To what extent does the Song of Roland represent the realities of warfare in the Middle Ages?                                                                                             Josh Kemp-1702828


[bookmark: _GoBack]In order to understand how the famous chanson de geste, the song of Roland, represents the realities of warfare in the middle ages it is important to understand the historical background surrounding the epic poem. The poem which was written around the year 1100 is generally considered a masterpiece of the genre as well as one of the first of its kind created.[footnoteRef:1] The French phrase for song of deeds, a chanson de geste is a genre of old French poetry which refers to the tales surrounding the deeds of arguably one of the greatest French Kings, Charles the great or Charlemagne.[footnoteRef:2] The song of Roland was possibly written by a man named Turold although it cannot be said for certain who in actuality wrote it. The song of Roland, as it was one of the earliest works of chanson de geste, heavily influenced other works of this kind that came afterwards.[footnoteRef:3] It tells the tale of the historical battle of Roncevaux in the year 778. [footnoteRef:4] It is almost certainly exaggerated due to the fact that it was written hundreds of years after the events. This means that it would have been performed orally up until that time so different Trouvère’s and troubadours would have put their own spin on it, possibly resulting in changes to the story by the time it was first written down. The story follows the hero of the poem, Roland, who was a military leader under Charlemagne who intended on taking the city of Saragossa during his military campaign to Spain. Whilst they were returning to France the Basques attacked the rear of the army at Roncevaux and this is the basis for the song of Roland.[footnoteRef:5] [1:  ‘La Chanson de Roland,’ Encyclopaedia Britannica, 14th April 2014 < https://www.britannica.com/topic/La-Chanson-de-Roland> [Accessed 20th February 2018].]  [2:  ‘Chanson de geste,’ Encyclopaedia Britannica, 10th August 2007 < https://www.britannica.com/art/chanson-de-geste> [Accessed 20th February 2018].]  [3:  Encyclopaedia Britannica, ‘Chanson de geste’.]  [4:  C.T. Evans, ‘Song of Roland,’ Nova Online, 15th May 2012   <http://novaonline.nvcc.edu/eli/evans/his101/notes/roland.html> [Accessed 20th February 2018]]  [5:  Evans, ‘Song of Roland,’.] 

Firstly, one reality of warfare is that in some cultures young boys and teenagers were trained in the arts of war and even sent into battle. The book Warriors Of The Dark Ages by Jennifer Laing says that “boys as young as fourteen or even twelve went to war.”[footnoteRef:6] Laing even goes on to say that “the fifteen-year-old Guthlac (an early eighth century Anglo-Saxon who later became a saint) was fully engaged in warfare and indulged in pillage, rapine and slaughter at the head of a band of youths.”[footnoteRef:7]  As well as this arrowheads have been found in the graves of children younger than 14 and swords, shields and spears have been found in graves of young males older than 12. [footnoteRef:8] This suggests to me that seeing young males on the battlefield at this time would not have been an uncommon sight in some societies. However, Laing says that “the sources do not reveal whether girls were trained as warriors” If so, they must have been in the minority” so this suggests that girls probably did not frequent battles.[footnoteRef:9] [6:   Jennifer Laing, ‘Warfare and Society’ in  Warriors Of The Dark Ages (Sutton Publishing Limited, 2000), p. 114.]  [7:  Laing, ‘Warriors of the dark ages,’ p.114.]  [8:  Laing, ‘Warriors of the dark ages,’ p.114.]  [9:  Laing, ‘Warriors of the dark ages,’ p.115.] 

There may not have been girls fighting in battles but seeing a woman fighting would have been more common. In her book Laing says that “female warriors were certainly not unknown in barbarian society”[footnoteRef:10]. This quote gives me the impression there might have been women fighting, especially in barbarian societies, however this probably was not the case in more civilised armies. On the other hand there were examples of women taking on roles that would have usually been occupied by men. An example of this would be Eleanor of Aquitaine who went on crusade with her first husband Louis VII of France and led 300 women dressed as amazons and her knights in the second crusade. She even took part in strategy sessions which included discussing how the crusaders were going to take Jerusalem.[footnoteRef:11] It is clear to see from this example and others, such as the shieldmaidens in Scandinavia, that it would not have been an uncommon occurrence to see women on or near the battlefield in certain armies at certain times in the middle ages. However, women would not have been fighting constantly and throughout the whole time frame of the middle ages.  [10:  Laing, ‘Warriors of the dark ages,’ p.115.]  [11:  ‘The Great Crusades: A Woman’s Role,’ Umich, 8th December 1997,< http://www.umich.edu/~marcons/Crusades/topics/women/women-article.html> [Accessed 1st March 2018]] 

