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The Griselda Story: The Transformation from “the Patient Griselda’
to ‘Grishildur the Good’ in Icelandic Tradition

Reynir bér Eggertsson
(University College London)

The subject of this paper is the well-known story of the Patient Griselda and
the development of the title character in the Icelandic versions. This paper presents
some of the findings in my Cand.Mag, thesis from the University of Copenhagen in
2005.

The earliest known version of this story is found in Boccaccio’s Decameron,
written ¢. 1350 in Italian. Twenty years later, Petrarch translated and rewrote the
story, and it was his version that became the basis for the story’s transmission to the
rest of Europe in the following centuries.

For those readers unfamiliar with the Griselda story, I weuld like to give a short
summary, based on the Danish Chapbook version (Griseldis, 1920), as some
knowledge of the traditional story is necessary for understanding the changes that
occur in the Icelandic versions. .

Marquis Walter is unmarried, which worries his subjects, Therefore, they ask
him to find himself a wife, and he accepts on the condition that they will respect his
choice of wife. Walter then asks for the poor Griselda’s hand in marriage, on the
condition that she will obey him in everything. Griselda accepts his proposal and they
get married, Soon afterwards, Griselda gives birth to a daughter, and Walter decides to
try hig wife’s cbedience; he sends the daughter away, but lets Griselda believe that she
is to be exposed. Griselda respects her husband’s decision without showing any
objection. Later, she gives birth to a son and the same thing happens. A few years
later, Walter decides to try Griselda one last time; he tells her of his decision to
divorce her in favour of a younger wife. Once again, Griselda shows her obedience
and, without any objection, she leaves her beautiful dresses and jewellery, and,
wearing only a simple shift, she returns to her father’s house. Later, at the arrival of
the young bride, Walter sends for Griselda and asks her to serve at their wedding. With
great joy, Griselda receives the young maid, who is travelling with her brother, and
that finally convinces Walter of Griselda’s total obedience. Therefore, he announces
that she has passed his tests, and as the young bride and her brother are in fact their
children, the entire family is reunited.

In this traditional Griselda story, patience is the main trait of the title character.
Every trial she endures is to assure her husband, as well as the reader, of her total
obedience, and it is through her patience she gets rewarded in the end,

Halldér Hermannsson (1914) was the first scholar to study the transmission of
the Griselda story to Iceland. According to his findings, the earliest Icelandic versions
seem to be from the beginning of the seventeenth century and the story seems to have
found its way to the country via two routes: through translations from Dutch or French
and through the German and Danish chapbooks,

A quick read-through of the versions found in Halldér Hermannsson’s book
shows that the story has undergone some interesting changes in the Icelandic versions,
especially regarding Griselda’s reactions towards her trials. In his research, Halldér
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Hermannsson found eleven versions, which he divided into five groups (Halldér, 1914,
Ti-xviii):
1. The Poems on Grisilld
1. The Rimur by Eggert Jonsson (seventeenth century)
2. The Poem by borvaldur Régnvaldsson (seventeenth century)
3. The Rimur by Témas Jonsson (1801}
I1. The Tale of Duke Valtari (1650-1700)
III. The Translated Saga of Grishildur the Patient
1. By Jén borliksson (seventeenth century)
2. By an unknown translator (seventeenth/eighteenth century)
1V. The Saga of Grishildur the Goed
1. Two prose recensions (¢.1750 and c.1850)
2. The Rimur by Pall Sveinsson (probably 1778)
3, The Rimur by Magnis Jénsson (1834)

V. The Fairytale of Grishildur the Good (published 1860°s)

Halldér Hermannsson defined the first group on the basis of the names of the main
characters. There, her name is always Grisilla which is quite, but not conclusively,
different from Petrarch’s Griseldis, the form found in the German and Danish
chapbooks. On the other hand, the name of the marquis is Gofyr in Porvaldur
Rognvaldson’s poem and Gévetyr in Témas Jonsson’s rimur, while he is anonymous
in Eggert Jonsson's timur. These variants of his name are very different from his name
in most other Icelandic versions where he typically is called Valtari, an Icelandified
variant of the Danish Polter. According to Halldér Hermannsson, this difference in
names points to a common origin for the poetns in this group, different from the other
Icelandic versions, and he thought it was either the Netherlands or possibly France
(Hallddr, 1914, vii-viii).

