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Preface to the Second Edition

A huge amount of material has been published on Marie de France since the appearance of the first edition of this translation. This new edition includes both an updated and expanded Bibliography and two new lays in the Old French original, Lanval and Chevrefoil (edited here by G. S. Burgess). Lanval is Marie’s only truly Arthurian lay and it has English analogues in the form of Sir Launfal and Sir Landevale. Chevrefoil recounts an episode in the lives of Tristan and Iseut. The shortest of Marie’s lays, it possesses considerable poetic intensity and gives rise to problems of interpretation which have exercised the minds of many readers over the years.




Introduction

An introduction of this sort usually starts with certain basic facts. When and where the author was born. What the principal biographical details are which might be relevant to his or her literary output. What exactly the author wrote and under what circumstances. What the relationship is between the material being presented and that of earlier authors or of writers contemporary with the author, on whom or by whom influence could have been exerted, in respect of genre, theme or textual details. Sadly, in the case of Marie de France none of this information can be given with certainty. We can assert with conviction that at least one poet by the name of Marie was writing in the second half of the twelfth century, but it is equally certain that the author who composed the lays contained in this volume was not called Marie de France. This appellation is first attested in the Recueil de l’origine de la langue et poesie françoise by Claude Fauchet (Paris, 1581, Book II, item 84). It has been used ever since as a convenient and attractive name for our author.

One must begin by examining the textual evidence. The tales which are translated in the present volume are found in a thirteenth-century manuscript in the British Library (Harley 978). These twelve short poems in Old French are included among a number of other items principally in Latin (there is, however, in the manuscript, a collection of fables in Old French). The twelve poems, which are preceded by a fifty-six-line Prologue, are in order: Guigemar, Equitan, Le Fresne, Bisclavret, Lanval, Deus Amanz, Yonec, Laüstic, Milun, Chaitivel, Chevrefoil and Eliduc. The text of the Harley manuscript (MS H) and the order in which the poems appear form the basis of most editions and several translations, including that found in the present volume. The poems were certainly not composed in this order, and some translators (for example E. Mason and H. F. Williams) prefer to select their own order. The tales are also found in four other manuscripts, only one of which (MS S, Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, nouv. acq. fr. 1104) can be regarded as offering a substantial collection. Here the order is different and not all the poems are complete: Guigemar, Lanval, Tonec, Chevrefoil, Deus Amanz (vv. 1–159), Bisclavret (from v. 233), Milun, Le Fresne, Equitan. Another Paris manuscript (M S P, Bibliothèque Nationale, fr. 2168) contains Tonec (from v. 396), Guigemar and Lanval. Two further manuscripts, MS C (British Library, Cott. Vesp. B XIV) and MS Q (Bibliothèque Nationale, fr. 24432), contain Lanval and Tonec respectively. Thus only Guigemar, Lanval and Tonec occur in more than two manuscripts and Laüstic, Chaitivel and Eliduc are found just once. The Prologue, which prefaces the Harley collection, is absent from the other French manuscripts.

These short stories, varying in length from 118 lines (Chevrefoil) to 1,184 lines (Eliduc), with an average length of 477 lines, are traditionally called lays. The Prologue speaks of lais which the author had heard recited: ‘Des lais pensai k’oï aveie’ (‘I thought of the lays which I had heard’, v. 33); ‘Plusurs en ai oï conter’ (‘I have heard a number of them told’, v. 39). The creative process behind these twelve short compositions seems to be envisaged as follows. An aventure occurs in the life of one or more individuals, a special event or period, unexpected but often apparently preordained. The aventure was recounted and became known. It was heard by the Bretons who composed a lay about it – a short lyrical composition sung to the accompaniment of an instrument such as a harp or rote (see Guigemar, vv. 883–6). The author in turn relates (the verbs are dire and conter) the aventure, the lai, the aventure of the lai or the truth of the lai. It has been argued on the basis of expressions such as ‘conter les contes’ (Guigemar, vv. 19–21) and ‘dire le conte’ (Eliduc, vv. 1–3) that these new compositions should be entitled contes (‘tales’). But the verb conter and the concept of the conte seem to relate to the entire process by which the aventure is rescued from oblivion and transformed into a Breton lay or a short story in French. The new poems can equally well be regarded as lays: ‘Quant de laìs faire m’entremet’ (‘When I undertake to compose lays’, Bisclavret, v. I); ‘Puis que des lais ai comencé’ (‘Now that I have begun to compose lays’, Yonec, v. I).

