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			Mysterious origins 

			In the Middle Ages, the group took precedence over the individual and texts were viewed as more important than their creators, which means that writing was generally anonymous and the identity of medieval authors often remains unknown. Furthermore, the notions of authorship, copyright and intellectual property did not exist at this time.

			The Song of Roland ends with a reference to a person called Turoldus and the Old French verb declinet. However, we do not know exactly what declinet means in this context (it could have a range of meanings, including “composed”, “told”, “transcribed”, “copied”, “translated” and “improved”), so it is impossible to affirm that Turoldus is the author of the text.

			Furthermore, the evidence suggests that The Song of Roland is the product of a long oral tradition rather than the work of one individual in particular.

		


		
			The Song of Roland

			One of the earliest works of French literature

			
					Genre: epic poem

					Reference edition: The Song of Roland. (1957) Trans. Sayers, D. L. London: Penguin.

					1st edition: 1170

					Themes: Middle Ages, French history, heroism, Christianity

			

			The Song of Roland is a landmark of medieval literature. Charlemagne is finishing an expedition in Spain, which was at that time occupied by the Saracens (the name given to Muslims by Western Europeans in the Middle Ages). As he and his men are travelling through Roncevaux, in the Pyrenees, their rearguard is ambushed by the Muslims, and the Emperor’s nephew Roland is killed. Following this defeat, a battle is fought to avenge the French losses and the traitor Ganelon is put on trial.

			At present, nine different French versions, some of which are in fragments, of The Song of Roland have been identified. The oldest of these is the Oxford manuscript, which is also unanimously agreed to be of better quality than the others. It is believed to have been produced around 1170, and comprises 4002 decasyllabic lines divided into 291 assonantal stanzas known as laisses. It is written in Anglo-Norman, and is currently held at the Bodleian Library in Oxford.

		


		
			Summary

			Betrayal (laisses 1-79, vv. 1-1016)

			Charlemagne has been fighting the Saracens in Spain for seven years. He has subdued the entire country, apart from the city of Saragossa, which is controlled by King Marsilion. Marsilion convenes an assembly of his dukes and counts.

			Blancandrin, one of Marsilion’s vassals, suggests playing a trick to get the Emperor’s army to leave: he proposes swearing that they will convert to Christianity and pledge fealty to Charlemagne, but breaking their promise as soon as he has left. Marsilion therefore sends a group of messengers, led by Blancandrin, to pass on the Saracens’ proposal.

			The Emperor reacts cautiously and offers Blancandrin his hospitality. Charlemagne summons his men the next day to ask for their counsel, and there is a heated debate between Roland, an impetuous young knight who argues against accepting the agreement by pointing to Marsilion’s past betrayals, and Ganelon, Roland’s mother’s second husband, who advocates reconciliation. Charlemagne sides with Ganelon.

			The Franks have to choose a representative to entrust with the risky task of taking the message back to Marsilion. Roland suggests sending his stepfather, since he was the main advocate for the Frankish response. Ganelon’s pride is wounded and he is furious that his stepson dares to talk to him like this, but in the end he obeys the Emperor’s order and agrees to go as ambassador. 

			On the way to Saragossa, Blancandrin and Ganelon talk, and Ganelon says that the only thing standing in the way of an end to the hostilities is Roland. The Saracen emissary then stirs up Ganelon’s resentment, to such a point that he agrees to betray his own side: Ganelon says that, without his bravest knights, Charlemagne will be unable and unwilling to continue fighting. He accepts a bribe and advises King Marsilion to ambush the rearguard of the imperial army.

			Once he is back with the Franks, Ganelon swears that the Saracens have accepted the terms of the agreement. Charlemagne has a worrying dream, but he puts it out of his mind and leads his army towards France. Ganelon suggests Roland as the commander of the rearguard, and the young man accepts, seeing this as a challenge to surmount. Meanwhile, the Saracens prepare for their attack.

			The battle (laisses 80-176, vv. 1017-2396)

			As Charlemagne’s men approach Roncevaux, the rearguard see the Saracens arriving. Oliver urges Roland to sound the horn to warn the Emperor so that he will come to their aid. Roland refuses, out of bravery, pride or a desire for glory. Before the battle, Roland, Archbishop Turpin and Oliver encourage their troops.

			The two sides clash, and hand-to-hand fighting begins. Initially, the Franks seem to have the upper hand, but in France there are storms, hail, thunder, earthquakes and sudden darkness – all portents of some imminent misfortune. At Roncevaux, the fight becomes much more unevenly matched. Oliver once again urges Roland to sound the horn, and this time he agrees.

			Charlemagne hears the signal, realises that Ganelon has betrayed them, has him seized, and doubles back to help the rearguard. However, he is too late and there is nothing he can do to prevent the disaster. Before he gets there, his knights start dropping like flies: Oliver dies, followed by Archbishop Turpin, while one of Marsilion’s hands is cut off.

			When they hear the Emperor’s bugle, the Saracens take flight. Roland is mortally wounded and tries in vain to break his sword Durendal, before stretching his right-hand glove towards God. He dies with his face turned towards Spain. When Charlemagne arrives, all that is left for him to do is to mourn his dead.

			The Saracens’ punishment (laisses 177-266, vv. 2397-3674)

			The Emperor swears that he will have revenge. God intervenes to help him: the day lasts longer, giving him more time to pursue the Saracens. The attackers are finally defeated, and Charlemagne, who is exhausted, falls asleep. St Gabriel sends him two dreams, which foretell struggles that are still to come.

