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Sammanfattning: Höviskhet, adelskap och känslomässig behärskning i de första 
fornsvenska översatta riddarromanerna: om Herr Ivan och Flores och Blanzeflor
De första riddarromanerna som översattes till fornsvenska, Herr Ivan (1303) och Flores och 
Blanzeflor (1312), utgör i denna artikel exempel på hur två medeltida översättningar omfor-

mulerar känslor och beskrivningar av verbala och fysiska känslomässiga uttryck. De litterära 

gestalternas emotionella tillstånd presenteras som etiska dilemman, men de svenska översättnin-

garna understryker också deras effekter på den sociala och politiska ordningen. Felaktiga 

känslor och inte minst omåttliga känslouttryck var problematiska för den politiska eliten. Den 

svenska 1300-talsaristokratin behövde en litteratur som kunde lansera höviska uppförande-

koder, som spred idén om att den som fötts med ädelt blod var mer behärskad, rationell och 

därmed lämplig att styra riket. I artikeln diskuteras hur översättningarnas funktioner relaterar 

till olika strata inom den svenska aristokratin och dessas möjliga varierande reception av tex-

terna.

During the high and later Middle Ages, the literary culture of the European elites was 
to a great extent a shared pan-European culture. The same narratives appeared in 
various geographical contexts, translated into a variety of vernacular languages. In 
some cases, translated literature made up a secondary or subordinate part of the liter-
ary culture, while in others, as the Old Swedish case demonstrates, translated litera-

  My debt of gratitude to Massimiliano Bampi for organizing the Second International Conference on East Norse 
Philology must here be expressed. My thanks also to Gålöstiftelsen for the generous travel grant which enabled 
my participation in the conference. Please note that unless otherwise indicated all translations are my own.
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ture precedes original domestic literary creation in the vernacular – at least as regards 
extensive written works of literature.1 Early fictional literature in Old Swedish in-
cluded translations from Old Norse, French, and German source texts, with the trans-
lator sometimes handling more than one previous version in his adaptation of the 
material. This is the case with several of the romances that appear alongside texts from 
other genres in some late medieval manuscript miscellanies, which have been dem-
onstrated to have been produced for noble families in the Lake Mälaren region in the 
fifteenth century.2

Stories of Charlemagne appeared in various forms in the medieval North: in Old 
Norse, Old Swedish, and Old Danish versions, each conserved in different redac-
tions. So did Chrétien de Troyes’ Yvain and the enormously popular narrative of 
Floire and Blanchefleur: as Old Norse sagas, fourteenth-century translations into 
Old Swedish verse – part of the so-called Eufemiavisor, translated on the behest of the 
Norwegian Queen Eufemia of Rügen (d. 1312), wife of King Hákon V Magnússon 
(r. 1299–1319) – and later Danish versions. An older scholarly discourse deemed 
these translations to be either tolerable or lacking, according to linguistic standards 
of translation. When considering the modifications made by the translator of the 
Eufemiavisor to the courtly love depicted by Chrétien de Troyes in his Yvain, Valter 
Jansson attributed the changes to the translator’s lack of interest and understanding 
of the psychological and emotional aspects of the French work, a stance that was 
typical of his time.3

Later trends in research on medieval translation have emphasized the ability and 
desire among the translators to adapt the texts to their target audiences and the par-
ticular social and cultural contexts to which they belonged (for Old Swedish litera-
ture notably Massimiliano Bampi, Sofia Lodén, and Joseph M. Sullivan). This often 
implied a shift in focus, stressing certain features in the original source and downplay-
ing other aspects to fit the target culture for which the translations were produced. 
That is, research has demonstrated that there are distinctive traits in e.g. Icelandic 
medieval culture that necessarily distanced translations from their source texts, re-
gardless of Icelandic literature forming part of a larger pan-European tradition in the 
period.4

1  There is most likely a possibility of an oral tradition of literary composition in Sweden prior to the fourteenth 
century, or the presence of literary performance in other Scandinavian languages, but the extent and content of 
such a tradition is difficult to measure due to lacking evidence. See Ferm 2015: 112–117. He states succinctly ‘that 
a mature author, without any predecessors, could suddenly emerge to present a comprehensive body of work 
within an internationally established genre […] is unlikely in the real world, because ex nihilo nihil fit’ (p. 113).

2  Andersson 2014: 58–66; Backman 2017; Carlquist 2002; Ferm 1997: 26–34; Layher 2015; Åström 1997: 
235–249.

3 Jansson 1945: 36–37.

4 Sif Ríkharðsdóttir 2005: 258; Sif Ríkharðsdóttir 2015: 163.
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The main question of this article is whether such translations or adaptations modi-
fied the emotional aspect of the works, and, if so, how and why. I will attempt to 
answer these questions by analysing different versions of two of the narratives men-
tioned – the Old Swedish Herr Ivan (1303) and Flores och Blanzeflor (1312) – with 
particular emphasis on their treatment of emotional and affective aspects, meanwhile 
addressing some themes and problems from previous research on these texts. The 
crucial issue here is how, in the translation and adaptation of literary works across 
cultural and linguistic frontiers, the emotional content of these texts was modified 
and the interpretation consequently affected. A premise to the historical study of 
emotions and their representations in literature is that even if some emotions are 
understood as human constants, the forms emotions take are culturally contingent, 
their expressions (physical or verbal) are socially constructed and thus variable,5 and 
the meaning of emotional expression is always interpreted in a social context. What 
did this imply in terms of literary adaptations in the European Middle Ages?