Who is this author who sprinkles the prologues and epilogues so liberally with verbs in the first person and even intervenes on occasion to make comments within the tales? The sole indication concerning an author for the collection of poems in the Harley manuscript occurs at the beginning of what is normally regarded as the prologue to Guigemar:


Oëz, seignurs, ke dit Marie,
Ki en sun lens pas ne s’oblie. [3–4]



‘Hear, lords, the words of Marie who in her time does not neglect her obligations.’ Marie is anxious to make herself known to her audience and to stress that she does not intend to squander her talents. The somewhat obscure phrase ‘en sun tens’ (‘in her time’) may mean little more than ‘now’ (‘now that she has the opportunity, in her turn’), but there is probably an element of continuity envisaged, a link between the twelfth-century author and the ancient writers mentioned in the Prologue (the philesophe, v. 17, or the Bretons who first composed and disseminated the lays). Armed with excellent material (‘He who treats of good material’, Guigemar, v. 1 ) and endowed with the gift of knowledge and elo quence (‘He to whom God has given knowledge and eloquence of speech’, Prologue, vv. 1–2), Marie is determined not to be bullied into abandoning her work because of malicious gossip and aggressive behaviour (see Guigemar, vv. 5–18). We do not know at precisely what moment in her career Marie wrote the prologue to Guigemar, but it is clear that, when she did, her work was sufficiently well known for it to have aroused jealousy and perhaps for it to have been the object of plagiarism. It has been suggested that Marie was cross that her lay of Lanval had been used by the author of Graelenl.* Whatever the background to Marie’s remarks, we have the strong impression of dealing with an author proud of her reputation (pris) and of her literary talents.

The fact that only Guigemar of the twelve lays contains an allusion to an author provides at least some justification for the view that the twelve stories were not necessarily written by the same author. The vagaries of scribal practice and the uncertainty of manuscript transmission even make possible the extreme view that the name Marie was added by a scribe (the Harley manuscript seems to date from between fifty and eighty years after the composition of the lays) and that our author might even have been a man. The indisputably awkward link between the general Prologue and the curious two-part prologue to Guigemar (followed by the lengthy prologue to Equilan) certainly raises important questions concerning the authorship of the twelve lays, the order of composition and the nature of the collection.

However, over the years (the Lais were first published in 1819) most readers will have felt that they were reading a group of stories by one author. Few will have been convinced that the poems were written in the order found in Harley and likewise few will have attributed an equal degree of literary merit to each of the tales. Equitan lacks the subtlety of Guigemar or Lanval. Laüstic and Chevrefoil have a poetic intensity missing from Chaitivel. The question of whether the twelve poems were written by a woman is more delicate. One can point to such details as the author’s evident interest in the welfare of infants (Le Fresne and Milun) and to the central role played in the structure of the tales by the sexual frustration of young women who had been married off to older men because of their child-rearing capabilities (see Guigemar, Yonec, Laüstic, Milun and Chevrefoil). It would come as no surprise if we were to learn one day that the author of the Lais had known such unhappiness and that she had experienced loneliness in a foreign country (see Lanval, vv. 35–8). In general the heroines of the lays are likeable and resourceful creatures. In spite of the risks they are forced to run, they contrive to see their lovers at regular intervals. In Laüstic it is the lady who gives a new direction to the story by calling upon the nightingale to act as an excuse for her nocturnal rendez-vous, and it is she who hits on the idea of sending the corpse to her lover. In Milun the young girl masterminds the plan whereby her baby is spirited away to her sister in Northumbria, and it is the young man’s beloved in the Deus Amanz who proposes that he should make the trip to Salerno in search of a strength-giving potion. None of these factors is conclusive as a sign of the femininity of the author. But one wonders whether a male author would have written the words we find in the prologue to Guigemar: ‘But when there is in a country a man or a woman of great reputation, those who are jealous of his or her talents (sun bien) often say spiteful things’ (vv. 7–10).

If we are still tempted to say that a single reference to an author called Marie, in not far off 6,000 lines of text, is insufficient evidence of authorship or even of her existence, we can take heart from the remarks of a contemporary of Marie, Denis Piramus, who wrote, around 1180, a didactic poem entitled The Life of St Edmund the King.* In his lengthy prologue Denis tells us that his poem was written as a mark of repentance for a youth devoted to folly and sin. He had had ample experience of court life and with his courtly cronies composed a variety of love songs. Now his energies were to be turned towards an edifying work which would have the advantage of being true. As such it would contrast markedly with the poems of some of his contemporaries. He cites the author of the long romance Partonopeu de Blois, whose skill he praises and to whose popularity in aristocratic courts he attests. But his work, says Denis, is nothing more than ‘fable’, ‘menceonge’ or ‘sounge’, a pack of lies, fictitious nonsense. He goes on to quote the case of Dame Marie, who composed ‘les vers de lais,/Ke ne sunt pas del tut verais’ (‘lays in verse which are not at all true’, vv. 37–8). Marie’s poetry has caused great praise to be heaped on her and it is much appreciated by counts and barons and knights who love to have her writings read out again and again. Moreover, it is not only the male members of the court who take pleasure in the lays. Denis adds that ‘the lays are accustomed to please the ladies: they listen to them joyfully and willingly, for they are just what they desire’.

