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OLD FRENCH GRIFAIGNE AND GRIFON 

BY URBAN T. HOLMES, JR. 

All lexicographers of Old French have noted the noun Grifon 
'Greek' as well as the existence of an adjective grifaigne which 
has meanings ranging from 'barbarous,' 'crude,' etc. to that of 
' Greek.' Explanations have been offered by Mackel, Cohn, Diez, 
Rohricht, Roquefort, Skeat, Wohlfahrt, and others, but their results 
have all been similar and were summed up by A. A. Livingston.' 
Livingston brought together a number of additional examples and 
concluded that his predecessors had been correct in assuming that 
Grifon with the meaning 'Greek' was a derivative from the name 
of the fabulous griffin or gryps, with a semantic crossing with 
griffe 'claw.' Such a term was applied to the Greeks because of 
their rapacious and plundering ways. As to whether Grifon could 
be associated with a possible *grivon from Grieu, Livingston was 
not so sure. He found it likely that such a formation could have 
been in the minds of the mediaeval speakers and that this would 
have rendered Grifon a still more likely name for the Greeks. 

For the adjective grifaigne, Livingston postulated that it began 
as a derivative of griffe 'claw.' Its original sense was 'claw-like,' 
and from this many other terms of opprobrium were derived. 
Finally, by popular association with Grifon, the adjective grifaigne 
also took on ' Greek' coloring. It could be applied further to the 
Saracens, although this was not so common. 

In its broad aspects Livingston's discussion of Grifon is probably 
correct. What we wish to do in the present paper is to outline 
the development of grifaigne, and determine its original sense. 
Did it mean 'claw-like' at the outset or was the meaning 'Greek' 
earlier than that of 'barbarous, cruel'? We will speak of Grifon 
in passing. Most of the examples of grifaigne and Grifon which 
have been collected by Livingston and others date from the last 
decade of the twelfth century and later, that is, following the 
Third and Fourth Crusades when intense dislike for the Greeks had 
increased in western Europe. It is more satisfactory for our pur- 
pose to examine cases which antedate that period. 

: MLN, XXII (1907), 47-51. 
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The earliest example of grifaigne which we have is in Chretien 
de Troyes' Cliges, which may be dated conservatively in the 1160's. 

Or li Grezois plus ne sejornent, (4201) 
Vers Costantinoble retornent 

Or ne les siut plus ne convoie (4206) 
Li anperere d'Alemaingne. 
Au congi6 la jant grifain&gne 

Est an Alemaingne remes (4211) 

Here there is no question whatsoever of an unfavorable sense 
for grifaingne. ' Leave ' or congie is obtained from the Greeks of 
Constantinople. 

Also in Cliges there is an occurrence of G'rifonie: 
Clig6s, il et sa compainie 
Sont repeiri an Gritonie 
Droit au port de Costantinoble (vv. 5115-7) 

In the Covenant Vivien, slightly later than the Cliges, Grifaigne 
is present as a noun: 

N'i a valee ne tertre de montaigne 
Ne soit coverte de la gent de Grifaigne (vv. 1402-3) 

This example and another from the Aliscans: 

Puis vest l'auberc ki fu au roi Grifaigne (v. 5002) 

incline me to the belief that grifaingne in Cliges might also be 
capitalized and treated as a noun.2 In the last two examples, how- 
ever, the reference is to 'Saracen land' and not Greece or Con- 
stantinople. A Saracen warrior bears the name Grifaigne d'Aumarie 
in the Prise d'Orange (v. 1162). He is called in another line 
Griffonez d' Aumarice (v. 271). In the Lai de Narcissus (dating 
1160-80), there is a definite case where grifaigne is an adjective: 

Nez fu Amors dedenz une montaigne 
Es roches de terre grifaigne, 
Ou toz jorz a et neif e glace (vv. 753-55). 

