Dissertation Reflective Essay

When I set out in my search for questions about the Trial of Gilles de Rais I admit that I knew very little about his character, his actions and the extent of his crimes. From what little I knew about him from popular culture, Gilles appeared an almost Dracula-like figure, a macabre demon worshipper, who, driven mad by the death of Joan de Arc, and in his grief turned against his faith. A man who sought pacts with demons through human sacrifice and serial murder. I was initially intrigued and suspicious about the idea that such a character could exist in the 1400’s. The mere idea that a medieval knight who had known Joan de Arc, willingly sought out the Devil, and murdered those which we would deem most innocent seemed to me very unlikely. However, upon reading articles on him I was intrigued even further. The sources appeared to confirm the rumours I had heard. He was indeed Marshall of France and had served with Joan de Arc during her rise in the Hundred Years War. The tale of Gilles de Rais as I have found is one of two trials, one taking place in 1440 and proclaiming his guilt, while the other taking place in 1992 exonerates Gilles of his crimes. I want to ask why we need to re-assess the guilt of Gilles so long after his death, and for what purpose do we feel the need to exonerate Gilles de Rais. 
	The hardest part about my dissertation thus far has been finding sources regarding Gilles, especially those related to his exoneration. There is precious little written about Gilles, his crimes, and more importantly the case for his innocence. Indeed, when researching the subject many historians to this day publish books assuming his guilt and speculate on his motivations. It does not help that majority of the scholarly work done on Gilles has been written prior to 1992 and his re-trial and exoneration. Indeed, apart from articles in French and a few scant other sources on Gilles one would think that his exoneration never happened, and I feel that thus far in my research the case for his innocence is quite lacking.  Authors such as Valarie Ogden write about his crimes and assume his guilt as late as 2014, and there have been no publications that I can find that attempt to set the record straight since his exoneration in 1992. However, I have found several very well written sources regarding Gilles’ guilt.  
While there was nothing in the Campus Library on Gilles, and the books of Joan de Arc which I searched through held little on the subject of Gilles, I was discouraged, yet not surprised. What did surprise me what that internet databases were similarly lacking in articles, and when Gilles is mentioned it is only in passing and never is the analysis in depth or comprehensive. Thus, the search for scholarly source material has been a major struggle in my working on my dissertation. However, I persevered and have since found the off-campus book request system extremely helpful. 
October was a low point in my dissertation research, a time wherein I seriously assessed my choices and I even contemplated choosing a different topic. As I researched more and more and came up practically empty in my search for reliable sources I had to ask myself if it would not have been better to choose a different topic, one in which more had been written and whose subject matter would be less graphic and horrific in nature. However, the puzzle of his guilt or innocence greatly intrigued me. For if Gilles was guilty then he must be ranked among the very worst that humanity has to offer, however if he was innocent, then Gilles must be one of the most misunderstood and tragic characters in history. From the moment, I read about Gilles de Rais I felt that there was truly an argument to be had, and an argument that many overlooked due to its graphic content. Up until 1430 Gilles had been a hero of the Hundred Years War, a companion to Joan de Arc, a Marshal of France, a man who had held the sacred oil of Clovis at the time of Charles V coronation. While after 1431 Gilles’ extravagance and spending was outrageous, it was nothing we would call evil. It is during 1440 where the image of Gilles unravels, it is after Jean de Malestroit Bishop of Nantes makes an ecclesiastical inquiry of Gilles and his subsequent writ of defamation that the criminal allegations seem to spill forth in a torrent of unspeakable horror.   
 	 What I found from reading about Gilles was that he was not some sorcerer, or fantasy villain but rather his story was difficult to relate to and more horrific than I imagined. As I discovered details via reputable sources, I had to question my resolve and motivation to write about such hideous content. The little I could glean about Gilles’ crimes from the scant source material I could find, a picture emerged that was truly horrific in nature and content. The crimes of Gilles de Rais come close to what many call truly evil. Gilles’ crimes are often omitted from many articles and books in which he is mentioned because of their horrific nature. Gilles de Rias was not some fantastical spell caster, but a serial child murder who confessed to having preyed upon children. How was I to tackle such a grand enmity and try to find a logical argument for such unspeakable acts perpetrated against the most innocent and vulnerable of us? If Gilles’ confessions are to be accepted as true, then he represents an example of the true evil that humanity has to offer. Unlike other great villains in history, in which unspeakable acts are done for some grand ideological cause, Gilles’ crimes were done in the name of simple pleasure and ecstasy. That Gilles took great pleasure, even erotic pleasure from the torture and death of children is a crime against basic and universal human nature. That is to care for and protect those of us who are the most precious to us, our offspring and our legacy for the future. 	Comment by Georgina Robinson: Where? In a source you found where? 	Comment by Georgina Robinson: You need to say what that material was, where you found it. 	Comment by Georgina Robinson: How do you know this? Some source states this or you just think this?	Comment by Georgina Robinson: source	Comment by Georgina Robinson: source	Comment by Georgina Robinson: because this essay is about the process, I suggest you say that all of the information you have been able to find has unfortunately only focused on revealing details of the apparent crimes of Gilles. What you have learned to this point is of the extent of his crime. 