In the version classified as number 11, the story is similar to the tradition as it is
in Boceaccio’s and Petrarch’s versions, and therefore Halldér Hermannsson concluded
that it must have been based on the Danish chapbook, and the names Faitari and
Gressile/Gres(s)ilis support that. However, the title fri is often used with her name,
which Halldér Hermannsson thought indicated possible German or even Duich
influence. All place names have disappeared from the story, and because of these
changes, Halldér Hermannsson thought that the version had been transmitted orally to
Jceland in the latter half of the seventeenth century (Halldér, 1914, ix-x).

Both translations in group III follow the Danish closely, and it is in these

versions that the Icelandified name Grishildur is introduced in writing (Halldér, 1914,
xi).
‘ In the eighteenth century, the story was rewritten as an Icelandic riddarasaga,
and in that version many changes have been made. Instead of Italy, the story now takes
place in France; names and positions of characters have been changed, i.e. marquis
Walter is now ‘King Valentinus’; previously anonymous characters now have names
and new characters are introduced, among them Grishildur’s mother. Some scenes
have been prolonged and a whole new story added, about Emperor Johannes of Greece
and his two children. According to Halldér Hermannsson, the riddarasaga was the
most popular version of the story in Iccland, as can be seen from the pumber of
manuscripts containing the riddarasaga version (Halldér, 1914, xiii).
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The fairytale was collected in Dalasysla in West-Iceland, and published in Jén
Amason’s collection, fslenzkar hjodségur og eevintyri in the 1860°s. Bven if the fairy-
tale was written down as late as the ninteenth century, Halldér Hermannsson thought
that the nature of the story as it is found there classified it among the oldest versions,
possibly as old as the seventeenth century, and he thought as well that the Grishildur
name originated in the fairytale (Halldér, 1914, xv-xvii).

Almost a hundred years have passed since Halldér Hermannsson conducted his
research, and since then, a few more Ieelandic versions of the Griselda story have been
located in manuscripts. Before | continue with the discussion on the textual
development of the story, I need to address how those versions are related to the
versions established by Halldér Hermannson, as the results of my research are still
unpublished outside the thesis.

In 1953 Margaret Schlauch introduced a prose version with the title Eifr Afintyr
af einum Markgreifa, preserved in two mamuscripts from the seventeenth century.
Schlauch concluded that this prose version was related to Group I, more specifically
that it was based on Eggert Jénsson’s rimur, as well as on oral transmission of the
Danish chapbook (Schlauch, 1953, 363-364, 370).

Schlauch is right when pointing out the relation to the poems on Grisills, but
she is wrong in assuming that this version is based on Eggert Jénsson’s rimur. There
are certain places in the text which make that quite impossible. To name just one
example: in Eggert Jonsson’s version, the marquis is anonymous, while his name in
this prose version is Gé#yr, and that name cammot have been supplicd from the Danish
chapbook versions, as his name there is Volter. Neither did Eggert Jénsson use this
prose version as the basis for his rimur, as those include many traditional elements
lacking in the prose version. Therefore, these two versions must stem from the same,
now lost, version, with the prose version being closer to that ‘original’ than Eggert
Jonsson’s rimur.

In 1958, a second fairytale version was printed for the first time (fslenzhar
Bjédségur og evintyri V, 28-29). This fairytale is much shorter than the version
Halldér Hermannsson knew of, and in most ways, seems to be a shortened version
thercof. However, there are certain important aspects in which it differs from the
previously published version, for example regarding the marquis (who in the fairytales
has been upgraded to a king). In this shorter version he is no longer anonymous, his
name is Argus, and his main characteristics are directly specified as “uncertainty and
undecidedness’. ]

In his work from 1989, Die islindischen Ubersetzungen der deutschen
Volksbiicher, Hubert Seeclow presented two previously unknown versions of the
Griselda story: firstly, a third translation from Danish, and secondly, a short prose
version about Grishildur the patient (BGp).

