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    This collection presents, in a single volume, the narrative poems conventionally known as the Lays of Marie de France, together with a prefatory piece. It gathers the core sequence of short verse narratives widely attributed to Marie—concise tales of love, trial, and marvel—alongside several texts historically transmitted with, or frequently read beside, the Breton-lai tradition. The aim is twofold: to provide readers with the principal corpus of lais associated with Marie and to situate those poems within the broader milieu of medieval courtly storytelling. Read together, these works illuminate a distinctive poetic craft and a coherent vision of human desire tested by custom, chance, and the marvelous.

The primary genre represented here is the lai: a short narrative poem in rhymed octosyllabic couplets that claims kinship with Breton tales and often engages Arthurian or courtly settings. The volume opens with a preface, a framing text that prepares readers for the themes and methods of the narratives that follow. Several items included for context are verse narratives of similar compass and sensibility. Collectively, the book therefore assembles lyric-narrative poems, a proemial piece, and cognate short narratives—forms that share brevity, narrative concentration, and a focus on love, reputation, and moral choice.

Marie de France is a poet active in the twelfth century who names herself “Marie” and is conventionally referred to as Marie de France. She composed in Old French and is among the earliest known named women writers in that language. Beyond the lais gathered here, her surviving works include a collection of fables and a visionary narrative about purgatory. The present volume, however, centers on the lais for which she is best known. These brief poems, admired for their clarity and balance, established a durable model for romance in miniature and have remained central to the study of medieval narrative art.

The lais are presented under familiar English titles that reflect long translation practice: for example, Gugemar, Equitan, The Ash Tree, The Were-Wolf, Sir Launfal, The Two Lovers, The Nightingale, Milon, Yonec, The Dolorous Knight, The Honeysuckle, and Eliduc. Title forms vary across languages and editions, and some items in this volume have circulated with alternative rubrics. Readers will also encounter texts traditionally associated with the lai corpus yet not securely attributable to Marie. The collection acknowledges such complexities of transmission while keeping the lais that scholarship consistently recognizes as Marie’s at the heart of the enterprise.

Taken together, these narratives explore the forces that bind and sunder lovers: secrecy, oath, reputation, and the conflicting claims of kinship, lordship, and personal desire. They examine hospitality and exile, the making and breaking of social bonds, and the ethics of speech—when to declare, when to conceal. The marvelous appears not as spectacle for its own sake but as an instrument of testing: a ship without sailors, a forest encounter, a metamorphosis, a sign cut in wood. Through compact plots and carefully placed recognitions, the lais measure characters against ideals of loyalty, prudence, and justice within courtly society.

Stylistically, the lais balance economy and resonance. Their octosyllabic couplets move swiftly, yet pauses for authorial reflection invite readers to weigh motive and consequence. Names of places and customs often anchor the poems, lending a sense of historical and geographic texture. Endings sometimes gesture toward memory—explaining a place-name or practice—so that private experience flows outward into collective story. The diction is lucid, the narration restrained, with a preference for sharply drawn scenes: a chamber at night, a forest path, a shoreline. The result is a poetics of clarity that nonetheless leaves space for wonder and ambiguity.

Several lais stage the testing of noble conduct in extreme circumstances. Gugemar begins with a knight marked by a mysterious wound that binds his fate to an unknown beloved. Equitan turns on a ruler whose passion strains the responsibilities of office. The Ash Tree follows a child left to fortune and raised within a noble household, her origins veiled yet consequential. The Were-Wolf portrays a loyal baron living under a secret affliction that threatens his place within the court. Each poem sets recognizable social forms—marriage, service, lineage—against unanticipated trials that demand tact, courage, and integrity.

Other lais place secrecy and vow at the center of love. Sir Launfal presents a neglected knight whose encounter with an otherworldly lady depends on a strict condition of silence. The Two Lovers traces a youthful pair confronted by a test that measures endurance and trust. The Nightingale offers the quiet drama of neighboring households where desire seeks a sign amid obstacles. Milon recounts long-parted lovers linked by a token and sustained by messages that traverse distance. The emphasis, again and again, falls on discretion, constancy, and the creative resourcefulness love inspires within tight social constraints.

A further group highlights the interplay of marvel and moral choice. Yonec imagines a woman confined by jealousy who is visited by a mysterious knight from beyond ordinary bounds. The Dolorous Knight considers competing claims upon a lady’s favor and the pain of divided recognition. The Honeysuckle distills the meeting of famed lovers into a moment of sign and understanding in the green world. Eliduc, one of the most capacious lais, follows a renowned knight whose obligations in love and loyalty come into delicate conflict. None of these narratives requires length to probe responsibility, compassion, and the costs of fulfillment.

Some titles in this volume reflect variant traditions or adjacent works. Milon is widely known as Milun; The Dolorous Knight corresponds to the lai often called Chaitivel; Sir Launfal is an Englishing of Lanval. The Lay of the Thorn appears here under a rubric used in some modern presentations of related material. The Lay of Graelent and The Chatelaine of Vergi, and a Story of Beyond the Sea, belong to the same broad orbit of short courtly narrative; they are preserved in medieval French but are not securely ascribed to Marie. Their inclusion offers readers a comparative horizon for themes central to the lais.