The representation of emotional expression and courtly conduct in medieval Eu-
ropean literature varied, as philological examination of these translations have shown. 
Even when emotional standards and norms were similar across cultural or geograph-
ical boundaries, translators and their patrons may have had reasons to modify emo-
tional aspects of their texts in order to fulfil different aims to those of the author and 
patron of their source text. The translations need to be interpreted within the socio-
political context within which they were produced.

Although the aforementioned Bampi, Lodén, and Sullivan,6 have recently referred 
to courtly emotions and their adaptations, emotionality has not been essential to their 
studies. Perhaps with the exception of an article by Sullivan, questions of emotion – 
except for the concept of courtly love – have entered most studies of Old Swedish 
translated romance only incidentally. By shifting medieval emotional attitudes to cen-
tre stage in the analysis, this article thus hopes to contribute with some new notions 
on the circulation of texts in medieval Europe and on the changes made in the pro-
cess of translation.

This article will probe two texts contained in the Old Swedish miscellaneous man-
uscript Cod. Holm. D 4 a, also known as Codex Verelianus or Fru Märtas bok. It is one 
of the extant manuscripts that contain all three of the Eufemiavisor (Herr Ivan, Hertig 
Fredrik av Normandie, and Flores och Blanzeflor), alongside other romances (Karl Mag-
nus, Namnlös och Valentin), historical works (Erikskrönikan, Lilla rimkrönikan, Prosaiska 
krönikan) and a few shorter texts of dissimilar character, among them a satire about 
abbots and a legend (Skemptan, Julens och fastans träta, Tungulus). The manuscript was 

5 Sif Ríkharðsdóttir 2015: 161 ff.

6 Bampi 2008b; Lodén 2012; Sullivan 2009b; Sullivan 2015b.
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composed around the mid-fifteenth century (1457), entirely in Old Swedish. It was 
one of a number of fifteenth-century manuscripts which can be interpreted as an 
aristocratic private library contained in a single manuscript. All of these texts would 
have been relevant to an aristocratic audience in fourteenth- or fifteenth-century 
Sweden, and could serve them not only as entertainment, but as didactic texts, fic-
tional as well as historical, fulfilling the function of a repository of exemplary behav-
iour. Bampi has stated on the related manuscript D 4, that “The recipient(s) of the 
secular texts preserved in D 4 had thus a broad palette of knightly and royal behav-
iours at their disposal, which were probably most profitably read as embodying vari-
ous aspects of the same aristocratic ideology, built around the centrality and exempla-
rity of noble characters as representatives of a social and political élite”.7

Herr Ivan and the concept of moderation
Regarding the translation process of the supposedly first of these translations, Herr 
Ivan, Sofia Lodén has argued that the ideological agenda of the translation was to 
introduce the continental courtly romance genre. Due to the different status of the 
source texts and their respective languages, therefore, the French romance – and not 
the Old Norse saga – would have held a preeminent position. However, the translator 
did also utilize Ívens saga.8 Might not this conclusion render the thesis viable that the 
translator had a similar working process when adapting Flores och Blanzeflor (1312), 
and that it was not composed as a faithful translation of the Norwegian version (and 
thus a reproduction of its misunderstandings of its source) without consulting an Old 
French source text, as the text’s editor Olson and others have concluded?9

Scholars maintained during much of the twentieth century that the Old Swedish 
translator of Herr Ivan modified the narrative because the finer points of courtly love, 
the irony and psychological insight of Chrétien were beyond his comprehension. 
Such a stance is untenable given the profound understanding of Chrétien’s text the 
Old Swedish poet must have had to produce his adaptation. Changes made by medi-
eval translators have by others, when no longer considered to be caused by linguistic 
or intellectual deficiencies, been attributed to artistic vision.10 However, it is reason-
able to assert that at least some of the extensive changes wrought by the Swedish poet 
on the narrative were introduced in order to conform to the tastes and wishes of the 
intended audience (perhaps also partly at the request of the patron, Queen Eufemia). 

7 Bampi 2015a: 29.

8 Lodén 2012: 283.

9 Olson 1956: viii; Degnbol 2014: 88; cf. Jansson 1945: 9–13.

10 Hieatt 1980: 218.
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What effect did these changes have on the emotional content of the narratives and 
the conception of courtliness implied?

Part of Sofia Lodén’s dissertation examines the passage of the concept of courtliness 
from the Old French romance into the Old Swedish text, and she concludes that 
there were significant differences in the use of words denoting courtliness – indicat-
ing a difference also in the understanding of the concept, beyond the lexical level. 
The Old Swedish translator rarely associates the term with love, and is less abstract in 
his use of the notion, primarily using it as an attribute of the characters inhabiting the 
romance. In all this, Lodén sees a conscious interpretation and a methodical adapta-
tion of the concept, which follows neither Chrétien nor the Old Norse saga.11 Lodén 
has shown in several instances, and in relation to several concepts in the work, how 
the poet-translator of Herr Ivan has made a deliberate and conscious choice when 
reading the polyvalent French source text in distinguishing, delimiting, and defining 
a concept inherited from Yvain and using it differently in his own text. Thus, the 
translator did not function as an ignorant or insensitive interpreter, but came closer 
to the role of a conscious author in his own right.12

The most constant feature of courtly behaviour and emotional stance, common to 
several of these texts, is the prevalence of the virtue of temperance or moderation 
(Lat. temperantia/moderatio). I will examine its occurrence in those of the Eufemiavisor 
for which the source texts are extant in one version or another, that is Herr Ivan and 
Flores och Blanzeflor. Hofsæmi is the Old Swedish word used in the Konungastyrelse (Um 
styrilsi konunga ok höfþinga), an adaptation of the De Regimine Principum of Aegidius 
Romanus (Giles of Rome, d. 1316) probably composed in the mid-1300s, to describe 
this concept, which entails mildness, temperance, and restraint. In its adjective form it 
is often denoted as hofsamber or hofsamliker. In the Eufemiavisor, the concept of høviska, 
høvisker (courtly) is more commonly used. It can convey a simple meaning of noble 
or refined, but in the narrative often stands for composure and restrained behaviour. 
It is also related to tokt, modest and refined conduct. Though it occurs several times 
in the fictional literature, it is more frequently embodied than explicitly expressed. 
That is, moderation is represented by narrative means, symbolized by the fictional 
courtly characters and their actions.