According to Seelow, this prose version is probably e retelling of one of the
translated chapbook versions (1989, 131). Seelow is right that certain elements are in
agreement with the translations, for example the names of the main characters.
However, in my opinion this version is much closer to the prose version about Gétyr
and Grissilla, presented by Schlauch. This version is somewhat longer and tells more
than the Gétyr and Grissilla text, but there are certain places in the text where the
agreement between these two versions is so decisive that they must be related. In both
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versions, the marquis asks that Grissilla/Grishildur should endure blitt eda stritt,'
‘gentle or hard’, from him, and later, the marquis says that his subjects legi sjer
(stérlega) & halse, “blamed him (heavily)® for baving chosen such & poor wife. In fact,
those two versions have g0 much in common that they could almost be classified as
two variants of the same version. )

The most important place where there is agreement with the Gétyr and Grisilla
text,” as well as Eggert Snsson’s’ and Tdmas Jénsson’s’ rimur, is, however, when she
gives up her daughter, adding:

‘6 gud geefi ad &g meetti deyja fyrir big, mitt unga bl6d’ (EGD).

‘Oh! If only God would grant that I could die for you, my young blood.’

This quote, which is not in the traditional Griselda story but does appear in all
of these four versions, can be seen as a conclusive proof that these versions must have
common roots. On the other hand, the different names of the main characters can be
explained by the late transmission of the EGp-version. Therefore, that version must
belong to Group I, which I have chosen to call ‘“My young blood’ / Grisilla versions’.

This means that before I started studying the matter, fifteen versions of the
Griselda story had been established in Icelandic. Since then ! have found three
versions that were previously unknown within Griselda reseazch.

The first of those is & metric version, rimur on Duke Valti/Waltari and
Gressila, composed in 1816 by Jén Hjaltalin. A close look at the text confirms that Jén
Hialtalin has used the *Tale of Duke Valtari® (Group IF) as basis for his rimur,

The second version is in prose: Sagan af Grishildi gédu, most likely written by
Johannes Jénsson at Smyrlahélar in 1859 and based on a rimur version. A reading of
the text shows that the rimur drawn upon must be those by Magmis Jénsson (Group -

The third version is three timur sbout Grishildur the Good, composed by
Andrés Hékonarson at Héll in Onundarfjordur in 1890. A look at the text suggests that
Andrés Hakonarson must have based his rimur on the longer fairytale. He follows the
story closely, even if he adds a few details, but he doesn’t make any direct changes to
the storyline itself as it is in the longer fairytale version.

Finnur Sigmundsson mentions in Rimnatal I that Gunnar Olafsson had
composed six rimur about Grishildur (Finnur, 1966, 177}, but so far those have not
been found. This means that eighteen Icelandic versions of the Griselda story have
been established:

L. "My Young Blood’- / Grisilld-versions

1. *Eitt Afintyr af einum Markgreifa’ (prose, seventeenth century)
2. The rimur by Eggert Jénsson (seventeenth century)
3. The poem by borvaldur Rsgnvaldsson (seventeenth century)

! In this version, it says: ‘.. “Huort ég Byd bier blytr | edur strytt™ (EGh 1744),

whereas the Gétyr-text has: *... hvort hann veri blidur eba stridur’ (EAM 1953:368).

: “Hiin kysti sitt barn, og bab Gud ad gieffa ad hin meetti deya fyrir pad sitt hiartans
wnga bléd (EEM 1953:368 with variants).

3 “sizife pad mjer Sem &dstur er”, hun Ansadj solddann heette, “mitt Vnga blod”, kuad
agieet fliod, “ad eg deijia metie™ (Eggert, 1st rima, stanza 56).

4 *détmr kisti | hid fagra fliéd, fo1 og bannine me!lti, “gieefi christur mords eg | méd,
meetti gista tingt fyrer bl6d”.’ (Témas, 2nd rime, stanza 42)
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4. The prose about Grishildur the patient (eighteenth century)
5. The rimur by Témas Jénsson (1801)
II. Story about Duke Valtari
1. The Tale of Duke Valtari (prose, 1650-1700)
2. The rimur by Jén Hjaltalin (1816)
1. Translations of the Danish Chapbooks
1. By Jon Porliksson (seventeenth century)
2. By an unknown translator (seventeenth/eighteenth century)
3. By an unknown translator (eighteenth/nineteenth century)
IV. The riddarasaga of Grishildur the Good
1. The “original® prose version (c. 1750)
2. The rinr by PAli Sveinsson (probably 1778)
3. The rimur by Magnus Jénsson (1834)
4. The prose by Johannes Jénsson (1859)
5. The Saga of Queen Grishildur (prose, c. 1850)
V. Fairytale about Grishildur the Good
1. The longer version (published 1860°s)
2. The rimur by Andrés Hékonarson (1890)
3. The shorter version (published in 1958)
It is interesting to note that Halldér Hermannsson’s groups still work: all seven works
he did not know of fit into his five-group division, though I have made the criteria for
Group I more storyline specific,

