonde', suggesting detachment from the management of his 'londes and 

ledes', as a king preoccupied with warfare might neglect domestic affairs. Although 

he calls for advice from 'wise knyghtes', he roundly dismisses their counsel. Donnelly 

argues that 'Sir John actually instigates the situation that follows by his disregard for 

social convention and lack of foresight'. Sir John's inversion of the custom of 

primogeniture, overturning the accepted pattern of transmission of property and 

power, is the first in the poem's inversions enabling an interrogation of the 

assumptions underlying power at the time of the poem's composition. 'By challenging 

the manner in which men gain and retain power', Donnelly argues, 'the author begins 

to challenge whether gaining position in accordance with the rules of aristocratic 

society is grounds for establishing a person's true nobility'. 103

Like Athelwold and Sir Orfeo, Sir John is failed by those he turns to for consilium and 

auxilium. The knights assembled to advise Sir John instead affirm their class values, 

underwriting their conventional counsel with a pious platitude, 'God may don boote 

of bale' (32). That Sir John so dramatically rejects the socially cohesive values of the 

knights, reversing the conventional advice of his peers, immediately imparts to the

101 p. 36, n. 14.
102 Chris Given-Wilson, The English Nobility in the Later Middle Ages: The Fourteenth-Century 
Political Community (London: Routledge, 1987), p. 2.
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Tale the nature of a dialogue between tradition and change that is sustained 

throughout, enabling it to engage so strenuously in its examination of the power 

relations of its day.

A token of John's moral degeneracy may be his failure, in an age in which, as 

Patterson writes, there was 'a growing insistence upon the priority of lineage as a 

definition of nobility', 104 to marry and produce an heir. Whereas, at the Tale's end 

(894), Gamelyn marries 'a wif good and faire', no mention is made of a wife for John, 

and on his death his property reverts to Sir Ote. By contrast the Gamelyn-poet's 
depiction of Sir John underlines his sexual vigour by his use of the word 'game':

He coude of norture and of mochel game.
Thre sones the knyght had and with his body he wan (4-5)

Gamelyn's first rebellion

From the moment when Gamelyn 'byganne with his hond to handel his berde' (82), 

the hero questions his treatment by his eldest brother. John has inherited the entailed 

portion of his father's estate and with it the lordship, which he has exercised 

tyrannically, having guilefully seized Gamelyn's property. In their failure to safeguard 

the terms of Sir John's will the knights entrusted to protect Gamelyn are acting 

politically; in upholding the custom which Sir John's will has questioned; they act out 

dynamically the status quo, the dominant ideology enshrined in the custom of 

primogeniture.

Thus unprotected, Gamelyn's exploitation by John is a paradigm of the relationship 

between dominated and dominant. As Bakhtin explains, '[t]he serious aspects of class 

culture are official and authoritarian; they are combined with violence, prohibitions, 

limitations and always contain an element of fear and of intimidation'. 105 John's 

domination of Gamelyn is dramatized by the way he 'clothed him and fedde him evell 

and eke wroth' (73). In impoverishing Gamelyn, and removing from him the symbols 

of his gentry class, his arms and his horses, John effectively reduces his brother's

103 Donnelly, p. 335.
104 Lee Patterson, Chaucer and the Subject of History (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1991),

p. 193.
105 Bakhtin, Rabelais, p. 90.
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status, constructing his otherness against which he defines his own power, and 

increasing the social distance between them. In addition, John emphasizes Gamelyn's 

class otherness by assigning him to menial duties, his reminder of which goads the 

hero to his first act of rebellion.

Barnes describes Gamelyn as 'more brawn than brain, exhibiting a naivety which at 

times borders on stupidity', 106 while Menkin labels Gamelyn 'a consummately stupid 

dolt'. 107 His stupidity, however, can be viewed differently, as a kind of holy 

innocence: Gamelyn's naive faith, early in the poem, in his brother's promises 

exposes John's guileful and tyrannical nature.

In his account of John's mismanagement of Gamelyn's estate, the poet conceptually 

links tyranny and waste: having taken Gamelyn's property 'into his honde', rather 

than exploiting it for himself he allows the land and houses to fall to ruin:

And lete his londes forfare and his houses bothe,
His parkes and his wodes and did no thing welle. (74-5)

The poet stresses this neglect by means of an accumulation of detail in the passage in 

the Tale depicting the hero's realization of his ill-treatment at the hands of his brother:

He thought on his lands that lay unsowe, 
And his fare okes that doune were ydrawe; 
His parkes were broken and his deer reved; 
Of alle his good stedes noon was hym byleved; 
His hous were unbilled and ful evell dight. (83-7)

The extent to which John has wilfully neglected Gamelyn's land is inconsistent with 

his avaricious nature. The unfruitfulness of the mismanaged land furthers the 

impression that the estate left by Sir John is England in microcosm, and that John is a 

study in tyranny. Here, too, the Gamelyn-poet reaches beyond realism. John's 

appropriation of Gamelyn's property does not simply involve, as Scattergood writes, 

'exploiting and "wasting" his lands, that is, taking the profits but doing nothing to

106 Barnes, p. 47.
107 Menkin, p. 45.
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ensure their proper upkeep'. 108 He wilfully allows Gamelyn's land and property to 

deteriorate out of envy, anger, or malice. The point is important: John's behaviour is 

incomprehensible in terms of narrative realism especially if, as seems the case, he has 

no intention of allowing Gamelyn to gain possession of his inheritance.

In each of Gamelyn's set-piece confrontations, a verbal duel precedes the violence. As 

Jameson notes: 'the normal form of the dialogal is essentially an antagonistic one [...] 

the dialogue of class struggle is one in which two opposing discourses fight it out 

within the general unity of a shared code', the dialogic exchange becoming the 

location where hegemonic ideological formations 'are reappropriated and polemically 

modified'. 109 The Tale's first verbal exchange between the brothers is an instance of 

the embodiment and consolidation of class hierarchies in language. John's first 

address to Gamelyn, imperative in tone, "Is our mete yare?" (90) confirms his 

brother's subservient status, the injustice of which Gamelyn has only just perceived. 

The first rebellion is sparked by this small domestic detail, quickly assuming a wider, 

more political significance. Its persistence over time, embedded in the fabric of 

everyday verbal exchange, lends the hierarchical dominant/dominated relationship a 

spurious authority: the longer it persists, the more legitimate it appears and the more 

shocking seems Gamelyn's unexpected challenge. Gamelyn's outbreaks are 

characterized by their suddenness, as if years of being forced into the subservient role 

build up an uncontainable pressure. Owst notes this aspect of sudden outburst in the 

political literature of the fourteenth century: 'It seems to prophesy to the world at 

large some hideous future revenge, when the opportunity occurs to translate lurking 

thoughts and words into action'. 110 That Gamelyn has suffered years of this 

oppression is confirmed by John's startled reaction: "Thou spekest nevere such a 

worde as thou dost nowe" (94). Instead of the expected compliance to which John has 

schooled his brother, Gamelyn's answer is a defiant refusal to continue in his assigned 

deferential role. While John's words assert the social difference between them, 

Gamelyn's reply cancels that difference, denying both his subservience and his 

brother's assumed dominance, drawing sudden attention to the arbitrary nature of 

power relations. Gamelyn replies with an earthy colloquiality that reverses the force

108 Scattergood, p. 164.
109 Jameson, p. 83.
110 Owst, p. 216.
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of John's arrogance, engaging his brother in a verbal duel typical of the Tale. If John 

refers to Gamelyn as 'brother', euphemizing their relationship, then the way Gamelyn 

returns the word, "brother be thi name", exposes the euphemism. This concept of 

brotherhood as the ideal expression of social relations surfaces throughout the Tale in 

the interplay of the main characters, and is nowhere more important than the moment, 

in line 405, when Gamelyn refers to Adam as 'brother'.

The level of verbal aggression increases as John twice calls Gamelyn a 'gadelyng' 

(102; 104), denoting his social inferiority. Such insults are a routine aspect of 

oppression, causing as much anger and resentment as more material deprivation. 

Donnelly glosses 'gadelyng' as liar or deceiver, noting that in John's employment of 

the word 'he actually reveals his own true character'. 111 If, as Shippey and Knight 

suggest, by employing the word John insinuates that Gamelyn is illegitimate, then 

Gamelyn's rejection of the term challenges the notion of power acquired through birth 

alone. Whatever this first duel between John and Gamelyn appears to concern, it 

centres_on status. In arrogating power John rehearses the feudal myth of authority, 

creating in Gamelyn an 'other', the dispossessed, the servant. Having stolen his 

brother's birthright by 'gile,' John's treatment of Gamelyn, his creating or reshaping 

him by linguistic and symbolic means as 'other', partly explains the confusion some 

critics find in identifying Gamelyn's social class.

Faced with Gamelyn's rebellion, his refusal to produce what Scott calls the 

'hegemonic appearance' of deference, 112 John orders his men to beat Gamelyn, 

exposing the immanent violence underpinning feudal power, whose public expression 

is euphemistic. Coercive violence is never far from the surface in the world of bastard 

feudalism in which, as Shippey observes, 'one's strike-force depends on small 

numbers of strong "young men'". 113 The outcome seems inevitable, and the festive 

spirit of what follows lies in the reversal of the anticipated one-sidedness of the 

combat. Gamelyn, pestle in hand, shows his brother a slightly exaggerated reflection 

of his own style of rule, and overturns John's usurpation of power: Gamelyn's 

'authority', although he lacks the maturity and wisdom to consolidate it, lies,

111 Donnelly, p. 337.
112 James C. Scott, p. 203.
113 Shippey, p. 86.
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ludicrously, in his pestle. His prowess is dramatically exaggerated, and the description 

of Gamelyn in action, 'And loked as a wilde lyon and leide on good wone' (125), 

suggests for Donnelly language 'commonly evoked to extol chivalric knights'. 114 

Gamelyn's choice of weapon, however, is far from chivalric. His use of a farm or 

kitchen implement to lay 'on an hepe' his brother's strike-force recalls Bakhtin's 

observation that in such popular-festive forms as carnivals, 'the participants [...] were 

armed with oven forks, pokers, roasting spits, pots, and pans'. 115 John's undignified 

flight, the way the dominant is shown in such an unheroic light, all pretence stripped, 

underscores his lack of those chivalric virtues with which the literature of the 

dominant class justifies its claim to authority. Dominant authority has been challenged 

and its representative brought down to earth. Gamelyn mocks the chivalric spirit of 

single combat in his taunting invitation to teach his brother 'a play at the bokelere'. 

As John locks himself in a loft, frightened and powerless, the parodic reversal of the 

dominant relationship is complete. John is now the excluded one, anticipating his 

exclusion from Gamelyn's 'wrastelynge' feast, leaving Gamelyn in a position to 

dictate the terms of their negotiations and the restoration of his rights.

During this episode the foot-dragging behaviour of John's retinue indicates that John 

does not truly command their allegiance. He is merely their paymaster, and their 

reluctance to tackle Gamelyn, 'Some for Gamelyns love and some for eye' (129), is a 

form of insubordination, in its own way a point of political resistance. By his 

cowardly behaviour John has lost face in front of these men. In what Scott calls 'the 

dramaturgy of power' 116 in every public performance the dominant seeks to project an 

image of his power, and every time he fails, as John here fails so signally, his power is 

diminished in the eyes of the dominated.

John claims that his actions were a 'fonding', a test of Gamelyn's great strength (147). 

The testing of the hero a common topos in chivalric literature, but in Gamelyn every 

such test has a dialogic counter-test, in what is one of the Tale's unifying structural 

features. John is tested in his turn: his courage, his authority, and his word are found

114 Donnelly, p. 337.
115 Bakhtin, Rabelais, p. 184.
116 James C. Scott, p. 50.
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wanting, as later the champion, the clergy, and the corrupt justice fail Gamelyn's 

tests.

In this first confrontation John's authority is revealed to reside neither in noble 

qualities nor in birth, his cowardice in particular showing him to be a travesty of the 

image which the ruling class seeks to project of itself. Those ideological justifications 

for the assumption and retention of power have been exposed as mere show and 

custom: in Scott's terms, the 'hidden transcript' of the dominant class has been made 

public. Neither does John's deployment of his strike-force guarantee his position. His 

power resides ultimately in language, and Gamelyn's failure to press home the 

advantages he has won is explained by his susceptibility to John's linguistic guile, 

issuing promises to Gamelyn that he has no intention of honouring, a fact to which the 

narrative voice points repeatedly, foregrounding John's lying as his prime strategy of 

negotiation and the true seat of his power.

Following Gamelyn's rebellion against his menial household status his revolt widens, 

gaining an ideological momentum as he challenges each of the dominant order's 

power agencies, in a way consistent with Turner's model of social conflict: 

'Following breach of regular, norm-governed social relations [...] there is a tendency 

for the breach to widen and extend until it becomes coextensive with some dominant 

cleavage in the widest set of relevant social relations to which the [...] antagonistic 

parties belong'. 117

Wrestling

Having exacted John's promise to restore his status, Gamelyn's next adventure, 

parodying the 'proof of knighthood' topos of chivalric romance, is his challenge of 

the wrestling champion, a personification of the arrogance of power whose oppressive 

authority, founded on physical force, is triumphantly inverted. This episode takes the 

form of a low-register parody of the knightly tournament transposed to a country fair, 

given moral and thematic significance by the fact that the champion has tyrannized in 

some unspecified way the franklin's sons. In a symbolic challenge of the coercive 

might of the dominant class, Gamelyn champions the weak against the tyrant,

117 Victor Turner, Drama, Fields, and Metaphors: Symbolic Action in Human Society (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1974), p. 38.
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demonstrating a chivalry lacking in his brother. The parodic tournament appears a 

David and Goliath confrontation, with moral right inhering in Gamelyn through the 

fact that he defends the oppressed. Once again, the physical bout is preceded and 

counterpointed by a verbal duel. Curiously, Donnelly finds the contestants' speech 

'genteel and complimentary', 118 whereas in fact the champion's words are insulting 

and minatory, although this may reflect the ritual abuse and 'billingsgate speech' 

which Bakhtin sees as part of the special egalitarian language of the fair or 

marketplace, in which context it 'acquires the nature of laughter and becomes 

ambivalent'. 119 The champion calls Gamelyn a 'grete fool' (222), declaring that, as a 

boy, Gamelyn was 'a moche shrewe' (230), employing the same phrase used by the 

narrator in line 6 of the younger John. While such language may be ritual, 

significantly Gamelyn does not respond in kind. The champion boasts that 'Come 

thou onys in myn honde thou shalt never the' (234), only ruefully to echo his own 

words: 'He that cometh ones in thi honde shal he never the' (250), in what Hoffman 

terms 'formulaic phrases of opposition'. 120 That the wrestling match takes place 'wel 

within the nyght' (235) adds to the episode's parodic flavour and, in an inversion of 

the ritual arming of the knight, Gamelyn ritually disrobes, entering the ring 'barefoot 

and ungirt' (215) with no badge of his status save his declaration of his father's name. 

This blurring of social boundaries characterizes the carnivalesque atmosphere of fairs 

and markets, spaces in which hierarchical differences and the protocols of hegemonic 

communication are temporarily suspended. For the spectators, the fun of a wrestling 

match is their own partisan involvement, and as Bakhtin observes, '[cjarnival is not a 

spectacle seen by the people; they live in it'. 121 Although no spectators are mentioned, 

we infer that the 'fair company' who accompany the victor home are his supporters 

revelling in his unseating the arrogant champion's carnivalesque status as a symbolic 

representative of the dominant class.

Gamelyn's verbal exchange with the defeated champion, in which a running metaphor 

links their bout with the commercial business of a fair, prefigures the exchange with 

the corrupt clerics in which Gamelyn's physical challenge takes on the imagery of 

religious ritual, hi Gamelyn's appropriation of his opponent's language in both cases,

118 Donnelly, p. 338.
119 Bakhtin, Rabelais, pp. 10; 17.
120 Hoffman, p. 161.
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the poet engages with the 'roiling mass of languages' 122 which constitute the text's 

environment, ironizing the languages of power. In this episode's impressionistic 

vignette of market life, the market traders' dialogue with their customers, the 

language of the poem grounds itself in contemporaneity, while establishing a 

linguistic contrast both with the world of his brother's court and the lexis of romance, 

in an example of the way in which Gamelyn inhabits a present reality.

hi the carnival atmosphere of the fair cross-class alliances are possible, and it is 

possible for someone from a lower class to play with symbols of power, at least in a 

temporary and sequestered space. Gamelyn's eagerness to attend the fair further 

distances him from members of his brother's class, increasingly insistent on keeping 

themselves separate, emphasizing their difference from those they designate their 

inferiors. John having robbed his brother of gentry status, Gamelyn's identification 

with the spirit of the fair, a site at which the hierarchical world is burlesqued, and his 

ritual dethronement of the personification of its power, the champion, is doubly 

significant. That Gamelyn, in his victory over the champion, is enthroned within that 

social context, anticipates the moment when he is 'crowned king of outlawes' (691). 

Gamelyn's journey home, accompanied by the 'faire company' to challenge and 

unseat John's usurped authority, similarly foreshadows his arrival at court in the final 

episode, accompanied by his 'yonge men', when John's power is finally crushed.

hi the debate about the significance of carnival, Eagleton argues that, in that it is 

permitted by the rulers, it is politically ineffectual, 'a contained popular blow-off 123 

and part of the machinery of social control. According to this view, once the fair is 

over life under the normal power arrangements resumes after the catharsis of having 

ritually subverted authority. However, Gamelyn is unwilling for the spirit of the fair 

to be contained: standing 'stille as stone', he shows an appetite for further 

confrontation, exporting the counterhegemonic spirit of carnival, in particular its 

atmosphere of social inclusiveness, back to his brother's house. That the 'carnival' 

has not succeeded in purging the hero of his rebellion, has in fact strengthened his 

resolve, is shown by his besieging John's house, his ritual dethroning of power at the

121 Bakhtin, Rabelais, p. 7.
122 Michael Holquist, Dialogism: Bakhtin and his World (London: Routledge, 1990), p. 69.
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fair rehearsing his eventual unseating of tyranny. Within the Tale, the spirit of 

carnival will not be contained in its officially sanctioned site: it will spill out from the 

liminal spaces to threaten the repressive power agencies with its imagination of a new 

kind of community.

Mangerye

The carnival spirit accompanies Gamelyn at the head of a 'faire company' to celebrate 

his victory. Finding himself excluded, his return home becomes a parodic storming of 

John's house, followed by what Donnelly calls 'a mock plundering of a castle 

seized'. 124 On the crowd's approach, John experiences the fear of the dominant upon 

seeing a large assembly of the dominated, a fear expressed in his ordering the gate to 

be closed. To him, Gamelyn's 'gestes' are a 'grete route', while to Gamelyn they are 

'good menys sones' (292). That Gamelyn is angered by his exclusion from the house, 

as well as from his birthright and his class, prompts his summary treatment of the 

porter:

Gamelyn overtoke the porter and his tene wrake,
And girt him in the nek that the boon to-brake,
And toke hym by that oon arme and threwe hym in a welle (301-3)

The word 'playe' achieves a sinister irony in line 305 ('Whan Gamelyn the yonge 

thus had plaied his playe'), in the brutal treatment of the porter, where the ambiguity 

of the ludic nature of carnival is foregrounded: how far is the aftermath of Gamelyn's 

visit to the fair to be construed as revelry, and how far as rebellion?

The communal feast of 'seven daies and seven nyghtes' (325) celebrates Gamelyn's 

successful twofold victory over repressive authority. The hero invests himself 

parodically with his brother's authority, a carnivalesque anti-lord with his 

revolutionary-sounding declaration that 'we wil be maisters here' (312), reminiscent 

of the 1381 rebels' cry of 'A revelle', reported by the Westminster Chronicler. 125 

Gamelyn's anti-lordship is characterized by the sharing of food, in contrast with his

123 Terry Eagleton, Walter Benjamin: Towards a Revolutionary Criticism (London: Verso 1981), p. 

148.
124 Donnelly, p. 339.
125 Paul Strohm, Hochon's Arrow: The Social Imagination of Fourteenth-Century Texts (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1992), p. 36.
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brother's miserliness. For Bakhtin, '[t]his element of victory and triumph is inherent 

in all banquet images'. 126 That the Gamelyn-poet presents the audience with two 

feasts, using the word 'mangerye' for both (343; 430; 460), inviting the audience to 

consider the contrast, is another dialogic feature. Gamelyn's 'mangerye' is inclusive 

whereas John's is exclusive. Gamelyn's is a feast of communitas, characterized by 

amity and an absence of strife ('was ther noon cheest', 326). John's exclusive feast, 

on the other hand, celebrates the dominance of the oppressors as the first and second 

estates combine, keeping the third, in the person of Gamelyn, in chains. In Bakhtin's 

terms, the clerics' 'mangerye' is in the nature of an official feast where rank was all- 

important, which 'sanctioned the existing pattern of things and reinforced it', 

celebrating the existing hierarchic arrangements as 'the triumph of a truth already 

established'. Whereas John's feast for the clerics is a 'consecration of inequality', 

Gamelyn's 'mangerye' marks 'the suspension of all hierarchical rank'; Gamelyn's is a 

'feast of becoming, change and renewal'. 127

After the temporary freedom of his post-wrestling feast, Gamelyn is again bound, 

falling victim for the last time to the guile in which John's power resides. Having 

vowed in front of 'that grete moote' (371) to have Gamelyn bound hand and foot, 

John is aware of the damage to his power which loss efface might cause, his failure 

to carry out his vow. Every outward show of power reinforces the dominant order, 

and correspondingly every failure of power serves to weaken it. At this powerful 

moment, the poet acknowledges the subtlety of those political mechanisms that make 

the dominated seem to acquiesce to their status: Gamelyn consents to being bound, to 

playing his part in this piece of power theatre, firstly in return for a promise of 

restitution ('I wil make the myn here', 364). More subtly, however, as Scott explains, 

'a dominant ideology works its magic by persuading subordinate groups to believe 

actively in the values that explain and justify their own subordination'. 128 In this case 

Gamelyn is beguiled into consenting to being fettered by John's insincere appeal to a 

belief in the sanctity of a man's word: 'Thou shalt not be foreswore for the love of 

me' (376).

126 Bakhtin, Rabelais, p. 283.
127 Bakhtin, Rabelais, pp. 9; 10.
128 James C. Scott, p. 73.
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In addition to being bound hand and foot and fettered to a post, Gamelyn is denied 

sustenance and subjected to a torrent of 'lesingges', including the claim that he is a 

madman. Scott notes that the dominant class routinely stigmatizes those who 'seem to 

call into question official realities' 129 thus seeking to subvert their discourse. 

Stigmatizing Gamelyn as 'wood' recreates him as 'other', claiming that the words he 

uses are outside rational discourse. In his chains Gamelyn symbolizes the reality of 

dominance, in which there is no community of interest between him and the tyrant, 

whose authority is founded not on brotherhood, but on fear and greed, on exclusion 

rather than inclusion. Finally realising this, Gamelyn declares, 'Now have I aspied 

thou art a party fals' (388), identifying John's words and deeds as 'tresoun' (399), 

while anticipating his brother's eventual fate. For Gamelyn, the power residing in his 

brother's linguistic guile is over.

Gamelyn's appeal for help to Adam employs a threefold approach based on 

brotherhood, material advancement, and feudal loyalty. His contract with Adam, 'I 

wil parte with the of my free londes' (406), should not be read as bastard feudal 

retaining, but as more 'mercede' than 'mede', employing Langland's distinction, 

'mercede', as Baldwin explains, representing 'the just wage paid for work completed 

by the subject who lives according to reason and truth'. 130

Adam's relationship to John is based on fear rather than on the loyalty with which he 

served Sir John. It would be reasonable to construe Adam's defection to be based on 

hope of 'avauncement (414), a share of the hero's 'free londes', yet Gamelyn's use of 

the words 'fre' and 'brother' are significant: given Gamelyn's respect for truth and for 

promise-keeping, his addressing Adam as 'brother' is more than rhetoric, and the 

enthusiasm of Adam's participation indicates his recruitment is not simply motivated 

by hope of gain. While John makes cynical use of the concept of brotherhood, 

Gamelyn's 'brother' indicates a true community of interests between the classes 

represented by both men. This political community of interests is cemented by their 

alliance against the assembled clerics, the assault upon whom is undertaken at 

Adam's suggestion. His plan is that the prelates should undergo a test of their

129 James C. Scott, p. 55.
130 Anna P. Baldwin, The Theme of Government in 'Piers Plowman' (Cambridge: Brewer, 1981), p. 56.
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Christian compassion, though he appears in addition to be testing Gamelyn's avowal 

of brotherhood.

Pleading with the clerics, Gamelyn seems consciously to act out for a strategic 

purpose the dominant class's ideological stereotype of peasant stupidity in his 

exaggeratedly deferential address. What follows is the scene in which parodic 

inversion is most in evidence, not least in the verbal duel which precedes the beating. 

Gamelyn, stigmatized as 'wode', addresses the clerics in meek, Christian terms:

"It is not wel served by God that alle made!
That I sitte fastinge and other men make glade." (465-6)

A little later, tied to his post in an attitude reminiscent of Christ's crucifixion, he 

invokes Christ's Passion in begging the prelates to intervene on his behalf:

'Lordes,' he seide 'for Cristes passioun,
Helpe to bringe Gamelyn out of prisoun' (473-4)

Predictably, the prelates, rather than responding to Gamelyn's pleas to be treated with 

Christian charity, scourge him with curses, their pointedly unchristian language 

underlining the reversal of expectations. In fact, one of the clerics offers a direct 

inversion of Christian teaching when he declares:

"He shal have Cristes curs and Seinte Maries eke,
That the out of prison beggeth or borowe,
And ever worth him wel that doth the moche sorowe." (476-8)

As John has failed to live up to the ideological premise upon which his usurped 

authority rests, that of keeping his word, so the clerics fail Gamelyn's test, their claim 

to authority and commitment to Christian charity shown to be insincere. If, for 

Bakhtin, 'free and frank truth can be said only in the atmosphere of the banquet', 131 

then the sentiments expressed by the clerics, assembled for John's 'mangerye', as they 

abuse Gamelyn expose the truth behind their mask. Both clerics and lord show that 

their rule is based on will rather than on law, and the poet's description of this 

'mangerye', clearly a celebration of arrogant dominance, makes a political impact.
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These 'abbotes and prioures mony' and 'other men of holy chirch' such as monks and 

canons, the earthly representatives of divine justice and authority, are here venally 

complicit with corrupt secular administration. IfGamelyn is an interrogation of the 

basis of claims to authority, then it finds that true moral authority is not to be found in 

the institutions of either the first or the second estates. These feasting prelates recall 

the abbots and priors described in The Simonie™2 who 'contrefeten knihtes' (122), and 

are likely to let a poor man in search of alms 'coure ther al day in hunger and in cold, 

and sterve'( 130-31).

As the verbal duel reaches its end, the words of an abbot, ' Alle that the borowe foule 

mot hem falle!' (481) are returned by Gamelyn, convinced after this dialogic 'talking' 

that the senior clergy are as much his enemies as his brother:

'Cursed mote he worth both flesshe and blood, 
That ever doth priour or abbot eny good!' (487-8)

At the same time Gamelyn perceives that Adam and the class he represents (such as 

the 'lewe' men who 'had no rewthe of men of holy chirche', 504) are his only allies.

The scene that follows must surely be described as carnivalesque. As Rigby writes: 

'Whilst official culture consecrates existing social inequalities, carnival is a time of 

equality or of inverted hierarchy'. 133 The beatings are a parodic celebration of mass in 

which, while the helpless clerics are a captive congregation in need of absolution, 

Gamelyn and Adam assume the role of priests. Their appropriation of the clerics' 

discourse is an example of the 'double-voiced' speech identified by Rigby134 as one of 

the properties of a dialogic text. First of all Gamelyn 'spreyeth holy watere with an 

oken spire' (499), in parody of the asperges, the short service introducing the mass. 

Gamelyn's 'absolution', which the celebrant pronounces after the general confession 

in the mass, here takes the form of more hefty blows which Gamelyn is adamant that 

all should share ('Er they bene assoilled ther shal non passe', 512). The beatings are a 

mock sacrament, the body and the blood made all too real (wine turns to blood), after

131 Bakhtin, Rabelais, p. 285.
132 The Simonie, ed. by James M. Dean, in Medieval English Political Writings, (Kalamazoo, Michigan: 
Medieval Institute Publications, Western Michigan University for TEAMS, 1996).
133 S. H. Rigby, Chaucer in Context: Society, Allegory and Gender (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1996), p. 22.
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which, like a priest after the Host has been dispensed, Gamelyn calls for water to 

wash himself. Before their flight, 'Every of hem dronk a draught of wyn' (604), a 

sacramental sealing of their community. The darkly festive tone of this passage is 

sustained in the poet's use of the word 'pleide' (522), and in describing Gamelyn's 

action as the conferring of holy orders. The scene is broadly comic, involving those of 

high status being brought low, some of them falling into the fire, a reminder of the 

fate of the proud. In stressing the physical vulnerability of the clerics, the poet asserts 

their common humanity by de-emphasizing their spirituality, in a process of 

demystification, rendering the solemn and sanctimonious appear ludicrous. In 

addition, the beating diminishes the social distance which the senior clerics have 

created between themselves and their subjects, a spectacle enjoyed by its lower-class 

spectators, the usually unnoticed witnesses of the backstage behaviour of the 

dominant class. The non-intervention of the servants is, like the earlier foot-dragging 

of John's men, a political act, a point of resistance. That at least one of the clerics may 

have learnt a lesson from his experience is expressed by the grey friar, the spirit of 

whose words recalls the defeated wrestler, and who realizes that 'Us had bet be at 

home with water and breed' (528), ruefully contrasting the feast with the ascetic 

principles of his Franciscan order.

The friar's self-criticism takes the place in Gamelyn of any detailing of clerical abuses 

such as that found, for example, in The Simonie. That the poet so passingly refers to 

the anticlerical tradition indicates its widespread acceptance: the Tale's audience does 

not need to be reminded of clerical abuse, Gamelyn's depiction of the senior clergy 

offering the audience a picture they would recognize. This omission in itself shows 

Gamelyn to be neither a sermon nor a dry critique of wrongs, experience of which 

were doubtless assumed by its author, but a poem taking festive delight in showing 

the perpetrators of the wrongs brought to impotent indignity.

Clearly it is not Christianity itself which is parodied and undermined, but the assumed 

authority of these ungodly men. Here the true source of Christian values - as, later in 

the poem, the true source of justice - is seen as a voice outside the ruling elite. 

Bakhtin notes that 'the men who composed the most unbridled parodies of sacred

134 Rigby, p. 20.
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texts and cults often sincerely accepted and served religion. We have evidence that 

some of these men ascribed a didactic and educational quality to these parodies [...] 

In medieval man's soul attendance at official mass could coexist with a gay parody of 

truth in which a world is "turned inside out'". 135 Adam's injunction to Gamelyn to 

'save wel the crownes' (519) acknowledges a distinction between the symbol of the 

institution of priesthood, the tonsure, which they leave unharmed, and the unworthy 

incumbent. In the widespread metaphor in which the human body represents the body 

politic, in breaking the clerics' limbs Gamelyn and Adam attack the executives of the 

Church rather than its head. The beatings exemplify that 'grotesque realism' with 

which carnival seeks to 'bring down to earth all that aspires to be spiritual and 

abstract'. 136 Bakhtin notes that 'the essential principle of grotesque realism is 

degradation, that is, the lowering of all that is high'. 137

The alliance between John and these senior clerics is partly based on the fact that both 

are landlords, perceived oppressors of the dominated classes. However, the 

ideological alliance between lord and prelates involves something more: by their 

presence the senior clergy confer the Church's approval of John's rule, confirming 

Weber's view that '[w]hat the privileged classes require of religion [...] is this
l^o

psychological reassurance of legitimacy'. The alliance between lord and prelates 

confirms Turner's analysis of the relationship between church and dominant political 

power: 'Now vision becomes sect, then church, then in some cases dominant political 

system or a prop for one - until communitas resurges once more against it from the 

liminal spaces'. 139

As an ideological ally, then, the Church legitimizes John's tyranny; but Catholic 

Christianity had another voice, speaking for the weak against the strong, inveighing 

against excessive wealth. As Scott writes, 'folk Catholicism was a provocation - one 

that, together with its adherents in the lower clergy, provided the ideological 

underpinning for countless rebellions against seigneural authority'. 140

135 Bakhtin, Rabelais, p. 95.
136 Rigby, p. 22.
137 Bakhtin, Rabelais, p. 19.
138 Max Weber, The Sociology of Religion (Boston: Beacon Press, 1963), p. 107.
139 Turner, Dramas, Fields, and Metaphors, p. 293.
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Outlaws

When Gamelyn and Adam arrive in the 'wilde wode' their acceptance into the outlaw 

community is marked by the sharing of food. The outlaw king's largesse, his 

immediate identification of the two unknown 'yonge men' as 'gestes' (635), is a 

model of chivalric behaviour, recalling the king of courtly romance who will not eat 

until he has heard a stirring tale, as the outlaw king is told 'howe it was Gamelyn that 

thider was come' (680). Gamelyn equates courteous, noble behaviour with the ready 

provision of food to a stranger:

"He may neither mete ne drink warne us for shame.
If that he be hende and come of gentil blood,
He wil yeve us mete and drink and do us som gode." (657-9)

This running motif of the provision, sharing and withholding of food, then, serves as a 

flexible metonym for the Tale's shifting pattern of social allegiances and exclusions. 

'Dabeit hwo be mete weme' (927), says Bertram the cook to the hero ofHavelok, and 

Gamelyn' s concern with food is similarly underscored with the social-Utopian notion 

that the nation's wealth is a table at which all should find a place, that sharing food is 

a concretization of communitas, while hoarding it, as John does, signifies tyranny. 

Perhaps this is most clearly exemplified in the Tale's third feast, at which the outlaw 

king invites Gamelyn and Adam to 'etc and drink and that of the best' (676). 

Including the two strangers in his communal meal dispels the tension caused by their 

incursion into his domain. The recurring motif in Gamelyn (as in Havelok) of the 

withholding or sharing of food makes concrete the poem's contrast between tyranny 

and its converse. To tyranny, the Gamelyn-poet opposes a counter-principle which 

might be termed communitas. In Gamelyn, tyranny, insisting on hierarchies and 

exclusions, resembles what Turner calls 'structure [...] all that holds people apart, 

defines their differences'. Gamelyn's actions, on the other hand, resemble that which, 

for Turner, opposes 'structure': communitas or anti-structure, 'a bond uniting people 

over and above any formal social bonds'. 141 Where tyranny excludes, communitas 

includes; where tyranny hoards or withholds, communitas shares; tyranny is morose, 

communitas is festive. In each of the confrontations between the brothers, John begins 

in the company of his retinue or his political allies and ends isolated and alone,

140 James C. Scott, p. 68.
Turner, Dramas, Fields, and Metaphors, pp. 274; 45.141
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whereas Gamelyn begins alone and vulnerable but ends surrounded by images of 

community.

Barnes notes that the outlaw court is depicted as 'an idealised parody of feudal 

society' marked by inclusiveness, generosity, honesty and social justice, and that 

'only in this section of the narrative does the limited courtly lexis of Middle English 

romance [...] appear'. 142 Outlaw society is not marked by greed, Scattergood noting 

that 'the outlaws took no more venison than they needed to alleviate their immediate 

hunger', 143 and the revenue of the outlaw kingdom is exacted from those ('abbots, 

priours, monk and chanoun', 777) who, in mainstream society are identified as 

oppressors of the poor. The Outlaw King rules not by virtue of birth but by virtue of 

his deeds and his ability to sustain community, behaving with greater courtesy than 

anyone else in the romance. Outlaw society is close to what Turner calls a 'normative 

communitas', 144 structured to mobilize and organize resources but resistant to the 

imposition of further hierarchy . The king takes 'counseile' (679), maintains the 

peace, and rules according to law, enjoying the uncoerced allegiance of his people. 

Apart from the king, the outlaw society is unhierarchized, his subjects referred to 

throughout as 'yonge men'. 145 The Outlaw King's choice of Gamelyn as his successor 

after 'his pees was made' (685) anticipates Gamelyn's recruitment by the king as 

'cheef justice of his free forest' (888), at the end of the Tale.

Court.

In the last of his confrontations with tyranny, Gamelyn appears at the gaol delivery 

session with an intimidating show of force, his outlaw retinue insuring against the 

possibility that John has corrupted the judge. The scene's power is increased by 

Gamelyn's restraint: he takes his 'newe werk' (823) as dispenser of justice seriously 

and, though angry at Sir Ote's shameful treatment, he rejects Adam's 'rede' to kill 

everyone present in the court, showing a political maturity acquired during his sojourn 

among the outlaws. His youthful violent impulsiveness, which earlier impelled him to 

kill his brother's porter, has been mastered. Now, he proposes to 'slee the giltif and lat 

the other go' (818), exactly the justice that the court pretends to dispense. Gamelyn

142 Bames, p. 49.
143 Scattergood, p. 178.
144 Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure (London: Routledge, 1969), p. 132.
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enters the 'moote halle' intending to end the travesty of justice perpetrated by John, 

the corrupted 'quest', and the judge. This is, therefore, inversion of a different kind: 

just as the Outlaw King's court offers an idealized counterpart to a corrupt reality, so 

Gamelyn's conduct of his parodic court restores the integrity of justice. One of the 

major claims to legitimacy of the dominant class is their guarantee to provide 

evenhanded justice: in demonstrating that this claim is unfulfilled Gamelyn performs 

'one main cultural task facing any oppressed group'. 146 Gamelyn's assumption of 

authority is a solemn moment, expressed in the periodic 'now is thi power done' 

(842), at which the justice is bodily removed from the symbol of his authority and 

brought to the criminals' side of the bar. As with the wrestling champion, the breaking 

of the judge's arm metonymizes the breaking of his power. As Gamelyn occupies the 

judge's seat, the symbolic site of authority, the Tale's series of inversions is almost 

complete. The law is now embodied by a man who has been designated outside the 

law, while the criminals are the members of a corrupt administration and judiciary.

Gamelyn's 'bourde' is to fetter together 'the justise and his fals brother' (855), to 

dramatize their complicity in tyranny, upon which the two corrupt men fall out, 

showing none of the sense of community of their intended victims. The reversal of 

roles in the courtroom identifies the arbitrariness of power, while demonstrating that 

justice does not reside in the person of the judge in the same way that the person of 

the king is distinguished from his kingship. The proceedings take on the nature of 

playacting: without the validating principles of justice the carefully scripted 

courtroom rituals are merely theatre. Gamelyn carefully follows the script in enacting 

the proprieties of the established ritual, as in the parodic mass accompanying the 

beating of the clerics. He assembles a jury from among his 'men stronge' (874), and 

deliberates carefully in establishing the membership of the quest. John is finally 

'honged by the nek and not by the purs' (881). Hanging Gamelyn would have 

furnished John with a potent public symbol of his power. As Foucault notes: 'The 

public execution is to be understood not only as a judicial, but also as a political ritual. 

It belongs [...] to the ceremonies by which power is manifested'. 147 hi reversing

145 Even Adam (664), though elsewhere (813) Adam's hair is described as 'hore'.
146 Barrington Moore Jr, Injustice: The Social Bases of Obedience and Revolt (White Plains, NY: M.E. 
Sharpe, 1987), p. 84.
147 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. by Alan Sheridan 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977), p. 47.
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John's intentions, in the poem's last and most pointed example of parodic inversion, 

Gamelyn makes a powerful political statement of his own. In the manner of John's 

death, 'To weyven with the ropes and the winde drye' (876), the lofty social position 

which he has assigned to himself is mocked, just as John's cowardice was mocked in 

his flight to upper rooms earlier in the Tale.

The courtroom episode can be understood only in the light of its links with the poem's 

previous episodes. Scattergood refers to Gamelyn's 'episodic structure', 148 failing to 

acknowledge the essential links in theme and treatment between the episodes. The fitt 

structure adds to the impression of the poem's episodic quality, each of the six fitts 

having its own dramatic climax: hi each of these climactic set pieces Gamelyn 

confronts oppressive authority, first verbally then physically. What each has in 

common is that in five of the episodes Gamelyn overthrows power that has already 

been usurped or perverted from its proper form and used to oppress. In each of the 

episodes Gamelyn identifies himself with those who are outside the dominant class, 

and who are oppressed by the judicial process. He appeals to each of the institutions 

of the dominant class in turn to fulfil its social contract, putting each institution on 

trial. The Tale, in a large measure, seems to serve a warning to all of the agencies of 

power, not just the judicial system, of the revolt which might break out if those 

agencies continue to oppress.

For Keen '[t]he real theme of the poem is the downfall of unjust lordship'. 149 hi 

executing John, Gamelyn puts into practice, at local level, John of Salisbury's 

solution to the problem of disposing of a tyrant. Powell comments on the medieval 

ideal of kingship: 'As long as the king did justice he was God's vicar on earth, his 

power within the kingdom analogous to that of God in the universe'. 150 As the king 

was God's vicar, so the sheriff, the king's 'vicar' in the shire, was obliged to fulfil his 

office according to the law, rather than to use his position to pursue his own will. 

John's rule is marked by a deterioration in social harmony and by his flouting the 

rights of those over whom he has power.

