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Crossing Borders, Negotiating Identities:
The Literary Function of Saracen Hybridity in Middle English Romances
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Summary of Thesis:

By making a close reading of Middle English romances and paying special attention to the
border-crossing behavior of Saracens, this dissertation attempts to demonstrate Saracens’ inherently
‘hybrid’ nature and to explore how their hybridity was exploited as a flexible literary device to help define
or represent the interactions between or coexistence of different identities. David R. Blanks suggests
that in medieval epics and romances, Saracens appear as ‘a photographic negative of the
self-perception of an ideal Christian self-image’, and are thereby turned into racial, religious, and cultural
others. However, despite the fact that the main principle driving the representation of Saracens is to
position them as absolute others, in the literature there are also noble Saracens who look similar to
white Christian knights; and, because of this similarity, their assimilation is expected and even somehow
desired. In short, the master narrative of otherness is actually composed of seemingly mutually
conflicting factors — otherness and sameness — with Saracens having the potential to cross the border
between self and other. Based on the understanding that this hybridity is an essential part of the literary
function of Saracens, this dissertation analyses how English romances adapted the duality of Saracens,
and explores their literary function in these works.

The whole thesis is divided into the three chapters, each examining the usage of Saracen
images in a specific subgenre of romance texts. Putting its focus on Middle English versions of the
Charlemagne legend, Chapter One analyses the representation of Saracen converts. The details of
Saracen conversions in Middle English texts demonstrate that Saracen knights are required to confirm
their newly obtained Christian identity through struggle. This is achieved by the act of ‘othering’ their
previous peers, thereby clearly demarcating the difference between Christians and Saracens. This
process simultaneously serves to clearly delineate the contours of the Christian community. At a time
when the English faced a need to establish a strong national sentiment against real domestic and
international others, the narrative of Saracen converts was adapted to demonstrate that the community
could eventually be united, just as Christendom was under the banner of Charlemagne.

Turning to sinful Christian individuals and their redemption, Chapter Two shows that two Middle
English romances labelled as penitential romances, Sir Gowther and Robert of Cisyle, make use of the
conventional image of monstrous Saracens as a handy and efficient metaphor to depict the sinful state
of Christian individuals. Analysis of the metaphorical use of images of Saracens to represent the
Christian sinner also demonstrates that these religious others were widely accepted as stereotypes of

the opposite of Western Christians, but that their imagery could also simultaneously represent the
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recuperation of each sinner, their hybridity allowing this potential redemption.

Chapter Three takes into account another form of border-crossing movement by Saracens
through their association with a specific social class: travelling merchants. This chapter mainly deals
with two Middle English romances which center on merchant figures who confront and interact with
Christians and Saracens: Octavian and Floris and Blancheflur. These two romances contrast Saracen
merchants with their monstrous Saracen othered relatives, providing a ground for narrating not only the
potential for social climbing of an individual merchant but also the opportunity for acts of transition and
mingling with others, without any need to exclude these figures through violence.

The analysis of each aspect of the portrayal of Saracens across several English romances will
prove that medieval romances were able to exploit the ambivalent hybridity of their nature, their unique

range and freedom, as a way to define various identities according to each context.
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