Now that the Icelandic versions of the Griselda story have been introduced, it is
time to look at the main topic of this paper; the development of the Griselda character
in those versions. As already stated, Griselda’s patience has traditionally been
regarded as her main characteristic, as is perhaps most obvious from her being called
‘The Patient Griselda® in most translations and versions during the story’s period of
European popularity, This patience is mainly manifested in Griselda’s utter obedience
to her husband; according to the tradition, she will never show any sign of discomfort
or grief regarding her husband’s decisions, let alone mention any negative feelings
towards him. However, it seems to me that with time, the narrators, e.g. in the Danish
chapbooks, seem to become more judgemental of the marquis, and statements about
Griselda’s emotions, even if unexpressed, become more common. A, possible reason
for this change could be that the religious comnotations of Petrarch’s story diminish
with time, and the narrator feels the need to express that her character isn’t just cold-
hearted.

It is interesting to note that already in the oldest Icelandic versions changes to
this portrayal have taken place. As already mentioned, every version but one in the
first group includes Griselda’s “Young Blood® utterance. By making Griselda utter
rather than just think those words, the narrators have changed her position in the story;
at least, her ‘patience’ as portrayed in the traditional story must be affected.

Therefore, it is helpful to take a look at the positions of the narrators in the
Icelandic Griselda versions, and it is quite clcar that there are certain differences in the
roles and positions of the narrators in those versions.

As in all prose versions, the story in both prose versions of Group 1 is told by
implicit parrators, but here they seem particularly distant. Mostly, they just tell the
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story and neither comment on characters nor events, although they sometimes hint at
certain opinions through the characters, as in the case of the ‘Young Blood” utterance.
The only place where the narrator in version L1 directly comments on the story is near
the end where he discusses Griselda’s steadfastness and how it is a beawtiful example
for wives of how to treat their tusbands (EFM 1953:370), a statement in accordance
with the traditional presentation of the story.

The narTators in the translations from the Danish are in some ways quite visible
within the story, especially as regards how it should be understood as an exemplary
tale for women. On the other hand, they still tend to criticise the marquis’s decisions
and seem to be more sympathetic towards Griselda.

The story in the prose tales about Duke Valtari (IL.1) is quite close to the
traditional story, but not in all respects. Here the parrator has an unusually positive
attitude towards the events of the story and both main characters. This means that
certain changes must be made. For instance, some of the chiefiains in this version are
not content with the marquis’ choice of bride, which means that the marquis’s words
about the subjects’ discontent have some basis in the narrative, and can therefore be
seen as an explanation for his behaviour.

The riddarasaga prose versions (IV.1 and IV 4) are heavily influenced by saga
style; the parrators narrate and comment on what happens, but refrain from describing
thoughts and emotions: when anyihing is mentioned about emotions and feelings, this
is becanse those feelings are explicitly shown to other characters.

The king in the riddaraségur is portrayed as a rather complex character, with
both positive and negative sides. His main characteristic is cleverness, and, in fact, his
treatment of his queen is presented as an aspect of this cleverness. In the riddarasaga
versions, many of the king’s men are actually very unhappy with his marrying the poor
Griselda, and therefore, he does not try Griselda in order to assure himseif of her
obedience, but to convince his subjects of her perfection.

In the fairytale collections, the publishers have placed the fairytale versions
among stories about evil relatives. The reason for this placing is obvious from the
positions the narrators take in those versions. Sympathy lies entirely with Griselda, and
the king (marquis) is described as a decidedly evil and temperamental man, who in the
end regrets his doings and begs his wife for forgiveness.

