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CHAPTER .Q!!! 

CRISEYDE ~!!,!! CRITIOS 

A balanced appreciation of poetry requirea both the objective 

and subjective methoda of literary criticism, but it ia generally agreed, 

u W. W. Lawrence wri tes of the Canterbury Tales, that 1the f'urther we 

recede from our own ttmea, the lesa can impressionistic analy•i• stand 

by itself, no matter hov penetrating the imagination behind it.• 1 

The main direction of recent Chaucerian scholarship haa been 

to show the inadequaoies in purely subjective appreciation.2 Binee in the 

Middle Age• literature was largely the preserve of the aristocracy and the 

Churoh, a knowledge of medieval society and religion ie required in 

understanding poetry dealing with these institutions. Without this knov-

ledge, hov oan a twentieth-oentury reader appreciate the gentle irony in 

the portrait of Madame Eglentyne, for example, or the satire in the Wife 

of Bath's Prologue1 

1 Chaucer ~~Canterbury Tales (New York, 1951), P• 8. 
2 Albert c. Baugb, 'rifty Years of Chaucer Scholarship, 1 Speculum, 

XXVI (1951), 659-672; 
H.S. Bennett, "Medieval Litere.ture and the Modern Reader, • 

Es&!YB and Studies, XXXI (1945), 7-18; 
George R. Ootfman, 1Some Recent Trends in Eng1ish Literary 

Soho1arship, with Special Reference to Medieval Backgrounds,• SP, XXXV 
( 19~), 500-514; -

Charles Muscatine, Chaucer and the French Tradition (Berkeley and 
Los Angeles, 1957), p. 10.!! pass!L-
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Knowledge of historical backgrounds must be supported by an 

understanding of literary convention. Becauae of their preoccupation with 

realism, the critics who initiated modern Chaucerian scholarship fifty years 

ago were unable to appreciate conTention. Recent scholars have restored the 

balance in criticism by emphaeizing the conventional elements in Chaucer'• 

writing, remarking particularly on the important role of courtly love in 

Troilus ~ Criseyde, the poem now regarded as his greatest artietic 

achievement. 

An examination of the literary sources of Troilua and Criseyde 

is as inadequate, by itself, as the impressionistic approach to the poem. 

The story has been traced in exhaustive detail by H.H. Hughes, for example, 

from its origine in the Iliad through its development by Aeschylus, Ovid, 

Dares Fhrygiua, Dictys Cretensis, Benoit de Sainte Maure, Guido delle 

Colonne and Boccaccio.~ The purpose of Hughes' study is to illuminate 

Criseyde 1s character and the meaning of Chaucer1 s poem. But this kind of 

literary criticism, in this case, is of little value, because the simi-

larities between Criseyde and the early heroines arise only from the plot, 

while the differences are those of the heroine 1s character. 

~ Chaucer's Oriseyde ~!!!!:, Ancestry (tUlpub. dise., Univ. of Texas, 
1948). 

For the relations of Ohaucer's story to those of Guido, Benoit, 
and Boccaccio, see Karl Young, The 02!Rg and DeveloP(ent 2f !:h.!, BJory ,2! 
Troilus ~ Criseyde, Chaucer Soc., d er., No. 4ô London, 190 • 



Of the souroea of Chaucer'• poem, only Il Filostrato conta1n8 

any element• of courtly love. Bocoaccio depicta Troilo as a courtly 

lever, but Criseida is hardly more than a Neapolitan courtesan, l .. ciYioUI 

and shallow in character. ~o man in his sens .. could expeot her to be 

taithful, 1 write• George L. Kittredge. 4 Criseyde, on the other band, 1• 

a courtly lady. As H.H. Hugnes himself admits, her only similarity to 

Criaeida and her other 1 ancestoraA is her betreyal of TroilUI. 1 It ia 

almost impossible to think of Ohaucer1s heroine without realizing the 

contrast between her and her prototypea. 1 5 

The differences between Chaucer 1s posm and its source• are 

two-folds the introduction of courtly love as the social and religioue 

ethic, and the realistic motivation of action from character. Theee two 

changes are interrelateds it is a mistake to see a conflict in the poem 

between literary convention and psychologioal realism. It ia true that 

Troilus ~ Criseyde is written like a paychological novel, as Kittredge 

waa the first to say. 6 The psychology is that of the twelfth and 

4 Chaucer and Hia Poetrr (Cambridge, Maas., 19,,), p. 122. 
Por a comparison ot Oriseida and Criseyde, see N.E. Griffin and 