148 Scattergood, p. 160.
149 Keen, p. 91.
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Subversion or containment?

The view that Gamelyn inscribes the voice of an oppositional culture finds little 

favour among commentators, mainly on account of its apparently conventional 

romance ending. Gamelyn's conclusion sees the hero pardoned by the king, installed 

in high office, named as Sir Ote's heir, and married to 'a wif good and faire' (894). 

The threat that Gamelyn represented to the dominant order is contained, his rebellious 

energies harnessed to the service of royal government and the reinforcement of 

traditional social order. For Knight, the end of the Tale, in its restoration of uncorrupt 

law, 'has a social-Utopian theme', reinforcing a 'sense of rectitude' 151 deeply rooted in 

conservatism. Scattergood views the Tale 's hero as a traditionalist, who succeeds in 

restoring 'a previous situation of fairness that he can accept'. 152 For Donnelly, the end 

of Gamelyn inscribes a confirmation of the prevailing ideologies of its age: 'Order is 

reestablished within the social hierarchy, the aristocracy has simply been forced to 

clean house'. 153 In short, each of these critics views the poem rhetorically seeking to 

restore an ideal past in which justice, the administration of government, and the 

church were uncorrupt. According to this view, Gamelyn 's satire invites a contrast 

between an idealized past and the unsatisfactory realities of its own age, rather than 

offering a glimpse of an attainable future. This appeal to an ideal though fictive past is 

a complex rhetorical stance: the Gamelyn-poet invites his audience (in whose age the 

power agencies are widely perceived to be oppressive) to view a past in which a hero 

purges government of oppression. Gamelyn's recruitment to government ushers in an 

age of social harmony, though presumably that age has, in its turn, some time 

following Gamelyn's events, fallen once again into corruption. Gamelyn inscribes a 

more cyclical understanding of power relations, in which power, increasingly 

isolating itself from its subjects, must be continuously challenged from the liminal 

spaces. The audience is left, at the end of the Tale, with a sense of unfinished 

business, a discontinuity between the poem's closure and their lived reality. The 

rhetoric of such a comparison between an idealized past and a fallen present contains 

an unvoiced but implicit aspiration for change: criticism logically implies a desire for 

action, a longing, perhaps, for a new Gamelyn.

150 Edward Powell, Kingship, Law and Society: CriminalJustice in the Reign of Henry V (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1989), p. 30.
151 Knight, 'harkeneth aright', p. 27.
152 Scattergood, p. 178.
153 Donnelly, p. 343.
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Keen considers that the socially dissatisfied throughout the Middle Ages 'were too 

conservative by instinct to think in terms of anything more than a change of masters', 

and that the Gamelyn-poet has 'limited political horizons', his final solution being 

'not a new dispensation, but a change of personnel'. 154 Clearly, however, Gamelyn 

intends this 'change of personnel' to be a complete replacement of both senior clergy 

and in legal administration. Keen's conclusion, and indeed his phraseology, is echoed 

by Barron: 'his remedy is a change of personnel not system, the substitution of 

poachers turned gamekeepers'. 155 Ramsey, too, declares that' the romance maintains 

that social evil is the result of evil individuals or inadvertence on the part of the 

powerful, not on defects in the system itself. 156 This distinction between 'the system' 

and those who man it is tenuous: particularly as experienced by its victims, 'the 

system' and its executives are effectively one and the same. Kaeuper argues that the 

concern of medieval political writers was with local conditions rather than with more 

abstract concepts, 'analyses of institutions which were often thought to be immutable, 

even while they were changing rapidly and with powerful effect'. 157

Perhaps the Tale's ending, Gamelyn's recruitment into the machinery of the ruling 

order, is an instance of the dialectic of subversion and containment that has 

preoccupied the new historicists. Greenblatt, for example, explores 'the process 

whereby subversive insights are generated in the midst of apparently orthodox texts 

and simultaneously contained by those texts, contained so effectively that the
1 SR

society's licensing and policing apparatus is not directly engaged'. While the Tale 

offers a radical critique of its society's political and religious ideologies, perhaps its 

ending effectively contains its subversive energies, in a process described by 

Brannigan in which dominant power 'secures the value of its order by sanctioning 

glimpses of disorder'. In this light, in recruiting a man with such a regard for justice 

and a hatred of tyranny, the dominant order reconfirms its own ideological claim to 

such principles: Gamelyn is presented as 'an ideal image or stereotype [...]

154 Keen, pp. 93-94; 92; 93.
155 Barren, p. 84.
156 Ramsey, p. 95.
157 Richard W. Kaeuper, War, Justice, and Public Order: England and France in the Later Middle 
Ages (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), pp. 269-70.
158 Stephen Greenblatt, 'Invisible Bullets: Renaissance Authority and its Subversion', Glyph 8, (1981), 

40-61 (p. 41).
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constituted entirely along the lines of what the dominant order requires for its own 

perpetuation'. 159

This reading is undoubtedly plausible, yet the world it envisages, in which 

containment always prevails over subversion, is deterministic in character, drained of 

social dynamism, in which a literary text can only serve as propaganda for the 

hegemony who have a near monopoly over the symbolic means of production. As 

Patterson explains, 'in the struggle between containment and subversion, containment 

remains the dominant mode, as in all logic it must since it has itself summoned up 

subversion in order to reconfirm, over and over, its dominance'. 160

To read the poem in terms of containment, stressing Gamelyn's inclusion in the ruling 

stratum, is only half the story. Gamelyn is indeed the site of a power struggle, a 

contest between authority and subversion, in which Gamelyn achieves entry into the 

ruling stratum, but at the same time, and just as importantly, the Tale depicts the 

violent exclusion from power of Gamelyn's evil brother, to realize which allows the 

Tale a more radical engagement.

The effect of the Tale's inversion is to demonstrate that the threat to dominant power 

comes not from Gamelyn, who appears subversive, but from John, whose 'rebellion' 

consists in his corruption, cruelty, and cowardice, and particularly in the way he 

subverts the process of justice, thereby demolishing one of the key claims according 

to which the dominant class asserts the legitimacy of its power. Similarly, it is not the 

outlaws who threaten the social order, but elements within the law. The parodic 

inversions of the Tale are, in this light, not to be construed as subversion, but as 

restoration of the proper order of things, which John has travestied. Gamelyn, with his 

zeal for justice, succeeds in galvanizing both aristocracy, in the person of Sir Ote, and 

the wider commons, in his alliance with Adam, into a vision of social harmony under 

the benign rule of the king, which is precisely the image of itself which the dominant 

class seeks to project. In incorporating Gamelyn's vigour, the dominant class 

reinforces its claim to legitimate power. In a complex political environment in which

159 John Brannigan, 'A New Historicist Reading of Richard Jefferies' Snowed Up\ in Literary 
Theories: A Case Study in Critical Performance, ed. by Julian Wolfreys and William Baker 
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1996), pp. 157-76 (pp. 168; 166).
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the interests of crown, magnates and commons were in vigorous negotiation, subject 

to frequently changing patterns of alliance, an effective balance productive of social 

peace is consolidated.

Despite its apparently conservative conclusion Gamelyn has a strongly oppositional 

tone, in the violent suddenness of the hero's actions, bringing to bear such physical 

and moral strength against the key institutions of dominance, and in the violent 

exclusion of the tyrant from power. It may be that the poet, in the interests of 

prudence, masks the force of his critique. Holstun161 argues that dissenters, in 

presenting themselves as conservatives, have to be read as adopting a self-protective 

posture in their apparent alignment with government. Self-protection on the part of 

writers 'ensured that political content was encoded or rendered ambiguous', but in a 

way in which 'the intended audience of the offending work could still decipher its 

message'. 162 Ferster's description of socially critical medieval texts as a 'mixture of 

deference and challenge   to the rules of discourse and to the rulers who enforced 

them', 163 aptly applies to Gamelyn.

If Gamelyn may be understood as a dialogic text deploying carnivalesque strategies, 

what Stallybrass calls 'the politics of hierarchy subversion as a ritual strategy on the 

part of subordinate groups', 164 in its engagement with the power relations of its day, 

then for some commentators carnival, licensed by those in authority, involves the 

same dialectic of subversion and containment that preoccupies new historicist critics. 

According to this view, Gamelyn''s challenge to dominant authority could only be 

ritual, licensed and confined, its critical energies effectively contained, though this is 

to dismiss as insignificant literature's capacity for political engagement. As Ferster 

writes: 'one of the things literature can do is to create a language in which to think 

and speak about social and political issues'. 165 As Goldberg comments, 'change needs 

to be accounted for', adding that 'the possibility that change can occur must be read

160 Lee Patterson, Negotiating the Past, pp. 65-6.
161 James Holstun, 'Ranting at the New Historicism', ELR, 19 (1989), 189-225 (p. 198).
162 Judith Ferster, Fictions of Advice: the literature and politics of counsel in Late Medieval England 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996), p.7.
163 Ferster, pp. 7; 9.
164 Peter Stallybrass and Allon White, The Politics and Poetics of Transgression (Ithaca: Cornell

University Press, 1986), p.4.
165 Ferster, p. 9.
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into texts that appear to confirm power'. 166 A text like Gamelyn disrupts the narrative 

which the dominant class tells about itself to legitimize its power, offering an inverse 

narrative in which community replaces coercion as the principle holding society 

together.

Scott dismisses the notion that carnival is an instrument of dominant power: 'It is 

surely not accurate to proceed as if carnival were set up exclusively by dominant 

groups to allow subordinate groups to play at rebellion lest they resort to the real 

thing'. 167 Similarly, the social interactions inscribed in a carnivalesque text such as 

Gamelyn cannot be dismissed as a safety-valve: the effect on its audience's 

consciousness of a poem like Gamelyn, enacting a symbolic social confrontation and 

modelling an alternative set of power arrangements, cannot be determined or limited. 

If the outcome of the Tale is the absorption by the dominant class of the hero's 

rebellion, then it can equally be read as the violent and successful overthrow and 

execution of a tyrant.

Strohm describes how the chroniclers writing of the Great Revolt seek to uphold the 

hegemony, to contain the rebels' actions within the interpretative scheme of the 

dominant class. The chroniclers portray the rebels as 'members of a feckless, 

temporary, classless multitude, a carnival throng', but this very disparagement, argues 

Strohm, allows us to glimpse the way in which the rebels harnessed the festive 

inversion of carnival in their attempt to produce 'genuinely transgressive acts', and in 

their 'attempt to imagine themselves as a new kind of community'. Strohm argues that 

while, inscribed in the chroniclers' accounts of the revolt is an attempt to disparage 

the rebels, at the same time a real sense of their fear of the rebels can be read. The 

executions carried out by the rebels, after all, were real rather than symbolic. 

Following the beheading of Archbishop Sudbury 'the rebels continued in a "solemnis 

ludus," a solemn play or game, executing those who refused fealty or incurred 

hatred'. 168 The association of 'solemnis ludus' with such a transgressive act as an 

execution carries a sense of menace also found in Gamelyn 's description of John's 

execution as a 'bourde' (854).

166 Jonathan Goldberg, 'The Politics of Renaissance Literature: A Review Essay', ELH, 49 (1982), 514- 
42 (p. 528).
167 James C. Scott, p. 178.
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False Consciousness?

Having successfully challenged the claims upon which the dominant class bases its 

claim to power, and having exposed the church, the administration, and the judiciary 

to be complicit in tyranny, why does Gamelyn allow himself to be appeased by the 

king's pardon and high political office, persuaded that his interests coincide with 

those of the crown? At first, Gamelyn's behaviour looks like a case of false, or 

dominated consciousness, an inability to draw ideological conclusions from his 

actions.

In fact, far from depicting a society in the thrall of a hegemonic ideology, actively 

believing in the values underpinning the existing structures of power, the Tale depicts 

a society whose acquiescence is a mask. Repeatedly, the Gamelyn-poet allows us to 

glimpse different, antagonistic social perceptions, points of resistance, shared by the 

servants, the bondmen, the retainers, and the spectators of Gamelyn's rebellious 

actions. The half-heartedness with which John's men carry out his order to beat 

Gamelyn is not simply explained in terms of their fear of Gamelyn's strength. The 

celebratory mood of the 'wrastelinge' spectators, delighted at Gamelyn's defeat of 

arrogant authority, is political in tone. Likewise, the 'lewe' men who approve of 

Gamelyn's assault on the clerics show clearly that their consciousness is far from 

dominated. The porter who helps Gamelyn and Adam escape from the sheriffs men 

shows a dissident consciousness behind his habitual mask of servitude. All of these 

moments point to what Scott calls the 'hidden transcript', the undominated, backstage 

discourse of those normally constrained to deference when in the presence of their 

rulers.

These examples point to an atmosphere of discontent that, without a leader, poses no 

threat to the dominant class. If a leader were to arise, however, the threat would be 

more severe. Maddicott169 discusses the evidence for a general fear of uprising in the 

fourteenth century. He cites the Song against the King's Taxes, written in the later 

1330s: 'people are reduced to such distress that they can give no more. I fear that if

168 Strohm, Hochon 's Arrow, pp. 49; 56; 50; 46.
169 J. R. Maddicott, The English Peasantry and the Demands of the Crown 1294-1341 (Oxford: Past 

and Present Society, 1975).
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they had a leader they would rise in rebellion'. 170 'Certainly', Maddicott concludes, 

'the threat of rebellion was never far below the surface', 171 and that awareness, we can 

infer, coloured Gamelyn's textual environment. In the figure of Gamelyn, in the 

savagery of his attacks on the seats of power of the dominant class, we may glimpse 

an embodiment of that threat of rebellion and the kind of popular leader feared by 

those in power.

The concept of false consciousness assumes that where ideological dissidence is 

invisible it is non-existent. Justice, in his attempt to recover the ideology of the Great 

Revolt, identifies 'a political culture of the countryside that the lords and chroniclers 

and poets barely knew of before the events of 1381 exploded it in their faces'. 172 In 

Gamelyn's actions there is a similar sense of unpredictable explosion. In challenging 

John's tyranny Gamelyn gives public utterance to that social critique usually spoken 

behind the back of power. His rebellion begins not out of some premeditated 

ideological agenda, but rather gains ideological weight and momentum as he realizes 

that his brother's tyranny is supported by one after another of the power agencies of 

his class.

Gamelyn can not be accused of a failure of his political imagination: in the course of 

his attempts to recover his rights, he undergoes something of a political education, 

realizing the arbitrariness of power, and recognizing the complicity of senior clergy, 

administration, and judiciary in John's tyranny, hi successfully challenging each of 

these power agencies, he shows throughout a consciousness that is far from 

dominated. Neither is he intimidated by the length of the odds against his success, and 

in the end he manages to depose and execute a tyrant.

King
Only the king, in pardoning Gamelyn and allying himself with Gamelyn's concern for 

uncorrupt justice, is distanced from the oppressive agents of dominant power. 

Gamelyn's king is a remote figure, approached through intermediaries and apparently 

ignorant of the oppression of his subjects. The same topos, a king unaware of the

170 Aspin, Anglo-Norman Political Songs, p. 110.
171 Maddicott, The English Peasantry, p. 67.
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tyranny of his officials, is prominent in The Simonie, which Wright dates c. 1321, in 

the troubled reign of Edward II.

Ac if the king hit wiste, I trowe he wolde be wroth,
Hou the pore beth i-piled, and hu the silver goth; (Simonie, 314-15)

Similarly, the Gamelyn-poet's depiction of a king ignorant of shrieval and judicial 

corruption tacitly deploys the topos of the king's ignorance, 'the paradoxical 

proposition - that the most powerful person in the kingdom does not have the power 

to discover the extent of his people's plight or the extent of his officials' 

corruption'. 173 Embree stresses, in each of the works he considers, a community of 

interest between commons and king, 'the two political and social entities generally 

held [...] by popular wisdom to be the repositories of virtue in the kingdom - the two, 

in other words, usually not directly attacked in complaint or corrected in the didactic 

genres'. 174 At the end of the Tale it is this sympathetic union of commons, in the 

person of the hero, and the king, which re-establishes social harmony. As Embree 

explains, '[i]t is the chief assumption of this topos that whatever is wrong [...] cannot 

be the fault of the commons or the King, who, if they could just talk to one another, 

would probably work things out'. 175

How far people believed the monarch to be unaware of his ministers' corruption is 

open to question: such an institutional euphemism provides the dominated classes 

with a strategically convenient fiction with which to frame their appeals. Embree 

argues that deployments of the topos of the king's ignorance are 'instruments of and 

covers for enthusiastic and expansive attacks upon the administration or even [...] 

upon the King himself. 176 In the same way, Gamelyn''s attack on the tyrannies of 

sheriffs, justices, and prelates masks a more inclusive critique of dominant authority 

itself.

172 Steven Justice, Writing and Rebellion: England in 1381 (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1994), p. 5.
173 Dan Embree, 'The King's Ignorance: A Topos for Evil Times', MAE, 54 (1985), 121-26 (p. 121).
174 Embree, p. 123.
175 Embree, p. 123.
176 Embree, p. 124.
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If it is allowed that Gamelyn has strong textual affiliations with poems of complaint, 

then in Coleman's view such poems 'can be classified thematically as mirrors for 

princes'. 177 These 'fictions of advice', notes Ferster, mix 'due obeisance' with 

'prodding, pressure, and outright criticism', 178 prudently displacing criticism of the 

king onto his advisers and ministers, balancing the danger of writing freely about 

contemporary political issues with a desire to air grievances. In its attack on tyranny, 

Gamelyn's target is a provincial sheriff, but this may camouflage a wider attack, 

especially if the Tale is allowed an allegorical dimension in which Sir John's estate 

represents the kingdom. After all, at the end of the Tale the tyrant is deposed and 

killed, sharing the fate of Edward II whose deposition in 1327 so coloured the 

fourteenth-century political imagination.

The end of the Tale seems to approach an idea of shared sovereignty in which, as 

Coleman writes (in her discussion of Digby 102), 'representative members of the 

Commons are seen as the reforming life blood of the peaceful realm instead of the 

solitary sovereign'. 179 Perhaps, at the Tale's end, the king himself, an isolated figure 

kept from unmediated contact with the wider commons, rather than integrating 

Gamelyn into the ruling stratum, is himself reintegrated into the community of his 

realm.

177 Janet Coleman, 'English Culture in the Fourteenth Century,' in Chaucer and the Italian Trecento, 
ed. by Piero Boitani. (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1983), pp. 33-63 (p. 60).
178 T^ i _ ._ _ 1178 Ferster, p. 1.
179 Coleman, English Literature in History, p. 99.
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SIR ORFEO

Manuscript

Sir Orfeo survives in three manuscripts: National Library of Scotland MS Advocates 

19.2.1 (c. 1330), also known as the Auchinleck MS; British Library MS Harley 3810 

(early fifteenth century); Bodleian Library MS Ashmole 61 (late fifteenth century). My 

reading is based on Bliss's edition of the Auchinleck version. 1

There are many textual variations between the manuscript versions, most important of 

which is that only Auchinleck sets the story in England. Barnes comments that 'the 

anglicising of the location befits the narrative's concern with the responsibilities of 

government'. 2 hi the Auchinleck version both the beginning of Sir Orfeo and the end of 

Sir Tristrem which precedes it are missing, probably because of the excision of a 

miniature. Bliss reconstructs the first thirty-eight lines, of which twenty-four appear 

elsewhere in the Auchinleck as the prologue to Lay le Freyne. The remaining missing 

lines in Auchinleck, reconstructed by Bliss from the Harley and Ashmole versions, tell of 

Orfeo's harping skills and his hospitality to visiting harpers.

Sources and Analogues

Hopkins comments that 'few romance authors were prepared to do such violence to their 

material as the creator of Sir Orfeo'? Classical accounts of the Orpheus myth are 

discussed as sources of Sir Orfeo, as well as Celtic materials such as the aithed or 

abduction story. It seems likely that the poet drew on a variety of materials, radically 

adapting them to produce what Rider terms 'a hybrid super-myth'. 4 Liuzza observes that, 

in identifying source materials, we should consider 'not only the reflection of these

1 Sir Orfeo, ed. by A.J. Bliss, 2nd edn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1966). The manuscript dates are 
Bliss's (pp. ix-xii).
2 Barnes, p. 122, n.93. 

Andrea Hopkins, The Sinful Knights: A Study of Middle English Penitential Romance (Oxford: Clarendon
\ . _ _ _ i f\f\f\\ _ It

3

Press, 1990), p. 11.
4 Jeff Rider, 'Receiving Orpheus in the Middle Ages: Allegorization, Remythification and Sir Orfeo\
Papers on Literature and Language, 24 (1988), 343-366 (p. 356).
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sources in the narrative but also their inflection, their use and effect in the story'. 5 It is 

this plurality of source materials and the way in which the poet shaped and combined 

them that produces a poem so resistant to explanation.

Although no immediate source for Sir Orfeo is known, Bliss6 conjectures that it was 

translated from an Old French or Anglo Norman narrative lai. As Laskaya and Salisbury 

summarize:7 'References to a musical lay of Orpheus can be found in several Old French 

texts: the twelfth-century romance, Floire et Blanceflor refers to "le lai d'Orphey" (line 

855); theZ,az de I'Espine includes the words "Le lai lor sone d'Orphei" (line 181); and the 

Vulgate Prose Lancelot indicates the existence of a "lay d'orfay'". 8 Even if a French 

original, now beyond recovery, were the immediate source of Sir Orfeo, we cannot 

determine how far the English poet adapted it for his own purposes.

One of the poem's prime sources is the classical Orpheus legend, familiar at the time of 

Sir Orfeo's composition from Virgil (Georgics iv), Ovid (Metamorphoses x-xi), and 

Boethius (De consolatione philosophiae iii, metre xii). Additionally, as Friedman points 

out, 'it would have been hard for the Orfeo poet to have read the story at all without 

having read allegorical interpretations of it',9 as the manuscripts included commentaries 

and glosses 'frequently as long as the original fables'. Such commentaries, writes Gros 

Louis 'twisted and distorted elements of the story to fit Christian doctrine and 

instruction'. 10 The Orfeo-poet selected a myth that, while lending itself to allegorization, 

could be allegorized in different ways. As Friedman explains, '[e]ach age has fashioned

5 Roy Michael Liuzza, 'Sir Orfeo: Sources, Traditions, and the Poetics of Performance', JMRS, 21 (1991), 
269-84 (p. 275).
6 xl-xli.
7 Sir Orfeo: Introduction, in The Middle English Breton Lays, ed. by Anne Laskaya and Eve Salisbury, 
published for TEAMS in association with the University of Rochester by Medieval Institute Publications 
(Kalamazoo, Michigan: Western Michigan University, 1995), p. 15.
8 The passages from these texts are cited in Bliss, xxxi-xxxii.
9 John Block Friedman, 'Eurydice, Heurodis, and the Noon-Day Demon', Speculum, 41 (1966), 22-29 (p.

22).
10 Kenneth R. R. Gros Louis, 'Robert Henryson's Orpheus and Eurydice and the Orpheus Traditions of the
Middle Ages', Speculum, 41 (1966), 643-55 (p. 643).
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Orpheus in its own image [...] even changing the course of the narrative to make the 

Orpheus myth conform to the values of the day'. 1 '

Sir Orfeo differs considerably from classical Orpheus narratives: Heurodis does not enter 

the underworld as a result of a fatal bite from a snake, and Orfeo does not actively search 

for his abducted wife, but renounces his kingdom out of grief to wander in the 

wilderness. Most strikingly, unlike the classical myth, Sir Orfeo ends with Heurodis's 

recovery. The versions of the Orpheus legend found in Virgil, Ovid and Boethius are 

tragic, involving a second, permanent loss of Eurydice after Orpheus breaks the king of 

the Underworld's prohibition against looking back. In Sir Orfeo, there is no such final 

loss: Heurodis's forced return to the Fairy King following the couple's wordless meeting 

at the hunt reflects the classical versions' second loss, but adds a happy ending. Heurodis, 

like Orfeo, is recrowned and 'liued long after-ward' (595). Sir Orfeo replaces a classical 

underworld presided over by Pluto with a fairy Otherworld, the poet's description of 

which resonates with Orfeo's court and kingdom. Most importantly, Orfeo is a king in a 

recognizably medieval English court, and the romance emphasizes Orfeo's recovery of 

his kingdom.

Since Boethius, the classical Orpheus myth was subject to Christian allegorization. In the 

sixth-century Consolation of Philosophy, Boethius employs the myth 'as an exemplum by 

Philosophy to show the difference between worldly and spiritual desires'. 12 Rider 

demonstrates that allegorizations of Orpheus differ, one commentator, Pierre Bersuire, in 

his Reductorium Morale (1325-37), 13 proposing two interpretations, explaining how 

Orpheus may be conceived as Christ or, alternatively, as sinful humanity. 14 Rider 

explains how, for medieval churchmen, '[t]here was something seductive and dangerous 

about these myths', 15 whose energies Christian allegorizations sought to contain or 

suppress.

1 ' John Block Friedman, Orpheus in the Middle Ages (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 1970), 

p. 1.
12 Friedman, 'Eurydice', p. 23.
13 Rider's dating, p. 352.
14 Friedman, Orpheus, pp. 127-29.
15 Rider, 'Receiving Orpheus', p. 349.
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Rider argues that Sir Orfeo is a 'remythization', a dismantling of allegorizing attempts to 

despoil the Orpheus myth of 'its full aura of provocative meaningfulness'. The Orfeo- 

poet's enterprise involves 'recasting a Christianized classical myth as a Breton lay'. 16 

Where the old allegorization consoles and confirms, the remythification defamiliarizes, 

contesting the authority of the power system which annexes the myth to its own 

ideological purposes. It may be that the Orfeo-poet's remythification fails completely to 

erase the Christian allegorical glosses, which remain in dialogue with the discursive 

concerns of the Middle English Breton lay form chosen by the Orfeo-poet, and may 

bolster the poet's more secular concerns, in which, Grimaldi writes, 'morality serves [...] 

not only as a set of norms governing man's relationship to God but as a set of norms 

governing man's relationship to other men'. 17 hi its new, free-floating form the poem 

may attract re-allegorization: reading Sir Orfeo as a study in kingship is one possibility 

enabled by the author's dismantling of previous allegorization.

In Sir Orfeo there is no overt moralizing, and reader reception is not led insistently 

towards a didactic closure. Sir Orfeo has no opening prayer and makes no reference to 

Christianity apart from the pilgrim's 'sclauin' worn by Orfeo in the wilderness and two 

ironic references to 'Paradis'. Longsworth finds the poem 'singularly lacking in 

sententiousness', commenting that the multiplication of critics' responses 'arises in part 

from the absence of an explicit lesson in the poem itself. 18

For Rider, '[t]he source of Sir Orfeo's ability to [...] remythify itself at every reading is 

[...] faerie'. 19 Faerie, unlike classical mythology, carries no weight of previous 

allegorization, and Rider suggests that 'this is what made it valuable to medieval authors 

seeking to establish 'a new, secular, vulgar literary tradition'. Perhaps it is the presence of 

fairies that prompts a search for Celtic motifs in Sir Orfeo: Heurodis's sleep under the

16 Rider, 'Receiving Orpheus', p. 348.
17 Patrizia Grimaldi, 'Sir Orfeo as Celtic Folk-Hero, Christian Pilgrim, and Medieval King', in Allegory, 
Myth, and Symbol, ed. by Morton W. Bloomfield, Harvard English Studies 9 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1981), pp. 147-61 (p. 161).
18 Robert M. Longsworth, 'Sir Orfeo, the minstrel and the mmstel's art', SP, 74 (1982) 1-11 (p. 6).

19 Rider, 'Receiving Orpheus', p. 361.
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'ympe-tre', which Bliss finds paralleled in Tydorel, the wild hunt, the hero's sojourn in 

the woods, the passage through a hell into the underworld, and the 'rash boon'.20 

Spearing suggests that 'in the course presumably of its passage through Breton culture, it 

has been Celticized'.21 However, studies like Alien's22 examination of the relevance to 

Sir Orfeo of ancient Celtic beliefs notwithstanding, as Spearing reminds us, '[t]he poet of 

Sir Orfeo was not "a Gaelic or Breton storyteller"; he was an Englishman'.23

The centrality to Sir Orfeo of the fairy atmosphere has, I believe, been overstated. As 

Rider observes, the fairy atmosphere 'begins to dissipate when Orfeo finally enters 

faerie',24 and is completely absent from the section of the poem dealing with Orfeo's 

return from exile. As a narrative device, the Otherworld of the Fairy King and his court 

furnishes an alternative social structure which magnifies the faults in Orfeo's world. The 

Fairy King's intervention in human affairs may be compared with that of the fiend in Sir 
Gowther: in both poems otherworldly intervention signals a crisis in the human, social 

world. Fairy or fiendish interventions, while undoubtedly adding charm, eroticism, or 

exoticism to a narrative, function as devices to defamiliarize political or sexual power 

relations.

In addition to classical and Celtic elements, Pearsall notes that romances like Sir Orfeo 
'have access to the energies of traditional stories',25 whose potential can be realized in a 

given historical situation 'through the drawing out of a contemporary historical 

significance' in the traditional narrative material. Grimaldi notes an underlying folk tale 

pattern which she declares is 'a major governing agent of the poem'. Her Proppian 

analysis of Sir Orfeo 'reveals a neutral framework that serves to support multiple levels 

of interpretation'. According to her model, the Celtic elements 'added to this neutral 

framework' enable a literal reading of Orfeo as Celtic folk-hero, while the Christianized

20 Bliss, p. xxxv.
21 A. C. Spearing, Readings in Medieval Poetry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), p. 58.
22 Dorena Alien, 'Orpheus and Orpheo: the dead and the "taken"', MAE, 33 (1964), 102-11.
23 Spearing, Readings, p. 71.
24 Rider, 'Receiving Orpheus', p. 358.
25 Derek Pearsall, 'Madness in Sir Orfeo', in Romance Reading on the Book: Essays on Medieval Narrative 
presented to Maldwyn Mills, ed. by J. Fellows, R. Field, G. Rogers, and J. Weiss (Cardiff: University of 
Wales Press, 1996), pp. 51-63 (p. 52).
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classical elements prompt an allegorical, moral reading. Grimaldi adds a third level which 

presents Orfeo as 'a type of king who undergoes a political education'.26 Although Hume 

does not mention Sir Orfeo, the poem is congruent with the underlying pattern of her 

'Type A' romances, whose final movement 'resolves the discord into harmonies, political 

order is re-established'.27 In other words, the underlying form of Sir Orfeo, despite its 

relationship to classical myth, resembles romances whose emphases are secular and 

social.

The sources exploited by the Orfeo-poet must be considered alongside the prologue's 

framing account of the poem's provenance: as Liuzza explains, 'like many of the so- 

called Breton lais, Sir Orfeo is notable for having as part of its subject the process of its 

own creation'.28 The Orfeo-poet's account of his story's Breton provenance and its 

setting in England, in a past when Winchester was called 'Traciens', suggests a severing 

of links with the classical Orpheus legend. Ronquist calls the poet's association of Thrace 

with Winchester 'playful', indicating that 'the poet makes us aware he is pulling away 

from the old clerks'.29 Further, although the description of 'layes' in the prologue shared 

by Sir Orfeo and Lay le Freine is too unspecific to serve as a generic definition, its list of 

subject matter is exclusively secular.

Brown and Butcher, discussing the content of Marie's lais, suggest that 'the genre was 

capable of being used for a kind of inversion of romance values whereby the point of 

view of female character within sexual relations is stressed, a reversal in which 

supernatural forces, including faeries, have important function', 30 as if the presence of the 

supernatural is an important indication that patriarchal values are being interrogated in a 

particular way. I argue that this 'inversion of romance values' goes further, implicating 

the lay hero's marital relationship, and the model of masculinity which that reveals, in his 

relationship with his subjects. For Harrington, the English lays are distinguished from

26 Grimaldi, pp. 150; 148.
27 Hume, p. 161.
28 Liuzza, p. 274.Liuzza, p. z/t.

E. C. Ronquist, 'The Powers of Poetry in Sir Orfeo', PQ, 64 (1985), 99-117 (p. 101). 
Peter Brown and Andrew Butcher, The Age of Saturn: Literature and History in the 'Canterbury Tales' 

(Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), p. 56.

29

30



118

other contemporary narratives by their ethical and social values, their concern with the 

conditions necessary to social harmony.31 I believe that this concern is suggested in the 

poem's frame, its account of the importance of lays to the 'Bretouns' in their construction 

of peaceful authority, pointing to the collective importance of these fictions in their 

imagined society as a repository of political wisdom.

The major change made by the Orfeo-poet to the classical story is that his hero is a king 

whose relationship with his subjects is explored as well as the relationship between the 

private man and the public, political figure. Sir Orfeo's final episode, unrelated to 

classical legend, in which the king returns to Winchester to resume the kingship, takes up 

roughly a quarter of the narrative, shifting the poem's thematic weight towards an 

examination of the qualities desirable in a king. Kennedy suggests that 'certain versions 

of the rex inutilis story' 32 could have furnished the motif of Orfeo's abandonment of his 

kingdom, while Edwards suggests that in closely linking Orfeo's marriage to Heurodis 

with his relationship to the community of the realm, the poet alludes to what Edwards 

calls 'an extensive medieval tradition',33 the basis of which is expressed by Wilks that 'a 

ruler gains possession of his sovereignty by a mystical marriage to his state'.34

Ultimately, Sir Orfeo resists reduction to its sources. That for many members of Sir 

Orfeo's audience the classical legend would be present as an intertext empowers tensions 

between their anterior expectations and the changes wrought by the Orfeo-poet. Liuzza 

notes that 'a violent wrenching away of the traditional conclusion [...] will have real 

narrative consequences for [the Orfeo-poet's} own version'. 35 What the audience may 

retain from their familiarity with the classical legend is the idea that the story has 

allegorical dimensions, though the new adaptation might suggest a different, political

31 David V. Harrington, 'Redefining the Middle English Breton Lay', Medievalia et Humanistica, n.s. 16 

(1988), 73-95 (p. 74).
32 Edward D. Kennedy, 'Sir Orfeo as Rex Inutilis', Annuale Mediaevale, 17 (1976), 88-110 (p. 91).
33 A. S. G. Edwards, 'Marriage, Harping and Kingship: The Unity of Sir Orfeo\ ABR, 32 (1981), 282-291

(p. 284).
34 Michael Wilks, 'Chaucer and the Mystical Marriage in Medieval Political Thought', BJRL, 44 (1961-62),

489-530 (p. 496). 
35 Liuzza, p. 275.
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kind of allegorization, an invitation to the audience to supply that which the poem itself 

refuses to complete.

Critical responses — brief overview
Sir Orfeo has attracted more critical response than most Middle English romances, 

though what is remarkable, as Rider notes, is 'the almost utter lack of accord among 

critics as to its interpretation'.36 Spearing observes that many twentieth-century critics 

assert 'interpretative closure based on simple didacticism'.37 Riddy finds the poem 

'profoundly Christian'; 38 Hill sees it as a celebration of heterosexual love;39 for Gros 

Louis it demonstrates the process by which Orfeo seeks 'grace' and learns 'what values 

man should cherish';40 Doob's Christian reading41 sees Orfeo as a 'Holy Wild Man'; 

Knapp views the poem as an exposition of the Boethian conception of fortune.42 Others 

have read Sir Orfeo more self-reflexively concerned with 'a vision of art's power to 

reshape experience'.43 While some commentators have sought 'to intensify the hunt for 

the poem's central meaning',44 others have accepted that no single meaning can be 

isolated: Spearing cautions against the notion that any reading is 'the one historically 

authentic possibility'. 45 Howard argues that a text only reveals 'a unitary ideological 

perspective or generic code' when its heterogeneity is 'suppressed by a criticism 

committed to the idea of organic unity'. 46 While respecting that Sir Orfeo occupies a 

place intersected by several discourses, I concentrate on those critics who investigate the 

poem's concern with the social formation of kingship.

36 Rider, 'Receiving Orpheus', p. 361.
37 Spearing, Readings, pp. 66-67.
38 Felicity Riddy, 'The Uses of the Past in Sir Orfeo', YES, 6 (1976), 5-15 (p. 15).
39 D. M. Hill, 'The Structure of Sir Orfeo\ MS, 23 (1961), 136-53.
40 Kenneth R. R. Gros Louis, 'The Significance of Sir Orfeo's Self-exile', RES, 18 (1967), 245-52 (p. 251).
41 Penelope B. R. Doob, Nebuchadnezzar's Children: Conventions of Madness in Middle English 
Literature (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974).
42 James F Knapp, 'The Meaning of Sir Orfeo', MLQ, 29 (1968), 263-73.
43 Seth Lerer, 'Artifice and Artistry in Sir Orfeo', Speculum, 60.1 (1985), 92-109 (p. 94).
44 Peter J. Lucas, 'An interpretation of Sir Orfeo', Leeds Studies in English, 6 (1976), 1-9 (p. 1).

45 Spearing, Readings, p. 67.
46 Jean E. Howard, 'The New Historicism in Renaissance Studies', ELR, 16 (1986), 13-43 (p. 30).
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For Edwards, Sir Orfeo is a 'searching examination of the complex nature of the 

responsibilities involved in the role of king'.47 Grimaldi refers to Sir Orfeo as 'as a 

parable about power'.48 Generally, where critics identify a political discourse it is in 

studies focusing on Orfeo as poet or musician rather than as king, while allowing his art a 

political consequence. Longsworth, for example, concludes that 'Orfeo's harp has 

throughout the poem the power to bring into harmony nature, society, and other temporal 

powers'.49 Ronquist asserts that Orfeo's art has the power to 'make ethical requirements 

so the kingdom to which he returns will be more humane and stable'. 50 Nicholson 

declares that the poem celebrates the hero's power 'as heroic harper and good ruler'. 51 hi 

short, as Carlson52 notes, Orfeo's kingship becomes associated with the power of the poet 

or with the king's musicianship. However, the amount of space the poet devotes to 

Orfeo's recovery of his throne argues the poet's interest in Orfeo's relationship with the 

community and in the new model of rule which he learns during his exile. If, at the end of 

the poem, the king's harping is productive or symbolic of social harmony, then Orfeo 

plays a new music learned in the wilderness.

Sir Orfeo's structure is one of double loss and restoration, the close patterning leading 

audiences to read each as a metaphor for the other. Nicholson argues that every Middle 

English lay is composed of 'two linked plots, not a major and a minor', stressing the way 

in which, in Sir Orfeo, the two narrative phases 'are moulded so closely together that we 

feel the development of the one involves in some way the development of the other'. 53 

Edwards observes that the Orfeo-poet does not explicitly link the failures of the' two 

marriages, that of Orfeo to Heurodis and that of Orfeo to the state, preferring to direct 

audience reception by means of 'ironic dislocation'. 54 For Fletcher, the recuperated 

stability of Orfeo's marriage 'figures' the recovered social stability at the end of the

47 Edwards, p. 283.
48 Grimaldi, p. 161.
49 Longsworth, p. 8.
50 Ronquist, p. 111.
51 R. H. Nicholson, 'Sir Orfeo - A "Kynges Noote"', RES, 36 (1985), 161-79 (p. 171).
52 Christina M. Carlson, "The Minstrel's Song of Silence": The Construction of Masculine Authority and 
the Feminized Other in the Romance Sir Orfeo\ Comitatus, 29 (1998), 62-75 (p. 63).
53 Nicholson, pp. 169; 171; 174.
54 Edwards, p. 285.
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poem. 55 Carlson begins to investigate how the portrayal of Heurodis illuminates Orfeo's 

kingly power, how his authority is predicated on her silence. For Falk, 'suggestive 

undertones of social and political tension' are embedded in the poem. 'Sir Orfeo appears 

far less concerned with Heurodis's rescue than with Orfeo's sociopolitical 

predicament'. 56

Opening
Orfeo begins the poem secure in his status, possessing the virtues conventionally ascribed 

to romance kings: 'stalworb', 'hardi', 'large' and 'curteys' (41-2). Kinghorn is not alone 

among critics in accepting this description of Orfeo as untouched by irony: 'He is [...] a 

good man whose character and conduct are impeccable'.57 It must be remembered, 

however, that such ideologically saturated terms as 'large' and 'curteys', which carry the 

apparent approval of the narrative voice, had a contended existence in the culture of Sir 
Orfeo's production. The opening account of Orfeo's nobility resembles the beginning of 

Robert ofdsyle, whose hero is described as 'of chivalrie flour', though this ironically 

reflects Robert's prideful self-image, for which he is deposed by an angel until he learns 

humility. Similarly, I argue, Sir Orfeo recounts how its hero moves from proudly 

professing an unearned nobility towards the acquisition and redefinition of the qualities 

with which the opening account credits him, the rhetorical hyperboles in which romances 

conventionally dress their heroes. Arguably, by the end of Sir Orfeo, each of the four 

qualities ascribed to the hero will have been redefined, his stalworthiness and hardihood 

refigured in non-martial terms, his largesse and courteousness expanded to embrace the 

whole community of his subjects.

