Artistry Beauty and Conflict: The Complex Nature of Beauty, Noble Culture, and Masculinity in the High Middle Ages

I chose to do my dissertation on the masculine noble culture in the High Middle Ages, and on the complex phycological relationship between beauty and violence that, while in many respects incomprehensible to the modern eye, even shocking, underpinned the knightly classes of this period with seemingly little to no friction. This subject is something I have long thought about, however it was through a reading last year for my independent project on medieval music that a chapter from Christopher Page’s ‘Voices and Instruments of the Middle Ages’ captivated my interest.[footnoteRef:1] He makes a comparison of two great pieces of Anglo-Norman literature. The first is the Song of Roland , a chanson de geste which dates roughly to the period shortly after the First Crusade in 1099.[footnoteRef:2] The second, dating from around 1170, is the early Romance of Horn.[footnoteRef:3] Between these two pieces of literature, not far apart in time, is an utterly different understanding of what makes knightly virtue. While the martial prowess, masculinity, and heroic grandeur of both heroes is unquestionable, the character of Horn represents something Roland does not. He is not simply a soldier but possesses qualities of ‘courtois’. While the song of Roland contains no music save the alarums of trumpets and the cry of Roland’s horn, the Romance of Horn provides one of the best and most moving descriptions of accompanied vocal performance on the harp by the protagonist to be found anywhere in medieval literature.[footnoteRef:4] Horn’s keen sense of musicality is part of a disposition to be elegant and amorous which is the heart of courtliness, it is not simply a change confined to musicality but representative of a whole new ethos of masculinity and awareness of male beauty.[footnoteRef:5]  [1:  Christopher Page, Voices and Instruments of the Middle Ages (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987) pp. 3-6.]  [2:  Dorothy L. Sayers, The Song of Roland, (Hamondsworth: Penguin Books Ltd., 1957) p. 9.]  [3:  Judith Weiss, The Birth of Romance: an Anthology (London: Everyman’s Library, 1992) p. x.]  [4:  Page, Voices and Instruments, p. 4.]  [5:  Ibid. p. 5. ] 


In this dissertation, I will aim to answer key research questions using a body of influential literature from the 12th and 13th centuries to assess this shift in masculinity, and what qualities made the perfect masculine hero in romance and therefore the greatest knight in the medieval imagination. My working research questions that have emerged during my reading have been these: How did the birth of romance influence masculinity, and in what ways did masculinity itself influence romance? What caused this change? What were the heroic attributes that made one a more perfect knight? And finally, how faithfully did these attributes manifest themselves in medieval Europe? 

I have also decided to narrow my focus onto the Frankish sphere of influence. There are a number of reasons for this: the first is brevity, there are different influences upon many Germanic ideals of masculinity that deserve their own study; The other most important reason is that France, and areas of Frankish influence, were simply more influential and powerful. Chrétien de Troyes himself articulates this in his romance Cligés: “Our books have taught us that chivalry and learning first flourished in Greece; then to Rome came chivalry and the sum of knowledge, which now has come to France.”[footnoteRef:6] By focusing this dissertation upon areas of Frankish influence however, I do not seek to exclude relevant details from a Germanic influence. This is unavoidable when discussing nations such as England, it also however would be unproductive for the purpose of this essay and would represent an ignorant oversimplification of the bonds of Latin Christendom. The key literature I have chosen to rely on however is French and Anglo-Norman. [6:  Chétien de Troyes, Cligés, ed. and trans. William W. Kibler, Chrétien de Troyes: Arthurian Romances (London: Penguin Books Ltd., 1991) p. 123. ] 


 I have chosen to rely on five main bodies of primary source material for practical purposes. The first two, for clear reasons, are the aforementioned Song of Roland, and the Romance of Horn.[footnoteRef:7] These Anglo-Norman works encapsulate this early romance movement. The Romance of Horn is an example of a work influenced by French/Breton traditions but reflective of its Anglo-Norman author and audience. The largest and most influential body of work I have decided to study is the complete collection of Arthurian Romances written by Chrétien de Troyes.[footnoteRef:8] His work is extremely influential in numerous ways, he has been credited with originating the genre of courtly romance, and he is certainly the inventor of Arthurian literature as we know it.[footnoteRef:9] This has led Kibler to argue that with Chrétien begins the knight.[footnoteRef:10] Another collection of works I have used is the Lais of Marie de France, probably written sometime around 1170.[footnoteRef:11] These shorter poems offer small meditations on courtly life, each with a set of themes that aid this dissertation. The final larger source that I have chosen to read on advice of my supervisor is the Life of William Marshall, often acclaimed to be the ‘greatest’ of medieval knights.[footnoteRef:12] Through this source is demonstrated a real-life example of the chivalric ideals in literature.  [7:  The Song of Roland, ed. and trans. Dorothy L. Sayers, The Song of Roland, (Hamondsworth: Penguin Books Ltd., 1957); Thomas, Romance of Horn, ed. and trans. Judith Weiss, The Birth of Romance: an Anthology (London: Everyman’s Library, 1992). ]  [8:  Chétien de Troyes, ed. and trans. William W. Kibler, Chrétien de Troyes: Arthurian Romances (London: Penguin Books Ltd., 1991)]  [9:  Ibid., p. 1.]  [10:  Ibid., p. 4.]  [11:  Marie de France, The Lais of Marie de France, ed. and trans. Glyn S. Burgess, and Keith Busby, The Lais of Marie de France, 2nd edn. (London: Penguin Books Ltd., 1999).]  [12:  The History of William Marshall, ed. and trans. Nigel Bryant, The History of William Marshall: The True Story of England’s Greatest Knight (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2016).] 


