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What is the process of literary creation described in Marie’s prologue? In your view what are the implications for how we read the lais?

In this essay I intend to show that Marie de France’s identity, whilst little is known about it for certain, would have influenced her process of literary creation in several ways, it being defined by her historical and geographical context and the literary traditions she both inherited and informed; and I will also be arguing that there are several effects owed to her process of literary creation, these effects being both typical and atypical of the genre of the lais. 
	Marie de France is a writer about whom little precise biographical information is known; she is believed to have been writing at around 1180AD, though where exactly she resided (whether in England or France) is debated; possible identities attributed to her are manifold, and range from, but are not limited to: the abbess of Shaftsbury; ‘the illegitimate half-sister of Henry II of England’[footnoteRef:1] (the king for whom she writes is assumed to be Henry II); ‘the abbess of Reading; the countess of Boulogne; or Marie de Meulan, a daughter of one of the great nobles of Burgundy.’[footnoteRef:2] She gives us little information about the particulars of her circumstances. She was versed in three languages (Latin, English, French, at least) and she knew of Breton culture (a few Breton words are used in her work). This contentiousness surrounding her identity provides leeway in assessing which traditions and conventions may have been prevailing at her time of writing and how these would have affected what she wrote.  [1:  Dorothy Gilbert, Marie de France Poetry, W. W. Norton and Company, Inc., U.S.A., 2005, pg. xi]  [2:  Ibid., pg. xi] 

	What is known for certain is that ‘[she] knew her Ovid; she knew her clergie …; she had a great store of popular tales that had existed in many parts of Europe for centuries before her time’[footnoteRef:3]; she also ‘knew the practice of courtoisie … – courtliness, refined love between men and women.’[footnoteRef:4] This we can assume from the implication that she would most likely have been writing for the court, perhaps specifically (though not exclusively) with women in mind, and also from her evident knowledge of the practices and conventions of the court, as evinced in her lais; and by making the practice of courtliness and chivalry the subject of her work, ‘she was certain of attuning her lyre to the feelings of her age’.[footnoteRef:5] We may also assume, as Joseph Bedier does, that ‘she possessed a readiness, a capacity, and … a certain rank in life, that afforded time and means to write her lais’.[footnoteRef:6] [3:  Ibid., pg. xi]  [4:  Ibid., pg. xi]  [5:  Joseph Bedier, Les Lais de Marie de France, in Revue des Deux Mondes 107, 1891, pg. 847. Trans. Dorothy Gilbert for Norton Critical Edition]  [6:  Ibid., pg. ] 

	This combination of knowledge of courtesy, and of stories which existed antecedent to her for centuries, imbues the lais with a certain character. They possess a timelessness; there is a sense of what has come before (in terms of these stories) and of their continued telling. The lais were initially told as part of a Breton oral tradition, which had been ongoing for centuries:
	
	I thought of lais that I had heard 
	… I do not wish them abandoned, lost, forgot …[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Dorothy Gilbert, op. cit., pg. 4] 


At once Marie is continuing the tradition of their telling, is ensuring their existence in some form. In this case she is setting them down as verse, where before they were orally transmuted (though, presumably, they may well have been read aloud once written in verse form), with all the connotations of that tradition; posterity is one effect of their being written in verse, as we are able to read them still, and this, we can guess from the quotation, is one of Marie’s intentions; she does ‘not wish them abandoned, lost, forgot’[footnoteRef:8]. We thus may read them as a historical record, a snapshot of the preferences of the time (in this case those preferences would be for chivalric, courtly tales).  [8:  Ibid., pg. 4] 

	Marie herself also clearly has an idea of how they might be read. She draws inspiration from the way in which classical literature was written, whereby:

	in books they made obscure
	much that they wrote …[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Ibid., pg. 4] 


This purposeful obscurantism has the benefit of keeping a work of literature fresh; it is constantly open to new readings – ‘the wise folk of another day … with their sense / give all the more intelligence’[footnoteRef:10] – hence Marie’s lais become an opportunity for readers to partake, in a manner, of the creation of the work; a dialogue is created between Marie and her readers, and the meaning of the text exists in part in this dialogue. The meaning of the text is not fixed, nor limited to what it was intended to be (as Marie’s intended meanings remain unknown). This may be said of most any text but is particularly the case here; it is also notable that by inference from this process, whereby Marie aligns herself with a tradition concerned with the reader’s ability to discern deeper meaning, ‘she makes claim by implication to her own [authority] … based on her knowledge of traditions, oral and written, Latin and vernacular.’[footnoteRef:11] The implied reader is one capable of, or interested in, giving ‘all the more intelligence’[footnoteRef:12] to the text.  [10:  Ibid., pg. 4]  [11:  Matilda Bruckner, Shaping Romance, University of Pennsylvania Press, USA, 1993, pg. 158]  [12:  Dorothy Gilbert, op. cit., pg. 3] 