The irony present in the opening description of Orfeo continues in the juxtaposed details 

of his ancestry, an important basis of his claim to regal authority: his father, we are told, 

was descended from 'King Pluto', and his mother from 'King Juno' 58 . Lerer takes the

55 Alan J. Fletcher, 'Sir Orfeo and the Flight from the Enchanters', SAC, 22 (2000), 141-177 (p. 144).
56 Oren Falk, 'The Son of Orfeo: Kingship and Compromise in a Middle English Romance', JMEMS, 30.2
(2000), 247-74 (pp. 248; 249).
57 A. M. Kinghorn, 'Human Interest in the Middle English Sir Orfeo\ Neophilologus, 50 (1966), 359-69 (p.
368).
58 'Syr Pilato' and 'Yno' in the Harley MS; 'Pilato', perhaps, suggests indecisive kingship.
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account at face value: ' Orfeo's lineage, combined with Heurodis's grace and beauty, tells 

the reader that this is an idealized court patterned along the lines of romance 

convention'. 59 This ancestry, however, these names seemingly plucked at random from 

classical mythology, strikes a ludicrous note discordant with the description of the hero's 

courtly attributes. The poet knew what he was doing in using these names, his familiarity 

with at least one version of the Orpheus story suggesting knowledge of classical 

mythology. Spearing considers that these genealogical references might have been jokes 

'to amuse those who knew better', but concludes that 'it is hard to see how such jokes 

would serve his poetic purpose'.60 I suggest that, if the poet's purpose were to hint that 

Orfeo is a defective king, characterized by pride, then the 'jokes' target the nobility's 

habit of claiming descent from distant or mythical ancestors, and effectively point to a 

discrepancy between Orfeo's pretensions of lineage and his performance as king.

Another indication of irony underlying the poet's apparent approval of Orfeo is found in 

the narrator's declaration that anyone hearing Orfeo playing the harp would think that he 

were 'In on of the ioies of Paradis' (37). The phrase is echoed in line 376 when Orfeo, 

approaching the Fairy King's castle, thinks that it is 'The proude court of Paradis', 

though on entering the glittering palace Orfeo is met by the grim reality hidden by the fair 

exterior. While Riddy finds the romance's opening (39-51) a 'flat' assertion of'the 

lightness of marital harmony and feudal order', she notes the poet's apparently approving 

tone in his later depiction of the fairy court, observing that 'in Chaucer so uncritical a 

tone would be considered ironic'. 61 I believe that in his 'uncritical' description of both 

Orfeo's court and the Fairy King's the poet employs irony in Riddy's Chaucerian sense, 

especially as, in both cases, the reality proves different from the outward appearance 

described with apparent approval.

59 Lerer, p. 94.
60 A. C. Spearing, 'Sir Orfeo: Madness and Gender', in The Spirit of Medieval English Popular Romance, 
ed. by Ad Putter and Jane Gilbert (Longman 2000), pp. 258-72 (p. 261).
61 Riddy, pp. 5; 6.
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Nicholson writes of 'the central fact of Orfeo's good rule';62 Kinghorn declares that 

Orfeo is 'a good man whose character and conduct are impeccable'; and Gros Louis 

refers to Orfeo as a 'wise king'. Not all critics, however, have been so convinced that 

Orfeo is without fault: Hill, viewing the abduction of Heurodis as an 'assay' of Orfeo, 

refers to an 'impairment' 63 of the king, rendering him partly responsible for his loss of 

Heurodis and his subsequent loss of rule. Hill does not explore what this 'impairment' 

might be, though pride seems a likely candidate. Eadie notes that, in addition to the 

classical Orpheus tradition, 'there was another [...] tradition about Orpheus which 

regarded him as being dominated by Pride'. 64

The beginning of the poem offers few details of Orfeo's court. Later, however, Orfeo 

meditates on the contrast between his hardships in the wilderness and the luxury of his 

former state (241-250). Possessed of 'castels & tours' (245), reigning over a rich 

landscape and attended by kneeling 'kniStes of priis' (249) and ladies, he is accustomed 

to wear 'pe fowe & gris' (241), his bed adorned with royal purple linen. Riddy calls the 

passage 'lyric meditative', relating it to a number of 'contemporary moralizing lyrics in 

which the courtly life, serving as a symbol of vainglory, is evoked by means of 

suggestive and conventional details', as well as poems with quidprofuit and ubi sunt 
themes. Having identified these poems' similarities with this passage in Sir Orfeo, Riddy 

judges that the Orfeo-poet 'shares their feelings for the transience of things but not their 

contempt of the world'. 65 1 think she is mistaken, and that the 'lyric-meditative' passage 

identifies the vainglory of Orfeo's former courtly existence, suggesting that it is precisely 

this prideful self that he goes to the wilderness to reform. In the light of Orfeo's former 

opulent life, it is suggestive that on his return to Winchester Orfeo wears the borrowed 

clothes of a beggar, not simply as a disguise, but to signify his transformation from pride 

to humility.

62 Nicholson, p. 162; Kinghorn, p. 368; Gros Louis, 'Robert Henryson', p. 646.
63 Hill, p. 150.
64 J. Eadie, 'A Suggestion as to the Origin of the Steward in the Middle English Sir Orfeo', Trivium, 1
(1972), 54-60 (p. 55). 
"Riddy, pp. 11; 13.
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Believing Orfeo's response to the fairy king's incursion to indicate pride, Grimaldi notes 

that, his courtiers having advised him that 'no man him help no can' (180), Orfeo persists 

hi the arrogant belief that the Fairy King's will can be opposed by force of arms.66 Pisani 

Babich, too, reads Orfeo's conduct as prideful when she remarks that the king 'could not 

see beyond his status as a rich and powerful king to devise an effective strategy or a 

responsible mode of behavior in the face of the fairy's magical power'. 67 Gros Louis, by 

contrast, asserts that 'Orfeo is characterized by deep humility' 68 in renouncing the world, 

although this 'deep humility' is hard to reconcile with his lavish court life.

Pride is not the only 'impairment' which has been ascribed to Orfeo. Kennedy argues that 

Orfeo is a rex inutilis, although he dates Orfeo's inadequacy from his renunciation of rule 

following Heurodis's abduction, 'neglecting his royal duties for personal reasons'. 69 I 

argue that it is a pronounced feature of this poem that, in depicting Orfeo's reaction to his 

wife's abduction, the poet invites us retrospectively to draw conclusions about Orfeo's 

rule, and that his inept response at the time of Heurodis's abduction suggests that he was 

always an ineffective king.

However Orfeo's 'impairment' is construed, the audience is left with the conviction that 

Orfeo's rule is flawed, that just as the fair exterior of the Fairy King's castle hides a grim 

ulterior, so the surface perfection of Orfeo's court is illusory. Orfeo's lack and the 

insubstantiality of the premises on which he bases his claim to rule are exposed in his 

inability to protect Heurodis from the Fairy King. His impairment is further apparent in 

his personal inability to cope with the loss of Heurodis. In romance terms, a collapse such 

as this of the order underpinning community life, while it may be triggered by external 

factors, indicates a flaw in the individual charged with maintaining it.

Central to my reading of Sir Orfeo, then, is that, despite the apparently ideal nature of 

Orfeo's court, his rule is impaired, and that the poet's narrative strategy is to identify its

66 Grimaldi, p. 159.
67 Andrea G. Pisani Babich, 'The Power of the Kingdom and the Ties that Bind in Sir Orfeo\
Neophilologus, 82.3 (1998), 477-86 (p. 482). 
68 Gros Louis, 'Significance', p. 247.
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flaws retrospectively by Orfeo's later behaviour, such as his conduct following 

Heurodis's abduction, by his abdication, and by his aimlessness in the wilderness. For all 

his vaunted bravery, generosity, courteousness, and prowess, and despite his ancestry, 

Orfeo proves incapable of preventing Heurodis's abduction. Like other romance heroes 

he must venture out into the world anonymous and alone to acquire or reconfirm noble 

qualities, and the nobility which he claims has to be validated in deeds and reconfirmed 

by the community to which he returns. The poet fails to mention any deeds to justify 

Orfeo's characterization as 'stalworb' and 'hardi': his conduct suggests that these 

qualities have never been tested. The validating deeds which Orfeo performs towards the 

end of the poem involve no feats of arms: instead, he is required to recover by non- 

military means that which is lost by the fairy king's invasion. Although Orfeo is 

undoubtedly 'stalworb' in his attempt to save his queen, it is not battlefield bravery that is 

required to recover his wife and kingdom and to rule effectively, but civil virtues, 

eloquence and diplomacy.

The chivalric attributes ascribed to Orfeo are partly to be understood as expressing his 

own self-image, and partly as socially determined features of his script as king. What 

happens when a king does not possess the qualities which the social script requires of 

him? Is the conventional model of kingship practical, or is it, rather, grounded more in 

romance than practicality? Can he still be a good king, by virtue of a different set of 

values? Is there, in short, a viable model of kingly masculinity different from the one 

sketched in the poet's introduction to Orfeo? These are questions which the Orfeo-poet 

sets out to examine.

Queen
Juxtaposed with his account of Orfeo's noble qualities and his lineage, the poet 

introduces Heurodis, his 'quen of priis' (51), as if she were another of Orfeo's attributes 

or possessions, part of the regalia of his kingship. 'Priis', Carlson notes, is usually 

glossed as 'excellence', though it can also mean 'price' or 'value'. 70 Heurodis is a

69 Kennedy, p. 98.
70 Carlson, p. 64.
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valuable asset, boosting the prestige of Orfeo's kingship. The brief but suggestive portrait 

shows Heurodis's identity to be defined primarily by her submissive passivity, her beauty 

and her silence, both of which qualities desirable to Orfeo Heurodis destroys on waking 

from her dream of the Fairy King.

Heurodis is 'I>e fairest leuedi [...] I>at mi3t gon on bodi & bones' (53-4) Orfeo's gaze 

both constructs and constrains her gendered identity. Crane notes that the male gaze 'both 

establishes feminine beauty as its object of desire and sees masculinity reflected back to 

itself in the difference between the ideal feminine and masculine identity'. Thus, Orfeo's 

masculinity is constructed in binary opposition to Heurodis's feminine identity, in a 

process which, as Crane explains, 'has a diminishing as well as a defining effect, 

restricting masculinity in the process of clarifying it',71 in a poem in which, I argue, 

Orfeo's defective rule is implicit in the restricted model of masculinity he inhabits.

Apart from her beauty, Orfeo prizes his wife's stillness, which, by the same process of 

constructing masculine identity by alienating from it the traits assigned to femininity, is a 

way of confirming Orfeo's agency. Carlson argues that '[Orfeo's] identity as a speaking 

subject is defined by Heurodis's silence [...] her failure to be silent would pose a 

potential threat to the kingdom'.72

That Orfeo and Heurodis inhabit gendered identities in polar opposition to each other is 

doubled in the separateness of their lives. Orfeo is pictured in male company, such as the 

ten knights who accompany him to Heurodis's 'chaumber' on hearing of her disturbed 

behaviour; Heurodis is pictured leading a marginalized life among her 'maidens of priis'. 

The account of Heurodis sleeping in the orchard (though she has gone there to 'play') is 

given with Marie-like delicacy, suggesting that she is unhappy, neglected. She recalls the 

mal mariee in Marie's Yonec, prized by her husband for her beauty but sexually 

unfulfilled: in sleeping, she seems to seek a solution to her marital predicament. As the 

vulnerability of Sir Gowther's mother is increased by her apparent failure to produce an

71 Crane, Gender, pp. 74; 20.
72 Carlson, pp. 64-65.
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heir, so Heurodis's vulnerability to the Fairy King's incursion signals a marital lack, to 

which her childlessness additionally points. Hopkins argues that '[fjemale vulnerability 

in the Middle English lays is an expression of female identity defined in terms of 

sexuality and procreative potential'.73

The Fairy King's abduction and subsequent treatment of Heurodis can be read as an 

exaggerated counterpart of Orfeo's courtship and marriage. The Fairy King's first 

approach to Heurodis reads like a lavish courtship, though the 'marriage' is never 

consummated. Nicholson observes that 'the abduction of Heurodis is remarkably like a 

daemonic rape',74 though as Hopkins points out 'the attempted ravishment of the classical 

tale never occurs'. 75 She is prized as a trophy, won through violence from another 

powerful male, sexually unmolested, and left to sleep, neglected among his other 

acquisitions, in a way which mimics her life at Orfeo's court. The abduction merely 

intensifies an already existing separateness between Orfeo and Heurodis. For both the 

Fairy King and Orfeo, their outward show of aggressive masculinity conceals a real lack 

of agency. In short, the real threat to Heurodis comes more from Orfeo than from the 

Fairy King, whose brutal assertion of dominance doubles Heurodis's situation in her 

husband's court. In his account of Heurodis's predicament, the poet interrogates the 

model of masculinity inhabited by Orfeo, and its exaggerated form in the Fairy King.

Sir Orfeo's two narrative strands of loss and recovery are so closely interwoven that 

consideration of Orfeo's relationship with Heurodis invites the audience at every turn to 

complete the metaphor with respect to his relationship with his subjects. Crane argues 

that '[r]omance implicates the dichotomy between masculine and feminine in a range of 

other oppositions'. 76 hi Sir Orfeo the rigid separation of masculine and feminine qualities 

in the depiction of the separate lives of Orfeo and Heurodis implicates the same gender 

difference in the relationship between Orfeo and his subjects. The stillness which Orfeo 

values in his wife suggests that he predicates his regnal power on a 'stille' body of

73 Amanda Hopkins, 'Female Vulnerability as a Catalyst in the Middle English Breton Lays', in The Matter 
of Identity in Medieval Romance, ed. by Phillipa Hardman (Cambridge: Brewer, 2002), pp. 43-58 (p. 58).
74 Nicholson, p. 176.
75 Amanda Hopkins, p. 49.
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subjects. Parsons suggests that the gender modelling of medieval queens is related to 

models of society, remarking that 'the king's marriage [...] could model loving 

submission and peaceful community'. 77 Conversely, any instability in royal marriage 

figures social dislocation. The poem's narrative patterning enables the Orfeo-poet to 

gender the political subject feminine such that, particularly in her childlessness, Heurodis 

represents a silent mass of subjects with whom Orfeo has failed to consummate his 

relationship, a nation suffering, or not blossoming, under Orfeo's rule. The image of the 

voiceless populace reappears in the tableau of suffering in the court of the Fairy King, a 

body of subjects passive under the tyranny of a proud, preoccupied, ultimately ineffectual 

monarch.

Absent from the list of Orfeo's qualities and possessions is any mention of an heir, 

suggesting, as in Sir Gowther, a lack in the marriage as well as identifying a matter vital 

to political stability. It is in the couple's childlessness that the marital impairment and the 

regnal flaw most coincide. Orfeo's royal line, beginning with such grand mythological 

forebears, ends with him, and here the poem ab silentio lingers an aristocratic anxiety 

over stability and succession. Falk declares that 'for a medieval audience, Orfeo's lack of 

an heir of his flesh effectively undermines all his other achievements',78 and McCracken 

explains that 'the major duty of [the queen's] office is to produce heirs in order to 

guarantee succession and political and social stability'.79 Heurodis's childlessness helps 

explain her marginalized status away from the masculine space of her husband's rule, in a 

society in which any political power a queen may have originates in her maternity.

Abduction
Heurodis, asleep at midday beneath the 'ympe-tre' in her orchard, dreams of two 

mounted emissaries of the Fairy King summoning her to his presence. When she demurs 

('Y ne durst nou3t, no y nolde', 140), the king himself appears and, despite her protests,

76 Crane, Gender, p. 12.
77 John Carmi Parsons, 'Introduction: Family, Sex, and Power: The Rhythms of Medieval Queenship', in 
Medieval Queenship ed. by John Carmi Parsons (Stroud: Sutton, 1994), pp. 1-11 (p. 4).

78 Falk, p. 248.
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forces her to take a tour of his kingdom, in what resembles a grotesque parody of royal 

courtship.

The poet devotes much space in a short romance to Heurodis's detailed report of her 

dream and her reaction to it. It is the poem's most dramatic episode (57-96), from which 

the romance's titular hero is absent.

When miri & hot is be day
& oway beb winter-schours,
& eueri feld is ful of flours,
& blosme breme on eueri bou3 (58-61)

The prologue to her abduction ironically suggests the fruitlessness of the royal marriage. 

In Marie's Yonec, the hawk-knight's visit to the unhappy woman is prefaced by a similar 

lyric evocation of fruitful spring, the ironic discrepancy between the promise of spring 

and the arid nature of the woman's marital circumstances signalling that the Otherworld 

is not far away: as Rosenn explains, 'Marie uses fantasy to explore the restrictions 

experienced by women who are mal mariee'. Rosenn notes that 'frequently in Marie's 

laist men enter the Otherworld through action (which is itself a romance convention), 

while women enter it through being pensis (which is part of lyric convention)'. 80 

Although the remainder of Sir Orfeo will concern the 'auentour' of the titular hero, 

nevertheless it is Heurodis's forced journey to the Otherworld which propels the 

adventure that tests Orfeo, remodels him, and finally fits him for rule.

On the surface, Heurodis's life prior to her abduction exemplifies civic peace. The 

orchard is an enclosed, peaceful place. Spearing describes Heurodis's orchard as 'a place 

inhabited especially by women', commenting that, surrounded by walls, it is both a place 

of safety and a form of control, 'to contain and protect its female inhabitants - to keep the 

women in, under the control of the patriarchal regime of the household, and to keep

79 Peggy McCracken, 'The Body Politic and the Queen's Adulterous Body in French Romance', in 
Feminist Approaches to the Body in Medieval Literature ed. by Linda Lomperis and Sarah Stanbury 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1993), pp. 38-64 (p. 38).
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intruders out'. 81 While Heurodis is apparently protected within the orchard walls, at the 

same time her field of action is as limited as Yonec's incarcerated woman. The orchard 

represents the peaceful social order in which the king is secure in his power, his beautiful 

wife both protected and separated from the masculine sphere of authority.

As the hawk-knight's visit in Yonec is prompted by the woman's desperate marital plight, 

and as the fiend's visit to Sir Gowther's mother follows the duke's threat to divorce her, 

so the Fairy King's visit to Heurodis implies that her vulnerability indicates an 

impairment in her marriage. As Rider explains, otherworldly interventions in romance 

may occur 'in response to pre-existing problems or tensions within the central aristocratic 

society which it cannot resolve on its own, or in order to bring to light faults in that 

society which might otherwise go unnoticed and uncorrected'. 82 Sir Orfeo's audience is 

forced to wonder what fault hi Orfeo's society opens the way to the Fairy King's 

intervention.

We witness Heurodis's reaction to her dream before we learn the dream's contents. 

Heurodis's behaviour on waking shocks not only the maidens who, terrified, run to report 

that the queen is 'reueyd out of hir witt' (83), but also the audience, for whom it shreds 

the courtly calm constructed in the poem's opening. Heurodis cries out alarmingly, 

scratches her face until it bleeds, and tears her rich clothing to shreds. Each of her 

gestures is a cancellation of her femininity, not least that she 'lobli bere gan make' (78), 

when we are later told by Orfeo that the queen has always been 'stille' (103). In 

scratching her face she disfigures herself, reversing romance's 'milk and roses' ideal 

complexion for women, thus destroying the beauty upon which her queenship is 

predicated. Nicholson calls her actions 'the deconstruction [...] of the queen's sexual 

identity'. 83 By the same token, Heurodis's destruction of'hir riche robe' deconstructs her 

social identity, transforming her into a different category of person. Since Orfeo's

80 Eva Rosenn, 'The Sexual and Textual Politics of Marie's Poetics', in In Quest of Marie de France, a 
Twelfth-Century Poet, ed. by Chantal E. Marechal (Lewiston, NY; Lampeter: The Edwin Mellen Press, 
1992), pp. 225-242 (p. 235).
81 Spearing, 'Madness', p. 268.
82 Jeff Rider, 'The Other Worlds of Romance', in The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Romance ed. by 
Roberta L. Krueger (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. 115-131 (p. 118).
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possession of 'a quen of priis' is one of the foundations of his rule, Heurodis's shocking 

metamorphosis leads immediately to a corresponding destruction of the foundations of 

Orfeo's power, in a way which indicates that gender and power are to be regarded in this 

poem as 'discursively related systems' 84 .

The reaction of those witnessing Heurodis's behaviour on waking is significant: the 

maidens who 'durst' not wake her (73) now 'durst wib hir no leng abide' (84). Doob 

points to the maidens' negligence in allowing Heurodis to sleep beneath the tree: 'the 

implication is that they feel they should awaken her' (Doob's italics). 85 Their reluctance 

to wake Heurodis and to approach Orfeo directly with the news may indicate that Orfeo's 

rule is authoritarian, based on fear rather than popularity, and the audience is forced to 

wonder how long it is before Orfeo hears the 'tidings'.

When Orfeo eventually hears of Heurodis's behaviour he rushes, alarmed, to her 

'chaumber'. That he brings ten knights with him suggests that while Heurodis has been at 

play he has been engaged in homosocial pursuits, hinting at an active 'auentour' life. It is 

a telling tableau, the aroused king poised in his wife's doorway with his retinue, touched 

with absurdity as the audience realizes that weaponry is as powerless against distress as it 

is against the Fairy King. The scene is revealing, further, in showing Orfeo able to 

quieten Heurodis through the power of his voice ('I>o lay sche stille atte last', 117), rather 

than by force of arms, anticipating the way his eloquence will finally prevail over the 

Fairy King, where swords and scheltroms fail, to win Heurodis's release.

Orfeo's lament gives additional details of Heurodis's transformation, and it is as if Orfeo 

describes the body politic as he contrasts her former perfection with its present 

disfigurement, for example when he despairingly observes that:

'Alias! bi louesom ey3en to
Lokeb so man dob on his fo (111-12)

83 Nicholson, p. 176.
84 Joan Wallach Scott, Gender and the Politics of History (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988), p.
60.
85 Doob, p. 175.
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He compares the damage to marital stability signalled by the changed expression in 

Heurodis's usually submissive eyes with civil strife between 'man' and 'his fo'. As 

McCracken writes: 'threats to the political stability of the court and to the boundaries that 

establish or maintain it are figured in the ritualized restriction and transgression of the 

Body. In medieval literature, that prohibition is focused on the queen's body'. 86

Heurodis's transgression out of habitual gender-defining silence is stressed by the poet, 

hi crying out so shrilly she effectively cancels her identity as wife of the king. This helps 

explain her resignation that her departure is unpreventable ('Do pi best, for y mot go', 

126). hi a literal sense she must go because of the Fairy King's threats; on another level 

she can no longer stay, having transgressed out of her social niche. The inversion of her 

beauty and silence signals an inversion in the social order, predicated on gender binaries.

Gender, Joan Wallach Scott explains, is 'a primary way of signifying relationships of 

power'. 87 As social and political change takes place, so understandings of 'masculine' 

and 'feminine' are renegotiated in a way that exploits the unstable binary between 

masculine and feminine. The destruction of Heurodis's hyperbolized femininity propels 

the immediate breakdown of Orfeo's masculinity, of which having a submissive, 'stille' 

wife is a necessary component. Once the bulwark of Heurodis's femininity is removed, 

Orfeo's masculinity has nothing against which to define itself. The poet tells us that

I>e king into his chaumber is go, 
& oft swoned opon be ston, 
& made swiche diol & swiche mon 
Pat nei3e his liif was y-spent (196-99)

It is noteworthy that the king, habitually seen in the company of the male retinue that 

constructs his kingly identity, retires alone into his 'chaumber'. Arguably this breakdown 

of his old masculinity, Orfeo's display of emotion and passivity, qualities gendered 

feminine, is at once the signification of his rex inutilis qualities, and, paradoxically, the

86 McCracken, p. 43.
87 Joan Wallach Scott, p. 44.
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first step toward the rescripting of his model of masculinity which will eventually 

empower his resumption of rule. The way Orfeo's marriage to Heurodis and his marriage 

to his kingdom mutually inter-refer is most in evidence in this section of the poem, in 

which '[t]he failure of a marriage at the literal level leads to the larger, metaphorical 

failure of the marriage between ruler and people'. 88

The audience views the Fairy King, a caricature of chivalric masculinity, through 

Heurodis's eyes as a figure of irresistible power. He is aggressively acquisitive, active, 

resourceful, and effectual, in a way which could not form a stronger contrast with Orfeo. 

Heurodis's first contact with him is via intermediaries, 'to fair kniStes' / Wele y-armed al 

to ri3tes' (135-6), who urge Heurodis to come 'an hei3ing' to speak to their lord, the 

Fairy King. The emphasis on speed and an exaggerated masculine vigour continues as the 

emissaries convey Heurodis's unsatisfactory reply to the Fairy King's peremptory 

summons: 'I>ai priked o3ain as pai mi3t driue' (141), at which their king returns 'also 

bliue' (142). The Fairy King wears an ostentatious crown, demonstrating his might with a 

dazzling retinue of a hundred knights and a hundred 'damisels' all mounted on milk- 

white horses. The splendid display, however, masks arrogant violence as Heurodis is 

seized ('Wold ich nold ich, he me nam', 154) and taken to witness a display of the Fairy 

King's wide domains. For all the fairy king's courtly show of wealth and prestige, and 

the moral purity suggested by the white clothes of the accompanying 'damisels', the 

reality is exposed in his brutal threat:

& 3 if bou makest ous y-let,
Whar bou be, bou worst y-fet,
& to-tore bine limes al,
bat nobing help be no schal;
& bei bou best so to-torn,
3ete bou worst wib ous y-born (169-174)

Why, it seems reasonable to ask, is Heurodis returned at all? Why is she given a day's 

grace before being abducted to the Fairy King's castle to be added to his gruesome 

tableau of trophies, if not as a test of Orfeo's reaction? Grimaldi views the abduction as

88 Edwards, p. 285.
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the Fairy King exerting his powers as 'a manifestation of his intent to test Orfeo'. 89 Pisani 

Babich deduces that 'Heurodis is targeted by the fairies because of her relationship with 

Orfeo'90 and to gain Orfeo's attention. This test of Orfeo's kingship, how he will respond 

to an incursionary threat, succeeds in highlighting the flaws in his rule: the solution 

proposed by Orfeo to defend his queen, the show of military force, proves ineffective, 

demonstrating that kingship involves more than the exertion of military force. The quality 

of Orfeo's leadership is reflected in the inability of his 'ten hundred kniStes' to honour 

their vow to protect Heurodis:

... bai wold here abide
& dye ber euerichon,
er be quen schold fram hem gon (188-90)

The knights, having failed to supply their king with consilium ('Ac no man him help no 

can', 180), now fail in their oaths to provide him with auxilium, exposing the weaknesses 

of the rhetoric upon which power relations in Orfeo's society are founded.

& Orfeo hap his armes y-nome,
& wel ten hundred kniStes wib him,
Ich y-armed, stout & grim;
& with be quen wenten he
Ri3t vnto bat ympe-tre.
£ai made scheltrom in ich a side (182-187)

The apparently powerful Orfeo's attempt to prevent Heurodis's abduction fails despite 

the quantity of his troops, their determination, and their resounding oaths. His later 

encounter with the Fairy King throws backward perspective, in a way typical of this 

poem, on how he should have behaved on the first occasion. Instead of military force, he 

should have retaliated with music and eloquence, which are his true strengths. As Pisani 

Babich expresses it, in seeking to combat the enchantments of the Fairy King 'Orfeo has 

neglected his own forms of enchantment'. Pisani Babich declares that Orfeo's response to 

the Fairy King's incursion 'is consistent with the actions of a king who has come to

89 Grimaldi, p. 252.
90 Pisani Babich, p. 479.
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believe in the power inherent in his position and in the contribution that the material 

wealth of the kingdom makes to that power'. 91 Orfeo's chief 'enchantment' is his music, 

though he does not use it in his response to the fairy king's challenge, as though he does 

not know how to use the power he has, as if he is untried.

At the start ofAthelston, too, the king's power is predicated on his wife's silence, her 

breach of which, in response to her husband's tyranny, identifies a flaw in Athelston's 

style of kingship and eventually leads to its remodelling. In Sir Gowther, the speech of a 

woman has important political consequences: only when the Emperor's mute daughter 

regains her voice is the empire's crisis resolved. In Athelston, Sir Gowther and Sir Orfeo 
the central female character speaks little, but the effect of each intervention is profound 

and all the more significant in a genre in which women seldom speak. Women's speech 

identifies an inadequacy in patriarchal rule, and is instrumental in effecting the 

restoration of political health, hi an important sense in Sir Orfeo, the silence of Heurodis 

is an index of the faultiness of Orfeo's rule, while her speech leads directly to its 

reformation.

Renunciation
His powerlessness to prevent Heurodis's abduction signals Orfeo's inability to fulfil a 

key function of kingship, to keep his kingdom secure against invasion. His marriage 

vows to the realm, as his marriage to Heurodis, are broken. As the violence of Orfeo's 

emotions abates, he announces his decision to the assembled 'barouns, / Erls, lordes of 

renouns' (201-2) to exile himself. His summary instruction to the assembly to 'dob Sour 

best wib al mi binge' (218) points back to the breach in his marriage in echoing 

Heurodis's words expressing the inevitability of her departure: 'Do pi best, for y mot go!' 

(126). Separating himself from his 'binge', the trappings of kingship frequently confused 

with kingship itself, suggests that his journey from pride to humility has already begun.

Orfeo's decision to abandon his court is not abdication. Resolving to live in the 

wilderness for 'euermore' (213), intending never to return to Winchester, he does not

91 Pisani Babich, p. 481.
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surrender his kingship, which is inalienable and reassignable only on the death of his 

physical body. In this the poet alludes to what McCracken calls 'the perceived gap 

between the enduring nature of the king's office and his human, mortal body'.92 He 

decrees to his nobles that only when they are certain of his death are they to choose his 

successor, the new vehicle of the king's office. Leaving Winchester, Orfeo takes only his 

harp, complex symbol of his kingship and its remodelling..

His departure for the wilderness is marked by a demonstration of his court's distress:

Vnnebe mi3t old or 3ong
For wepeing speke a word wip tong.
I>ai kneled adoun al y-fere
& praid him, 3if his wille were,
>at he no schuld nou3t fram hem go (221-25)

While the court's 'wepeing' may express love of the king, at the same time it signifies 

fear of the regnal crisis which might follow his departure. By disregarding the tableau of 

courtiers in the conventional attitude of supplication before a monarch, Orfeo indeed puts 

his own 'wille' before his subjects.

Nicholson views Orfeo's decision to renounce the government of his realm, as 'no 

dereliction from regnal duty'. Nicholson argues that in appointing the steward as regent 

'Orfeo prudently arranges for the continuation of his good rule and even provides for the 

succession of the next king upon his death',93 although the haste of his departure argues 

against such prudence. Kinghorn, too, sees Orfeo's actions prior to his departure in a 

positive light, referring to Orfeo's provision for a regency as being done in a 'proper 

constitutional fashion',94 while Lerer declares that in his constitutional provisions Orfeo 

'reaffirms the political order'. 95 Only in his appointment of his steward as regent does 

Orfeo show sound political judgement.

92 McCracken, p. 38.
93 Nicholson, p. 165.
94 Kinghorn, p. 364.
95 Lerer, p. 98.
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Not all commentators view Orfeo's actions at this point in the poem as prudent. Barnes 

comments on the futility of Orfeo's response to Heurodis's abduction: 'His initial 

reaction to the loss of his wife [...] is an apparently aimless and perpetual exile'. 96 

Kennedy points out that Orfeo, despite following political form, 'nevertheless ignores the 

primary responsibility of a king, his obligation to rule'.97 Pisani Babich likewise views 

Orfeo's decision to abandon his kingdom in a negative light: 'by abandoning his 

kingdom, he violates the contract between an honorable king and his subjects'.98 Edwards 

sees Orfeo's departure as dereliction of his duty in privileging his personal desires over 

his function as a ruler, adding that 'his own sense of the priorities involved [...] is not 

necessarily the one the poem's audience is invited to endorse' ."

Kennedy concludes that in putting his personal loss before his duty to his subjects, Orfeo 

would be considered 'a rex inutilis who neglected his royal duties and the bona opera 

expected of him'. 100 Peters characterizes such a 'shadow king' as 'one who has failed to 

create for himself a moral personality, who has retained his individual human weakness 

instead of acquiring abstract moral traits external to himself. 101 These 'abstract moral 

traits', the object of Orfeo's quest in the wilderness, concern his duty to sustain the 

community of his subjects and recall the advice contained in one of the most important 

contributions to the medieval discussion of kingship, the Song of Lewes: 'And let the 

king prefer nothing of his own to the common weal, as though the safety of all gave way 

to him who is but one; for he is not set over them to live for himself, but so that this 

people which is put under him may be secure'. 102

Orfeo's isolation from the community of his realm is evident in the magnates' failure to 

offer Orfeo sound advice on how to deal with the Fairy King's threat. Barnes comments 

that 'Orfeo, the undeservedly unrede, is left to devise his own strategy to win her

96 Barnes, p. 121.
97 Kennedy, p. 93.
98 Pisani Babich, p. 482. 
"Edwards, p. 285.
100 Kennedy, p. 96.
101 Edward Peters, The Shadow King: Rex Inutilis in Medieval Law and Literature, 751-1327 (New Haven; 

London: Yale University Press, 1970), p. 95.
102 The Song of Lewes, ed. by C. L. Kingsford (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1890), 11. 893-96, pp. 52-3.
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back'. Harrington stresses the importance in the Middle English lay of social values, 

harmonious communities, writing of 'the tendency in English lays to imagine a society 

with much mutual love and loyalty'. 104 Orfeo's rule has failed to create such a society, 

which accounts for his isolation from sources of effective advice.

Wilderness

Al his kingdom he for-soke,
Bot a sclauin on him he toke.
He no hadde kirtel no hode,
Schert, [no] no nober gode,
Bot his harp he tok algate
& dede him barfot out atte Sate (227-320)

Entering the wilderness alone, Orfeo abandons all the trappings of kingship except his 

harp. Where Orfeo takes along his harp, Gowther, on his penitential journey, retains the 

falchion with which he has wrought social havoc. Both falchion and harp play crucial 

roles in securing the re-establishment of order as well as the social redemption of the 

respective heroes. Lerer comments that Orfeo takes his harp with him into the wilderness 

'as a relic of court life', 105 yet, as this lay's central symbolic object, it carries much 

greater significance. A further comparison with Gowther's falchion helps explain the 

harp's significance. Gowther, having in his earlier life employed his falchion to terrorize 

the community of Austria, subsequently employs it in defence of Christian community, hi 

a similar way, Orfeo's harp will be employed to recover Heurodis and to re-establish the 

king's rule on principles of mutuality and community, having previously been the symbol 

of a different style of rule. The lay's symbolic object frequently serves as a means of 

recognition, and while the ravages of the years render unrecognizable those of Orfeo's 

features associated with his former kingly identity, both harp and 'sclauin' remain with 

him in the wilderness and are mentioned again in lines 343-4 as he sets off decisively to 

follow Heurodis into the Fairy King's palace. They are the only 'weapons' he will need,

103 Barnes,p. 121.
104 Harrington, p. 88.
105 Lerer, p. 98.
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along with his 'ability to reason', as Pisani Babich writes, 'to defeat the fairies and 

restore the peaceful order of his life in his kingdom'. 106

In changing his clothing and abandoning his luxurious life Orfeo sheds the identity into 

which he has been socialized. His unencumbered journey to the wilderness, away from 

the responsibilities of rule and the vanity of court, must be considered as a de- 

socialization. The wilderness into which Orfeo journeys is outside society, a place with 

no matrix of social conventions and expectations, without the civilizing influence of law, 

courtly culture, or ceremonial. Thus, when Orfeo approaches the Fairy King's palace, he 

enters a courtly milieu as if for the first time, with the same sense of awe with which a 

visitor might have perceived his court, though in a way enabling him to perceive the 

violent reality behind the magnificence. The horrors of the Fairy King's palace alert him 

to the realities of his own rule.

Orfeo's wilderness is both an inner and an outer landscape, 'a physical and spiritual 

wasteland', 107 in which Orfeo is translated, or translates himself, to an identity not 

defined by social ties or expectations, hi the wilderness, with no subjects but himself, he 

experientially interrogates the basis of his claim to power. In another sense his isolation 

in the wilderness may be viewed as a continuation of his isolation from his subjects, his 

prideful insistence on keeping himself apart, isolated by his 'kni3tes' from the 

community of the kingdom.

For Doob, for whom 'the poem's guiding concept is Christian', the tradition of the 

penitent Holy Wild Man informs the poet's presentation of Orfeo following his 

renunciation of his kingdom. The tradition involves making atonement for sins 

committed in youth, 'a life of overt wildness mirroring the sinner's moral wildness'. 108 

Orfeo's 'sclauin' signifies that his decision to retire to the wilderness is purposeful rather 

than an aimless response to his grief, that his departure from Winchester signals a 

penitential intention. Pearsall comments on critics' tendency to read Orfeo's decision to

106 Pisani Babich, p. 483.
107 Lerer, p. 93.
108 Doob, pp. 167; 163.
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retreat to the wilderness as 'some kind of expiation', adding, however, that 'it is hard to 

know what sin is being expiated'. 109 For Falk Orfeo's departure for the wilderness is 'a 

penance for a political and chivalric failure more pointedly than for Christian 

culpability'. 110 Harrington notes that Middle English Breton lays 'contain frequent acts of 

confession, repentance, and forgiveness, not always in a religious context'. 111 Orfeo's is a 

secular penance involving a remodeling of his flawed kingship, and is comparable with 

Gowther's period of purification leading to his saving the empire from infidel incursion.

Several critics comment on the futility of Orfeo's retreat to the wilderness. As Gros Louis 

points out, though the author makes clear that 'Orfeo willingly and irrevocably gives up 

all his comforts in an act of love', 112 he does not undertake an active search for Heurodis 

in the wilderness. Edwards similarly remarks that Orfeo 'goes simply out of despair'. 113 

However, in another example of the way in which critics fail to agree on key points of Sir 

Orfeo, Gros Louis, commenting on the political implications of his action voices the 

opinion that, despite his grief at the loss of Heurodis, Orfeo's calling a meeting of his 

nobles suggests a reasoned decision: 'He does not [...] rush into the wilderness in a fit of 

emotional despair'. 1 14

Harrington, discussing the similarities between Middle English Breton lays, notes the 

importance of suffering by the major characters: 'They are abandoned, rejected, defeated, 

called to account for their carelessness or misbehaviour, and betrayed. But in each of 

these misfortunes, injustices, or challenges, the protagonists accept the circumstances as 

opportunities to reveal moral character'. 115 Thus, according to Harrington's pattern, 

Orfeo's privations in the wilderness and his mental torment provide him with the context 

in which he can demonstrate in deeds those heroic qualities which he could earlier only 

profess.

109 Pearsall, 'Madness', p. 56.
110 Falk, p. 253.
111 Harrington, p. 85.
112 Gros Louis, 'Significance', p. 246.
113 Edwards, p. 286.
114 Gros Louis, 'Significance', p. 247 n.l.
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Wilderness 2
Orfeo's departure from court might recall the action of a rex inutilis, though he is heroic 

in his endurance and resourcefulness as he forages for food, hi his acceptance of 

suffering he embodies an ascetic masculinity antithetical to the model abandoned with his 

royal clothing. Despite the rigours of his life, Orfeo survives on his diet of 'rote' and 

'wild frut', in a way recalling versions of the Robert le Diable legend, including Sir 

Gowther, whose protagonist, performing rigorous penance in the wilderness, is brought 

sustenance by dogs as a sign of God's grace, indicating that he has expiated his former 

arrogance and is now ready to be reaccepted into the community. A related topos is 

present hi Sir Orfeo in the scene in which Orfeo's harping in the woods gathers a 

community of animals and birds:

In-to alle be wode be soun gan schille,
£at alle be wilde bestes bat per beb
For ioie abouten him bai teb,
& alle be foules bat per were
come & sete on ich a brere,
To here his harping a-fme (272-77)

Orfeo's harping symbolizes rather than causes his gradual recuperation. Edwards argues 

that '[m]usic is [...] a metaphor for order and stability within the state', 116 Orfeo's 

creation of a community of animals anticipating the poem's conclusion when he will play 

his harp to the steward in his former court, and recreate the community fractured by his 

departure.

For Edwards the woodland demonstration of Orfeo's harping skills 'is clearly ironic'. 

The 'wilde bestes', he argues, are 'the antithesis of the appropriate audience for excellent 

harping. Such a dislocation provides an indirect comment on the futility of Orfeo's 

sojourn in the wilderness'. 117 Edwards overstates the case somewhat: while the way in 

which Orfeo's woodland harping creates a community does not indicate that he is yet 

ready to resume rule, nevertheless it marks an important stage in his transformation.

" 5 Harrington, p. 81.
116 Edwards, p. 287.
117 Edwards, pp. 286-7.
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Modifying Edwards's view, it is significant that when Orfeo stops playing 'No best bi 

him abide nold' (280). In this episode his harping, while having the potential to create 

community, fails to create anything lasting, in a way which reflects back on his former 

rule. If people hearing his harping thought that they were 'In on of be ioies of Paradis 

(37), then that was illusory and, at this later point in the poem, the 'Eden in the 

wilderness' 118 that his harping creates is short-lived and articulates an unsustainable 

model of social harmony, though the effect on the animals of his playing reminds Orfeo 

of the essential relationship of kingship with community.

hi the wilderness Orfeo experiences four visions, described by Pearsall as 'muted, veiled, 

inconsequential'.' 19 What is clear from the detail of each vision is that the poet indicates a 

similarity between the fairies and the life of Orfeo's own court. Riddy notes that there is 

something familiar about the visions, 'shadowy reminders of what he has lost'. 120 For 

Carlson, 'the kingdom of fairy is set up as a feminized world, a world of silence, beauty, 

and passivity, in contrast to the "real" world inhabited by kings and speaking subjects'. 

