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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Combat is one of the most important themes of medieval German narrative
literature. It is a theme that spans literary traditions, from the mass battles of the
epic to the ritualised single combats of the romance. The heroes of both epic and
romance are almost exclusively fighting men, distinguished from their peers by
their prowess at arms. In this, German literature follows the model of its Old French
counterpart (Pintaric 1994).

Whether the combat depicted in a medieval text consists of a relatively short
encounter between two individuals or of a long-drawn-out battle involving
large armies, it serves the same fundamental purpose: to establish the prowess of
one combatant, or one group of combatants, in comparison above all with their
opponent(s) in the combat or battle at hand, but also possibly with other individuals
or groups within the text, and in some cases, arguably, in other texts of the time.
Battles are also often used as a means of measuring the protagonists’ virtue or the
righteousness of the cause which they represent against the villainous character or
motivation of their opponents. The same frequently applies to instances of single
combat. For this reason it is not surprising that combat in the literary texts, both
in the form of battle and of the individual encounter, often becomes the means
of establishing justice, as in the historical tradition of the judicial combat. In the
depiction of single combats the issues are on occasion not so clear-cut; the hero
may, for example, find himself knowingly or unknowingly confronting a friend or
kinsman (see Harms 1963), or may take part in ritualised combat designed purely to
test his abilities against those who are socially and morally his equals. In each case
of combat, however, the audience is invited to judge the hero or heroes on their
performance in the employment of arms.

Given the centrality of combat to medieval literature — and indeed to medieval
society — it seems strange that few studies have so far attempted a detailed
analysis of the literary depictions of combat itself. Ohly (1974) and Knapp (1974)
discuss the causes of, and motivations for, battle in the Chanson de Roland, Pfafte
Konrad’s Rolandslied and Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Willehalm, but do not discuss
the depiction of the actual combat in detail. Bode (1909) and Grundmann (1939)
both study the vocabulary used to express the different stages of single combat in
German texts. Rychner identifies the ‘building-blocks’ or motifs used to describe
single combats in the Chanson de Roland and other chansons de geste, but his study
aims more to illustrate the use of repeated phrases and concepts in the construction
of poetry based on oral transmission than to explore the content of these passages
itself (see Rychner 1955). Other studies such as those of Hitze (1965) and Heinemann
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(1973), following Rychner’s model, identify motifs in the depiction of individual
instances of combat, or in a group of combats, but do not pursue the opportunity
this approach provides for a wider comparison of the depiction of combat in literary
texts.

A comparative approach to the depiction of combat is clearly possible, largely
because of the general tendency of medieval authors to depict the same types of
combat in their individual works. With few exceptions, the weapons preferred (by
the hero at least) are the lance and the sword: he is armoured and carries a shield,
which is frequently destroyed during the course of the combat, and he typically
begins the combat on horseback. Even non-knightly opponents faced by the hero,
such as giants, fight in a way that generally fits a standard pattern, and the weapons
they use seem to be governed by tradition. A comparative approach allows not only
for identification of such patterns, but also for recognition of those points at which
the narrator breaks with tradition.

Rychner’s concept of the repeated motif forms the basis for the methodology used
in this study, which aims to approach the depiction of combat inclusively, noting all
of the motifs used, rather than exclusively, focusing only on a few. This approach
is used in the case of single combats to establish a scheme of the motifs used (a
structure made up of repeated formulae or motifs). Schemes can be established on
several levels: first, for each individual combat in a given text; secondly, for one or
more sub-sets of the combats described (for example, combats beginning with a
joust with lances); and thirdly, for all of the combats depicted in the text. A similar
approach is used in the case of battles, or mélée combat, which can be reduced to
their constituent phases, in which individual motifs may again be identified. This
approach allows for variation within the text, while at the same time creating an
overall picture of the author’s approach to the depiction of combat, which can then
be compared with that used by other authors. This methodology is described in
more detail in the relevant sections of this study.

The texts on which this study focuses are Stricker’s Karl der Grofle and Daniel
von dem Bliihenden Tal, both written during the first half of the thirteenth century.'
Stricker’s other works — which include the humorous Pfaffe Amis, animal fables
and other moral tales — reflect the world of the mercantile classes as much as of
the aristocracy. There is a wide range not only of traditions but of narrative voices,
and it marks Stricker out as an inventive author, familiar with many strands of
contemporary literature. Karl and Daniel, his two long works, are ideally suited for
comparison in that they belong to different traditions, and in some senses can be
said to have little in common except that they both contain descriptions of single
combat and — unusually in the case of Daniel — of battle.

