Historicising Texts : Reading Medieval Texts (CSEN4006)

Lecture 4 : Guigemar, Equitan, Le Fresne, Laüstic

1) The ‘eloquence’ of the lais
a) Exquisitely wrought narrative structure or shape in which nothing is superfluous or unnecessary. Event sequences focus on a crisis or crux in what might have been a longer, looser narrative – a romance. Elegance and economy of style.

b) Descriptio: the creation and vivid description of lively images or principal objects that are full of figurative (allegorical, metaphorical, symbolic) meaning and/or which organize the narrative and help to compartmentalize the episodes in the memory. The most recognizable “signature” of Marie’s artistic predilections is a ‘symbolic creature or artifact around which a lai is organized for maximum intensity and suggestiveness within the least possible narrative duration’ (The Lais of Marie de France, trans. with an introduction and notes by Robert Hanning and Joan Ferrante, foreword by John Fowles (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1978), p. 2).
i) Guigemar: the androgynous hind; the mysterious ship; the murals of Venus; the magic knot in Guigemar’s chemise and the chastity belt

ii) Equitan: the exchange of rings (p. 58); the baths, one of scolding water (pp. 59-60)
iii) Le Fresne: the fine piece of striped brocade from Constantinople (pp. 62, 66); the gold ring with a ruby set in it (pp. 62, 66)
iv) Laüstic: the poetic symbol of the nightingale (Laü., p. 96)

2) Relationship to the romance

a) Character types: 
i) Knights and ladies (Guig., Eq., LeF., Laü.); 
ii) Jealous (old) husbands (Guig., Laü.); 

iii) Mal mariée (Guig.; what about Eq. and Laü.?); 

iv) A character who may previously have spurned love and who is said to be taken unawares by it (Guig., p. 44; Eq., p. 57); 
v) Wise maids (Guig.).
b) Obstacles to love (Guig., Eq., LeF., Laü.); 

c) Story events: journeys, tournaments, adventures (Guig., pp. 43, 53)

d) The direction or outcome of events sometimes hinges on:

i) The intervention of the supernatural (e.g. the androgynous hind marks the episode in which Guigemar learns of his only recourse to healing; the mysterious ship ties together the previous scene with the one to follow)
ii) The arbitrary influence of the wheel of fortune (Guig., pp. 50, 52) 

e) Le Fresne: forgiveness and salvation or the restoration of what was lost, in this case the girl foundling (p. 67): ‘A foundling in romance is always a “fair unknown”: a child whose parentage may well have been told to the reader, but is not known either to the child himself (he is typically male) or to those who raise him.’ (Helen Cooper, The English Romance in Time: Transforming Motifs from Geoffrey of Monmouth to the Death of Shakespeare (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), pp. 331-32)
3) The quality and character of the love
a) Faithful  (Guig., pp. 49-50, 53)

b) Ardent and passionate, not platonic, and therefore ‘no one under its sway can retain command over reason’ (Guig., p. 48, Eq., pp. 56, 57)
c) Romantic love to be distinguished from the art of ‘controlling love’ and from ‘debauchery’ (Guig., pp. 46, 49; Eq., p. 58)

d) Courtly and chivalric (Eq., p. 56), but not consistently equated with the court (Eq., p. 58). Note the irony in the narration of Equitan, p. 56.
e) Distinct from, and may dramatically clash with, the imperatives of dynastic marriage:

i) may be adulterous – the court of love rather than the court of law is supreme (Guig.; Eq., pp. 57, 59; Laü.)

ii) occurring across the social divide (LeF., p. 65; Eq., pp. 58, 59, 60)
f) Occasionally the lais sound a didactic note of caution and reassert the rights of dynastic marriage (Eq., p. 60) or reconcile romantic love with dynastic marriage (LeF., p. 67)
g) May be founded on report (Eq., p. 56; LeF., p. 64)

h) Occasional note of practicality (Laü., p. 94)

4) Didacticism

a) Can love be seen to offer a kind of personal salvation? If so, what does it save the lovers from?

b) Ethical considerations and discriminations:
i) Narratorial tone (sympathetic in Guig. and LeF.; more judgemental in Eq.; what about Laü?)
ii) Treatment (e.g. outcome of fulfilled or frustrated passion in Guig. and Laü., respectively; deft touches of irony e.g. Equitan leaping into the bath of boiling water he has prepared to destroy his mistress’s husband). Judgements will vary as to the justice of the denouements of each tale.
iii) Yet there is reflectiveness, e.g. paired contrasts but also echoes, and the reading experience is reinforced and complicated by resonances, often ironic of previous lais.

iv) Is there a unified moral perspective on passion? Do you agree with the following statement?

Character, fortune, and the ability to seize and manipulate opportunities interact in any love relationship. Devotion, loyalty, ingenuity, which transcend marital ties or social norms, provide the grounds for our sympathies with or condemnation of any of Marie’s lovers.

(The Lais of Marie de France, trans. by Hanning and Ferrante, p. 2.)
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