She argues that 'the fairy kingdom defines what Orfeo [...] should be, through what he is 

not'. 121 I conclude differently, that the activities of the Fairy King and his subjects reflect 

what Orfeo has been and the unsatisfactory relationship he has maintained with his 

kingdom. The first vision is of a hunt which takes no quarry, an image of sterile futility. 

In the next vision, of the Fairy King's 'gret ost' (290), its 'ten hundred kni3tes' (291) 

corresponding in number with the knights Orfeo has deployed (183) in his vain attempt to 

prevent Heurodis's abduction, Orfeo glimpses a reflection of his own court. The third 

vision parodies the civilization of Orfeo's court in terms of the dance, a pattern of 

decorative, purposeless harmony.

And on a day he sei3e him biside
Sexti leuedis on hors ride,
Gentil & iolif as brid on ris;
Nou3t o man amonges hem ber nis (303-6)

118 Lerer,p. 102.
119 Pearsall, 'Madness', p. 57.
120 Riddy, p. 13.
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This final vision of an all-female hunting party jolts Orfeo from his passivity. This time 

the vision is not congruent with the world of Orfeo's court, where women are 

characterized by their silence and lack of agency. Here, by contrast, the 'leuedis' are not 

living the sequestered life of Orfeo's court, in which Heurodis's maidens 'durst' not act 

and in which ladies 'play' in an enclosed orchard. The fact that they are hunting implies 

agency. Where the first three visions show Orfeo an image of the sterility of his previous 

rule, the fourth extends a possibility for change, in which his subjects, gendered female in 

this poem, are permitted a participating voice.

The hunt is a potent symbol, suggesting that Orfeo is the quarry and Heurodis the lure. 

Just as 'ich faucon his pray slou3' (313), so the hunt captures Orfeo's imagination, first 

of all by recalling to him his former passion for hunting. In addition, the hunt's success 

anticipates the success of Orfeo's hunt for Heurodis, which only now begins. On seeing 

the falcons strike, Orfeo laughs aloud, immediately seized with purpose to follow his 

wife whatever the risks. His laugh, the first use of his voice in the wilderness, breaks the 

entrapping spell of passivity; and leads to engagement in dialogue achieving personal and 

political goals.

At this moment, too, Orfeo breaks his vow ('Never eft y nil no woman se', 211) never 

again to see a woman. Owen argues that just as the vow 'had nicely epitomized his first 

response to the victory of the faery world: renunciation, withdrawal, ascetic self- 

denial', 122 so breaking that vow leads directly to Heurodis's recovery and the recovery of 

the kingdom. In his decision to approach the hunt Orfeo makes his first positive act since 

he abandoned his court.

To a leuedi he was y-come,
Beheld, & hab wele vnder-nome,
& seb bi al bing bat it is
His owhen quen, Dam Heurodis, (319-321)

121 Carlson, p. 69.
122 Lewis J. Owen, 'The recognition scene in Sir Otfeo', MAE, 40 (1971), 249-53 (p. 251).
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Why the change in Orfeo at this point, exactly halfway through the poem? 123 Kinghorn 

concludes that Orfeo's period of ascetic life has given him 'the pure heart necessary to 

conquer the powers of darkness'. 124 I conclude that his period of asceticism has stripped 

from him that part of his kingly identity which flawed his rule, a topos found also in Sir 

Gowther and Robert ofCisyle. His apparent powerlessness, the lack of his armed retinue, 

paradoxically empowers him in his quest, forcing him to rely on skills which it is implied 

he has not employed in the past, or which he has learned in the wilderness. Carlson writes 

that from this point in the poem Orfeo is able to 'reclaim' 125 (though I would substitute 

'reconstruct') his royal identity, for the Orfeo who now acts with such purpose will, 

following his return to Winchester with Heurodis, inhabit a different model of kingly 

identity from the one which led him to lose wife and kingdom.

He approaches the 'leuedis' not realizing Heurodis is among them, for the first time in ten 

years breaking his hermit isolation. The scene that follows, as the figure Orfeo 

approaches turns out to be Heurodis, is marked by silence: neither speaks, though 

Heurodis weeps126 at Orfeo's altered appearance. When her companions notice her tears 

Heurodis is compelled to ride away, this second abduction echoing Eurydice's second 

death in the Orpheus legend, affording Orfeo a chance to react differently from the way 

he did on her first abduction. Unattended, with no recourse to troops, Orfeo must rely on 

the power of language, harping, and a belief in the sanctity of oaths. For Owen, Orfeo's 

willingness to act on this occasion 'suggests a decisive change in his heroic role'. 127 In 

another sense this scene reverses the first abduction: this time Orfeo is the potential 

abductor and the ladies intervene to convey Heurodis back to the safety of the Fairy 

King's castle. Heurodis's first abduction is a test which Orfeo, relying on a futile display 

of weaponry, fails: now he faces a second test in which a different response achieves 

success.

123 Carlson refers to line 290, 'That seigh Orfeo and lough', as 'the pivotal point of the poem, thematically, 
structurally, and literally' (p. 70).
124 Kinghorn, p. 363.
125 Carlson, p. 73.
126 Owen contests Bliss's punctuation of lines 323-330, arguing that 'Bliss's reading of these lines takes no 
account of Orfeo's explanation a moment later that they did not dare speak to each other (11.336-7) - a 
remark that rather discounts pity as a cause even of Heurodis's silence' (p. 249).
127 Owen, p. 251.
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It is as if Heurodis's tears reflect back at him an image of his own 'feminine' passivity 

since Heurodis's forced departure and help to define his new masculinity. It is 

noteworthy that he sheds no tears, though he does utter an affecting lyric soliloquy (331- 

38) which dramatizes his move from passivity to agency, and his avowal that 'Of liif ne 

deb me no reche' (342) is altogether in the spirit of knightly 'auentour'. The first part of 

the soliloquy ('Alias ...', 331) recalls the old Orfeo, in despair that he 'dar' not speak to 

Heurodis. The second part voices a new determination: his 'parfay' (349) echoes his 

reaction to the falcons taking game, and he proceeds to voice his determination, come 

what may, to follow Heurodis. It is this moment which, for Jeffrey, is 'the essential 

moment of metamorphosis', 128 and his new resolve to follow Heurodis is reflected in the 

vigour of the account of his journey in which he 'no spard noiper stub no ston' (346)'.

Fairy King
After ten-years in the wilderness, Orfeo thinks that the Fairy King's castle, with its 'rede 

gold' archwork, its vaulting adorned with 'ich maner diuers aumal' (364), is 'be proude 

court of Paradis' (376), although he later discovers that this 'Paradis' conceals a 

gruesome secret. Lerer concludes that the castle is 'a construction designed only to awe, 

to direct the attention not to the moral bases which organize society but rather to the 

illusory trappings by which we all too often measure civilized life'. 129 The very richness 

of the exterior of the Fairy King's castle signals that the interior and the nature of the 

castle's owner will be flawed. Like the earlier description of Orfeo's court, the castle's 

splendour suggests its owner's pride, its majesty parasitic upon the gallery of silent, 

mutilated 'subjects' within, who reveal the extent to which the Fairy King's rule, and, by 

inference, Orfeo's at the beginning of the poem, is predicated upon a silent, oppressed 

political subject.

Orfeo gains admittance to the Fairy King's castle by claiming to be a 'pouer menstrel' 

(430), Lerer observing that '[h]e can rely on the conventions of patronage to get past the

128 David Lyle Jeffrey, 'The exiled king: Sir Orfeo's harp and the second death of Eurydice', Mosaic, 9.2 

(1976), 48-58, (p. 54). 
129 Lerer, p. 101.
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porter'. Here is a reminder of the reception of harpers at Orfeo's own court, another of 

the skewed familiarities of the fairy kingdom. Lerer notes the similarity between the two 

kingdoms 'in the ways they show an apparently decorous civilization at work'. 130 In the 

Fairy King's castle the conventions of courtly behaviour are in place, though the 

grotesque tableau exposes the 'decorous civilization', as that of Orfeo's court, to be 

illusory.

Among the inhabitants of the Fairy King's gallery of the 'taken' Orfeo catches sight of 

Heurodis:

I>er he sei3e his owhen wiif,
Dame Heurodis, his lef liif,
Slepe vnder an ympe-tre:
Bi her clothes he knewe bat it was he. (405-8)

The image of Heurodis asleep under her ympe-tre, as at the time of her fateful dream 

returns the narrative to the moment she was first abducted.. As before, Heurodis's sleep is 

a token of her silence, though the perfect stillness imposed by the Fairy King is an 

exaggerated image of Orfeo's earlier desire.

Kinghorn, commenting on lines 411-16, observes that Orfeo 'might almost be looking at 

himself and Heurodis in his own court', 131 though he maintains that the ghastly tableau 

shows the difference. I think he is mistaken: the discrepancy between the 'semly si3t' of 

the fairy court and the gallery of the grotesque insists upon comparison with Orfeo's 

relationship with his subjects. The Fairy King's lifeless 'subjects' form a parody 

community, many of them apparently the victims of violence, signifying either a brutal, 

repressive regime or a torpid, purposeless one. Fletcher adds the observation that the 

'ghastly transformation' suffered by the people of the tableau 'happened first in the real 

world, not at the hands of the fairies'. 132 hi other words, Orfeo is shocked by an image of 

the consequences of his own style of rule, a community cowed into silence and inactivity.

130 Lerer, pp. 104; 97.
131 Kinghom, p. 366.
132 Fletcher, p. 161.



147

Grimaldi 133 concludes that Orfeo's diagnosis of pride in the Fairy King's court (376) 

demonstrates his realization of the pride underlying his own former rule. Arrogance and 

pride characterize the Fairy King, in his repressive treatment of his subjects, in the 

unquestioning obedience of his minions, in the violence of his threat to Heurodis earlier 

in the poem, and in his assertion that no one dares enter his court uninvited. The Fairy 

King's arrogance marks the blind spot that Orfeo penetrates by gyn, by his appeal to 

kingly promise keeping.

Carlson, in her feminist reading of Sir Orfeo., describes the exchange between Orfeo and 

the Fairy King as 'a verbal exchange between two authoritative male speaking subjects, 

in which Heurodis is reduced essentially to a commodity to be bartered for'. 134 

Heurodis's position is better understood in terms of what she has come, in the course of 

the poem, to represent, a personification of the political subject. For Carlson, Sir Orfeo 

revalidates patriarchal values, while I argue that Heurodis's silence until the end of the 

poem does not mean that she has reverted to her original status: she does not speak again 

because, quite simply, she does not need to. It is significant that, returning to Winchester, 

Heurodis as well as Orfeo is crowned, suggesting a more active political role for the 

restored queen.

Seen as part of the continuing test of Orfeo, the Fairy King's initial disinclination ('a 

loplich ping it were, forbi / To sen hir in bi compayni', 461-62) to accede to Orfeo's 

request for

tat ich leudi, briSt on ble,
I>at slepeb vnder be ympe-tre (455-6)

elicits from Orfeo the proof that he has internalized the social values necessary to good 

rule, in his assertion of the need for kings to be bound by their community

133 Grimaldi, p. 160.
134 Carlson, p. 74.
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responsibilities, their oaths. Orfeo roundly reminds the 'gentil' king of his duty to honour 

his promise, even if it amounts to a 'rash boon':

'Menstrel, me likeb wel pi gle. 
Now aske of me what it be, 
Largelich ichil be pay' (449-51)

In reminding the Fairy King of a king's duty to honour his word, even when this 

imperative clashes with his personal feelings and inclinations, Orfeo confirms his 

commitment to the same code. That he has not followed the code in the past is evidenced 

by his abandonment of the kingdom in the face of personal loss.

'O, Sir!' he seyd, 'Gentil King!
3ete were it a wele fouler ping
To here a lesing of pi moube:
So, Sir, as 3e seyd noube
What ich wold aski haue y schold,
& nedes bou most pi word hold.' (463-67)

While Edwards writes of the Fairy King's 'willingness to be true to his initial 

promise', 135 and Pisani Babich mentions the Fairy King's 'sense of honor', 136 it is 

important to realize that the tyrant is defeated by a trick whose success his vanity enables. 

If he dishonours his promise in this specialized context of a minstrel boon he will lose 

face, exposing the truth behind his show of courtly civilization. It is not the case that 

Orfeo learns the importance of keeping oaths from the Fairy King's example, for what 

sort of example could be given by such a tyrant? More accurately, Orfeo's period of re 

education has led him to realize the truth of what he demands of the Fairy King, that 

kingship is founded in mutual promise-keeping between king and subjects. His reward 

for this realization is reunion with Heurodis, who has come to represent the community 

of his realm.

135 Edwards, p. 288.
136 Pisani Babich, p. 484.
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Return

After Orfeo and Heurodis leave the Fairy King's castle, all enchantment in the poem 

ends. The impairment in Orfeo's rule which had summoned an otherworldly intervention 

is amended and from this point the poem moves into a different narrative register, a 

comparative realism.

It is significant that the poet does not emphasize what Edwards calls 'the most 

remarkable single innovation he made to the Orpheus/Eurydice legend: the fact that 

Heurodis is successfully recovered from the Underworld'. 137 Rather than dwelling on the 

joy attendant on Heurodis's recovery, the poet laconically reports that:

His wiif he tok bi be hond
& dede him swipe out of pat lond,
& went him out of bat pede;
Ri3t as he come be wey he 3ede. (473-76)

Such understatement argues against the centrality to Sir Orfeo of the love story. Kinghom 

states his view that, from this point onwards, 'the narrative changes its theme from 

Orfeo's personal problem to his relationship with his long-neglected subjects', 138 though I 

argue that from the beginning the poem's narrative patterning, typical of the lay, leads 

audiences to read each loss and recovery as a metaphor for the other. That Orfeo's 

recovery of his kingdom is given greater narrative emphasis than his recovery of 

Heurodis argues that the focus of the poem is not on the queen, but on what she 

represents.

The two recoveries are paralleled: in both episodes Orfeo's appearance causes a pitying 

response, the first from Heurodis, the second from his subjects ('he is y-clongen al-so a 

tre' 508); in both episodes, Orfeo secures admission to court using a minstrel disguise, in 

both cases following his musical performance with a display of verbal dexterity. In both 

cases his harping shows his ability to create community and harmony, but the second

137 Edwards, p. 289. 
13a Kinghorn, p. 367.
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occasion, when Orfeo plays in his own court to his steward and his assembled guests, 

demonstrates that he knows how to proceed once the harmony has been achieved.

Returning to Winchester, Orfeo, unrecognizable after his years in the wilderness ('no 

man knewe pat it was he', 480), ventures no further than the 'tounes ende' (481), 

investigating the state of affairs in the kingdom since his departure. This piece of political 

astuteness, to be compared with that which he shows in outwitting the Fairy King, is 

another indicator of Orfeo's newly acquired political skills. From now on, Orfeo's every 

move exhibits a well-devised strategy to recover the kingdom. This is a point missed by 

critics: it is not only his testing the loyalty of the steward but also the care with which he 

prepares for the test which demonstrates the extent of Orfeo's transformation.

He lodges himself and Heurodis at the home of 'a begger, y-bilt ful narwe' (483). As the 

king is the most important person in the kingdom, so the beggar occupies the opposite 

end of the social spectrum. Whereas previously we have seen Orfeo only in the company 

of the aristocracy, now he shows no social squeamishness in sharing a beggar's hovel, 

indicating the extinction of his pride, a King Lear-like realization of the shallowness of 

courtly display. Whereas in his attempt to prevent Heurodis's abduction Orfeo 

surrounded himself with aristocratic fighters, his campaign to reclaim his throne sees him 

in a beggar's company, on whom he relies for news of the state of his kingdom. From the 

beggar he learns that the steward continues in power and that the kingdom remains 

haunted by the fate of the king who 'en exile 3ede' (493). In addition, the beggar tells 

Orfeo 'oper mani binges' (496), which must refer to the steward's conduct of his regency. 

Orfeo realizes that, in investigating the quality of the steward's rule, it is appropriate to 

question the poorest in the kingdom who would suffer most under unjust rule. Orfeo's 

interrogation of the beggar demonstrates his new perception of the priorities of kingship, 

hi which strength lies less the individual endeavour of a king, and more in enlightened 

acknowledgement of the interdependence of king and community, a 'process of 

intemalization by which men incorporate the constraints of community into their own 

identities'. 139

139 Crane, Gender, p. 27.
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The next phase of Orfeo's strategy to recover his kingdom involves a repeat of his 

approach to the Fairy King's castle in the disguise of a 'pouer menstrel' (430). Thus, he 

returns to his own city not in majesty but in the borrowed garb of the lowest in society. 

The disguised return motif not only enables Orfeo's testing of the steward's faithfulness 

but also stresses the difference between the social persona assumed in clothing and the 

inner qualities inherent in a true king.

The next phase in Orfeo's testing of the steward begins when, begging for alms as a 

distressed 'harpour of hebenisse' (513), he attempts to discover whether his old custom of 

welcoming harpers is still observed. In a reversal of roles Orfeo presents himself as 

petitioning subject, throwing himself on the 'merci' of the steward (512), 'directly 

dependent on the fidelity of others'. 140 The steward's welcome ensures that he passes the 

first part of Orfeo's test, his words expressing exemplary charity and a sense of inclusive 

community: 'Of bat ichaue bou schalt haue some' (516).

The steward's lively feast epitomizes the peaceful community over which the steward has 

presided in Orfeo's absence. The scene contrasts with the 'community' of the ghastly 

tableau in the Fairy King's palace where, significantly, there is no music until Orfeo 

begins to play. Lerer explains that 'the lexica of Middle English point to a specific use of 

"melodic" in certain contexts as an expression of natural, social, or spiritual harmony'. 

The inclusivity of the steward's feast is similarly represented by the different kinds of 

musicians. 'The celebration in music', Lerer observes, 'reaffirms the sense of 

communitas shaken at the story's opening'. 141 During this music-making Orfeo sits 'stille 

in be halle' (524), signifying that he, too, is part of the community that the 'miche 

melodic' creates, waiting for his opportunity to tune and play his harp in the next 

stratagem in his design to bring his kingdom into profounder communal harmony.

140 Edwards, p. 290.
141 Lerer, pp. 103; 106.
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When Orfeo plays, he performs his own lay, the story of his 'auentour' and the wisdom 

he has learned. 'His playing creates a community of listeners', notes Lerer, 'and his 

musical skills go hand in hand with his verbal abilities to effect the restoration of his 

kingdom'. 142 At first the steward, recognizing the harp, thinks that the music emanates 

from the harp, not the harper, and it is only when Orfeo adds the spoken 'lai' to the 

musical, that he is recognized. Orfeo plays the old harp, but a new music.

The importance of the harp in Sir Orfeo, symbolically related to the protagonist's identity 

and serving as a means of recognition, is a feature typical of the lay. Harming and 

Ferrante note that '[p]erhaps the most significant "signature" of [Marie's] work is the 

symbolic creature or artifact around which a lai is organized for maximum intensity and 

suggestiveness'. The Orfeo-poet, like Marie, deploys the symbol 'in the context of 

character revelation and tersely expressed dramatic irony'. 143 The harp is the only object 

Orfeo takes with him into the wilderness along with his inalienable kingship, suggesting 

that harp and kingship are symbolically related. The harp helps to represent the 

relationship between the kingship and its incumbent, the corpus mysticum and the corpus 
verum. hi addition to possessing the harp, Orfeo must know how to use it to create 

harmony; similarly, possession of the kingship must be complemented by the 

incumbent's skill in deploying it to create community harmony.

On leaving Winchester Orfeo's parting instructions to the steward emphasize that the 

kingship is only reassignable on his death:

& when 3e vnder-stond bat y be spent,
Make Sou pan a parlement,
& chese Sou a newe king (215-17)

Now, having delighted the court with his music, Orfeo proceeds, in a fiction, to relate 

how he found the harp lying beside a man savaged by wild animals:

142 Lerer, p. 105.
143 R. Manning and J. Ferrante, The Lais of Marie de France (Durham, NC: Labyrinth Press, 1978), p. 2.
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Wip lyouns a man to-torn smale,
& wolves him frete wib teb so sharp' (538-39)

His story dramatizes the death of his old self and his old model of kingship, the roi 

faineant who ignored the pleas of the members of his court that he should not abandon 

them. In what follows, the rescripted Orfeo proves that he now possesses the personal 

qualities which make him worthy to be recrowned. As he plays the harp, with its 

symbolic associations of political harmony, in a new way, so he will inhabit his kingship. 

This 'harpour of hebenisse' (517) demonstrates at the steward's feast that he can coax 

from the 'dead' king's harp 'be blissefulest notes [...] bat euer ani man y-herd wib ere' 

(527-8), which is the new Orfeo's first of two demonstrations of his fitness to resume 

rule.

Just before he 'fel aswon to grounde' (549) on hearing the disguised Orfeo's fictitious 

version of how the king's harp came into his possession, the steward's grief confirms his 

loyalty, a speech which may be compared with Orfeo's speech on his second loss of 

Heurodis:

'O!' quab be steward, 'Now me is wo!
tat was mi lord, Sir Orfeo!
Alias! wreche, what schal y do
I?at haue swiche a lord y-lore?
A, way! bat ich was y-bore' (542-46)

On hearing these affecting words, Orfeo realizes the depth of his steward's loyalty. His 

intention had been, as he later declares to the faithful steward, Tor to asay thi gode wille' 

(568). As Orfeo looks on as the barons try to comfort the distraught steward, the poet 

comments, in a rare moral aside, that Orfeo 'loued him as he au3t to do' (555). In forcing 

the court to imagine his death, Orfeo stage-manages the revelation that he is, in fact, 

alive, with a dexterity that demonstrates his newly acquired kingly acumen.

As in the Fairy King's castle where, Orfeo's musical performance having enchanted 'al 

bat in be palays were' (439), he uses his verbal skills to effect Heurodis's release, so in
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his own Winchester court, after playing 'be blissefulest notes' (527), Orfeo tempers his 

voice to deliver a speech of justice and authority. Orfeo's second demonstration of his 

fitness to rule, to succeed to the old, dead Orfeo, is contained in what Liuzza refers to as 

his 'hypothetical narrative', 144 which recapitulates the events of Orfeo's career since his 

departure from court ten years previously. Riddy comments of this speech (558-74), that 

it 'begins as a hypothesis and by the end has acquired the force, though not the form, of 

direct statement'. 145

Where, at the start of the poem, the audience suspected that Orfeo was a king who merely 

professed hardihood and stalworthiness, now the 'hypothetical narrative' shows him to be 

a man who has truly 'y-suffred ful Sore / In wildernisse miche sore' (558-59). Where the 

audience suspected that Orfeo was untried and unproven, now he returns as one who 

'hadde y-won mi quen o-wy / Out of the be lond of fairy' (561-2), thus demonstrating 

that he is, in fact, 'a stalworjj man & hardi bo' (41). His speech is a manifesto, that his 

rule will in future reward loyalty and punish faithlessness, and in their acclamation it is as 

if 'al bo bat ber-in sete' (575) declare, not only that they recognize that this man dressed 

in beggar's clothes is in fact Orfeo, but also that the man who can utter such political 

wisdom is worthy to be their king.

Having formerly been guilty of pride, now Orfeo's account of lodging with a beggar and 

appearing at court 'pouerlich to pe' (567) suggests that that he has rid himself of that 

quality so inimical to kingship. Orfeo demonstrates that in passing through a series of 

social personae, king, pilgrim, hermit, and minstrel, he has learned a new hierarchy of 

priorities with which to rescript his kingship. Finally, in this speech he demonstrates that 

he values loyalty and justice, the twin foundations of true kingship, above all things:

'& ich founde be bus trewe,
I>ou no schust it neuer rewe.
Sikerlich, for loue or ay,
I>ou schust be king after mi day;
& 3 if bou of mi deb hadest ben blibe

144 Liuzza, p. 280.
145 Riddy, p. 14.
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bou schust haue voided al-so swipe.' (569-74)

In the figure of the steward, the Orfeo-poet presents someone who, like the beggar, 

reflects back at Orfeo the very political and ethical values which the king now espouses, 

which gives to the scene the impression of a whole community united in a set of values. It 

is crucially the good will and loyalty of the community to which he returns, as much as 

his success in recovering Heurodis, that ensures his recoronation: the remodelled identity 

that Orfeo brings back to Winchester is implicated in that of the community and 

dependent on its recognition.

The scenes following his return to Winchester show Orfeo attending to the proper 

business of rule: he is not hunting or feasting, but attending to the state of the realm and 

the integrity of his representatives. The faithful steward overturns the table, in a 

spontaneous display of joy and in token that his regency is at an end, only after Orfeo 

confirms, in the hypothetical narrative, that he is now fit for rule, rescripted and 

community-focused. It has been a two-way interrogation: although the returned king has 

been making assay of his loyalty, the steward's joy is not simply to be explained in terms 

of Orfeo's return, but in Orfeo's confirmation of those values to which the steward has 

adhered.

The public rejoicing that follows demonstrates that kingship depends upon community 

consent rather than residing in the king himself. Where the knight of romance rides out in 

search of identity and reputation, the king's identity is contingent on the justice of his rule 

and his internalizing social expectations and aspirations. Crane argues that romance's 

construction of masculinity concerns 'the constraints the community places on heroic 

autonomy', asserting that the romance hero's self-definition 'involves recognizing and 

accepting the social composition of personal identity'. 146 It is in this respect, the way in 

which Orfeo has internalized the aspirations of his subjects, that his understanding of his 

kingship has been remodelled in his trajectory from arrogance to humility.

146 Crane, Gender, p. 17.
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In the end it is as Gros Louis comments: 'When [Orfeo] returns to his kingdom, he does 

not ask about the quantity of his power: forgotten are the ten hundred knights which he 

had armed long ago to protect Heurodis. Instead, he wants to know the quality of his 

power - the depth and loyalty of his subjects'. 147 By now, Orfeo no longer views kingly 

power as predicated on military capability, but on the contentment of his subjects, and 

this 'quality of his power' is illustrated in the joy of his subjects on Orfeo's return. While 

the poet leaves unstated Orfeo's joy on recovering Heurodis, he foregrounds (590-6) the 

general rejoicing following Orfeo's return and his recoronation ('And his quen, Dame 

Heurodis', 594) which has symbolic value as a remarriage between Orfeo and his 

subjects, and celebrates his new style of rule.

The powers that Orfeo acquires or reacquires in the wilderness are not to be thought of as 

'enchantments'. 148 A king's primary 'enchantment' is his charisma, which surrounds the 

office of king, metonymized in the rich trappings of rule. Geertz writes of the difficulty in 

separating power from the symbolics of power, rule and its trappings: "The easy 

distinction between the trappings of rule and its substance becomes less sharp, even less 

real; what counts is the manner in which, a bit like mass and energy, they are transformed 

into each other'. 149 Sir Orfeo concerns itself with just this interface, the qualities which 

remain after a king is separated from the trappings, such as the armed retinue and the 

awesome construction of court life. Orfeo has believed in 'the power inherent in his 

position', 150 which the poet shows to be insufficient to guarantee the order and stability of 

his realm. It is a topos familiar from Havelok, whose titular hero's charismatic 

'kynemark' draws him followers, though ultimately it is his own valour, harnessed to an 

inclusive sense of community, that ensures his victories and the quality of his subsequent 

rule.

Although we learn nothing about the quality of Orfeo's rule following his recoronation, 

the one fact, that he names his steward as his successor: counter to romance convention,

147 Gros Louis, 'Significance', p. 251.
148 Pisani Babich, p. 481.
149 Clifford Geertz, 'Centers, Kings, and Charisma: Reflections on the Symbolics of Power', in Rites of 

Power, ed. by Scan Wilentz (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), pp. 13-38 (p. 15).
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Sir Orfeo's ending establishes an heir unrelated to the hero. Thus, argues Ramsey, 

'stability and justice of rule outweigh in importance the hero's personal contribution'. 151 

In the Orfeo-poet's scale of political values, the hero's contribution is only accorded 

merit insofar as it benefits community. If part of Orfeo's 'impairment' at the opening of 

the poem has to do with the lack of an heir, then that constitutional anxiety has been 

resolved by a change in Orfeo's perceptions of the priorities of rule. Choosing the 

steward as his heir, Orfeo recognizes the latter's proven ability to lead the kingdom 

through crisis. In his regency the steward embodies the true nature of regnal duty. In 

recognizing this quality in his steward, Orfeo shows in his turn that he has internalized 

the same values and will rule accordingly. The qualities which the steward has shown 

himself to possess become the qualifications for rule. The Christian connotations of the 

faithful steward 152 are hard to miss, but it is the poet's skill that we are not compelled to 

complete the allegorical figure to view Orfeo as a Christ-figure.

End

Barnes identifies a 'shift in narrative register' at the end of Sir Orfeo: when Orfeo returns 

to Winchester, the poem 'assumes an air of social reality not present [...] in the earlier 

part of the narrative'. The lay, which begins with a supernatural incursion into the life of 

a kingdom depicted in idealized, courtly terms, ends in a different register, 'in which 

"romance" has been virtually eradicated'. 153 'Romance' has been eradicated from Orfeo's 

kingship, too: the enclosed, artificial world of Orfeo's court is dismantled and Orfeo 

addresses the concerns of his subjects, moving from passivity to agency, from a 

performer of lays to the hero of one. Sir Orfeo, in its self-reflexive mode, claims to be 

exactly the sort of story the 'Bretouns' collected, performed, and venerated as 

encapsulations of ethical and political aspirations, hi this regard the poet stakes a claim 

for imaginative literature to participate in the discourses through which power relations 

are negotiated.

150 Pisani Babich, p. 481.
151 Ramsey, p. 152.
152 Luke 12. 37-48; Matthew 24. 45-7. 
'"Barnes, p. 122.
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Sir Orfeo's otherworldly intervention is 'a catalyst that helps the central aristocratic 

society attain a new order by provoking a process through which a problem in that world 

is resolved or a fault in it is exposed'. 154 If, at the end of a reading of Sir Orfeo, we 

cannot be too dogmatic about the nature of the fault in Orfeo's rule, which the author 

leaves unspecified, we must ascribe this to an indeterminacy at the heart of a subtle 

poem, though in the end we may be content to understand the poem as relating the 

remodelling of a proud monarch into one whose restricted chivalric masculinity has 

expanded by recuperating some traits gendered feminine in the culture of its production. 

The Orfeo-poet, I argue, achieves this new perspective on kingship by crossing the 

threshold of romance to interact with the lay's generic preoccupation with community 

and mutuality.

154 Rider, 'Other worlds', p. 118
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SIR GOWTHER

Sir Gowther, usually dated c.1400, survives in two late fifteenth-century manuscripts, 

National Library of Scotland MS Advocates 19.3.1,' and British Library Royal MS 

17.B.43. Most of what has been written about the poem deals with possible sources and 

analogues or addresses its problematic generic status. Mehl includes Sir Gowther in the 

category of homiletic romances, 'works which are neither romances in the strict sense of 

the word nor Saints' legends, but are closely related to both genres'.2 Childress denies Sir 

Gowther romance status, grouping the poem among 'legends of regenerated sinners'. 3 

Pearsall distances the poem from romance as an 'unscrupulous [...] exploitation of 

popular piety, credulity and love of sensation'.4 For Ramsey, the poem is 'a bit of pro- 

Church propaganda'. 5

Sir Gowther's generic affiliation is complicated by differences between the surviving 

manuscripts. For Vanderlinde, the two versions 'must be considered as individual 

renderings of the same plot material', each version having its own 'specific generic 

agenda'. The Advocates MS 'takes a much earthier and more secular approach to the 

tale', while the Royal MS 'focuses on the spiritual and religious elements'. 6 The Royal 

version concludes 'Explicit Vita Sancti', having identified Gowther with 'Seynt Gotlake'. 

Marchalonis7 suggests that Royal addresses a more refined audience, omitting, for 

instance, the episode in which Gowther and his companions rape and murder a number of 

nuns (181-193). Hopkins explains that '[tjhose who prefer A [Advocates] argue that it is 

less corrupt than B [Royal]', and that 'a process of deliberate editing [...] seems to have

1 My reading is based upon Advocates, edited by Anne Laskaya and Eve Salisbury in The Middle English 
Breton Lays, (Kalamazoo, Michigan: Medieval Institute Publications, Western Michigan University for 

TEAMS, 1995).
2 Mehl, pp. 127-28.
3 Diana T. Childress, 'Between Romance and Legend: "Secular Hagiography" in Middle English 
Literature', PQ, 57 (1978), 311-322 (p. 319).
4 Derek Pearsall, 'The Development of Middle English Romance', MS, 27 (1965), 91-116 (p. 111).

5 Ramsey, p. 219.
6 Henry Vanderlinde, 'Sir Gowther: Saintly Knight and Knightly Saint', Neophilologus, 80.1 (1996), 139-

47 (p. 139).
7 Shirley Marchalonis, 'Sir Gowther: The Process of a Romance', ChR, 6 (1971), 14-29 (p. 24).
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taken place somewhere along the line of B's transmission'.8 These textual differences are 

intensified by the other contents of the manuscripts. Royal 'seems to emphasize a more 

visionary theme',9 combining such works as John Maundeville's Travels, William 

Staunton's Vision of St. Patrick's Purgatory, the Vision of Tundale and a short religious 

poem beginning 'Com home agayne / com home agayne / Mi nowine swet hart'. 

Advocates suggests a more didactic compilation, partnering Sir Gowther with material 

including Lydgate's work on table manners 'Stans Puer ad Mensam', a hagiographical 

piece on the Life of Our Lady, and two romances, Sir Isumbras and Sir Amadace, 'the 

first a "decayed" chanson-de-geste with a penitential sub-theme, the second a homiletic 

folktale in chivalric dress'. 10

Source
Whatever their diverging views on the poem's genre affiliations, commentators on Sir 

Gowther from Breul onwards agree that the poem is closely related to the legend of 

Robert the Devil. According to Breul, 11 the Robert legend, deriving from folk tale 

elements, is known in 106 extant texts distributed throughout Europe. Gowther' s closest 

resemblance is to the late twelfth-century French roman d 'aventure version, Robert le 

Diable. 12 Whether the Gowther-poet based his work on the version of the poem edited by 

Loseth or had access to a common source is unclear, though Breul assumes an 

intermediate lay version. In versions discussed by Loseth, the Latin prose narrative of 

Etienne de Bourbon (c. 1250) and the French prose version forming the introduction to 

the Croniques de Normandie (late thirteenth century), the story has a pious denouement 

in which the hero neither marries the princess nor rules the empire, living the remainder 

of his life as a holy hermit. Both Loseth and Breul believe the pious versions are 

reworkings of an old folk tale. Other versions, including the stanzaic Dit de Robert le 

Diable, offer a secular ending in which Robert accepts the princess's hand, though not 

immediately. The dit, over 244 stanzas in length, somewhat later than the roman 

d'aventure of Loseth's edition (Breul suggests a date after 1332), is the first version in

Hopkins, p. 144. 
Laskaya and Salisbury, p. 263.
' John Finlayson, 'The Form of the Middle English Lay', ChR, 19.4 (1985), 352-68 (p. 364). 

11 Karl Breul, Sir Gowther (Oppeln: E. Frank, 1886).
10
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which the hero at first refuses marriage to the princess, retiring to the old hermit's 

dwelling for almost a month before the secular denouement is brought about by a thrice- 

repeated command from heaven.

In other words, Sir Gowther, via one or more versions of the Robert legend, probably 

derives from folk tale with a non-pious ending, reworked for 'ecclesiastical purposes' 

according to Loornis to incorporate an ending emphasizing the hero's saintliness. 13 

Subsequently, after the roman, the story was resecularized, unless we surmise that 

another version with a secular ending circulated at the same time as the pious version. 

That a pious tale has been resecularized becomes an important issue in the critical debate 

about the text's interaction with hagiography. hi the light of Crane's view, that 'romances 

and religious literature are animated by different values and ultimately endorse separate 

truths', 14 the change of ending, from one portraying the redeemed hero as a saintly hermit 

to one showing him transformed to 'an emperour of greyt power' (722), points to the 

Gowther-poet's secular concerns.

Robert le Diable tells of the Duke of Normandy's childless wife, who prays to the devil 

for a son. The son grows prodigiously, having kicked, scratched and bitten his wetnurses, 

who are forced to suckle him using a 'cornet'. His boyhood is spent breaking church 

windows, and terrorizing clergy and peasantry. Excommunicated by the Pope, he 

becomes a bandit who indulges in rape, robbery and assault. Whereas his father dreams 

of killing his wayward son, his mother suggests knighting him as a way of improving his 

behaviour. His knighthood is celebrated by a tournament in which Robert participates 

without having made his chivalric vow. He behaves as if in a real war. Other knights 

avoid him and soon Robert reverts to banditry. In the incident which precipitates the 

change in him he slaughters fifty nuns and burns down their convent, after which even his 

servants fear to approach him. He wonders at their reaction, and why, whenever he 

entertains the notion of doing good, another thought drives him to evil, to hatred of God

12 Robert le Diable, ed. by E. Loseth, SATF (Paris, 1903).
13 Loomis, L. A. [Hibbard], Medieval Romance in England, new edn, Burt Franklin Bibliographical and 
Reference Series, #17 (New York: Burt Franklin, 1963), p. 55.
14 Crane, Insular Romance, p. 96.
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and the Mass. At swordpoint he extracts the truth of his birth from his mother, upon 

which he discards his sword and travels to Rome as a poor pilgrim to seek the Pope's 

absolution. The Pope finds Robert's sins too grievous for pardon, and refers him to an old 

hermit who insists that as penance he should simulate madness, remain dumb, eat only 

what he could take from the jaws of dogs, and suffer the maltreatment of the crowds in 

the streets. Robert takes refuge in the emperor's palace, who has a dumb daughter and 

who is in conflict with his seneschal, whom he has refused permission to marry his 

daughter. The hero lives as the court fool for ten years, taking his food from a dog's 

mouth. The war waged by the seneschal continues, the Turks exploiting the situation by 

invading the empire. Robert wishes to help in the emperor's defence but his vows 

prohibit him. As he prays to God for the emperor's victory he is seen by the princess who 

realizes he is not mad: she sees a white knight who commands Robert to battle. Robert 

having put the Turks to flight, the daughter tries to explain, to her father's annoyance, 

that the fool and the white knight are one and the same. The events are repeated the 

following two springs, and on the third occasion the emperor tries to capture the white 

knight, who is wounded in the attempt, a spearhead remaining lodged in his thigh. He 

hides the spearhead in a fountain. The emperor declares that if the white knight conies 

forward, showing his wound and the spearhead, he will be his heir and marry his 

daughter. The treacherous seneschal impersonates the white knight, at which the girl 

regains her speech, and recovers the spearhead. Robert is brought in and, on the Pope's 

instruction, Robert is released from his vow of silence. Robert refuses the Norman 

barons' entreaties to return and rule his dukedom, refusing also the Empire and marriage 

to the princess. He retires to the hermitage where after a long, pious life, he is buried in St 

John Lateran, Rome. Later an abbey is founded in his name.

Although the roman's narrative shape and sequence of events resemble Sir Gowther, the 

latter differs in detail and emphasis. In the roman the hero's mother prays to the devil for 

a son; in Gowther she is seduced by the 'fende' in her orchard in a scene which 

foregrounds supernatural intervention in the hero's conception. Gowther's realization of 

his wickedness is aroused by an old earl who challenges him on behalf of the terrified 

community, whereas Robert begins introspectively to doubt his paternity from the
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reactions of those around him. Sir Gowther omits the tournament scene hi which Robert 

demonstrates his alienation from chivalric norms of conduct. Gowther, unlike Robert, 

does not abandon his sword. The English poet treats the hero's penance more lightly, 

dwelling less on his suffering than on the kindness he receives at the emperor's court. 

The seneschal sub-plot is omitted from Gowther, where the hero's identity is revealed 

when the 'dompe meydon' (636), who has fallen from her tower on seeing a Saracen 

wound Gowther, miraculously recovers both her senses and her speech. Gowther, unlike 

the roman Robert, marries the emperor's daughter, ruling the empire on his father-in- 

law's death. Sir Gowther reduces Robert'& 5078 lines to a brisk 755. While the roman 

engages with the concerns and anxieties of the French aristocracy of the twelfth and 

thirteenth centuries, the English poet's reshaping relates to a different kind of audience in 

a different social and political environment

Lay

Robert le Diable is not the only source claimed for Sir Gowther: attention has been 

drawn, notably by Ravenel, to similarities between Sir Gowther and the Breton lay, 

Tydorel. Features found in Tydorel and Gowther, but not in the Robert le Diable legend, 

include: the mother's seduction in her orchard; the supernatural father's prophesies of the 

child's extraordinary character; the hero realizing his parentage from a remark made by 

'a person necessarily ignorant of the real state of affairs'; 15 the hero threatening his 

mother until she reveals the truth. Resemblances between the two poems end following 

the mother's revelation to the son. hi Tydorel the son leaves his mother and, seeking his 

father, plunges into the lake through which his supernatural father returned to his home 

beneath the forest.