Because of the specific nature of the rimuz-genre, all the rimur-narrators form a
separate group. Through the manséngvar (traditionally the opening verses of the
rimur) the poets become explicit narrators within the narrative: they directly step out
and comment on characters and events, making them very visible in the narrative. And
here, they tend to be on Griselda’s side, praising her while criticising the marquis’s
decisions. There are, however, some exceptions to this. Porvaldur Rognvaldsson
portrays the marquis in an unusually positive fashion and uses far more positive words
to describe the marquis than Griselda. This positive portrayal of the marquis is also
found in Témas Jonsson’s rimur.

Regarding Griselda herself, in most versions she is portrayed as an especially
positive character, with Porvaldur Rignvaldson’s poem, as mentioned, being the only
example of her having fewer positive qualities than the marquis.

As already mentioned several times, all versions in Group I, except 1.3, contain
Griselda’s “Young Blood’ utterance. In versions 1.3, 1.4 and L5, Griselda also cries
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bitterly when giving up her children. And it is worth mentioning that in version L4,
Griselda even criticises her husband’s decision to exposc their daughter by saying that
she wishes God would change his mind.’

The Griselda portrayed in both Groups II and III is 8 woman of many virtues:
she is the perfect daughter who keeps her poor father’s home as ncat as possible, and
she is the perfect marquise as well. And she is the perfect wife who, like the traditional
character, never shows any signs of emotion during her trials and tribulations.

In the riddarasdgur, the portrayal of Griselda as a woman with the instincts of
leader continues and evolves: Griselda participates in the political world, and therewith
receives both popularity and discontent among the subjects. At the same time, the
narrator allows her to express her own opinions and be somewhat critical of the king’s
decisions:

bvi kéngur hefdi makt til ad gera, sem hann vildi, og b6 ilt veeri og 6rétt;

mundi hann sjélfur sinna verka gjalda, en adrir ci (Sagan af Grishildi

g68u, 1914, 33),

‘because the king had the power to do as he pleased, even if it was evil

and unjust; he himself would suffer for his deeds, but not others.’

A completely different picture is painted of Griselda in the fairytale versions.
There, Griselda is a victim, who in spite of how badly she is treated, loves her king and
experiences great sorrow when she is sent home to her father’s house.

Regarding the portrayel of the Griselda character and her reactions to her trials
in the Icelandic versions, it is, in my opinion, possible to divide the Icelandic versions
into two main groups:

A) the traditional Griselda

B) the emotional Griselda

It is quite clear that Groups II and III belong to Group A, as Griselda never
shows any sign of emotions in those versions. What is more difficult is where to place
versions 1.1 and L.2. In my Cand.Mag thesis, I decided to place them in Group A as
they only contain the much-mentioned “Young Blood’ utterance, but no crying or
other physical signs of emotions. Working on this paper has, however, raised some
questions about this decision, and I now feel it is more appropriate to place those two
versions in Group B.

That means that Groups I, IV and V belong to Group B, and as those versions
vary significantly, it is in my opinion, helpful to divide Group B into two sub-groups:

B) the sad Griselda

C) the independent Griselda
In the former of these, Griselda is a victim who shows her sadness in some ways, for
instance by mentioning it (L1, 1.2, 1.4 and 1.5) and crying bitterly when her husband
tries her obedience (1.3, 14, 1.5, V.1, V.2 and V.3).

On the other hand, the Griselda we meet in the riddarassgur (Group IV) is an
independent woman, a political figure even, who on several occasions criticises her
husband’s decisions. Version 1.4 could also possibly fit in Group C, as Griselda there
tries to get her husband to change his mind about exposing their daughter.

5 ‘Enr Sagdist P6 Til Vona ad Gud | munde Giefa Honumm annad Sinne (EBGb 1744).
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It is interesting to note that none of these changes to the Griselda character and
her reactions to her trials alters the narrators’ portrayal of her patience. In ali versions,
the narrators let her pass the tests,

In my study of how Griselda is portrayed in the Icelandic versions, I found that,
along the way, a certain shift occurs, regarding Griselda’s main characteristics. In the
oldest versions her main quality is patience (Grishildur polinméda), but as she litle by
little expresses more of her emotions, kindness seems to take over as her main attribute
(Grishildur goda), as expressed in the titles of most later stories.