A.B. Myrick, eda., The Filostrato of Giovanni Boccaccio (Philadelphia, 
1929), pp. 70-95; - -

and Thomas A. Kirby, Chaucer 1s Troiluss a Study in Courtly Love 
(Louisiana, 1940), Part Two, .!1 pudm. - - -

5 Hughea, PP• '88-,89, -410. 

6 Kittredge, pp. 109, 112. 



thirteenth centuries, however, not of the twentieth. Developed in the 

troubadours' analyses of their own emotions, in the introspective monolo~s 

of the romane .. , and in the psycbological allegory of' the Roman 2, ~ !!2!.!• 

the paychology of' love was the most outstanding element of eourtly 

literature. Troilua ~ Crie!Yde is written in the French tradition, in 

which psyehologieal realism and convention are inseparable.7 

Many critics have streesed the realism in Troil~ !2! Criaeyde, 

ignoring ita conventional aspects. J.S.P. Tatlock, for example, conoen-

trates on the qualitiea of' ~uman nature• in the poem and tries to establiah 

that love .. depicted here ia universal.8 H.R. Patch similarly regarda the 

medieval code of courtly love as a modern and romantic emotion, and he aees 

Troilus !!!,à Criaeyde u a triumph of 1the realiatic geniua of the poet, 1 

releaeed t'rom the ahe.ckles of' literary convention. 1 In an age when reader• 

inevitably differ on fundamentala aesthetio as well &1 philosophical, 

impressionistic criticiam is at times our only reaource.• 9 

Critics like Tatlock and Patch forget the relationship between 

realism and courtly love. They ignore the warnings of the historical 

cri tics that just when Chaucer seeu (to U8) moet natural or realistic, 

he wu often mald.ng the greatest use of convention. 1He deceives you --

1 o.s. Lewis, :!h!, Allegory; ~ ~~ !. Stuciy in Medieval Tradition 
(Oxford, 195'), pu sim. 

8 1The People in Cbaucer 1s Troilua,• PMLA, LVI (1941), 87-89; 
see Tatloek'e denia1 of courtly love-;; a historical reality, in 

1 lnterpreting Literature by History, 1 Speculum, XII (19,7), '90-~5. 

9 On Rereading Chaucer (Cambridge, Maas., 19,9), pp. 88, 8-9. 



as he should -- with the most innocent air in the vorld,• vrites W.W. 

Lavrence. 10 The audience of the fourteenth century, however, familiar 
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with the metaphor ot the religion ot Love, would have recognized the 

literary convention underlyi.ng TroilUI !!'!.!! Oriseyde from the opening lin•••' 

Eohoing the papal title of "SerTU~ servorum Dei, 1 Chaucer spoke of himsel:f 

explicitly aa a poet of courtly love, althou;n he vas not a lovera 

For I, that God of Loves aervantz serve, 
Ne dar to Love for myn unliklynesse, 
Preyen for speed, al shold I there:fore sterve, 
So :fer am I from his help in darknesse. 
But natheles, if this may don gladnesse 
To any lovere, and hb cauee availle, 
Have he my thonk, and myn be this travaillel 11 

Chaucer1s use of the courtly convention vas no accident of 

literary history. Acoording to o.s. Lewis, he deliberately omitted the 

Renaaoence elements ot Boccaccio 1s 11 Filostrato in order to 'medievalise 1 

TroilUI ,!!!! Oriseyde. He returned to the literary methods of the previo~ 

tvo centuries, the great period of courtly love in France, and wrote 

according to the tradition of the romans d 1 aventure and the Roman de ~ 

!2!!.12 Chaucer 1s choice vas deliberate, and this makes it impossible to ignore 

10 Lawrence, Chaucer, p. 41. 

11 Troilue !:!!!!_ Oriseyde, I. 15-21. See also the typioal religioue 
metaphor of courtly love in the folloving exhortation to prayer, I. 29-49. 
The text is that of F.N. Robinson 1 s edition, The Complete Worka of 
Geo:N'r!Y Chaucer (Boston, 19~~). Subsequent reterences to Chaucer1s poems 
will be to this edition. 