In the face of such extreme content one finds a refuge in the fact that Gilles may not have been guilty of his crimes, that his exoneration gives us hope for the human condition and the ability to explain away such content as mere fiction. It is easier to come to terms with a slander of epic proportions, than to face the horror of that which Gilles was originally condemned of doing.  However, I have difficulty in accepting the exoneration of a man that we in the modern era know next to nothing about. Indeed, we do not even know what Gilles looked like, much less his psychological state of mind. I would think that those who knew Gilles in the flesh and who met the victims and saw their grief would know more than we do today. Thus, I find that historical revisionism is deeply flawed, for our ways of thinking and of understanding the world in which Gilles lived is from the perspective of an outsider. All we have to piece together about Gilles are the odd historical document and I do not think that we can truly exonerate a person whose life and times are so separate from our own. Why then did the French court decide to exonerate Gilles? For what purpose does serve and what need does this fulfil for us in the present? It is for this reason that I find this study so fascinating. Why must we in the present seek to exonerate a murderer so long dead, and for what purpose? For what reason do we in the present feel a need to re-try a criminal such as Gilles? I hope by the end of this project to tackle these questions in depth. 	Comment by Georgina Robinson: Are these documents that suggest he was innocent? Or are you saying there are no documents that suggest he was innocent? 	Comment by Georgina Robinson: There is also the question (perhaps the more academic one) of what evidence is there that Gilles was not guilty of the crimes documented against him. 
	In the course of my research I ordered several off-campus texts on Gilles from the Lampeter library and while it took until early November for them to be made available to me, I have found them of immense value. The books I am now reading, Jean Benedetti’s Gilles de Rais: The Authentic Bluebeard, Georges Bataille’s The Trial of Gilles de Rais, and Leonard Wolf’s Bluebeard: The Life and Crimes of Gilles de Rais are all enlightening texts with much information to offer. Bataille’s Trial of Gilles de Rais not only investigates Gilles’ character but also gives a timeline of Gilles’ life and, most importantly, it gives an English translation of the transcript from Gilles’ Trial. This gives me the primary source I have been looking for to provide documentation on the trial in 1440. The second book I ordered, Leonard Wolf’s Bluebeard: The Life and Crimes of Gilles de Rais, I have found to be very well written with a wealth of citations and whose argument is enlightening in the extreme. Wolf writes extensively on Gilles life, gives information about his early life, his psychology, his potential motives, his relationship to Joan de Arc and it tries to understand him as a person while also explaining his crimes in depth.  I would like to order these books again when it comes time to write my dissertation, for their help has been tremendous. The final text Jean Benedetti’s Gilles de Rais: The Authentic Bluebeard, while it does not contain relevant primary sources of Bataille or as convincing an argument as in Wolf’s text, it has been of use in both corroborating and supporting the other two sources. The problem to be found in these works is that they were all written prior to Gilles’ exoneration and while they tackle the question of his innocence, it is not in the modern context. 	Comment by Georgina Robinson: Why? What did you find enlightening? Contrasting info? 	Comment by Georgina Robinson: For what. It is not clear at all what information these texts provided. Pro his guilt? Contrary to his guilt? Info on the society of the time? You are just saying these books are well written and enlightening but nothing at all about the content. I would wonder, if I were the prof, if you have read them, because that is not clear.very vague info is highlighted	Comment by Georgina Robinson: This is the first time you mention what kind of information they provided. Expand that detail and you can decrease the previous detail on the earlier paragraph about how terrible Giles was, unless that is according to academic sources you have found. 
	In reading these works I now have a much clearer picture of my project and a wealth of information regarding Gilles, more sources are needed but I feel that my foundation is now strong enough that I can begin work on my dissertation with some confidence. However, I still am unable to find much in the way of Gilles 1992 re-trial and the how’s and why’s that made the court exonerate Gilles. If I am to further push ahead I need to find adequate material on this. The fact that there are as of yet no revisionist texts regarding Gilles also makes the subject of his innocence one which is hard to argue when compared to the eloquence and arguments of the works mentioned above. I do not know how or if I am allowed to re-request books from off campus but if I am able I would seek to re-request Leonard Wolf’s and Georges Bataille’s texts, if I am unable to purchase them myself.  	Comment by Georgina Robinson: What kind of information? His crimes? His guilt? What he did? That he did not do it? Too vague	Comment by Georgina Robinson: Information about what? Information all about how terrible his crimes were? explain	Comment by Georgina Robinson: Which al detail his crimes? If so, say this somewhere.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	My dissertation project has so far been a struggle for several reasons. The greatest struggle has been finding source materials. Indeed, from September through October, source material on Gilles was practically non-existent and it has only been in November, when the off-campus books arrived that I have been able to make any real headway on my project. Those I have found are helpful in providing detail about the relationship between Gilles and Joan of Arc, as well as details of his crimes, his psychology, and his motivations. Georges Bataille’s translation of Gilles trial translated into English is also of immense use. The other struggle has been my need to question my motivations for choosing such an aversive and grim subject. Though my resolve has been tested, I feel that there is a grand argument to be had on this topic. So far, the argument and perception of Gilles prior to 1992 has been made very clear by the authors I have read and the finding of an English translation of his trial in 1440 has been a great boon. However, I still lack material concerning Gilles exoneration, and this is essential if I am to make any type of informed argument on him. I want to ask questions about our need to revise history and how Gilles fits into this. I started my dissertation with a fantasized figure who could have seemed appropriate as a movie villain, and through research so far, I have realized the scope of the horror to which he has been attributed. Next steps are for me to search further for sources into the argument for his innocence and why we in the present chose to re-try a criminal so long dead. 
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