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TRANSLATIONS AND ADAPTATIONS OF FRENCH 
VERSE ROMANCES: TRISTANT, WRAKE VAN RAGISEL, 

FERGUUT, PERCHEVAEL, TOREC
Marjolein Hogenbirk and David F. Johnson

1. Introduction

The oldest Arthurian texts in Middle Dutch are all based on Old French sources. A 
severely battered folio containing a text in which Tristan features prominently could 
well be the oldest textual witness of the Middle Dutch tradition (Vienna, ÖNB, Series 
Nova 3968). The folio is from a manuscript from the Meuse-Rhine region and written 
around the middle or the last quarter of the thirteenth century.1 Following this initial 
period of popularity, no further Middle Dutch chivalric romances appear to have been 
composed in the south-eastern part of the Low Countries. Eastern redactions of a 
number of Middle Dutch texts do exist, however, such as the Perchevael described in 
this chapter, but they are all from a later period (cf. Chapter 8).

By the middle of the thirteenth century the centre of gravity of the Middle Dutch 
Arthurian tradition lay in the west, in Flanders, where King Arthur and his knights 
must already have featured prominently in an oral Dutch tradition at the beginning of 
the twelfth century (see Uyttersprot 2004, 175‒81). The first Flemish romances are, 
like the Tristant, translations or adaptations of Old French sources. The Wrake van 
Ragisel (The Avenging of Ragisel), Ferguut and Perchevael were all composed before 
1250, probably in that order. The Torec is presumably some ten years younger. These 
Flemish texts are, for the most part (Ferguut being the exception), preserved as frag-
ments, but their manuscript transmission is more extensive than that of the Tristant 
because they have also all been transmitted in complete, abridged form in a fourteenth-
century Brabantine manuscript. The Flemish texts therefore enjoyed an audience for 
some time that, as witnessed by the manuscripts, seems to have moved somewhat to 
the east. This popularity may have had something to do with the fact that these 
romances, far from being slavish translations of their Old French sources, are the 
products of a unique and innovative adaptation process, which, in each subsequent 
phase of reception, functions within a new manuscript context. This chapter is 
concerned with the Middle Dutch translations of Old French Arthurian verse texts, 
presented in their presumed order of composition and with attention to the subsequent 
phases in often complex adaptation processes.
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2. Tristant: A Battered Fragment

Only one Middle Dutch textual witness of Tristant has survived, a fragment consisting 
of 158 verses referred to as the Lower Frankish, Guelders or Limburg Tristan frag-
ment.2 The scribe was active in the Guelders-Venlo-Kleve region, or perhaps 
somewhat more to the north in Guelders near Arnhem-Nijmegen-Elten. It is possible 
that the fragment hails from the courtly circle of Otto II, Count of Guelders (1229–
71), although we have no way of knowing this for sure.3 Together with other Old 
French romances preserved fragmentarily (Aiol, Floyris ende Blantsefluor), the 
Tristant belongs to the narrative literature of the Maasland, the earliest corpus of chiv-
alric literature in Middle Dutch (Oostrom 2006, 182–5). It is quite possible that the 
original Middle Dutch version of the Tristant also originated in this region where the 
borders of Romania and Germania met. The earliest reference to Tristan in Middle 
Dutch is also from this region, namely in one of Heinric van Veldeke’s ‘minneliederen’ 
(love lyrics), presumably from the period 1170–90. In this song Veldeke compares 
himself to the lover Tristan who was inescapably bound to Ysolde against his will. 
Heinric’s own beloved may well be grateful that he did not drink a love potion, but 
rather gives his love to her freely and thus loves her better than Tristan loved Isolde 
(Oostrom 2006, 151; Winkelman 2013, 183).

The text of the Guelders fragment preserves the end of the Tristan story and corre-
sponds to the version by Thomas d’Angleterre, the so-called ‘version courtoise’, 
which is usually dated c.1170–5 and which has survived only in an incomplete form. 
Thomas deviates at the end of his romance from his predecessors, among whom is the 
poet Béroul. This latter’s version of the story – also preserved fragmentarily – survives 
in a complete adaptation by Eilhart von Oberge. It is precisely a brief passage from 
Thomas’s divergent ending that we find in the surviving Middle Dutch fragment. 
Based on the format of the fragment – two columns of forty-six lines each – it is not 
possible to determine whether we are dealing with part of a complete Tristan romance 
or an episodic poem about the death of the hero. This could well correspond to the text 
about the end of Tristan that is missing in another adaptation of Thomas’s version 
produced by Gottfried von Strassburg.4

Summary
In the fragmentary text Tristant and his companion Kardine meet a splendidly 
equipped knight. He tells them that he, too, is named Tristant and that he is on his way 
to Arthur’s court in order to ask for aid, for his lady love has been kidnapped by ‘di 
Stolte van dien Verwornen Holte’, the Haughty Knight of the Impenetrable Forest 
(Winkelman 2013, ll. 15–16). Tristant, who does not reveal his identity, offers to help 
the knight, but not until the next day, to which the knight furiously replies that, were 
his namesake Tristant still alive, he would have been ready to help immediately. 
Thereupon Tristant decides to accompany the knight at once to the castle of the 
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80 MARJOLEIN HOGENBIRK AND DAVID F. JOHNSON

Haughty Knight. There they slay two brothers of the chatelain but are overwhelmed 
by a larger force. A number of lines are missing in the fragment but the French story 
tells us that the other Tristant is slain in the ensuing fight and that the real Tristant, 
mortally wounded by a poisoned spear, manages to escape. Before the fragment 
breaks off, we learn that Tristant consults Kardine and that he sends his companion to 
Cornwall to fetch Ysolt; after all, only she can heal him with her ointments and herbs.

Tristant versus Tristan
A comparison of Thomas’s version with the fragment reveals that the Middle Dutch 
adaptor followed his French source closely. Given the similarities between the two 
texts it is unlikely that he was composing from memory or an oral version of the 
Tristan story; instead he would have used a written French source from which he bor-
rowed a great number of new-fangled terms pertaining especially to love and war, 
such as ‘amie’ (l. 21) and ‘batalie’ (Wyss 2010, 72; Winkelman 2013, 183). But the 
poet was by no means a slavish translator. He abridged or deleted passages that he felt 
distracted from the main narrative, such as the lamentations of the foreign knight for 
his kidnapped lady love, and his tears when he mourns the supposed death of Tristant. 
The inapposite nickname born by the strange, tall and broad-shouldered knight in the 
French text, namely ‘le Naim’, the Dwarf, was also deleted by the adaptor. Ultimately 
these changes resulted in a more straightforward and rationally structured episode.

It is worth drawing attention to another unique aspect of the Middle Dutch text 
here. In Thomas’s version the foreign knight explicitly seeks help on the matter of 
love from the pre-eminent lover himself, Tristan ‘l’Amoureux’. In the Guelders 
Tristant the knight is on his way to King Arthur’s court (‘Di hoge koning Artus’, the 
high King Arthur; Winkelman 2013, l. 31) in Britain, seeking help from the Round 
Table. However, he encounters Tristant and his companion Kardine on the continent, 
in Brittany. In this version Arthur and Mark are contemporaries. It is possible that the 
poet drew from other oral or written versions of the Tristan story in which Arthur 
played a role without realising that the geographical coordinates of his own story were 
inconsistent.

Another interesting aspect of both the French and the Middle Dutch texts is the fact 
that the foreign knight seems to believe that his namesake is dead and that his soul is 
with God in heaven, and that his death is still mourned in story and song. Tristant is 
therefore not portrayed as an adulterous sinner. The motif of Tristant’s supposed death 
can also be found in other texts, for instance in the Prose Tristan, in which the rumour 
concerning Tristan’s demise (while he still lives) casts the world into deep mourning 
(Winkelman 2013, 190). If our author did indeed know the Prose Tristan, which is 
dated to c.1230–5 (Baumgartner 2006, 325), we have a terminus post quem for the 
Tristant.

Profound mourning for the death of Tristan is also to be found in the Flemish 
Arthurian romance Ridder metter mouwen (The Knight with the Sleeve) from the 
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second half of the thirteenth century, when a messenger to the court of Arthur reports 
that ‘Tristram, die goede’ (Tristan the good, Johnson and Claassens 2003, ll. 66–75) 
has died for love of Ysaude, his uncle’s wife, whereupon she too succumbs out of love 
for him (see Chapter 6). Arthur, their contemporary, sets out for their funeral in great 
sorrow, accompanied by nearly all the knights of the Round Table, whereby the author 
frees the way for the appearance of the story’s eponymous hero, who, like Tristan, is 
driven by love, but unlike him is no adulterous lover.5

3. Wrake van Ragisel: Walewein under Pressure

The Wrake van Ragisel (henceforth Wrake) is a translation of the Old French 
Vengeance Raguidel, an episodic Arthurian romance of 6182 octosyllabic lines, gen-
erally dated to the late twelfth or early thirteenth century (Roussineau 2004, 7–8). 
Featuring Gauvain as its main protagonist, it has long been attributed to the medieval 
poet Raoul de Houdenc (c.1170–1230), but this has been called into question.6 The 
translation of this French poem was probably made in the border region between 
Flanders and Brabant in the first quarter of the thirteenth century.7 The Wrake has 
come down to us in an incomplete form, preserved in both fragments and one com-
plete manuscript (the Lancelot Compilation, The Hague, KB, MS 129 A 10). 
Fragments Leiden, UB, BPL 3085 (formerly: Cologne, Historisches Archiv, W 317*) 
and Düsseldorf, UB, F 26,b once belonged to one and the same manuscript which is 
thought to date from the late thirteenth century (Gerritsen 1963, 54, 287–9). The 
remaining fragments (Düsseldorf, UB, F 26,a) come from a single codex produced at 
least half a century later in Flanders. Together these fragments contain over one thou-
sand lines of text. They were described and edited by W.P. Gerritsen (1963, 51–5 and 
274–337).8 In what follows, we refer to the translation of the Vengeance Raguidel as it 
is preserved in the surviving fragments as the ‘Middle Dutch translation’ in order to 
distinguish it from the version preserved in the Lancelot Compilation. Both of these 
are what we might call ‘adaptive translations’, although the compilation version may 
also be characterised as an abridgement with additional material.

The willingness and confidence with which Middle Dutch poets freely and crea-
tively altered their Old French sources to serve their own ends is clearly demonstrated 
in the case of the Wrake. In this text we can discern at least two layers of adaptation, 
each employing a variety of rhetorical techniques – at times diametrically opposed to 
one other – to achieve their desired results. Where the original translator of the 
Vengeance Raguidel expanded his source by adding descriptive details, dialogue and 
instances of amplificatio, the compiler of the Lancelot Compilation version reversed 
many of these expansions. Gerritsen’s exhaustive comparison of the nearly 1000 lines 
found in the fragments revealed that the compiler worked from a copy of the Middle 
Dutch translation, rather than from the Old French poem (Gerritsen 1963, Johnson 
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and Claassens 2003). For the reader’s convenience, we include a summary of the 
Wrake which incorporates elements of both versions; the differences between the two 
are discussed below. The italicised sections of this summary correspond to material 
added to the compilation version by the compiler.

Summary
The besiegers of a castle owned by a damsel are driven off by Galaat. Walewein slays 
the fleeing party and the lady of the castle is told of Walewein’s heroic deeds and falls 
in love with him. The castle is named Galestroet in honour of Galaat. In an effort to 
lure Walewein to her castle, the Damsel of Galestroet imprisons Walewein’s brother 
Gariet.

King Arthur and his court are celebrating Easter at Kardoel when a ship runs ashore 
containing the corpse of a knight with the truncheon of a lance in his chest. A letter 
explains that whoever can pull the truncheon from the knight’s body must avenge him 
with it, assisted by whoever can remove the rings from his fingers. Walewein succeeds 
in removing the truncheon, no one at court can remove the rings. An unknown knight 
eventually manages to take them and rides off. In an attempt to retrieve them himself, 
Keye is ignominiously defeated.

In his quest to find the rings, Walewein is at the castle belonging to Maurus, the 
Black Knight. This knight captures and decapitates all knights who pass that way in 
the hope of one day killing Walewein, who had won the hand and captured the heart of 
his lady love, the Damsel of Galestroet, at a tournament. Walewein defeats him in 
combat and grants him mercy. Walewein then rides to the Damsel of Galestroet’s 
castle where he is warned by a chambermaid that the Damsel intends to kill him and 
advises him to pretend to be Keye. The Damsel welcomes Walewein and shows him a 
small window with a guillotine-like device, which she says she intends to use to kill 
Walewein. Walewein escapes with Gariet and they flee to the castle of Maurus to 
which the Damsel of Galestroet then lays siege. Once she learns that Walewein and 
Gariet have escaped during a counter-attack, she abandons the siege.