Writing on Herr Ivan, Tony Hunt identified this trait already in his 1975 article in 
Mediaeval Scandinavia, but he did not see it as fundamental to the whole work, which 
he deemed to lack stringency and an overall intention, and to be “sparing and mod-
est” in its additions.13 He concluded that, 

11 Lodén 2012: 283.

12 Lodén 2012: 262–272.

13 Hunt 1975: 175–176.
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our admiration of the adaptor’s skill and attention can scarcely conceal our disappoint-

ment at the lack of any clear unifying intention behind his treatment of his material as 

a whole. Whereas the modifications made by Hartmann and the author of Ywain and 
Gawain can be related to a consistent conception of the romance’s essential theme and 

meaning, this is hardly the case in Herr Ivan.14

Sofia Lodén, on the other hand – and she is undoubtedly the foremost expert on the 
Herr Ivan translation today – maintains that “the translator makes a well thought-out 
and coherent interpretation of the notion of courtoisie”.15 She thus attests to more of 
a conscious literary vision on the part of the Old Swedish poet. I support the thesis 
that the translator of the Eufemiavisor was sophisticated, which has been thoroughly 
proven by Lodén.16 The translator’s attempt to emphasize the importance of modera-
tion in courtly life is further evidence of this.

This strategy on the translator’s part has consequences for the representation of 
emotions. At one point in the narrative, when Yvain is brought by the maidservant 
Luneta to meet his future wife, the Lady Laudine, whose husband he has killed, the 
Old French romance describes his deeply felt fear at entering the lady’s chamber and 
how he positions himself far from her:

OFr: Molt grant peor, ce vos creant,

ot messire Yvains a l’entree

de la chanbre ou il ont trovee

la dame qui ne li dist mot. 

Et por ce grant peor en ot,

si fu de peor esbaïz,

qu’il cuida bien ester traïz17

[The lord Yvain was filled with dread; / so frightened he dared not draw near. / Her 

silence magnified his fear. / He thought that he had been betrayed.]18

The Old Norse Ívens saga similarly states that he is frightened and apprehensive.19 In 
the Old Swedish version, however, the narrator tells the reader that Ivan’s fear is hid-

14 Hunt 1975: 186.

15 Lodén 2012: 284.

16 Cf. Sullivan 2015a: 237.

17 Chrétien de Troyes 2016: ll. 1952–1958.

18 Chrétien de Troyes 1975: ll. 1804–1807.

19 Kalinke 1999: 58.
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den, that he conceals his true emotions. Here, Ivan does not explicitly stand back for 
fear, but in order to collect his thoughts and carefully consider what to say in order 
to persuade the lady:

OSw: Iak sigher thet medh rætte san,

een lønlik angist tha hafdhe han,

han vilde thet ey oppinbara tee,

at the frugha skulde thet see. 

[…]

Herra Iwan stodh hænne langt ij fra

ok thænkte ther swa stadelica a

huru han siin ordh matte swa fram føra 

at the frugha vilde thøm høra.20

[I say this with complete certainty: / he was secretly afraid, / but he would not reveal 

it, / so that the lady should not see it. (…) Sir Ivan stood far away from her, / consider-

ing very carefully, / how to put forward his words / so that the lady would want to 

listen to them.]21 

This is indicative of the rational behaviour and the restraint of emotions that the 
translation seeks to promote. Gisela Vilhelmsdotter described Herr Ivan as the selfish 
knight’s journey towards inner balance, temperantia, and the corresponding modera-
tion in outward behaviour.22 Nevertheless, she interprets the political function of the 
work quite narrowly (as a lesson intended for Duke Erik, Eufemia’s daughter’s be-
trothed), and fails to associate it to similar strains of thought in other works of litera-
ture composed around the same time or copied in the same manuscripts. Moderation, 
however, as an important defining feature of courtliness is common to several of these 
works, and it was crucial to the self-fashioning of a courtly elite at the time of com-
position of these works. I will demonstrate this with a few examples, that show how 
moderation was not required only in eating, drinking, and speaking, but was to a 
great extent relevant to the expression of emotions and the restraint of affect. Self-
restraint is not presented as a gendered ideal but as a social ideal, relevant and crucial 
to life at court for all, particularly those who held political office. This is evidenced 
by what the Lady Laudine’s handmaiden, Luneta, says to her lady when she is griev-
ing her husband’s death at the hands of Ivan, that she should spare herself from grief 

20 Noreen 1931: ll. 1447–1450, 1457–1460.

21 Williams & Palmgren 1999: ll. 1447–1450, 1457–1460.

22 Vilhelmsdotter 1997: 124–126.
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and sorrow, which are not fitting for an honourable woman who needs to protect her 
realm:23

OSw: “Latin idhra sorgh thet skal swa væra!

Huath hiælper idher ther æpter langa

thet ij maghin aldrigh ater fanga!

Mik thykker thet vara mykin osnille

thet ij vilin idhart liiff swa spilla.