I have so far completed in my reading: The Romance of Horn; Chrétien’s Erec and Enide, Cligés, and the Knight of the Cart; and Marie De France’s Guigemar, Equitan, Lanval, Chevrefoil, and Eliduc. As well as this, I have explored other literature such as Aucassin and Nicolette.[footnoteRef:13] I have also delved into the academic literature on masculinity. The essays edited by Clare A. Lees come mostly at the topic from the perspective of gender studies and feminism however contain a very useful backdrop to the broad core of medieval masculinity[footnoteRef:14] Another collection, edited by Jaques Le Goff offers a comprehensive and focussed understanding of medieval man with an essay by Franco Cardini on the medieval knight.[footnoteRef:15] I have also used R. W. Southern and Christopher Page’s writing on the transition of Epic to Romance.[footnoteRef:16] Some of the best work on the courtly world of medieval France however has come from the numerous publications of Georges Duby.[footnoteRef:17]  [13:  Aucassin and Nicolette, ed. and trans. Pauline Matarasso, Aucassin and Nicolette and Other Tales (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books Ltd., 1971).]  [14:  Medieval Masculinities, ed. by Clare A. Lees (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994).]  [15:  Franco Cardini, The Warrior and the Knight, The Medieval World, ed. Jaques Le Goff, trans. Lydia G. Cochrane (London: Parkgate Books, 1997).]  [16:  R. W. Southern, The Making of the Middle Ages (Yale University Press, 1953); Christopher Page, Voices and Instruments of the Middle Ages.]  [17:  Georges Duby, The Knight the Lady and the Priest: The Makings of Modern Marriage in Medieval France trans. Barbara Bray (New York: Pantheon Books, 1983); Georges Duby, Love and Marriage in the Middle Ages, trans. Jane Dunnet (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994).] 


Over the course of the last six months, I have narrowed my key focus to what has now been laid out. It was after a meeting with my dissertation advisor early in the academic year that I was able to decide my key guiding primary sources. I deliberately wanted to begin by reading the primary sources as to avoid the influence of any divided opinion; now, with the understanding I have established, I am able to feel more confident challenging some of the academic literature I have read so far on the subject. Over the remainder of this dissertation block I aim to set myself on a firm footing for continuing my research alongside my other modules. 
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Project Management Plan 

	Time 
	Task 
	Target

	Block 1, Cistercians
	
	

	W1
	
	Meeting with dissertation advisor 

	W2
	
	

	W3
	
	

	W4
	
	

	Block 2, Dissertation 
	Reading half of primary source literature 
	Foundational understanding

	W1
	
	

	W2
	
	

	W3
	Beginning academic sources 
	Meeting with dissertation advisor
21st November, Submit reflective report

	W4
	Become better acquainted with academic sources, especially Southern, Duby, and Lees
Read three of marie’s lais: Le Fresne, Bisclavret, Lanval
	

	Block 3, 1st December, Museums Heritage and Representation
	Read a Chrétien romance and atleast one lais a week 
	Complete Arthurian reading

	W1
	Yvain 
Les deux amanz, Yonec
	

	W2
	Perceval
Laustic, Milun
	12th December, Dissertation lecture

	Christmas Break, 15th Dec
	Use as a Dissertation Block and read a lais or two each day
	Complete the bulk of my reading.

	
	Chaitivel, Chevrefoil, Eliduc, Begin Song of Roland
	

	
	History of William Marshall
	

	
	
	

	Block 3, 5th January 
	Allow myself to focus on module more but read a chapter or article a week of choice on each theme
	

	W3
	Provenance 
	

	W4
	Courtly Love
	

	Reading Week, 19th-25th January
	
	Write Introduction and Plan provenance 

	
	Reading on provenance, masculinity and chivalry
	Submit draft to Harriet for notes on direction 24th January

	Block 4, 25th January, Heritage Archaeology and Conflict
	If not already completed, write up chapter on provenance of key sources, chapter a week 
	If not already completed, write up chapter on provenance of key sources

	W1
	Provenance 
	

	W2
	Other Primary Sources
	6th February, Dissertation lecture

	W3
	Courtly love
	

	W4
	
	

	Reading Week, 23rd February
	Reading on provenance, and potentially delve deeper into chronicles
	Write up chapter 2., work out material that needs to be read. And make sure notes are organised

	
	Noble Activities 
	

	Block 5, 2nd March, Ancient Lives in Death.
	Final reading in preparation for final write up
	Final reading complete

	W1
	Lacking material 
	

	W2
	
	

	W3
	
	

	W4
	Read through notes again
	

	Reading Week, 30th March
	Revisit contemporary sources with final knowledge and plan
	Final writing plan

	
	Make sure all material needed is read 
	Begin writing

	Block 6, 6th April, Dissertation
	Aim for atleast 2.5k words a week
	Entirely complete writing 

	W1
	Create PowerPoint and rehearse, write out first topic entirely 
	Presentation 8th April

	W2
	
	

	W3
	Make sure I am already at the conclusion 
	Send out unfinished draft for early proof read 

	W4
	conclusion
	Dissertation lecture 1st May

	End of Year
	Proof reading 
	Proof read and SUBMIT!!!!

	W1
	
	Final submission 7th May