			Baligant, the Emir of Babylon, comes to support Marsilion and the Saracens in Spain with his entire army. Meanwhile, Charlemagne pays tribute to his dead. 

			The Saracens appear, as if out of nowhere. The Emperor’s army faces Baligant’s army, which is much larger. This bloody battle ends with a duel between Charlemagne and the Emir, and the Franks emerge victorious, helped in particular by St Gabriel. The Franks drive the Saracens back to Saragossa. Charlemagne captures Queen Bramimond, who gives him the keys to the city. The Emperor takes her to Aix-la-Chapelle.

			Ganelon’s punishment (laisses 267-291, vv. 3675-4002)

			Charlemagne makes a triumphant return to France. He goes to Narbonne and places Roland’s horn on the altar of St Severin in Bordeaux. Roland, Oliver and Turpin are buried at Blaye. In Aix, Roland’s fiancée Aude is waiting for him; when she is told that he has died, she too dies of grief. 

			All of the judges in the empire under the authority of Charlemagne come together to judge Ganelon. He is defended by 30 of his relatives, with Pinabel as their spokesman. When it is looking like Ganelon might be acquitted, a knight called Thierry refuses to stand for it. He duels with Pinabel, who is killed, and Ganelon is quartered. Queen Bramimond, who is still a captive, is baptised at Aix and given the name Juliana.

			Charlemagne is tired and dozes off. St Gabriel appears again and urges him to carry out a new mission: save King Vivien, who is under siege in Imphe.

		


		
			Character study

			The heroes: Roland and Charlemagne

			Charlemagne is an emperor who rules over lands that stretch from the Pyrenees to the Elbe, as well as Northern Italy. The brave knight Roland is his nephew.

			Roland and Charlemagne are the main heroes of this epic. Like all heroes, they represent particular values, which form the basis of their moral code, and serve a cause which is greater than themselves. This cause is more than just a vocation; it is their life’s purpose. They identify with the cause they defend to such an extent that they end up personifying and embodying it.

			Charlemagne’s cause is both military and religious. It involves:

			
					repelling invaders (in this case, the Saracens) and bringing about peace through just wars;

					protecting and guiding the Christian community, and guaranteeing order.

			

			Roland’s cause involves:

			
					Demonstrating his bravery in all circumstances.

					Ensuring that the bond between lord and vassal is respected. This means that, as a devoted servant of his emperor, he supports his honour and legitimacy at all costs. He must also see that promises are kept once they have been made, which is why he does not look kindly on Ganelon’s endless debating.

			

			Often, the heroes talk about the ideal that they aspire to. Roland’s words of encouragement to his men before the Battle of Roncevaux Pass (laisses 88-89) are a good example of this.

			Since nothing is more important to the heroes than their cause, their behaviour is dictated by it: they base their actions on it and defend it when it is threatened or challenged. There is nothing they will not do for their cause. This is why the protagonists:

			
					Reject any compromise that could lead to a situation that does not match up to their ideal. This explains why Roland rails against Ganelon’s suggestion and refuses to blow the horn for help.

					Are immune to fear and doubt and are prepared to sacrifice themselves for their cause. Indeed, Roland dies well before the end of the poem. However, his death serves his purpose: Charlemagne’s duty to take revenge forces him to respect his initial commitment, namely seeing the war through to its end. This restores the Emperor’s honour after Ganelon’s betrayal. 

					Are constantly moving and taking action, and never rest. In The Song of Roland, lulls in the action never last for long. Charlemagne is not even able to finish keeping vigil over his dead before he is forced to react to Baligant’s attack. Furthermore, as soon as the narrative ends he is given a new mission.

			

			Ultimately, fighting to preserve the purity of their cause allows the heroes to rise above their condition as mere mortals. Their efforts make them superior to ordinary people. Indeed, the Greek work hêrôs means “demigod”. In this way, Roland’s death makes him a martyr and an exemplary figure, with this change in his status illustrated by the angels welcoming his soul (laisse 176).

			Some people see these heroes’ extreme, unconditional, exclusive (sometimes to the point of monomania or obsession) commitment to a cause as a bad thing. Roland in particular has been criticised for his excessive behaviour. It is undeniable that the characters’ dedication to their cause often precludes psychological subtlety and nuance (meaning that they are rarely detailed, complex, profound characters), as this would take us away from the crux of the plot. 

			Indeed, the essential role of epic narratives has always been to unite society – or at least a community of individuals – around shared values, which also serves to generate a feeling of identity and belonging. Seen from this angle, the heroes are a reassuring presence and a source of inspiration in the face of adversity.

			The traitors: Ganelon and Marsilion

			Ganelon is one of the barons in Charlemagne’s service, and ends up betraying his side. Marsilion is a Saracen king who rules the Spanish city of Saragossa.

			In epics, the enemies are wholly evil and duplicitous in their actions, whereas the heroes always act sincerely, fairly and in the interests of good. As such, the characters’ world often lacks nuance: it is divided into light versus darkness, good versus evil, and so on.

			The clash between two distinct, simplistic, black-and-white worlds allows the audience to identify who is on what side immediately. Furthermore, making readers or listeners feel that they are united against a common enemy is a way of strengthening group cohesion.

			Charlemagne’s task is to eliminate both
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