To date, studies have placed little emphasis on the depiction of combat in
either text. Ammann (1902) and von der Burg (1974) study Karl in relation to
the Rolandslied; their studies cover the battle scenes but place no emphasis on the
depiction of combat, either single combat or mélée. Pingel (1994) gives perhaps the
most detail on the combats in Daniel, but pays them no especial attention, while
Hahn (1985) examines the use of linguistic devices and metaphor during the course
of the Daniel battles, but does not examine the battles in further detail.
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Stricker’s Karlis a relatively straightforward revision of Pfatfe Konrad’s Rolandslied,
as von der Burg (1974) demonstrates in his study of the language and the theological
principles of the two works, and belongs to a tradition that can be traced back to the
French chansons de geste, and to the Chanson de Roland in particular. Neither Konrad’s
nor Stricker’s reworkings of the Roland story differ greatly in terms of plot from the
original French version, although both German versions revise the descriptions of
the battles considerably, giving much greater importance to the depiction of mélée,
or mass combat than does the French author. There are differences between the
depictions of battle in the two German versions, as will be demonstrated later, but
also many similarities.

The combats portrayed in Karl are likewise straightforward, consisting of
two battles and a number of single combats. The great majority of these single
combats take place during the course of the battles between Christian and Saracen
protagonists, and the only weapons used are the lance and the sword. This
makes Karl the ideal starting-place for this study, since it allows for comparison
between the individual single combats as well as between the two battles and their
constituent phases.

Daniel on the other hand has always been regarded as something of a problematic
text. Its structure and many of its figures belong to the Arthurian romance tradition,
and its similarities to Hartmann von Aue’s Iwein have frequently been noted (see
Rosenhagen 1890; Kern 1974). However, it also includes figures reminiscent of the
German epics, such as the dwart Juran, and monsters that appear to be of Stricker’s
own invention, as well as an emphasis on the qualities of list and wisheit. Whilst the
relationship between Karl and the Rolandslied is largely linear, Daniel is at the centre
of a complex series of networks of literary traditions (see Wallbank 2000, 90).

Daniel, unlike Karl, is a text that can profitably be studied as a web or fabric ‘woven
from the threads of the “already written” and the “already read”’ (Allen 2000, 6). It
is a work that cannot be understood in isolation, but only through its relationship to
earlier works, to its contemporaries, and to later texts, in particular der Pleier’s Garel
von dem Bliihenden ‘Tal. As an Arthurian romance, Daniel may profitably be studied
with reference to the concept of intertextuality: ‘The intertextual links among
[Arthurian romances| are even more elaborate and pervasive than in most other
literary forms. Arthurian characters, themes and motifs are no respecters of textual
boundaries, and thus each work connects with another and yet another’ (Lacy
1996, vii). The Arthurian romance tradition, and Daniel in particular, is also closely
linked to other medieval literary traditions, and, as Maddox suggests, we may
consider these links in terms both of ‘generic intertextuality’ and of ‘intergeneric
textuality’ (Maddox 1996, 3). Another study approaching the Arthurian romance
from an intertextual perspective is Draesner (1993).

Daniel contains a sequence of four battles, which are described at length, and
which have no model in the works of Hartmann or of Wolfram. It has generally
been assumed that the chanson de geste tradition, or Karl itself, was the inspiration for
these passages, although this assumption is not entirely warranted.”

Aside from the battles, Daniel features several depictions of single combat,
including combats between knights, combats against giants, a combat against a
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dwarf, and a series of encounters with monsters in which actual combat plays a
smaller and smaller role. It is plain even from this brief account that the combats in
Daniel are considerably more difficult to classify than those in Karl. Nevertheless,
the very disparity of the combats in Daniel provides the opportunity to consider
its relationship with a broader range of texts than is productive when studying
Karl, and this allows for an in-depth exploration of the traditions which influenced
Stricker’s romance.

Although literature provides the most likely models for Stricker’s descriptions of
single combat and battle, the potential importance of influence from contemporary
instances of actual combat should not be underestimated. The details of the battles
in Karl and Daniel may be compared fruitfully with what is known of contemporary
tactics both in battle and in tournaments, and the influence of the judicial combat
tradition on medieval literature (and possibly vice versa) is clearly apparent. Records
of historical combats and styles of combat are to be found in chronicles, legal records,
manuals on historical fencing and combat and other literary/historical sources, but
also in pictorial sources and archeological evidence. Where possible, I investigate
the links between historical martial practice and Stricker’s work. This study aims,
then, to investigate the depictions of single combat and battle in Stricker’s Karl
and Daniel, in the light of other literary texts as well as of contemporary martial
influences.

Notes to Chapter 1

1. The relative chronology of Karl and Daniel has not been conclusively established. Rosenhagen
(1890) argues that the first version of Karl was written before Daniel, basing his argument on a
comparison with the Rolandslied. Resler (1995), on the other hand, sees Daniel as the earlier text,
based on details of the presentation of direct speech in the two texts. In this study, I take no
particular position on this issue: the order in which I treat the two texts should therefore not be
read as significant.

2. ‘Dal} der Stricker diese Norm verletzte, geschah, wie schon hiufig konstatiert wurde, in
Anlehnung an die Chanson de geste, vermittelt tiber seine Rolandsliedbearbeitung’ (Miiller
1981, 107—08). See also Schmidt (1979, 174); Knapp (1994, 330); Schneider (1994, 145); Braun
(2005, 450).
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