Similarities between Tydorel and Sir Gowther prompt re-examination of the Gowther- 

poet's insistence that his work derives from 'a law of Breyteyn' (28). If we take seriously 

the poem's claim to be a lay, then Sir Gowther is located at the intersection not of two 

genre traditions, romance and hagiography, but three. While much modem criticism 

centres on the effect on Gowther's meaning of the generic strain between romance and

15 Florence Leftwich Ravenel, ' Tydorel and Sir Gowther', PMLA, 20 (1905), 152-78 (p. 155).



164

hagiography, it has not been acknowledged that there may be a third interaction carrying 

important ideological implications of its own. While I argue that too readily applying a 

genre label to a text closes off areas of its meaning, in the case of Sir Gowther I believe 

that the poem's modern reception has been impaired not only by inflexible generic 

models of romance and hagiography but also by failure to explore the implications of the 

poet's claim that his work derives from a lay.

Most critics fail to take the poet's claim seriously, either because they entertain a 

definition of the lay to which Sir Gowther does not conform or because they assume that 

the poet does not employ the term with any precision. Donovan writes that Gowther, like 

the other later Middle English lays, Emare and The Erie ofTolous, 'are called Breton lays 

merely to attract readers'. 16 Similarly, Strohm writes that the same three poems 'call 

themselves lays in what appears a purely opportunistic way', adding that the three poems 

exhibit 'the tendency to seek added authority for a narrative by piling up all sorts of 

generic terms without much respect for their traditional meanings'. 17 Hopkins writes that 

the Gowther-poet 'has gone to some lengths to provide [the poem] with features 

characteristic of Breton lais; but really it is a clever forgery'. 18 She does not examine why 

the poet should be at pains to forge what was, at the time of his writing, an antique 

literary form. Hopkins and Strohm leave unexplored the horizons of expectation the poet 

might seek to arouse by using the term. Although modern critics have failed to produce a 

comprehensive definition of 'lay', it cannot be denied that there are enough details in Sir 
Gowther pointing to a set of family resemblance characteristics to suggest affiliation: for 

instance, the sword motif found in Sir Gowther, Marie's Yonec, and Sir Degare (often 

classed as a lay though it does not refer to itself as such). If the poet's description of 

Gowther as a lay is merely 'an honorific to confer prestige', 19 we still need to investigate 

which prestigious qualities are being claimed. On one level 'lay' might simply promise a 

pleasant tale. The Gowther-poet promises that his tale is 'lufly' (30); Le Freine promises

16 Mortimer J. Donovan, The Breton Lay: A Guide to Varieties (Notre Dame; London: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1969), p. 234.
17 Paul Strohm, 'The Origin and Meaning of Middle English Romaunce\ Genre, 10 (1977), 1-28 (p. 28).
18 Hopkins, p. 150.
19 David V. Harrington, 'Redefining the Middle English Breton Lay', Medievalia et Humanistica, n.s., 16
(1988), 73-95 (p. 80).
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the lay is 'fair withalle' (27). The lay's prestige may lie in its promise of a narrative 

context, an idealized fictional world in which moral and political dilemmas are resolved 

with exemplary sensitivity. The association of Bretons with 'gentil' qualities arouses the 

expectation in a Breton lay of an account ofgentil behaviour or examination of 

gentillesse. The opening of Chaucer's Franklin's Tale refers to 'thise olde gentil 

Britouns', while Marie's Equitan declares that 'The Bretons [...] were fine and noble 

people'.20 The lay's framing references to the Bretons form an imporant part of the poetic 

subject, a society whose notions of political harmony are enshrined and celebrated in 

their national literature.

Smithers21 explores what the term 'lay' meant for the English writers who described their 

work thus or who claimed to reproduce the substance of a lay. While he bases his 

analysis largely on French examples or lays like Sir Launfal deriving from an original by 

Marie, his Type 1 and Type 2 patterns find their echoes in Sir Gowther. Type 1 begins 

with 'the obstructive circumstance', a mortal 'in an unhappy or inharmonious situation',22 

leading to the mortal opening 'the way for contact with a fairy, either by wishing for 

happiness in love, or (often) by sitting or sleeping under a tree', hi his Type 223 the 

mortal and the fairy have a child, usually a son. While several of the features he identifies 

figure hi Sir Gowther, Smithers concludes that it is not itself a lay, though its author 'had 

some idea of what constituted the distinctive elements in the "strictly-defined" Breton 

lay', appropriating elements of the lay which he 'incongruously plastered' onto his story. 

His belief that the Gowther-poet intended 'an ecclesiastical counterblast to the literary 

Breton lay'24 takes the poem into parody, though, as I argue elsewhere, parody is a 

powerful engine of genre change. It is possible that a later fourteenth-century writer 

might extend the boundaries of the lay, and Smithers does not explore the extent to which 

the discontinuity he identifies might generate new meanings in new situations of 

composition.

20 The Lais of Marie de France, trans. by Glyn S. Burgess and Keith Busby, 2nd edn (Harmonds worth: 

Penguin, 1999), p. 56.
21 G V Smithers 'Story-Patterns in some Breton Lays', MAE, 22 (1953), 61-92.

22 p. 62.
23 p. 66 ff.
24 p. 79.
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Others besides Smithers have attempted in various ways to characterize the lay. For 

Barron,25 the works of Marie de France are the major point of reference, although the lais 

ascribed to Marie in British Library MS Harley 978 were written between 1160 and 1190, 

two hundred years before Gowther. Beston doubts whether the English lay writers were 

familiar with Marie's works (except perhaps the English versions of Le Freine and Sir 

LaunfaT), observing that the English lay writers 'were separated [...] by a time gap of 

about a century from the latest French lais'.26 Over such a period it is not unreasonable to 

expect some shift in the genre, apart from differences in the linguistic, social, and cultural 

environment of composition. While some degree of continuity from Marie might be 

discerned, Harrington finds that '[a]s is true for other generic labels, the later English 

writers select, restrict, and specialize to suit themselves'. 27

Hopkins's reference to 'the features which seem to us to be characteristic' 28 of the lay 

sidesteps the fact that modern understandings of lay's generic features are various. 

Previous scholars, writes Harrington, have identified lay with 'its fairy magic and other 

folklore elements and by an idealized love story'.29 Others have suggested the importance 

of a Breton or French source or a Breton setting or stressed the lay's brevity and dramatic 

intensity. It has been tempting to use the prologue (lines 1-22) of the Auchinleck Le 

Freine as a generic blueprint, though these lines stress the heterogeneity of subject 

matter.

'Mest o love for sothe thai beth', states the Auchinleck prologue of Lay le Freine, and 

Barron notes that Marie's lais concern 'the power of love'. 30 Yet Marie's presentation of 

love is far from idealized, as Burgess and Busby note: 'the characteristic of Marie's view

25 Barren, p. 191.
26 John B. Beston, 'How Much Was Known of the Breton Lai in Fourteenth-Century England?', in The 
Learned and the Lewed: Studies in Chaucer and Medieval Literature, ed. by Larry D. Benson, Harvard 
English Studies, 5 (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1974), pp. 319-336 (p. 335).

27 Harrington, p. 75. 
28 Hopkins, p. 158.
29 Harrington, p. 73.
30 Barron, p. 191.
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of love seems to be an almost inevitable association with suffering'. 31 Marie's lais often 

concern adulterous relationships: Yonec, Chevrefoil, Laustic, and Guigemar present the 

plight of a mal mariee, marginalized in a patriarchal society. Marie does not inscribe a 

code of moral absolutes, seeming to argue against such an inflexible set of constrictions, 

and some lais condemn adultery while others justify it. Marie's lais create a self 

consciously fictional locus in which courtly values are put to the test, and in which 

conflict arises between an exaggeratedly courtly code of conduct and the demands of the 

individual. As often in the vita, the events of a lai centre on the protagonist's inability to 

conform to the norms and expectations of the society in which she/he lives. The world of 

Marie's lais is governed by aristocratic values, her characters inhabiting a world of 

tournaments, hunting and courtly sophistication, yet at the same time their society is 

vulnerable and insecure. Old husbands, fervently desiring heirs, keep young wives locked 

away, as in Guigemar and Yonec. Marie's Yonec bears many similarities to Gowther. the 

childless woman, marital transgression, shape-shifting lover, the emblematic sword, and 

the supernaturally-fathered son's acquisition of lordship.

Although the divisive circumstance presented early in a lay often concerns love and 

marriage, more significant is the way in which the dilemma threatens social and political 

destabilization. For instance, in Marie's Equitan the king falling in love with the wife of 

his seneschal threatens the realm's stability and the delicate balance between king and 

magnates. In Sir Gowther love and marriage are not so squarely foregrounded as in 

Marie's lais, though it is the duchess's marital predicament, the fact that the duke is about 

to discard her for 'her' failure to produce an heir, that leads to her encounter with the 

fiend.

Some critics have identified a supernatural element as a necessary component of the lay, 

reflecting the description found in the prologue of Lay Le Freine, that 'mani ther beth of 

fairy'. However, as Harrington points out,' "mani" does not mean all, nor does it even 

mean most', 32 although where a supernatural element is lacking the lais typically feature

31 Burgess and Busby, p. 28.
32 Harrington, p. 77.
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exaggerated description, unlikely events and coincidence in a way that removes them 

from strict realism. Burgess and Busby doubt whether the presence of the supernatural is 

a necessary element in Marie's lais: ofBisclavret they write that although 'the lady's 

wicked behaviour is brought about by a supernatural phenomenon [...] that phenomenon 

is in itself not stressed by Marie, whose interests lie in the injustice done a man by his 
wife'.33

No matter how outlandish the lays' supernatural interventions, their purpose is to 

defamiliarize human power relations, sexual or political: the poem's emphasis remains on 

the problematic social situations of the characters. In some respects the fact that the 

defamiliarizing agent in Sir Gowther is devil rather than fairy suggests that later Middle 

English lays reflect hagiographic affiliations, and perhaps the Gowther-poet makes an 

equation between gentillesse and Christian ethics. However, just as Marie is more 

concerned with the social plight of the mal mariee in Yonec than in her lover's ability to 

turn himself into a hawk, so the Gowther-poet places his emphasis less on the 

supernatural characteristics of the 'felturd fende' than on the political implications of 

childlessness, the way the fiend's destabilizing arrival doubles the social destabilization 

threatened by the crisis in the ducal marriage.

The supernatural element takes Sir Gowther away from a realist mode in its engagement 

with the tensions of aristocratic society, opening the way for a more symbolic interpretive 

frame requiring a different critical response. Beginning with a disruption in the natural 

order, Sir Gowther identifies disruptions in the social world in which loveless marriage, 

heirlessness, and adultery point to defects in social institutions, with marital transgression 

providing a solution to social crisis. As in Marie's lais, three levels of transgression 

mutually inter-refer and become metaphors for each other: the breach in the natural order 

represented by supernatural intervention, marital transgression, and social and political 

strife. Another frame for understanding the relationship of apparent discontinuity 

between the fictional, fantastic world of the lay and the world of lived historical reality is 

provided by the displacement model explained by Patterson, writing of how Chaucer

33 Burgess and Busby, pp. 33-34.
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located his earlier works 'in the hortus conclusus of aristocratic aestheticism, a world 

where the acts of dominance and victimization, possession and privation, so common to 

the historical world of late medieval England were displaced into a fantasy world of 

amorous play'. 34

Harrington proposes a radically different understanding of the lay, that these poems are 

distinguished less by their elements of fairy magic or their idealized love stories than by 

the social and ethical values they inscribe: 'major characters strive not so much to prove 

individual martial prowess as to create a mutually satisfying relationship with the ones 

dearest to them'. Although their heroes show considerable prowess, as Gowther does 

against the Sultan, the lays' happy endings are brought about by 'mutual aid rather than 

individual effort'. Harrington notes the importance in the lay of the hero's early suffering 

and the way in which the hero uses these 'misfortunes, injustices, or challenges [...] as 

opportunities to reveal moral character'. 35

To Harrington's argument I would add that the heroes' predicaments have serious social 

implications, and that in addressing their personal misfortunes the heroes guarantee the 

restored and continuing stability of the society they inhabit and over which they hold 

sway. To an extent lay heroes are victims (Degare and Gowther are the products of rapes, 

while Orfeo's sufferings are brought about by the abduction of his wife), and all suffer 

loss of status. The redemption of such characters involves a rescripting of identity and a 

new definition of their social role, hi Gowther's case, this refashioning of identity takes 

the form of exposing the dark aspects of the aristocratic model of his masculinity, which 

is disassembled and reassembled into a configuration which will benefit the community. 

Taking seriously Sir Gowther's claim to be a lay opens the narrative to other kinds of 

meaning, transcending the narrowness of the pious tale. If hagiography's concern is the 

individual and the importance of penitence to personal redemption, then the events of Sir 

Gowther have a greater significance in terms of the political values and stability of the 

society in which it is set, and the society in which it is produced.

34 Lee Patterson, Chaucer and the Subject of History (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1991), p.

25.
35 Harrington, pp. 74; 81.
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The lay as a genre is characterized by its ways of presenting women. Although there are 

female characters who are 'hominis confusio', the adulterous Guinevere in Sir Launfal or 

the seneschal's murderous wife in Equitan, lays often feature oppressed women, whose 

vulnerability points directly to an unstable, socially harmful masculinity inhabited by a 

husband or a father. Alien's36 comment on the significance of women in LaSamon's 

writing seems equally applicable to the Gowther-poet, who 'expresses the violence of 

medieval society conventionally veiled by chivalry, but then offers a critique of that 

violence through the women and their private values of family stability, which reactivates 

the sense of public duty', hi the lay the plight of women often signals a flaw in the regnal 

style of her husband or father. In Erie ofTolous, Dame Beulybon, wife of an unjust and 

neglectful emperor, is falsely accused of adultery. In Sir Degare, the hero's mother is 

raped by a fairy knight. Sir Orfeo's queen, Heurodis, sleeping beneath an 'ympe tre' is 

abducted by the fairy king, while Sir Gowther's mother, about to be discarded by the 

duke, is violated in her orchard by a 'felturd fend' (74). hi both the latter cases, as in 

Marie's Yonec and Guigemar, there is a suggestion that the husband, whether through 

age, impotence, or neglect, fails to fulfil a husband's duties. Further, the way in which the 

husbands and fathers behave towards wronged women foregrounds their failure to live up 

to an expected code of behaviour, their violation of chivalric obligation, and their 

inadequacies as rulers. If Marie's late twelfth-century lais point to a darker underside of 

aristocratic values, then the fourteenth-century English lays interrogate the same values, 

but with more urgent concern with the relationship of ruler to community. I argue that 

Gowther's quest is as much for social inclusion as for repentance, and that the 

conclusion, Gowther's marriage and accession to the throne, stabilizes the unstable social 

situation centering on dynastic continuity prevailing at the start of the poem. The lays' 

closures offer formal reintegration between husbands and wives, figuring a reintegration 

of ruler and community.

36 Rosamund Alien, 'Female perspectives in romance and history', in Romance in Medieval England, ed. 
by Maldwyn Mills,'Jennifer Fellows and Carol M. Meale (Cambridge: Brewer, 1991), 133-147, (p. 147).
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No analysis of 'lay' succeeds in isolating its essential features. Even Marie's twelve lais 

resist such a reduction to a formula. Though the Middle English lays show strong 

affiliations both with romance and hagiography, Harrington says their 'greatest 

challenges test a character's ability to give in, to concede, to admit weakness or mistakes, 

to regret, to forgive, to repent, to reexamine and reconsider'. 37 Although Sir Gowther's 

narrative events are superficially hagiographical in tone (for instance the incursion is by 

the 'fowle fende' of Christian rather than fairy demonology), nevertheless the poem's 

similarity with other lays suggests that the poem's religious concerns, significant though 

they are, are subordinate to its more secular focus, the hero's moral education as a future 

ruler and his reintegration into the human community. The endings of Sir Gowther and 

the other Middle English lays emphasize worldly rather than spiritual concerns, their 

endings foregrounding the re-establishment of right rule and social order, based not upon 

force but reconciliation and community. The lays explore the folly of rulers relying solely 

on coercive force, fallible and temporary, as the basis of authority. The political order 

remains patrilinear but softened by feminine influence. Where the hero of Robert le 

Diable renounces worldly power and marriage to the princess, also refusing to return to 

Normandy to pacify the contending factions, Gowther rules successfully with the 

princess, investing authority back in 'Estryke' in his mother and the worthy earl. As 

'secular hagiography', 38 Sir Gowther concerns an individual sinner who wins redemption 

but, read in the context of other lays, it becomes the story of the education of a future 

emperor, attaining the throne through an ideal mixture of humility and prowess: the 

poem's concern is with a future emperor rather than a future saint.

Patterson calls the lay 'a kind of narrative that explicitly asserts its difference from real 

life'. 39 I argue that the fictive world of the lay displaces rather than excludes 'real life' 

issues. The lay audience is always aware both of a level of symbolic meaning beyond the 

realistic and, just as importantly, a level of realistic meaning beyond the symbolic. This 

symbolic layer of discourse is most evident in one typical feature of the lay, the

37 Harrington, p. 83.
38 Ojars Kratins, 'Amis and Amiloun: Chivalric Romance or Secular Hagiography?', PMLA, 81 (1966), 347-

54.
39 Patterson, Chaucer, p. 349.
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narratively central symbolic object, which I discuss in the chapter on Sir Orfeo. Sir 

Gowther's symbolic object is the hero's falchion, initially metonymizing his out-of- 

control masculinity, later symbolizing his rescripted commitment to Christian 

community. Bradstock lists the references to the sword throughout the poem, concluding 

that '[t]he way in which the sword is wielded, for evil or good, is therefore symbolic of 

the drastic change in Gowther's character'. 40 Gowther's sword is both a physical object, 

symbolically related to the hero's identity, and an image focusing the poem's more 

abstract political concerns, enabling the poet's exploration of that central contradiction at 

the heart of lordship, the requirement that kings be both valiant warriors and guarantors 

of their subjects' peace.

Opening
Sir Gowther does not announce itself as a lay until line 28. Lines 1-30 include a prayer to 

God, that He 'Shilde us from the fowle fende' (4), signalling the tale's theme centering 

on the life of a man conceived after his mother's encounter with 'a felturd fende'. 

Another short prayer exhorts Jesus to 'gyff horn joy, that lovus to lythe of ferlys that 

befell' (26-7), seeking divine approval for tales of which, as Crane explains, the Church 

appears strongly to have disapproved, what William of Nassington, writing of Guy of 

Warwick and Sir Isumbras, termed 'veyn carpyng'.41 In considering Sir Gowther's 

hagiographical affiliation, it might be observed that both prayers are conventional, rather 

than signifying a particularly pious intention.

The first scene, over which the poet's intention to 'tell yow of a warlocke greytt' (22) 

casts a shadow of foreboding, is pointedly secular in tone. The rich description of a 

romance-like scene, the duke's wedding, is shaded with irony that exposes some of the 

shortcomings inherent in aristocratic social order. Zatta claims that 'the marriage is 

suspect in every detail': what is depicted is 'exactly the sort of secular marriage finalized 

at hereditary transmission of property that the Church opposed'.42 The union is celebrated

40 E. M. Bradstock, 'The Penitential Pattern in Sir Gowther', Parergon ,20 (1978), 3-10 (p. 8).

41 Cited in Crane, Insular Romance, p. 95.
42 Jane Zatta, 'Sir Gowther: The Marriage of Romance and Hagiography', Mediaevalia, 22.1 (1998), 175-

198 (p. 179).
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by a display of ritualized masculine aggression, and the author's failure to mention any 

accompanying religious observance prepares the audience for the unsatisfactory nature of 

the marriage and its vulnerability to the fiend's intervention. To realize this is to detect 

irony in the poet's presentation of the duke as a paragon of chivalry. His duchess's beauty 

is evoked in conventionally superlative romance terms: 'dere damsell' (36); 'meydyn 

schene' (37); 'a lade non hur lyke' (32); her complexion 'reyde as blosmes on brere' (35). 

Such linguistic idealization establishes the duchess's 'outside' status in a world in which 

masculine identity is created and performed exclusively within male groups, among 

'knyghtus of honowr' (40). Significantly, the duke's feelings for his wife are not 

mentioned: Robson remarks that 'the narrative does not convey [...] the sense of this 

couple as lovers'. 43 The duchess is presented as an embellishment within a patriarchal 

social order, and in this wedding episode the poet places his emphasis on the tournament, 

mock-battle, and man-to-man combat of jousting:

On the morow the lordes gente
Made a riall tournement
For that lady sake;
Tho Duke hym selfe wan stedys ten.
And bare don full doghty men.
And mony a cron con crake. (43   48)

While this activity is undertaken 'for that lady sake', the duchess appears an isolated 

figure at her own wedding, a passive spectator of this display of masculine prowess, and 

no other women are mentioned in this wedding scene. The duchess's isolation and her 

husband's implied preference for male society recalls the situation of Heurodis in Sir 

Orfeo, in which Orfeo and Heurodis spend their days apart, she with her 'maidens of 

priis' (64), Orfeo with his knights. In both poems the husbands' preoccupations suggest 

the wives' isolated vulnerability, leading to abduction by the Fairy King and seduction by 

the fiend. Embedded in both poems is an equation of marriage with rule, a metaphor 

which Wilks calls 'one of the more picturesque means by which medieval political

43 Margaret Robson, 'Animal Magic: Moral Regeneration in Sir Gowther\ YES, 22 (1992), 140-153 (p. 

141).
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thinkers struggled to express a theory of sovereignty'.44 In both poems rulers' neglect of 

their wives is intimately linked with their ineffectual performance as ruler, and this 

underlying marriage metaphor enables both authors to develop a figurative language with 

which to expose the shortcomings of chivalric kingship.

The contrast between, on the one hand, the tournament's enactment of aristocratic 

masculinity and, on the other, the duke's failure to fulfil the aristocratic imperative of 

producing an heir is recalled in the poem's language: its courtly tone changes as the duke 

weeps unceasingly because 'Eireles mon owre londys bee' (59), and as be abruptly tells 

his duchess 'Y do bot wast my tyme on the' (58). The idealized image of aristocratic 

masculinity is conjured up by the poet in the richly evoked opening section only to be 

subverted, its founding values exposed as unsustaining. The duke can only perform his 

masculinity in the context of a mock battle: by contrast, Gowther's conduct, later in the 

poem, in a real battle against the sultan's forces is a convincing performance of martial 

masculinity that has been rechanneled during his period as a penitent.

Just as the duke's participation in the tournament is narratively paired with Gowther's 

later fight against the emperor's enemies, so the opening depiction of the duke's court is 

paralleled later in the poem in the powerlessness of the emperor's court. As the duke 

lacks the ability to protect his wife's safety, so the emperor's court, for all its aristocratic 

refinement, lacks the power to repel, without Gowther's crucial intervention, the Sultan's 

onslaught. This structural device, the narrative paralleling of two courts whose 

vulnerability is signalled by marginalization of women, is central to a full understanding 

of the poem, which undertakes a critique and a rescripting of the priorities of its society's 

ruling stratum.

The poem's dismantling and reassembling of Gowther's masculinity takes a different 

direction from the rescriptings found in hagiographical productions, although arguably an 

audience's response to Gowther's metamorphosis depends upon familiarity with the

44 Michael Wilks, 'Chaucer and the Mystical Marriage in Medieval Political Thought', BJRL, 44 (1961-62), 

489-530 (p. 528).



175

narrative shape of saints' legends. Bradstock observes that the Legend of St. Alexius 

opens similarly to Gowther, with a noble childless couple praying for a child, the poet 

stressing their need for an heir in order to secure transmission of their property. Detailing 

many similarities of motif, while allowing that the texts remain structurally distinct 

'because each one inverts the action of the other or directs the same action towards a 

different end', Bradstock conjectures that the Gowther-poet 'knew the legend of Alexius 

and borrowed some features directly'.45 Whether this is true or not, the Gowther-poet 

certainly alludes to the vita form in his opening topos of infertile parents praying for a 

child. The fiend whose arrival answers the prayer recalls the divine interventions in the 

Annunciation and the pseudo-Matthew account of the Virgin's conception.

'Marlyon halfe brodur'

That the reshaping of Gowther's masculinity deviates from the pattern of a saint's legend 

is signalled in the poet's references to the story of Merlin's conception and birth. 

Mentioning Merlin invokes a complex intertextuality in which, linking the demonic 

fathering of Gowther and Merlin, the poet also tacitly alludes to the way in which Merlin 

is redeemed from his evil origin, foreshadowing Gowther's own later development. 

Although both fiend-fathers' intentions are evil, the eventual outcome, for Gowther as for 

Merlin, is a redemption both spiritual and political. Merlin becomes a centrally important 

figure in the English national myth, and Gowther, through the process of renouncing his 

demonic conception, rejuvenates an etiolated aristocratic code and founds a new kind of 

kingship sustained by ecclesiastical values.

The horizons of expectation aroused by Sir Gowther's opening, then, are rendered more 

complex both by the poem's generic indeterminacy and its intertextual allusions. Linking 

the world of his narrative with that of the lay in which 'ferlys' occur, and with the Merlin 

story, whose hero has more to do with the foundation of Arthur's kingship than 

demonology, the author invites a different kind of audience reception from that invoked 

by either romance or saint's legend.

45 E. M. Bradstock, "Sir Gowther. Secular Hagiography or Hagiographical Romance or Neither?', AUMLA, 
59 (1983), 26-47 (pp. 39; 40).
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The poet's two evocations of Merlin's name (10; 98) go beyond simply illustrating his 

assertion that 'Sumtyme the fende hadde postee / For to dele with ladies free' (7-8). 

Saunders explores the ambiguity inherent in the poet's reference to Merlin. On the one 

hand, she explains that '[t]he weight of clerical tradition is evident from the start as the 

poet explains how, by assuming human form, the devil gains a unique and powerful way 

to ensnare the human soul'. On the other hand, in referring specifically to Merlin, the 

poet invokes a romance tradition 'where the fearful figure of the incubus becomes part of 

a web of supernatural associations more fascinating than destructive'.46 Given this 

ambiguity, in mentioning Merlin the Gowther-poet suggests parallels between Gowther 

and Merlin beyond the circumstances of their conception, evoking the audience's prior 

knowledge of Merlin's subsequent career. The account of Merlin's birth referred to by 

the Gowther-poet owes less to Geoffrey of Monmouth than to the significantly different 

account of Robert de Boron. In neither version of the story of Merlin's conception and 

birth does the devil assume the form of Merlin's mother's husband, though the Gowther- 
poet reports that the fiend appeared to Merlin's mother 'in liknesse of here fere' (9).

From the casually allusive tone of his references to Merlin the poet assumes his 

audience's familiarity with the story of Merlin's birth, while suggesting important points 

of similarity between Gowther and Merlin. While Geoffrey, writing in 1136, makes no 

mention of the devil in his account, the second major shaper of the Merlin legend, Robert 

de Boron, brings in the devil and his reasons for wishing to father a human child, to 

confound Christ and to bring evil into the world. His account of Merlin developed into 

the text known as the Vulgate Merlin, English adaptations of which included Arthour & 
Merlin, whose presence in the Auchinleck manuscript indicates that Robert de Boron's 

version of Merlin's origin was known in England prior to Sir Gowther''s composition. 

This account stresses that the devilish scheme was thwarted by Merlin's redemption 

through baptism and by his mother's goodness. As Dean expresses it. '[i]nstead of being

46 Corinne J. Saunders, Rape and Ravishment in the Literature of Medieval England (Cambridge: Brewer, 
2001), p. 223.
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evil, Merlin became God's instrument for good'.47 The Gowther-poet, too, stresses that 

the devil-engendered child receives the sacrament of baptism.

The Gowther-poet, in signalling from the outset that Gowther will be redeemed to God's 

rather than the devil's purposes, indicates also that something of Gowther's 'dark side', 

as with Merlin, will empower the poem's Christian outcome. As Merlin, in his career as 

Arthur's mentor, preserves from his devilish father the power of knowing the past, so 

Gowther retains from his fiend-father his military qualities, while from his reconciliation 

with the feminine comes his ability to rule peacefully. The mention of Merlin causes no 

frisson of fear among Sir Gowther's audience: rather, it serves as narrative reassurance, 

anticipating the tale's outcome in which Gowther, like Merlin, defends Christendom. The 

poet's evocation of Merlin points not to the way that the devil can sow confusion in 

Christendom, but the way in which political harmony and peaceful kingship is dependent 
upon a darker, necessary 'other'. Just as Merlin's dark beginnings are necessary to his 

role in constructing Arthur's kingship, so Gowther's youthful aggression, rescripted and 

harnessed within a Christian ethic of service, is necessary to his future role as emperor.

Rape?
The glittering chivalric world depicted at the beginning of Sir Gowther is disturbed by the 

childlessness of the duke's marriage. The basis of aristocratic society is shown to reside 

not in the splendour of its public performance, but in its ability to secure transmission of 

property and power from one generation to the next. Once that ability weakens, social 

stability is threatened. Anxieties centred on power and property, its acquisition and 

retention, are central to English romance. It is the social and political crisis of 

heirlessness which allows the fiend entry into the human domain, a serious predicament 

which, ironically, is resolved by the fiend's intervention.

The reason for the couple's childlessness is ambiguously treated by the Gowther-poet. 
Clearly the duke thinks that the fault lies with his wife ('Y tro thu be sum baryn', 56),

47 Christopher Dean, A Study of Merlin in English Literature from the Middle Ages to the Present Day: The 
Devil's Son (Lampeter: Edwin Mellen Press, 1992), p. 1.
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though the poet quietly suggests that the problem is the duke's infertility ('He chyld non 

geyt ne sche non bare', 53). The duke's explanation of their childlessness defers blame 

onto the maternal body in what appears to be a face-saving fiction. In the Middle Ages, 

Bullough explains, 'while there was a recognition that males as well as females could be 

sterile, sterility did not hinder the carrying out of the sexual act, and, lacking proof, the 

blame for sterility could often be assigned to the woman'.48 Bullough defines becoming 

male in the Middle Ages as a triad: 'impregnating women, protecting dependents, and 

serving as provider to one's family. Failing at these tasks leads not only to challenges to 

one's masculinity, but also to fear of being labeled as showing feminine weakness, 

however society defines that1 . 49 The duke has failed in the first of these tasks: for all the 

prowess he exhibits at the wedding tournament, his masculinity, as understood in the age 

ofGowther's composition, is inadequate.

If romance as a genre leans toward confirming values associated with the self-image of 

the aristocratic stratum, then in this important respect, the construction of a masculinity 

centred on military prowess, the Gowther-poet exposes the inadequacy of those values. 

The question of the duke's sterility has political as well as domestic importance, as 

Bullough explains: 'Failure to perform [...] was a threat not only to a man's maleness, 

but to society. Potency came to be not only the way in which a male defined himself, but 

how he was defined by society, and impotence was grounds for marital annulment or 

divorce'. 50 In other words, a ruler's failure to father an heir not only put the succession at 

risk, but also called into question his fitness to rule.

Later, the duke's ability to govern his duchy is questioned by his powerlessness to govern 

Gowther's behaviour ('Tho Duke hym myght not chastyse', 149). His attempt to socialize 

the young man into the values of his society, and into his model of masculinity, by 

knighting him, significantly fail to control Gowther, whose later quest becomes as much 

a search for a more viable model of masculinity as it is for absolution. The duke's

48 Vern L. Bullough, 'On Being a Male in the Middle Ages', in Medieval Masculinities: Regarding Men in 
the Middle Ages ed.'by Clare A. Lees (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994), pp. 31-45 (p.

41).
49 Bullough, p. 34.
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impotence, then, is political as well as sexual, an indication that the model of masculinity 

which he and his class espouses is disruptive of social stability.

In Sir Gowther as in other romances, what Rider calls 'otherworldly interventions' occur 

'in response to pre-existing problems or tensions within the central aristocratic society 

which it cannot resolve on its own or in order to bring to light faults in that society which 

might otherwise go unnoticed and uncorrected'. 51 The moral vulnerability of the women 

in Sir Gowther, Sir Orfeo, and Yonec is narratively related to the weaknesses of the 

society in which the romances are set. As a weakly governed land is in danger of 

incursion by outside forces, so a mal mariee is vulnerable to a comparable moral 

invasion. Thus, the duke's failure as a ruler and his failure as a husband and father 

mutually inter-refer.

When, in her orchard, the duchess meets a man 'that hur of luffe besoghth' the poet 

leaves unanswered the question of whether she is beguiled by the stranger's similarity to 

her husband, or whether she sees in the proposed copulation a remedy for her 

childlessness, with its attendant desperate social plight. The orchard scene suggests an 

assignation of courtly lovers, while the duchess's distress following her husband's threat 

of abandonment helps the poet to evade the issue of how willingly she participates in the 

ensuing sexual encounter. Saunders asserts that 'the rape of a woman by an incubus 

forms a central narrative structure' in Sir Gowther?2 For Robson, by contrast, attempting 

to 'explore the story from the point of view of Gowther's mother', the encounter is more 

ambiguous, in which the duchess 'has no space, within the court, to satisfy her own 

sexual or maternal requirements: for these she must go outside'. 53 The poet's delicate 

ambiguity describes the figure in the orchard as if through the duchess's eyes: he was 'as 

lyke hur lorde is he myght be', which tactfully establishes that the duchess is aware that 

he is not her husband. Robson agrees that 'the lady is aware of the deception', arguing

50 Bullough, p. 41.
51 Jeff Rider, The Other Worlds of Romance', The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Romance, ed. by 
Roberta L. Krueger (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. 115-131 (p. 118).
52 Corinne J. Saunders, "'Symtyme the fende": Questions of Rape in Sir Gowther', in Studies in English 
Language and Literature: 'Doubt Wisely': Papers in Honour of E.G. Stanley, ed. by M. J. Toswell, E. M. 
Tyler, and E. G. Stanley (London: Routledge, 1996), pp. 286-303 (p. 287).
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that the duchess 'is allowing herself to be deceived for her own ends'. 54 To explain her 

conduct she concocts a fiction which she continues in pretending to her husband that she 

has been visited by a heavenly messenger. The 'messenger' recalls the youth in 

Geoffrey's account of Merlin's conception or the hawk-knight of Yonec who appears at 

the request of the sexually neglected woman. Her justification that this casual lover was 

as like her husband as it was possible to be might mitigate or euphemize her adulterous 

actions, though clearly she consents for him to do 'with hur is wyll', and thus solves her 

personal and social dilemma.

Gowther's mother's consent to the disguised fiend's sexual advances increases the 

parodic force of this episode, as Zatta notes: 'Medieval readers of Sir Gowther could 

hardly have failed to recognize in the account of Gowther's generation a parody of the 

story of the conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary as told in the apocryphal account of 

the pseudo-Matthew'. 55 hi this story, the Virgin's mother, observing a family of sparrows 

hi a laurel tree in her garden, prays to God to bless her with a child as he has blessed the 

sparrows with offspring, hi answer to her prayer the angel of the Lord appears to her in 

the form of a beautiful youth who declares that her prayer will be granted, predicting a 

wonderful destiny for the child to be born. That the Gowfher-poeV s account of his hero's 

generation alludes to pious stories is confirmed by the duchess's outrageous lie, that she 

had been visited by 'a nangell com fro hevon bryght' (85).

That the duchess meets her seducer under a chestnut tree in the orchard is significant: like 

Heurodis's abduction as she sleeps under the 'ympe-tre' it carries connotations of Eve's 

temptation in Paradise. In addition, a contrast is established between the world of court, 

inside the stronghold, and the world outside those confines. The castle, the most visible 

sign of aristocratic power, built to impress and to intimidate, whose well-founded walls 

divide the world into inside and outside, also symbolizes the cultural boundaries within 

which duchess's needs cannot be satisfied. Only outside that masculine space of power,

53 Robson,pp. 140; 142. 
54 Robson,p. 141. 
55 Zatta, p. 182.
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in the feminine space of garden or orchard, can the duchess find fulfilment which the 

constraining masculine world usually frustrates.

When the duchess's seducer reveals himself as a 'felturd fende', she retreats into her 

quarters within her husband's castle 'That was so bygly byld' (81). Later, following her 

husband's death 'for sorro 1 (154), when her devil-begotten son is ravaging the 

countryside, the duchess again seeks sanctuary in a symbol of political and military 

power:

'Bot to a castyll of lyme and ston
Frely then scho fled:
Scho made hit strong and held hur thare (158-160)

There is irony here, as although rulers such as the Duke have faith in the strength of his 

castles, statements in stone of his power, such buildings are unable to protect that power 

from the corrosive effects of internal flaws.

Youth:
Just as Blaise the hermit, in Arthour and Merlin, immediately baptizes the infant Merlin, 

thwarting the devil's plans, so the duke has Gowther immediately taken into the 

community of the Church:

'Tho Duke hym gard to kyrke beyre, 
Crystond hym and cald hym Gwother' (106-7)

Unlike Merlin, however, whose redemption immediately follows his baptism, Gowther 

spends his youth committing heinous sins, confirming the fiend's prediction 'in is yothe 

full wylde schall bee' (77). What is overlooked by commentators is that the fiend's 

prediction concerns only Gowther's youth: the fiend's words, while appearing to 

prophesy a demonic life, tacitly anticipate his post-youth redemption. The account of 

Gowther's youth parodies the vita, which features those details of the saint's youth which 

intimate his saintliness. In Sir Gowther, by contrast, every reported incident deals with
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the youth's demonic qualities, such as his early dentition, his prodigious growth, and his 
'warcus wylde' (24).

While the impact of this part of the poem is strengthened by its interaction with the vita, 
at the same time it offers an unmasking parody of a young nobleman's upbringing, the 
process of aristocratic socialization. Wogan-Browne writes that '[r]omance texts have 

long been read as [...] produced in order to express and socialize the interests of young 
noblemen'. 56 If romances offer models of behaviour to 'les jeunes', then Sir Gowther, its 

address tangential to romance, exposes, by exaggeration, the darker reality of these 

conventional models. The fact that the duke is not Gowther's true father, although neither 

realizes it, makes his attempts to socialize the young man all the less effectual. At the 

same time, Gowther's life is not dissimilar from the lives of young aristocrats: he is 

trained in horsemanship and weaponry; his passion is hunting, and he is accompanied by 
a 'familia', probably the sons of his father's vassals among whom he has been brought 

up. Clearly an attempt has been made to fit the young man for life as the duke's heir and 

successor, though any moral education he may have had fails to keep him within any law, 

parental, social, or religious.

Both Gowther and Robert le Diable are knighted in an attempt to curb their waywardness. 

In the roman the hero is knighted and a splendid tournament follows, in which Robert 

behaves in an unchivalric manner, wanting to slay his vanquished opponents. The duke's 

induction of Gowther into knighthood is passed over briefly, though the poet reports the 

duke's decision to knight Gowther as an attempt to control his son:

Tho Duke hym myght not chastyse, 
Bot made hym knyght that tyde' 
With cold brade bronde (149-51)

The lack of detail concerning the knighting ceremony conceals the fact that the poem's 

audiences would have understood it as a significant rite of passage. As Ackerman

56 Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, '"Bet... to ... rede on holy seyntes lyves ...": Romance and Hagiography 
Again', in Readings in Medieval English Romance, ed. by Carol M. Meale (Cambridge: Brewer, 1994), pp. 
83-97 (p. 86).
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suggests, '[i]n all probability, the romance writers, whenever they used the expressions 

"to dub a knight", "to make a knight" or "to take the order of a knight", expected their 

audiences to read the missing details into their narratives'. 57 The poet's omission of detail 

in his account of Gowther's knighting recalls his omission of any mention of a religious 

component in the duke of Estryke's marriage ceremony: in both cases the poet's silence 

points to the hollow nature of the ceremonies held without the religious observance that 

gave them meaning.

Ackerman compares the accounts of knighting ceremonies in Middle English romances 

with accounts found in the chronicles. He explains that after the development of the 

concept of Christian knighthood in the twelfth century, the adoubement ritual was 

frequently conducted in church, where, 'to the secular ritual [...] were added several acts 

symbolic of the dedication of the new knight to Christian purposes'. 58 He cites Lull's 

treatise on knighthood which offers an account of the ritual of ordination to knighthood, 

including an all-night vigil before the altar, attendance at Mass the next morning, 

swearing an oath of chivalry to the priest (the 'knyght espyrytueP), and the girding on of 

the sword by the 'knyght terryen'. Other commentators59 stress the ritual of placing upon 

the altar the sword with which the new knight will be armed. Gowther, having forged his 

own sword, is not presented with it after its use had been ritually dedicated to God: this 

discrepancy enhances the central significance of the sword in Sir Gowther.

Gowther's period of roaming the countryside resonates with Duby's account of 

aristocratic youth: 'It certainly seems as if it were the accepted custom for the wealthier 

father [...] to provide his eldest son, after the ceremony of dubbing, with the means to 

lead a group of "youth" on an expedition lasting one or two years'.60 These expeditions 

often posed a threat to civil peace, and were often involved with the young man's search 

for a wife. What the Gowther-poet offers his audience is a distorted image of this

57 Robert W. Ackerman, 'Knighting Ceremonies in Middle English Romances', Speculum ,19 (1944), 285- 
313 (p. 287).
58 Ackerman, p. 290.
59 Ackerman (p. 308) cites John of Salisbury.
60 Georges Duby, The Chivalrous Society, trans. by Cynthia Postan (London: Edward Arnold, 1977), p. 
116.
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convention. Duby further surmises that 'it was the bands of "youths" [...] with their 

prolonged spells of turbulent behaviour making them an unstable fringe of society, who 

created and sustained the crusades'.61 According to this view, those youthful aggressive 

energies so threatening to civil peace were channeled into fighting for the faith, as 

Gowther's youthful violent onslaughts against members of the church are redirected into 

the emperor's struggle against the sultan. One way to read Gowther is as an intervention 

hi the ideas, myths, and cultural stereotypes sustained by the existence of such groups of 

aristocratic youths. If there was a discrepancy between the cultural representations, in the 

romances for instance, of these young warriors, and the reality of the social strife they 

caused, then a work like Sir Gowther may attempt to inflect these cultural representations 

in ways more consistent with the social programme of the Church and the well-being of 

the community.