Travelling to Kardoel with Gariet, Walewein falls in love with Ydeine, a lady whom 
he saves from abuse at the hands of another knight, while Gariet falls for Ydeine’s 
niece. News from court reaches them: a magical mantle which shrinks if worn by an 
adulterous lady has humiliated the entire court, save one, the companion of Carrados.

Back at court Walewein admits he has forgotten the truncheon and he must defend 
himself against the sarcastic remarks of Keye. Next, the knight Druidein arrives and 
claims Ydeine for himself, whereupon Walewein challenges him to a combat which is 
to take place forty days hence at the neutral court of King Bandemagus.

Following this, Walewein asks the queen whether she has any insights into the 
thoughts of women. The queen responds by telling him that the thoughts of women are 
so complicated that he who seeks to understand them must be mad. Nevertheless, 
Walewein decides to use the intervening days before the combat to find answers. 
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During that time he encounters a king of diminutive stature with magical powers to 
whom Walewein reveals that he is trying to understand the thoughts of women, which 
this king thinks the height of foolishness. He offers Walewein lodging at his castle and 
tells him the story of how the short king’s wife cheated on him with the lowliest of serv-
ants. This story, says the king, should be enough for Walewein to know the thoughts of 
women, nonetheless he arranges for a test involving Walewein’s own companion, 
Ydeine. The Dwarf king transforms Walewein into a diminutive knight and in this 
guise Walewein tests Ydeine, who fails miserably. Despite her betrayal, Walewein 
again falls for her charms and forgives her any wrongdoing.

The following morning Walewein and Ydeine leave for the court of Bandemagus. 
On their way they pass a knight who exchanges glances with Ydeine. Shortly there-
after he catches up with them and claims her. He convinces Walewein to let Ydeine 
choose her companion; she then accuses Walewein of indifference and chooses to go 
with the unknown knight. Walewein manages to defeat this knight in combat and 
reclaims Ydeine. At the court of Bandemagus Walewein easily defeats Druidein but 
cedes Ydeine to him nonetheless, and advises him never to believe her.

Meanwhile the Black Knight, having secured the aid of King Arthur, lays siege to 
the castle of the Damsel of Galestroet. She then proposes a battle of champions to 
settle the matter. Disguised as Lord Bayneel vander Roetsen of Scotland, Keye presents 
himself as her champion, is defeated by Maurus, and narrowly escapes death by 
revealing his true identity. Gariet insists that the treacherous and disloyal Keye be 
slain, but Maurus cannot bring himself to execute a member of the Round Table. 
Following on from this, the marriage between the Damsel of Galestroet and Maurus 
takes place and Gariet returns to court to report on the events that have taken place.

After leaving the court of Bandemagus, Walewein finds the ship which had brought 
the corpse of Ragisel to Kardoel and sails to Scotland in it. He is greeted by Ragisel’s 
companion, who has vowed to wear her clothes inside out until her friend Ragisel is 
avenged. Ragisel had been slain by Gygantioen, who possesses magical weapons. 
Walewein is told that this woman’s neighbour, the knight Ydier, had removed the rings 
and, moreover, is in love with Belinette, the daughter of Gygantioen. Only the man 
able to kill Gygantioen will be permitted to have his daughter. In a fierce battle, 
Walewein defeats the evil knight, with Ydier’s help, and following some negotiating 
with the barons of the land, Belinette is given to Ydier in marriage.

When everyone has returned to Arthur’s court, Ydier is made knight of the Round 
Table. Then, Lanceloet, who is still upset because of the queen’s humiliation with the 
shrinking mantle, provokes a quarrel with Ydier. The ensuing fight is then broken up 
by Bohort before any serious harm is done.

Lanceloet and Bohort set out together. Lanceloet asks Bohort to recount the events 
of the shrinking mantle for him. Bohort assures Lanceloet that the queen’s disgrace 
has hardly been noticed because of the arrival of Maurus and Gariet. Bohort and 
Lanceloet then find Dodineel in the forest, gravely wounded from having tried to 
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liberate a damsel held with her hair entwined in the branches of a tree. A hidden bell 
had given away his attempts to set her free and subsequently he had been attacked by 
four knights. Lanceloet, Bohort and Dodineel return to the damsel. While Dodineel 
climbs the tree, the four knights appear. Two of them are killed and one is thrown to 
the ground with a broken arm. The fourth one escapes. The damsel is set free. She had 
been imprisoned because she had brought food to Lyoneel, who was being held captive 
by eight knights. Together they travel to Karmeloet where the queen warmly receives 
Lanceloet.

The Middle Dutch Translation Reflected in the Fragments
Gerritsen has concluded that the Middle Dutch text was based on an Old French redac-
tion that must have been closely related to the text in the Middleton manuscript 
(Gerritsen 1963, 59–72 and 147–8). Norbert de Paepe (1965, 84–9, especially 89) 
argues that the points of difference between the Vengeance Raguidel and the Middle 
Dutch text are undoubtedly the result of the translator’s work. He was a creative adap-
tor, working with intelligence, skill and creativity to alter – and improve – his Old 
French source. He made several basic kinds of changes to the story (Gerritsen 1963, 
85–147, especially 148–51). The most important change is expansion: the Middle 
Dutch text was some 32 per cent longer than the original. But this added length was 
not the result of new, interpolated material; rather the poet tells the story differently, in 
a more expansive style. The translator’s chief goal seems to have been the intensifica-
tion of the narrative. Rearranging the order of events, replacing indirect speech with 
new dialogue, and the addition of first-person addresses to his audience all contribute 
to this overall effect. Another type of change involved the poetic technique of amplifi-
catio. There are numerous examples of passages in which the poet has given his 
imagination free reign. Often these passages concern well-known Arthurian topoi, 
such as descriptions of a joust, a meal at court, or a marvellous bed (Gerritsen 1963, 
149). One example of such an amplificatio ad descriptionem is the scene in which the 
castle of the Black Knight is besieged. The comparison of the Old French and the 
Middle Dutch text shows how the Dutch poet produces a much more lively, detailed 
and logically ordered description of the actual assault. Where the author of the French 
romance seems to have been content with an economical description, the Middle 
Dutch poet makes changes that ratchet up the tension and excitement at this juncture 
in the poem and expands the episode to twice the original length (Gerritsen 1963, 
103–18). Another form of amplification is the Middle Dutch poet’s practice of insert-
ing dialogue where none is present in the Old French, which intensifies the interactions 
between characters and paints a more vivid picture of, for instance, the Damsel of 
Galestroet as a fierce and determined woman capable of taking charge (Gerritsen 
1963, 106–8).9 Moreover, the translator presents Walewein as a courtly lover, rather 
than the womaniser and failed lover he is depicted as in the French poem.10
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The Middle Dutch Adaptation in the Lancelot Compilation
The existing Middle Dutch translation was inserted into the Lancelot Compilation 
(The Hague, KB, MS 129 A 10). Gerritsen compared the compilation version with the 
earlier Middle Dutch translation, as well as with the Vengeance Raguidel (Gerritsen 
1963, 171–93; 193–261).11 He showed that the compiler abridged passages that the 
earlier Flemish poet had amplified (for examples see especially Gerritsen 1963, 189–
91 and Johnson and Claassens 2003, 14–17).12 The sheer number of passages deleted 
or paraphrased by the compiler might lead one to believe that his purpose was simply 
to make the poem shorter. The Old French original totalled 6182 lines and, in 
Gerritsen’s estimation, the Middle Dutch translation will have been approximately 
8,160 lines. The compilation version is just 3400 lines long, so if the compiler was 
adapting and abridging the Middle Dutch translation – and not working from the Old 
French source – his efforts resulted in a pretty severe abridgement. However, none of 
these cuts involved matter essential to the main storyline. It concerns an observation 
by a character here, a minor figure deleted there. And yet simply shortening the narra-
tive does not seem to have been the compiler’s primary goal, for he added a significant 
amount of material to the story, including four interpolated chapters. He did so with 
purpose and intent, and, we would argue, in a way that calls attention to his skill as a 
storyteller and poet. With respect to his abbreviation of the text that also brought about 
changes to the story, the compiler appears to have been motivated by a desire to iron 
out narratological inconsistencies.

Having stripped his source of as much extraneous material as he saw fit, the 
compiler then added new episodes where it served his larger goal of fitting the Wrake 
into the Lancelot Compilation. He composed new verses, either to paraphrase passages 
he did not wish to eliminate entirely, or to aid in his efforts to add an interlace structure 
to the story. In so doing he brought it in line with the larger narrative structure of the 
compilation, for instance by inserting formal switches (see Brandsma 1992, 189–90). 
Likewise, the compiler added a number of passages of varying length to create links 
with the text that immediately precedes the Wrake in the Lancelot Compilation, 
namely the Queeste vanden Grale, thus strengthening the ties of this adapted text with 
the compilation as a whole (see especially Besamusca 2003a, 101–3 and Gerritsen 
1963, 217–33).

It seems as well that the compiler found it hard to tolerate unresolved narrative 
threads, so he took pains to tie these off (Gerritsen 1963, 237–44; Besamusca 2003a, 
104–5). In the chapter entitled ‘Van Maurus ende van Gariette’ (Concerning Maurus 
and Gariet, ll. 2025–426), inserted after Walewein’s battle with Druidein, the compiler 
tells of the fates of Maurus, the maidservant from Karmeloet, the Damsel of Galestroet, 
and Gariet, all of whom had disappeared from the narrative in both the Vengeance 
Raguidel and the Middle Dutch translation, just after the news that the Damsel had 
lifted her siege of the Black Knight’s castle. This interpolated chapter tells us what 
becomes of them. Galestroet’s maidservant is, at the last moment, saved by Gariet and 
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Maurus from execution, Maurus wins the hand of the Damsel by defeating the treach-
erous Keye (who adopts the ridiculous alias Sir Bayneel vander Roetsen), which in 
turn paves the way for them to be married. With the insertion of this episode another, 
decidedly negative, thread is added to Keye’s narrative here. The compiler rounds off 
this thread when Arthur is told about these adventures and both Ydier and Gariet 
recount all of Keye’s actions. The Wrake proper ends with mocking laughter at the 
expense of the seneschal (Gerritsen 1963, 246–50), a scene that links this romance 
thematically with a romance appearing later in the compilation, namely Walewein 
ende Keye, and other narratives inserted between the Queeste and Arturs doet (The 
Death of Arthur) in the compilation (see Chapter 6).13

A striking interpolation was added by the compiler following the episode of the trial 
of the mantle, one that appears to strengthen the theme of misogyny already evident in 
the Vengeance Raguidel, and, like the chapter that precedes it, concerns the inconstancy 
of women (see Chapter 7). The interpolation is entitled ‘Hoe Walewein wilde weten 
vrouwen gepens’ (How Walewein wanted to know the thoughts of women, ll. 1475–894; 
see summary above). Besamusca (2003a, 103–4) argues that this scene excuses the 
impulsive behaviour of Walewein when it comes to love by highlighting the unfaithful 
nature of women (immediately preceding this interpolated episode, this same point is 
driven home by the infamous shrinking mantle scene; see summary above). As 
Besamusca and others have noted (for references, see Besamusca 2003a, 104), the Old 
French text portrays Walewein as an uncourtly and boorish womaniser. Passages that 
are unremittingly damning in this regard in the Old French have been softened in the 
original Middle Dutch translation, but even more so in the compilation version, and 
together these changes portray Walewein in a much more positive light. This is entirely 
in line with one of the most prominent themes in the Lancelot Compilation as a whole, 
namely the exaltation of Walewein, frequently at the cost of Lanceloet.14

Moreover, the compiler added two further chapters to the end of his adapted version 
that do not appear in the Old French original, both of which contribute to the larger 
plan of the Lancelot Compilation. In the penultimate chapter of the compilation 
version, ‘Hoe Lanceloet vacht jegen Ydire’ (How Lanceloet fought against Ydier, ll. 
2977–3142), the test of the mantle is elaborated upon. Lanceloet is obsessed with the 
shame the mantle has brought upon the queen. When he sees a damsel wearing a 
mantle, he becomes infuriated and attacks her companion, Ydier. Fortunately, Bohort 
intervenes successfully. This episode does not reflect well on Lanceloet. In the final 
chapter (ll. 3143–414), Lanceloet and Bohort continue on their way once Bohort has 
conveyed Lanceloet’s apology to Ydier. When Bohort assures Lanceloet that the 
queen has not been shamed, this narrative thread comes to an end. It is clear, however, 
that on the higher compositional level of the compilation, her infidelity, brought to 
light by the test of the mantle, required a response from her lover, Lanceloet. His love 
for her is, after all, one of the most important themes in the Lancelot Compilation. 
Moreover, both of these chapters highlight a number of important characters in the 
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Lancelot Compilation: Lanceloet, Bohort and (to a lesser degree) Dodineel. The fore-
grounding of such characters serves to increase the internal coherence of the 
compilation. Lanceloet’s actions here, in a story primarily about Walewein, provide 
insight into one of the compositional principles at work: the alternating adventures of 
the two heroes in the compilation, Lanceloet and Walewein.

