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Historicising Texts: Late Medieval Literature
CSEN 4006
Analyse Marie’s use of descriptio in at least three lais.

Romance is the most common theme within Marie’s Lais. There are various takes on love, with many obsticles to overcome with great journeys and adventure, with the influence of the intervention of the supernatural or the arbitrary consiquences of the wheel of fortune. Each poem has a different obstacle, resulting in a different ending for the romantic side of the lais. Marie portrays the love with a visual image, known as descriptio in her literary creation. Romances, generated orally in courts; they consume the idea of heroism. The lais focus on the noble class, for example knights- their adventures and fighting, although some of the stories seem improbable with little explanation with their supernatural occurrences. There is the insight of romantic love, as well as standardised characters (heroes and heroines) and some miscellaneous adventure. The lais are colloquial narratives, which, easily communicated and are still presently enjoyed. 
All of Marie’s lais include love and passion, although love in romance is always problematic. The social status issues, adulterous behaviour, the culture of nobility and sexual, non-platonic love all play their part and the use of descriptio to display these are heavily influenced by Marie. 
Descriptio[footnoteRef:1] is the creation and vivid description of lively images or principal objects that are full of figurative meaning which organise the narrative and help compartmentalize the episodes in memory. ‘symbolic creature or artefact around which a lais is organised for maximum intensity and suggestiveness within the least possible narrative duration’[footnoteRef:2] [1:  https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/descriptio]  [2:  The lais of Marie de France, trans. With an introduction and notes by Robert Hanning ] 

When looking at Guigemar[footnoteRef:3], the use of descriptio is what makes the story so great. The lais of Guigemar are an assemblage of stories, a romance waiting to happen. In summary, it is about a valiant knight who has no desire to love a woman. He has a great passion for hunting and while out on a hunt not too far from his village, he shoots an arrow at a white deer, but the arrow bounces back and pierces his thigh. The deer then proceeds to speak to Guigemar, putting a curse onto him. ‘May you never find a cure, nor may any herb, root, doctor or potion ever heal the wound you have in your thing until you are cured by a woman who will suffer for your love more pain and anguish than any other woman has ever known, and you will suffer likewise for her’.[footnoteRef:4] We are aware that the stag is a supernatural animal, it is not natural for a white hind to have antlers of a stag, and it is certainly not natural for the animal to speak, let alone place a curse on Guigemar. The supernatural makes this lais so descriptive.  [3:  Burgess, Glyn, The Lais of Marie de France, (Penguin books, 1986) p43-55]  [4:  Burgess, Glyn, The Lais of Marie de France, (Penguin books, 1986) (lines 82-86)] 

‘The thirteenth and fourteenth centuries saw the greatest profusion of beasties’[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Elliot, T,J, A Medieval Bestiary, (Library of Congress, 1971)] 

Not only do we get the hind, but we also get a vivid description of the supernatural ship, where he finds a woman deemed suitable of his love. ‘No gold on earth was worth more and the sail was made entirely of silk, very beautiful when unfurled.’[footnoteRef:6] It could easily be a comparison to what is about to happen, a vivid description of the ship being so bold and beautiful, alike the love he is about to find from boarding the ship.  [6:  Burgess, Glyn, The Lais of Marie de France, (Penguin books, 1986) (lines 161-162)] 

When on board the ship, Marie describes Venus, shown as casting a book on fire, a book that teaches the art of controlling love by Ovid[footnoteRef:7]. The poem mentioned questions the need of love, and how to ensure you do not fall in love. Controlling love can be seen as passionate, sexual and above all, destined.  [7:  https://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Latin/CuresforLove.php] 

The way the ship is described, in such detail creates an animated visual for the reader/audience; it encourages us to want to know more about the story, to know about the anticipated love that is inevitably going to unfold. 