The presence of these cognate pieces clarifies the distinctiveness of Marie’s practice. They share with her lais a concentration on love, honor, and social testing, and they illustrate how closely allied narratives could circulate with overlapping motifs: hidden meetings, perilous proofs, gifts and tokens, the risk of speech. Yet the lais attributed to Marie display a particular poise and architectonic clarity—transitions marked with care, episodes shaped to culminate in recognition—that help explain their enduring appeal. Reading across the ensemble makes visible both a common courtly vocabulary and the singular craft of these poems.

The lasting significance of the lais lies in their refinement of romance into a portable form capable of moral and emotional depth. They have been read, copied, translated, and adapted across centuries, shaping expectations of how brief narratives can carry weight. Their influence can be traced in later medieval literatures that revisit similar trials of secrecy, ordeal, and reward, and their subjects—consent, fidelity, reputation, and the negotiation of power within intimate bonds—remain resonant. This volume invites readers to experience that legacy directly, within a carefully framed corpus that rewards attentive reading and invites reflection on love’s claims within a governed world.
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    Marie de France, active in the late twelfth century, is the earliest known woman to compose literature in French, writing in the Anglo-Norman dialect. Her celebrated Lais—short narrative poems on love, loyalty, and marvels—helped define medieval romance and the poetics of courtly narrative. Little certain is known about her life; her name, “Marie,” and her statement that she is from France survive in her prologues. Scholars place her work within the Plantagenet cultural sphere that linked England and northern France. The Lais endure for their sophisticated psychology, elegant craft, and ethical reflection, and they remain foundational texts in medieval European literature.

Marie demonstrates broad literary culture: she adapts Breton storytelling into polished octosyllabic couplets, cites the value of preserving memorable tales, and frames narratives with prologues that justify translation and authorship. Her work reflects the courtly ideals current in twelfth‑century aristocratic circles and shows familiarity with insular legend and classical moral exempla. Without revealing private details, she presents herself as a learned mediator between oral tradition and written art. The Preface to the Lais, included in this collection, announces her aim to set into verse tales that might otherwise be forgotten, thereby elevating regional materials to a prestigious literary form.

Her career is most visible through the Lais, a cohesive cycle probably composed over several years and dedicated, in her Prologue, to a “noble king.” Within this collection appear Gugemar, Equitan, Le Fresne (The Ash Tree), Bisclavret (The Were‑Wolf), Lanval (The Lay of Sir Launfal), Les Deux Amants (The Two Lovers), Laüstic (The Nightingale), Yonec, Milun (Milon), Chevrefoil (The Honeysuckle), Chaitivel (The Dolorous Knight), and Eliduc. The poems’ reception was strong enough to secure transmission in multiple medieval manuscripts. Readers valued their mixture of wonder and moral insight, a balance that made them exemplary entertainment for cultivated courts.

Across the Lais, Marie probes the ethics of love and the boundaries of social order. Bisclavret explores loyalty and identity through a knight’s involuntary transformation, while Laüstic considers secrecy, jealousy, and the costs of surveillance. Les Deux Amants treats youthful love tested by physical ordeal and parental authority. Lanval stages generosity and reputation at King Arthur’s court, dramatizing the tensions between public judgment and private allegiance. Gugemar and Yonec join marvels to questions of consent and reciprocity, and Chaitivel reflects on fame and sorrow. Throughout, Marie privileges discretion, truth‑keeping, and measured speech as the sinews of honorable life.

Formally, the Lais employ supple octosyllabic rhymed couplets and lucid narration, granting them momentum and clarity. Marie’s diction is precise yet musical, and her symbolic patterns—most famously the entwined vine and hazel in Chevrefoil—compress complex feeling into memorable images. She often frames episodes with brief authorial asides that guide interpretation without dictating it. While rooted in Breton legend, her art is thoroughly courtly: it values courtesy, prudence, and the negotiation of desire within social constraints. The Ash Tree (Le Fresne) exemplifies her gift for plotting, orchestrating recognition and reconciliation with economy, while Equitan offers a sharp caution against self‑serving passion.

In addition to the Lais, Marie is associated with a collection of fables (often called the Ysopet) and a religious narrative on Saint Patrick’s Purgatory (Espurgatoire Seint Patriz). These works, like the Lais, assert her authorship and display her concern for ethical instruction and the transmission of edifying stories. The fables offer concise moral reasoning, complementing the Lais’ fuller exploration of motive and consequence. Together they reveal a writer comfortable moving between secular romance and moral exemplum, committed to crafting French verse that could inform as well as delight a multilingual, aristocratic audience in the Anglo‑Norman world.