The poet's account of Gowther's youth, then, may be read as a two-fold parody. First, the 

poem parodies the saint's life: where the latter concentrates on early intimations of 

saintliness, S/> Gowther singles out those incidents which point to the absence of God's 

grace in the hero's life. Second, the poem works as a parody of the education of the 

aristocratic youth: in Gowther, the poet presents an exaggerated version of a successfully 

socialized young aristocrat of his time. If Sir Gowther's perspective on aristocratic 

custom and ideology is ironic, then Green argues that '[w]e are justified in regarding the 

irony of the medieval romance [...] not as rejecting or undermining the ideal, but as more 

accurately in defining and refining it'.62

The poet's account of Gowther's early childhood stresses his precocious growth and 

prodigious strength, hi this he resembles Havelok, whose early strength is an intimation 

of his fitness for kingship. Gowther's strength is not in itself a mark of the demonic: it is 

the poet's emphasis on Gowther's use of his strength to harm women that points to an 

out-of-control masculinity. 'It is notable', writes Robson, 'that Gowther, begotten outside 

the confines of society by a demon, on a mother who allows herself to be deceived,

61 Duby, p. 120.
62 D. H. Green, Irony in the Medieval Romance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), p. 393.
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explicitly rejects, in his infancy, any kind of feminine nurture'. 63 Gowther's behaviour 

goes beyond rejection, and from earliest infancy he inflicts a series of violations on 

women: in his greed he kills nine wetnurses and bites off his mother's nipple. The poet's 

account is a grotesque caricature of becoming male according to the model of masculinity 

current in his class, in which Gowther's violence against his mother's nurturing 

femininity indicates a masculine identity defining itself against any traits gendered 

feminine. Robson64 suggests that Gowther's biting off his mother's nipple is in 

punishment for her sin, but it is more a token of an exaggerated masculinity, and an 

anticipation of Gowther's later violations in which all women become Gowther's targets 

for aggression. In his youth, together with his men, he rapes and burns a convent full of 

nuns; he rapes virgins, rendering them unmarriageable; he rapes married women and kills 

their husbands. His violence is largely sexual. In a sense, in his enmity towards women 

Gowther amplifies the duke's patriarchal values. His sin, then, and the extent to which he 

puts himself outside society, is characterized above all by his abuse of women. If, like 

many romances, Sir Gowther follows a pattern of exile and return, then Gowther's 

separation is from the feminine, his eventual moral redemption signalled by his accepting 

nourishment from a woman's hands, and gaining the princess's love.

When Gowther's violence is not directed against women it targets clergy, this 

juxtaposition suggesting a link between feminine values and the values promulgated by 

the church, that clergy and women constitute a community of shared concerns. The 

poem's rhetorical scheme is informed by a set of polar oppositions, male versus female, 

secular versus ecclesiastical. In this rhetoric of contrasts, the darkness of the poet's 

portrayal of Gowther's early, knightly masculinity is contrasted with his later adoption of 

what the poet presents as a radically different model, in which Gowther embraces both 

the Church and the feminine. Swanson suggests the existence of such a community of 

interests as a 'collusion between clerics and women to civilize and Christianize medieval 

lay men'. 65 Swanson explores the idea that the clergy, although sexually male, adopted a

63 Robson, p. 143.
64 p. 143.
65 R. N. Swanson, 'Angels Incarnate: Clergy and Masculinity from Gregorian Reform to Reformation', 
Masculinity in Medieval Europe, ed. by D. M. Hadley (London: Longman, 1999) pp. 160-177 (p. 170).
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status that may be considered liminal with regard to the masculinity espoused by the 

aristocrat, the cultural representation of maleness embodied in the hero of conventional 

romance with its emphasis on warfare, conquest, procreation, and dynasty building.

Cohen sees Sir Gowther as charting 'a monstrous route to becoming male in the Middle 

Ages', writing of the hero's process of transformation as 'mapping the potentialities of 

his unsocialized self.66 It is more accurate to read Gowther's career as a mapping of 

alternative socializations, as he moves from the aristocratic model, through an ascetic 

saintly model, to arrive at a pattern of maleness which synthesizes the two. The first 

model represents the poet's critical view of aristocratic masculinity, an identity defined 

against qualities gendered feminine, the code of a social stratum emphasizing its 

separation from the wider community, which the poet depicts as a class oppressing rather 

than, as its founding ideals claim, protecting the community, failing to fulfil its social 

obligations by violating the principle according to which it claims its power and 

authority.

That the earl, representative of the old feudal aristocracy, intervenes to criticize 

Gowther's wild behaviour, leading him to reject the model of masculinity into which he 

has been socialized, suggests that there is an older, uncorrupted version of aristocratic 

masculinity from which Gowther has deviated. The earl, expressing his reaction to 

Gowther's excesses, speaks for the community broken by Gowther's violence: 'We 

howpe thu come never of Cryston stryn' (208).

The earl's brave intervention initiates the dismantling of Gowther's socially constructed 

identity, but his visit to his mother impels his journey to Rome to 'lerne anodur lare' 

(237). In one of the poem's pivotal scenes Gowther listens to his mother for the first time. 

At first she responds to his urgent question 'Dame, tell me in hye, Who was my fadur' 

(220-1) with a lie, terrified by Gowther's falchion. This is only the second time we hear 

the duchess's voice: on the first occasion, too, she lies, fabricating her story about the

66 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, 'Gowther Among the Dogs: Becoming Inhuman c. 1400', in Becoming Male in 
the Middle Ages, ed. by Jeffrey Jerome Cohen and Bonnie Wheeler (New York: Garland, 1997), pp. 219- 

244 (p. 220).
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angel's visit, fearful of the duke's threat to discard her. Her inability to speak the truth to 

men indicates the marginalized position of women in the exaggeratedly masculine society 

critiqued by the poet, and is, indeed, a form of muteness. In the masculine world of 

romance, a woman's only power resides in her speech: the problems of both the duke's 

and the emperor's courts are related to the duchess's and the princess's loss of that 

power, and the restoration of the fortunes of both courts only begins when the women 

regain their speech.

Only when she sees Gowther weep, a gesture inconsistent with his caricaturized 

masculinity ('Tho teyrus he lett don glyde' 228), does the duchess confess the truth, 

providing Gowther with the impetus to shed the model of masculinity which oppresses 

both women and the Church. Later in the poem, it is the suddenly restored speech of 

another woman, the princess, which both reveals Gowther's identity and confirms the 

reconstruction of his new masculinity. That the process of his redemption will involve a 

reconciliation both with the feminine and with the Church is signalled by his sudden 

impulse to pray to the Virgin:

"Lorde, mercy!" con he cry 
to God that Mare bare (239-40)

Going to Rome to 'lerne anodur lare' (237), he flees a cultural ideology, a 'lare', imposed 

on him by his socialization into a misogynist culture. He seeks to divest himself of the 

culturally determined model of masculinity he inhabits and find an alternative 

socialization which will integrate him into, rather than separate him from, the wider 

community.

His interview with the Pope is the first time he submits to another's authority, in what is a 

feudal vow as much as a penitential submission:

Y schall the truly swere
At thi byddyng beyn to be (285-6)
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In begging absolution to escape the implications of his conception, he commits himself 

and his sword to the service of the supreme defender of Christendom. The pope is 

presented as a feudal lord, and it is noteworthy that the poet stresses the Church's military 

role, in the pope's declaration that if Gowther had not come to Rome he would have been 

forced to lead a crusade against Gowther as an enemy of 'Holy Kyrke'.

However, Gowther refuses to obey the pope's first command, to lay down his falchion, a 

refusal which is certainly more than Hopkins's 'striking',67 and a feature pointing away 

from hagiography. This is one of the most significant departures from the roman, whose 

hero hurls his sword from him ('S'espee si rue mout loing', 466). 'Striking' as Gowther's 

refusal to abandon his sword may be, even more singular is the Pope's acceptance of 

Gowther's refusal: he makes no comment, accepting Gowther's laconic explanation: 'My 

frendys ar full thyn' (294). In the hero's refusal to surrender his weapon we read that the 

poem's resolution will be an accommodation between secularity and spirituality, a 

reconciliation between the ideal of contrition and submission to the will of God with a 

continuation of Gowther's ability to live and to function in the real world. Rather than 

pitting an aristocratic ideal of manhood against a clerical, the poet seems to demonstrate 

that ideology is formed by negotiation between the ideal and the practical.

Discussing Gowther's penance, Cohen observes that 'Gowther's body must become a 

passive object, a still surface upon which will be inscribed new codes of conduct and a 

new organization'. 68 This enjoined passivity, suppression of the will, is surely the point of 

his penance. Passivity is a quality he has always lacked, imposing his will, in the manner 

of a tyrant, on others. In being unable to speak, he will be forced to listen, just as he is 

forced to rely for food on the charity of others. The 'lare' he learns in Rome is meekness, 

the quality of submitting his will to the interests of the wider community, the very quality 

which differentiates a good ruler from a tyrant.

67 p. 159.
68 Cohen, p. 229.
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One article of Gowther's penance binds him to eating only food taken from a dog's 

mouth. As he journeys from Rome, the greyhound which appears bringing him a loaf on 

three successive days anticipates the role of the princess's dog. The behaviour of dogs 

whose savage nature has been tamed mirrors Gowther's trajectory from the savagery of 

his youth to the gentillesse which permits his marriage to the princess. The dog's failure 

to appear on the fourth day is a sign for Gowther to proceed to the next stage in the 

redemptive process, arriving back into a more familiar world, though in an unfamiliar 

role. Cohen comments on the way Gowther enters the emperor's castle: 'Like a dog, 

Gowther scurries under the table'. 69

Bot gwosse prystely thoro tho pres,
Unto tho hye bord he chesse,
Ther undur he made is seytt. (331-3)

Unlike the steward, who threatens Gowther with a stick, the noble members of the 

emperor's household treat the newcomer with courteous forbearance. For all the vagaries 

of fortune suffered by the heroes and heroines of lays, they find a benevolent sense of 

community and encounter acts displaying gentillesse at important turns in the narratives. 

Robson is incorrect in commenting that the courtiers 'treat him as scarcely human'. 70 

Gowther's singular appearance ('a mon, and that tho feyryst that ever y sye', 339-40), 

together with the emperor's surmise that Gowther may be undergoing a term of penance, 

cause him to be treated with Christian hospitality. Gowther's penance , which Hopkins 

finds 'shockingly harsh', 71 is considerably less harsh than Robert le Diable's which lasts 

for ten years: in Sir Gowther no duration is specified, but there is no sense in the text that 

it is lengthy. The dogs are supplied with food enough to satisfy Gowther's hunger as well 

as their own, and at no point does Gowther, as Hopkins asserts, 'nearly perish of 

starvation'. 72 Additionally, the speechless stranger is given 'a lytyll chambur [...] hyllyd 

undur teld' (368-9) in which to sleep. Every effort is made to mitigate the harshness of 

his penance, and the poet highlights the largesse of the imperial court as much as

69 Cohen, p. 230.
70 Robson, p. 145.
71 Hopkins, p. 21. 
"Hopkins, p. 21.
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Gowther's sufferings. He is accorded the status of fool not in mockery but in a spirit of 

toleration; in short, he is included in the community of the court.

As Gowther, among the dogs, learns to submit his power of action and his strength to the 

will of God, the aristocratic community in which he sojourns faces a powerful challenge 

from the Sultan. Here we encounter one of the most striking parallels between the 

emperor's court and the court into which Gowther was born. The emperor's court, despite 

its courtly values, is vulnerable, its insecurity similarly signalled in the lack of a male heir 

and in the muteness of the princess. As the vulnerability of the Estryke court is 

dramatized and challenged by the fiend's seduction of the duchess, so the emperor's 

court's vulnerability is challenged in the Sultan's insistent desire for the princess. In both 

cases the sexual threat signals political instability.

The princess's inability to speak signals her marginalization in the imperial court. Robert 

le Diable's treatment of the princess makes her marginalization clearer: subjugated 

within a patriarchal social order, she may not choose her own marriage partner, and will 

be manipulated as a token in negotiations involving the transfer of imperial sovereignty. 

Like Goldeborw in Havelok, she represents the sovereignty, and the sultan's desire for 

her encodes his desire for the empire itself.

The Advocates version of Sir Gowther makes no explicit mention of love between 

Gowther and the 'dompe meydon', whereas in the Royal, just before the messenger 

enters with the Sultan's first challenge, we read of the love between them:

'Either of hem loved other right,
But to other no word thei speke ne myght (370-1)73

In Advocates, their mutual love and assistance is assumed from their wordless 

communication, as Harrington notes: 'With their symbolic actions - her sending him 

food, his fighting secretly in battle - they communicate their feelings and desires to serve

73 The Breton Lays in Middle English, ed. by Thomas C. Rumble, (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 

1965).
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each other as best they can'.74 When, after the first battle against the sultan, the princess 

washes her dogs' mouths with wine before sending them to Gowther with bread and 

meat, she is the first woman from whom Gowther accepts nurture. It is a significant 

moment whose eucharistic overtones suggest that Gowther is once more a part of the 

human community.

Tournament
In Robert le Diable a year separates each of the three battles, whereas in Sir Gowther the 

battles take place on successive days, suggesting the nature of a tournament, an 

impression enhanced by the hero's coloured armour. This 'tournament' is not simply a 

trial of Gowther's prowess, but of the extent to which his prowess is now dedicated to the 

service of the Christian community, an exhibition of Gowther's rescripted masculinity 

which underwrites his fitness to rule as emperor.

On leaving for Rome with 'nowdur hors ne man' (257), Gowther cast off the social 

personhood conferred upon him by his class, his upbringing, and his knighthood, 

symbolically naked setting out to 'lern anothur lare', to be re-socialized into a different 

personhood. The process of Gowther's reinvestment is effected in the three battles 

against the Sultan, as on successive days Gowther dons black, then red, then white 

armour in, to borrow Fowler's phrase, 'the parade of metonymies that link clothes and 

social persons'. As Isumbras, working as a smith, 'forges armour as if he were 

reconstituting the social person of the knight he once was',75 so Gowther, having served 

an apprenticeship in humility beneath the emperor's table, is reinvested by God with the 

insignia of knighthood. In each successive battle we are given more detail: as Bradstock 

comments: 'The three battle scenes [...] are quite lengthy for a homiletic romance, and 

each is longer, and more explicit in its connotations, than the one before'.76 The first 

battle takes up twenty-five lines (410-435), the second running to thirty-five lines (463- 

98): here, the Sultan's forces have increased to 'Thowsandus mo than ten' (462), and

74 Harrington, p. 90.
75 Elizabeth Fowler, 'The Romance Hypothetical: Saracens in Sir Isumbras', in The Spirit of Medieval 
English Popular Romance, ed. by Ad Putter and Jane Gilbert (London: Longman 2000), pp. 97-121 (pp. 
105; 102).
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more of Gowther's feats of arms are detailed. In the final encounter, recounted in 68 lines 

(562-630), Gowther's prowess is emphasized ('Of knyghttys was he odde', 573) by his 

riding in front of the emperor, in the vanguard of the imperial host. In rescuing the 

captured emperor Gowther strikes off the head of the 'hethon hownde'. The majesty and 

righteous ferocity of a Christian knight in action are enhanced by the qualities of the 

writing, the violence of the action accentuated by uncompromising diction and insistent 

alliteration, giving a sense of speed and vigour:

Mony a crone con he stere 
And hew apon full fast; 
He gard stedus for to stakur 
And knyghttus hartys fo to flakur 
When blod and brenus con brast; 
And mony a heython hed of smott, 
And owt of hor sadyls, wylle y wort, 
Thei tombull at tho last (425-432)

It is hard to miss the approving relish with which the poet catalogues the hero's actions as 

his prodigious strength is directed against a heathen opponent. Moreover, we realize that 

the qualities which Gowther exhibits in battle derive from his devilish parent: just as 

Merlin redirects those supernatural skills inherited from the devil towards the promotion 

of Arthur's kingship and the formation of the nation, so Gowther reconsecrates his fiend- 

given skills, like his falchion, to the service of emperor and defence of Christendom. The 

author clearly has no wish to abolish the institutions of chivalry but rather to re-establish 

them on different foundations: he approves of knightly prowess, deployed in an 

appropriate context, and this authorial approval places an important inflection how the 

poem aligns itself among romances and hagiographies.

As the Sultan, narratively paired with the incursionary fiend, loses his head to Gowther, 

so symbolically the demon within Gowther loses its power to influence his actions, and 

Gowther lives on as a Christian warrior, in effect as the emperor's squire, his devoted 

service to his feudal lord preparing him for the time when, as emperor, he will employ his 

falchion in the service of the ultimate feudal lord, Christ, and of the community. In the

76 Bradstock, 'Penitential Pattern', p. 8.
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second battle, with Gowther in red, the emperor, giving a dramatic running commentary 

on Gowther's fighting, particularly mentions the falchion with which Gowther once 

terrified the countryside of Estryke. The infamous falchion, metonymy of Gowther's evil 

tyranny, is reconsecrated to become instead the metonymy of his regenerate nature, his 

remodelled masculinity.

His fochon is full styffe of stele - 
Loke, he warus his dyntes full wele, 
And wastus of horn never won. (493-5)

Marchalonis discusses at length the colour symbolism involved, each colour representing 

a stage in the process, which she calls 'spiritual alchemy',77 of achieving purification. As 

she explains: 'He cannot even achieve the black armour of humility until he has proven 

his contrition through sincere penitence. Once he has fought in black, he is ready for the 

next step, the blood-red armor and horse, signifying suffering, purification, nobility and 

the activity of the refining process'.78 Gowther's third suit of armour is 'mylke whyte', 

which Marchalonis explains is a sign of his freedom from sin. Bradstock adds the 

observation that the poet, having described how the black horse and armour and the red 

were withdrawn from Gowther after the battle, fails to relate a similar withdrawal of the 

white horse and armour. 'Presumably,' she writes, 'Gowther is allowed to keep them as 

befitting his position as a Christian knight'. 79 Gowther's 'mylke whyte' horse and armour 

signify his moral perfection and the righmess of his cause, as well as contrasting with the 

sultan's arrogant heraldic splendour to which the poet devotes eleven lines (577-88). 

Rescuing the emperor from the Saracen doubles his rescue of his own better moral 

nature. In destroying the heathen sultan, narratively paired with the incursionary 'fende', 

Gowther achieves that which his nominal father, the duke of Estryke, was unable to do, in 

his inability to protect his wife from the demon and to govern his unruly son.

Finally, the hero's re-embracing the feminine is most apparent in his marriage to the 

emperor's mute daughter. In her inability to speak lies her mystery, and like Gowther, as

77 Marchalonis, p. 24.
78 Marchalonis, p. 23.
79 Bradstock, 'Penitential Pattern', p. 9.
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Robson remarks, she 'has her journey into the "other" regions' 80 in order to find her 

voice. Having described the maiden in stock romance terms:

That meydon was worthely wroght' 
Bothe feyr, curteys and free (377-8)

The poet tells us that 'Scho wold have spokyn and myght noght' (376) Later, in his 

robust refusal to give his daughter to the sultan, the emperor implies that his daughter had 

once possessed the ability to speak:

Yet mey god thoro Is myght
Ageyn to geyt hur spech ryght' (394-5)

In a poem in which the church and the feminine are closely identified, it is fitting that the 

princess recovers her voice (she speaks only once) to convey God's message of 

forgiveness to Gowther, whose own voice is thereby restored. Just as the crisis of 

heirlessness of the ruling family of 'Estryke' is resolved through the intervention of an 

outside figure, so the restoration of patrilinear authority is achieved in the Empire with 

Gowther's intervention and marriage to the princess. This time, however, the outsider 

figure carries with him the underwriting endorsement of Church. Gowther's kingship will 

follow a radically different pattern from the remote, tyrannical rule of the duke of 

Estryke.

The most marked difference between Sir Gowther and Robert le Diable is in the ending. 

In Robert le Diable the hero, renouncing human pleasures, rejects marriage to the 

princess ('la damoisele / Ne sera par moi violee', 4958-9) and the opportunity to ascend 

the imperial throne, which the emperor has offered as a reward to the white knight. The 

princess recovers her voice to unmask the imposter and to reveal the hiding place of the 

real/er de lance which Robert extracted from his wound. With that action, her part in the 

roman is over. In Sir Gowther, by contrast, a more prominent role is suggested for the 

princess in a way which bears importantly on Gowther's future kingship. To their

80 Robson, p. 151.
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subsequent marriage she brings, not only the sovereignty of the empire, but also a living 

source of divine wisdom which will underwrite and legitimize Gowther's rule. 

Structurally the marriage is crucial to Sir Gowther, which begins with a marriage whose 

unholy, secular nature allows in the fiend, leading to sterility and civil strife, and ends 

with a wedding which leads to Christian kingship, secure transmission of power, and civil 

harmony.

Saint
Gowther's forgiveness is miraculously proclaimed by the princess after regaining 

consciousness, following which the pope formally absolves him, proclaiming him 

'Goddus chyld' (673). With the princess's words Gowther, too, is released from silence, 

fully readmitted into the human community, and encouraged to return to enjoyment of the 

world: 'Eyte and drynke and make mery' (665): following his absolution, Gowther is 

never enjoined to lead the ascetic life of a saint, although in the remainder of the poem 

only his pious works are mentioned. Immediately following the wedding feast, Gowther 

journeys back to 'Estryke' where he founds an abbey in which he intends eventually to be 

buried; he founds a convent in an act of restitution for the convent he destroyed in his 

wild youth. Following his father-in-law's death he becomes emperor, and we are told that 

he rules in power and justice:

What mon so bydus hym for Godys loffe doo
He was ey redy bown thertoo,
And stod pore folke in styd,
And ryche men in hor ryght, (715-18)

hi addition to his service to his subjects, he is described as 'tho Sarsyns dredde' (714). 

Clearly he continues to pursue the heathen with the skull-splitting zeal he exhibited in the 

three-day battle.

After his moral resurrection, Gowther strives to rescript his former life: where he has 

attacked the Church and its personnel, now he takes pains to 'halpe holy kyrke with al is 

myght' (719). One of the most appealing features of the poem's end is that, despite his
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absolution, Gowther's conscience continues to be troubled by his crimes against the nuns, 

a fact which convinces the audience more than any other detail that his moral 

regeneration is complete. Where he destroyed, now he founds, and where he violated, 

now he venerates. Apart from his restoration of the convent, Gowther's most prominently 

depicted efforts to remodel his past centre on his return journey to Estryke. He assigns all 

his inherited property to the 'olde erl', who first set him on his metamorphic quest, 

thereby initiating the resocialization of the wild young man, whose nominal father failed 

to lead him to the maturity necessary to prevent him from becoming a tyrant. The old earl 

is invested as duke in place of his mother's husband: he is adopted by Gowther as a new 

father, both the fiend and the duke having been unsuitable role models. Gowther's 

renunciation of his possessions and titles in Estryke contrasts with the late duke's 

obsession with property and heredity, explored at the start of the poem. The earl's chief 

qualification to rule Estryke is his fearless integrity. Again, the parallels established 

between the ducal and imperial courts help the poem to achieve closure. Just as 

Gowther's marriage to the princess is symbolically interlaced with his accession to the 

throne, so the old earl's elevation to the dukedom is accompanied by his marriage to 

Gowther's mother. Where the duke whom we encountered at the beginning of the poem 

failed to maintain the security of his wife and of his dukedom against ingressors, 

Gowther is confident that the earl will be both a more suitable marriage partner and a 

more effective ruler.

The Gowther-poet gives no further details of his hero's life, merely reporting that he 

ruled 'whysyle' (723) for many years. The narrative focus shifts to the miracles occurring 

after Gowther's death, in a way more reminiscent of a saint's legend than a romance. The 

Royal manuscript identifies Gowther with 'Seynt Gotlake' (681), a connection which 

Bradstock finds symptomatic of Royal version's 'contamination' 81 from saints' legends, 

while for Mehl this connection between Gowther and Saint Guthlac 'comes as somewhat 

a surprise'. 82 Vandelinde, on the other hand, finds the association of Gowther with Saint 

Guthlac 'far from spurious', going on to list what he takes to be the many parallels

81 Bradstock 'Secular Hagiography', p. 40.
82 Mehl, p. 127.
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between the two figures: '[t]he violent youth, the sudden conversion, the gruelling 

penance, and the eventual signs of God's grace'. 83

For Vandelinde the Royal version's emphasis 'is not on the Christian knight but on the 

knightly Christian whose sanctity makes him a saint'. 84 Even allowing B to have a more 

pious tone than A, its ending is still considerably less pious than Robert le Diable, the 

hero of which violently rejects marriage and, with it, the imperial throne, choosing to live 

as a holy hermit. There is a real sense, in Robert le Diable, that marriage and kingship are 

directly incompatible with living a holy life, whereas even in the more hagiographically 

inflected Royal MS, Gowther does not renounce the world.

Without identifying Gowther with St Guthlac, Advocates tells of the miracles centred on 

his 'schryne of gold' (731) in a way which to a late medieval audience suggests that he 

became the centre of a cult, his tomb a place of pilgrimage, a site of miraculous healing. 

The Gowther-poet gives a list of miracles which, 'thoro tho grace of God allmyght' (744) 

occurred at Gowther's golden shrine:

For he garus tho blynd to see
And tho dompe to speyke, parde,
And makus tho crokyd ryght
And gyffus to tho mad hor wytte (739-42)

Where Gowther's youthful 'warcus wylde' had broken the social body, these miracles 

exemplify its healing. The formulaic nature of the list of miracles fictively suggests a 

popular tradition, located in the community, surrounding Gowther. Heffernan, writing of 

the process of composing a vita, notes that '"texts" written in and for cultic tradition 

iterate a system of values with wide community acceptance. Such narratives are designed 

to promote social cohesion'. 85 hi the Advocates version we are left with the feeling that 

the social cohesion constructed by Gowther's reputation indicates veneration for his 

kingship as much as his spirituality.

83 Vandelinde, p. 144.
84 Vandelinde, p. 144.



198

In that Sir Gowther is an intervention in the cultural representation of kingship, depicting 

Gowther as saint has particular significance for a contemporary audience. In the 

fourteenth century, the concept of sainthood was laden with political messages, as 

monarchs exploited the symbolic aspects of kingship to bolster the legitimacy and 

mystique of their power. The poem's description of a canonized monarch serves as a 

potent image of kingship itself. In his devotion to the cult of a saintly ancestor, a king 

sought to appropriate the saint's reputation and to foster a popular belief in an innate 

propensity of kings towards saintliness. Saul ascribes Richard II's devotion to the cult of 

Edward the Confessor to the fact that '[t]hroughout the middle ages the Confessor was 

intimately associated with the notion of "peace"', and that, Richard found in the 

biographies of the saint 'the legitimizing imagery that he needed for his rule'. 86

Stephen Wilson writes about the use of saints' cults as a form of political opposition. 

'Aware of the power of saints, rulers were often anxious to monopolize or to neutralize 

it',87 to reclaim moral authority, the claim to champion the oppressed, from such sainted 

rebel figures as Simon de Montfort and Thomas of Lancaster, and to relocate such 

divinely legitimizing authority within the person of the king, hi a political landscape of 

continuous power struggles between king and barons, it was important for kings to 

reinforce their ideology of kingship by maintaining a hold over the symbolic attributes of 

power such as their descent from, and identification with, saintly kings.

85 Thomas J. Heffeman, Sacred Biography: Saints and their Biographers in the Middle Ages (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1988), p. 18.
86 Nigel Saul, Richard II, Yale English Monarchs (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 1997), p.

312.
87 Stephen Wilson, Saints and their Cults: Studies in Religious Sociology, Folklore and History, ed. by
Stephen Wilson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), pp. 34-35.



199 

ROBERT OF CISYLE

Robert ofdsyle survives in nine complete manuscript versions, listed in Foster, 1 the 

earliest dated c. 1375. The number of surviving manuscripts suggests to Hopkins that 

Robert was 'as well known and loved as Guy of Warwick or Sir Ysumbras '. 2 My reading 

follows Foster's edition, based largely on the Vernon manuscript (Bodleian Library 

English Poetry A.I, c. 1390). The Vernon and Simeon (BL Additional 22283. c. 1400) 

manuscripts, written by the same scribe, are 'in almost all instances textually identical'. 3 1 

follow Powell in referring subsequently to these manuscripts jointly as 'V/S'. I 

additionally cite the version found in Cambridge University Library Ff.2.38 (c. 1475- 

1500), which Powell4 refers to as 'F'. 5

Critical response - overview

Robert ofdsyle has attracted comparatively little detailed attention and, as with Sir 

Gowther, much of the critical discussion centres on Robert's problematic generic status. 

Kane denies that Robert is a romance, dismissing it as 'a tasteless and ill-conducted 

exemplum'. 6 Pearsall associates the poem's theme with the same group of tail-rhyme 

romances as Sir Gowther: 'though it is doubtful whether it can be considered a romance 

in itself, 7 a judgement for which he offers no reasons. Other critics place Robert of 

Cisyle, like Sir Gowther, in 'the murky borderland between romance proper and 

hagiographic narrative'. 8 Bradstock concludes that despite the poet's attempts to achieve 

an amalgamation of romance structure and hagiographical spirit Robert 'must be

1 Amis and Amiloun, Robert of Cisyle, and Sir Amadace, ed. by Edward E. Foster (Kalamazoo, Mich : 
Published for TEAMS in association with the University of Rochester by Medieval Institute Publications, 
Western Michigan University, 1997).
2 Andrea Hopkins, The Sinful Knights: A Study of Middle English Penitential Romance (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1990), p. 179.
3 Stephen D. Powell, 'Multiplying Textuality: Generic Migrations in the Manuscripts ofRoberd of Cisyle', 
Anglia, 116(1998), 171-97 (p. 178).
4 Powell, 'Multiplying Textuality', p. 182.
5 Published in William Carew Hazlitt, Remains of the Earlier Popular Poetry of England, 4 vols (London: 

John Russell Smith, 1864) I, 270-88.
6 George Kane, Middle English Literature: A Critical Study of the Romances, the Religious Lyrics, 'Piers 
Plowman' (London: Methuen's Old English Library, 1951), p. 19, n.6.
7 Derek Pearsall, 'The Development of Middle English Romance', MS, 27 (1965), 91-116 (p. 111 n.56).
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regarded ultimately as exemplary or ecclesiastical legend in a new form'. 9 Mehl describes 

Robert as 'a slightly different type of homiletic romance'. 10 Barron, 11 noting the flexible 

conventions and didactic tendency of the genre, classes Robert ofCisyle as a romance, 

and Hume locates the poem among her 'Type A' romances, whose final parts typically 

concern the reestablishment of political harmony.

Attempts to classify Robert are complicated by differences between manuscript versions. 

Despite Mehl's view that Robert 'has suffered less than many of the romances from the 

accidents of transmission', 13 and contrary to Hopkins's opinion that 'the MSS are very 

similar to one another and cannot be said to represent different versions of the poem', 14 

Powell finds important differences, which he attributes to 'scribal interference', 15 arguing 

that the scribes, by omission or by changing the narrative weight of episodes, altered the 

emphasis of the narrative, thus destabilizing the text and moving the poem in different 

generic directions. Early versions, including V/S, resemble an 'elaborated pious tale' or 

legend, while the four complete later manuscript versions, including F, with their 

increased emphasis on Robert's relation to the society which he inhabits, undergo a 

'generic migration' towards romance. For Powell, only in its later manuscript versions 

does the poem express a concern with 'Roberd's relationship to society and the implicit 

sin he has committed against it', 16 the poem's focus turning from individual morality 

'towards the quest for social stability'. 17 I find, however, that even in its earlier 

manuscript versions the poem considers the relationship of king to community. To attend 

to Robert's political discourse is not to dismiss its reception as homiletic romance, though 

it asserts that the Robert-poet is at least as interested in the social causes and

8 Alexandra Hennessey Olsen, 'Oral Tradition in the Middle English Romance: The Case of Robert of 
Cisyle', in Oral Poetics in Middle English Poetry, ed. by Mark Amodio and Sarah Miller (New York: 
Garland, 1994), pp. 71-87 (p. 72).
9 Margaret Bradstock, 'Roberd ofCisyle and the Amalgamation of Forms', Parergon, n.s. 5 (1987), 103- 
116 (p. 115).
10 Mehl, p. 124.
11 p. 199.
12 p. 162.
13 Mehl, p. 125. 
M Hopkins, p. 179n. 1.
15 Powell, 'Multiplying Textuality', p. 172.
16 Powell, 'Multiplying Textuality', p. 182.
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consequences of the hero's pride as in the tale of a regenerate individual sinner. The poet 

finds in the language and narrative structure of homiletic romance a medium in which to 

address matters of political concern, such as the dangers of flattery and the importance of 

good counsel.

Sources, influences, analogues
The immediate source of Robert is unknown. Loomis claims 'the famous conversion 

legend of Robert the Devil' 18 as an influence. Bradstock, too, links Robert with the 

Robert the Devil legend, 'beginning with the name of the protagonist and the 

humiliations suffered by him as penance'. 19 Breul, by contrast, denies that these tales go 

back to the same nucleus but suggests that the English poet adopts features from the 

Robert-saga.20

I am interested in the degree to which comparison with its analogues may assist recovery 

of a fuller range of Robert' s discourse. In using narrative material familiar to his 

audiences in a form other than romance, a folk tale, for example, the Robert-poet may 

import something of the energies of the non-romance form, thus significantly affecting 

the audience's reception of his poem.

Source critics identify three texts for comparison with Robert apart from the Robert the 

Devil legend.: Li dis dou Magnificat of Jean de Conde,21 which Hornstein22 places in the 

early fourteenth century and which, is, for Hopkins, 'a very close analogue';23 the tale of 

Jovinian from the Gesta Romanorum,24 (the Anglo-Latin version of the Gesta is dated as 

the first half of the fourteenth century, and the English version as c.1440); and a variety

17 Stephen D. Powell, 'Manuscript Context and the Generic Instability ofRoberd ofdsyle', NM, 100 
(1999), 271-89 (p. 274).
18 L. H. Loomis, Medieval Romance in England, new edn, Burt Franklin Bibliographical and Reference 
Series, #17 (New York: Burt Franklin, 1963), p. 61.
19 Margaret Bradstock, p. 103.
20 Breul, p, 133 ff.
21 Dits et contes de Baudouin de Conde et de sonfils Jean de Conde, ed. by A. Scheler, 3 vols (Brussels:

Victor Devaux, 1866), II, pp. 355-70.
22 L. H. Hornstein, 'King Robert of Sicily: Analogues and Origins', PMLA, 79 (1964), 13-21 (p. 15).
23 Hopkins, p. 181.
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of folk tale, whose European form, writes Hopkins, 'is usually entitled Der nackte Konig 
or Konig im Bade '. 25 In the case of a work like Robert ofCisyle the construction of linear 

genealogies of influence among written sources and analogues may be of only limited 

value, where the probability exists that the stories were circulating, changing, influencing 

each other in a broader popular tradition.

Hopkins26 compares at length Robert with Li dis, which she argues, though not directly 

related to Robert, 'may possibly be derived from an identical version of the legend, since 

they share important features not universally present in other forms'.27 In Li dis a king of 

'Sezile', characterized by his great pride, though at the same time noted for his charity 

toward the poor, is displeased by the words of the Magnificat which he hears at 

evensong. While he bathes, the king's clothes are taken by an angel sent from God to 

assume his kingly identity. The king shouts savagely at his attendants when he finds 

himself deserted, at which he is compared to a madman and mocked. Like Robert, the Li 
dis king has two powerful brothers, both kings. Beaten and harried by dogs, the deposed 

king visits each brother's court where his story is not believed. Subsequently he 

complains to God, asking what he has done to deserve his great reverse. 'In the course of 

his complaint to God', Hopkins explains, 'the king regrets his former hauteur; however 

he does not appear to realize that this was a sin for which he is being punished'.28 Outside 

his own palace he lines up with other alms-seekers and is ushered into the angel's 

presence. When the angel asks him who he is, the king replies that he is not sure, upon 

which the angel explains that the reversal in his fortune has been in punishment for his 

pride, and that he has been pardoned because of his former virtues. The king is restored to 

his throne, ruling injustice and charity.

There are significant differences between Robert and Li dis. The narrative importance of 

the Magnificat is the most prominent feature linking the poems, though in Li dis it is not

24 Gesta Romanorum, ed. by S. J. H. Heritage, EETS, e.s. 33 (London, for EETS: Oxford University Press, 
1879), pp. 79-87. 
"Hopkins, p. 180.
26 pp. 181-84.
27 p. 184.
28 p. 183.
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until three days after the king's disparagement of the Magnificat that he is impersonated 

by the angel, while Robert's kingship is confiscated immediately after the Magnificat 

episode. Robert is exiled and tested within his own court, whereas the king in Li dis 
undertakes fruitless journeys to his brothers' courts in search of succour. The Li dis 

king's begging for alms is a feature not found in Robert. Li dis has a straightforwardly 

pious didactic message: the king is pardoned because he has been notable for almsgiving. 

As Hornstein notes, Robert's redemption comes about as a result of his own self- 

evaluation. In contrast, the Li dis king has his error explained by the angel in a catechism- 

like dialogue, and is pardoned less for his repentance than in recognition of his former 

charitable works. Most importantly, in Li dis there is nothing resembling the lengthy 

meditation on the story of Nebuchadnezzar which propels Robert's self-understanding.

Although the Gesta story of Jovinian does not mention the Magnificat, its central 

character, the emperor, doubts whether any being could be greater than him. Like the 

king in Li dis, Jovinian is deprived of his clothing, and thus his kingly identity, as he 

bathes. Hopkins, allowing that Jovinian 'is often cited as a "source" ofRoberd ofdsyle', 
distances it from Robert by pointing out that 'it does not share any of the features which 

distinguish Roberd ofCisyle from other versions of the Konig im Bade form'.30

The story of Jovinian, 'a wys Emperour in the cite of Rome', explores the consequences 

of Jovinian's questioning 'whethir here be any god withoute me'. Out hunting one hot 

day, he is separated from his knights and squires by a cloud. Coming upon a stretch of 

water, Jovinian removes his clothes and cools himself in the water. Whilst he is bathing, 

the emperor's clothes are stolen by 'a man in his owen lyknesse' who, received as the 

emperor by the rest of the hunting party, rides with them back to the palace. The naked 

Jovinian seeks the help of a knight who lives close by, but when he presents himself at 

the knight's house, he is declared a liar by the porter and subsequently by the knight, who 

orders him to be beaten for his presumption. The scene is repeated when the naked 

Jovinian seeks an earl's help. This time he is imprisoned and kept without food and drink.

29 P. 16.
30 Hopkins, pp. 180; 181.
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Jovinian resolves to appeal to his wife and his 'meyne'. He is brought before his wife and 

the substitute emperor, who orders that Jovinian should not be killed, but that he should 

be tied to horses' tails and dragged out of the city. At this point Jovinian realizes that it 

was his pride, in questioning whether there were any god but himself, that brought on his 

troubles. He seeks a hermit confessor, who at first refuses to open the door to him, 

declaring 'bou art not Emperour but the devill'. At length, without opening the door, the 

hermit hears Jovinian's confession, upon which he looks out of his window and 

recognizes the naked man as emperor: 'I know be now, bat thou art emperour; but as long 

as bou duelledist in synne, I coude not know the'. Returning to his palace in clothes 

borrowed from the hermit, Jovinian is recognized by his wife. As she stands bewildered 

between the two identical 'emperors', the imposter reveals himself as an angel, and tells 

the assembled court the reason for his impersonation:

'Hit happid bat this man bygan to be so hy in hert, & so proudely, and therfore 
god put him oute of his empier, tyll pat he had made amendis; and in this tyme I 
was commaunded by god to occupie his stede, bat the Empire shuld not 
perissh'. 31

The summary shows the degree of similarity between Jovinian and Robert. In. Jovinian, 
as in Robert, despite the synthetic gloss of Jovinian's 'Moralite', many details point 

beyond the hero's individual salvation to Jovinian's role as monarch of a hierarchical 

society. For instance, Jovinian expects to receive help and deferential allegiance from the 

knight and the earl because he had 'avaunsed' both men. Jovinian inhabits a populous 

social world: he is seen in a crowd, hunting with his knights and squires; the knight's 

porter reports having seen the emperor riding by the gate 'with a grete multitude'; back at 

the palace Jovinian intends to appeal not just to the empress, but also to 'my meyne'. 