Thæs vare væl tiidh aff at lata

at sitia alla stund ok sarlika grata.[”]24

[“Give up your grief, things are as they are! / What good does it do you to long for / 

what you will never get back! / I think it is great folly / that you want to ruin your life 

in this way. / Hence it is about time to stop / sitting and crying sorely all the time.(”)]25 

Aristocratic conduct and self-fashioning
The emphasis on self-restraint is connected to conceptions of aristocratic conduct as 
a distancing from the rest of society. The ability to restrain their emotions and im-
pulses was what defined their distance from the rest of nature, that accentuated their 
culture and humanity, but also helped keep the nobility apart from other social strata; 
it defined their superiority. It was physically apparent: to look at a nobleman was to 
see a different creature, and even in hiding this superior quality would eventually 
display itself, because it was innate in the blood. Such importance did social distinc-
tions hold that they trumped ethnic and religious differences, at least in narratives. In 
Flores och Blanzeflor, when Flores in his quest to retrieve his beloved Blanzeflor dis-
guises himself as a merchant, it is obvious to his hosts that he is of noble stock. By the 
way Flores sighs and displays his sorrow at his separation from his beloved, the peasant 
and his wife grow convinced that the man staying at their house is not a merchant, 
but a man of fine breeding (Fl, ll. 603–614).26 This is a good example of the textual 
representation of the separation of the nobility from other social groups, a crucial 
aspect of aristocratic ideology. The passage implies that the appearance, the bearing, 
and the behaviour of this young man of noble blood is so elevated that his nobility is 
obvious. So, courtliness was not understood only as refined behaviour that could be 

23 Cf. Sullivan 2009b: 52.

24 Noreen 1931: ll. 1228–1234. Cf. Kalinke 1999: 54.

25 Williams & Palmgren 1999: ll. 1228–1234.

26 This passage is present in both the Old French aristocratic and the Old Norse version.
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learned at court, rather this demeanour was itself represented as a mark of noble lin-
eage and breeding.

At the same time, moderation was predicated on social conventions, on appearance 
and conduct. For those who did not comply with these ideals, social ostracism and 
exclusion from the community threatened. Allegorically, this is just what Ivan por-
trays, in his flight from social companionship into the wilderness and the company of 
a wild beast.27 What strikes me as most important in the treatment of emotions by the 
Herr Ivan poet is that they are treated as dangerous when expressed to excessive de-
grees. Whether positive or negative in and of themselves, all emotions must be cur-
tailed by moderation. The risk, otherwise, is to descend into madness, which is just 
what happens to Ivan when he lets his success go to his head. Of course, this trait was 
present already in Chrétien’s Yvain, which contrasts the hero’s moroseness with the 
joy of the other members of the court.28 Nevertheless, the very fact that this work 
was chosen as the first romance to be translated into Old Swedish reveals the preoc-
cupations of the patron, and the importance of the theme is emphasized in the trans-
lation.

Courtly love, though a primary interest among scholars of courtly literature, is far 
from the only emotion disseminated in the chivalric romances that were introduced 
into Sweden in the vernacular at the onset of the fourteenth century. The battles 
portray characters that give loose rein to violent emotions. There is a natural outlet 
for such madness, a place, namely the battlefield, where the knight can let loose his 
rage and run wild, without risking his place in society. A place where Ivan fights like 
a crazed, angered lion but is still compared favourably to Roland at Roncesvalles (cf. 
Yvain – not an angered lion sparing neither friend nor foe, but a lion among the fal-
low deer driven by need and hunger). This is also the scene for what Tony Hunt 
called the nobilis ira leonis;Yvain’s/Ivan’s lion represents something altogether different 
from a crazed beast; it is a forceful image of a compassionate fighter, acting according 
to the principles that should be foremost in the mind of the Christian knight.29

What was the origin of these ideals of courtliness and moderation? If we are to 
believe the arguments of C. Stephen Jaeger in his now classic book The Origins of 
Courtliness,30 the Ottonian-Salian imperial court and the cathedral schools of the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries were the social milieu in which they were fostered, 
but these ideals also corresponded to a revival of urban civil state servant ideals from 
Antiquity (as set out in Cicero’s De officiis, 44 BC). In the Swedish case, there are two 

27 Cf. Sullivan 2015a on the madness of Ivan in the woods.

28 Hunt 1986: 42.

29 Hunt 1986: 67–79.

30 Jaeger 1985.
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main possibilities for the introduction of courtly ideals prior to literature. One is 
through foreign visitors and immigrants to the Swedish courts (such as female con-
sorts to kings and the German knights who served the Swedish royals in the Folkung 
period). The other is through Swedish clerics who studied abroad. These processes 
occurred more or less simultaneously and may both have contributed. Some scholars 
have pointed out clerics as authors of the first Old Swedish vernacular works of lit-
erature, and the religious slant of the translator of the Eufemiavisor has been empha-
sized by Valter Jansson, Tony Hunt, and Massimiliano Bampi.31

It still seems an open question whether the Eufemiavisor had any genuine lessons 
to teach the Swedish aristocracy, what didactic function we can assume for these 
texts. To read the words of William Layher and Massimiliano Bampi in recent works 
is to end up with a conflicted image. In Queenship and Voice in Medieval Northern 
Europe, Layher maintained that “By the year 1300, courtliness and chivalry had al-
ready become commonplace among the Scandinavian nobility”, and that “the Eu-
femiavisor ultimately had no lessons in courtly demeanor to transmit to their 
audiences”,32 citing the chivalric image of Duke Erik Magnusson on his diplomatic 
seal as evidence of the prevalence of these ideals among the Swedish aristocracy. As 
I pointed out in my review of Layher’s book, this is a problematic statement, which 
rests on scant evidence.33 Though the contact with and immigration of German 
nobles into Sweden during the Folkung period is an indication of familiarity with 
these cultural traits, we cannot assume that this was true of the Swedish aristocracy 
in general.