The use of descriptio is also crucial in the lais of Equitan. When reading this lais, you will notice that the usual happy ending doesn’t appear. You are led to believe that it will end with a great romance between Equitan and his lover. There are many lais with adulterous themes, this being one of them, but this one has a different twist of fate. The descriptio here is of the plot to kill the seneschal[footnoteRef:8] given by his wife so that she can live with her lover, Equitan freely. ‘The water in his bath will be so boiling hot that no mortal man could escape scalding or destruction, before he has settled down in it. When he has been scalded to death summon your vassals and his show them how he suddenly died in the bath’[footnoteRef:9]. The detailed description makes it easy to visualise the scene planned. It also evokes a feeling of betrayal on behalf of the audience towards the seneschal as we are already aware of Equitan’s friendship with him due to the loyalty he has shown Equitan. It is hard not to pity the Seneschal as we know he is unaware of what is being laid out for his trip.  Adultery and kinship are the main themes shown.  [8:  http://www.dictionary.com/browse/seneschal]  [9:  Burgess, Glyn, The Lais of Marie de France, (Penguin books, 1986) (lines 257-262)
] 

The chivalrous Equitan, and his courtly and noble lover are in love with themselves more than anyone else, and the lais presents this with a love of beauty. There is no mention to the ladies personality, just the instant love Equitan feels when he first sees her, the beauty is what he falls in love with, not the lady herself.
The descriptio here is not the usual supernatural but of actions to hide betrayal, without admitting guilt death is the option that Equitan choses, but ironically ends up committing suicide as the guilt becomes too much. ‘To conceal his wickedness he jumped feet first into the tub, completely naked. He paid no heed to the danger involved and was scalded to death’[footnoteRef:10]. It would have been common for the men to bath together, contrary to now; bathing would have been less frequently in the middle ages and would have usually been planned as we see in the lais of Equitan.  [10:  Burgess, Glyn, The Lais of Marie de France, (Penguin books, 1986) (lines 287-289)] 


When looking at the Lais Laustic, it is clear to see that the descriptio here is the use of the Nightingale. Ironically, the Nightingale in this lais could be interpreted as love or loss. It is used as a metaphor of love. There is also a sign of diadactism in this lais, love is the salvation that the lady needed to escape her husband. The lovers affair is covered with an innocent nightingale, ‘This is why I come and stand here. So sweet is the song I hear by night that it brings me great pleasure. I take such delight in in and desire it so much that I can get no sleep at all’[footnoteRef:11]. The bird is described as being a pleasure, something symbolic and meaningful to the lady. She is of course describing her lover, the neighbour not the bird but the description is befitting to both.  [11:  Burgess, Glyn, The Lais of Marie de France, (Penguin books, 1986) (lines 86-90)] 

‘He had a small vessel prepared, not of iron or steel, but of pure gold with fine stones, very precious and valuable. On it he carefully placed a lid and put the nightingale in it. Then he had the casket sealed and carried it with him at all times’[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Burgess, Glyn, The Lais of Marie de France, (Penguin books, 1986) (lines 153-156)] 

The descriptio increases the irony the reader/audience without having to physically state it. It encourages us to read between the lines while giving us a clear image of what is happening. The knight has taken the idea of chivalry, which would have been important to knights, and used it to treasure the nightingale, as a symbol of his love for his neighbours wife. The use of the colour gold is also important here as there is nothing better than gold, so when he places the dead bird into a gold vessel, he is ensuring that the bird is buried in the best possible way. He is not mourning the loss of the nightingale, but of the selfish love he had for the lady.
‘But life is not easy for these men. They fall in love with women who are not in a position to create with them a happy marriage’[footnoteRef:13].  [13:  Burgess, The Lais of Marie de France Text and Context, (Manchester University Press, 1987) (p180)] 

Descriptio plays a very important part in each lais, without it the irony would be lost on the reader/audience, and they would not have been as memorable. There are various takes on love, albeit with affairs between knights and ladies, jealous old husbands and mal mariee (translates to bad marriage) and these are noticed more with a very visual impact. In a time of anti-feminist satire, where it was widely popular that men should be celibate and not marry, women began to emerge in literature as characters and Marie has used her charm to take material that already existed, and change it so that women have some impact on the men. The love in the lais set Marie’s characters apart from the rest of society. By using descriptio she ensured that the text was written down as the space was limited in libraries and her work is still available now. 
Descriptio is part of eloquence in which vivid descriptions create lively images within the imaginations of the audience/reader. Marie’s use of this along side irony, is greatly appreciated. 
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