Marie’s later life and exact circumstances remain unknown, but her legacy is secure. The Lais continued to circulate throughout the Middle Ages and shaped later romance, influencing treatments of the fairy mistress motif, tests of fidelity, and the aesthetics of brevity. Modern readers return to them for their psychological acuity and their nuanced views on gender, speech, and power. Reliable translations and scholarly editions have kept the poems widely taught, and their settings—from Arthur’s court to shadowed forests—retain an enduring imaginative pull. Even amid biographical silence, Marie de France speaks clearly through form, judgment, and unforgettable storytelling.
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    Marie de France composed her lais in the later twelfth century, writing in Anglo-Norman French amid the cultural ferment often called the twelfth-century renaissance. The lais are short narrative poems in octosyllabic couplets that claim roots in Breton song and story. They crystallize the courtly preoccupations of their time—love, honor, secrecy, and reputation—while drawing on older insular and Celtic motifs. The period saw vigorous exchange across the English Channel after the Norman Conquest of 1066 and the consolidation of Plantagenet power. These conditions fostered a cosmopolitan aristocratic milieu in which romance, history, and learned theology circulated together and shaped literary experimentation.

Politically, the Angevin realm linked England with substantial territories in northern and western France under Henry II (r. 1154–1189) and his successors. Aristocrats, clerics, and entertainers moved frequently between courts in Normandy, Brittany, Anjou, and Aquitaine. Marie addresses a “noble king” in a prologue, situating her work near royal patronage without naming a specific monarch. The lais speak to the values of that trans-Channel elite: prowess, lineage, and self-mastery under scrutiny in intimate relationships. Simultaneously, the “Matter of Britain” surged in prestige through Geoffrey of Monmouth and Wace, preparing audiences to recognize Arthurian contexts and Breton geographies that surface across the collection.

Culturally, the lais participate in the rise of vernacular literature alongside Latin learning. Troubadour and trouvère traditions cultivated fin’amors, refining how poets articulated desire and restraint. Performance and reading overlapped: lais were associated with music and professional entertainers (jongleurs), yet they also entered book culture. Marie frames her poems as translations or adaptations of Breton narratives, foregrounding memory and truth-telling. The lais circulated in several thirteenth-century manuscripts, notably British Library Harley MS 978. Their manuscript transmission, illuminated rubrics, and orderly sequencing testify to new expectations for vernacular authorship, audience, and authority during the twelfth-century renaissance.

Church reform also formed a crucial background. Gratian’s Decretum (c. 1140) synthesized canon law, defining marriage chiefly by mutual consent, while condemning adultery and coercion. Later councils, including the Third Lateran Council (1179), amplified pastoral oversight; the Fourth Lateran Council (1215) would later regularize public proclamation of marriages. These debates made the ethics of consent, secrecy, and legitimacy pressing issues for noble households. The lais test the boundaries between passion and legal order, the obligations of oaths, and the claims of spiritual vows. Their nuanced treatment of penance, vows, and clerical counsel reflects the era’s concern with aligning lay conduct to Christian discipline.

The preface situates Marie within learned and courtly discourses that prized the preservation of wisdom. Invoking the duty to translate and transmit memorable tales, she aligns the lais with a moral and cultural project: rescuing exemplary stories from oblivion and ornamenting them with eloquence. That posture echoes twelfth-century prologues across history and science, which justify vernacular instruction without supplanting Latin authority. Her emphasis on clarity, truth, and the correction of error mirrors pedagogical ideals of the schools. The preface thereby embeds the lais in the larger intellectual climate, presenting courtly narrative as a legitimate vehicle for moral reflection and social memory.

The Lay of Gugemar unfolds within a maritime and cross-Channel world shaped by aristocratic travel, trade, and warfare. Its sea voyage motif resonates with insular Celtic journey narratives familiar to medieval audiences, while its setting among fortified coastal lordships reflects the militarized seaboard of Brittany and Normandy. Courtly hunting, a prime aristocratic pastime regulated by custom and privilege, frames the hero’s testing. The lai explores the nexus of reputation and reciprocity that governed elite alliances. Its emphasis on marvel and destiny neither rejects nor replaces social norms; rather, it subjects noble identity to trials recognizable in a mobile, seafaring aristocracy.

The Lay of the Dolorous Knight (Le Chaitivel) echoes the tournament culture that proliferated across northern France despite periodic ecclesiastical censure. Tournaments fostered knightly renown, wealth, and social networking, but they also drew criticism for bloodshed and vanity. In the twelfth century, such events created a stage for evaluating masculine prowess against the claims of discretion and prudence promoted by clerical moralists and courtly etiquette. By turning on the costs of competitive glory, the lai tests the calculus of honor and desire in a milieu where public display—of arms and of love—could enhance or imperil a reputation essential to feudal advancement.

