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Analyse Marie’s use of descriptio in at least three lais.
[bookmark: _Hlk510519148][bookmark: _Hlk510572731]This essay will use three of Marie de France’s lais: Guigemar, Yonec and Laustic, and will concentrate on the animal descriptio in each tale. While doing so, it will also reflect on commonalities of the chosen objects of descriptio, other than their shared animal status. All three animals are unwitting victims in tales of mal maree, the effect of jealousy is therefore pertinent; androgyny will also be considered, as will the hunt. The animal descriptio have been chosen because this essay is interested not just in the power of descriptio as an instrument for memory of the tale, but also its use as a device that ensures the memory of Marie the author. The essay will use these animal descriptio, in conjunction with Marie’s Prologue to Guigemar, as a measure of how much, and in what way, Marie wanted to be visible and remembered, and it will consider the extent to which her use of descriptio performed that role.
[bookmark: _Hlk510520170][bookmark: _GoBack]Descriptio is the creation of vividly described images or objects, designed to achieve several things: Firstly, it acts as a vehicle to move the story from one position to the next. Secondly, it symbolises things readily understood by its contemporary audience, suggesting many things in just one textual image thus conveying a wealth of information with an economy of words. Thirdly, it serves as an aide to memory by presenting a startling and vivid visual component that is then imprinted on the mind of the reader. These memorable images allow the reader to more easily recall the whole story.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  See Peter Mitchell, handout for lecture four of Historicising Texts, 06-02-2018, p.1.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk510520801]Marie was particularly adept at creating highly memorable and unique incidents of descriptio.[footnoteRef:2] Her skill in employing a relatively high incidence of descriptio without overpowering her short lais made Marie’s stories memorable and distinctively hers.[footnoteRef:3] Medieval literature was an act of re-creation, a retelling of existing stories Marie’s use of descriptio was an aspect of her retelling that expressed the power of her creativity. As such it can be seen as the aspect of her tales where she was most present. Marie’s concentrated use of descriptio suggests that the remembrance of both the lais and their author was particularly important to her. [2:  Logan E. Whalen, Marie de France and the Poetics of Memory (Washington DC: University Press of America, 2008), p.7. Whalen refers to her as ‘an accomplished painter of narratives’.]  [3:  Ibid., pp.24-25.] 

This thought will be explored further by analysing the androgynous hind from Guigemar, the hawk-lover from Yonec and the nightingale from Laustic. All three of these objects of descriptio are animals, but they are chosen for more than their shared animal status; all are affected by the jealousy present in their surrounding lais, all have aspects of androgyny and all are hunters or the hunted. As mentioned, all fare badly as the result of the jealousy of mal maree. The hind, in its role of supernatural messenger, dies to give the curse that will cure Guigemar of his inability to love. It does so to send Guigemar to find his true love, a lady trapped by a jealous husband. Therefore, the hind could be said to have died for the lady imprisoned by her mal maree, as much as for Guigemar. The hawk-lover likewise loses his life, as the lover of the lady imprisoned he is murdered by her jealous husband. The nightingale, only summoned into the story by the lady of the mal maree as an excuse for her late-night absences, is murdered by her husband in a fit of jealous spite. In the lais, jealousy is unacceptable yet also seems a measure of worth; for example, all three wives trapped in the mal maree are jealously guarded because they are beautiful and virtuous, yet it is their beauty and virtue that also deems them worthy of true love. Marie allows her objects of descriptio to suffer death through the jealousy of mal maree, but also uses them to tell of and instigate the answer to that jealousy. 
Jealousy is also apparent in the prologue to Guigemar, as Marie decries 'people who are envious of [her] abilities'. [footnoteRef:4]  Marie considers ''Those who gain a good reputation should be commended”, and so responds to the jealous “spiteful tittle-tattlers” by stating “I do not intend to give up.”[footnoteRef:5] She answers jealousy with the production of her lais.  [4:  Glynn S Burgess and Keith Busby, The Lais of Marie de France (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1999; repr. 2003) p.43]  [5:  Ibid., p.43.] 