One could scarcely ask for clearer confirmation on a number of key issues. There was a lady by the name of Marie who wrote lays. These lays were immensely popular with men and women in aristocratic circles. Evidently Marie’s work caught the imagination of her age, in the sense both of reflecting its ideals and of satisfying its desire for entertainment. As Denis Piramus is associated only with England, we can assume that Marie was known in English courts. She is known to Denis by name, whereas he mentions merely ‘the man who composed Partonopeu’. We can see too that her poems were regarded by her contemporaries as lais (v. 37, v. 46). But, if Denis Piramus’s evidence confirms that Marie’s lays were circulating in British courts, probably during the 1170s and 1180s, we cannot thereby be certain that she wrote all the poems in the Harley collection. On this point it would be wise to look carefully at her prologues.

Five of the prologues indicate that the lay in question is not an isolated composition: Guigemar, vv. 19–21, ‘I shall tell you very briefly the tales which I know to be true, from which the Bretons composed the lays’; Bisclavret, v. 1, ‘When I undertake to compose lays’; Lanval, vv. 1–2, ‘I shall tell you the story of another lay, as it happened’; Yonec, v. 1, vv. 3–4, ‘Now that I have begun the lays … I shall relate in rhyme the stories I know concerning them’; Milun, vv. 1–2, ‘Anyone who intends to tell a new (or different) story must begin in a new (or different) way’. To this one can add the prologue to Equitan, which uses the expression ‘fere les lais’ (‘to compose the lays’, v. 7) and which is clearly meant to introduce a number of poems, and the general Prologue, which speaks of the lays which Marie had heard. The general Prologue has at least three aims. It is autobiographical in that it relates the reason why Marie selected the lays, how and why they came to be written, and the means by which they had come to her attention. It is also literary and exegetical. The Prologue opens with stress on the responsibility of the gifted, a discussion of the working habits of some of Marie’s predecessors and of the process of assimilation and interpretation, and with a comment on the value of study and of undertaking a demanding project.

The final fourteen lines of the Prologue represent a third aim, a dedication, in direct speech, to a ‘noble king’. Of the two possible candidates, Henry II and his son Henri au Cort Mantel, the former is the more likely. The Young King, crowned in 1170, may perhaps have merited the epithets pruz (‘worthy’) and curteis (‘courtly’) more than his father, but Henry II was a, cultured man and he is known to have had contact with contemporary poets such as Wace and Benoît de Sainte-Maure. Henry II was always the true king and he never invested any real authority in his sons. Hence their revolt in 1173. But, whichever king Marie had in mind, it was for the English court and for the Plantagenets that she ‘undertook to assemble the lays’ (‘M’entremis des lais assembler’, Prologue, v. 47). The verb assembler can be seen as designating the process by which each lay is put together from its constituent parts, the bringing together of the various lays in the collection now being offered to the noble king, and the careful constitution of a unified, well-balanced group of stories. The end-product is the result of a strong sense of responsibility, literary ambitions, and a good deal of burning of the midnight candle: ‘Soventes fiez en ai veillié’ (‘I have often stayed awake at night working on them’, Prologue, v. 42).

In what order were the lays composed? This is a question to which there can be no definitive answer. Some readers have felt that Guigemar, the first lay in the collection, was the first one to have been composed by Marie. It has been argued that Equitan and Chaitivel were Marie’s last lays, written after she had become acquainted with the Provençal code of love. Given the precise date of the Roman de Brut of Wace (1155) and accepting the tentative date of the Roman de Thèbes as 1150–55 and the Roman d’Eneas as 1160–65, it is possible to envisage some lays, such as the Deus Amanz and Lanval, as having been composed under the influence of the Brut and the Thèbes, and others, such as Guigemar, Eliduc and Milun, as having been influenced by these two texts, but also by the Eneas. Other lays, such as Bisclauret, Laüstic and Le Fresne, do not appear to show any specific borrowings from the three texts and could perhaps have been composed in the early 1150s. Another promising line of inquiry is the question of the geographical references in the poems. Equitan, Le Fresne, Bisclavret, the Deus Amanz, Laüstic and Chaitivel are or appear to be set fundamentally in Brittany or Normandy. There are no sea journeys in these lays and, apart from the young man’s visit to Salerno in the Deus Amanz, not much movement. These lays could well have been written in France.