Tony Hunt contended that the Old Swedish poet was “Writing at a time when 
continental French customs and ideas were still in vogue in Norway and 
Sweden”,34 while Bampi argues that these texts were an essential vehicle for the 
introduction of these ideals into Sweden, to foster the recently established Swed-
ish aristocracy.35 He says that “the Eufemiavisor laid the foundations for the recep-
tion of both the ideological and the aesthetic set of values that characterized 
courtly literature on the continent”.36 In Bampi’s view, an aristocratic worldview 
had been more firmly established by the time of composition of Konung Alexan-
der (c. 1375–1386).37

31 Jansson 1945: 44; Hunt 1975: 182–184; Bampi 2008b: 7–8.

32 Layher 2010: 128.

33 Bergqvist 2011.

34 Hunt 1975: 182.

35 Bampi 2008b.

36 Bampi 2008b: 1; cf. Brandenburg 2015: 92–94.

37 Bampi 2015a: 29.
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However, these perspectives can feasibly be joined together. Joseph Sullivan tried 
to find a middle ground between the opposing perspectives when modifying Lay-
her’s statement to say that the Eufemiavisor entailed no “entirely new” lessons for 
their intended audience.38 Perhaps the difference in viewpoint should primarily be 
related to the ambiguity in the use of the terms Swedish nobility/aristocracy/
knighthood/elite. If we regard the Swedish aristocracy not as a homogeneous unit 
but as a socially heterogeneous group, it should be clear that part of this group – 
families who had for generations participated in the government of the realm, as 
well as in diplomatic missions abroad, and/or conducted foreign university studies 
– were well aware of and familiar with these ideals and their material and cultural 
expressions since long before they found literary form in Old Swedish.39 Mean-
while, some of the frälse, the lower aristocracy that had only recently achieved tax 
exemptions due to their military service to the king or other lords, would have 
been less familiar with some aspects of courtly culture. They could now be influ-
enced by hearing these tales told at the royal or aristocratic courts, in their mother 
tongue.

The literary expression of courtly culture and its ideological content had differ-
ent functions and effects for each of these two strata of the Swedish aristocracy.40 
For the families and lineages that had held social and political power over genera-
tions, if not centuries – and who had more or less recently fashioned themselves in 
the image of continental European knighthood – it was important to display the 
nobility of their bearing as a way to legitimize their superior standing in society. 
This group would have been attracted to and ideologically inclined towards those 
aspects and episodes of courtly romance that demonstrate the inborn dignity of the 
nobility: their naturally graceful behaviour, their moderate affective and emotional 
style.

For the lower aristocracy, the lesser men who served at the lords’ and ladies’ courts 
and in their households, these stories would have served as examples of what they 
could strive to become. While the high aristocracy saw their mirror image in exem-
plary knights and nobles, these men would have found the narratives more strange 
and unusual, revelling in their foreignness. I am not suggesting that they were civi-
lized by such means, but it is likely that they were introduced to some unfamiliar 
ideas and emotional ideals in the hearing of these texts. 

38 Sullivan 2015: 250.

39 Jansson 1971: 137–139; Ferm 1997: 27; Ferm 2007: 57–60; Ferm 2009: 171.

40  To divide the aristocracy into two groups is of course also a simplification, but less so than to regard it as one 
homogeneous entity. Cf. Kværndrup 2014: 290.
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Flores och Blanzeflor and the suppression of physical emotionality
Bampi has stressed the treatment of noble characters and courtly behaviour in the 
Old Swedish romances in several of his articles.41 While the tendency by the transla-
tor to “correct” the characters’ behaviour, so to speak, was noted already in 1945 by 
Valter Jansson in regard to Flores och Blanzeflor and the possible influence of Herr Ivan 
upon the later work,42 Bampi has analysed such inclinations in depth and pointed out 
numerous points of correlation between the texts contained in these late medieval 
manuscript miscellanies.43 Not least, Bampi has demonstrated the deep involvement 
of these texts with questions of kingship, a theme that I have also explored in an ar-
ticle where I suggest that these texts could be used to probe the possibilities of cur-
tailing royal authority.44 Such a theme would also have been attractive to the council 
aristocracy.

There are more examples that can be inferred, and I would like to demonstrate 
how this “correction” of the character’s behaviour affects the description of emo-
tional expression and the affective content of the romances. In Flores och Blanzeflor, it 
changes the depiction of Flores’ father, King Fenix. When the king plots the death of 
his son’s paramour in order to avoid a disgraceful marriage between them, the aristo-
cratic version of the Old French Conte describes quite vividly the king’s enraged state 
of mind when he approaches the queen with his murderous plans. The Old Swedish 
translation distances the depiction from the source text and from the likewise physical 
description of the king’s anger in the Old Norse saga. In the Old Swedish, the king 
is not provoked by rage, but seeks counsel from his wife seemingly out of political 
prudence.

OFr: La roïne voit son signor

iriet, bien part a sa coulor,

car de sanc ot le vis vermel.

Il l’apele par grant consel45

[The queen, seeing his face, could gauge / The nature of her husband’s rage. / His brow 

purple with sheer vexation, / He thus spoke forth his indignation]46

41 Bampi 2008b: 9–12; Bampi 2012: 50; Bampi 2015a: 26–28; Bampi 2015b: 152–153.

42 Jansson 1945: 47–48.

43 Bampi 2008b: 9–11; Bampi 2015a; Bampi 2015b: 152.

44 Bergqvist 2015.

45 D’Orbigny 2003: ll. 283–286.

46 Hubert 1966: ll. 281–284.
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WN: Nú þóttiz konungr vita víst ást þeira ok óttaðiz þat, at hann mundi ætla hana sér 

til konu, þegar hann væri vaxinn, ok gekk í herbergi til dróttningar, at taka ráð af henni. 