The Lay of Eliduc addresses knightly service and mobility, commonplace in the Angevin world where vassals sought employment beyond their natal lordships. Military contracts, diplomatic missions, and refuge-seeking were regular features of aristocratic life. The lai stages competing loyalties—fealty, conjugal bonds, and piety—against debates about marriage and conversion. Its recourse to monastic withdrawal and foundation resonates with the era’s monastic vitality and lay patronage of religious houses. The narrative’s attention to vows, conscience, and renunciation aligns with pastoral ideals emerging from reform circles, imagining how noble actors could reconcile competing obligations through religious discipline.

The Lay of the Nightingale (Laüstic) captures the spatial intimacy and surveillance of dense urban-lordly neighborhoods, where stone townhouses and castle precincts placed high-status households in watchful proximity. Architectural features—gardens, windows, walls—shaped the choreography of social interaction and secrecy. Material objects—textiles, jewelry, and written leaves—function in the lai as bearers of memory and testimony, reflecting a broader medieval investment in objects as repositories of meaning. The tale’s representation of constrained communication underscores the gendered limits on movement and speech in noble society, while also showing how courtly conventions crafted alternative channels for expression under watchful authority.

The Lay of Sir Launfal evokes the medieval economy of largesse and patronage. Generosity was both an ethical ideal and a practical mechanism by which lords won loyalty and fame; poets repeatedly link a knight’s honor to his capacity to give. At the same time, the lai’s fairy-mistress motif situates it within a wider repertoire of enchantment that negotiates the boundaries of social legitimacy. The story inspired later adaptations, notably the Middle English Sir Launfal (late fourteenth century), demonstrating how Marie’s themes traveled into different linguistic communities while keeping focus on the risks and rewards of courtly dependence and display.

The Lay of the Two Lovers intertwines courtly ordeal with contemporary medical curiosity. The celebrated school of Salerno, widely known for practical medicine and dietetics, appears in the lai as a source of learned remedy, reflecting twelfth-century interest in bodily regimen. The test of ascent responds to aristocratic expectations that proved worth through controlled hardship. Parental authority and youthful consent meet in a narrative that mirrors legal and theological debates about marriage formation. The lai showcases the period’s fascination with measured discipline—of body and will—without collapsing love into mere rule-following, capturing the delicate balance courtly ideology sought to maintain.

The Lay of the Were-Wolf (Bisclavret) uses metamorphosis to probe identity, loyalty, and lordship. Medieval hunting law and courtly custom made the forest a privileged, yet precarious, aristocratic space. By bringing the wild and the court into direct relation, the lai reflects elite anxiety about betrayal and the stability of social bonds. Its orderly adjudication in a ducal court mirrors expanding expectations of secular justice under twelfth-century rulers who formalized procedures and punished treachery. The story’s fascination with bodily markers and confession speaks to contemporary interests in the legibility of character and the moral meaning of outward signs.

The Lay of the Ash Tree (Le Fresne) centers lineage and legitimacy, urgent concerns in noble inheritance systems. Foundlings, tokens, and recognitions were common narrative tools for exploring the fragility of status when birth circumstances were concealed or misconstrued. Monastic institutions, here serving as places of education, custody, and hospitality, participated in aristocratic life through patronage and protection. Textiles—fine cloths and weaving—carry memory and identity, echoing how luxury goods indexed rank. The lai’s resolution gestures toward the period’s legal balancing act between bloodline, consent, and public reputation, situating domestic reconciliation within broader structures of social order.

The Lay of the Honeysuckle (Chevrefoil) engages directly with the Tristan material, a pan-European legend that took strong root in twelfth-century romance. Its brevity and emblematic plant image exemplify how a lai could distill a larger cycle’s emotional core while relying on an audience’s prior knowledge. The motif of the clandestine meeting intersects with norms of courtly discretion and the politics of hospitality in itinerant courts. By linking natural imagery to social entanglements, the poem reflects medieval habits of reading nature allegorically, even in secular narratives, and attests to the permeability between chronicle-scale romance and lapidary lyric-narrative forms.

The Lay of Equitan stages the ethics of lordship and desire, scrutinizing how power asymmetries distort counsel and jeopardize justice. Twelfth-century mirrors-for-princes literature warned rulers against partiality and the misuse of private passions in public governance. Equitan’s scenario mirrors those admonitions by placing affect and policy in collision. The Lay of Milon (Milun) explores long-distance communication under restraints of kinship and reputation; its use of animal messengers and tokens fits an aristocratic world where heraldry, seals, and emblems authenticated identity. The Lay of Yonec introduces avian metamorphosis to negotiate confinement, surveillance, and the fragile honor of enclosed noble households.

The Lay of the Thorn, Graelent, and A Story of Beyond the Sea circulate in the wider corpus of Breton lais from the late twelfth and thirteenth centuries, though they are not attributed to Marie in medieval manuscripts. Their inclusion in some modern collections reflects shared settings, motifs, and concerns. Graelent resembles Lanval in its fairy beloved and commentary on patronage and speech. The Thorn (L’Espine) participates in courtly intrigue and tests of discretion. A Story of Beyond the Sea evokes imagination of outre-mer—“beyond the sea”—a phrase linked in medieval usage to distant adventures and, in some contexts, crusading geographies.