It is customary to assume that grifaigne in this last instance 

2 
1 am aware of the restrictions put upon the use of this construction by 

Lucien Foulet in his Petite Syntaxe de l'a'ncien frangais (3rd ed., Paris, 
1930), p. 14 ff. In practice the distinctions were not entirely clear cut. 
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means ' wild ' or ' savage,' but I should translate it by ' Scythian. 
I postulate that the author of the lai knew Ovid's Metamorphoses, 
even though he did not follow closely the pattern of the Ovidian 
narrative. Ovid says of icy Scythia that it was the home of Pallor, 
Trembling, and Hunger (see Met. VIII, 788-91) which are, to be 
sure, the chief manifestations of love in the Ovidian system. As 
we shall see presently, to anyone who knew Pliny's Naturalis 
Historia Scythia was the home of the griffins. *Grifanea or ' Griffin 
land' would be a designation for Scythia." 

It is my belief that around the middle of the twelfth century 
some clerk with a powerful poetic imagination, and I should like 
to believe that it was Chretien de Troyes himself, coined a noun 
*Grifanea (Grifaigne in the vernacular) which designated the 
' East,' the 'land of the griffins.' The scientific and geographic 
encyclopedia of the day was Pliny and there one could read: 

Gold is found in our own part of the world, not to mention the gold 
extracted from the earth in India by the ants, and in Scythia by the 
griffins (MSS have grypi8, gryphis, grilis). The Arimaspi are said to carry 
on a perpetual warfare with the griffins, a kind of monster with wings, 
as they are commonly represented, for the gold which they dig out of the 
nmines, and which these wild beasts retain and keep watch over with a 
singular degree of cupidity (VII, 2). 

ilerodotus is the first to give this tale (3, 116; 4, 13) and 
Aeschylus mentions it (Prom. Bound, 5, 799 ff.). But these authors 
were accessible to the Grecian world only, and not to Chretien. 

In addition to Pliny and the Greeks, Isidor and Solinus give the 
griffin some mention. Sidonius Apollinaris knew of the griffin as 
a steed for the sun god. It should not be forgotten either that there 
is archaeological survival of the figure of the griffin in Gaul and 
western Germany. Some sarcophagi of Roman times have been 
discovered at Arles, Nlimes, and Charenton-sur-Cher, which show 
a carving of two griffins on one side, apparently as warders for the 
dead. Numerous figurines of griffins, dating from the time of the 
Germanic migrations from the East have been dug up in Eastern 
and Northern France.8 It is very questionable, however, whether 

2& The Hereford Mappamundi (ca. 1276) shows the griffins as a race 
living near Scythia. See Konrad Miller, Mappaemundi (Strassburg, 
1895-8), vol. IV. 

8 F. Cabrol and H. Leclerq, Dictionnaire d'arch&ologie chr6tienne, VI, 
cols. 1818-27. 
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these objects were above ground, or fully understood, in the 
twelfth century. If such had been the case, they would undoubtedly 
have been associated with the pagan world, and probably with the 
pagan East. It will be remembered that Uevre sarrasine was a 
term that included Roman remains at that time. 

In the Descriptio or Voyage of Charlemagne to Jerwsalem, which 
is known to all students of the Pelerinage de Charlemagne, this 
passage occurs: 

in via Jherusalem quidam lucus est, qui vix a peregrinis duorum dierum 
spacio valet transieri, in quo sunt etiam griphones, ursi, leones, linces, 
tigres, et multe alie fere bestie, que sanguinis effusione gaudentes victimant 
homines (p. 108). 

In the Roman de Troie the beast occurs in similar association: 

Bataille d'ors ne de sengler 
De grip, de tigre, de lion (vv. 14, 724-25) 

To turn to a text which was well known in the twelfth century, 
although dating from the Vulgar Latin era, the " Letter of 
Alexander to Aristotle ": 

His (snakes) erant intermixti grifi, rost-ra habentes aquilarum, et alia 
parte corporis dissimlillirni (p. 217). 