Nú kallar hann dróttninguna á eintal, en hon sá á honum mikla reiði fyrir því at hann 

var rauðr sem karfi […]47

[Now the king understood their love for sure, and feared that he (Flores) intended to 

take her as his wife, when he became an adult. And he went to the queen in her quar-

ters to ask her counsel. He called the queen to speak privately, but she saw that he was 

very angry because he was as red as a rose fish.]

OSw: Han badh drøtningena kalla sik til

ok spordhe hænne tha til radha,

huath gøra skulde fore tholkin vadha:

“Var son ælskar thenne fatigha mø,

han vil for henne badhe liffua ok dø.

Om thik thykker thet vara til mata,

iak vil hona før dræpa lata,

før æn han skal hænne til husfru fa,

ok leta honum andra, huar iak ma,

the honum til slækt iæmbyrdhogh ær,

om thik swa thykker, hiærta kær.”48

[He called the queen to come to him/ and asked for her advice, / what they should do 

in this situation: / “Our son loves this poor maiden, / he wants to live and die for her. 

/ If you find it appropriate, / I would have her slain, / before he should have her as his 

wife, / and find him another, wherever I may, / that is his equal in lineage, / if you 

concur, beloved.(”)]

Notably, the king asks his wife if she considers it “til mata” to have Blanzeflor killed. 
Once again, the Old Swedish translator presents the characters as more rational and 
thoughtful, weighing their actions and words carefully.

It seems likely that in some cases where the affective state of the characters is not 
described outright, emotions could still be inferred by the readers or hearers of the 
narrative from the direct discourse, such as is the case when Flores’s father allows his 
son to leave in order to find his beloved, and agrees to outfit the company for the 

47 Kölbing 1896: IV, ll. 1–2.

48 Olson 1956: ll. 166–176.
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journey.49 The king’s comments clearly indicate his distressed state, though the poet-
translator does not describe his emotions explicitly in the way of the Old French 
poet. This principle of translation is similar to what Sif Ríkharðsdóttir described in 
her examination of Ívens saga,50 but in my opinion it becomes even more pronounced 
in the Old Swedish version.

WN: Hann tók við ok þakkaði henni vel; en síðan tók hann leyfi af konungi ok 

dróttningu; en þau kystu hann grátandi, ok tóku síðan at reyta hár sitt, ok bǫrðu sik ok 

létu, sem aldri mundu þau hann sjá síðan, ok um þat váru þau sannspá; en þá bað Flóres 

þau vel lifa.51

[He received and thanked her well; and then he took leave of the king and queen; they 

kissed him, weeping, and then started to tear out their hair, and they struck themselves 

and groaned, as if they would never see him again, and that prediction came true; and 

Flores wished them live well.]

OSw: Han thakkadhe them swa innerlik,

the minto han swa liofuelik.

Orloff togh han aff them ther varo;

the græto swa sara, the matto ey swara.

Fadher ok modher rifua thera har.

“Medh sorgh mon nu ændas var aar;

vi se honum aldre mere,”

swa saghdo the ok andre flere.52

[He thanked them so wholeheartedly, / they kissed him so dearly, / He took farewell 

of those who were present; / They cried so bitterly, they could not reply. / His father 

and mother tore out their hair. / “In grief our years will now end; / we will never see 

him again,” / so said they and others.]

Textually, this strategy often involves the suppression of explicit and physical descrip-
tions of emotions. Towards the end of the romance, in the trial scene, the Old French 
Conte depicts the compassion and tearful responses of the assembled when Floire and 
Blanchefleur have told their tragic story and demonstrated their great love for each 

49 Olson 1956: ll. 499–502.

50 Sif Ríkharðsdóttir 2015; cf. Brandsma 2015: 125.

51 Kölbing 1896: X, l. 15.

52 Olson 1956: ll. 575–582.
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other. The Northern European versions have in common a different denouement to 
their conundrum; a trial by combat between Flores and the king’s best knight.

The scene wherein the King of Babylonia surprises Flores and Blanzeflor sleeping 
together in her chambers is also noteworthy.53 First of all, it is imbued with a critique 
of royal anger and with the necessity of wise and temperate counsellors to steer the 
king’s decisions, and could thus function as a form of Mirror for Princes.54 There are 
a few notable differences between the West Norse version and the East Norse ones, 
primarily that the king’s emotional state is not described by recourse to his physical 
appearance.

WN: Skipti konungr nú litum, var hann stundum rauðr sem blóð, en stundum bleikr. 

[…] Vissi konungr varla, hvárt mær lá hjá Blankiflúr eða karlmaðr, sakir þess at hann 

hafði ekki skegg; enda var hann nóg fagr; bauð hann sveininum, at taka klæði af þeim á 

brjóstinu, svá at hann mætti sjá, hvárt væri.

Nú sér hann, at þetta er karlmaðr, ok ofrar nú sverðinu, ok vildi hǫggva þau í miðju í 

sundr. En sveinninn mælti: “Mun hann ekki vera bróðir hennar? Herra, stǫðvið reiði 

yðra ok fréttið eptir sǫnnu!”

Gerði konungr svá, ok mælti: “Þat mun eigi konungligt, at drepa þau í svefni, þvíat aldri 

skulu þau undan komaz.”

