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    At the heart of Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parzival is a journey from ambition to understanding, in which a naïve youth’s hunger for knighthood is gradually tested by encounters with suffering and responsibility, until the glitter of chivalry gives way to a more demanding ideal shaped by empathy, conscience, and the hard-learned art of asking the right questions at the right time, set against the shifting courts and battlefields of Arthurian romance and the spiritual horizon that beckons beyond them, a story of self-education in which outer prowess must yield to inner sight.

Composed in the early 13th century, likely between about 1200 and 1210, Wolfram’s Parzival is a Middle High German Arthurian romance that blends courtly adventure with spiritual inquiry. Set amid the courts of King Arthur and far-reaching journeys across a mythicized European landscape, it traces the ideals and contradictions of chivalric culture. Written in rhymed couplets with a distinctive, self-aware narrator, the poem belongs to the flowering of medieval German literature alongside other major epics. It reworks and greatly expands material associated with Chrétien de Troyes’ unfinished Perceval while pursuing its own design.

The poem opens with a sheltered youth raised far from the world who, dazzled by the rumor of knights, leaves the forest to seek his place among them. His path leads toward Arthur’s court and onward to episodes that bind prowess to questions of duty, compassion, and spiritual meaning, including the enigmatic figure of the Grail. Readers encounter a narrative voice that alternates between playful irony and grave counsel, digressing to comment on motives, fate, and the limits of appearances. The mood shifts from exuberant spectacle to contemplative stillness, mirroring the hero’s uneven apprenticeship in seeing truly.

Parzival is often read as a drama of education: how a person learns to interpret the world, and how mistaken habits of perception can harm others. It probes the tension between external honor and inward integrity, asking what knighthood means when combat prowess collides with the needs of the vulnerable. Speech and silence carry ethical weight; the right word can heal, the wrong word can wound, and failures of attention have consequences. Religious currents shape the story’s horizon, yet Wolfram’s emphasis on compassion grounds its spirituality in earthly relationships, from family bonds to the claims of strangers.

Formally, the poem interlaces journeys, setting the central quest alongside parallel adventures that test different aspects of courtly life—loyalty, judgment, hospitality, and the fine line between valor and vainglory. Wolfram’s narrator cultivates intimacy with the audience, acknowledging uncertainties, weighing competing values, and turning digressions into occasions for insight. Symbolic patterns—especially colors, armor, and the changing meanings of names—chart the hero’s shifting identity. Humor and sudden pathos coexist: from comic misunderstandings to scenes of quiet desolation, the tonal range widens the moral canvas and resists any simple formula for what counts as success. The result is a narrative that feels at once courtly and exploratory, inviting reflection as well as rereading.

For contemporary readers, Parzival matters because it frames growth not as a straight ascent but as a reckoning with ignorance, harm, and repair. Its questions—how to listen, whom to serve, how to balance loyalty to institutions with attention to those in pain—remain urgent. The poem’s crossings of cultural and religious boundaries complicate simple in-group heroics, asking what kinship might mean beyond blood or banner. It also models ethical uncertainty: choices rarely arrive with clear labels, and the courage to revise oneself becomes as important as boldness on the field. Readers interested in leadership, empathy, and restorative justice will find resonant provocations rather than tidy answers.

Approach Parzival as both story and meditation: enjoy the tournaments, festivals, and marvels, but linger over the pauses where the narrator weighs motive and meaning. A patient reading welcomes repetition and variation, noticing how small decisions echo across later scenes. Background in Arthurian legend can enrich the experience, yet the poem stands on its own, guiding newcomers with signposts of feeling—bewilderment, shame, resolve, and hope. Allow the work’s medieval framework to challenge modern assumptions, and you may find its central promise intact: that true knighthood is a practice of attention to others. Read slowly, and let its questions accumulate.
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    Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parzival, a Middle High German romance from the early thirteenth century, traces a hero’s maturation within a wide, multi-cultural Arthurian world. The poem opens not with its title figure, but with his father, Gahmuret, an adventurous knight whose travels extend across Christendom and beyond. Seeking honor and service, Gahmuret allies with distant rulers and contracts marriages that carry political and personal consequence. From these unions come two sons in separate realms, establishing the tale’s key concern with lineage and identity. This prologue sets a tone of chivalric striving, religious difference, and intertwined destinies that will shape the younger hero’s path.