From these examples it seems clear that a clerk of the mid- 
twelfth century would be aware of the griffin as a monstrous beast 
of the East. *Grifanea was the 'land of the griffins ' just as 
Cucanea was an imaginary 'land of idlers.' (We prefer not to 
discuss here the source of the *Cuc-. as given by Gamillschegf and 
Meyer-Lubke.4) The Goliards wrote of an abbas cucaniensis in the 
twelfth century, and there is a fabliaus de Cocaigne in the thir- 
teenth century. The poet of the Aliscans coins the name of another 
strange land and lists a rois de Gorctcaigne (v. 5009). The forms 
ending in -aigne could be either noun or adjective as was the case 
with chevetaigne ' chief, sovereign.' The genitive construction with- 
out preposition in Old French ma(le it easy for a place name 
Grifaigne to be confused with an adjective grifaigne. It was 
difficult to find rhymes in -aigne and this must have contributed to 
the popularity of grifaigne which is atlways employed in the rhyme. 
The rhymes in -aigne were restricted in number, consisting of 

'Meyer-Liibke, REW, 473 a. 
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montaigne, compaigne, remaigne, chevetaigne, Bretaigne, Espaigne, 
Charlemaigne, and plaigne. 

The meaning of grifaigne was extended somewhat around 1170. 
Wace, who did not use the word at all in his Brut (1155), employed 
it once in the Rou (ca. 1170): 

De Bretons mene grant compaignie 
C'est une gent fiere e grifaigne (vv. 8716-17). 

This combination fiere e grifaigne remained a fixed expression. 
It was used four times (vv. 6834; 6886; 10,632; 13,930) in the 
Roman de Troie which is contemporary with Wace's Rou. In two 
other passages of the Troie this combination is varied very slightly: 

En tote l'ost n'ot bele compaigne 
si hardie ne si grifaigne (vv. 7411-12). 

and 
E fiere e hardie e grifaigne (v. 23, 370). 

In these stereotyped combinations it is quite clear that grifaigne 
must be rendered by 'haughty, proud.' We should have no hesi- 
tancy in asserting that the transition meaning was 'haughty like 
the Greeks or people of the East,' but another element enters here. 
Du Cange cites certain glosses which, for me, are of uncertain 
date. Several of these read (under grippus): 

Grippus, superbus, pilosus (Glossae Isid.) 
Grypus, superbus, convitiosus, unde canes parvos et ignobiles grippos 

vocamus, qui prae ceteris superbi sunt (Ugutio et Joan. de Janua). 
Gripus, orgueilleux, testart, testu (Latin-French Gloss. of St. Gerinain- 

des-Pr4s). 

The first of these is perhaps the earliest. Undoubtedly this V. 
Latin grippus 'haughty ' had a history entirely separate from the 
concept 'griffin ' (except in the ultimate origin of the Greek base). 
Even in ancient times ypviro's meaning 'hook-nosed ' was no rarity. 
The Latin historian Justinus (c. 150 A. D.) says of the proper 
name Grypo: "Alter cui, propter nasi magnitudinem cognomen 
Grypo fuit (39, 1, 9)." It may be necessary for us to assume that 
grifaigne 'Eastern, Saracen, Greek' became associated in the minds 
of some clerks and poets with this Low Latin grippus (which in 
turn went back to the Greek word for ' big-nosed, hook-nosed, nose- 
in-the-air '). 