Ok í því vǫknuðu þau, ok sá konung standa yfir sér með brugðnu sverði, ok óttuduz 

sinn dauða; tóku þau þá at gráta, Flóres ok Blankiflúr, sem ván var.55

[Now the king changed colours: he was alternately blood-red and pale. (…) The king 

scarcely knew, whether a man lay with Blankiflúr, for the sake of him not having a 

beard; yet he was quite beautiful; he asked the chamberlain to strip the clothes off their 

chests, so that he may see the way things were.

Now he sees, that this is a man, and brandishes his sword, and wanted to cleave them in 

two at the waist. But the chamberlain said: “Could he not be her brother? My lord, 

contain your anger and seek out the true story.”

The king did so, and said: “That is not kingly, to kill them in their sleep, because they 

have no chance to get away.”

And with that they awoke, and saw the king standing over them with his sword drawn, 

and feared for their lives; they started to cry, Flóres and Blankiflúr, which was to be 

expected.]

53  Part of the king’s discourse at the lovers’ bedside in the manuscript D 4 was omitted in the composition of the 
manuscripts D 4 a and D 3 (Backman 2015: 14–15).

54 See Bampi 2008b: 9–11; Bergqvist 2015: 74–75; cf. Grieve 1997: 82, 169–170.

55 Kölbing 1896: XX, l. 10–XXI, l. 3.
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OSw: “Vi skulum thetta for sannind finna,

hua her sofuer medh thenne mø;

ær han man, tha skal han dø.”

Han lyffte opp the klædhe ok gørla sa,

thet var een man medh hænne la.

Konungin øpte ok war swa vreedh,

man matte thet høra swa langa leedh,

ok rykte swærdhith ouer them badha.

Swenin badh: “Ædhla herra, them nadha!

Dræpin them ey swa rasklika hær,

før æn ij vitin, hwa han ær!

Han kan hænna brodher væra,

mædhan the swa hemelika saman æra.”

Tha thænkte han medh siælfuum sik:

“Thet ær got radh, thu sigher mik;

ij sømpne iak them ey dræpa vil,

før æn ther komber dombir til.”

Ji thetta vaknadho the badhe;

them var ont tha til radha,

ther the sagho konungin standa

medh draghit swærdh ij siin handa.

The græto tha swa ønkelik;56

[“We should find out the truth about, / who sleeps with this maiden; / if he is a man, 

he shall die.” / He lifted the cloth and clearly saw, / that it was a man who lay with her. 

/ The king screamed and was so angry, / it could be heard a long way off, / and drew 

the sword above them both. / The servant bade: “Noble lord, have mercy on them! / 

Do not slay them so swiftly here, / before you know, who he is! / He could be her 

brother, / since they are so familiar.” / Then he thought to himself: / “That is good 

advice, you give me; / I do not want to kill them in slumber, / until judgment has been 

passed.” / With this they both awoke; / theirs was a pitiful situation, / when they saw 

the king standing, / with drawn sword in hand. / They wept then so miserably.]

The king also refrains in the Swedish version from calling Blanzeflor a whore, which 
is the case in both the French and Icelandic versions. What we see happening in the 
Old Swedish translation is that it redraws the narrative according to different stand-
ards and morals of behaviour, thus making it quite unlike the original French Conte, 

56 Olson 1956: ll. 1638–1659.
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in which the characters according to its English translator would have been bewil-
dered by “[t]he elaborate complications of courtly love, with its intricate code of 
controlled emotions and prescribed behavior”.57 Any changes made by the translator 
of a work must of course be carefully weighed. They can be a way of changing the 
source text to better suit the cultural milieu of the target culture, as target-oriented 
translation studies often supposes.58 However, such changes cannot always be presup-
posed to demonstrate aspects already present in the target culture, since they may 
equally well respond to the wishes of the patron to affect or alter said culture.

Didactic, social, and political functions of medieval romance
Without going into a lengthy theoretical discussion about notions of fictionality in 
the Middle Ages, allow me to argue that in medieval Scandinavia, audiences could 
and did distinguish between history and fiction in some sense (historia and fabula, to 
use the terms of Isidore of Seville). This does not mean that these discourses were 
intended for separate audiences. As Jonas Carlquist and later Massimiliano Bampi 
have shown in the vein of New Philology and codicology, Old Swedish manuscript 
miscellanies presented texts belonging to different genres side by side, and our read-
ing of them should be informed by the larger textual context.59 Neither do different 
genres necessarily imply different functions or aims. History was not simply transmis-
sion of knowledge about past events, and neither was romance simply meant for 
entertainment or for female readership. Romance implied the learning of norms, 
values, and codes of conduct.60 As Bampi has shown in several articles on the texts 
copied in the late medieval Swedish manuscript miscellanies, what many of these 
texts share is a preoccupation with ideals and models of kingship, of aristocratic be-
haviour and proper conduct.61 The compilers of these manuscripts were concerned 
with these questions, but so were the originators and recipients of the texts in the 
time when they were first composed. In the early fourteenth century, these codes of 
conduct were to a large degree courtly and chivalric. I have tried to demonstrate to 
what degree courtliness was equated with moderation and self-restraint in these texts. 
We do not need to identify an explicit intention of the translator-poet of the Eu-
femiavisor or their patron to convert the Swedish aristocracy to emotional modera-
tion, and thus to “civilize” them, but the value of emotional restraint and the equation 

57 Hubert 1966: 14.

58 For an introduction to target-oriented translation studies, see Bampi 2008b: 4–5; Bampi 2014: 241–244.

59 Carlquist 2002; Bampi 2008a; cf. Arvidsson 2016: 8–17.

60 Bampi 2008b.

61 Bampi 2015a: 26–28; cf. Jansson 1945: 29, 47–48.
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of excessive emotion with madness or unruly and unacceptable social behaviour 
must have been present in the cultural context in which this translator worked.