Marie’s use of the dead nightingale as the central image enclosed in Laustic can be read as mirroring this process.  The nightingale, classically symbolic of the poet, is here both poet and poetry.[footnoteRef:6]  It is a voice silenced, wrapped in text and symbols, and encased in a beautifully-wrought, golden, bejewelled case. Thus, from violent jealousy a creation of beauty is born; action has been taken and meaning has been protected.  In response to jealousy, Marie uses the nightingale as an object of descriptio, in a tale that describes the process of it becoming that object of descriptio; once made sacred in its jewelled reliquary it becomes the lai. It could be said to symbolise Marie’s process of creation, undertaken despite her ‘envious’ critics, and in answer to them.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  Beryl Rowland, Birds with Human Souls, (Knoxville, The University of Tennessee Press, 1978) p.109-10. 'To the Greeks, as Garrod pointed out, nightingale and poet had the same name, aedon or singer, and in the choruses of their tragedies, the nightingale was "the stock symbol for unassuaged grief."'  ]  [7:  See Michelle A. Freeman, ‘Marie de France’s Poetics of Silence: The Implications for a Feminine Translatio’, PMLA, Vol.99, No.5 (Oct.1984) 878. Freeman goes on to consider this reading of Laustic in relation to the detail in the general prologue of the Lais; she considers what Marie, as author, hoped to achieve in her choice of textualizing the oral.  She notes that Marie articulates this choice as a deliberate one, chosen over merely producing another translation of a classical work. This, Freeman feels, made Marie ‘quite opposed to…the qualities epitomising her contemporaries’; the very position that Marie defends herself against from those envious critics in the Prologue to Guigemar. ] 

In Yonec the theme of jealousy defeated is expressed in Marie’s hawk-lover descriptio, Muldumarec. As he lies dying, he tells how his revenge on the jealous husband, who has caused his death, will be exacted: at the site of Muldumarec’s tomb, Muldumarec’s son will execute the jealous husband. Thus, jealousy will be defeated by what Muldumarec has created. Once again, the object of Marie’s descriptio, Muldumarec, mirrors Marie’s creative response to jealousy expressed in the Prologue to Guigemar. 
In Guigemar, despite being slain by Guigemar himself, the androgynous hind gives the prophecy that causes the end of the mal maree, and so jealousy. This prophecy is, in fact, miniature version of the whole story; it lays bare Guigemar’s weakness, his inability to feel romantic love. The hind’s speech tells how Guigemar’s wound (received from his arrow rebounding from his fatal strike on the hind) will never heal until cured by a woman with whom he shares love, and that both he and the lady will suffer greatly for that love. It is, in effect, a lai within a lai: the tale of the love and suffering that will go on to defeat jealousy.[footnoteRef:8]  [8: Ashley Lee, ‘The Hind Episode in Marie de France’s Guigemar and Medieval Vernacular Poetics’, Neophilologus, Springer Science and Business Media, (2009), 195.   Further to this, Lee sees the incident with the hind and Guigemar’s hounds as they ‘bark and charge forth’ towards the hind, as akin to what Marie calls her jealous critics in the prologue to Guigemar, when the critics behave as a ‘”vicious, cowardly, treacherous dog”’.  However, in the translation of the text available for this essay the dogs only bark, it is the hind that ‘darted forth’. Without access to Ewert’s edition of the lais used by Lee, a different translation cannot be verified, so it can only be considered as interesting possibility. See: ] 