Guigemar and Eliduc begin their adventures in Brittany and then leave Brittany by sea. Eliduc sails to Devon. We are not told where Guigemar lands, but Marie could have had in mind for him a destination in South Wales or south-west England. Milun, born in South Wales, is a keen traveller. At the outset of the text he is known in Ireland, Norway, Gotland, England and Scotland. His beloved is married off to a local baron while he is away in search of pris (‘fame’) as a mercenary. In the closing stages of the text he travels to Normandy and Brittany in pursuit of tournaments, and his son, on deciding that he must seek greater pris than his father, travels from his home in Northumbria to Southampton, where he catches a boat for Barfleur, near Cherbourg, a common route from England to France. He too heads for the tournaments of Brittany. The town of Caerleon in Gwent is mentioned in Milun and this town reappears in Yonec, which also mentions Caerwent, a few miles away. Lanval is set in Carlisle, Eliduc contains references to Totnes and Exeter, and Chevrefoil, set in Cornwall, mentions Tintagel. Like Milun, Tristram was born in South Wales. Thus everything suggests that when writing the lays in this group Marie herself had travelled. She had perhaps settled in Britain, having left France as a result of marriage or in the furtherance of her professional career. Adding the criterion of literary merit, one can argue that Equitan, Chaitivel and Bisclavret, despite being interesting stories and illustrating several themes common to the entire collection, are less well written than the other lays and may have been composed before them. The prologue to Equitan could well have been intended originally as the introduction to the new genre and the new undertaking on which Marie was embarking. The Harley collection, which was not necessarily the first collection to be established by Marie, was probably prepared after she had lived in Britain for a few years. It must have been presented to the Plantagenet court no later than the 1180s. Henry II died in 1189, the Young King in 1183. There is no discernible influence in the Lais from Chrétien de Troyes, which might suggest that the collection was offered as early as the 1160s, before the murder of Becket and the deterioration in Henry’s domestic life. In arranging her lays Marie may have deliberately placed a longer lay, containing a positive illustration of the power of love and the importance of fidelity, before a shorter composition depicting the painful, tragic consequences of love and foolish or vicious behaviour. In the case of Chevrefoil and Eliduc this process was reversed in order to provide a fitting conclusion for the collection. Marie may also have had mathematical considerations in mind, to ensure that a pair of lays could be recited at one sitting.

None of this conflicts with perhaps our most precious piece of information concerning our author. The Harley manuscript, as has been mentioned, contains a collection of fables. In all, these fables occur in no less than twenty-three manuscripts. At the beginning of the Epilogue the author writes:


Al finement de cest escrit,

Qu’en Romanz ai traitié e dit,

Me numerai pur remembrance:

Marie ai num, si sui de France. [1–4]



‘At the close of this text, which I have written and composed in French, I shall name myself for posterity: my name is Marie and I come from France.’ The expression ‘pur remembrance’ (‘for posterity’) is one we encounter in the Prologue to the Lais (v. 35), in the prologue to Equitan (v. 7) and in the epilogue to Bisclavret (v. 318). Marie adds, in the Epilogue to the Fables, ‘The writer who forgets himself is a poor workman’ (‘Cil uevre mal ki sei ublie’, v. 8), using the verb sei oblier, which is also associated with her naming of herself in the prologue to Guigemar. Thus the belief that the author of the Fables and the author of the Lais are one and the same person is one which almost all readers have been willing to embrace. The morals of the fables, although more practical than any lessons to be drawn from the lays, do not conflict with the overall vision of the world depicted therein.