After Gahmuret’s death, his widow, Herzeloide, retreats to the wilderness to raise their son, Parzival, far from the dangers of knighthood. She intends to preserve his life through ignorance, fostering a sheltered innocence that nevertheless sparks curiosity. When Parzival encounters mounted warriors in the forest, he mistakes them for angels and resolves to seek their world. Despite his mother’s warnings and naive equipment, he departs for King Arthur’s court. This departure frames the story’s central movement: a rustic youth entering a sophisticated order he barely understands, where conduct, reputation, and mercy must be learned step by step rather than assumed.

Parzival arrives at court in awkward fashion, drawing ridicule before inadvertently provoking a duel with a famed knight in red armor. By winning that fight and claiming the fallen man’s equipment, he obtains the outward signs of a profession whose inner rules he does not yet grasp. A seasoned mentor, Gurnemanz, instructs him in restraint, decorum, and tactical prudence. Among the lessons is a caution against excessive questioning, a precept that will later carry weighty consequences. Now properly trained in manners and technique, Parzival reenters the world of tournaments and campaigns with a mixture of boldness and unquestioned simplicity.

His path leads to a beleaguered realm where a young queen, Condwiramurs, faces ruin from siege and political pressure. Parzival champions her cause, demonstrating practical courage and a budding sense of responsibility that rises above self-display. Their union, presented as both affectionate and legitimate, anchors the hero in lawful love and loyal service. Yet the demands of knighthood and his desire to prove himself compel him to ride on. The narrative thereby balances domestic commitment and public action, suggesting that a complete knight must reconcile private bonds with the wider claims of duty, honor, and the search for meaning.

Parzival then reaches a secluded castle presided over by a grievously wounded sovereign, a host whose condition casts a somber spell over the revels. A solemn procession bearing a miraculous object passes before the guest. Remembering counsel to curb intrusive speech, Parzival remains silent, withholding the compassionate inquiry that might have addressed what he witnesses. By morning, the place is gone from him, and his hosts are beyond his aid. This episode marks a defining pivot: external prowess proves insufficient without empathetic attention, and a single missed question reshapes the course of the hero’s journey from glory to responsibility.

Returning to Arthur’s circle, Parzival’s earlier omission is publicly exposed by a stern messenger, and his reputation suffers. Stricken and estranged from divine favor by his own declaration, he wanders through years of trial that test body and spirit alike. In time he reaches a hermit, Trevrizent, whose teaching links personal fault to wider providence, interprets the marvels he has seen, and situates Parzival within a lineage connected to the wounded king. Through confession, instruction, and renewed devotion, the hero regains clarity of purpose. He vows to seek again the place he failed, now guided by conscience rather than pride.

Interwoven with Parzival’s progress are extended adventures of Gawan, a distinguished knight of Arthur’s court. His episodes—courts beset by intrigue, perilous hospitality, and marvels that test balance and restraint—develop a complementary portrait of chivalry. Gawan’s constancy under complex social pressures, especially in matters of courtesy and promises, offers a worldly counterpoint to Parzival’s spiritual learning. Through duels, riddling trials, and fraught courtships, he navigates obligations without losing honor. These parallel narratives illuminate the poem’s double focus: perfect knighthood demands both inner reform and outward tact, and Arthurian excellence comprises ethical judgment as much as battlefield success.

With faith steadied and purpose refined, Parzival rides anew and confronts a formidable champion from distant lands. Their fierce combat ends not in enmity but in recognition of unexpected kinship, a revelation that gathers the poem’s themes of mixed heritage and mutual respect. Joined now by this ally, Parzival advances toward the hidden community he once left, carrying both martial readiness and a humbled heart. The inclusion of diverse backgrounds within a shared quest emphasizes the romance’s interest in unity across difference, as questions of belief, legitimacy, and service frame the approach to mysteries awaiting lawful, compassionate resolve.