In fact, each of these of three animal descriptio tell the story of their lai. The androgynous hind, as mentioned, relates the arc of the story in its speech. The hawk tells his love that her beauty will betray them and that this will cause his death; once mortally wounded, he tells his lover she will bear him a son, names him Yonec (which Bloch notes breaks down into ‘jo and neco or necare’, ‘I kill’), and predicts their son’s revenge on the lady’s husband for his (Muldumarec’s) murder.[footnoteRef:9] Finally, there is the nightingale that moves from its vocal state to mute through its death (the opposite of the mute Philomela who gained her vocal state escaping death, when the gods turned her into a nightingale[footnoteRef:10]). Once dead, the nightingale is wrapped in a piece of samite embroidered with signs; which tell of the reason for the end of the love between the lady of the mal maree and the neighbouring knight, and so tell the story of the love itself. Whether the signs on the samite are pictorial or textual the lai does not make explicit, but either is reminiscent of a descriptio.  Once the nightingale is made descriptio by the cloth, placing it inside the jewelled box makes it the lai.  [9:  R. Howard Bloch, The Anonymous Marie de France (The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 2003) p.109]  [10:  For versions of the story see: Rowland, p.107. 
See also, Robert T. Cargo, ‘Marie de France’s Le Laustic and Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Comparative Literature, Vol.18, No. 2, (Spring, 1966), 162-66. See for a working of Laustic with Ovid’s tale of Philomela, including, like Freeman, the play between Philomela’s story told on a tapestry, and the lady’s/nightingale’s/love’s story on the embroidered samite. Cargo is struck by Marie’s artistry, but diminishes the effect a little by attributing much that is unique in her work to her femininity. ] 

All three descriptio appear from outside the world of the lais: the hind and the hawk-knight come from the supernatural world, and the nightingale is summoned into the world of the story by the lady of the tale. All either speak the tale or are the site the tale emanates from. Because each of these creatures come from outside the world of the story, and they tell a miniature version of the whole tale it is possible to read them the author herself present in the lai. This has been explored by Lee with reference to the androgynous hind, and indeed the androgyny itself seems to be the clue.[footnoteRef:11] Therefore androgyny will be the next common strand of these objects of descriptio to be explored. [11:  Lee, the entire article is broadly on this topic, but specifically 194-95.] 

The hind of Guigemar has been explicitly identified as androgynous by Pickins since 1974,  though it may well have been noted in less explicit terms before that.[footnoteRef:12] The androgyny could represent the asexual, self-sufficient state of Guigemar at this stage of the story; its death could represent the death of that state in Guigemar.[footnoteRef:13] Or it could represent the movement Guigemar needs to make towards the union of male and female in a love partnership. Marie’s use of the hind meets both needs with the same strikingly memorable, visual symbol. Additionally, androgyny in the late twelfth century was applied to saints and Christ; Ceddillo notes that ‘Christian texts advance[d] androgyny as proof of sanctity’.[footnoteRef:14] Although Christ as an image of the hunted stag doesn’t develop until later in the Middle Ages, the whiteness and androgyny would have singled out the hind as sacred and pure.[footnoteRef:15] But, perhaps the most interesting interpretation of the androgyny of the hind is Lee’s theory that its androgyny (in particular because of the female body with, the antler ‘crown’ of male intellect) means that the hind could represent Marie, ‘a woman author in what was, in the Middle Ages, the masculine realm of literature.’[footnoteRef:16] [12:  Lee, 194.]  [13:  What Bloch describes as a ‘fantasy of self-sufficiency’, p.43.]  [14:  Christina Cedillo, ‘Habitual Gender, Rhetorical Androgyny in Franciscan Texts’, JFRS, 31.1, (2015), 65.
Cedillo goes on to say that male and female devout were encouraged to engage in 'bodily forms of devotion like imitatio Christi...female flesh [was] more sinful than man's but...closer to Christ's for being more humble [and was a site for] "preparation for bodily inscription," or corporeal identification with Christ.' p.68  Although the essay relates specifically to Franciscan Orders, just slightly late for Marie, 'literal imitations of Christ were well established' before then. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Imitation_of_Christ#cite_note-Bowden285-4. Accessed 24 March 2018. ]  [15:  Marcelle Thiébaux, The Stag of Love, the Chase in Medieval literature (Cornell University Press, London 1974) p.46.]  [16:  Lee, p.194.] 

