
Pfaffe Konrad

Date of Birth Unknown; early 12th century
Place of Birth Unknown
Date of Death Unknown; late 12th century
Place of Death Unknown

Biography
All that is known about this German author must be gathered from 

his work. In the epilogue (vv. 9017-94), which is preserved only in the 

Heidelberg manuscript, he says of himself Ich haize der phaffe Chun-

rât (v. 9079). The term ‘pfaffe’ is equivalent to clericus, which does not 

necessarily indicate a parish priest or a monk: in fact it is assumed 

that Konrad was a member of the clergy employed in a ducal chancel-

lery. His clerical education – and therefore his knowledge of Latin – is 

confirmed both by the numerous biblical quotations in the text and 

by his statement that he first translated his French written source into 

Latin and then from Latin into German verse (vv. 9080-83).
The cleric-poet further informs us that the French original was 

procured for him by a Duke Henry at the request of his wife, ‘the 
daughter of a mighty king’ (vv. 9017ff.). The identity of the Duke in 
question has become the subject of much critical debate. The possible 
patrons were Henry the Proud (d. 1139), Henry ‘Jasomirgott’ (Heinrich 
Babenberg, d. 1177) and Henry the Lion (d. 1195). The composition 
of the Rolandslied has accordingly been dated around 1130, 1150, and 
1170. In his study, Die Datierung des deutschen Rolandsliedes (1965), 
Kartschoke provides new, convincing arguments in favor of Wilhem 
Grimm’s hypothesis that Konrad’s sponsor was Henry the Lion, Duke 
of Bavaria and Saxony, who in 1168 had married the French-speaking 
princess Matilda, daughter of King Henry II of England and Eleanor 
of Aquitaine. Several other details contained in the epilogue seem to 
support this identification. For example, Konrad’s praise of the duke 
as a converter of the pagans (v. 9046) could be a reference to Henry 
the Lion’s participation in the 1147 Wendish crusade and in other 
campaigns against the heathen Slavs in the north-east. Furthermore, 
since Henry the Lion saw himself as Charlemagne’s descendant, it is 
possible that the poem contributed to the duke’s intention to claim the 
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imperial throne for himself. It is therefore now generally – though not 
unanimously – agreed that the Rolandslied was composed about the 
year 1170, before Henry the Lion was deprived of his duchies (1180).

The known manuscripts of the work come from different dialect 
regions and display a High German (mainly Bavarian) basis, together 
with Middle, and also Low German characteristics, so that it is not 
possible to draw any definite conclusions about Konrad’s homeland 
and the place of composition of the Rolandslied. Most scholars believe 
that the poet was a Bavarian, but a Rhenish Franconian origin has 
also been suggested. As for the place of composition, the Rolandslied 
has been traditionally associated with Henry’s court in Ratisbon in 
Bavaria, but recent studies point to Brunswick in Saxony, the duke’s 
principle center of power.

In earlier research, Konrad was also regarded as the author of the 
Kaiserchronik (Emperors’ Chronicle, c. 1150), mainly on the basis of 
the Rolandslied’s archaic style and the numerous similarities between 
the two works. Later, it was assumed that Konrad was only one of 
the members of the literary circle of Ratisbon who produced this 
immense verse chronicle.
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Works on Christian-Muslim Relations

Rolandslied, ‘The Song of Roland’

Date About 1170
Original Language Middle High German

Description

The Rolandslied by Pfaffe Konrad is a translation (or better, an adapta-

tion) of the Chanson de Roland (q.v.), based on the military defeat of 

Charlemagne at Roncesvalles in the Pyrenees in 778.
None of the extant manuscripts of the Chanson de Roland was 

Konrad’s direct source. With respect to the plot, the Rolandslied bears 
the closest affinities to the version attested in the Oxford manuscript, 
but, with its 9094 verses, the German rendering doubles the length 
of the French epic. Since Konrad claims that he translated his model 
without adding or omitting anything (vv. 9084-85), some scholars 
have supposed the existence of an earlier, expanded version of the 
Chanson, which is now lost.

The most remarkable change introduced by Konrad concerns the 
shift of emphasis from French nationalism to the crusading spirit of 
the fight against the Saracens. The ideal of warfare justified by the 
necessity to extend the boundaries of Christendom is clearly expressed 
in the prologue (vv. 1-360), which has no counterpart in any of the 
known French versions: Charlemagne, who is the representative of 
God on earth, receives through an angel the divine mission to go to 
Spain and convert unbelievers, and all those who refuse baptism are 
damned, and will have to be killed. The Carolingian warriors are thus 
transformed into milites Dei, fighting against the Muslims like cru-
saders: they are explicitly characterized as martyrs who die in God’s 
cause, and their reward for shedding infidel blood is eternal bliss.

The idealization of Roland and his compatriots is matched with 
a radically negative depiction of their enemies. If the main virtue of 
the Christian heroes is humilitas, the main vice of the non-Christians 
is superbia. The former are referred to as ‘the children of God’, and 
are the instrument of divine justice, whereas the latter are called ‘the 
children of the devil’, and they will dwell in hell forever. The physi-
cal appearance of the Muslims – e.g. the dark complexion of some 
of them – functions as a metaphor for their evil nature; analogously, 
their material wealth is a sign of their arrogant pride. In referring 
to the Saracens, Konrad makes use of a wide range of denigratory 



 pfaffe konrad 657

epithets such as ‘cowards’ or ‘dogs’. As in other works of this period, 
the non-Christians are moreover represented as polytheists: they wor-
ship no fewer than 700 idols, the chief of which is Mahomet, followed 
by Apollon and Tervigant, and by the trinity formed by Jupiter, Mars 
and Saturn. The few expressions of admiration for the courage or the 
dignity of the Muslims found in the poem only serve to enhance the 
Christians’ merit in the fight against their adversaries. The final vic-
tory of the Christian heroes over the treacherous heathens represents 
the triumph of good over evil, of God over Satan.

The crusade motif that pervades the whole epic is also highlighted 
by the illustrations that adorn the Heidelberg Manuscript (P): the first 
of the 39 drawings, for instance, shows the warrior-bishop Turpin 
baptizing the pagans.

The rapid and wide diffusion of the Rolandslied is witnessed by the 
relatively large number of extant manuscripts – one nearly complete 
(P) and six fragmentary – all dating from around 1200. The Rolands-
lied was soon revised by the German poet known as ‘der Stricker’ 
(Karl, c. 1225), who adapted Konrad’s poem to contemporary taste. 
Other poets, such as Wolfram von Eschenbach in his Willehalm 
(c. 1210-20) and the anonymous author of the Karlmeinet (c. 1300), 
drew significantly from the Rolandslied.

Significance

The Rolandslied represents the first full treatment of the crusading 

ideal in Middle High German literature. It portrays the religious fer-

vor of the time and reflects the dualistic scheme of salvation for Chris-

tians and damnation for non-Christians that had been advocated by 

Bernard of Clairvaux in support of the Second Crusade (especially 

in De laude novae militiae and in Epistula 457: Ad universos fideles). 

The strongly negative attitude toward Islam expressed in this poem is 

often contrasted with the more humane outlook contained in Wol-

frams’ Willehalm.
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quarter of the 13th century) (T)
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