Dissertation report – Friday 16th November 2018
After initially enjoying The Lais of Marie de France and Chretien De Troyes Arthurian Romances, I found the death representations in them fascinating, and was eager to explore this more as a dissertation topic. There are many types of death, which is what I like. The Lais of Marie De France – Guigemar features the most common type of death portrayed in medieval literature, the combination of love and death. The Knight Guigemar, after being hit by his rebounded arrow, the hart he had aimed for dooms him to death unless he can be healed by someone a woman who loves him.
 ‘My lady’, he said, ‘I am dying because of you; my heart is giving me great pain. If you are not willing to cure me, then it must all end in my death’ Pg 49. 
My fair, sweet friend, my heart tells me I am about to lose you: we are going to be discovered. If you die, I too wish to die…’ The lady, Pg 50.
My current progress overall
By meeting with others, even if we are not in the same time period, we have been able to share common concerns, such as difficult to find primary sources, or even better, when they are only in French! Cross collaboration with another student who is doing a similar topic has been very useful in the recommendation of books about death in the Middle Ages. Issues I have come across after my initial proposal, and as I think I mentioned in that proposal itself, was that few secondary sources actually mentioned death in courtly literature. Whilst this was what initially peaked my interest in the topic when learning about it previously, I had not realised the lack of content in academic resources. I panicked, thinking, despite needing to fill a gap in research, this was too big a gap. Reassurance and guidance from Harriett proved extremely helpful, the way forward one of understanding why that gap was there.  I have, and do hope to, overcome this by reading again the sources previously consulted, and noting their lack of content on death, particularly if they briefly touch on it, how, why, etc. A Plan of dissertation itself, at this current stage, is to be divided into categories of type of death, so death of cheating spouses, heroic death, and lovers until death, and a miscellaneous, although that is vague and will be determined when all primary sources chosen are sorted. But rather than simply a catalogue, it could be chapters, in which they are discussed more. I have been consulting both primary and secondary, physical books and online articles. The primary are building a small collection of any mentions, at all, of death. My secondary is my main focus at the moment, as the context is essential to understanding the literature and what I hope to get from it. An issue with a lot of sources is that any on courtly literature barely, if at all, touch on death, and any books or articles that are focussed on death, only included past the mid thirteenth century, but then from my talk with Harriett, and realising I needed to contextualise both the literature and death, and also look at its past and future, I started to worry less, as I found a multitude of books that could now be helpful with my new, and current, research path of defining courtly literature, placing it in the ‘timeline’ of medieval literature, and looking at the historical context of the time. I am also currently looking at the same with representations of death, both before, during and after the time of courtly literature. 
There are two major things to consider. What is ‘courtly literature’ and how is it placed in the literary world is the first. There is the issue of the time period and definition of courtly literature and chanson de geste, etc mixing together. It varies by author, making the historiography very confusing. Whose definition do I use would have to be considered and discussed, even briefly in an introduction perhaps. Someone reading the dissertation who did not consider the ‘Matter of England’ courtly would be confused to see English sources included. Even contemporary medieval authors have differing values. There is also ‘The matter of France’ versus ‘the matter of England’. It started in France but romance developed in England according to some, but when does one begin and the other end if you do not care about origin of Country. Perhaps it is important, however, to not to impress the modern term on it. It is defined as such by some, but this idea is rejected by others. The first example of it being called ‘courtly love’ for example is the late nineteenth century and in 1936 1 supported this title. However, other historians criticising it for being a modern invention, not present in the medieval texts themselves, named the ‘"The Myth of Courtly Love’ by Donaldson. 2 Although it is not to be entirely dismissed, as it does, in some cases, accurately label love focussed on the nobility or rulers, members of courts would have consumed it and there is records of the term being used in the middle ages.  One could also argue that "the concept of courtly literature is linked to the idea of the existence of courtly texts, texts produced and read by men and women sharing some kind of elaborate culture they all have in common" and it is hard to define "where courtliness ends and uncourtliness starts". 3 
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A medieval view, again, is the division by country, but also by class, so one could define ‘courtly literature’ as anything created for a noble, but what if something was enjoyed, and therefore redistributed by them, from somewhere else. It is all quite complex, and would definitely be a chapter explaining this historiography and medieval labelling. This could mean the limitation of courtly literature might prove a hindrance. This would need to be determined after wider reading, as I do not want to exclude anything.  It might be necessary to the change the thesis to 11th-13th century literature and death, to avoid being caught in a debate over the definition, rather than focussing on what I want to look at. 
The second issue is its wider social context, both at time of production and surrounding its development and the representations of death in the material culture of the Middle Ages, before, during, and after the period of ‘courtly literature’. If this was the fourteenth, or fifteenth, you could contextualise this for example with the Black Death. It is needs to be thoroughly examined what that time period would have had in terms of traumatic events, anything that might have shifted the experiences with death. Courtly love, and therefore the literature, of course sprung out of Chivalry, formed around the time of the First Crusade, and the subsequent ones, would have left a big gap in the population. What came before and after the period courtly literature was popular are both important in discussing and examining the style of writing itself. Is it just a ‘filler’, for lack of a better term, before death in the Middle Ages flourished with the dance of death, skeletons and skulls popping up everywhere in art, etc, around 1250 are the earliest examples of grave iconography or church murals depicting death, the dance of death not emerging until early fifteenth century.  So how did they get to that point, is what I want to look at, through the literature, if possible? The public art, I have already discerned, is virtually non-existent in representations of death, outside of religious iconography. Although seeing as it made up the majority produced, that is not a surprise. The courtly literature, therefore gives us a chance to look at, whilst still a minority, what secular people of that time heard about death. The practicality of how much courtly literature was actually practised in real life is a big debate within its field of modern study, however is something I do not feel relevant, to my thesis, of course, not the general study of courtly literature! It is the representations of them, and presenting them with social context of the reader, rather than hoping to explain a twelfth century person’s feelings on death that I wish to focus. 
In my research I have been encountering the casualness in which medieval writers mention what we would now class as Supernatural, such William of Newburgh’s zombies, werewolves being seen in Normandy, and Matthew Paris’s recordings of supernatural happenings. Would I include this, is it wrong to ignore, and other issues spring to mind. I suppose it is in the literature it is in there, but how much is in secular literature as opposed to histories composed by monks, as mentioned, I have not yet fully found. 4 I will continue to research the above, creating a background for the primary sources, which again, I need to determine what to include, etc.
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