Additionally, the first seventy-four lines of the compilation version constitute a 
chapter inserted by the compiler and as such are a departure from the original Old 
French text. It is here that we are provided with an explanation as to why the Damsel 
of Galestroet loves Walewein. In his account of how the besiegers of ‘der Joncfrouwen 
Casteel’ (Castle of the Maidens) had been driven off by Galaat and then killed by 
Walewein, the narrator includes a clear reference to the Queeste vanden Grale 
(Besamusca 2003a, 101–2). The lady of the castle falls deeply in love with Walewein 
when she realises that it was he, the most courtly and handsome knight alive, who had 
performed this heroic deed. Having tried but failed to find him, she captured his 
brother, Gariet, hoping to lure Walewein to her castle. The compiler further reinforces 
this link with two additional references to these events (ll. 558–71 and 768–79). This 
demonstrates that the Wrake is one of the romances singled out for interpolation at a 
very early stage in the genesis of the compilation (Besamusca 2003a, 101–2). Finally, 
the compiler adds a faux etymology which identifies the castle mentioned in the 
Queeste vanden Grale – ‘der Joncfrouwen Casteel’ – as the same one held by the 
damsel, but renamed ‘Galastroet’ in honour of its saviour, Galaat. All of these addi-
tions strengthen the link between these two stories, and as such reinforce the larger 
structural integrity of the compilation as a whole.

Finally, the placement of the Wrake in the Lancelot Compilation right after the 
Queeste, in which Walewein is a negative character and a sinner, is of great impor-
tance thematically. The decidedly positive light it casts on Walewein carries through a 
theme initiated in the romances before the Queeste (Perchevael and Moriaen) and 
extends through three of the remaining four interpolated romances that appear before 
the final act of Arturs doet.15

4. Ferguut: The Surprising Career of a Farmer’s Son

At the beginning of the thirteenth century the French author Guillaume le Clerc wrote 
a romance concerning Fergus, the Knight with the Splendid Shield, as a literary cri-
tique of Chrétien de Troyes’s oeuvre.16 The romance responds in particular to 
Chrétien’s unfinished Conte du Graal, written c.1185 for Philip I, Count of Flanders. 
Ferguut’s shield functions, in the phrasing of D. D. R. Owen, as ‘the talismanic substi-
tute for the Grail’ (Owen 2006, 428).

Fergus is preserved in two thirteenth-century Picardian manuscripts (Zemel 2006, 
227–33). A redaction of type A, as preserved in Chantilly, Musée Condé, MS 472, 
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forms the basis for the Flemish romance, which is known by the title Ferguut. This 
Middle Dutch adaptation is preserved in just one manuscript witness. It is the first text 
in a Brabantine miscellany containing six very disparate single-text items, all of which 
date to the middle of the fourteenth century (Leiden, UB, Ltk. 191) and which were 
probably bound together at some point by the end of the century. The first folio of the 
manuscript, where the Ferguut begins, shows an historiated initial in which the hero is 
depicted with an (originally white) shield.

The Ferguut in the Leiden manuscript has been modified in some 250 places by a 
Brabantine corrector, who also modernised the text.17 The Middle Dutch romance 
itself is dated to c.1240 but may well be somewhat older than this (Caers and 
Kestemont 2011, 218). That the text contains no references to other Middle Dutch 
Arthurian romances is an argument for such an early dating.18 Another is that Arthur’s 
nephew is called Gawein in the Ferguut. The more usual Middle Dutch variant of the 
name, Walewein, however, does appear once in a list of the knights of the Round Table 
(Johnson and Claassens 2000b, l. 4325), but, according to Willem Kuiper, this is prob-
ably a later scribal addition.19 This might also indicate an isolated context of origin, 
one more oriented toward the French.

Like the Wrake van Ragisel, Ferguut was possibly written in the area between 
Flanders and Brabant (see Chapter 1). Based on linguistic, stylistic and literary-histor-
ical arguments, Willem Kuiper (1989, 68–9; 300–1) has situated both the text and its 
patron in this region. He put forward Arnulf IV, and later his son, as possible patrons. 
Arnulf was peer to the Count of Flanders and advisor to the Countess Johanna of 
Flanders (for whom Manessier wrote his Continuation to Chrétien’s Perceval). He 
was married to the French noblewoman Alix de Rozoy. The couple were members of 
the highest aristocratic circles in Flanders. This identification cannot, however, be 
substantiated; the question remains as to the extent to which a concrete reception 
context can be determined by the language of a text.

We are just as much in the dark when it comes to the author of the Ferguut. 
Researchers cannot even agree on the question of whether we are dealing with one 
author or two. Up to line 2592 the romance is a slightly abridged translation of the 
French source; thereafter it is a much freer adaptation of the French. Based on research 
into its versification and rhyming technique, as well as syntax, vocabulary and spelling, 
Kuiper argues that Ferguut must have been written by two authors. The first part, for 
instance, has a great many more assonating rhymes and French words than the second. 
According to this reconstruction, the poem will have been completed, perhaps years 
later, by a second author who did not have the French exemplar at his disposal.20

Although the dual-author theory has been accepted by most scholars, the view, 
supported by stylometric research, that we may be dealing with a single author cannot 
be dismissed out of hand.21 This poet did not simply retell the story, but made his own 
choices as he proceeded, in particular with respect to the ironic sophistication of the 
completed romance. In the second part of the romance we encounter a series of 
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connected deviations in the resolution of the love story that point toward a deliberate 
and creative adaptation of the source. We will say more about the characteristics of the 
Ferguut below, as well as about a number of striking differences with the Old French 
source text, but first we offer a brief summary of the contents of the Middle Dutch 
romance.

Summary
The story begins with a prelude in which the knights of the Arthurian court set out to 
hunt the white stag. The hunting party finds itself on the land of the wealthy farmer 
Somilet, who is married to a noblewoman. When they pass his castle, their eldest son 
is ploughing the field. He ceases his ploughing and, when he realises who the knights 
are, he decides to go to Arthur’s court to become the king’s advisor. Upon his arrival at 
court, dressed in the old armour given to him by Somilet, the boy rides straight into 
the hall. Hanging from his saddle are the severed heads of two thieves he defeated on 
the way there. He identifies himself as Ferguut and offers his services to Arthur. Keye 
mocks him for this but Gawein defends him. At his request he is dubbed a knight and, 
now in Arthur’s service, rides out to defeat the Black Knight, the court’s most bitter 
enemy. On his way to his battle with this foe he finds lodging at the castle of the uncle 
of the fair Galiene who confesses her love for him at his bedside that night. When 
Ferguut does not respond to her advances she flees. Following his victory over the 
Black Knight, Ferguut returns, but Galiene is no longer at her uncle’s castle. Now it is 
his turn to fall under the spell of love, and so he rides out with one goal in mind: to find 
Galiene.

A long journey ensues. After three adventures which do not bring Ferguut any 
closer to Galiene, he goes mad and wanders aimlessly in the forest for two years. The 
tide turns when he is healed by a magic fountain and a dwarf tells him how to find 
Galiene: he must acquire the White Shield. At the castle where the shield is found he 
fights both the giantess Pantasale and the dragon guarding the White Shield. Later he 
arrives at the castle of her gigantic husband and defeats him as well. In the process he 
frees two captive damsels. He also tames the giant’s horse, Pennevare, who becomes 
his new mount. He has become lord of the castle and now has the White Shield in his 
possession. Ferguut stays in the castle for four months in the company of the damsels 
before he once again begins to long for adventure.

From the damsels he learns about Galiene and the siege of her castle, Rikenstene, 
by Galarant, who intends to conquer her by force. As ‘die ridder metten witten scilde’ 
(The Knight with the White Shield, l. 3885), he fights two heroic battles for Galiene 
and Rikenstene, but after the fight he retires to his castle. When Galarant attacks in the 
hero’s absence, Galiene forestalls her demise by proposing a winner-takes-all battle 
between her champion and two opponents.

Galiene sends her maidservant Lunette to Arthur’s court to look for a champion. 
The maiden returns with empty hands and passes Ferguut’s castle along the way. She 
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tells him about the situation and Ferguut arrives the next day just in time to free 
Galiene by defeating Galarant and his nephew Macedone. Following his heroic 
performance, Ferguut once again retreats to his castle without identifying himself.

Now attention shifts to Galiene, who takes the initiative to travel to Arthur’s court 
to find a husband to administer her lands. She no longer wishes to wait for Ferguut. He 
must now act, but he knows nothing of Galiene’s initiative. Quite by accident he learns 
from a dwarf, however, that Arthur has declared a tournament with the hand of Galiene 
in marriage to the knight who takes top honours; he then sets out for Arthur’s court. As 
the Knight with the White Shield he defeats first Keye, and then all the knights of the 
Round Table with the exception of Gawein, to whom he gives his horse as a gift. 
When he removes his helmet, he is recognised as Ferguut. In the end Galiene receives 
as her prize the man who had rejected her earlier.

The Originality of the Middle Dutch Adaptation
Readers familiar with Arthurian literature will recognise the intertextual game that the 
Old French Fergus plays with Chrétien de Troyes’s oeuvre. Guillaume borrows the 
worldly theme of love versus martial prowess from Chrétien’s earliest romances, 
while at the same time rejecting Perceval’s spiritual, Christian chivalric path from the 
Conte du Graal (Zemel 2006, 93–136). The Flemish author, writing some fifty years 
later, did not have such a specific intertextual reading in mind. Neither does the char-
acter of Perceval in the Ferguut evoke associations with the bumbling young hero in 
the Conte du Graal any longer; rather Perceval is by now a fully fledged hero who has 
completed the quest for the Holy Grail (Zemel 2011, 43):

Een goet ridder was Pertsevael, 
Hi vant dat precioes grael, 
Dat noit eer man en mocht vinden. (ll. 5333–5)22

(Pertsevael was a good knight, he achieved the precious grail, which no man had ever done before.)

The Scottish topographical features and colourful names that are a meaningful part 
of the fabric of the Fergus and which symbolise the development of the hero, have 
disappeared from the Middle Dutch text, especially in the second part (Zemel 1991, 
169–77). Ferguut is simpler and a different type of romance from Fergus. Its author’s 
goal was not the creation of a carefully constructed composition in relation to Chrétien 
but rather the skilful telling of a fast-paced version of the story, taken from the Fergus 
but given an original treatment in the translation.23 Up to the changed ending, the 
romance reads like an account of the spectacular career of an unusual hero, a youth, 
‘des dorpers sone’ (the villain’s son, l. 313), who begins his career on the land of his 
father behind the plough but then becomes a knight. As the Knight with the White 
Shield he eventually becomes the best knight in the world.

The first part of the Ferguut is a translation with abridgements. By no means an 
adaptation courtoise, its primary aim is abridgement and simplification as far as the 
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literary elements are concerned, and ultimately it amounts to an account of a romance 
hero’s dream career (Zemel 1991, 341–53).

The romance’s attraction lies to a great extent in the extremely vivid and frequently 
humorous, often cartoonish, descriptions of Ferguut’s experiences and battles and in 
the strategic application of litotes, diminutives and hapax legomena. For example, 
when Ferguut, half starved, sits down at table with fifteen robber knights without 
saying a word and begins to help himself to the repast meant for them, one of their 
number remarks dryly: ‘Ens niet die hoefste vanden lande’ (He’s not the most cour-
teous in the land, l. 2639), an understatement lacking in the Old French. And the 
giant’s club, a tree trunk, is euphemistically referred to as ‘boemkijn’, sapling (l. 
3524), or ‘hameidekine’, little battering ram (l. 3533), while the giantess wields a 
‘seisekijn’, little scythe (l. 3365).24

Moreover, the Flemish poet livens up his text by adding a great deal of direct speech 
and a selection of extremely original expletives and humorous expressions. Examples 
are to be found in the passage in which the naive Ferguut greets the hideously ugly 
giant with ‘vrouwe scone’, fair lady (l. 3371), and in which Galarant mockingly 
addresses Ferguut as ‘her driten sone’, sir son of a whore (l. 4694).