The collection of fables was translated from English: ‘M’entremis de cest livre faire / E de l’Engleis en Romanz traire’ (‘I undertook to write this book and to translate the English into French’, Epilogue, vv. 11–12). One notes the use of the verb entremetre (‘to undertake, begin’), which is also found in the Prologue to the Lais (vv. 32, 47). The translation of the fables from English could have been started or even completed before the Harley collection was finalized and one can assume that the task was executed in England. Marie tells us that the Fables were commissioned by a certain Count William, so a further assumption is that Marie was sufficiently well known as a poet to warrant his faith in her abilities. Marie’s Count is the most valiant man in the kingdom (Epilogue, v. 10), the flower of chivalry, learning and courtliness (Prologue, vv. 31–2), and a man with an eye for the potential of a literary form seemingly unknown in French. The question of which Count William Marie was alluding to has exercised the minds of many a scholar. During the second part of the twelfth century Count Williams were not in short supply. Tempting identifications have been made. If the Fables were composed during the reign of Henry II, William of Mandeville is a distinct possibility. Earl of Essex from 1167 to 1175, he was on excellent terms with the king. Sydney Painter has pointed out that in the Pipe Rolls for 1167–75, which indicate debts to the king, William of Mandeville was the only nobleman to be designated as Earl William, and in the Bible of Guiot de Provins (v. 388) he is listed as a literary patron.* He died in 1189. But also plausible for the early period is William of Gloucester (d. 1183), a boyhood friend of Henry II. This William was the son of Robert of Gloucester, illegitimate son of Henry II’s grandfather, Henry I. Robert was a scholar himself and a protector of writers such as William of Malmesbury and Geoffrey of Monmouth, whom he inspired to write the Historia Regum Britanniae. Henry II was educated in his house, and on his death in 1147 his son inherited his extensive lands and his great library. William of Gloucester was an influential knight who supported Henry against the rebellious barons.

For the period after the death of Henry II in 1189 a good candidate is William Longsword (born c. 1150), illegitimate son of Henry II and Rosamond Clifford. He became Earl of Salisbury in 1196 and the epitaph on his tomb, flos comitum Willelmus (‘William, flower of counts’), recalls Marie’s ‘Ki flurs est de chevalerie’ (‘Who is the flower of chivalry’, Prologue, v. 31). An even better contender perhaps is William Marshal, preceptor of the Young King and Regent of England from 1216 to 1219. William Marshal acquired the Earldom of Striguil and Pembroke in 1189 and his military skills and chivalric reputation were second to none. The lays of Guigemar, Milun and Eliduc portray knights whose ideals were actually realized by William, who single-handedly raised the standards of British knighthood. R. W. Southern points out that British knights ‘were looked on as easy game by the tougher knights of France until the professionalism of William Marshal gave them a reputation for military competence’.†

Until the later eighteenth century Marie de France was regarded simply as the author of the Fables. Moreover, she was considered as a thirteenth-century writer and the allusion to Count William was envisaged as applying to a French count such as Guillaume de Dampierre (d. 1251), Count of Flanders. For most early scholars the ‘noble king’ was Henry III of France. It was only in the last decades of the nineteenth century, thanks principally to the work of Karl Warnke, who edited the Lais (1885) and the Fables (1898), that Marie was placed firmly in the second half of the twelfth century. Warnke thought that Marie’s language differed little from that of Wace, and if this view is allied to Ernest Hoepffner’s conviction that she was considerably influenced by the Roman de Brut an early date is likely both for the Lais and the Fables. There is no reason to rule out the possibility that the Fables were begun before the composition of the later lays. The Fables could well have been dedicated to William of Mandeville or William of Gloucester, both friends of Henry II, perhaps in the 1170s. An earlier date than many scholars have assumed is also possible for the third work to be attributed commonly to Marie de France, the Espurgatoire seint Patriz. This 2,300-line account of the knight Owein’s descent into the Otherworld via a cavern on Station Island in Lough Derg (County Donegal) is based on the Tractatus de Purgatorio Sancti Patricii, written confusingly by a monk H. (either Henry or Hugh) of Sawtry (Saltry) and dedicated, even more confusingly, to abbot H. de Sartis. Abbot H. has often been identified as Henry, abbot of Old Wardon in Bedfordshire during the few years preceding 1215, which would be the approximate date of the Tractatus. But it is far more likely that the text was dedicated to Hugh, abbot from 1173 to 1185/6. Thus the Tractatus would have been written during this period, and the version by Marie (‘Jo, Marie, ai mis, en memoire, / Le livre de l’ Espurgatoire’, ‘I, Marie, have recorded for posterity the book dealing with the Purgatory’, vv. 2297–8, ed. Warnke) could have been composed around 1180, certainly no later than the early 1190s.

Who was this versatile author, the first woman of her times to have written successfully in the vernacular? She was definitely not Marie de Champagne, daughter of Eleanor of Aquitaine and patroness of Chrétien de Troyes, as Winkler suggested. A tempting, but by no means fully convincing, identification is with Marie, abbess of Shaftesbury in Dorset, illegitimate daughter of Geoffrey Plantagenet and half-sister to Henry II. A fragment of an Anglo-Norman version of the Espurgatoire legend has been found on the cover of a twelfth-century psalter belonging to the abbey at Shaftesbury (but not Marie de France’s version). One of the benefactors of the abbey was William Longsword, who gave lands to it and lent his name as a witness to a confirmation charter dating from 1198. Mary is attested as abbess in 1181 and still in 1215. The founder of the abbey was King
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