In the closing movement, converging strands—Arthur’s courtly order, Gawan’s concluded trials, and Parzival’s renewed approach to the mysteries he witnessed—reach resolution. Matters of suffering and stewardship are addressed through rightly timed words as much as deeds, and the narrative affirms that mature knighthood pairs courage with pity and fidelity. The poem links personal vocation to a higher charge, suggesting that authority flows from empathy, truthfulness, and trust in providence. Without detailing the final scene, the romance concludes by aligning worldly honor with a sacred mandate, leaving its hero’s path as a model of tested, compassionate leadership.
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    Parzival unfolds in a mythic Arthurian West that mirrors the geography and institutions of twelfth- and early thirteenth-century Latin Christendom. Courts like Arthur’s Camelot resemble real princely residences across Britain, Brittany, and the Rhineland, while fortified castles, tourneys, and vassalage evoke the feudal order. The Grail fortress, Munsalvaesche, is imagined in mountainous terrain at the edge of Christendom, an echo of frontier zones known to contemporaries. Chronologically, the story inhabits the world shaped by crusading and reform, when knighthood and sanctity were being redefined. Its social frame assumes a hierarchy of lords, ministeriales, and clerics, with Christian rites and penitential discourse guiding conduct and legitimizing rule.

The crusading movement, launched at Clermont in 1095 by Pope Urban II, dominated European horizons for generations. The First Crusade seized Jerusalem in 1099 under leaders such as Godfrey of Bouillon and Raymond of Toulouse; the Latin states then weathered reversals, including the fall of Edessa in 1144 that prompted the Second Crusade (1147–1149) led by Conrad III and Louis VII. Saladin’s victory at Hattin in 1187 and the loss of Jerusalem galvanized the Third Crusade (1189–1192) of Frederick I Barbarossa, Richard I, and Philip II. Wolfram wrote Parzival circa 1200–1210, when news, relics, and veterans from these expeditions circulated through German courts. The poem’s recurrent encounters with so called heathen realms, from North Africa to the Levant, reflect a Europe fascinated by and entangled with Islamic polities. Gahmuret’s service to non Christian rulers, his marriage to the Moorish queen Belacane, and the birth of Feirefiz dramatize cross cultural warfare, alliance, and kinship that crusading contact made imaginable. The legend of Prester John, first diffused in a Latin letter around 1165 and often linked to hopes of an eastern Christian ally, also echoes in Wolfram’s narrative when Feirefiz weds the Grail bearer and rules in India, fathering a priestly king. Parzival’s ultimate kingship is framed by penitence rather than conquest, an implicit comment on the moral costs of holy war. Yet the martial rigor, vows, and sacral rhetoric surrounding the Grail brotherhood clearly borrow crusading idioms of purification and service. The poem thus absorbs concrete crusade era names, places, and anxieties, transposing them into an interior battle over rightful violence, compassion, and divine election.

New military religious orders arose to protect pilgrims and the Latin East. The Knights Templar crystallized around 1119 and received formal recognition at the Council of Troyes in 1129, championed by Bernard of Clairvaux in his treatise praising the new knighthood. The Hospitallers secured papal privileges by 1113, and the Teutonic Order emerged in 1190 at Acre, receiving imperial and papal favor by 1198. Their vows of poverty, chastity, obedience, and disciplined warfare reshaped elite ideals. Wolfram pointedly names the Grail guardians Templeisen, evoking Templars’ secrecy, liturgical discipline, and martial sanctity; the Grail community reads as an imaginative transposition of order rules into a mythic, mountain bound polity.

Feudal institutions and the rise of ministeriales, legally unfree knights elevated by service, marked the German lands in the twelfth century. Emperors such as Frederick I Barbarossa (imperial coronation 1155) relied on these professionals for administration and war, blurring lines between birth and merit. Tournaments proliferated as displays of prowess and patronage, even as the Church condemned them, notably at the Second Lateran Council in 1139. The spectacular festival at Mainz in 1184, celebrating the knighting of Barbarossa’s sons, shows the political stagecraft of chivalry. Parzival’s awkward initiation, training, and eventual mastery of courtly and martial codes mirror this social machinery that manufactured knighthood and negotiated status.

High politics in the Empire during Wolfram’s lifetime were riven by disputed succession. Henry VI died in 1197, triggering a double election in 1198: Philip of Swabia for the Hohenstaufens and Otto IV for the Welfs. The civil war ended only after Philip’s assassination at Bamberg in 1208, Otto’s imperial coronation in 1209, his excommunication in 1210, and Frederick II’s arrival and election in 1212. Competing claims, oaths, and rituals of legitimation were hotly contested. Parzival’s dramatization of the wounded Grail king Anfortas, the vacant or compromised throne, and the testing of rightful rule reflect a world preoccupied with the ethics and sacraments of sovereignty.