The song of Roland represents women through characters such as Alda and Queen Bramimonde.  The extent of Alda’s inclusion in the song is that she appears at the end and dies of grief upon hearing of the death of her betrothed Roland. The song describes it like this. “"Strange," she said, "seems this to me. God and his angels forbid that I Should live on earth if Roland die. Pale grew her cheek - she sank amain, Down at the feet of Carlemaine. So died she.”[footnoteRef:12]. Queen Bramimonde, at the end of the song, is converted to Christianity after being disgraced by her husband King Marsil’s loss in battle. Due to the fact that women in the song of Roland seem to be background characters suggests that it doesn’t consider women fighting to be a reality of warfare. It also doesn’t include any children fighting. However, it could also be the case that at the time of the writing of the song women and children were not a common sight fighting in a battle if at all, so it would make sense not to give them a fighting role in it. [12:  John O’Hagan, ‘The Song Of Roland,’ Fordham University, < https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/roland-ohag.asp> [Accessed 20th February 2018]] 

Warfare in the medieval time would have consisted of two separate armies fighting each other on the battlefield in formation and the scale of this could have been massive. The battle of Grunwald in 1410 was fought between the thirty nine thousand Polish-Lithuanians and  twenty seven thousand Teutons and resulted in the losses of around thirteen thousand.[footnoteRef:13] As you can see by these figures from the Encyclopaedia Britannica, in one battle there could be as many as sixty six thousand men and possibly more.[footnoteRef:14] In the song, Roland was in charge of the rear guard of Charlemagne’s army and had twenty thousand men with him whereas the Saracen army had a hundred thousand men.[footnoteRef:15] As I stated previously, the song of Roland almost certainly exaggerates what actually happened due to oral retelling over the years and with the fact that it was written down so long after the actual events. It could also be insinuated that the poet used artistic licence to change details to illicit a reaction from the audience. It is clear to see that the numbers are obviously exaggerated however it represents the realities of warfare in that the scale could have been massive with a large number of the participants perishing. [13:  Charles Phillips, ‘Battle Of Grunwald,’ Encyclopaedia Britannica, 24th March 2017 <]  [14: https://www.britannica.com/event/Battle-of-Grunwald-1410> [Accessed 2nd March 2018]]  [15:  O’Hagan, ‘The Song Of Roland’.] 