The second part of the Ferguut has a tripartite structure: the first section recounts 
the quest for the White Shield, which Ferguut acquires in the castle of the giantess and 
is compelled to defend in the castle of the giant (ll. 3161–814). Next follows the battle 
for Rikenstene, which culminates in the victory over Galarant and Macedone (ll. 
3865–4890). The last part is devoted to the tournament that ends with the hero’s 
marriage to Galiene (ll. 4979–5589). In order to move from one part to another, 
Ferguut must continually be goaded into action by others. Unlike Fergus, he is not a 
hero driven by love. Indeed, he goes for some time without giving so much as a single 
thought to Galiene. Thus, after completing the quest for the White Shield, Ferguut 
allows himself to be pampered at the giant’s castle for four months by the two damsels 
living there, whose lovers had been slain by the giants. It is only after some time has 
passed that Ferguut asks whether there are other adventures to be had. He then learns 
that Galiene, who lives just seven miles away, is under siege.

The build-up to Ferguut’s second stint in service to Galiene is also original. Ferguut 
is passing the time in the woods near the giant’s castle when he learns from Lunette, 
Galiene’s passing maidservant, that she seeks a champion to fight on her behalf in an 
uneven fight. Lunette expresses her displeasure by remarking that Galiene is in love 
with an idiot whom she has only seen once. As she takes her leave, Ferguut proffers 
that her beloved will no doubt ride to her rescue (l. 4527). There is nothing to indicate, 
however, that Ferguut had been overly concerned with Galiene’s fate and yet again he 
must be goaded by someone else to save her. But he is not hereby prompted to imme-
diate action, but rather retires once again to his castle after having defeated Galarant 
and Macedone.

Galiene’s maidservant is called Arondele in the Old French. Like the girl in the 
Middle Dutch text this character is modelled on Lunette from the Chevalier au lion, 
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but the Flemish author recognised this connection and reinforced it by using the same 
name that appears in Chrétien’s romance (Zemel 1993, 195). This change would not 
be a meaningful one if (a part of) the audience were not also familiar with this text, 
which was known in Flanders, probably in French as well as in Middle Dutch.25 The 
girl’s name is thus a specific intertextual signal that provides us with an indication 
concerning the Middle Dutch author’s intentions: like Chrétien in the Chevalier au 
lion he is ironising ‘all’s well that ends well’ as the standard ending of a love romance. 
This is especially evident in the characterisation of Galiene.

At the beginning of the third episode Galiene takes the initiative and in surprising 
fashion once again sets in motion the events which Ferguut’s lack of action have 
brought to a standstill. Suddenly her love for Ferguut seems to have cooled; she no 
longer wants to wait for him and rides to Arthur’s court in order to ask the king to look 
for a husband to administer her lands. Thereupon the king announces a tournament 
with Galiene as main prize.26 Galiene would love to have the Knight with the White 
Shield but she does not recognise him as Ferguut. She appears to have forgotten 
Ferguut, which creates some suspense concerning whether the two will be united in 
the end.27 Ferguut must now make haste if he wishes to have Galiene as his wife. After 
all, according to the narrator, women are changeable:

(Galiene) heft gelaten staen haer wenen. 
Soe siet wel dat het niet enwout: 
Hen es geen dinc, hen vercout. 
Ferguut mach wel so lange merren 
Dat sijn rapen selen berren: 
Wijfs herte en es niet van stale. (ll. 4979–85).

(Galiene has left off her weeping. She realises that it will do her no good: there is no passion that 
does not lose its heat. Ferguut may well delay so long until his turnips have burned. A woman’s 
heart is not made of steel.)

By means of the litotes in the last line and the popular saying that precedes it, the nar-
rator underscores the irony and alludes to Ferguut’s poor decision in retreating 
anonymously after his final victory against Galarant and Macedone.

When Galiene appears at court, everyone is deeply impressed by her beauty. This 
episode, too, shows signs of an ironising style. Whereas Arthur is happy because it has 
been such a long time since he saw such a beautiful woman, the queen is jealous: 
‘Genoevere hads selve groet verdriet,/ Want jegen hare en was si niet’ (Genoevere 
herself was despondent, for compared to her she was plain, ll. 5035–6). King Arthur 
adds insult to injury with a response that is anything but chivalrous when Galiene asks 
him for a husband. No man at court is good enough for her; he would want her for 
himself, but alas, he’s already married! (ll. 5057–60).28

Thereupon Arthur uses royal funds to sponsor a tournament for Galiene’s hand, at 
which Ferguut, disguised as the White Knight, will ultimately defeat and wound even 
the best knights of the Round Table. But things have not yet reached that stage because 

06 Chapter 05 ALC.indd   9206 Chapter 05 ALC.indd   92 08/12/2020   12:0908/12/2020   12:09



 TRANSLATIONS AND ADAPTATIONS OF FRENCH VERSE ROMANCES  93

Ferguut knows nothing of Galiene’s initiative. Once again, he must be prompted by 
others to take action. It is only by chance that he hears of the tournament from a mini-
knight, a dwarf, who is also infatuated with the beautiful Galiene and hopes to catch a 
glimpse of her. Once again Ferguut is called a ‘sot’ (fool), this time by the dwarf, 
because he has been dallying in his forest instead of riding to the tournament. This 
comical scene (ll. 5101–44), which does not appear in the Old French, is a typical 
example of the Middle Dutch poet’s creative originality (Zemel 2011, 44, 51). When 
Ferguut hears about the tournament, he thinks first of ‘chevalerie’, on his long-awaited 
revenge on Keye (l. 5148). It is only once he is on his way to Arthur’s court that he 
realises that he may well lose Galiene due to his own stupidity:

Hoe dicke riep hi: ‘Galiene, 
Salic u nu moeten verliesen? 
Wel haddic gesproken den riesen 
Dat ic naesten niet en voer tote u 
Ten Rikenstene; dats mi leet nu. 
Hets dicke geseit, dats waer sprake: 
Blode man quam noit te hoger sake.’ (ll. 5152–8)

(How often did he call out, ‘Galiene, am I now to lose you? I acted like such a fool that I did not go 
to you before at Rikenstene; I regret that now. It is often said, and a true saying: “Cowards never do 
great deeds”.’)

As a member of the side consisting of ‘die van buten’ (outsiders) in the tournament, 
Ferguut embarrasses Arthur and his knights. He is victorious at the end of twelve days 
in his new identity as the Knight with the White Shield. Gawein is the only one he 
does not defeat, but the latter does not escape the ironising eye of the Middle Dutch 
author. Arthur’s nephew behaves in a most unsporting way when he insists upon 
entering the lists to defend the reputation of his friends. Everyone advises against it, 
even Arthur, and, to Gawein’s great shame, all the ladies at court, because they all 
believe that he will lose. When Ferguut, recognising Gawein, neither moves nor lifts a 
finger to take part in the joust, Gawein impatiently urges him on.29 Ferguut refuses to 
fight Gawein and instead gives him a horse, whereby he demonstrates his superiority 
and spares the most famous knight of the court a likely defeat (Zemel 2011, 47–52).

By the time the tournament has ended in the Middle Dutch romance, Galiene has 
lost all direction. She hangs her head in shame when she recognises Ferguut as the 
victor. The parallel with Laudine in the Chevalier au lion, who feels just as uncom-
fortable, is impossible to deny. Galiene gets the man whom she had banished from her 
thoughts and for whom she had no longer wished to wait: the youthful knight who had 
previously rejected her when she had shamelessly gone to him at night to confess her 
love (Zemel 1988–9, 276–8). In the end, then, it is Galiene who is most severely 
ironised.

The narrator ends the love story with the words: ‘Elc en haette anderen niet sere’ 
(Each held little hate for the other, l. 5559). By means of yet another litotes he suggests 
that all will be well in love after all. The conclusion of the Ferguut is thus an ironic 
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version of the traditional romance ending. Using his humorous style and the original 
ending of the romance of Ferguut and Galiene, the talented Flemish author has created 
a romance which offers much more than the story of a spectacular chivalric career.

5. Perchevael: From Perchevael Narrative to Romance of Walewein

Perchevael is a translation/adaptation, dating to before 1250 and preserved both in 
fragments and as an adaptation of that translation in the Lancelot Compilation.30

The Middle Dutch Adaptation
The Conte du Graal is the only one of Chrétien de Troyes’s romances for which a 
Middle Dutch version is extant. Perchevael is a translation which bears the hallmarks 
of an adaptation. Although scholars have pointed to a localisation in several different 
regions, Flanders seems the most likely place of origin (Caers 2011, 225, note 4). The 
direction of transmission seems to have run west to east, whereby we possess a 
Brabantine copy and two Ripuarian fragments, which date to the thirteenth century. 
The fragments come from four different manuscripts and comprise a little over 1100 
verses in total.31 Table 5.1 provides an overview of the fragments, with the correspond-
ing episodes from Chrétien’s romance.

As is the case with many French manuscripts in which Chrétien’s romance is 
accompanied by one or more of its Continuations, the translation/adaptation probably 
included the First Continuation of the Conte du Graal as well. Although the First 
Continuation, also known as the Continuation Gauvain, is not to be found in the extant 
fragments, a portion of it is preserved in the later Perchevael adaptation in the Lancelot 
Compilation, which is based directly on the fragments. So, the First Continuation 

Table 5.1 Overview of the dating, localisation and contents of the fragments.
Liège, UB, MS 1333 Brussels, KBR, MS II 

115,2
Düsseldorf, UB, K.2: F 
23.

Prague, 
PNP-Strahov-392/zl.

c.XIII-d c.XIV-a c.XIII-d? c.XIII-d/c. XIV-a
North-West Brabant/ 
Flemish

Flemish Middle Franconian Middle Franconian

736 lines 158 lines 192 lines 71 lines
CdG, ll. 1239–397: 
initial Court episode; 
Perchevael arrives at 
Gornemant’s castle.

CdG, ll. 5571–5839, 
6166–491: Maiden 
with the Short Sleeves; 
Scaveloen 
(=Escavalon); 
Walewein’s oath; Good 
Friday episode.

CdG, ll. 6989–7160: 
Greoreas, Male Pucele

CdG, ll. 6323–35, 
6345–60, 6368–83, 
6395–407: parts of the 
Good Friday episode.
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probably formed a part of the translation, and from the adaptation we may conclude 
that it concerns the so-called long redaction of the French text.

All of the Perchevael fragments are based on one and the same Middle Dutch trans-
lation. There are some idiosyncratic differences in the way in which the fragments 
relate to the Old French source text, for example, in the extent of abridgment or addi-
tion of new elements. It appears that the Prague fragments correspond most closely to 
the Old French, whereas the fragments from Düsseldorf are furthest removed from it 
(Oppenhuis de Jong 2003, 67).

The translation is, on the whole, a rather faithful one, down to the level of word 
choice, but is certainly not slavish. It shows traces of adaptation, such as abbreviation 
and amplification, all of which reveal the intentions of the author. Above all, this poet 
wanted to retell the story of his source in a clear and lucid fashion, but, whether inten-
tionally or unintentionally, his many, for the most part minor, changes gave it a 
different tone.32 Due to the resultant unique character of the text it is impossible to 
determine which of the French redactions of the Conte du Graal it corresponds to.

The Middle Dutch author focused on the essence of his Old French source and 
made the story less complicated. To this end the first-person narrator makes a more 
frequent appearance with his explanatory observations than in Chrétien. Moreover, 
the poet has abbreviated digressions that have no direct bearing on the action, such as 
the religious instruction that Perchevael receives from his hermit uncle in the Good 
Friday episode. The Flemish author also reduces the number of passages where strong 
emotions are expressed.33 Such abbreviation is not applied with equal measure 
throughout, however. Walewein’s hunt for the stag and his sojourn in Scaveloen, for 
example, are actually expanded when compared to the source. It is striking that the 
ironic exaggeration so characteristic of Chrétien’s portrayal of Gauvain has disap-
peared in the Middle Dutch and has been replaced by a much more straightforward 
description. An example of this is found in the episode which takes place in Tintavel 
(Tintagel) with the Maiden with the Short Sleeves in the Brussels fragment, from 
which the discrepancy in age, and the charming yet ironic aspects that accompany it, 
have disappeared entirely. In this episode Walewein is an unambiguously chivalrous 
hero, who performs a service for a ‘normal’ damsel.34 The result is that Arthur’s 
nephew is a much more exemplary knight in the Middle Dutch version than in the 
French. Perchevael’s depiction diverges as well for here he is not as naive and childish 
as his Old French counterpart. As a result, the contrast between Chrétien’s two protag-
onists is much less stark in the Middle Dutch, which in turn has led to the near 
complete loss of this meaningful distinction.