Ecclesiastical reform and penitential culture reshaped lay life. The Cistercian movement, founded in 1098, and the preaching of Bernard of Clairvaux (d. 1153) advanced ideals of austerity and affective piety. The Fourth Lateran Council in 1215 mandated annual confession and communion and codified Eucharistic doctrine, deepening lay sacramental practice. These developments framed knighthood within a regimen of sin, contrition, and grace. In Parzival, the hermit Trevrizent catechizes the hero in confession and charity; the Grail, a miraculous stone that feeds the elect, is closely aligned with providential sustenance and moral purification. The book thus mirrors the integration of knightly ethos with monastic spirituality and pastoral discipline.

Princely courts fostered a competitive culture of magnificence and governance that provided the social matrix for Wolfram’s work. Landgrave Hermann I of Thuringia (r. 1190–1217) and other German princes staged diets, tournaments, and largesse as instruments of rule, while attracting administrators, jurists, and performers. Such courts were nodes in networks stretching from the Rhineland to Burgundy and Italy, where diplomatic marriages and feasts negotiated power. Parzival’s lavish scenes of hospitality, gift exchange, and ritual seating reproduce the choreography of real assemblies. The poem’s sensitivity to protocol, heraldry, and counsel reflects the political pedagogy of court society, which trained elites to balance bravery, prudence, and service.

As social and political critique, the book exposes the inadequacy of birth, ceremony, and sheer prowess without compassion and moral knowledge. Parzival’s initial silence before Anfortas indicts forms of chivalry that value reputation over charity, echoing ecclesiastical rebukes of empty tournament culture and violent ambition. The Grail community’s quasi monastic discipline implicitly measures princes and knights against vows of service rather than conquest. Cross cultural kinship through Belacane and Feirefiz challenges rigid Christian Muslim binaries prevalent in crusade rhetoric, hinting at the dignity of the Other. The narrative presses rulers to heal their peoples rather than prolong wounds, a rebuke to factional succession wars and to clerical or noble indifference to suffering.
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In presenting, for the first time, to English readers the greatest work of Germany's greatest mediæval poet, a few words of introduction, alike for poem and writer, may not be out of place. The lapse of nearly seven hundred years, and the changes which the centuries have worked, alike in language and in thought, would have naturally operated to render any work unfamiliar, still more so when that work was composed in a foreign tongue; but, indeed, it is only within the present century that the original text of the Parzival has been collated from the MSS. and made accessible, even in its own land, to the general reader. But the interest which is now felt by many in the Arthurian romances, quickened into life doubtless by the genius of the late Poet Laureate, and the fact that the greatest composer of our time, Richard Wagner, has selected this poem as the groundwork of that wonderful drama, which a growing consensus of opinion has hailed as the grandest artistic achievement of this century, seem to indicate that the time has come when the work of Wolfram von Eschenbach[1] may hope to receive, from a wider public than that of his own day, the recognition which it so well deserves.

Of the poet himself we know but little, save from the personal allusions scattered throughout his works; the dates of his birth and death are alike unrecorded, but the frequent notices of contemporary events to be found in his poems enable us to fix with tolerable certainty the period of his literary activity, and to judge approximately the outline of his life. Wolfram's greatest work, the Parzival, was apparently written within the early years of the thirteenth century; he makes constant allusions to events happening, and to works produced, within the first decade of that period; and as his latest work, the Willehalm, left unfinished, mentions as recent the death of the Landgrave Herman of Thuringia, which occurred in 1216, the probability seems to be that the Parzival was written within the first fifteen years of the thirteenth century. Inasmuch, too, as this work bears no traces of immaturity in thought or style, it is probable that the date of the poet's birth cannot be placed much later than 1170.

The name, Wolfram von Eschenbach, points to Eschenbach in Bavaria as in all probability the place of his birth, as it certainly was of his burial. So late as the end of the seventeenth century his tomb, with inscription, was to be seen in the Frauen-kirche of Ober-Eschenbach, and the fact that within a short distance of the town are to be found localities mentioned in his poems, such as Wildberg, Abenberg, Trühending, Wertheim, etc., seems to show that there, too, the life of the poet-knight was spent.