Bibliography

‘Af Hertoga Valtara og Grishildi hinni polinmédu.” (sevemeenth-eighteenth century).
In Lbs 423 fol, 1f. 3461-351v.

Andrés Hékonarson. (1890) Frdsagan Raunir Grishildar bolinmédu. In Lbs 4407 8ve,
pp. 1-27.

Eggert jonsson. (seventeenth century). Tuer Rijmur af Grisjillé4. In AM 132 8vo, ff.
1r-9r.

EEM. ‘Eitt Bfintyr af einum Markgreifa,’ (seventeenth century) 1953, In Schlauch,
1953, 367-370.

Finnur Sigmurdsson. 1966, Rimnatal I. Reykjavik: Rimnafélagio.

‘Griseldis.” 1920. In Danske Folkebager VIII. Helena, Griseldis, En Doctors Daiter.
Ed. ].P. Jacobsen, Jergen Olik & R. Paulli Keberhavn: Gyldendalske
Boghandel — Nordisk Forlag, 81-118,

Halldér Hermannsson. 1914, Islandica VII. The Story of Griselda in Iceland. Ithaca,
N.¥Y.: Cornell University Library.

Kstenskar bi'ic]ilsijgur og eevintyri I og V. 19341958, Collected by J6n Amason. Edited
by Ami BoSvarsson & Bjarni Vilhjalmsson. Reykjavik: Békaitgafan Pj6dsaga
& Prentsmifijan Holar.

Jéhannes Jénsson. {1859). Sagan af Grishilldi godu. In Lbs 1767 4to, pp. 173-187.

J6n Hjaltalin, (1816). ‘Rimur af Valtir og Gressijla.” In Lbs 2901 8vo, pp. 0-35.

Pall Sveinsson., (1778). ‘Rimur af Grishildi gédu.” In Lbs 1218 4to, ff. 2r-43v.

Rimur af Grishildi gédu. (1834) 1910. By Magnis Jénsson. Reykjavik: Prentsmidja
bjédviljans.

*Saga af Grishildi drottningu bolinmé8u.’ (c. 1850). In Lbs 1494 410, pp. 377-456.

“Saga af Grishildi polinm6du.” 1514, In Hallddr, 12-23.

*Sagan af Grishildi gédu.” 1914, In Halldér, 24-45.

‘Sagan af Grishildi gédu.” 1954. In Istenskar pjédsdgur og @vinyri II ..., 397-400.

‘Sagan af Grishildi g66u.” 1958. In Islenskar pjédstgur og aevintyri V ..., 28-29,

Schlauch, Margaret, 1953, ‘Griselda in Iceland: A Supplement’ 1 Speculum. A
Journal of Mediaevel Studies. XX V11, 363-370.

Scelow, Hubert. 1989. Die islindischen Ubersetzungen der deutschen Volksbiicher.
Reykjavik: Stofiun Arna Magniissonar.

Témas Jonsson. (18C1). Rifmur af Grijseld polennmoody. In Lbs 1417 4to, pp. 1176~
187.

borvaldur Régnvaldsson. (c. 1670) 1914. “Kveedi um Grisilld.’ In Halldér, 1-7.



Reynir Pér Eggertsson 825

‘Zfintyr af einum hertoga, er kallast Valtari.” (seventeenth century) 1914, In Halldér,
7-12.

EGb. £fintyrskorn af Grishildi bolinmééu. (1744). In Lbs 2121 4to, pp. 435-440.

*Evintyri af Grishildi.” (eighteenth-nineteenth century). In Lbs 2317 410, ff. 18v-24v.

The Icelandic versions of the Griselda story according to Halldér Hermannsson
(1914, ii-xviif):

L. The Poems on Grisilla
1. The Rimur by Eggert Jonsson (seventsenth century)
2. The Poem by Porvaldur Régnvaldsson (seventeenth century)
3. The Rimur by Témas Jénsson (1801)
IL The Tale of Duke Valtari (1650-1700)
IIL. The Translated Saga of Grishildur the Patient
1. By I6n borliksson (seventeenth century)
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1. *Eitt Afintyr af einum Markgreifa’ (prose, seventeenth century) - Schlauch
2. The Rimur by Eggert Jénsson (seventeenth century)
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