Apart from abbreviations and differences in emphasis, the translation also exhibits 
a number of splendid examples of amplificatio. The best-known passage is to be found 
in the description of the market at Scaveloen, which is twice the length of the original. 
The scenario as it appears in the Old French is expanded with lively details, such as 
the names of exotic foods and spices and precise designations for a variety of fine 
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woollen materials for the manufacture of exquisite clothing. The art of enamelling, a 
craft not practised in Flanders, has on the other hand been deleted, presumably because 
it was thought irrelevant for a Flemish audience. The presence of so many details, 
both added and deleted, in the description of the annual market has led to the supposi-
tion that the poet must have had the bustling trade and textile town of Bruges in mind 
when he wrote it, although this remains impossible to prove.35

A number of scholars have labelled the translation/adaptation an adaptation 
courtoise, pointing out correspondences with other, particularly German-language, 
versions of Old French romances which, however, often deviate more extensively 
from their sources than the Middle Dutch texts do.36 Similar techniques to the ones in 
this type of adaptation are to be found in the fragments containing the Wrake van 
Ragisel (see above). More specifically, the Perchevael is characterised by a certain 
degree of faithfulness to its source, on the one hand, and by strategic abbreviations 
and expansions designed to liven up and, in some instances, correct, the Old French 
text. The emphasis is placed more on telling a good, fast-paced and lucid story, 
however, than on replicating the often enigmatic and tongue-in-cheek humour and 
irony that are the hallmarks of Chrétien. The characters are therefore less ambiguous, 
but also more one-dimensional than in the Old French. When it comes to Walewein 
this may have been an intentional aim. The translator has a particular interest in him, 
especially for his deeds of martial prowess and the courtly treatment he receives, and 
he frequently makes cuts in order to bolster Walewein’s image. This leads to an unam-
biguously courtly portrayal of Walewein, another similarity with the Wrake (see also 
Chapter 7).

The Adaptation in the Lancelot Compilation
The interest in Walewein is also the most important characteristic of the fourteenth-
century adaptation of the Flemish translation contained in the Lancelot Compilation. 
This Brabantine adaptation preserves only the adventures of Walewein, followed by 
the first part of the First Continuation, which is also entirely devoted to Arthur’s 
nephew. The only episode in Walewein’s narrative thread in which Perchevael fea-
tures, the Good Friday episode, is nowhere to be found in the compilation. And yet 
Perchevael does play a role, together with other Arthurian knights, in the adaptation, 
namely in two series of episodes written and inserted by the compiler. These apocry-
phal adventures comprise approximately forty percent of the entire romance and are 
structured using the same interlace technique found in the preceding Lanceloet (the 
translation of the Old French Prose Lancelot). They alternate with Walewein’s quest 
and fill the gap in the Conte du Graal, where many knights leave the court after the 
announcement of adventures by the Loathsome Damsel, but nothing is said of their 
whereabouts.37
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Summary
The compilation Perchevael begins in traditional fashion with a festive gathering at 
the court of King Arthur. Perchevael and his brother Acglavael are also present. A 
loathsome damsel then arrives who brings word of adventures to be had at castle 
Orglieus and the mountain of Montesclare, where the Sword-with-the-Two-Rings is 
also to be won. Walewein wants to set out immediately for Montesclare but must first 
ride to Scaveloen because Ginganbrisiel, who arrived at court just after the loathsome 
damsel, had challenged him to appear for a combat. The compiler inserts the first 
series of adventures: Keye and Acgravein are taken prisoner at castle Doloreus and 
Ywein and Gariet are defeated by a superior number of knights at castle Orglieus. 
Finally, Mordret and Griflet, having received many wreaths and roses from the amo-
rous damsels at the castle of Montesclare, are taken prisoner.38 Perchevael, who had 
departed from court on his own, without direction, succeeds in freeing Keye, 
Acgravein, Ywein and Gariet, and sends their opponents back to court to submit them-
selves to Arthur.

After a detour to Tintavel, where Walewein participates in the tournament on behalf 
of the youngest daughter of Lord Tybaut of Tintavel, Walewein arrives in Scaveloen, 
where he flirts with the lord’s sister and where his combat against Ginganbrisiel is 
postponed for a year. He promises to go in search of the Bleeding Lance, but sets out 
first for Montesclare, where twenty knights have constructed a gallows upon which 
Mordret and Griflet are to be hanged. Walewein frees his companions and defeats the 
tyrant who is laying siege to the damsel of Montesclare. They are subsequently 
attacked by an entire army, but Perchevael and the knights he liberated arrive just in 
time to lend their support. That evening Walewein proves he is worthy to possess the 
Sword with the Two-Rings and the damsel of Montesclare declares herself his for all 
time.

Walewein, however, continues on his quest for the Bleeding Lance and, as the story 
tells us, for the Grail as well, on the roads of Galoie. What ensues follows the Old 
French source with the hero’s encounters with the rude Evil Damsel, Greorias, 
Griromelant and Walewein’s sojourn at the Castle of Wonders, where he also meets 
his mother, grandmother and sister Clariane. The duel between Walewein and 
Griromelant is ultimately called to a halt after a full day’s fighting, whereupon Clariane 
and Griromelant secretly marry. When Walewein learns of this, he departs in a rage. 
At this juncture – in the meantime the story follows that of the First Continuation – 
the compiler inserts a second series of adventures. A group of knights, among them 
Keye, Dodineel, Tristram, Perchevael and Acglavael, promise to search for Walewein 
for a year. In their first adventure Keye and Dodineel are defeated by an exceptionally 
strong, unknown knight. A duel with Tristram ends undecided because the knight is 
called away by a damsel in service of the Lady of the Lake. The unknown knight is 
revealed to be Lanceloet. Subsequently Tristram receives a message and departs 
without delay: his beloved and wife (sic!) Ysolde is in labour and his presence at home 
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is required at once. In the adventures that follow the compiler ties up a number of 
narrative threads left dangling in Chrétien’s romance. Perchevael sets out alone, 
despite his brother Acglavael’s objection that he is too young for a quest.39 Ultimately 
Perchevael liberates the Evil Damsel, Chrétien’s ‘male pucele’, from her tyrannical 
friend, after which she is known as the Good Damsel. Acglavael, too, received a role 
from the compiler: he slays Greoreas, Walewein’s old enemy.

Next the compiler picks up Walewein’s narrative thread with an abbreviated version 
of his visit to the Grail Castle from the First Continuation, where he fails to repair the 
broken sword and receives neither further information about the Grail, nor about the 
procession that he witnessed there. Next Walewein fights Dyandras, whose father was 
slain by Walewein and who hates him passionately. However, the fight ends unde-
cided and is postponed until Walewein returns to Scaveloen.

The compiler now shifts back and forth between a group of Arthur’s knights who, 
with the help of Perchevael and Acglavael, save a damsel in a final, joint adventure. 
Then, because a year has nearly passed, and the knights have failed to find Walewein, 
they return to court.

In the last chapter Walewein faces two knights in combat, Ginganbrisiel and 
Dyandras. Arthur’s attempts to settle the matter fail and Walewein fights heroically 
against his two opponents, aided by his ever-increasing strength, which waxes in the 
afternoon as the sun follows its course.40 As vespers approaches, just as Walewein’s 
strength has doubled, he finally defeats his two foes. The treacherous Dyandras is 
slain, whereas Ginganbrisiel agrees to Arthur’s intervention and is pardoned. 
Walewein is escorted back to court in triumph.

Walewein as Hero; Perchevael as Connecting Link
This conclusion clearly reveals the intentions of the compiler of the Lancelot 
Compilation: he has transformed the Flemish adaptation into a Walewein romance. He 
excised most of Perchevael’s narrative thread and used a number of episodes from the 
First Continuation, among which were Walewein’s failed Grail adventure, which is 
presented as merely a temporary set-back. His host at the Grail Castle tells him that he 
has not yet accomplished what he must:

Want noch en hebdi niet gedaen 
Datment u mach laten verstaen. 
Maer in secgere niet toe el, 
Gine moges noch verdinen wel. (Oppenhuis de Jong 2003, ll. 4613–16)

(For you have not yet done what you must to earn the knowledge. But I shall say no more about it 
for you shall come to deserve it.)

In the compilation, however, it will be revealed in the Queeste vanden Grale that 
Walewein is not one of the chosen Grail heroes.

The compiler followed his source faithfully in the episodes which he took from the 
Flemish adaptation, but in such a way that he excised anything that did not have a 
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direct bearing on Walewein’s narrative thread. The long description of the market in 
Scaveloen mentioned above, for instance, has been replaced by a brevitas formula. 
The compiler also took pains to make the romance fit smoothly within the structure of 
the tripartite core of the compilation. He added the two interlaced series of episodes in 
which groups of knights, all of them heroes from the preceding Lanceloet, experience 
adventures in which, at the same time, loose narrative threads are tied up. In this way a 
number of negative minor characters with whom Arthur’s nephew had previously had 
dealings in the Conte du Graal are dispensed with once and for all by the knights of 
the Round Table. Ultimately this contributes in a positive way to Walewein’s reputa-
tion. In many of the interpolated adventures Perchevael appears as hero and saviour of 
others, but compared to Walewein he remains a subordinate figure. Thus, it was not 
the character Perchevael that prompted the compiler of the Lancelot Compilation to 
choose this romance for inclusion in his cycle, though this knight nevertheless opened 
up useful possibilities for integrating the text at an appropriate place in the narrative 
cycle and subsequently to link it up with its neighbouring texts, the Lanceloet and the 
Moriaen, which was inserted at a later date (see Chapter 7).41 Finally, the compiler 
expanded the ending of Walewein’s quest by some 500 lines in order to provide him 
with a glorious victory.42 Here the Middle Dutch text deviates sharply from the Old 
French First Continuation, where Arthur manages to placate the opposing sides and 
the unequal combat is called off. Lanceloet, the hero of the preceding portion of the 
compilation, plays a very minor and not very flattering role in the Perchevael, certainly 
compared to Walewein, for he appears only briefly and fights incognito against his 
comrades, until he is called away suddenly. In this romance, which was the first to be 
inserted in the Lancelot Compilation, the compiler provides insight into what will 
become an important theme of the entire cycle: the alternating adventures of the two 
main heroes in the compilation, and the exaltation of Arthur’s nephew, Walewein.

6. Torec: A Multi-Layered Adaptation

The fifth and final romance interpolated after the Queeste vanden Grale and before 
Arturs doet in the Lancelot Compilation is a text that has survived only in this text col-
lection: Torec (Johnson and Claassens 2003, 562–727: 3856 lines). Unlike the Wrake 
and Perchevael, we are not able to compare the Torec with either a surviving Old 
French text, or a pre-existing Middle Dutch adaptation, for neither text has been pre-
served. But whereas those other adaptations were penned by anonymous Dutch poets, 
in this case we know who was ultimately responsible for the adaptation that underlies 
this text: the well-known Flemish poet and historiographer, Jacob van Maerlant. That 
an earlier Middle Dutch version did indeed exist – and was used by the compiler of the 
Lancelot Compilation – can be deduced from a remark in the prologue of Jacob van 
Maerlant’s Historie van Troyen, where he states that he also wrote ‘Merlijn / Ende 
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Allexander uijtten Latijn, / Toerecke ende dien Sompniarijs, / Ende den corten 
Lapidarijs’ (Merlijn and Allexander from the Latin, Toerecke and the Sompniarijs, 
and the short Lapidarijs; Pauw and Gaillard 1889–92, I, 2, ll. 57–60). Between refer-
ences to his extant Graal-Merlijn, his Alexanders geesten and his (non-extant) books 
on dreams and stones, we find a reference to his Toerecke. Thus Maerlant (c.1235–90) 
is currently credited with the composition of the Middle Dutch Torec, which he prob-
ably completed in the year 1262 (Oostrom 1996a, 81–147). The link between the 
French source mentioned at line 2378 (‘Also alsict int Romans hore’, As I have heard 
it said in French)43 and Jacob van Maerlant is rendered explicit by the fourteenth-cen-
tury catalogue in the Louvre, which, when describing the collection of Isabelle of 
Bavaria, refers to a ‘Torrez chevalier au cercle dor, rimé, bien historié et escript’ 
(Torrez, knight of the circlet of gold, in rhyme, well told and written; cf. Oostrom 
1979). The phrase ‘chevalier au cercle dor’, in particular, leaves little doubt as to the 
nature of this French text. But while we may know that there was indeed an Old 
French source and an intermediate Middle Dutch adaptation, in the absence of either 
of these texts any attempt to analyse in depth the adaptation techniques of the com-
piler would seem fruitless. Observations on any aspect of the compilation version of 
this text will inevitably be constrained by questions concerning which of (at least) 
three authors was responsible for them: the unknown French poet, Maerlant, or the 
compiler of the Lancelot Compilation. As Besamusca writes, ‘Anyone studying Torec 
unavoidably skates on very thin ice’ (Besamusca 2003a, 131; 2011a, 298).