The Chatelaine of Vergi, a thirteenth-century Burgundian tale often associated with the lai tradition, turns on the politics of secrecy in courtly love. Its narrative economy and didactic edge reflect evolving aristocratic etiquette: the management of private knowledge amid public ceremony. While not by Marie, its presence alongside her lais underscores the durability of key themes—vulnerability of reputation, power of confidences, and the costs of disclosure—that the twelfth century sharpened through ecclesiastical, legal, and literary discourses. The text’s emphasis on exemplarity aligns with the moralizing impulse that animates both clerical instruction and secular narrative experiment in this period of intense social scrutiny. Lastly, the collection’s composite nature highlights reception across generations and regions, showing how Breton-lai aesthetics adapted to shifting courtly contexts and manuscript cultures beyond Marie’s lifetime.
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    Preface
An orienting piece that frames the lais as compact narratives about love, loyalty, and chance, inviting readers to hear instructive marvels as well as memorable stories. It signals a poised, musical style that balances courtly feeling with clear moral reflection, preparing the collection’s blend of wonder and worldly insight.
Outsider Knights and Testing Courts: Gugemar, Sir Launfal, and Graelent
These lais follow knights who stand slightly apart from their courts until love draws them into trials of discretion, generosity, and endurance. Encounters with mysterious ladies and uncanny helpers challenge boastfulness, greed, and public scrutiny, turning private feeling into public test. The tone mixes yearning with sharp judgment, showing how true worth emerges when honor confronts envy and display.
Secret Signals and Jealous Watchers: The Nightingale, The Honeysuckle, and The Thorn
These brief, lyrical pieces turn on clandestine love communicated through emblems—song, branch, and thorn—while surveillance and gossip press in. Small tokens carry great emotional weight, and a single gesture may preserve or imperil a bond. Their miniature scale heightens delicacy and poignancy, emphasizing how fragile intimacy becomes under social constraint.
Perilous Passions and Political Power: Equitan and The Dolorous Knight
Passion here collides with authority, as rulers and renowned warriors entangle love with schemes that risk reputation and life. Bold plans born of desire expose the ethics of complicity, pride, and calculated revenge. The mood is taut and cautionary, revealing how courtly prowess falters when power tries to bend love to its will.
Transformations and Otherworldly Visitations: The Were-Wolf and Yonec
Marvels enter domestic spaces, revealing hidden selves and unexpected liberators where jealousy and confinement reign. A knight’s change of form and a mysterious visitor from beyond ordinary borders both test fidelity and demand courageous choices. The atmosphere grows darker and more uncanny, using wonder to critique possessiveness and to imagine renewal.
Tokens, Lineage, and Long-Deferred Recognition: Milon and The Ash Tree
Separated lovers and secret parentage propel these narratives, where discreet tokens safeguard identity across years. Hospitality, fosterage, and the accident of birth are weighed against constancy and merit until recognition becomes possible. Gentle yet incisive, they point to a more compassionate social order built on memory and justice.
Extreme Vows and Distant Proving Grounds: The Two Lovers and A Story of Beyond the Sea
These tales hinge on arduous tests—an impossible feat at home and a journey past familiar horizons—that convert affection into ordeal. The lovers’ resolve brushes against pride and counsel, asking how far devotion should go and at what cost. Adventure sharpens into moral inquiry, where courage must be matched by prudence and care.
Conscience, Compassion, and Marital Vows: Eliduc
The most expansive lay traces a triangle of obligations—knightly duty, marital promise, and newly awakened love—without simplifying any bond. Oaths, exile, and moments of grace press the characters toward choices that measure honor against mercy. Grave and contemplative, it seeks a resolution that dignifies all parties while acknowledging love’s complexity.
The Fragility of Secrecy at Court: The Chatelaine of Vergi
A focused study of lovers whose bond depends on absolute discretion until courtly pressures make silence untenable. As confidences fray, the story probes the perilous line between private fidelity and public acknowledgment. The tone is exacting and exemplary, warning that even steadfast love can be undone by a single ill-placed word.
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BY WAY OF DEDICATION

Those to whom God has given the gift of comely speech, should not hide their light beneath a bushel, but should willingly show it abroad. If a great truth is proclaimed in the ears of men, it brings forth fruit a hundred-fold; but when the sweetness of the telling is praised of many, flowers mingle with the fruit upon the branch.

According to the witness of Priscian, it was the custom of ancient writers to express obscurely some portions of their books, so that those who came after might study with greater diligence to find the thought within their words. The philosophers knew this well, and were the more unwearied in labour, the more subtle in distinctions, so that the truth might make them free. They were persuaded that he who would keep himself unspotted from the world should search for knowledge, that he might understand. To set evil from me, and to put away my grief, I purposed to commence a book. I considered within myself what fair story in the Latin or Romance I could turn into the common tongue. But I found that all the stories had been written, and scarcely it seemed the worth my doing, what so many had already done. Then I called to mind those Lays I had so often heard. I doubted nothing—for well I know—that our fathers fashioned them, that men should bear in remembrance the deeds of those who have gone before. Many a one, on many a day, the minstrel has chanted to my ear. I would not that they should perish, forgotten, by the roadside. In my turn, therefore, I have made of them a song, rhymed as well as I am able, and often has their shaping kept me sleepless in my bed.