By birth, as Wolfram himself tells us, he belonged to the knightly order (Zum Schildesamt bin Ich geboren), though whether his family was noble or not is a disputed point, in any case Wolfram was a poor man, as the humorous allusions which he makes to his poverty abundantly testify. Yet he does not seem to have led the life of a wandering singer, as did his famous contemporary, Walther von der Vogelweide; if Wolfram journeyed, as he probably did, it was rather in search of knightly adventures, he tells us: 'Durchstreifen muss Der Lande viel, Wer Schildesamt verwalten will[1q],' and though fully conscious of his gift of song, yet he systematically exalts his office of knight above that of poet. The period when Wolfram lived and sang, we cannot say wrote, for by his own confession he could neither read nor write ('I'ne kan decheinen buochstap,' he says in Parzival; and in Willehalm, 'Waz an den buochen steht geschrieben, Des bin Ich kunstelos geblieben'), and his poems must, therefore, have been orally dictated, was one peculiarly fitted to develop his special genius. Under the rule of the Hohenstaufen the institution of knighthood had reached its highest point of glory, and had not yet lapsed into the extravagant absurdities and unrealities which characterised its period of decadence; and the Arthurian romances which first found shape in Northern France had just passed into Germany, there to be gladly welcomed, and to receive at the hands of German poets the impress of an ethical and philosophical interpretation foreign to their original form.

It was in these romances that Wolfram, in common with other of his contemporaries, found his chief inspiration; in the Parzival, his master-work, he has told again the story of the Quest for, and winning of, the Grail; told it in connection with the Perceval legend, through the medium of which, it must be remembered, the spiritualising influence of the Grail myth first came into contact with the brilliant chivalry and low morality of the original Arthurian romances; and told it in a manner that is as truly mediæval in form as it is modern in interpretation. The whole poem is instinct with the true knightly spirit; it has been well called Das Hohelied von Rittertum, the knightly song of songs, for Wolfram has seized not merely the external but the very soul of knighthood, even as described in our own day by another German poet; Wolfram's ideal knight, in his fidelity to his plighted word, his noble charity towards his fellow-man, lord of the Grail, with Its civilising, humanising influence, is a veritable 'true knight of the Holy Ghost.' In a short introduction such as this it is impossible to discuss with any fulness the fascinating problems connected with this poem, one can do no more than indicate where the principal difficulties lie. These may be briefly said to be chiefly connected with the source from which Wolfram derived his poem, and with the interpretation of its ethical meaning. That Wolfram drew from a French source we know from his own statement, he quotes as his authority a certain 'Kiot the Provençal,' who, in his turn, found his information in an Arabian MS. at Toledo. Unfortunately no such poet, and no such poem, are known to us, while we do possess a French version of the story, Li Conte del Graal, by Chrêtien de Troyes, which, so far as the greater part of the poem (i.e. Books III. to XIII.) is concerned, shows a remarkable agreement not only in sequence of incidents, but even in verbal correspondence, with Wolfram's work. Chrêtien, however, does not give either the first two or the last three books as we find them in Wolfram. The account of Perceval's father, and of his death, is by another hand than Chrêtien's, and does not agree with Wolfram's account; and the poem, left unfinished by Chrêtien, has been continued and concluded at great length by at least three other writers, who have evidently drawn from differing sources; whereas Wolfram's conclusion agrees closely with his introduction, and his whole poem forms the most harmonious and complete version of the story we possess. Wolfram knew Chrêtien's poem, but refers to it with contempt as being the wrong version of the tale, whereas 'Kiot' had told the venture aright. The question then is, where did Wolfram really find those portions of his poems which he could not have drawn from Chrêtien? Is 'Kiot' a real, or a feigned, source?

Some German critics have opined that Wolfram really knew no other poem than Chrêtien's, and that he boldly invented all that he did not find there, feigning another source in order to conceal the fact. Others have maintained that whether 'Kiot' be the name of the writer or not, Wolfram certainly had before him a French poem other than Li Conte del Graal.