Our survey has now reached the decade 1170-80 and so far it 
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has not been necessary to assume that grifaigne had a pejorative 
sense. It was not an insult to call a man fiers et grifaigne; 
haughtiness was something of a virtue in the twelfth century. I 
believe that we can discard completely Livingston's suggestion 
that 'claw-like' was the first meaning of the word. Except for 
Chretien's isolated Griphonie no examples have been encountered 
of Grifon meaning ' Greeks of the Byzantine Empire.' Mr. Ronald 
Walpole of the University of California has written me that the 
most abundant cases he has encountered of the Grifon 'Greeks' 
are in the Estoire d'Eracle (early 13th century). The use of the 
word tapered off gradually, although found in the late fourteenth 
century (c. 1370, as noted by Baxter and Johnson). In one MS of 
the French version of the Pseudo-Turpin (early 13th century). 
Mr. Walpole has found en Grifonie translating the Latin Hieroso- 
limitanis horis 'in Palestine,' which indicates that the more general 
sense of Grifaigne persisted to some extent, transferred to Grifonie. 
It is a simple matter to give numerous examples from Old French 
texts later than the Third Crusade, of both Grifon and grifaigne 
denoting the Greeks in a pejorative way. The adjective grifaigne 
becomes a general term for 'cruel, barbarous, ferocious.' I will 
give a few instances of Grifon from other languages, which are 
doubtless imitations of the French usage. Raimbaut de Vaqueiras 
(writing in the 1190's) says: " e no m'avion res forfait li Grifo 
(Appel, Chrest. p. 142)." In El Cuento del enperador Carlos 
Maynes de Rroma (of the Ciclo Carolingio) there are numerous 
occurrences of Grifones ' Greeks.' Matthew Paris's Chronica Major, 
in the section that may have been written by Jean de Cella, has: 

Cepit castellum inter Calabriam et Messanani, quod Monasterium Grif- 
fonium appelatur, ubi Gryfones insultam facientes in Hugonem, Brunum, 
Comitem Marchias a Rege Richardo repulsi sunt (quoted from DuCange). 

It is easy to understand how the Crusaders irritated by the 
Byzantines welcomed a term for them which could be associated 
in their minds with monstrous griffins and with griffe 'claw.' How- 
ever, some vogue, some popular narrative must have been responsi- 

b Definition quoted from Baxter-Johnson, Mediaeval Latin Word-List 
(Oxford, 1934). 

"It is my belief that grifaigne was not active as an adjective in Old 
French. Later occurrences of terre grifaigne, etc. are really epic formulae, 
and the poets who used them were not very conscious of the precise sense. 
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ble for widespread use of Grifon and grifaigne in such a pejorative 
sense. I am inclined to attach significance in this connection to 
the MHG Herzog Ernst and its sources. Giintert in the Hand- 
worterbuch des deutschen Aberglaubens says of this German epic 
(under Greif): "Seit rem Herzog Ernst war die Sage [of the 
griffins] beim Volke beliebt." Ehrismann names as chief source 
of this part a Latin Orientroman, which (I add) may have been 
better known in western Europe than the surviving Middle High 
German epic.' Since the German epic alone survives, we must base 
our account upon it. Here is a resume of the sections which 
popularize the griffin: 

Ernst and his followers spend three weeks in Constantinople 
while a suitable ship is being prepared for them. They set sail 
followed by numerous Greek ships. They run into a terrible storm 
and twelve of the vessels are sunk; finally the vessel carring Ernst 
and his immediate followers rides out the weather, and wanders 
about for some time without sight of land. Eventually " sie sahn 
in allen gahen Ein vil herlichez lant: daz was Grippia genant (vv. 
2204-6)." When the men go ashore they find a rich city deserted, 
although the gate is open. They discover a place, green in color, 
and a 'snake graden' or Wurmlage which is set with marvellous 
tables and benches, covered with rich cloth, and on the tables are 
vast quantities of food and drink. The men are told to eat and 
drink their fill but to leave the gold and silver vessels. All but 
Ernist and Count Wetzel return to the ship, loaded with fresh 
provender. Ernst and Wetzel go on a tour through the marvel- 
lously rich city. When they return to the palace they discover an 
inner bedroom with a fire-place, that has walls ornamented with 
gold and gems. There is a bed of gold, studded with pearls and 
other precious stones; a rich stool stands beside it. They pass into 
a court and find a green marble bath with hot and cold water- 
although in true mediaeval fashion, those who use the bath prefer 
to run the water into two tubs, resembling hogsheads, instead of 
bathing in the marble pool. Ernst and Wetzel rest upon the bed. 
They rise and go into another room when they hear the cackling 
of birds. They gaze out and see a vast host of men and women with 