Open battle warfare progressed throughout the time period with the main form of battle in the earlier part being focused on infantry and close formations and later on “heavy cavalry, armed with lance and sword and protected by a conical helmet and a chain-mail hauberk came to predominate”.[footnoteRef:16] This goes hand in hand with the creation and evolution of knighthood and chivalry which became extremely prevalent during this time. This coincided with Eleanor of Aquitaine’s court of love in Poitiers where she encouraged a culture of knightly chivalry and as the name suggests it was largely focussed upon courtly love which led to love poetry being created by trouvère’s and troubadours which had a large influence and spread across western Europe.[footnoteRef:17] The Cambridge dictionary defines chivalry as being “the system of behaviour followed by knights in the medieval period of history, that put a high value on honour, kindness, and courage.”[footnoteRef:18] Many works of literature told the chivalric values that knights held at this time and they suggested “that chivalric qualities are rooted in genetic inheritance”.[footnoteRef:19] The examples that the book Chivalry and Violence in Medieval Europe by Richard W. Kaeuper focuses on are the Arthurian legends in which he states that In “The History of the Holy Grail…a bad knight, we learn, was born ‘the son of a vile peasant, descended from a bad line and a bad seed’”.Kaeuper also writes that “ in their literature knights portrayed themselves tirelessly as more beautiful than other mortals. A well-proportioned body and a comely face identify the truly chivalrous, even if the young man is unknown, in disguise, or in rags.”[footnoteRef:20] These quotes suggest to me that the thinking at this time was that people who were truly chivalrous were of noble birth and had physical beauty. If you did not have these traits or characteristics it was considered that you were not chivalrous and could not be a knight. In the song of Roland, the knightly characters were noble and proud which is shown in Roland’s refusal to blow the horn in order to get help. There is also emphasis on heroism with many characters defined as being gallant and noble and performing great feats in battle.[footnoteRef:21]  The reality of warfare here is that the knights fighting in the battle were of noble birth and considered themselves to follow the chivalric code. [16:  Phillipe Contamine, ‘The Feudal Age from the Beginning of the Tenth to the Middle of the Twelfth Century,’ In Warfare in the middle ages, (Basil Blackwell Publisher 1984), p. 31.]  [17:  ‘Eleanor Of Aquitaine,’ History, 2009 < https://www.history.com/topics/british-history/eleanor-of-aquitaine> [Accessed 3rd March 2018]]  [18:  ‘Chivalry,’ Cambridge Dictionary, < https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/chivalry> [Accessed 4th March 2018]]  [19:  Richard W. Kaeuper, ‘Social Dominance of Knights,’ In Chivalry and Violence in Medieval Europe, (Oxford University press 1999) p.190.]  [20:  Kaeuper, ‘Chivalry and Violence in Medieval Europe’, pp.190-191.]  [21:  O’Hagan, ‘The Song Of Roland’.] 

Warfare at this time almost became dominated by the laws of chivalry which knights would follow both on and off the battlefield. A key chivalric trait during the middle ages was that of martial prowess which would suggest that knights at this time would have been expected to train tirelessly to be the best fighter they possibly could be. In the song of Roland there is much focus on military prowess and Kaeuper in his book even says that “characters in the Chanson de Roland link chivalry with deeds of prowess” and gives the example of Ganelon saying to Marsilion that if he manages to kill Roland ‘then you will have done a noble feat of arms’.[footnoteRef:22] In this instance it can be argued that the song of Roland represents the realities of warfare very well in terms of chivalric notions of martial prowess in battle.  This is because as a medieval work of literature the focus would be upon chivalry and doing knightly deeds as well as being the best warrior you could be. Knights at this time would have been heavily influenced by this and would have tried to emulate the knights from the stories. [22:  Kaeuper, ‘Chivalry and Violence in Medieval Europe’, pp.136.] 

The actual battle in the song of Roland goes through a series of one on one fights between the 12 peers and the Saracens and each one is written in close detail with each death almost being described meticulously. For example, when the Frankish knight Olivier kills the Saracen Justin of Val Ferree it is described like this “At a stroke he severed his head in two, Cleft him body and harness through; Down through the gold - incrusted selle, To the horse's chine”.[footnoteRef:23] This death scene is written in close detail describing Olivier cutting Justin in half and down into the horse. Obviously, this a bit unrealistic as this would not be possible in real life, but it does do well in showing the brutality of a medieval conflict with it being extremely dangerous and very gory. Even though this is the case the song does not give details from the wider battle, it only focuses on the one on one combat which makes it feel almost theatrical and staged rather than what it would have been like in reality. This is to be expected though, because of the fact that it is hard to encapsulate this in song form. [23:  O’Hagan, ‘The Song Of Roland’. ] 

In conclusion I do not believe that the song of Roland represents the realities of warfare well. It does include some accuracies such as how brutal and gory conflict was, however it does this in an exaggerated way. The fact that it is a chanson de geste means it is written to entertain and to show people the ideal knightly characteristics, so it is more than likely not accurate to the real realities of warfare. Even though this is the case knights would have been influenced by the stories and would try to emulate the knightly characteristics in real life. It is heavily romanticised in order to create characters who fit into idea of a true knight who follows the knightly code of chivalry. The actual battle is described through a series of one on one fights that feel almost staged and theatrical. Overall some realities of warfare may be accurately represented, but it does not represent them to large extent and it does not do this particularly well.
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