	Marie as narrator in the prologue, then, is cast as a learned figure; her writing is implied to be a continuance of a tradition and at once a discontinuous fixture of that tradition. She invokes the obscurantism of classical authors (an act in accordance with tradition), whilst also eschewing merely taking from Latin and translating to French (an act discordant from tradition), this having been done by many others before her: 

	Taken from Latin, I would put
	Into French; but then I would win
	No glory there; so much is done![footnoteRef:13] [13:  Ibid., pg. 4] 


The idea of discontinuity is inherent in her work. The lais themselves, as a collection, are at once an entity possessed of an inevitable linear continuity; but, as each lai is in itself ‘a discrete entity’[footnoteRef:14], no set order is prescribed for their reading – hence an overarching fluidity or potentiality present in the text as a whole, ‘[preserving] Marie’s link with oral storytelling’[footnoteRef:15], limiting via this fluidity (which is a potential for discontinuity) the textual constrictions of linearity which she has chosen to apply to herself. In the same manner that we may read her lais as historical snapshot, as record of preference, we may also read them as an homage to a manner of telling and of transmuting; they become a bridging artefact between the oral and the written, and exist in a liminal state whereby in their form as text they may not return to or be oral, but are equally not wholly textual in nature. This is enforced by the notion of dialogue between reader and Marie, which is in continuance beyond her historical context (as evidenced by the writing of this essay); yet this (quasi-oral) dialogue is only made possible by the textuality of her lais.  [14:  Matilda Bruckner, op. cit., pg. 160]  [15:  Ibid., pg. 160] 

	I would like to now examine the claim that ‘Marie presents herself as the architect [of her work].’[footnoteRef:16] We may view Marie as architect, as someone who has designed her work from components, or has created her work by omission of certain components. This may be said of many authors; however, owing to the presence of the prologue, we are able to see that Marie presents herself as such:  [16:  Ibid., pg. 160] 

	Thus I made rhymes and poetry
	Late into night time, wakefully![footnoteRef:17] [17:  Dorothy Gilbert, op. cit., pg. 4] 


The ‘wakefully’ in this quotation may be the key to justifiably asserting that she presents herself as architect; it is to be expected that Marie may not explicitly cast herself as such. ‘Wakefully’ implies alertness and awareness of her act of writing, despite the lateness of the day in which she writes. If it may be assumed that most writing in medieval literature employs ‘the general techniques of repetition and variation’[footnoteRef:18], then Marie’s writing (outside of the prologue, in the lais themselves) employs ‘…selection and substitution’[footnoteRef:19], a specific variant of repetition and variation, in the way it treats characters; they are archetypal and, to an extent, interchangeable, consisting of a cast of pure and beautiful females of courtly manners (as in Laustic; Guigemar; Equitan; Le Fresne), questing or otherwise highly reputable knights (Guigemar; Lanval), and hubristic or jealous husbands and wives (Le Fresne; Guigemar) amongst others. That these characters are selected to appear in the lais from a repertoire of archetypes is evidence of Marie’s design; and their potential to be substituted (or to appear ‘simultaneously’ within each lai) lends itself to the possibility of subverting the linearity of the text; we read the lais as we may hear them, as existent in a separate and larger sphere of stories.  [18:  Matilda Bruckner, op. cit., pg. 162]  [19:  Ibid., pg. 162] 

	
The lais, I hope to have shown by my analysis of their prologue, occupy a recherche place in the literature of the time, and this place is owed in part to the historical context in which Marie wrote. Marie tells us much and implies more about her process of literary creation in her prologue.
	The lais simultaneously apprehend the past and the future, by sourcing from the oral Breton tradition archetypal characters and narrative arcs, whilst also partaking of a relatively novel form of textual construction which has inherent within it ideas of textual continuity. This allows us to consider the variety of ways in which we may read them: as devotional text to the king; as preservative of Breton oral tradition; as subversive of the necessity of narrative continuity in a collection; as homage to the romance tradition; as historical record; as comment upon chivalry and courtliness; or as moralistic tales, which have within them lessons for the reader to learn. Or they are tests for the reader: we are invited to ascribe to them hitherto unfound meanings, to ourselves become invested in the work, in a manner once more entwined with notions of discontinuity and tradition: it is atypical for an author to explicitly invite such investiture. In this way we may almost read them as gift; preserved in order that they may be passed on, with meaning added by each reading. 
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