It certainly seems in the highest degree improbable that a German poet should have introduced the Angevin element, lacking in Chrêtien; Wolfram's presentment of the Grail, too, differs in toto from any we find elsewhere, with him it is not the cup of the Last Supper, but a precious stone endowed with magical qualities. It is true that Chrêtien does not say what the Grail was, but simply that 'du fin or esmeree estoit, pieres pressieuses avoit el graal de maintes manieres,' yet it seems scarcely likely that Wolfram should have interpreted this as a precious stone, to say nothing of sundry Oriental features peculiar to his description. But whence Wolfram derived his idea of the Grail is a problem which it is to be feared will never now be completely solved.

The discussion as to the ethical meaning Wolfram attached to the story seems more hopeful of results, as here we do possess the requisite data, and can study the poem for ourselves. The question between critics is whether Wolfram intended to teach a purely religious lesson or not; whether the poem is an allegory of life, and Parzival a symbol of the Soul of man, hovering between Faith and Doubt, perplexed by the apparent injustice of God's dealings with men, and finally fighting its way through the darkness of despair to the clear light of renewed faith in God; or have we here a glorification of the knightly ideal? a declaration of the poet-knight's belief that in loyal acceptance of, and obedience to, the dictates of the knightly order, salvation is to be won? Can the true knight, even though he lack faith in God, yet by keeping intact his faith with man, by very loyalty and steadfastness of purpose, win back the spiritual blessing forfeited by his youthful folly? Is Parzival one of those at whose hands 'the Kingdom of Heaven suffereth violence'? It may well be that both these interpretations are, in a measure, true, that Wolfram found the germ of the religious idea already existing in his French source, but that to the genius of the German poet we owe that humanising of the ideal which has brought the Parzival into harmony with the best aspirations of men in all ages. This, at least, may be said with truth, that of all the romances of the Grail cycle, there is but one which can be presented, in its entirety, to the world of to-day with the conviction that its morality is as true, its human interest as real, its lesson as much needed now as it was seven hundred years ago, and that romance is the Parzival of Wolfram von Eschenbach.

Some words as to the form of the original poem, and the method followed in translation, may be of interest to the reader. The original Parzival is a poem of some 25,000 lines, written in an irregular metre, every two lines rhyming, reim-paar. Among modern German translators considerable difference of opinion as to the best method of rendering the original appears to exist. Simrock has retained the original form, and adheres very closely to the text; his version certainly gives the most accurate idea of Wolfram's style; San Marte has allowed himself considerable freedom in versification, and, unfortunately, also in translation; in fact, he too often gives a paraphrase rather than a reproduction of the text. Dr. Bötticher's translation omits the Gawain episodes, and, though close to the original, has discarded rhyme. It must be admitted that Wolfram is by no means easy to translate, his style is obscure and crabbed, and it is often difficult to interpret his meanings with any certainty. The translator felt that the two points chiefly to be aimed at in an English version were, that it should be faithful to the original text, and easy to read. The metre selected was chosen for several reasons, principally on account of the length of the poem, which seemed to render desirable a more flowing measure than the short lines of the original; and because by selecting this metre it was possible to retain the original form of reim-paar. As a general rule one line of the English version represents two of the German poem, but the difference of language has occasionally demanded expansion in order to do full justice to the poet's meaning. Throughout, the translator's aim has been to be as literal as possible, and where the differing conventionalities of the thirteenth and nineteenth centuries have made a change in the form of expression necessary, the meaning of the poet has been reproduced, and in no instance has a different idea been consciously suggested. That there must of necessity be many faults and defects in the work the writer is fully conscious, but in the absence of any previous English translation she can only hope that the present may be accepted as a not altogether inadequate rendering of a great original; if it should encourage others to study that original for themselves, and learn to know Wolfram von Eschenbach, while at the same time they learn better to understand Richard Wagner, she will feel herself fully repaid.

* * * * *

The translator feels that it may be well to mention here the works which have been principally relied on in preparing the English translation and the writers to whom she is mostly indebted.

For the Text Bartsch's edition of the original Parzival, published in Deutsche Classiker des Mittelalters, has been used throughout, in connection with the modern German translation by Simrock.

In preparing the Notes use has been made of Dr. Bötticher's Introduction to his translation of the Parzival, and the same writer's Das Hohelied von Rittertum; San Marte's translation has also been
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