The hawk-lover is also androgynous: as well as a hawk, he can take on the forms of both a man and a woman. The nightingale is perhaps unintentionally androgynous: its ancient and poetic tradition was of the female (Philomela) singing her lament, yet it is the male nightingale who sings.[footnoteRef:17] However, this was not known in the Middle Ages, so Marie would have seen no androgyny of this sort.[footnoteRef:18] Still, since the nightingale represents the poet, Lee’s conclusion concerning the androgyny of the stag, that it reflects Marie as a female in the male role of poet, also fits with the androgyny of the female nightingale producing poetry, the preserve of the male. [17:  However, the nightingale, male or female, is in any case associated with lust, in The Owl and the Nightingale the Owl accuses in line 498-99 ‘for your song’s all about lechery’. Neil Cartlidge, ed., The Owl and the Nightingale, (University of Exeter Press, Exeter, 2001), p.13.]  [18:  https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/literature-and-science/essays/nightingale. Accessed 24 March 2018.] 

The last characteristic to be explored is the hunt. The analogy of the hunt to love seems a strange one for Marie whose lais are a meditation on the nature of true, reciprocated and equitable love. The analogy of the hunt chase ‘that lures a hero to erotic adventure’ was in play in the late twelfth century, but it often culminated in the male overpowering the female; the more developed themes of an amatory hunt, with its subtleties of restraint and respect, would not develop until later in the Middle Ages.[footnoteRef:19] The active and passive roles between the sexes is understandable for the age, but hunter and prey as symbols seem a little too close to aggressor and victim for the tone of Marie’s lais. Yet Marie has chosen one noble prey, one noble hunter and one ignobly-trapped nightingale that has thus become prey. However, the androgyny of the hunting and hunted descriptio does fit, if they are considered symbolically: the hunter pursues and so he must also follow, and the prey flees and so also leads. Therefore, the hunt is an androgynous mix of active and passive, which suits a passive hind that injures the active party, the hunter, and an active hawk that willingly submits to the passive partner, the lady, and the passive nightingale that once slain becomes the active story.[footnoteRef:20] The hunt then, as another site of androgyny, is a surface that Marie can inhabit, as a female with the active, so-say male, gift of writer. [19:  Thiébaux, quote p.109. The amatory hunt is epitomised in the 1300’s by Hadamars von Labour, Jagd, which, interestingly, also contains a hind with antlers. Thiébaux, p.195.]  [20:  For an example of Muldumarec ‘as the ravisher tamed…that has subjugated its own will’ see June Hall McCash, ‘The Hawk-Lover in Marie de France’s Yonec’, Medieval Perspectives, Middle Tennessee State University, (no date available), 74.
] 

Despite there being no biographical Marie about whom to talk when exploring the work assigned to her, there does seem to be a ‘Marie the author’ who reveals herself in both her Prologue to Guigemar and her lais. Her use of descriptio make evident the sophistication of her writing, and it is the most distinctive and individualistic aspect of her lais; it is what is most concerned with memory and is not only striking in its quality but also its quantity, suggesting a desire for both the work and the author to be remembered. This is supported in her Prologue by the confidence with which Marie championed both her work and herself against those who, perhaps, frowned upon and envied her. Since it would seem reasonable to say the places in her lais where Marie employs descriptio are, necessarily, the places that are most memorable and where she is most creative, it is also feasible to expect them to be where in the work the poet is most visible. Further, the animals in each of the instances of descriptio examined here, whose androgyny suited comparison to the female working in the masculine field of poetry, and who ‘told’ a concentrated version of the lai they were in, could be said to embody the author. This is supported by the animal descriptio instigating a creative response to the jealousy in the lais, corresponding to Marie’s response to her envious critics in her Prologue to Guigemar. The essay considers, therefore, that the descriptio, as the most distinctive part of her work, is where in the lais Marie can be found.
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