7G. Ehrismann, Geschichte der deutschen Literatur zum Ausgang des 
Mittelalters (Beck: Munich, 1927), p.. 45. Bolte-Polivka, III, 412, should 
also be consulted on the griffin tradition. 
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birdlike necks and heads which they compare to those of cranes. 
The King of these people of Grippia comes ashore leading the 
lovely Princess of India. The Grippians are returning from India 
where they have slain the king and queen of that country and 
carried off the princess. She is weeping and will not be consoled. 
The king insists upon kissing her frequently with his bill-like 
mouth. They all sit down in the 'snake garden' to take refresh- 
ment. The bridal party, accompanied by twelve men, then goes 
toward the marvellously rich inner charnber with the private bath. 
Suddenly Ernst and Wetzel are discovered. One Grippian runs 
shrieking that the men of India are there. The two heroes kill the 
Grippian King and his eleven followers, but the princess dies also, 
of her sorrow. Ernst's men come up lfrom the ships and rescue 
their leaders. They put out to sea. 

After wandering for some more days the ship finds itself close 
to a mountain which rises from the sea. It is a magnet and it 
destroys passing vessels by pulling out the nails. Ernst and his 
company are wrecked there. Many die of hunger-others from 
winged griffins (den grifen) who carry them off to feed their young. 
Finally Wetzel has a plan. The remaining men will sew themselves 
into hides and when the young in the griffins' nests try to get at 
them the men will cut their way out and escape. The two leaders 
and four others are saved in this way. They wander about in a wood 
and follow a stream which enters a mountain. They make a raft 
and are carried on the back of the stream. They thus reach the land 
of the Arimaspi, the Cyclopeans, who are a kindly folk. Ernst 
remains there a year and, at this point, we leave his story. 

Motifs of this narrative will be recognized from Pliny, Herodotus, 
Sindbad the Sailor, and elsewhere. The half-human Grippians 
represent one phase of Pliny's account-the hoarders of gold-and 
the winged griffins are another phase. The outstanding hoarders of 
gold in 1170-90, which is the date of the Herzog Ernst, were the 
Greeks and more specifically the inhabitaints of Constantinople. In 
fact the description of the riches of Grippia reminds one strongly 
of the exaggerated descriptions of the wonders of Constantinople. 

As evidence of the popularity of the winged griffin theme, after 
this date, we find an episode in the Chanson d'Aspremont which was 
composed around 1185.8 The knight Richier is attacked by a 

a The date is established by R. Van Waard in his Etudes sur l'origine 

et la formation de la Chanson d'Aspremont (Groningen, 1937), p. 230. 
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griffin, well described by the poet, which carries away Richier's 
horse for the young griffins in their nest (vv. 1825 ff.). Rabbi 
Benjamin of Tudela, who travelled in 1160-73, tells a tale of ships 
that were carried into the Sea of Nikpa, in the far East, where 
the sailors were wrecked. They either die of starvation or are 
carried away by the griffins. Some sailors keep their knives handy 
and escape by using them.9 

There is an element which still escapes us in our account. If 
*Grifanea meant eastern lands in general it is true that *Griphonia 
was Greece and Constantinople in particular. Chretien, or possible 
predecessors, must have had some reason for distinguishing between 
griphones and grifi. Was there a vulgar Byzantine form *ypuqb6v 
which contrasted with the gripus, grifus of Pliny? We might 
consider here a popular association of griphones with *gni,von a 
diminutive of Grieu. The Orientroman source of IIerzog Ernst 
may have had grifones or griphones in perference to grifi or gripi 
which would explain the wide spread adoption of a name Grifon. 
This problem we cannot solve. It should be remembered that the 
Byzantines made use of the two-headed eagle on their banners. 
This may have some connection with the history as we have tried 
to piece it together. 

Univer8ity of North Carolina. 

Ed. Adler, p. 197. 
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