Summary
King Briant of the Red Island finds a beautiful maiden, Mariole, in a tree in a forest. 
She wears a golden circlet which brings great good fortune to whomever possesses it, 
and for years the knights of the Round Table had endured much suffering in their 
unsuccessful attempts to find it. Briant marries Mariole, but the circlet is stolen by 
Bruant van den Montagne, who oversees the division of property among three 
orphaned sisters. The eldest daughter chooses first, and takes the circlet. This results 
in Queen Mariole becoming destitute, her husband dying, and her casting out to sea 
the little daughter born after his death. The child is found and raised by King Ydor of 
the Baser River who names her Tristoise and later takes her as his wife. Torec is born 
as a result of this marriage and at his birth his mother laughs for the first time. When 
he turns twenty, she shows him the letter that came with her as a foundling and tells 
him of the stolen circlet. The young man at once decides to set out in search of the 
circlet, and his mother then laughs for the second time.

Torec experiences several adventures, freeing a damsel from seven robber knights, 
overcoming an Evil Custom held by twelve evil knights, and jousting with a Black 
Knight, who mysteriously disappears in the middle of the fight. Torec meets and 
befriends Melions, who directs him to Bruant’s castle. Torec slays the giants and lions 
who defend it and he and Bruant fight the next day. Torec wins, but not before he is 
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wounded with a poisoned sword. Bruant informs Torec that the circlet is in the posses-
sion of his wealthy and single sister-in-law. She has vowed to marry only a knight who 
has defeated the entire Round Table. Only she can heal Torec’s wounds. Torec realises 
that she is the only woman for him and is escorted by Bruant’s knights within sight of 
Castle Fort. In the surrounding forest he encounters the enchanted knight Claes van 
den Briel, who suffers being hunted and beheaded, sometimes as many as four times a 
day. Torec defeats him and has the enchantment removed. He next manages to lift the 
siege of the castle of the Damsel of Montesclare, who shows her gratitude by throwing 
him in the dungeon.

The story now shifts to Melions, who mourns the death of his beloved. He wins a 
tournament and defends King Morligant’s daughter against an unwanted suitor, 
Raguel. He challenges him to a fight, but after a draw they become friends.

Torec, now out of prison, listens to the Damsel of Montesclare’s story and takes his 
leave, whereupon an ogre suddenly carries her off. Torec ignores her cries for help. He 
next jousts with a Red Knight who disappears, like the Black Knight before him. He 
then defeats a robber knight, a former member of Arthur’s court banished for stabbing 
Keye. Next morning Torec fights two duels at the Ford of Adventure against a huge 
Black Knight, he loses the first but wins the second, and spares the knight’s life. 
Finally, Torec arrives at the castle of Druant. After a vicious battle in which both 
knights are grievously wounded, Torec overcomes Druant and is healed of his earlier 
wound (caused by Bruant’s poisoned sword).

The story switches again to Melions, who embarks with Raguel on a quest to free 
King Morligant’s daughter. They succeed, but Raguel betrays Melions and takes credit 
for the rescue, claiming the king’s daughter as his reward. However, Melions manages 
to return to court and the truth is revealed. The king orders his daughter to marry 
Melions. Raguel is executed.

Meanwhile Torec leaves Druant’s castle and encounters a White Knight, who 
mysteriously disappears during the fight. He then meets a damsel who has lost her 
thirty castles to King Arthur for failing to appear at court. Torec takes up her cause and 
rides to Tintagel, but Arthur stands by his verdict. The only knight to disagree with the 
unjust treatment of the damsel is Walewein. Torec defeats Ywein in a trial by combat, 
wins back the damsel’s estates, and rejects an offer to join the Round Table.

Subsequently Torec defends the honour of a damsel against the Red Knight, 
defeating him in single combat, and then defeats ten more knights harassing the serv-
ants of Ydras, lord of a castle where he then finds lodging. Ydras takes him to an 
island where, we learn later, the mysterious knight – an elf in disguise and a relation of 
Torec’s – is lord over a marvellously beautiful castle which houses the ‘Chamber of 
Wisdom’. Torec spends three full days there, drinking in the wisdom and moral 
teaching expounded upon by the men and women present, who conduct their debates 
on the virtues and lack thereof in the dealings of the ruling classes. Torec is magically 
transported back to where he had boarded the enchanted ship.
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Riding forth on his quest to find Miraude and the golden circlet, Torec has two 
further adventures before reaching his goal, both of which involve his capture and 
similar conditions for his release: in the first he must win a tournament disguised as 
his captor; in the second he must fight a duel against the ubiquitous Red Knight, who 
has plagued the family of the chatelaine whose giants Torec had slain. Torec sets out 
once again to find the castle of his beloved when he meets and is challenged by a 
knight who turns out to be the one who had disappeared three times in the middle of a 
fight. He is Torec’s great uncle, who also led him to the ‘Chamber of Wisdom’. He 
finds Miraude, who reveals that she will marry him only if he can overcome all of the 
knights of the Round Table. Walewein rigs the ensuing fight by having them all cut 
their saddle girths. Torec unhorses all present, but they must ride to Arthur’s court in 
order to finish the challenge. On the way Miraude is abducted but Torec succeeds in 
rescuing her. Torec must now face the entire Round Table. Walewein again obligingly 
persuades his comrades to cut the girths of their saddles so that they are all unhorsed at 
the first shock. But Torec’s victory is not complete. He now refuses to concede until he 
himself has been unhorsed. Arthur himself rides out in disguise to fight him but 
succeeds in unhorsing him only by the most unconventional and unchivalrous means: 
he grabs Torec in a bear hug and wrestles him to the ground. The poet explains that 
Walewein, Perchevael and Lanceloet had barred Arthur from all tournaments, due to 
his invincibility. Torec rides to court with Miraude. At the wedding feast Miraude 
wears the golden circlet and Tristoise laughs for the third and last time. Torec ascends 
the throne, and with that his romance comes to an end.

An Unconventional Arthurian Romance
Anyone expecting a traditional Arthurian romance will be somewhat disappointed. 
The hero is an outsider, who does not belong to the Arthurian community and ulti-
mately refuses to join it. The story lacks many of the conventional links to the world 
of Arthurian romance that characterise the genre, and, while it may end at Arthur’s 
court, it certainly does not begin there. Moreover, over a quarter of the story has been 
related before Arthur and the knights of the Round Table make any significant appear-
ance. Merlin and Arthur’s knights are mentioned at the very beginning of the narrative, 
as the author explains the nature of the golden diadem or circlet worn by Mariole, but 
even this brief mention is cast in terms of a failed quest that reflects negatively on 
Arthur’s court:

Dits ene dinc daer vele an leget 
Ende daer Merlijn af hevet geseget, 
Ende daer die vander tavelronden 
Hebben alsoe langen stonden 
Haer lijf daer ombe geaventurt, 
Ende soe menech leet besuert, 
Ende noch nie mochten gewinnen. (Johnson and Claassens 2003, ll. 43–9)
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(The circlet is a matter of some importance and one that Merlijn has spoken of, and about which the 
knights of the Round Table have for so long and so frequently risked their lives and endured so 
much suffering, and despite their efforts could not succeed in achieving.)

The first real, major reference to Arthur and his knights comes in ll. 1259–84, when 
Mabilie of Montesclare explains to Torec that she had provoked a siege of her castle to 
have a pretext to ask Arthur to intervene, in the hope of thus finding a suitable husband. 
In the episode describing Torec’s fight with the robber knight (ll. 1328–88) we get a 
second, fairly marginal reference to the Arthurian community, namely that the knight 
has been banished by Arthur because he attacked Keye in revenge for an insult. The 
first direct contact between Torec and Arthur takes place about halfway through the 
story (ll. 1925–2085), when Torec enters the lists for an anonymous damsel who has 
been unjustly treated by Arthur and his knights. She had arrived too late at a session of 
the court, only to discover that the knights of the Round Table had already assigned 
her inheritance of thirty castles to Arthur. Torec proves the injustice of this decision by 
defeating Ywein in single combat. It is remarkable that in this passage Walewein alone 
steps forward to say that he had not agreed with the decision, having been absent at 
the time (ll. 1962–4; more on this episode below). Then it is only towards the end of 
the story that the Arthurian community truly comes to the fore, when Torec must 
meet the requirements of Miraude’s vow and defeat all the knights of the Round Table 
(ll. 3100 ff).

Speculating on the Old French Torrez – Connections and Influences
While the Old French original is lost to us, we may safely assume that in the broadest 
terms the main structure of Torec is to be attributed to the anonymous French poet. In 
its current form in the Lancelot Compilation, the romance exhibits a tripartite struc-
ture consisting of introductory episodes, followed by three readily identifiable phases 
and a series of concluding episodes that wrap up the narrative.44 Jeanette Koekman 
(1988a) posits that all three are phases of Torec’s quest, which begins as a quest for 
revenge (to retrieve the golden circlet stolen from his mother), but is transformed into 
a quest for love (Torec’s pursuit of Miraude). In addition to this tripartite division, two 
separate yet interconnecting worlds may be detected: the chivalric space, in which 
Torec, Arthur and the other characters move, as well as a parallel otherworld evoked 
by its numerous fairy-tale elements (the golden circlet, Torec’s elfish great uncle, 
etc.).45

In a detailed study, Zemel (2001) identifies a number of parallels with several Old 
French texts, which he characterises as ‘intertextual play’ on the part of the Old French 
poet. Such parallels include those with the ‘conte mélusinien’ (Torec’s grandmother, ll. 
1–70), with the Tristan (e.g. the name Torec’s mother receives at baptism, i.e. Tristoise, 
ll. 133–71), with Chrétien’s Conte du Graal (the episodes of Mabilie of Montesclare, 
ll. 756–999 and 1225–1305) and with his Chevalier au lion (e.g. in Torec’s combat 
with Ywain at King Arthur’s court, ll. 1925–2076). This latter especially illustrates 
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how the Torec manipulates and rearranges material drawn from elsewhere to create 
new meaning. As Besamusca (2011a, 308–9) explains, the Torec rewrites an episode in 
Chrétien’s Yvain in which the eponymous hero fights on behalf of a damsel in a just 
cause. In the Torec, it is the outsider hero who takes up the cause of a damsel wronged 
by Arthur and his court, and he defeats Ywain in the judicial combat, who, as 
Besamusca notes, is ‘acting as the champion of injustice’ (2011a, 309).

Similarly, Besamusca reinforces the connection between Torec and the Conte du 
Graal.46 He argues that a passage in the Mabilie of Montesclare episodes – where 
Mabilie, the Damsel of Montesclare, tells Torec that she has fruitlessly sent a 
messenger, the hideous damsel, who announces adventures in the Conte du Graal, to 
the court of Arthur requesting aid (ll. 1270–84) – matches what is found in Chrétien’s 
Perceval better than it does anything in the Perchevael version of that poem in the 
Lancelot Compilation (see above).47 The passages in question must have been penned 
by the poet of the Old French source.48

Maerlant’s Additions
That the Torrez was essentially a story about the development of a young nobleman 
destined to rule provides us with the clearest motivation for Maerlant’s choice in 
adapting it. That his aims were didactic is abundantly clear, just as it may be possible 
to identify who his intended audience must have been: the young Floris V, Count of 
Holland (d. 1296) (Oostrom 1996a, 130–2).49 Among the passages identified by critics 
as likely additions to the Old French text inserted by the Flemish poet is the episode in 
which Torec travels to a strange castle in the ‘scep van aventuren’ (Ship of Adventures), 
and there visits the ‘camere van wijsheiden’ (Chamber of Wisdom), where Torec 
attends a number of conversations in which men and women discuss the cardinal vir-
tues fortitudo (bravery), prudentia (prudence) and temperantia (moderation), the 
knightly virtues courtoisie (courtliness) and largesse (generosity), and love (ll. 2246–
2625). Gerritsen (1979, 85, note 39), moreover, points out that the virtue of iusticia 
(justice) is absent. Van Oostrom (1996a, 238–41) observes the critical tone of the 
didactic conversations in the ‘camere’ and considers them to be recognisably 
Maerlantian.