This is also why in Erikskrönikan (c. 1320–1335), when the chronicler wishes to 
portray King Birger Magnusson as a mad and arrogant fool, he shows the king clap-
ping his hands, laughing heartily, and making merry.62 The exemplary depiction of his 
brother Duke Erik Magnusson as a courtly knight in the same chronicle seems to 
suggest that composure and restraint was perceived as a Christian ideal. Erikskrönikan 
is stylistically, generically, and ideologically closely attuned to the Eufemiavisor. Though 
it is a historiographical text, it inhabits the same imaginary as the romances, some of 
its stylistic traits are closely modelled on the Eufemiavisor, and the chronicle is likewise 
characterized by a courtly and chivalric worldview. The chronicle is concerned with 
creating a model social identity for the aristocracy (and a flattering mirror image for 
the Swedish nobles) as well as with the political issues that were essential to this 
group. It shares these traits with the Eufemiavisor. The same can be said of its emo-
tional outlook. While Sven-Bertil Jansson interpreted Erik’s actions in likeness of 
Christ upon being captured by his royal brother as a lack of heroic courage,63 Erik’s 
composure can also be read as evidence of the exemplarity of self-restraint.

Perhaps primarily the socio-political role of emotions was imagined differently in 
Chrétien’s France and in fourteenth-century Sweden. While Chrétien, as Sif 
Ríkharðsdóttir has demonstrated in her article on Ívens saga,64 used emotions as dis-
plays, wherein the social order could be ritually enacted, emotions mostly played the 
role of marking one’s social status or demonstrating the fulfilment of political obliga-
tions in a Sweden infused by courtly values. Sif Ríkharðsdóttir’s book Medieval Trans-
lations and Cultural Discourse fruitfully points out how the introduction of courtly 
literature cannot be automatically assumed to respond to the same needs or fulfil the 
same ends in different cultural contexts.65 While in France, courtly literature was “in-
timately linked with the civilising moment of the courtly ideology”,66 we must seek 
other explanations for its adoption in other contexts. The first Old Swedish translated 
romances, the Eufemiavisor, were composed in a period when foreign customs and 
literary material were deliberately imported, corresponding to the type of literary 
reception that Hákon IV Hákonarson’s (r. 1217–1263) court excelled at, in this case 
instigated by Queen Eufemia. What appears to be specific to the Swedish versions is 
a heightened political factor, a politicization of courtly culture, partly through the 

62 Pipping 1963: ll. 3914–3917; Bergqvist 2015: 78.

63 Jansson 1971: 172–175.

64 Sif Ríkharðsdóttir 2015.

65 Sif Ríkharðsdóttir 2012: 15–18.

66 Sif Ríkharðsdóttir 2012: 15.
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moderation and composure used to depict its characters. Perhaps this can be ex-
plained by the situation in which the Swedish aristocracy found itself at the time, 
contesting some of the transformations of legal culture and political organization that 
were being imposed by the monarchy, a process that had lasted over much of the past 
half-century. Actually, works that pertain to the same manuscript tradition but were 
composed later – such as Karl Magnus and Namnlös och Valentin – do not appear to 
share this trait with the Eufemiavisor.

Certainly Arthurian literature composed in other parts of medieval Europe has 
been interpreted as political documents:

Arthurian narratives are also always political documents. The emotions within them 

rarely occur in a value-free zone, as a matter of free choice or ethical neutrality. There 

is a medieval, and perhaps especially an Arthurian, authority politics of emotion […] 

Emotion therefore has an ethical bent, and people are more morally responsible for 

their “feelings” than we are used to thinking.67

To be clear, emotions were sometimes seen as conscious choices – but one was always 
morally responsible for what one felt. What is at stake here is to state that not only 
was the emotional state of the characters presented as an ethical dilemma, it was also 
demonstrated to have effects on the social and political order (Herr Ivan) and on legal 
proceedings and just treatment of friends and foes (Flores och Blanzeflor). Wrongful 
emotions or lack of the right feelings were a severe failing on the part of a political 
subject. This was precisely what the Swedish aristocracy needed in the fourteenth 
century: a literature that could promote a courtly model of behaviour, that dissemi-
nated the idea that those of noble birth were inherently more restrained, rational, and 
thus suitable for governing. Rather than the civilizing of an uncivilized class of war-
riors, which is the interpretation often offered as the raison d’être of French courtly 
literature, these texts aimed at legitimizing a society where the aristocracy by rights 
of birth and demeanour deserved to contribute to the government of the realm, but 
only so long as they conformed to a rational and restrained behaviour that would not 
hazard life at court and by extension the social order.

There is also a mirroring effect of literary emotions, which speaks to the didactic 
aspect of narrative affectivity. Hearing stories read of nobles and knights would in-
spire the audience to aspire to the same noble behaviour. In this regard the perceived 
similarity between the characters in the narrative and the men and women in the 
audience encouraged such an interpretation. The same circumstance would also help 
engage the listeners emotionally, to identify with and share the feelings and experi-

67 Lynch 2015: 51.
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ences of the literary characters.68 Perhaps Herr Ivan later came to be read by some as 
a penitential work, as has been suggested by Bjørn Bandlien.69 Without doubt it was 
a guide to proper conduct for the aristocracy, which further connects it to other texts 
in the miscellanies, not only the other Eufemiavisor but other romances and even his-
toriographical texts, not least Erikskrönikan.

68 Brandsma 2015: 98.

69 Bandlien 2013.
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