12 o.s. Lewis, 1What Chaucer Really Did to Il Filostrato, 1 Ess!l• and 
Studi .. , XVII (19~2), 55-75; and Allegory 1 pp. 118-18~. -

See Sarah F. Barrow, The Medieval Society Romances (New York, 
1924), 12~-124; ---

Karl YO\D'lg, 1Chauoer1 s Troilws and Oriseyde as Romance, 1 PMLA, 
LIII (19~8), 38-63. - -



the oonvention.a of courtly love in the Troilue. Chaucer did not use 

courtly love merely for a romantic background as he did the siege of 

Troy (or aa the authors of the firet French romances ueed the historie• 

of Rome and Byze.ntiu:n). He employed the ethice of the code in hie poem, 

which therefore ca.nnot be fairly judged by any other standard. 

Ye lcnowe ek that in forme of speche is chaunge 
Withinne a thousand yeer, and wordes tho 
That hadden pris, nov wonder nyce and straunge 
Ue thinketh hem, and yet thei spalce hem eo, 
And epedde as wel in love as men now do; 
Ek for to w,ynnen love in sondry ages, 
In sondry londes, sondry ben usages. (II. 22-28) 

This stanza mignt have been written for the benefit of Tatlock 

and Patch. Chaucer could have lett no more explicit reminder than thia 

that the •usages• of courtly love in twelfth-century France vere not those 
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of romantic or modern love. To disregard the difference is to misrepresent 

the poem. When the conventions of courtly love are ignored, curiou. 

explanationa are offered for the turtivenes1 of the love affair, the absence 

of marriage, or Troilus' inability to prevent Oriseyde 1s departure. Troilue 

mey seem an effeminate boy who takes to his bed in weaknen and self-pity at 

ever,y emotional criais; he haa been described by Tatlock as a manic-deprelliTe 

who appeals to Oriseyde 1s maternal instincts, and by a Freudian psycheanàJJ*t 

as the 1victim of an Oedipal tie to his mother. 1 1; Pandarus ia seen u a 

l; Tatlock, 1The People,• p. 9;; eee The Mind and Art of Chaucer 
(Syracu.e, 1950), P• 4;. -----

John Hagopian, 1Chaucer u Psychologiat in Troilus and Oriseyde, 1 

Literature ~ Plychology, V (1955), 5-11. -



tnaoheroua aeduoer, who appeu .. hia own ~trationa b7 tb• YS.oari~ 

experience of 'froilua 1 lon attairJ John Speire belieYes he ie the most 

important character in the poem.14 

More disastrous sti11 are misrepresentationa ot Oriseyde1 s 

cha.raoter, tor a he 1s the central figure in the poem and the key to i ta 

meaning.15 Her behaviour resulta in Troilua 1 suttering8 durin& the 

oourtahip, and the ~ont of ber resistance determines the aubtlety ot 

Pe.nde.rus 1 approach. The analyeis ot ber nature, therefore, determines 

that ot the other main characters. It abe 1• innocent, Panda.rua beoomee 

a guiletul seclucer, TroilWI a spoiled young man, and the poem, e. we.rn1ng 

againet men'• treachery. It Oriseyde is oaloule.ting and unprincip1ed, 

TroUus beoomes the vronged lover and the poem is an attack on voman1s 

inoonetancy. 

Oritics vho misrepreae~ Or~seyde commonly cast her in one ot 

tour ro1ea, that of the 1Betrayed Innocent,' the 1Wanton Adultereas, 1 

the 'Double Ohare.cter, 1 or the 1Pa.vn ot Pate. 1 

Victorian ee•olars, imbued e•en in tbeir literary oritioiem 

vith a nineteentb.-oentury sense ot chin1J7 tovard vomen, ••• Oriseyde 

as a 1Betra,e4 Innocent.• Enn those who vrote atter 188' failed to see 

the implications ot Ga.ton Pari•' definition of aaogr courtois, made 1n 

14 John Speira, 1Chaucera (I) Troilus and Orise e,• SorutiEJ• XI 
(1942), 9l-lo4J eee Chaucer the Malœr (LondOn; 1952 , pp. 48-82. _....._. ....... 