Also attributed to Maerlant is the brief passage where Torec encounters a figure 
named Claes van den Briele (ll. 672–752). The name of this enchanted knight is 
un-Arthurian and utterly Dutch, with the cognomen ‘van den Briele’ containing an 
unmistakable reference to the town of Brielle, which also covered the hamlet Maerlant 
on the island of Voorne in Holland, where Maerlant lived for a few years and where he 
wrote his Torec and his Graal–Merlijn. It would seem that Maerlant was here refer-
ring to someone from his personal circle, but there is no scholarly consensus about the 
significance of this historical allusion.

Finally, another possible innovation wrought by Maerlant in his source text might 
well be that final scene in which Torec jousts with King Arthur (ll. 3628–724). At this 
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juncture Torec has to all appearances fulfilled the condition of his beloved – that she 
will only marry the knight who has unhorsed all the knights of the Round Table (ll. 
643–9) – and can claim her hand, for there are no more knights at Arthur’s court 
willing to fight him. An unexpected narrative twist arises when Torec responds to 
Arthur’s invitation to ride with him to his court by replying that he will only do so if 
they can unhorse him first (ll. 3634–8). At this point Arthur steps up to challenge Torec 
to single combat. That this is likely to be an interpolation emerges from the disruption 
of the narrative logic here: all along the condition for winning Miraude’s hand and 
travelling to Arthur’s court has been total victory over Arthur’s knights; stipulating a 
defeat as a new condition comes out of the blue and is diametrically opposed to the 
terms established earlier. Moreover, when Arthur steps forward to accept the chal-
lenge, he unhorses Torec in a most unusual, even unchivalrous way: he rides at Torec, 
takes him in a bear hug, and throws him to the ground (3662–70). This, it seems, is 
Arthur’s modus operandi, and, to make matters worse, ll. 3685–94 note that he was in 
the habit of throwing his opponents over his saddle and riding off with them. All of the 
greatest knights of the Round Table had been treated in the same way and for this 
reason he has been banned from participation in all tournaments. Van Oostrom (1996a, 
249–51) explains how the inclusion of this ‘combat’ between Torec and Arthur high-
lights his bravery and martial prowess, even as it sets generic conventions on their 
head. In Van Oostrom’s view, the representation of Arthur as a ruler who can over-
come all his knights fits well with Maerlant’s notion of the ideal monarch. Questions 
do arise concerning this attribution, however. For instance, if Maerlant is using Torec 
as a ‘mirror for princes’, why have him lose a ‘joust’ so close to the end of the story?50 
The possibility that this interpolation came from the hand of the compiler of the 
Lancelot Compilation deserves serious consideration. As such, it could be seen as an 
addition meant to counter somewhat the negative image and marginalisation of Arthur 
and his court in the rest of the poem. Alternatively it can also be read as a further, 
somewhat subtle indictment of Arthurian ideals. More on this below.

Traces of the Compiler’s Hand
As Johnson and Claassens (2003, 41) note, passages where the compiler may have 
trimmed the text he inherited from Maerlant are difficult to identify and extremely 
speculative. In other texts in the compilation where there is material for comparison, 
we know that he had little interest in colourful details and lengthy descriptions. The 
extremely discursive ‘Camere van Wijsheiden’ episode discussed above would have 
been a likely candidate for the compiler’s knife. Assuming that the compiler did 
indeed shorten this section might account for the missing virtue of iusticia among the 
cardinal virtues as noted above. Moreover, the brevitas formula that appears at the end 
of the passage is suggestive, to say the least:

Eer die dach leet al geel, 
Waser gewiest menech ordeel 
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Van so menegerhande seden, 
In caent gesecgen teser steden. 
Derre materie es noch vele, 
Dies cortict u metten bispele. (ll. 2594–9)

(Before the day was done many a judgment was passed concerning such a great variety of subjects 
that I cannot recount them here. The subject matter is so vast, therefore I have shortened it with 
these examples.)

We are on only slightly firmer ground when we consider the compiler’s possible 
additions. A convincing case has been made for the narrative thread concerning 
Melions being an addition by the compiler (Hogenhout 1976, 109–19, 152; Besamusca 
2003a, 133). Entirely devoted to the knight Melions (defeated by Torec at ll. 399–509), 
this thread comprises two entire chapters (ll. 1004–223 and 1620–905). At first blush, 
Melions’s adventures have no internal, narrative connection with the story of Torec. 
Moreover, Besamusca (2003a, 133) justly describes the start of this narrative as 
‘awkward’. Mere days after Torec finds Melions sleeping in the lap of his beloved, she 
has suddenly died and the mourning knight is sunk in despair. Melions’s nephew 
Helijn manages to get him back on the path of adventure (ll. 1004–27). While this 
somewhat ham-fisted plot twist may not be entirely convincing, it is in line with 
similar interventions employed by the compiler elsewhere in the narrative cycle, and 
it reveals an equally typical and ubiquitous tendency on the compiler’s part, namely 
the desire to tie up loose threads in the narrative (see also his interventions in the 
Wrake van Ragisel and Perchevael). At the conclusion of this narrative thread the 
Damsel of Montesclare marries Melions’s nephew Helijn, while Melions himself 
marries the king’s daughter he has liberated from the abducting ogre (ll. 1868–901). 
Thus characters who play a greater or lesser role in the story of Torec himself are 
written out of the story in a natural way.51

Hogenhout (1976, 99–101) identifies further additions by the compiler. He 
considers Walewein’s trick to have Torec unhorse all of Arthur’s knights by having 
their saddle-girths compromised to be one such addition.52 Without this trick the 
notion that a single knight would defeat all the knights of the Round Table would be a 
singularly disturbing one, especially in the context of the compilation as a whole.

Torec in the Context of the Lancelot Compilation
Torec appears at the end of a series of romances interpolated between the Queeste van-
den Grale and the final act of the Arthurian drama, Arturs doet. As such, it constitutes 
the final set of adventures in Logres before Arthur’s realm disintegrates. And yet these 
adventures are not centred on Arthur or his knights. In fact the poem as a whole casts 
them in a decidedly negative light. As noted above, the quest for the golden circlet 
mentioned at the very outset is couched in terms of Arthurian failure. Then the injus-
tice of Arthur’s court is highlighted by the judicial affair concerning the damsel who 
has been disinherited on a technicality, and in truth only one of Arthur’s knights 
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emerges here with his reputation more or less intact: Walewein. To add insult to injury, 
when Torec defeats Ywain in defence of the disenfranchised damsel, he categorically 
refuses to join Arthur’s court; nor does he do so at the end of the text when the adven-
tures have come to a close and he has finally wedded his lady love, Miraude. The 
romance isn’t about Arthur and his knights, really. The compiler makes this abun-
dantly clear in the linking passage he inserted at the end of Lanceloet en het hert met 
de witte voet, the romance that immediately precedes the Torec:

Nu latic hier af die tale staen 
Ende sal u vertellen alsict vernam 
Hoe Torec irst ter werelt quam 
Ende hoe hi daerna quam te hove 
Ende ward een riddere van groten love. (ll. 852–6)

(Now I shall leave off this story and tell you, as I have heard it, how Torec first came into the world, 
and how he afterwards came to court.)

The story remains that of the development of a young knight who gains enough 
renown, wisdom and experience – at times in contrast to and at the expense of the 
Arthurian court – to rule in his own right both his wife’s kingdom and that of his 
father. At the end of this poem Torec, the ‘knight of great renown’, disappears utterly 
and completely from the narrative, never to be mentioned again. Why, then, was this 
text included in the compilation at all?

One answer to this question involves the tendency mentioned frequently in this 
chapter, namely the inclination to exalt or rehabilitate Walewein.53 All but one of the 
five interpolated romances appearing after the Queeste vanden Grale do this to some 
extent or another, and it is certainly the case that they serve to give a positive boost to 
Walewein’s reputation following his misdeeds as recounted in the Grail story.

That Torec portrays Walewein in his now familiar rehabilitated role may not be 
sufficient cause to explain the presence of such an unusual romance in such a promi-
nent position. Put in another way, we may at the very least be justified in positing that 
its nature and very inclusion at precisely this juncture in the manuscript may be seen 
to create new meaning, whether or not the compiler intended it to do so or chose the 
text for this reason. Johnson (2008, 97–9) surveys five possible reasons for including 
these interpolated romances: simple expansion of a court entertainer’s repertoire, 
Wolfgang Iser’s ‘inviting gap’ theory, historisation, deferral of closure, and the valori-
sation of Walewein. None of these are mutually exclusive, nor are we ever likely to be 
able to say with any certainty which ones the compiler specifically had in mind. 
Johnson suggests that the inclusion of the Torec at this juncture in the cycle constitutes 
a commentary on the familiar trajectory of Arthurian ‘history’, in that it ‘presents a 
contrasting vision of uncorrupted knighthood that exposes the weakness of Arthur’s 
court’ (Johnson 2008, 106). Just as Walewein stands out in the Torec as the only one of 
Arthur’s knights with an ounce of integrity, so too it is undeniable that at this point in 
the compilation a decidedly negative, critical light is cast upon Arthur and his court.54 
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Other critics have commented on this feature of the poem, including Heeroma (1973a), 
Zemel (2001), Bundel and Claassens (2005), Echard (2007), Johnson (2008) and 
Claassens (2009). Besamusca (2011a) sums up this view as follows:

Critics have related the weakness of Arthur’s court in Torec to the place of this narrative in the 
Lancelot Compilation. In their view, it is no coincidence that the tale precedes Arturs doet, the 
Middle Dutch translation of the Mort Artu. They argue that the interpolation of Torec precisely at 
this point constitutes a prelude to the downfall of Arthur’s realm in the compilation’s final romance. 
By criticising Arthurian values, Torec underlines the decay of the Arthurian world, which will be 
undeniably apparent in Arturs doet.55

Critics may disagree on the extent to which this negative portrayal extends, or on 
precisely which passages reflect poorly on Arthur and his ideals, but there can be no 
doubt that the Torec gives us, in Besamusca’s words, ‘a double-edged image of Arthur 
[which] is certainly not at odds with Arturs doet, [and] which features Arthur both as a 
superior leader and a weak one’ (Besamusca 2011a, 321). With the exception, then, of 
Walewein, in the Torec ‘the Arthurian court seems to have lost its idealised status,’ 
which, with ‘this knight of exceptional renown’ having left the stage once and for all, 
constitutes an apt way to end the adventures of Arthur’s knights and set the scene for 
the final act: Arturs doet.

7. Conclusion

It will come as no surprise that two of the most famous romances in the Arthurian tra-
dition were translated into Middle Dutch: Thomas’s Tristan and the Conte du Graal by 
Chrétien de Troyes. The tragic love story of Tristan and Isolde was known not just in 
the south-eastern region of the Dutch-speaking areas but also in other parts of the Low 
Countries, even though no other Tristan fragments have come down to us (Besamusca 
2000, 204). Since Chrétien dedicated his Conte du Graal to Count Philip of Flanders, it 
has been closely associated with the northern-most province in the kingdom of France, 
where both French and Dutch were spoken. It is, however, striking that only Chrétien’s 
last romance, including a portion of the First Continuation, has been preserved in 
Middle Dutch and not his earlier romances, although it is likely that our perception has 
been skewed by the transmission.56 Less easy to explain, however, is why a number of 
less prominent texts, which don’t seem to have enjoyed a very wide dissemination, 
such as Fergus and the Vengeance Raguidel, and maybe *Torrez, were translated into 
Flemish.57 A common feature of these romances is that they assume a critical attitude 
toward the chivalric ideology of the Arthurian court and align themselves with the 
Conte du Graal and the Continuations, which are strongly regional works.