In your honour, most noble and courteous King, to whom joy is a handmaid, and in whose heart all gracious things are rooted, I have brought together these Lays, and told my tales in seemly rhyme. Ere they speak for me, let me speak with my own mouth, and say, "Sire, I offer you these verses. If you are pleased to receive them, the fairer happiness will be mine, and the more lightly I shall go all the days of my life. Do not deem that I think more highly of myself than I ought to think, since I presume to proffer this, my gift." Hearken now to the commencement of the matter.



II

  THE LAY OF GUGEMAR
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Hearken, oh gentles, to the words of Marie[1q]. When the minstrel tells his tale, let the folk about the fire heed him willingly. For his part the singer must be wary not to spoil good music with unseemly words. Listen, oh lordlings, to the words of Marie, for she pains herself grievously not to forget this thing. The craft is hard—then approve the more sweetly him who carols the tune. But this is the way of the world, that when a man or woman sings more tunably than his fellows, those about the fire fall upon him, pell-mell, for reason of their envy. They rehearse diligently the faults of his song, and steal away his praise with evil words. I will brand these folk as they deserve. They, and such as they, are like mad dogs—cowardly and felon—who traitorously bring to death men better than themselves. Now let the japer, and the smiler with his knife, do me what harm they may. Verily they are in their right to speak ill of me.

Hearken, oh gentles, to the tale I set before you, for thereof the Bretons already have made a Lay. I will not do it harm by many words, and here is the commencement of the matter. According to text and scripture, now I relate a certain adventure, which bechanced in the realm of Brittany, in days long gone before.

In that time when Arthur maintained his realm, the now in peace, the now in war, the King counted amongst his vassals a certain baron, named Oridial. This knight was lord of Leon, and was very near to his prince's heart, both in council chamber and in field. From his wife he had gotten two children, the one a son and the other a fair daughter. Nogent, he had called the damsel at the font, and the dansellon was named Gugemar—no goodlier might be found in any realm. His mother had set all her love upon the lad, and his father shewed him every good that he was able. When the varlet was no more a child, Oridial sent him to the King, to be trained as a page in the courtesies of the Court. Right serviceable was he in his station, and meetly praised of all. The term of his service having come, and he being found of fitting years and knowledge, the King made him knight with his own hand, and armed him in rich harness, according to his wish. So Gugemar gave gifts to all those about his person, and bidding farewell, took leave, and departed from the Court. Gugemar went his way to Flanders, being desirous of advancement, for in that kingdom ever they have strife and war. Neither in Loraine nor Burgundy, Anjou nor Gascony, might be found in that day a better knight than he, no, nor one his peer. He had but one fault, since of love he took no care. There was neither dame nor maiden beneath the sky, however dainty and kind, to whom he gave thought or heed, though had he required her love of any damsel, very willingly would she have granted his desire. Many there were who prayed him for his love, but might have no kiss in return. So seeing that he refrained his heart in this fashion, men deemed him a strange man, and one fallen into a perilous case.

In the flower of his deeds the good knight returned to his own land, that he might see again his father and lord, his mother and his sister, even as he very tenderly desired. He lodged with them for the space of a long month, and at the end of that time had envy to hunt within the wood. The night being come, Gugemar summoned his prickers and his squires, and early in the morning rode within the forest. Great pleasure had Gugemar in the woodland, and much he delighted in the chase. A tall stag was presently started, and the hounds being uncoupled, all hastened in pursuit—the huntsmen before, and the good knight following after, winding upon his horn. Gugemar rode at a great pace after the quarry, a varlet riding beside, bearing his bow, his arrows and his spear. He followed so hotly that he over-passed the chase. Gazing about him he marked, within a thicket, a doe hiding with her fawn. Very white and wonderful was this beast, for she was without spot, and bore antlers upon her head. The hounds bayed about her, but might not pull her down. Gugemar bent his bow, and loosed a shaft at the quarry. He wounded the deer a little above the hoof, so that presently she fell upon her side. But the arrow glanced away, and returning upon itself, struck Gugemar in the thigh, so grievously, that straightway he fell from his horse upon the ground. Gugemar lay upon the grass, beside the deer which he had wounded to his hurt. He heard her sighs and groans, and perceived the bitterness of her pity. Then with mortal speech the doe spake to the wounded man in such fashion as this, "Alas, my sorrow, for now am I slain. But thou, Vassal, who hast done me this great wrong, do not think to hide from the vengeance of thy destiny. Never may surgeon and his medicine heal your hurt[2q]. Neither herb nor root nor potion can ever cure the wound within your flesh: For that there is no healing. The only balm to close that sore must be brought by a woman, who for her love will suffer such pain and sorrow as no woman in the world has endured before. And to the dolorous lady, dolorous knight. For your part you shall do and suffer so great things for her, that not a lover beneath the sun, or lovers who are dead, or lovers who yet shall have their day, but shall marvel at the tale. Now, go from hence, and let me die in peace."