15 Por an analysis of Oris~de 1 s position in the ~· ••• 
!hOIU.S R. Priee, 11tgilu. and Oriseyde, a Study in Ohauoer's Metbod ot 
Marratin Ooœtruotion, 1 ~~ X {1896), -'<>7-~. 

7 



tbat year, or of Villi~ Dodd 1• aubaequent relation o~ the convention to 

Ubaucer. 16 

'!hia group o~ crit1ca sees Criaeyde u a virtuo\.W woman, whose 
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feminine will is naturally too weak to resiat the guiletul aeduction planned 

by PandaruAJ and Troilus. 1Ve aee the threads of the web in which ahe is 

entangled drawing ever cloaer around her, • writea ten Brink, the tirat of the 

achools ~er fa!l appeara to ua excusable, indeed unavoidable.• Althougn 

Criseyde 1a aeduction is not her fault, the following love atfair vith Troilus 

il intrinaically immoral. This illicit re!ationship i• reaponsible for a 

gradual ve~ning of ber m.r.l fibre. Compared to her reluctance to 1ield 

to 'l'roilua, her wealœr reâiàtance to Diomede 1s ad~cea reveala ber moral 

deterioration. Ten Brink exonerates her from the infidelity: 'how is she 

acoountable, when that first fall robbed her of her moral stayt• l7 

A.W. Po!lard sees Criseyde as 1 the aweetest, most piteoua of 

unfaithf'ul wom.en,• and F.J. P'urnivail deacr1bes her u 1 the beautif'ul 

Cressida, heaitating, palpitating li~ the nightingale, before her ain; 

driven by f'orce of hard circumatanc• which she could not control, into 

~ai thfulneu to her love.·• 18 H.H. Herd.man emploYIJ the a ame simileu 

1Aa we aee the meshes tightening about her, ahe seems lilœ a bird awept 

16 Gaston Paria, 11tudes sur les Romans de la Table Rondes Lancelot 
du Laos II, 1 Boma.nia, ni (188,), 459-5}4; 

William G. Doddl Courtly !2!!.!!!, Chaucer .!!:!!! Go.ver (B'oston, 191,). 

17 B .• ten Brink, History ~ lnglish Literatl.tt"8, II, i, P• 92, 
cited by Dodd, P•' 154. 

18 A.W. Pellard, Chaucer (London, 19,1), p. 95; first ed.·, 189'; 
F.J. Furnivall, ed., ~Leopold Shakeapere (London, l880), P• lxxx. 



about and bewildered while battling against the storm, yielding at last 

only becauae it can resist no lon~r.• He insista on Criseyde1 s moral 

innocence, aeying that 1Diomede 1s persuasive powers and ber father 1 s 

authority are responsible for her inconstancy. To Chaucer she is woman1s 

innocence pitted against man's guile and treachery, and ber fall is 

inevitable.• 19 

9 

This interpretation of Criseyde 1 s character is baeed on the firet 

part of the poem only, principally on her reaction to Tro11~ 1 courtship.20 

It omits ~ consideration -of passages which show Criseyde acting vith 

deliberation as the mistreas of her own fate. The poem as these critice 

describe it is one of pathos, not of tragedy, since Criseyde is not 

given the moral responsibility for her own actions. Most important of 

all, the theory of the 1Betrayed Innocent' depends on an ethioal code 

which considera adultery aa a sin. 

19 H.H. Herdman, Jr., 1The Troi1UI and Oreseida of Chaucer and of 
Shalcetpere, 1 Sewanee ReTiew, VII (1899),172. · 

See A.W. Ward, Chaucer {London, 192,); 
William J. Courthope, History ~ English Poetry (New York and 

London, 1895-1926), I, 264. 