These details imply that the emperor's identity, like Robert's, is constructed from the 

behaviour of those who surround him. The hierarchical order is reversed: deprived of the 

insignia of his kingship, Jovinian is treated with harshness by the earl, the knight, and the 

porters. Hornstein observes that 'with [his clothing and his retainers] has also disappeared

31 Gesta Romanorum, p. 84
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all evidence of his kingliness. Naked he is - literally, spiritually, politically'. 32 The 

emperor is treated as he has treated others, and he is now the victim rather than the author 

of tyranny. The model of kingship he has followed has been at fault, seeking to use 

material inducement to cultivate loyalty and harbouring court favourites. Once he 

conquers his pride, he is recognized as the emperor by the hermit, his identity and his 

kingship no longer dependent upon the outward symbols of regal authority but upon his 

rescripted dedication to the responsibilities of office.

Despite its synthetic 'Moralite', the Gesta tale is as much concerned with Jovinian as 

ruler as with the individual sinner who denies God. The tale places its protagonist in a 

political landscape, the poet stressing hierarchic social roles and relationships based on 

mutual advancement. The angel is sent by God on a mission that is political, 'pat the 

Empire shuld not perissh': in Jovinian as in Robert, God is interested in the good 

government of the empire through a rescripting of Jovinian's kingship.

Folk tales and 'flickering shadows'
Several commentators suggest a folk tale source for Robert ofdsyle. Olsen asserts that 

Robert's appeal to its audience rests on its 'mythic elements'. 33 Hornstein cites 'folklore 

analogues' 34 for Robert, and Hopkins writes of '[t]he folk tale on which [Robert] is 

based, the Proud King Humbled'. 35 Powell writes that Robert's analogues 'show that the 

story was derived from a legendary tradition rather than a romance one',36 though neither 

he nor the other commentators explores how such a derivation affects Robert's ability to 

generate meaning, how the discourse of the folk tale might continue to animate the 

romance.

In appropriating folk tale material into other forms, romance or homiletics, medieval 

authors 'adapted the traditional foundation (the material) to a personal senefiance or to a

32 Hornstein, p. 14.
33 Alexandra Hennessey Olsen, 'The Return of the King: A Reconsideration of Robert of Sicily', Folklore,
93(1982), 216-19 (p. 216).
34 p. 13. Hornstein lists the relevant entries in the Stith Thompson Motif-Index of Folk-Literature (n.3; n.6).
35 Hopkins, p. 180.
36 Powell, 'Multiplying Textuality', p. 189.
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particular audience'. 37 In this process of 'seizure and transformation', appropriating the 

discourse of the folk tale, the appropriator imports something of its ideology, consisting 

as much in the individual tale's mode of delivery as in its content: both what it means, 

and how it means. According to Bakhtin, appropriated materials may resist their new use 

and 'sound foreign in the mouth of the one who has appropriated them',38 continuing to 

assert their own meaning in a new context.

Sautman, Conchado, and Di Scipio describe the process whereby folklore 'infuses 

literary [...] works of art with motifs, themes, aesthetic structures, speech patterns, 

symbols, and concrete details of everyday life as well as ritual practice'. The creators of 

'high art', according to this argument, seek unsuccessfully to distance themselves from 

their folklore sources, which 'like flickering shadows [...] remain visible within the "high 

art" productions that would deny them'.39 It is likely that the Robert-poet, in 

appropriating folk tale material, wished not to erase its festive energies but to harness 

them to his own enterprise.

The attempted seizure and transformation of folk tale material in the creation of romances 

involves containing its energy by supplying a gloss to the folklore parent material in a 

way outlined by Lindahl: 'The defining impulse of romance is to mix the story with its 

signification [...] to present simultaneously both the plot and the author's 

interpretation'. 40 Thus, traditional narrative material is appropriated into an ideologically 

saturated genre such as romance or homiletics: an attempt is undertaken to make the 

original tale, its plot, motifs, and structure, signify in new ways.

37 Philippe Walter, 'Myth and Text in the Middle Ages: Folklore as Literary "Source"', in Telling Tales: 
Medieval Narratives and the Folk Tradition, ed. by Francesca Canade Sautman, Diana Conchado, and 
Guiseppe Carlo Di Scipio (New York: St Martin's Press 1998), pp. 59-75 (p. 63).
38 Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination, p. 294.
39 'Introduction: Texts and Shadows: Traces, Narratives, and Folklore', in Telling Tales: Medieval 
Narratives and the Folk Tradition ed.by Francesca Canade Sautman, Diana Conchado, and Guiseppe Carlo 
Di Scipio (New York: St Martin's Press 1998), pp. 1-17 (p. 2).
40 Carl Lindahl, 'The Oral Undertones of Late Medieval Romance', in Oral Tradition in the Middle Ages, 
ed. by W. F. H. Nicolaisen (Binghampton: Center for Medieval and Early Renaissance Studies, State 
University of New York at Binghampton, 1995), pp. 59-75 (p. 66).
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An example of this glossing is the 'Moralite' appended to Jovinian, which provides a 

synthetic allegorical key to the tale, in which the people and events of the parent tale are 

assigned symbolic values in an attempt to rechannel the tale's energies into a Christian 

exemplum. hi the 'Moralite' we are told, for instance, that 'this Emperour may be callid 

ech Cristen man pat is myghti and riche'. When the emperor removes his clothes to 

bathe, the Moralite explains that his clothes are 'good vertuys, pe which he receiued in 

baptisme, and he entrith in to pe water of flesshly affeccions, in be which a synner is ofte 

tyme delited'. 41 At the same time, this homiletic gloss does not conceal the 'flickering 

shadows' of the original narrative, failing to silence the audience's laughter on hearing of 

a a haughty emperor wandering naked and unrecognized: the allegorical system imposed 

on the narrative by its ecclesiastical appropriator does not silence the subversive voice of 

the original tale. Indeed, I argue that the exemplum, in its concern to expose the moral 

dangers of pride, depends heavily for its impact upon the original tale's satirical energy. 

According to Duby's model of cultural diffusion, the 'ecclesiastical avant-garde', in their 

efforts to reach 'the masses', couched their Christian teaching in narrative patterns that 

would be familiar to their target audience: 'In other words there was an acceptance of 

what we would call "folk-lore" - and a "folk-lore" which, but for this acceptance, would 

be quite unknown to us'.42

The Robert-poel appends no such 'Moralite', though he employs other means to direct 

audience response. For example, the narrative voice intrudes early in the tale to comment 

on the hero's character: 'He thoughte more in worldes honour, / Than in Crist, ur 

saveour' (33-4); 'This errour he hedde in thought' (58) . Similarly, the moralizing tone of 

much of what the angel says; 'A fool thou weore to Hevene kyng, / Therfore thou art an 

underlyng' (401-2), which provides an mediating frame within which Robert can 

comprehend his experiences, seems part of a glossing process. However, neither the 

narrator's commentary nor the angel's summary of Robert's experiences has to be 

understood exclusively in terms of the punishment of an individual sinner. After all, the

41 Gesta Romanorum, p. 85
42 Georges Duby, 'The Diffusion of Cultural Patterns in Feudal Society', Past and Present, 39 (1968), 3-10

(p. 4).
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narrator's commentary relates to the rhetorical scheme established in the poem's opening 

lines, the urgent address to 'princes proude'.

Foley explains the ways in which traditional narrative produces meaning in terms of 

'traditional referentiality', the way in which the elements within a particular narrative 

evoke the totality of an entire tradition. Each retelling of a traditional narrative invokes in 

the audience contexts that are 'larger and more echoic than the text or work itself,43 and 

which engage with their experience of the culture as a whole. As Lord points out: 'in a 

traditional poem [...] there is a pull in two directions: one is toward the song being sung 

and the other is toward the previous uses of the same theme'.44 In reauthoring a 

traditional narrative, the Robert-poet instigates a relationship between those meanings he 

seeks to confer and those meanings inherent in the content and mode of the narrative he 

adapts, which form an important part of audience reception. If the Robert-poet seeks to 

overlay a traditional narrative with a homiletic discourse, then according to Foley's view, 

on another level the audience responds to a discourse inhering in the story's traditional 

structures and motifs: 'the "how" [i.e. the way in which traditional tales produce 

meaning] developed over the ages still holds the key to worlds of meaning that are 

otherwise inaccessible'. 45

For Gurevich these 'worlds of meaning' are essentially oppositional: Gurevich views the 

oral character of traditional narrative as 'a guarantee of its power and its capability of 

opposing learned culture'. 46 Elsewhere Gurevich argues that medieval writings offer a 

distortion of the oral past 'filtered through ecclesiastical ideology'.47 Beneath Gurevich's 

pronouncement lies a polar conception of medieval society in which learned, literate 

culture and popular, oral culture are in opposition, although the relationship between 

writing and orally-derived narrative has to be viewed as more complex than this binary

43 John Miles Foley, 'The Implications of Oral Tradition', in Oral Tradition in the Middle Ages, ed. by W. 

F. H. Nicolaisen .(Binghampton: Center for Medieval and Early Renaissance Studies, State University of 

New York at Binghampton, 1995), pp. 31-57 (p. 34).
44 Albert Lord, The Singer of Tales (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1960), p. 94.

45 Foley, p. 34.
46 Aron Gurevich. Medieval Popular Culture: Problems of Belief and Perception, trans. by Janos M. Bak 

and Paul A. Hollingsworth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), p. 223.
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model suggests. Whereas the 'ecclesiastical ideology' of a work like Robert is all too 

apparent, nevertheless the author, partly no doubt as a result of his choice of traditional 

narrative material, adopts a stance that can be tentatively interpreted as 'oppositional' in 

Gurevich's sense. I argue that, far from offering a platitudinous homily on pride, the 

Robert-poet exploits the dissident energy immanent in traditionally derived narrative in 

his concern to address a particular model of kingship and that, in using a folk tale on 

which to construct his polemic, he draws on the traditional referentiality of the parent 

tale.

Whatever Christian example Robert may seek to elaborate, it is not difficult to imagine 

the audience's glee on hearing of the haughty monarch thrown into a puddle and treated 

as an underling in precisely the same way that he has treated his inferiors. There is 

something inherently festive in the folk tale: Bakhtin, in search of 'the authentic folkloric 

roots of the novel', finds them in popular laughter, 'cheerful and annihilating'. This 

laughter deflates the pretensions and arrogance of power, demonstrating that kings are 

men just like porters and sextons, travestying the 'lofty models embodied in national 

myth'.48 hi critiquing the model of chivalry in which Robert grounds his self-image, 

Robert ofdsyle with its satirical laughter subverts the narrative those in power construct 

to justify their dominance. When the 'flour of chivalrye' becomes the court fool, that 

narrative is challenged and overthrown: the hierarchically distanced has been brought 

close and drawn into a 'zone of crude contact'. The festive laughter, with which no doubt 

Robert's audience greeted the account of the arrogant king's bloodied nose, as Bakhtin 

observes: 'demolishes fear and piety before an object, before a world, making of it an 

object of familiar contact and thus clearing the ground for an absolutely free investigation 

of it'.49 hi so memorably assaulting the myth that the king is anything other than a mortal 

man, the poet harnesses the energy of folk tale to strip kingship of its euphemizing 

mystique.

47 Aron Gurevich, 'Oral and Written Culture of the Middle Ages: Two "Peasant Visions" of the Late 
Twelfth-Early Thirteenth Centuries', NLH, 16 (1984), 51-66 (p. 52).
48 Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination, p. 21.
49 Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination, p. 23.
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The folklore pattern of the story upon which Robert, Jovinian, and Li dis are founded is 

inherently satirical, opposing the arrogance of oppression with Bakhtin's 'annihilating' 

laughter, enfranchising its audience, temporarily freeing them from the constraints of 

official culture. The authors of these works mobilize one of the key properties of 

traditional narrative, its protean ability to reinvest itself in a variety of social and political 

contexts, an inherent plasticity in the hands of writers who shape the story-type to 

particular ideological purposes, though the stories themselves refuse to become the 

exclusive property of those who reauthor them. 'While elite glosses limit meaning to 

support authoritarian dicta, folk communications remain unfinished, open-ended, and 

relatively free'. 50 The strong resistance to glossing of Robert ofdsyle's folk tale origins 

are particularly apparent in those episodes where the hero's status is parodically 

overturned, as in his being cast in a 'podel', in the parodic investiture of Robert as fool, 

and in the comic description of Robert, clad in 'lodly garnement' on his undignified 

progress to Rome.

'flour of chivalrye'
Robert is introduced in conventional romance terms apparently conveying the poet's 

approval of the model of kingship he inhabits, although coming directly after the poem's 

opening address to 'Princes proude that beth in pres', the account prepares the audience 

for a portrait of a ruler flawed by pride:

In Cisyle was a noble kyng,
Fair and strong and sumdel yyng (3-4)

That Robert is 'sumdel yyng' casts a shadow of anxiety over his hyperbolized virtues, an 

intimation that his youth is a matter for concern. 'His youth and beauty', Powell writes, 

'suggest Roberd's goodness but also his potential for corruption'. 51 This equation of a 

monarch's youth with possible political instability is noted by Green: in Chaucer's 

Melibee, a close translation of the French Livre de Melibee et de Dame Prudence, 
Chaucer omits the proverb, found in the French original, 'dolente est la terre qui a enfant

50 Lindahl, p. 67.
51 Powell, 'Multiplying Textuality', p. 191.
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a seigneur', perhaps, Green suggests, because it would offend the young King Richard II, 

for whose ears Melibee may have been intended. 52 Perhaps the Robert-poet, in stressing 

the hero's youth, suggests that he reigns over a 'terre dolente', hinting that he has not 

developed the maturity to wield his strength and office for the common good, or 

signalling his vulnerability to manipulative counsel.

An important part of Robert's identity and his pride resides in the power of his family: as 

Hopkins expresses it, 'he sees himself as part of a confederacy of potentates'. 53

He hedde a brother in grete Roome,
Pope of alle Cristendome;
Another he hedde in Alemayne,
An Emperour, that Sarazins wroughte payne. (5-8)

The poet implies a contrast between Robert and Valemounde, whose name is suggestive 

of what Foster calls 'a version of contemptus mundi that Robert must learn in order to 

regain his kingdom'. 54 That Valemounde directs his energies against the Saracens, the 

enemies of Christendom, contrasts with Robert's unspecified activities as 'conquerour'. 

Valemounde embodies the spirit of the founding myth of chivalry, to act, as Kaeuper 

expresses it, 'as the policemen of Christian society', 55 his martial energies ('A strengur 

weorreour nas non founde', 22) channelled into the service of the Church.

The hyperbolized account of Robert continues, undercut by the suspicion that, in 

recognizing no man as his equal, he wears his kingship with arrogance:

In al the world nas his peer,
Kyng ne prince, fer no neer (13-14)

52 Richard Firth Green, Poets and Princepleasers: Literature and the English Court in the Late Middle 
Ages (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1980), p. 143.
53 Hopkins, p. 186.
54 Foster, p. 90.
55 Richard W. Kaeuper, War, Justice, and Public Order: England and France in the Later Middle Ages 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), p. 392.
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This peerlessness is stressed by inverted repetition only eleven lines later, when we read 

that:

'The kyng thoughte, he hedde no peer 
in al the worlde, fer no neer' (25-6)

This repetition, occurring so soon after the first statement of Robert's peerlessness, is not 

to be explained as redundance. In the first instance the poet reports what others thought of 

Robert, whereas in the second he tells us what Robert thinks of himself and his status 

with respect to others. The effect of this twin perspective, the shift from an external 

viewpoint to one accessing Robert's thoughts, enables the poet to suggest that Robert's 

view of himself is constructed from what others say of him. The same doubling effect is 

evident when, after the narrative voice informs us with apparent approval that Robert is 

'of chivalrie flour' (15), Robert declares the same of himself: 'I am flour of chivalrye' 

(53), in which he defines both his understanding of his character and his role as king.

In showing that this 'flour of chivalrie' is so arrogant as to be unfit for kingship, the poet 

interrogates the legitimizing value of chivalry itself as an ideology upon which to base 

kingship. Chivalry, a word 'elusive of definition',56 denoted such a complex of social, 

cultural, and political concepts that it is impossible to provide an exhaustive account of 

what the word would have evoked for Robert's first audiences. Keen offers one 

definition: 'Chivalry essentially was the secular code of honour of a martially oriented 

aristocracy', 57 although its definition was in a continual process of formation. 

Importantly, romance had a major part to play in this formation, as Keen argues: 'the 

romances do indeed help [...] toward a definition of chivalry's elusive ethical 

implications'. 58 For Kaeuper, chivalrie literary works 'advance ideals for what chivalry 

should become [...] more often than they mirror an ideal already transformed into social 

reality'. 59

56 Maurice Keen, Chivalry (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984), p.l.

57 Keen, Chivalry, p. 252.
58 Keen, Chivalry, p. 2.
59 Richard W. Kaeuper, Chivalry and Violence in Medieval Europe (Oxford: Oxford University Press,

1999), p. 33.
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While the poet acknowledges the crusading ideal of chivalry in his brief account of 

Valemounde, he criticizes its current manifestation in the corrupt model espoused by 

Robert. What Robert confidently adopts as his model of kingly masculinity is a version of 

chivalry emphasizing prowess, display, and insignia. It is this model which the Robert- 
poet dismantles and rescripts. Moi writes that 'the function of chivalry and courtliness 

seems to have been to provide the ruling feudal aristocracy with a legitimizing 

ideology'. 60 The Robert-poet exposes this 'legitimizing ideology', often affirmed in 

romance, as a euphemizing ideology, before going on to promote an alternative model of 

kingly masculinity predicated less on martial prowess than on the ability to maintain 

harmony in his realm, a counter-model he sketches in his account of the angel's rule.

Kaeuper writes that 'in many aristocratic minds chivalry did not rank second to religion 

but was fused with it'. 61 The Robert-poet presents a young devotee of chivalry for whom 

the chivalric code, particularly attractive to young men such as Robert, with its colourful 

violence and its simple ethic of the defence of honour through prowess, supersedes that 

of the church.

The opening account of Robert's character associates chivalry with a preoccupation with 

praise and reputation. Before Robert's replacement by the angel, the narrative voice 

intervenes to indicate his flaws: 'In his thought he hedde pryde' (27); 'with herte 

unstable' (49); 'this errour he hedde in thought' (58). Repeatedly we are pointed towards 

Robert's faulty self-image: 'He thoughte more in worldes honour / Than in Crist, ur 

saveour' (33-4). In the ideal version of chivalry as described, for example, in Ramon 

Lull's Libre del ordre de cavalayria, chivalry involves eschewing pride and embracing 

humility. 62 Robert's understanding is more in tune with the model found in Geoffrey de 

Charny's Livre de Chevalerie (c.1350) as outlined by Keen: 'Geoffrey's method of 

judging prowess is firmly anchored to the appearances of this world [...] the indices of

60 Toril Moi, 'Desire in Language: Andreas Capellanus and the Controversy of Courtly Love', in Medieval 
Literature: Criticism, Ideology and History, ed. by David Aers (Brighton: Harvester Press, 1986), pp. 11-
33 (p. 16).
61 Kaeuper, War, Justice, and Public Order, pp. 186-87.
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chivalrous achievement that he suggests are external acts and the repute that has attached 

to them'.63 In Robert, the hero's claim to be 'flour of chivalrye' is predicated on the 

'worldes honour' that follows his successes as 'conquerour'. It is not simply a lack of 

piety which constitutes his 'errour': it is clear that he entertains too narrow a conception 

of chivalry, one that ignores the imperative to defend the weak and to act as the sword 

arm of the Church. His is the boastful voice of the 'warrior mentalite\ the ethos which 

glorified war as the greatest test and expression of manhood'.64

I am flour of chivalrye, 
Myn enemys I may distruye; 
No mon lyveth in no londe, 
That me may withstonde (53-56)

A further perspective on Robert's style of kingship, and a criticism of chivalry as a model 

of rule, is provided by the poet's sharply contrasting account, later in the poem, of the 

Angel King's rule:

Thenne was that a joyful thing
In londe to have such a kyng (217-8)

The angel's rule is a time of 'grete plente' and lack of strife, and that the angel's rule was 

experienced by his subjects as 'a joyful thing' suggests that Robert's rule was anything 

but joyful for his subjects. The description of Robert's reign speaks only of war, while 

that of the angel's exclusively denotes peace. The poet's silence on the state of the realm 

before Robert's removal and his corresponding emphasis on the lack of civil strife after 

his replacement by the angel links Robert's reign as 'conquerour' with a lack of those 

desirable civil virtues which prevail during the angel's reign. The ideal nature of the 

angel's rule recalls what Barnes calls 'the longed for Utopia of contemporary complaint 

poetry: a community of benevolent rule, peace, and justice, extending to all classes of

62 Keen, Chivalry, p. 10.
63 Keen, Chivalry, p. 15.
64 Kaeuper, War, Justice, and Public Order, p. 11.
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society. Its corruption and loss are mourned by the composers of complaint; its 

establishment and defence celebrated in romance'. 65

Kaeuper argues that the English crown, 'overextended [...] while it fought the wars 

which held out the lure of loot and glory',66 was unable to provide the social order it 

promised, the domestic harmony sketched in the Angel King's reign. During the long 

French wars, although the chivalric virtues of loyalty, generosity, prowess, and largesse, 

alongside the king's military successes, seemed to enhance the charisma of kingship, the 

other side of chivalry, the right of lords and knights to indulge in private armed 

confrontation, adversely affecting the public peace, was incompatible with the king's 

duty to ensure domestic public order, the deterioration in which was an often-voiced 

concern in the fourteenth century. The Robert-poet presents chivalry as disruptive of the 

community sustained in the Angel King's rule, in which:

Alle good ther was gret plente: 
Among men, love and charite (211-12)

In the Angel King, the poet presents a monarch who rules according to a different code, 

assuming sovereign power over the provision of peace and the administration of justice. 

With this sovereign power, Kaeuper notes, 'chivalry would ultimately be incompatible'. 67

'deposuit potentes'
Having established Robert's proud character, the poet presents the scene in church 'at 

midsomer, a Seynt Jones Niht' 68 (29), when Robert is separated from the kingship. His

65 Barnes, p. 13.
66 Kaeuper, War, Justice, and Public Order, p. 268.
67 Kaeuper, War, Justice, and Public Order, p. 197.
68 It is possible that St John's Eve, one of the major festivals of medieval England, was associated with a 
tradition, like ihefestum stultorum, involving festive inversion of authority. In addition, Billington [Sandra 
Billington, Midsummer: A Cultural Sub-Text from Chretien de Troyes to Jean Michel, Medieval Texts and 
Cultures of Northern Europe, 3 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2000)] writes of the ritual, 'observed throughout 
Europe', of rolling a wheel down a mountain on St John's Eve. 'The Roman Catholic Church used the 
custom as a reminder of the decline inevitable in any worldly success, stressing that only Christ's power is 
permanent and, like John the Baptist, no-one, not even kings ruling by divine right, could avoid 
descending' (pp. 20-21).
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lack of piety is established by his discomfort in church: 'Hym thoughte, he dwelled ther 

fill long' (32), and particularly in his rage at the clerk's translation of the Magnificat:

What mon hath such pouwer,
Me to bringe lowe in daunger? (51-2)

His arrogance immediately sets in motion 'his social devastation and his translation into 

an utterly different category of person'. 69 Robert's change of status, unlike that of 

Jovinian and the Li dis king, is not immediately dramatized by a change of apparel, and 

Hornstein's remark that 'Robert awakens in beggar's rags' 70 is inaccurate. No change of 

appearance is mentioned, except for the disguising factor of approaching night. It is not 

until the palace porter throws him in a puddle (surely a parody of the bathing episodes in 

Jovinian, Li dis, and other versions of the Konig im Bade story) that his appearance 

changes:

Unsemely heo maden his bodi than, 
That he was lyk non other man (131-2)

Waking alone in a dark church, Robert's first thought is to punish his men ('His men he 

thouhte wo to worche' 70) for leaving him unattended with no 'meyne' to bolster his 

identity: without his customary retinue Robert is devoid of authority, and his socially 

constructed self-esteem deserts him. As Jovinian is pictured always in company of his 

knights and squires, so Robert's identity as king is constructed by the presence of his 

court entourage. There is surely irony in the narrator's 'Never man ne wiste him fert' (10) 

as, soon afterwards, deserted by his retinue, he 'gan crie after his men' (73). Waking 

alone, Robert is a travesty of the proud 'conquerour', afraid of the dark and of being 

alone. Clearly his fearlessness, such an important component of his chivalric reputation, 

is dependent upon being surrounded by supporters. The retinue's readiness to follow the 

Angel King out of the church hints at the shallow fragility of their allegiance to Robert.

69 Elizabeth Fowler, 'The Romance Hypothetical: Saracens in Sir humbras\ in The Spirit of Medieval 
English Popular Romance, ed.by Ad Putter and Jane Gilbert (London: Longman, 2000), pp. 97-121 (p. 

101).
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Robert's mode of addressing his subjects is consistently harsh. There is desperation in the 

verb 'crie' which underlines that he is used to being instantly heeded. It is a measure of 

the poet's skill that the audience, while beginning to enjoy this spectacle of social 

inversion, is led to feel the pathos of the insecure king crying out into the silence of 

encroaching night, in contrast with the Angel King, feasting in the well-lit hall where 

'alle men of hym weore glade' (68). 'The effect', notes Hopkins, 'is starkly to 

foreshadow Roberd's coming loneliness and misery'. 71

When the sexton hears his shouting, he refers to Robert as a 'losenger' (78), failing to 

recognize Robert, perhaps less for any physical transformation than that the man in the 

dark church is, as kings never are, alone and that, in crying out in fear, he is hardly 

behaving like the fearless conqueror, hi other words, it is less his physical appearance 

that has changed at this point, but his behaviour. An important meaning of the word 

'losenger' is 'flatterer' or 'evil counsellor' (MED}, suggesting that the sexton assumes 

Robert to be one of the king's usual entourage of flatterers, left behind when the king's 

party left after evensong.

Robert is used to deference and instant obedience, so that when the porter does not 

immediately grant him access to the royal palace he resorts to abusive words ('gadelyng', 

104) and the threat of violent retribution. Both sexton and porter immediately read 

Robert's behaviour as evidence of madness:

The sexteyn thouhte anon with than, 
That this was sum wood man (85-6)

What they take to be madness, however, is Robert's normal mode of addressing his 

underlings, extreme ire when not instantly obeyed. Behaviour that is normal in a 

tyrannical king in the company of his followers is construed as madness in one who is not 

a king. Out of their normal context Robert's words and gestures become those of a 

parody king.

70 Hornstein, p. 13.
71 Hopkins, p. 185.
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Summoned by the angel, Robert strikes the porter who has failed to show him deference, 

in a way which again points back to a rule sustained by coercion rather than consent. 

Having been struck so 'That blod barst out of mouth and chyn' (124), the porter returns 

Robert's blows, 'That neose and mouth barst a blood' (127). The parallel phrasing is 

important, emphasizing that in his altered circumstances Robert and the porter are on the 

same social level. Unprotected by his privileged position, a festive tit-for-tat requiting of 

injuries can take place. The feeling in all of these exchanges between Robert and those he 

considers underlings is that, as king, Robert's own law had been harsh, and that now, as 

deposed tyrant, it is his turn to experience the harshness of a casually wielded authority. 

Separated from the office which has always insulated him from crude contact with his 

subjects, Robert must suffer the sexton's insults and the porter's blows.

Casting the king 'in a podel' is the clearest example of what Hopkins calls the poem's 

'comic business'. 72 The poem's comedy is more than mere narrative embellishment: the 

laughter provoked by the image of the arrogant monarch reduced to the social level at 

which he can be assaulted is festive, and the inversion of hierarchy signalled in Robert's 

loss of status has a carnivalesque flavour. Finally, the proud young king, scourged by 

words and blows, is brought before the heaven-appointed judge of his former behaviour 

and forced to listen to the angel's verdict, his protests unheeded. He is sentenced, as 

punishment for his former arrogance, to live as court fool.

Fool
This episode relating Robert's parodic investiture as fool recalls the Feast of Fools, in 

which the high are made low in confirmation of the words of the Magnificat. The Angel 

King, declaring that if Robert is to be a fool, he should look like one ('Lych a fool, a fool 

to be', 155) orders Robert to have his head shaved:

Al around lich a frere
An hondebrede bove either ere,
And on his croune made a crois. (171-3)

72 Hopkins, p. 185.
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The Cambridge version [F] reveals the angel's particular reason for this action, adding to 

our understanding that this amounts to a parodic coronation, creating Robert a mock king:

Thy crowne schalle be newe schorne:
For thy crowne of golde ys lorne (F. 162-3)

The Vernon version has Robert, in parody of kingship, provided with a 'counseyler', an 

ape who is to be dressed in the same clothes. Mocking that part of Robert's 'dignite' 

which is constituted by his powerful brothers, the angel adds 'I schal him clothen as thi 

brother' (159). Like the emperor in whose court Sir Gowther lives out his penance, 

Robert will be attended by dogs. Like a king he will have a food-taster, an 'assayour'. 

The reference to the ape wearing the same clothes as Robert may be a satirical jibe at 

livery or the insignia of a chivalric order with which a proud king might clothe his 

favourites.

The Cambridge version adds a significant detail which reinforces the parodic force of 

Robert's investiture. Robert, as a mock king, will have a 'babulle': 'Thy babulle schalle 

be thy dygnyte' (F. 161), emphasizing that Robert has previously taken his 'dygnyte' to 

inhere in the regalia of kingship. Later in F we are told that Robert is not allowed to eat or 

drink unless his 'babulle' is in his hand, as he continues to insist that he is king. Later 

still, as Robert accompanies the angel to Rome, F reports that 'A babulle he bare agenste 

hys wylle' (F. 282). A bauble was a mock emblem of office, a parody of the royal 

sceptre, part of the regalia of a fool. In ecclesiastical terms a fool is defined as one who 

denies the existence of God, the iconographical evidence for which is found in Bibles and 

Psalters. Billington explains: 'Before 1350 illuminations accompanying the Psalms 

beginning "The fool hath said in his heart there is no God" [Psalms 14 and 53, Septuagint 

numeration 13, 52] consistently show a naked or semi-naked figure with bauble and 

occasionally a bell on his eared hood'. 73 Robert's translation to fool, then, follows from 

his objection to the sentiment of the Magnificat ('Then is this a song of nouht!', 57). The 

Catholic Encyclopedia entry on the Feast of Fools describes the feast's order of Mass in
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late twelfth-century Paris: 'During the second Vespers, it had been the custom that the 

precentor of the fools should be deprived of his staff when the verse "Deposuit potentes 

de sede" was sung at the Magnificat. Seemingly this was the dramatic moment, and the 

feast was hence often known as the "Festum Deposuit'". In 1199 Eudes de Sully 'enacted 

that the verse "Deposuit" was not be repeated more than five times',74 which might 

indicate that he feared the revolutionary effect on the congregation of drawing attention 

to the Magnificat's political resonance.

The more Robert insists that he is king, the more he is scorned by the same members of 

the court who had treated him with deference, and the more Robert is treated as a fool, 

the more fool-like he becomes: the angel's new designation of Robert as fool is self- 

fulfilling, and his new identity as fool is constructed by those around him, just as his 

kingly identity was constructed by flatterers in his former life. Where once Robert's 

authority and claim to adulation was based on his kingship, now his claim to be king 

prompts the jeers of groom and page, as Robert undergoes a second socialization. The 

parody gains power from the fact that, as fool, Robert's identity is created by lies (i.e. that 

he is mad), just as his kingly identity was constructed by the flattery of the same 

members of his court. His whole conception of kingship was founded on folly.

The inversion of Robert's role in the hierarchy is dramatized in Robert's having to eat 

among the dogs, a topos deriving, presumably, from the Robert the Devil legend. At first 

he objects, but ends up eating with 'gret plente' (206), a sign of his bestial nature, an echo 

of Nebuchadnezzar who was made to live with the wild beasts and eat grass like oxen 

(Daniel 4. 25; 4. 33). Unlike Sir Gowther, whose plight is mitigated by the way the dogs 

feed him, no such grace is shown to Robert. Where Gowther is treated with compassion 

by the court, a sign of God's grace at work in his life as penitent, Robert is mocked and 

has to sleep as well as eat among the dogs.

73 Sandra Billington, The Social History of the Fool (Brighton: Harvester Press, 1984), p. 4.
74 The Catholic Encyclopedia, 17 vols (New York: The Encyclopedia Press, 1913), VI, p. 132
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In the poem's account of Robert's journey, 'clothed in lodly gamement' (248) to Rome, 

the contrast between his appearance and the Angel King's could not be more pronounced. 

In line 266 we read that, in the Angel King's progress 'everiche sqyyer thoghte a kyng' 

and only Robert, hung about with fox tails, was differentiated by his dress:

Alle men on him gon pyke,
For he rod al other unlyke (269-70)

This parodic progress draws ironic attention to Robert's loss of status in offering a 

complete inversion of Robert's previous experience, in which, as king, dressed more 

magnificently than any of his retinue, he drew the crowd's admiration, whereas now he is 

singled out because of his dress for their mockery. Clothing, then, appears in Robert of 
Cisyle as a key signifier both of moral and social status, as it does in Jovinian and Li dis. 
Clothing metonymizes the social person of the wearer, and the shedding of clothing, as 

Jovinian and the Li dis king do on entering their transforming bath, connotes the shedding 

of, or disinvestment from, a social identity.

When his brothers in Rome fail to recognize him and restore his rightful status Robert's 

dejection reaches its nadir. Robert's claiming brotherhood, declares the narrator, 'was 

holde a foles dede' (292). There could be no greater contrast than that between Robert 

'Clothed in lodly garnement, / With foxes tayles mony about' (248-9), and the 

sumptuously attired Angel King. Robert's clothes, instead of hiding his true nature, now 

point directly to it. The poet devotes many lines (251-268) to describing the Angel King's 

appearance and that of his retinue. As Robert's bestial appearance is the outer badge of 

his inner sin, so the angel's attire betokens spiritual purity, and the God-given majesty 

inherent in kingship itself which extends to the appearance of his attendants. In this 

detail the poet makes an important point, that in a realm presided over by a king worthy 

of his office majesty flows downwards from the king to his kingdom to the benefit of all, 

whereas in Robert's Sicily at the start of the poem a false 'majesty' was conferred on the 

young king by his flatterers.
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Nebuchadnezzar
The turning point in Robert's fortunes occurs when, his former identity dismantled, he 

begins to question whether what has happened to him might be a punishment for his 

'trespas', and realizes the similarities between his case and the life of King 

Nebuchadnezzar. Believing that Robert 'is clearly a version of the Gesta legend', 

Doob75is of the opinion that the Gesta story ultimately derives from the Nebuchadnezzar 

story. Homstein76 notes that the Nebuchadnezzar 'interpolation' is unique to Robert of 

Cisyle. Doob, summing up the reasons for Nebuchadnezzar's popularity with didactic 

authors, notes that 'the falls of princes, particularly of those originally blessed with great 

beauty and power, exercise a perpetual appeal for the less fortunate'.77

Whereas the king in Li dis does not independently realize his sin (he 'must have his error 

told to him by the Angel in a dialogue like a catechism' 78), and Jovinian realizes his sin 

without reflecting on an exemplum, Robert achieves understanding by reflecting on the 

exemplum of Nebuchadnezzar. In its address to 'princes proude', Robert self-reflexively 

recommends itself as a mirror for princes, a vehicle for counsel and a medium of political 

improvement. Its own mtertextual reliance on the Nebuchadnezzar story is foregrounded 

in a way which extends the poem's significance from the story of one proud king to a 

study of pride in kingship.

hi order fully to appreciate the significance of the Nebuchadnezzar references, it is 

important to note79 that the Robert-poet conflates two biblical accounts of 

Nebuchadnezzar, that found in the Book of Daniel and that found at the start of the Book 

of Judith. The Book of Daniel account depicts Daniel telling Belshazzar about his father, 

Nebuchadnezzar, who, having been given his kingdom by God, became haughty, at 

which 'he was deposed from his royal throne and his glory was taken from him. He was

75 Doob, P . 93.
76 Hornstein, p. 16.
77 Doob, p. 5.
78 Hornstein, p. 16.
79 To my knowledge, no commentator on Robert of Cisyle mentions this conflation. Walsh (Martin W. 
Walsh, 'The King His Own Fool' in Fools and Folly, ed. by C. Davidson, EDAM Series, 22 (Kalamazoo: 
Medieval Institute, 1996), 34-46), speculates that the Robert-poet's treatment of Nebuchadnezzar 'refers to
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banished from the society of men, his mind became like that of a beast, he had to live 

with the wild asses and to eat grass like oxen, and his body was drenched with the dew of 

heaven, until he came to know that the Most High God is sovereign over the kingdom of 

men' 80 (Daniel 5. 18-21). In the second account alluded to in Robert, from the beginning 

of Judith, Nebuchadnezzar is king of the Assyrians in Nineveh, a conqueror, self-styled 

'Great King, lord of all the earth' (2:5) who, in making war against the Israelites, makes 

war against God. Doob notes that 'In the non-Danielic accounts and commentaries [...] 

Nebuchadnezzar is usually seen as a sinful tyrant rather than as a just pagan'. 81

In the Judith account of Nebuchadnezzar the great king, although he speaks with 

arrogance, does not claim to be a god. That is left to Holophernes: 'And who are you, 

Achior, you and your Ammonite mercenaries, to play the prophet among us as you have 

done today, telling us not to make war against the people of Israel because their god will 

protect them? What god is there but Nebuchadnezzar?' (Judith 6. 2) The Robert-poet 

adds to the biblical accounts:

He [Olyferne] seide ther nas no god in londe 
But Nabugodonosor, ich understonde. 
Therfore Nabugodonosor was glad, 
That he the name of god had, 
And lovede Olofern the more; (317-21)

This detail is not found in Judith, where Holophernes's words 'What God is there but 

Nebuchadnezzar?' are not heard by Nebuchadnezzar, but spoken while Holophernes is 

campaigning far from Nineveh against the Israelites. This change made by the Robert- 

poet to the Judith story is a crucial shifting of emphasis towards the political evil of 

flattery. The poet, in moving immediately to Nebuchadnezzar's fifteen years in the 

desert, plots a causal link between Holophernes's flattering words, Nebuchadnezzar's

a legendary accretion based on the account of the fourth chapter of Daniel which I am so far unable to

trace' (p. 42).
80 Quotations from the Bible are taken from The New English Bible with the Apocrypha, (Oxford 
University Press and Cambridge University Press, 1970).

81 Doob, p. 3.
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prideful pleasure in them, and his subsequent punishment in the desert, as if his hubristic 

self-image was constructed by Holophernes's flattery.

This is the parallel Robert sees between his sufferings and Nebuchadnezzar's 

punishment: Robert realizes that his own pride has grown from the self-interested 

adulation of others:

Whon God gaf me such honour,
That I was clepet conquerour,
In everi lond of Cristendome
Of me men speke wel ilome;
And seiden, noughwher was my peer
In al the world, fer no neer.
For that name I hedde pride, (335-41)

Miserere
Robert now acknowledges that his sense of identity is constructed by the words of others. 

His martial abilities, he realizes, were a gift from God, rather than residing in his own 

prowess, and his recalling that people used to say that he had no peer takes us back to the 

poem's beginning (13; 25; 28), though his words take on a rueful tone. Robert's 

reflection on the similarity of his experiences and Nebuchadnezzar's prompts his lengthy 

prayer of contrition (348-372) when, as Hopkins writes: '[t]he action comes to a halt, as 

for an operatic aria'. 82 In F Robert declares that his present distress is not for the loss of 

his kingdom, but is true repentance:

Of my kyngdome me grevyth no3t,
Hyt ys for my gylt and leder thoght.' (F. 415-16)

We would, however, be mistaken to read this as expressing simply that Robert does not 

care about his kingship. Instead, it is to be read more elliptically, that one of the 

hallmarks of worthiness for kingship is to regard the crown and the power and prestige 

that goes with it not as desirable in itself. Kingship, rather, is to be regarded as a set of

82 Hopkins, p. 192.
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duties and obligations. The tightness of this attitude is later confirmed in the angel's 

expressed relief on relinquishing the kingship to Robert.

Robert is enjoined to 'drede' God in future, and reminded that he is God's 'underlyng' 

(402). This is the second time the word has been used in the poem. The first use of the 

word stressed that, in dressing him in the same livery as the ape, the angel

An ape rod of his clothing,
In tokne that he was underlyng (271-2)

F makes the point in a more emphatic way:

Hys ryalte he had for-lorne.
He was to alle men undurlynge (F. 227-8)

As well as designating Robert as the 'underlyng' of the Angel King as in V/S, F stresses 

that Robert has suffered a complete reversal of his social position: once lord of all, he is 

now subject to 'alle men'. Creating the arrogant king as 'underlyng' forces his 

imagination to recognize the situation of his former subjects. Robert's chief frustration, as 

'underlyng', is that his monarch will not listen to the truth he speaks: the tables are 

reversed and now Robert, subject to the apparently whimsical will of the Angel King, 

must suffer the treatment which he has meted out to his own subjects. The idea of king as 

subject, however, has wider resonances. The angel in all his white-clad magnificence, it 

must be remembered, is himself a subject, sent by his sovereign, God, to save Sicily from 

Robert's bad rule. 'Angels were the courtiers and bureaucrats of a remote Heavenly 

Emperor', in Brown's words. 83 In medieval political thought, the earthly social structure 

and hierarchy was perceived in terms of Christian imagery, and the angel's presence is a 

reminder that, in this sense, all kings are God's 'underlings'.