Gugemar was wounded twice over—by the arrow, and by the words he was dismayed to hear. He considered within himself to what land he must go to find this healing for his hurt, for he was yet too young to die. He saw clearly, and told it to his heart, that there was no lady in his life to whom he could run for pity, and be made whole of his wound. He called his varlet before him,

"Friend," said he, "go forthwith, and bring my comrades to this place, for I have to speak with them."

The varlet went upon his errand, leaving his master sick with the heat and fever of his hurt. When he was gone, Gugemar tore the hem from his shirt, and bound it straitly about his wound. He climbed painfully upon the saddle, and departed without more ado, for he was with child to be gone before any could come to stay him from his purpose. A green path led through the deep forest to the plain, and his way across the plain brought him to a cliff, exceeding high, and to the sea. Gugemar looked upon the water, which was very still, for this fair harbourage was land-locked from the main. Upon this harbour lay one only vessel, bearing a rich pavilion of silk, daintily furnished both without and within, and well it seemed to Gugemar that he had seen this ship before. Beneath the sky was no ship so rich or precious, for there was not a sail but was spun of silk, and not a plank, from keel to mast, but showed of ebony. Too fair was the nave for mortal man, and Gugemar held it in sore displeasure. He marvelled greatly from what country it had come, and wondered long concerning this harbour, and the ship that lay therein. Gugemar got him down from his horse upon the shore, and with mighty pain and labour climbed within the ship. He trusted to find merchantmen and sailors therein, but there was none to guard, and none he saw. Now within the pavilion was a very rich bed, carved by cunning workmen in the days of King Solomon. This fair bed was wrought of cypress wood and white ivory, adorned with gold and gems most precious. Right sweet were the linen cloths upon the bed, and so soft the pillow, that he who lay thereon would sleep, were he sadder than any other in the world. The counterpane was of purple from the vats of Alexandria, and over all was set a right fair coverlet of cloth of gold. The pavilion was litten by two great waxen torches, placed in candlesticks of fine gold, decked with jewels worth a lord's ransom. So the wounded knight looked on ship and pavilion, bed and candle, and marvelled greatly. Gugemar sat him down upon the bed for a little, because of the anguish of his wound. After he had rested a space he got upon his feet, that he might quit the vessel, but he found that for him there was no return. A gentle wind had filled the sails, and already he was in the open sea. When Gugemar saw that he was far from land, he was very heavy and sorrowful. He knew not what to do, by reason of the mightiness of his hurt. But he must endure the adventure as best he was able; so he prayed to God to take him in His keeping, and in His good pleasure to bring him safe to port, and deliver him from the peril of death. Then climbing upon the couch, he laid his head upon the pillow, and slept as one dead, until, with vespers, the ship drew to that haven where he might find the healing for his hurt.

Gugemar had come to an ancient city, where the King of that realm held his court and state. This King was full of years, and was wedded to a dame of high degree. The lady was of tender age, passing fresh and fair, and sweet of speech to all. Therefore was the King jealous of his wife beyond all measure. Such is the wont of age, for much it fears that old and young cannot mate together, and that youth will turn to youth. This is the death in life of the old.

The castle of this ancient lord had a mighty keep. Beneath this tower was a right fair orchard, together with a close, shut in by a wall of green marble, very strong and high. This wall had one only gate, and the door was watched of warders, both night and day. On the other side of this garden was the sea, so that none might do his errand in the castle therefrom, save in a boat. To hold his dame in the greater surety, the King had built a bower within the wall; there was no fairer chamber beneath the sun. The first room was the Queen's chapel. Beyond this was the lady's bedchamber, painted all over with shapes and colours most wonderful to behold. On one wall might be seen Dame Venus, the goddess of Love, sweetly flushed as when she walked the water, lovely as life, teaching men how they should bear them in loyal service to their lady. On another wall, the goddess threw Ovid's book within a fire of coals. A scroll issuing from her lips proclaimed that those who read therein, and strove to ease them of their pains, would find from her neither service nor favour. In this chamber the lady was put in ward, and with her a certain maiden to hold her company. This damsel was her niece, since she was her sister's child, and there was great love betwixt the twain. When the Queen walked within the garden, or went abroad, this maiden was ever by her side, and came again with her to the house. Save this damsel, neither man nor woman entered in the bower, nor issued forth from out the wall. One only man possessed the key of the postern, an aged priest, very white and frail. This priest recited the service of God within the chapel, and served the Queen's plate and cup when she ate meat at table.