When we consider the adaptation techniques employed by the Middle Dutch 
authors we may observe a number of similarities amongst the romances discussed in 
this chapter. Although they are closely aligned with the French and more often than 
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not rather faithful translations thereof, these romances are less complex and ambig-
uous, but more realistic, and their authors place a greater emphasis on recounting a 
good, fast-paced story, sometimes even correcting their French sources. They do this 
in a more than capable fashion, as witnessed by, for example, the passage in which the 
Perchevael poet describes the market at Scaveloen: it is here even more true-to-life 
and colourful than in Chrétien’s romance. On the other hand, the romances are also 
more one-dimensional than their exemplars. In both the Perchevael and the Wrake van 
Ragisel the keen focus on Walewein is striking: the ironic, tongue-in-cheek humour 
and the baldly negative description of Arthur’s nephew in the Vengeance Raguidel 
appear to have been somewhat neutralised in the Wrake and have disappeared almost 
completely in Perchevael, although it is difficult to draw solid conclusions due to the 
fragmentary transmission of the Flemish romances. The placement of this kind of 
emphasis aligns this translation with original Flemish romances, such as the Walewein, 
Moriaen and Walewein ende Keye.58

It seems that from the very beginning the authors of the texts discussed in this 
chapter took a stand in their translations against the anti-chivalric nature of their 
sources, placing a greater emphasis on the story and its exemplary qualities. This may 
have also been the case with the Tristant and the Torec. Ferguut is a special case in 
that, on the one hand, it shares to some extent the same translation and adaptation 
tendencies found in the other romances, but on the other it exhibits the kind of crea-
tive, playful individuality so typical of the younger, indigenous Flemish romances. 
The original and humorous style of the romance makes it one of the highpoints of the 
Middle Dutch tradition.

The Perchevael, Wrake, Torec and Ferguut were incorporated into Brabantine text 
collections. Ferguut is included in a composite volume (Leiden, UB, Ltk. 191) in 
which fictional romances gradually make way for didactic and religious material (see 
Chapter 3). The other texts have been radically reworked in order to function within 
the thematic structure of the Lancelot Compilation, the great cyclical history of the 
rise and fall of the Arthurian realm. They all demonstrate the flexibility of the Arthurian 
romance as a genre that, from the thirteenth century on, found, in Middle Dutch no 
less, an enthusiastic audience.

Notes

1 On the dating of the fragment, see e.g. Kienhorst 1988, vol. 1, 198 and Winkelman 2013, 183. See 
also Caers and Kestemont 2011, 14.

2 See Besamusca 2000, 203–4; Oostrom 2006, 182–5; Wyss 2010.
3 This localisation comes from Johan Winkelman in his edition with (modern Dutch) translation and 

commentary: Winkelman 2013, 183–4. This publication also includes editions of Aiol and Floyris ende 
Blantsefluor. A digital version of the edition can be found here: https://www.dbnl.org/tekst/_
tri001tris02_01/_tri001tris02_01_0007.php.

4 Winkelman 2013, 184–5. For the description of the Old French texts in relation to their German 
adaptations, see Wyss 2010.
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5 See Smith 2016a, 155–70.
6 For instance, extensively by Gerritsen 1963, 51–5 and 274–337.
7 Cf. Caers and Kestemont 2011, 18.
8 Gerritsen’s study of the Wrake van Ragisel remains the most comprehensive one to date. This 

portion of our chapter is based largely on Gerritsen’s work and we have also drawn from the introductory 
material concerning this romance found in Besamusca 2000, 207–9; Johnson and Claassens 2003 and in 
Claassens and Knapp 2010.

9 For discussions and examples of the translator’s adaptation techniques, in English, see Besamusca 
2003a, 96–8, and Johnson and Claassens 2003, 14–18.

10 See Besamusca 2003a, 96–8 for a detailed comparison on this point.
11 See also Besamusca 2003a, 93–105 for an exhaustive analysis of the compiler’s adaptation of this 

text.
12 A strong case has been made identifying Lodewijk van Velthem as the compiler. See also Chapter 7 

in this volume.
13 For more on the connections between the Wrake van Ragisel and Walewein ende Keye, see espe-

cially Hogenbirk 2004, 50, 152–3, and Hogenbirk 2003, 165–75.
14 See elsewhere in this chapter in the discussions about Perchevael and Torec, and in Chapter 6 

(Moriaen, Lanceloet en het hert met de witte voet, Walewein ende Keye).
15 See the discussions of these romances in this volume, as well as Chapter 7.
16 For the Fergus see Zemel 2006. On its relations with Chrétien, especially chapters 2 and 3.
17 Kuiper 1989, ch. 2. On the text collection, see Chapter 3 of this volume.
18 Ferguut itself appears to have exerted an influence on two original Middle Dutch chivalric 

romances: the thirteenth-century Flemish Arthurian romance Walewein ende Keye and the fourteenth-
century Brabantine Roman van Limborch. See Hogenbirk 2011, 52–4 and Wachter 1998, 181–97.

19 Besamusca 1982.
20 Kuiper 1989, 217–301; Johnson and Claassens 2000b, 3–6 and Kuiper and Claassens 2010, 318–22. 

Like Kuiper, Mike Kestemont localises the second half of the Ferguut somewhat more to the east, namely 
in the region of Gaasbeek, and posits a connection to Maria van Oudenaerde, one of Arnulf’s daughters, 
who was married to Godfried of Brabant. See Kestemont 2014b, 97.

21 See Kestemont 2013a, 236, and Meder et al. 2018.
22 Quotations and translations from the Ferguut are from the most recent edition, with English transla-

tion, by Johnson and Claassens 2000b.
23 Zemel 1991, part B, 181–353, presents a detailed comparison of style and contents between part 1 

of the Ferguut and the Old French source.
24 On the humorous style of the Ferguut, see Rombauts et al. 1982, 35–9; Uyttersprot 2004, 45–8; 

Oostrom 2006, 272–4.
25 Chrétien’s romance was known in Flanders. See among others Besamusca 1994; Smith 2008, espe-

cially 45–6 and Hogenbirk 2004, 73–7. See also Chapter 1 of this volume.
26 Her portrait has more psychological depth in the Old French, where she develops from foolish 

maiden to wise, emancipated woman, who moreover manipulates King Arthur and ensures that the tour-
nament will lead to her having the Knight with the Splendid Shield as her husband. She knows that it is 
Fergus beneath that disguise. For a discussion of the ironising attitude with respect to love in the Middle 
Dutch text, see Zemel 1988–9, 277–9 and Zemel 1993, 194–7.

27 Kuiper and Claassens 2010, 126 see in the Ferguut, as also in the Fergus, the very same return to 
the overriding love theme introduced by Chrétien. It is precisely at the end of the romance that the adaptor 
follows his own path.

28 See also Zemel 1993, 194.
29 In the French romance Gauvain is not looking for a tough fight, but for companionship with Fergus, 

whom he wishes to take with him to court. Insiders know that he was once successful in doing so with 
Perceval, but, as mentioned before, many references to Chrétien’s romance have disappeared from the 
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Ferguut. Cf. Frescoln 1983, ll. 6731–79. For more on the irony pertaining to Gauvain at the end of the 
French romance, see Zemel 2006, 217–25.

30 The texts of both fragments and adaptation are found in Oppenhuis de Jong 2003. This edition also 
contains a thorough study of the Flemish translation/adaptation in the Lancelot Compilation. The current 
chapter is especially indebted to this study. An edition plus German translation of the text of the frag-
ments is Schmid and Strijbosch 2020.

31 The information in this chart is derived from: Oppenhuis de Jong 2003, 15–21; Kienhorst 1988, 
vol. 1, 164–8; Caers and Kestemont 2011, 18–9; Pérennec 2010, 180–9.

32 Besamusca 2003a, 62–3 emphasises the faithful rendition of the Old French source, but does not 
pursue the differences in tone.

33 Oppenhuis de Jong 2003, 70–1; Pérennec 2010, 185. On emotions in the adaptation, see especially 
Brandsma 2010a, 157–71.

34 See Oppenhuis de Jong 1998 and 2003, 97–8.
35 See Oppenhuis de Jong 2003, 84–7, and the earlier criticism listed there.
36 See e.g. Pérennec 2010, 185–8.
37 On the structure of the compilation Perchevael, the interpolations and the compiler’s technique, see 

Oppenhuis de Jong 2003, 135–91.
38 The adventure of Montesclare was claimed by Gauvain in the Conte du Graal.
39 This is strange, because in the first series of interpolated adventures he had appeared as a saviour 

and a fully developed courtly hero. It is likely that this inconsistency occurred during the complex inser-
tion process of the Perchevael. See Oppenhuis de Jong 2003, 164–6.

40 The motif appears for the first time in Walewein’s fight against Griromelant, derived from the First 
Continuation. The compiler uses it again in the Montesclare adventure. See Oppenhuis de Jong 2003, 
128, 142.

41 Three folios of the Perchevael have been lost. It is possible that these pages contained the Good 
Friday episode of the Conte du Graal. See Oppenhuis de Jong 2003, 176–8. See for the embedding of the 
Perchevael in the Lancelot Compilation, Chapter 7 of this book.

42 On the variant ending in the compilation, see Oppenhuis de Jong 1999.
43 The line numbers of text and translation cited here refer to the edition found in Johnson and 

Claassens 2003.
44 For more on the structure of the poem, see Besamusca 2011a, 302–6. See Koekman 1988a and 

1988b for more on the way in which these three phases relate to the hero’s development.
45 See Besamusca 2011a, 300, as well as Morey 2007. For a more detailed discussion of the folklore 

elements in the romance, which include the prehistory of the diadem and the character of Torec’s great 
uncle, see Besamusca 2011a, 299–302 and Besamusca 2014.

46 See Besamusca 2003a, 131 and 2011a, 309, with references to earlier literature.
47 See p. 97 of this chapter. In the compilation Perchevael the siege of the Damsel of Montesclare’s 

castle is lifted by Walewein, Perchevael and other knights of the Round Table, and the Damsel declares 
herself Walewein’s.

48 In 2003 Besamusca acknowledged the possibility that the episode might be attributable to Maerlant 
after all, but in light of a description of an Old French manuscript in which the Old French Torrez and 
Chrétien’s Perceval had already been combined (‘Le livre du Chevalier cercle d’or et de Parcheval le 
Galoy’), he concluded definitively that this link to Chrétien had been the work of the Old French poet 
(2011a, 310–11). See also Kerth 2007.

49 This is an identification not shared by all critics. See Besamusca 2011a, 313.
50 For this and other questions, see Bundel and Claassens 2005, 310–15.
51 For more on the Melions episodes, see especially Koekman 1988a and 1988b, in addition to 

Besamusca 2003a and 2011a.
52 Summerfield 2015, 42 discusses parallels with Velthem’s Spieghel historiael (Fifth Part), which is 

an argument in favour of his role as compiler of MS 129 A 10.
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53 On this tendency in general, see Besamusca 2003a, 167–9 and 189, and Johnson 2008, 99–100. For 
this phenomenon in specific, interpolated romances, see Johnson 2008, 100–2, Besamusca 2011b (on 
Lanceloet en het hert met de witte voet) and Hogenbirk 2004 (Walewein ende Keye).

54 The elements and episodes that contribute to the negative depiction of Arthur and his court are the 
following: the reference to the failed quest of Arthur’s knights to find the golden circlet (ll. 43–9); 
(possibly) Torec’s fight with the ‘vogaet’, a knight arguably unjustly banished from Arthur’s court (ll. 
1328–88); Torec’s defence of a damsel who has unjustly been deprived of her castles on a technicality, 
including Arthur’s tenacious reluctance to admit any fault (ll. 1925–2085); arguably, the relevant parts of 
the Chamber of Wisdom episode in which the evils of the ruling aristocracy are laid out for Torec in 
lessons that are meant to school him on how not to behave. That Arthur and his court are shown to be 
guilty of some of these sins later on in the romance cannot escape the reader’s notice. There is less agree-
ment on the valence of a final episode, described above, the one in which Torec jousts with Arthur and is 
defeated by him by most unusual means. Johnson 2008 reads this as a poor reflection on Arthur’s honour 
that reveals another crack in his veneer of respectability; Oostrom 1996a and Besamusca 2011a, 315–21 
interpret the episode as a straightforward depiction of Arthur’s superiority as king and warrior. Be that as 
it may, there is enough evidence to warrant the position that this most unusual of Arthurian romances 
intentionally incorporates at the very least a partially critical view of Arthur and his court.

55 Besamusca 2011a, 319. See further references there in the notes to views of specific critics on the 
matter.

56 The Chevalier au lion and the Chevalier de la charrete may also have been known in Middle Dutch 
versions. See Chapter 1.

57 The Vengeance and Fergus have been copied together in MS Chantilly 472, which is a Picardian, 
northern manuscript.

58 See Chapter 6 of this book.

06 Chapter 05 ALC.indd   11206 Chapter 05 ALC.indd   112 08/12/2020   12:0908/12/2020   12:09


