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Abstract  

The aim of this dissertation was synchronic and diachronic evaluation of gender roles in 

Scandinavian courtly epic from its beginning in the 13th century until the end of the 15th 

century. Its different conceptions of women, love, and courtesy were chosen as criteria, which 

make the main specifics of continental courtly fashion apparent – of the fashion which these 

translations were meant to introduce into Scandinavia. Besides literary analyses of gender 

norms, we have considered texts of pragmatic nature and even selected artefacts of material 

culture. Our focus, therefore, included a broader social, cultural, and political context of this 

literature and social norms and literary conventions of other contemporary literary genres in 

Scandinavia. Our work is based not only on primary sources and findings of literary history, 

but also on interdisciplinary research. 

Our analyses demonstrate the destabilisation and redefinition of gender boundaries in Old 

Norse literature, which was caused by translations of knightly epic, where the male hero was 

allowed so far unparalleled degree of sensitivity and feminine openness of emotions. Prior to 

these translations, honour and status of any man, who would humbly beseech his beloved like 

the heroes of chivalric sagas or of courtly lyric fragmentarily attested in Norway do, would be 

lessened. This destabilisation of gender boundaries is in Icelandic texts from the 14th and 15th 

centuries, in the so-called lying sagas, once again demonstratively denied – men once again act 

according to the expectations of traditional saga literature and love is overshadowed. 

Nevertheless, these narratives warn against the dangers of not observing the power borders 

between the sexes, the characters of misogamous maiden kings are used to exemplify this idea. 

We showed that the development of the tradition of courtly epic and of its values was not 

straightforward – it is divided into the Icelandic branch, which returned to traditional cultural 

patterns, and into Danish and Swedish material, where rhymed translations kept the ideals and 

gender conventions of refined French knightly models even in the 15th century. 

Although pure courtly translated texts since the 13th century grant women authority over men 

(in the context of love) and although narrators tend to share her opinion on her marriage, her 

„stronger“ position is at the same time relativized – in the context of whole society, she is still 

depicted as being subordinate to her husband and relatives. Her submission is also demanded 

by the Church, violation of these rules would result in branding of said woman as the root of 

sin. Synchronic analysis of the 13th-century texts led us to the conclusion that translated 

chivalric sagas must have offered highly complex and contradictory ideas about a woman’s 

place to the court of Hákon the Old. However, the translated Scandinavian knightly epic depicts 

women in an exceedingly positive and idyllic way, which was – compared to previous literary 

traditions – an unusually uncritical approach. 

The main contribution of this dissertation was made possible by the number and scope of 

analysed texts – no study of gender in Old Norse knightly epic has ever considered such a broad 

corpus. This enabled us to describe this tradition almost in its entirety and to prove false some 

existing patterns, which are automatically associated with chivalric sagas. 