Now, on a day, the Queen had fallen asleep after meat, and on her awaking would walk a little in the garden. She called her companion to her, and the two went forth to be glad amongst the flowers. As they looked across the sea they marked a ship drawing near the land, rising and falling upon the waves. Very fearful was the Queen thereat, for the vessel came to anchorage, though there was no helmsman to direct her course. The dame's face became sanguine for dread, and she turned her about to flee, because of her exceeding fear. Her maiden, who was of more courage than she, stayed her mistress with many comforting words. For her part she was very desirous to know what this thing meant. She hastened to the shore, and laying aside her mantle, climbed within this wondrous vessel. Thereon she found no living soul, save only the knight sleeping fast within the pavilion. The damsel looked long upon the knight, for pale he was as wax, and well she deemed him dead. She returned forthwith to the Queen, and told her of this marvel, and of the good knight who was slain.

"Let us go together on the ship," replied the lady. "If he be dead we may give him fitting burial, and the priest shall pray meetly for his soul. Should he be yet alive perchance he will speak, and tell us of his case."

Without more tarrying the two damsels mounted on the ship, the lady before, and her maiden following after. When the Queen entered in the pavilion she stayed her feet before the bed, for joy and grief of what she saw. She might not refrain her eyes from gazing on the knight, for her heart was ravished with his beauty, and she sorrowed beyond measure, because of his grievous hurt. To herself she said, "In a bad hour cometh the goodly youth." She drew near the bed, and placing her hand upon his breast, found that the flesh was warm, and that the heart beat strongly in his side. Gugemar awoke at the touch, and saluted the dame as sweetly as he was able, for well he knew that he had come to a Christian land. The lady, full of thought, returned him his salutation right courteously, though the tears were yet in her eyes. Straightway she asked of him from what realm he came, and of what people, and in what war he had taken his hurt.

"Lady," answered Gugemar, "in no battle I received this wound. If it pleases you to hear my tale I will tell you the truth, and in nothing will I lie. I am a knight of Little Brittany. Yesterday I chased a wonderful white deer within the forest. The shaft with which I struck her to my hurt, returned again on me, and caused this wound upon my thigh, which may never be searched, nor made whole. For this wondrous Beast raised her plaint in a mortal tongue. She cursed me loudly, with many evil words, swearing that never might this sore be healed, save by one only damsel in the world, and her I know not where to find. When I heard my luckless fate I left the wood with what speed I might, and coming to a harbour, not far from thence, I lighted on this ship. For my sins I climbed therein. Then without oars or helm this boat ravished me from shore; so that I know not where I have come, nor what is the name of this city. Fair lady, for God's love, counsel me of your good grace, for I know not where to turn, nor how to govern the ship."

The lady made answer, "Fair sir, willingly shall I give you such good counsel as I may. This realm and city are the appanage of my husband. He is a right rich lord, of high lineage, but old and very full of years. Also he is jealous beyond all measure; therefore it is that I see you now. By reason of his jealousy he has shut me fast between high walls, entered by one narrow door, with an ancient priest to keep the key. May God requite him for his deed. Night and day I am guarded in this prison, from whence I may never go forth, without the knowledge of my lord. Here are my chamber and my chapel, and here I live, with this, my maiden, to bear me company. If it pleases you to dwell here for a little, till you may pass upon your way, right gladly we shall receive you, and with a good heart we will tend your wound, till you are healed."

When Gugemar heard this speech he rejoiced greatly. He thanked the lady with many sweet words, and consented to sojourn in her hall awhile. He raised himself upon his couch, and by the courtesy of the damsels left the ship. Leaning heavily upon the lady, at the end he won to her maiden's chamber, where there was a fair bed covered with a rich dossal of broidered silk, edged with fur. When he was entered in this bed, the damsels came bearing clear water in basins of gold, for the cleansing of his hurt. They stanched the blood with a towel of fine linen, and bound the wound strictly, to his exceeding comfort. So after the vesper meal was eaten, the lady departed to her own chamber, leaving the knight in much ease and content.

Now Gugemar set his love so fondly upon the lady that he forgot his father's house. He thought no more of the anguish of his hurt, because of another wound that was beneath his breast. He tossed and sighed in his unrest, and prayed the maiden of his service to depart, so that he might sleep a little. When the maid was gone, Gugemar considered within himself whether he might seek the dame, to know whether her heart was warmed by any ember of the flame that burned in his. He turned it this way and that, and knew not what to do. This only was clear, that if the lady refused to search his wound, death, for him, was sure and speedy.

"Alas," said he, "what shall I do! Shall I go to my lady, and pray her pity on the wretch who has none to give him counsel? If she refuse my prayer, because of her hardness and pride, I shall know there is nought for me but to die in my sorrow, or, at least, to go heavily all the days of my life."

Then he sighed, and in his sighing lighted on a better purpose; for he said within himself that doubtless he was born to suffer, and that the best of him was tears. All the long night he spent in vigil and groanings and watchfulness. To himself he told over her words and her semblance. He remembered the eyes and the fair mouth of his lady, and all the grace and the
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