The angel, it seems, restores the kingdom to Robert with much relief. Hopkins writes: 

'The angel's three-year regency has been for him an irksome interruption of that bliss of
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which Roberd and we can have no comprehension'. 84 He is evidently glad to be returning 

to heaven where, among his companions,

More joye me schal falle
In hevene among my feren alle
In an houre of a day
Then in eorthe, I the say,
In an hundred thousend yeer. (407-11)

The angel's speech establishes that to accede to a throne is to abandon pleasure and 

personal freedom and to assume burdensome duties to care for the community of 

subjects. The angel is sent to act both as regent-protector ('isent to kepe thi regioun', 

406), and as model for Robert's future kingship. It is neat narrative pairing that makes us 

realize that the angel, like Robert, has been in exile. The angel has taken up his reign at 

the command of a higher monarch, God: he is both monarch and subject, king and 

'underlyng'.

Exemplum for whom?
Assigning the label 'homiletic' to Robert carries the idea that the poem contains a lesson 

for each member of its audience, who should take Robert's story as an exhortation to 

pursue a life of humility. Foster writes that: 'in the fall of the mighty [...] there is a 

didactic caution to "all of us" '. 85 This is an assumption worth questioning. For Edwards, 

the impression that Robert is an exemplum directed at 'all of us' is fostered by its 

manuscript context: 'hi its contexts in both Vernon and Simeon Robert of Sicily is seen as 

wholly homiletic'. 86 For Powell, only the later manuscript versions move Robert towards 

what he calls 'the "romance world's" emphasis on proper conduct and the ordering of 

society', 87 away from a concern with the hero's sin and his individual salvation towards 

an examination of the social consequences of his sin, the effect of his style of kingship on

83 Peter Brown, Religion and Society in the Age of Saint Augustine, (London: Faber and Faber, 1972),
p.142.
S4 Hopkins, p. 193.
85 Foster, p. 89.
86 A. S. G. Edwards, 'The Contexts of the Vernon Romances', in Studies in the Vernon Manuscript, ed. by 
Derek Pearsall (Cambridge: Brewer, 1990), pp. 159-170 (p. 162).
87 Powell, 'Multiplying Textuality', p. 187.
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the community of the realm, and the sense in which romance proposes, as Crane writes, 

'that the human drama is collective, a communal search for stability'. 88 Powell argues 

that the extra lines in F stress how society views Robert's change of status. However, I 

argue that the lines he cites ('And every man made scornynge / Of hym, that afore was a 

nobulle kynge, F. 94-5) add nothing to V, whose editorializing comments shape the 

audience's understanding of the damage to Robert's reputation in the eyes of society:

Alias, her was a deolful thing,
That he scholde for his pryde
Such hap among his men betyde! (194-6)

It is important to remember that F's 'every man' is unaware that the Robert who is 

mocked was formerly a 'nobulle kynge': it is for the audience to realize this, the 

narrator's ironic commentary on the action underlining the arbitrary nature of status. The 

point in both versions is that just as Robert's kingly status was bestowed upon him by the 

people of the court, now his reversed status is conferred by the same group of courtiers 

although they do not, as Powell's reading might seem to suggest, realize that the fool 

whom they mock was once their 'nobulle kynge'. The_same ironic reminder, that those 

who mock Robert are the very people who were once his deferential subjects, is clearly 

present in V/S.

Neither does Robert's bauble, mentioned in F but not in V/S, signify to members of the 

court that the fool was a former king, but simply that he had been forced to carry the 

bauble in mockery of his claim to be king. The real significance of the bauble is known 

only to Robert and the audience ('Thy babulle schalle be thy dygnyte', F. 161), which 

throws a backward glance at how, as king, Robert had viewed his kingship as residing in 

the ceremonial trappings, the symbols of office and the deference of the court.

It is possible to read all versions of Robert as both concerned with personal reformation 

and with advice to rulers. That Robert can be received in the former sense is likely to be a

88 Crane, Insular Romance, p. 83.
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stratagem on the poet's part, a way of softening what might otherwise be seen as too 

direct a criticism of rulers.

Powell89 notes that Jean de Conde, author of Li dis, rather than directing his exemplum 

towards everyone, is especially concerned with 'homme rice'. Similarly, in the Moralite 

attached to Jovinian, the lesson seems directed not at every man but at the rich and 

powerful:

Dere Frendis, this Emperour may be callid ech Cristen man bat is myghti and 
riche, be which for habundaunce of good inhieth him ayens god

It is Robert's opening which points most directly to the likelihood that its poet, like the 

authors of Li dis and Jovinian, had a particular sector of his audience in mind as standing 

hi need of moral correction. The remainder of the audience could enjoy the subversive 

pleasure of looking on while those in authority over them were held up to criticism on 

account of their arrogance, and revel in the spectacle of their being brought low.

A Mirror for Princes

Princes proude that beth in pres, 
I wol you telle thing, not lees! (1-2)

The direct address of the narrative voice to 'Princes proude' is rhetorical, a fiction that 

the poem is delivered to an audience of princes upon which the 'real' audience, as it 

were, is eavesdropping. Robert ofCisyle's abrupt, undeferential opening address signals 

an important dimension of its discourse. If pride is a fault to which all classes of people 

are susceptible, then that realization is left unspoken by the author: it is pride in princes 

that he wishes to address and already the poem takes on an edgy, polemical tone which it 

never loses. Its address is political, though the author's strategies for engaging with 

political concerns are circumspect, couched within an exemplum on pride. Robert of 
Cisyle is not characterized by the dullness that Ferster attributes to the 'heirs and

89 Powell, 'Multiplying Textuality', p. 190.
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analogues of the Secretum Secretorum' , 90 though arguably it employs some of the same 

devices. Most notably, it displaces blame for the king's pride onto his followers, one of 

its manuscript versions suggesting that Robert, in addition to being noble, fair, and 

strong, is wise (F. 231) though misled: here is that stance of prudent deference mixed 

with provocation noted by Ferster as a quality of mirrors for princes. Mirrors for princes 

are full of 'ancient stories so general, so distant in time and place' 91 that they seem at first 

to have little bearing on contemporary political concerns. Setting his poem in distant 

Sicily in the indeterminate past, reworking a familiar folk tale, the Robert-poet distances 

himself strategically from the present, at the same time employing these apparently 

innocuous materials to construct an idiom with which to critique contemporary kingship. 

Whereas all the critical commentaries on this poem concern themselves with Robert as 

man, the poem's urgent opening line alerts its audience that the author is concerned with 

Robert as prince, and in particular with the dangers of flattery and the effect of Robert's 

resultant pride on relations with his subjects.

The diplomatic fiction that the faults of kings could be deflected onto counsellors is 

common in the Middle Ages and reflects a recurring trope in the articulation of political 

discontent. To 'princes proude' the narrator of Robert claims to address true advice, in 

contrast to the 'lees' he is accustomed to hear from those who surround him. Although 

the poet never directly refers to flattery, it is clear that this is what he has in mind by 

'lees', and this connotation is evident in each of the poem's references to lies. The poet's 

interest in truth and lies continues as Robert asks for the Latin of the Magnificat to be 

translated for him, and the idea that the high can be made low seems to undercut his sense 

of his own unassailable power and prestige:

This was the vers, withouten les. 
The clerk seide anone riht (42-3)

Unless this 'withouten les' is merely a formulaic filler to supply a rhyme for 'humiles' (in 

a poem in which, as is generally acknowledged, there is little use of formulaic phrase), it

90 Judith Ferster, Fictions of Advice: The Literature and Politics of Counsel in Late Medieval England 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996), p. 3.
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must refer to the poem's key theme. The 'clerk' tells Robert the truth, which he is unused 

to hearing from his followers, concerning the fragile nature of earthly power and the 

importance to good rule of humility, and it is significant that this one instance in the 

poem of unadorned truth-telling should be located in the speech of a churchman. On 

hearing the clerk's truth Robert becomes angry, ironically taking the truth he has just 

heard to be 'fals and fable', revealing that an important part of his pride and his 

unsuitability to rule lies in an inability to distinguish between truth and flattery and his 

consequent failure to distinguish good advice from bad. The poet presents clerics as good 

advisers, their advice grounded in scripture. Robert's inability to understand Latin 

dramatizes his distance from clerical advice, while at the same time advocating that 

monarchs should have ecclesiastics as advisers because they are guardians and 

propagators of textual wisdom. After all, the words of the 'clerk' prove prophetic in 

confirmation of the truth-value of ecclesiastical speech.

In his brief and contrasting account of the ideal character of the angel's reign the narrator 

asserts that during that time there was, in the ideally governed kingdom, no 'tricherie, ne 

falshede, ne no gyle' (209), three words associated with lying, again implying that those 

evils had disfigured Robert's reign. Later, protesting to his brothers in Rome about his 

altered state, Robert accuses the Angel King of using 'queynte gile' (285) to rob him of 

his authority and his very name. In this he is, as it were, forced to look in a mirror: just as 

the angel's rule is in fact founded on 'queynte gile', so his own authority as king had 

been founded on the guileful manipulations of his followers.

After his realization of his pride, Robert is summoned to the Angel King and asked 

whether he is king, to which he replies:

"Nay, sire," quath he, "withoute lesyng." (388)

Together with his pride, the regenerate Robert has abandoned reliance on 'lesyng', the 

social fabric of untruth from which his kingship was constructed.

91 Ferster, pp. 1; 2.
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The final reference to lies is at the poem's end, in the narrator's claim to a particular kind 

of textual authority for his story. Robert, we are told, has his story written down and sent 

under seal to his brothers; the story exists in an authoritative written form endorsed by 

Robert himself and is preserved at St Peter's in Rome:

Al this is writen withouten lyye, 
At Rome to ben in memorie (435-6)

The existence of this text, and the clear suggestion that written texts do not lie, in 

asserting the 'permanence and reliability of the written word over the ephemeral nature of 

the oral', 92 serves to underwrite the authority of the story we have just heard, hi addition, 

there is an implicit claim that the location in Rome of the written account reinforces its 

authority: the poet perhaps alludes to the fact that it was to Rome that accounts of the 

lives of candidates for sainthood were sent for adjudication. Locating 'the bok' in Rome 

may be the Robert-poet's strategy for annexing hagiographical authority to the story. The 

written account of Robert's rescripted kingship is depicted as a treasured material artifact 

and repository of sacral power93 in a textual strategy to boost the mystique of an 

ecclesiastical model of kingship by associating it with sanctity. The political significance 

relating to canonized kings is discussed in the chapter on Sir Gowther, whose author 

likewise claims authority for his story by telling the audience that it is 'wreton in 

parchemeyn' (751).

Additionally, the textuality of Robert ofdsyle is emphasized in a self-reflexive way, 

employing the sophisticated strategy of presenting an exemplum couched within an 

exemplum. hi considering Robert's affiliation with the exemplum, it should be noted that 

Robert relates the story of a man whose experience confirms the efficacy of the 

exemplum: Robert, after all, comes to realize the truth of his situation by reflecting upon 

the Biblical exemplum of Nebuchadnezzar. This degree of self-reflexiveness gives the 

poem greater density and intensifies the urgency of the poet's advice, in urging 'princes

92 Ananya J. Kabir, 'Forging an Oral Style? Havdok and the Fiction of Orality', SP, 98 (2001),18-48 (p. 

31).
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proude' to learn from Robert, as Robert has in his turn learned from Nebuchadnezzar. 

The 'moralite' to be drawn from Robert, then, redefines pride in princes as an 

unwillingness to be guided by ecclesiastical counsel.

An important feature of Robert's didactic discourse is political, concerning the nature of 

good rule, hi examining Robert's pride, the author reflects on the causes of this flaw, the 

way it is created by his socialization into an unbalanced chivalry and by the flattery of 

those around him, his courtiers, hisfamiliales. hi identifying the origins of Robert's 

pride, the poet engages with a wider discourse about the relationship of a monarch to his 

counsellors. Ferster94 writes of 'the obsessive talk about advice' in the fourteenth century, 

and the way in which writers deployed a series of strategies ('tropes of advice') which 

allowed them to comment on current political realities in texts which 'are often seen as 

compilations of platitudes, cliches, and ancient stories so general, so distant in time and 

place, and so inert that they have no bearing on political concerns contemporary with 

their writers and translators'. Ferster reminds us that 'one of the things literature can do is 

to create a language in which to think and speak about social and political issues'.95 To 

the intentional ambiguities, the translations and biblical and historical examples deployed 

by the writer ofaFurstenspiegel, the Robert-poet adds the festive, satirical edge of folk 

tale to animate his critique of a particular model of kingship.

Ferster talks of these mirrors for princes displaying 'a combination of deference and 

challenge', daring to deal with issues of political sensitivity by means of a variety of 

textual strategies 'without getting into trouble'. One prominent prudent strategy was to 

displace criticism of the monarch onto 'advisers on the council as well as those who were 

the king's personal friends and confidants'. 96 Robert's intertextual appeal to the story of 

Nebuchadnezzar is an example of this trope in which advisers were attacked for using 

their influence for self-interest, for monopolizing the king's attention, making him 

difficult to approach. At the same time Robert is characterized in terms of his 

vulnerability, on account of his youth and restricted access to truth, to the wiles of

93 to paraphrase Kabir, p. 27.
94 Ferster, p. 67.
95 Ferster, pp. 2; 9.
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flatterers. Mirrors for princes resemble poems of complaint, Ferster notes, in that they 

'share [...] themes such as the inadequacies of young counsellors and the danger that 

flatterers will distort the king's perspective'. Ferster discusses the extent to which the 

debate about advice was involved in the deposition of Edward II, who, she writes, 'was 

not really removed from the throne for being dependent, but for being dependent on the 

wrong people'.97 hi fact, these tropes are deployed within a continuing dialogue between 

ruler and ruled concerning the desirability of limiting the king's personal power.

Robert's interactions with folk tale and the exemplum create an idiom in which the 

deposition of a king can be explored. Adding a romance ending, in which the hero's loss 

is followed by restoration, the author prudently softens the provocation inherent in 

images of deposition. In imagining the causes and consequences of a king's deposition 

Robert is poised between the impact on the fourteenth-century political imagination made 

by Edward II's deposition in 1327 and ongoing attempts to rescript the relations between 

king and subjects. William of Pagula's The Mirror of Edward ///(1331)98 similarly raises 

the spectre of deposition99 in his attack on the practice of purveyance, while articulating 

more generally the obligation of monarchs to remain within the bounds set by law. The 

Mirror, writes Nederman, is 'a remarkable example of how the learning of Christian 

scholars and clerics, which often counselled quietism to the meek, could be subverted and 

converted to the articulation of popular grievances'. Like other examples of advice-books 

or 'mirrors', it displaces its criticism from the king onto those of his associates who 'in 

truth are not of the household, although they seem and are said to be of your 

household'. 100 The author makes insistent use of Biblical as well as classical references in 

constructing his argument and, like the Robert-poet, he invokes the legend of 

Nebuchadnezzar:

96 Ferster, pp. 3; 2.
97 Ferster, pp. 10; 71-72.J. Vlolv-i, pp- AV » ' A ' **•

98 in Medieval Political Theory - A Reader: the Quest for the Body Politic, ed. by Cary J. Nederman and 
Kate Langdon Forhan, (London: Routledge, 1993), pp. 200-206.
99 ' ... and indeed, if they had some leader they would rise up against you, just as they did against your 
father, and in trath'you will not have any multitude of people with you' (Nederman and Forhan, p. 206).
100 Nederman and Forhan, pp. 201; 205.
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'And you, King, look diligently, and understand what happened to the King 
Nebuchadnezzar and his son, Belshazzar, in Daniel 3 and 5'101

Whereas William of Pagula specifically argues against the abuse of purveyance, 

championing its victims, it is clear from his citing the biblical examples of 

Nebuchadnezzar and Belshazzar that he intends a wider criticism of the king's 'pride', 

clothing political advice in homiletic form. The scriptures are vaunted, as in Robert., as 

the infallible source of political wisdom, with the unstated but consequent need to have 

their wisdom interpreted by a cleric. Pagula's deployment of scripture as a book of law, a 

set of precedents as a source of exemplary guidance specifically for kings, makes a 

powerful point: in a society whose model of social power pictured authority as flowing 

from a higher stratum to lower strata, writers' use of biblical exempla as sources of 

advice and guidance necessarily asserts that the king is not the source of this authority, 

that he is subject as well as ruler, and ruler only insofar as he is a loyal subject both of 

God's law and those of the realm.

In Robert ofdsyle the word 'pride' is made to carry considerable weight, but that the 

poem's audience would have understood the word to have specific political connotations 

is clear. Of the meaning of'pride' in the first letter of John Ball, 102 Scattergood writes: 'It 

may be that John Ball and his associates were attempting to play safe in these verses by 

using unobjectionable moral commonplaces'.

Now regnep pride in pris,
And couetys is hold wys
And leccherye wibouten schame
And glotonye wibouten blame.
Envye regnib with tresone,
And slouthe is take in grete sesone.
God do bote, for nowe is tyme. Amen.

101 Nederman and Forhan, p. 206.
102 reprinted in Richard Firth Green, 'John Ball's Letters: Literary History and Historical Literature', in 
Chaucer's England: Literature in a Historical Context, ed. by Barbara Hanawalt, (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1992) pp. 176-200, (p. 194).
103 V. J. Scattergood, Politics and Poetry in the Fifteenth Century (London: Blandford Press, 1971), p. 355.



235

It is obvious, however, that the word 'pride' in his letter, as in Robert, carries strong 

political resonances, representing one of the qualities he rhetorically places in opposition 

to 'trewthe' 104 : in this letter, as in Robert, the qualities of pride and falsehood are 

powerfully combined and represented as disruptive of the communal good.

In Robert, the word 'dignite' is used four times in V/S and five in F. In V the first time 

Robert uses it is to protest that the angel has usurped his place and title as king (148). 

Next, the word is in the angel's mouth: when he tells Robert that he is to be shorn like a 

fool he asks ironically, 'Wher is now thi dignite?' (156), a question he repeats in line 168, 

when he ordains that Robert will have a personal retinue of a hound-foodtaster and an 

ape-counsellor. In F the angel tells Robert: 'Thy babulle schalle be thy dygnyte' (161). 

The irony is sharper than in V/S, stressing that the 'dygnyte' of Robert's kingship has 

merely involved the trappings, the insignia of office, of which the 'babulle' is a parody. 

Emphasizing the word 'dignite' increases the parodic force of Robert's mock investiture. 

The final use of the word returns it to Robert's mouth when, contrite and realising the 

justice of his deposition, Robert agrees that he is a fool: 'Kep I non other dignite' (392).

The poet invokes two meanings of the word: 'high personal or spiritual worth', and 'high 

rank or position, high office' (MED). Ideally, of course, the incumbent of the latter 

should possess the former, although this is not true of Robert at the start of the poem: 

lacking the former, he is deprived of the latter ('With wronge thou hast my dignite', 148). 

This interplay between the word's fields of meaning explores the distinction between 

king and Crown, which ' [b]y the time of Edward II [. . .] was sufficiently established for 

the barons to declare their allegiance due the symbol rather than the person', 105 and helps 

the poet to distinguish between the office itself, the dignity of kingship, and the personal 

qualities desirable in the incumbent. Thus, the Robert-poet establishes a distinction 

operating within what Scanlon calls 'the complex of corporate and organological fictions 

that Kantorowicz's classic study has shown ultimately issue in the notion of the "King's

104 John Ball's letter urges his audience to 'stonde manlyche togedyr in trewthe'.
105 Peter N. Riesenberg, Inalienability of Sovereignty in Medieval Political Thought, Columbia Studies in 
the Social Sciences, No 591 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1956), p. 103.
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Two Bodies'". 106 Kantorowicz's thesis argues that, as Smith expresses it, 'discourses on 

the relation between the physical and abstract bodies, the corpus verum and the corpus 
mysticum, produce a powerful and coherent group of writings that explains how physical 

and political bodies can be conjoined in the person of the king'. 107

In these terms, Robert's deposition can be imagined as the removal from office of the 

corpus verum, the man whose pride and associates have led him to rule badly, threatening 

to bring into disrepute the dignity of the corpus mysticum. After Robert wakes in the 

church, the moment when his deposition takes effect, he is unrecognized by his former 

courtiers, because, in these terms, the corpus mysticum has departed from him; and as 

soon as, through his repentance, he has been reunited with the corpus mysticum, his 

'dignite', he is once more recognized as the king.

Riesenberg links dignitas with corona and majestas as 'a very imprecise concept whose 

very vagueness lent it strength and capacity for growth'. 108 The word may be taken as an 

abstraction of the residuum of rights and privileges that the king temporarily enjoyed and 

which he must pass on undiminished to his successor, together with that which inheres in 

the office of king which it is the duty of the incumbent monarch to uphold. Failure to do 

so, through pride, for example, may result in his deposition and consequent removal of 

the dignitas of kingship. Pride in a king is partially redefined as 'that which is 

incompatible with dignitas'.

In F the pope, preaching his sermon on Robert's punishment, declaring that Robert was 

made an 'undurlynge' in punishment for his pride, explains:

For pryde wolde, yf hyt myght bee, 
Ovyr-mownte Goddys dygnyte (F 504-5)

106 Larry Scanlon, 'The King's Two Voices: Narrative and Power in Hoccleve's Regement of Princes', in 
Literary Practice and Social Change in Britain, 1380-1530, ed. by Lee Patterson, (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1990), pp. 216-247 (p. 219).
107 D. Vance Smith, 'Body Doubles: Producing the Masculine Corpus', in Becoming Male in the Middle 
Ages, ed.by Jeffrey Jerome Cohen and Bonnie Wheeler (New York: Garland Publishers, 1997), pp. 3-19 (p.

3).
108 Riesenberg, p. 99.
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And in the final prayer, the narrator addresses God 'That ys so gode in dygnyte' (F. 515), 

completing the poet's redefinition of the word: 'dygnyte' is an attribute of God's divine 

kingship which it is the duty of earthly kings to imitate.

Robert's pride is created and characterized by his lack of disinterested advice: he allows 

his self-image to be created and sustained by those who tell him 'lees', while disparaging 

clerical advice ('Al your song is fals and fable!', 50). For Barnes, the heeding of good 

advice in romance is 'the basis of a code of chivalry in which wise counsel regulates 

prowess [and] channels it to constructive ends'. 109 Robert ofCisyle, in all its manuscript 

versions, conforms to Barnes's observation in depicting the reform of a flawed hero who 

worships 'the demigod prowess', 110 whose understanding of the code of chivalry ignores 

the need for wise counsel. Although the poet gives no details of Robert's subsequent rule 

in the two years before his death, except to tell us that 'He lovede God and his lore' 

(424), we are surely justified in assuming that he rules in accordance with the angel's 

model, prioritizing community well-being, his prowess, like that of his brother, 

Valemounde, dedicated to the service of the Church.

109 Barnes, p. 18.
110 Kaeuper, Chivalry and Violence, p. 47.
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CONCLUSION

In each of these texts the removal of the hero from the centre of political authority 

forces him to view power relations from an unfamiliar perspective. During this social 

displacement he undergoes a political education, bringing back from his exile a 

rescripted understanding of regnal priorities according to which he is able to reform 

his own rule, assume rule, or successfully to depose a tyrant. Just as the heroes of 

these romances are forced temporarily to inhabit spaces liminal to power, so the 

poems themselves cross generic boundaries to interact with other textual traditions 

and their ideologies in search of solutions to their political anxieties and in their 

participation in the discourse of kingship. As their heroes abandon their socially 

scripted identities, so these romances move into a generic indeterminacy, liminal to 

traditional romance, altering their perspective on power relations and enabling them to 

participate in a way different from traditional romance in the cultural process of 

modelling and remodelling kingship.

There is more than one way of understanding this generic interaction. It may be that 

romance authors appropriate the voices of other genres in order to critique traditional 

romance representations of kingship. Gaunt observes that the material borrowed by 

romance from other genres 'often mirrors a critique that is already taking place in the 

genres from which they borrow'. 1 hi thus playing on the horizon of expectation of 

other genres while destabilizing the horizon of expectation of romance, they question 

romance ideologies from within. This accords, for example, with the way Robert of 
Cisyle imports the satirical energy of folk tale to critique a chivalric model of 

kingship. Gaunt notes that this criticism from within is a feature of some earlier 

romances, as an 'opposition between chevalerie and clergie' in which 'a clerical 

narrator offers an ironic perspective on his chivalric hero'.2

Generic interaction may be explained differently, as romance authors seeking to 

bolster conservative romance models of rule by containing, absorbing, or suppressing 

generic voices articulating a different world-view. This is Crane's explanation:

1 Simon Gaunt, 'Romance and other genres', in The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Romance, ed. 
by Roberta L. Krueger (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. 45-59 (pp. 53-54).
2 Gaunt, p. 47.
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allowing that the generic interactions of insular romances make them 'seem to be [...] 

generically marginal', she concludes that insular romances 'sustain broadly 

characteristic features of romance'; they effectively 'engulf their generic opposition, 

consolidating their allegiance to a particular version of romance'. 3 1 conclude 

differently, that these texts expose the extent to which romance ideology is no longer 

able to resolve the contradictions of a changing society or to address the aspirations of 

a changing audience. The discourses which these romances attempt to engulf 'sound 

foreign in the mouth of the one who appropriated them',4 refusing full appropriation, 

challenging the monologism of romance and continuing in their new narrative 

environment to insist on their world-view, their different forms of resolution to the 

contradictions addressed by romance.

Bakhtin, writing of the modern novel, argues that 'the flowering of the novel is 

always connected with a disintegration of stable verbal-ideological systems'. 5 The 

dialogism evident in these romances appears to identify a similar disintegration of the 

verbal-ideological system associated with romance, a 'disintegration' to be 

understood in terms of the changing political landscape of a society moving out of 

feudalism. Crane's metaphor of engulfment, implying that romance succeeds in 

neutralizing the threat posed to romance ideology by the meaning-systems of other 

genres, fails to acknowledge the strength of the critiques of particular formations of 

kingship in these texts. If romance seeks to silence the critical voices of other genres, 

then it is unsuccessful and suffers, in effect, a counter-engulfrnent If, on the other 

hand, it seeks to harness the critical energies of other genres in the enterprise of 

imagining alternative models of kingship, then it is transformed, becoming dialogized 

in the process.

A more useful perspective on the ideological implications of generic interaction is 

afforded by what Geertz calls 'the strain theory' of ideology, according to which 

ideology is that which is called forth in response to the 'chronic malintegration of 

society'. 6 According to this model, ideology is understood partly as a defensive 

response to pressures threatening dominant authority, pressures that, 'were they not

3 Crane, Insular Romance, p. 222.
4 Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination, p. 294.
5 Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination, p. 370-71.
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pacified, would tear the society apart from the inside'. 7 The kinds of generic 

interaction evident in these romances, therefore, may be understood as attempts to 

shore up romance, threatened by the pressure of voices from contesting genres, a 

restaging at the level of narrative and symbol of the dominant authority's ideological 

response to the forces opposed to it. However, in its attempts to silence, harness, or 

displace the voices threatening hegemony, 'ideology testifies to the power of the very 

thing it denies'. 8 Thus, threatened by the discourses of other genres, romance, in 

staging a defensive operation by attempting to engulf them, acknowledges their power 

and, in so doing, displays the opposing discourse which 'can be deciphered, like a 

photo negative, within ideology'. 9 According to this model, texts, even those 

produced within a powerful hegemonic culture, are always sites of contestation in 

which authoritative discourse is challenged and struggles take place centering on key 

cultural symbols such as kingship. For example, the Orfeo-poet makes no overt 

criticism of Orfeo's kingship before Heurodis's abduction, and his restoration is 

received by some critics as a re-establishment of the status quo. However, by 

attending to the ways in which Orfeo's regnal priorities change as a result of his exile 

in the wilderness and his experience of the Fairy King's tyranny, we are able both to 

recover a critique of chivalric kingship and to read in the nature of Orfeo's rescripting 

the ideological response to that critique.

If these romances are to be identified as cultural products of a dominant ideology 

whose enterprise is to perpetuate its own ascendency, then it is a dominant ideology in 

the process of adapting itself in response to changing pressures, the nature of which 

can be recovered by attending to these texts' constructions and reconstructions of the 

hero's identity as the central symbol of dominant authority. The ideology of dominant 

groups is not fixed or static, but changes in such a way as to attempt to absorb 

challenges to its authority. Thus, texts like these romances are not so much the 

expression of the power of the dominant stratum, but part of the production of that 

power through a continuing process of responding to challenge and the inflection and 

modification of a set of ideologically powerful symbols and metaphors. These texts

6 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), pp. 201; 203.
7 Michael Ryan, Politics and Culture: Working Hypotheses for a Post-Revolutionary Society 
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1989), p. 112.
8 Ryan, p. 113.
9 Ryan, p. 112.
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participate in rather than reflect the ideology at particular historical moments of a 

medieval English ruling stratum which itself is in a constant process of self-definition.

I have argued that, as each of the texts in this study interacts with other generic 

traditions, so the voices of those traditions are not silenced, but engage romance 

ideology in dialogue. Havelok, in its 'elusive historicity', 10 appropriates the discourse 

of historiography in the latter's construction of an inclusive national community 

forged from a socially and ethnically diverse population. Havelok stresses the 

interdependence of social strata and the involvement of the whole community in the 

key institution of justice, showing the popular king as a liberator of his subjects from 

tyranny, one who, by virtue of his upbringing, shares the anxieties, values, and 

aspirations of his non-aristocratic subjects. In so doing, Havelok accords value to the 

voice and experience of sections of the community traditionally excluded from 

romance. In importing the generic concerns of the Breton lay, the authors of Sir 
Gowther and Sir Orfeo foreground the creation of a peaceful society. Their 

employment of key tropes of the lay, such as the marginalized position of women 

within a patriarchal society, exposes the disruptive effect on community of the 

chivalric model of kingship with its emphasis on narcissistic display and prowess. The 

effect of Gowther's and Robert's interactions with the discourses of hagiography is to 

critique the models of masculinity inhabited by the heroes of traditional romance. 

While Crane is right to conclude that insular romance resists the full implications of 

hagiography, nevertheless romance is changed in its interactions with hagiography, 

leading kingly masculinity away from chivalric vanity and the culture of the sword 

towards a commitment to the well-being of the community of subjects. It might, of 

course, be objected that these texts' inflection of kingship towards a model more 

aligned with community aspirations is a matter of dominant ideology striving to 

rebrand kingship as community-friendly. Even if this is the case, however, this 

attempted rebranding is a response to pressures which unsettle the dominant stratum 

and which it ultimately cannot contain.

What the romances in this study have in common is that, in their interactions with the 

discourses of other genres, they redefine the position of the hero with respect to the

10 Rosalind Field 'Romance as history, history as romance', in Romance in Medieval England, ed. by 
Maldwyn Mills, Carol Meale, and Jennifer Fellows (Cambridge: Brewer, 1991), pp. 163-175 (p. 167).
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society he rules. The romance paradigm, according to Barron, involves an 'essential 

concern with knightly adventures in pursuit of personal reputation without social, 

political, or religious motivation and divorced from contemporary reality'. 11 For 

Crane, too, in insular romance 'the noble hero's successes are primarily personal and 

only secondarily of broader significance'. Crane extends her explanation of insular 

romances by contrasting them with epics: 'unlike epics, they [i.e. romances] do not 

envision their heroes primarily in service to society's collective need'. 12

While, for Crane, the insular romances privilege private action over communal 

commitment, I find that each of the romances in this study inflects the cultural 

representation of rule in a way that aligns it with community well-being and 

aspirations, offering the possibility of social mobility and inclusion. Where Crane 

concludes that insular romances 'conservatively endorse hierarchy', 13 1 find that these 

romances associate excessively vertical social organization with tyranny. Each of 

these texts challenges kingly autonomy, insisting that a king's power of action be held 

in check by community constraints, and each imagines community reflecting back 

good rule in terms of civil harmony and communal prosperity and security under the 

law. In each of these texts the well-being of the community of the realm does not just 

happen to coincide with the hero's pursuit of private goals, but is contingent upon a 

particular model of kingship. In Gowther, Robert, and Sir Orfeo the model of 

chivalric, autonomous maleness inhabited by the hero at the beginning of the romance 

is disruptive of community interests, while its rescripting acknowledges the 

interdependence of king and community. Kingly autonomy is further challenged in 

these romances in depicting the titular hero as dependent upon a socially diverse set of 

allies. Havelok's recovery of the Danish and English thrones crucially depends upon 

the assistance of a thrall and his sons; Gamelyn's alliance with a household servant 

ensures that his achievement is not merely personal, but furthers the interests of all 

John's feudal subjects; Orfeo, on his disguised return to Winchester, chooses to rely 

upon the intelligence of the lowliest of his subjects for news of the state of his 

kingdom.

11 W. R. J. Barron, English Medieval Romance (London: Longman, 1987), p. 236, n.l.

12 Crane, Insular Romance, pp. 223; 11.
13 Crane, Insular Romance, p. 223.
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In their representation of power relations these romances involve themselves in a 

process of contesting or inflecting a set of cultural metaphors, what Ryan calls 

'representational strategies used to construct the social world'. For Ryan, '[mjetaphor 

as ideology seeks to erect vertical ways of understanding the world that legitimate 

vertical social structures'. Dominant ideology devises and institutionalizes key 

metaphors to establish an authority of meaning 'linked to the maintenance of social 

order and the authority of conservative ideals', in a way which 'prevents alternate 

understandings from emerging'. 14 The task of a counterhegemony, therefore, is to 

attempt to undermine these metaphors of dominance, a process which, for Ryan, 

involves a rhetorical shift from metaphor to metonymy. One widespread metaphorical 

strategy for representing and institutionalizing the relations between king and subjects 

is the body politic, an image going back at least as far as John of Salisbury's 

Policraticus, in which the king represents the head and the subjects represent the 

subordinate body parts. The metaphor of the body politic is an example of the way 

'dominant ideology strives in the teeth of political resistance to reconstitute [social] 

unity at an imaginary level'. 15 Sir Gowther contests the metaphor, suggesting that 

such social unity is illusory, by inversion, depicting the social body broken in the 

details of the hero's youthful violence, in a caricature of aristocratic socialization, and 

made whole again by the hero's remodelled masculinity. Sir Orfeo's graphic 

representations of the broken social body take the form of the unsettling account of 

Heurodis's disfigurement, and in the grotesque mutilations of the Fairy King's 

subjects. Havelok contests the metaphor by concentrating on the body politic's hands 

rather than its head, stressing the interdependence of the social strata by depicting the 

third estate as indispensible provisioners of the body politic. Another figurative 

underpinning of dominant authority is, in the words of Aers, 'the long-lived metaphor 

in which the marriage of man and woman is used to examine political questions 

concerning sovereignty and responsibility' 16 . In Sir Orfeo and Sir Gowther this 

marriage metaphor is destabilized by doubling accounts of inadequate and childless 

marriages with the effects on its subjects of an inadequate rule.

14 Ryan, p. 121.
15 Terry Eagleton, Ideology, An Introduction (London: Verso, 1991), p. 222.
16 David Aers, Chaucer, Langland and the Creative Imagination (London: Routledge, 1980), p. 172.
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A set of representations less abstract and more rooted in physicality begins to replace 

metaphor in these romances' explorations of power relations. The texts appeal to the 
audience's experiences rather than to abstract notions, which perhaps explains 

Gamelyn's realism, which one critic finds 'uncomfortably close for the romance 

mode', 17 and the stark violence of the executions in Havelok which has unsettled 
some critics. To the abstractions of dominant ideology, those who oppose it counter 

with concrete detail in a way that restages the discrepancy between euphemizing 

ideology and the lived experience of the victims of dominant power. Havelok explores 

the strains between metaphysical representations of kingship, related to Havelok's 

'kynemerk' and the light that issues from his mouth, and the power residing in the 

physicality of his body. Robert ofdsyle maps the king's trajectory from a world of 

chivalric abstraction through a zone of crude physical contact which demolishes his 

mystique, while Gamelyn's assault on the representatives of dominant authority 

undermines their mystique by stressing their physical vulnerability.

Community remains imprecisely defined in these romances although each text 

constructs community in its own way, defining it against models of tyranny. It may be 

compared with what Chaucer in the Clerk's Tale will call 'comune profit', that which 

is nurtured by Griselda's benign rule in contrast to her husband's tyranny. The 

community invoked in these romances may be described in Middleton's words,
1 S'society regarded experientially, an immanent rather than a transcendent notion'. 

Community is frequently represented metonymically in Havelok, Gamelyn, Sir Orfeo, 
and Sir Gowther as commensality, in which the sharing or withholding of food 

provides an index of the quality of rule, the inclusiveness or exclusiveness, the 

horizontally or verticality of power arrangements. In Havelok and Gamelyn, a model 

of community is further constructed in the framing device of the fictive, socially 

diverse audience whose approval of the heroes' actions includes the creation of 

community in the poetic subject. The narrative frames of Sir Orfeo and Sir Gowther, I 
argue, allude to an important component of the lay's poetic subject, the framing 

model of the peace-loving community of the Bretons whose political ethic is 

enshrined in their collection of stories exemplifying good regnal practice.

17 Barren, pp. 82-3.Barron, pp. oZo. 
18 Anne Middleton, 'The Idea of Public Poetry in the Reign of Richard II', Speculum, 53 (1978), 94-
114 (p. 100).
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Just as dominant ideology is shaped by a process of reaction to that which opposes it, 

so dissident ideology is not to be thought of as a reified force: rather, it constructs 

itself in a process of reaction against the power practices of the dominant. To borrow 

from Jameson, dissident ideology begins as a reaction to 'what hurts [...] what refuses 

desire and sets inexorable limits to individual as well as collective praxis' 19 . Gamelyn 

clearly illustrates the development of this diffuse ideology. The hero's first rebellion 

is a reaction to 'what hurts', his brother's appropriation of his property and 

cancellation of his status; as Gamelyn continues his rebellion against John, he notices 

that all the power agencies are similarly mobilized to enforce vertical social structure, 

to make such social arrangements appear inevitable, to oppress and to exclude, in a 

way which illustrates an ability to draw ideological conclusions from his experiences.

The dissident ideology recoverable from these texts is haunted by a sense of the 

possibility of a new kind of community, related to the imprecise formation which 

Turner calls 'communitas', 'a bond uniting [...] people over and above any formal 

social bonds',20 a notion of horizontal social arrangements asserted in opposition to an 

oppressively vertical model, mobilized less as a realizable political programme than 

as an articulation of discontent with tyrannical rule. For instance, one function of the 

depiction of the outlaws' society in Gamelyn is to counter John's tyranny with a 

model of a society with minimal vertical stratification. Community is figured in these 

romances as that which is injured by tyranny and nurtured by good kingship, and that 

which mobilizes itself as resistance to tyranny. In Gamelyn, Havelok, and Robert of 

Cisyle community is that which celebrates the camivalesque inversion of tyranny. 

Perhaps the cultural analytic referred to as the camivalesque ('the politics of hierarchy 

inversion as a ritual strategy on the part of subordinate groups' 21 ) is the best example 

of the textual mobilization of community in these romances, that sense of joy at the 

dethronement of hierarchy which, while it hardly provides a coherent political 

ideology, offers a creative disrespect to tyranny.

19 Jameson, p. 102.
20 Victor Turner, Dramas, Fields, and Metaphors: Symbolic Action in Human Society (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 1974), p. 45.
21 Peter Stallybrass and Allon White, The Politics and Poetics oj Transgression (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 1986), p. 4.
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What the heroes of these romances bring back from the liminal spaces to which they 

have been exiled is a new model of rule, a different ordering of priorities concerning 

the relationship between king and subjects. In Havelok and Gamelyn in particular the 

people are portrayed as individuals, socially diverse and interdependent. Havelok's 

kingship will be informed by his experience of the thrift, generosity, and loyalty of the 

lower stratum. Gamelyn's struggles lead him to see the mass of subjects not as a 

'grete route' but as 'good menys sones'. Orfeo learns to privilege his responsibilities 

towards his subjects over the trappings and ceremonial of kingship. Gowther's 

transformation leads him to direct the ferocity of his falchion in the service of 

ensuring the well-being of his subjects rather than oppressing them. Robert, his pride 

having been erased, 'conquerour' turned peacekeeper, dedicates himself to recreating 

the community nurtured by the Angel King's rule.

What the romances bring back from the liminal spaces in which they interact with 

other genres in search of solutions to contemporary anxieties is a new ability to attend 

to, and accord value to, the experiences of those subject to kingship. In the end, we 

glimpse in these poems the end of romance's insistence on heroic, and hence kingly, 

autonomy. It is not going too far, I conclude, to discern in these texts the beginnings 

of what Middleton calls public poetry, whose subject is 'a constant relation of speaker 

to audience within an ideally conceived worldly community'. 22 In the framing devices 

of Havelok and Gamelyn, the realized presence of speaker and audience, in the appeal 

of Sir Gowther and Sir Orfeo to the lay, and in Robert's festive laughter 

accompanying the humiliation of tyranny, we see community beginning to replace 

heroic autonomy as the subject of romance, the beginnings of a poetry that assigns 

'paramount value to peace, rather than to the glory conferred by chivalric conquest',23 

a poetry striving against the generic grain of romance to address the important role of 

community, in partnership with monarchy, in the life of the nation.

22 Middleton, p. 95.
23 Middleton, p. 96, n.6
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