20 A curioue exception is Joseph Graydon1s theory that Criseyde 1s 
infidelity was directly caused by Troilua 1 jealouey and stupidity. Gr~don 
adda several episodes to the storys he poatu1ates that Troilus betrayed 
the secret of his love in describing his dream to Cassandra, who apread 
rumours anticipating Criseyde 1s infidelity and making it impossible for 
her to return to Troy. Tro1lus 1 efforts to ldll his supposed supplanter 
resu1t in . Cri~de 1 s pit, for Diomede 1s wounds and ber surrender to him. 
See 1Defense of Criseyde, 1 PMLA, XLIV (1929), 144-177. 

This thsory b refutëd by Joseph M. Beatty, Jr., "Mr. Graydon1s 
1 Defenae of Criaeyde, 11 SP, XXVI (1929), 470-481; 

and by J. MiltonP'rench, 1A Defense of Troilus,• PMLA, XLIV 
(1929), 1246-1251. 
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Oria.,.cl•'• loft te dllilarq ooutclerecl •• a •in bf the croup et 

oritioa who pr•••Dt. ber u a 1Wanton .ldultere .. , 1 oonaietentq capable et 

S.Dfidellt.T• Albert s. Oook retera to the poea1e Ut•rary aouroee to aupperi. 

the t.hoory th&t Ori•8.rcle b a ah .. eleaa, ••lt•S.nclulgent wcu.n. 10riae,cl•'• 

&noient protot7pe, vb.ether· we oall her Briaeb v Ohrr••S.•, yield•cl &Dd olan 

to the •trongw, and oould be tr&JWterred wt th auch ••• troa eDe ts.pter t.o 

another,• Oook write•J Ori•eyde S.. 1a ...an whe hacl alreaq beon oonoe1Te4 

bJ' &Dt.S.q~t.J" u bouud to aooede to tb• WS.ah•• et a oenquer01'. 1 21 ldpr 

Shannon ebdlarlJ' deaoribe• Ors.a.,.de u tb• ct .. oend&nt et on.cl1• Helen, 

oey, cl1•S.DPINOU8 and tai th le••. 22 

Jr.l. Boot, H.R. Patoh, llqaoD4 Preaton and John Spetre are aaoq 

the critS.N tlho elaborate on Oook1a theery and eearoh the tezt ter ertcleDOe 

ot Orheyd•'• noes aD4 weak:M••••·2' Ori~eycle 1• an experienoed WS.Clow, 

th.,. point out, not an bmooent aaiclen, aD4 •h• entera tb• left at't&ir 

1-.oral w-.n, at beat, a •hrnd opportwd•t• Her eoll.Loquiea reTeal her 

•• caloulattq, able to weigb 'froilue' •rite agaiJWt the cliaadn.nt&pe 

and rt•ka et a lo" attalr. She enjOJ'S the lonc periocl ot oourlahip aD4 

deliberately aep• !'roilua ln auepeDSe tor u long u •b• oa.n. Dietorts.nc 

21 1!he Oharaoter ot Oris ey-de, 1 fMLA, XXII ( 1907), ,,,_,~. -. . 
22 Ohauoor !!!! !!!!. lau.n Poete (Oubridp, Mua., .1929), PP• 160-168. 

~ lèl. Boot, tho ~et Ohauoer (Boston, 19,.), renaod ed., 
PP• 87•127. Se• aoknowlo~-aiit-;t clebt te Oook, p. ll5J 

Patch, PP• 7.1!-S,J 
lapoD4 Preaten, Obauoer (Londoni 1952), PP• 5,_112; 
&petra, 1!ro\lua &id Oriaeycle, 1 PP• 84-108, and Ohauoer ~ 

. M&br' PP• JiS-82. -
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the text, th.y allep that at J)e1pbebua1 hot.We ahe ahowa DO u•at aurpr1•• 

at Pandarua' I'Wie. !hey talee her d.u.ncl tor aoYereignt.y oftr !roUua u 

edclenoe of ber arrogaœe. The only qualit.y t.hat reatraina her amoroua 

nature 1• her obaeaa1Te tear tor her reputatioD. She 1• able t.o tremble and 

veep at will and to adopt a 11ght air ot oord'uaion when it auit.a her. She 

1• the lliatr••• ot her ta.w, and •h• go•• to PanclarUII' houee in the 

expeotation ot meetin& 'froilua there. 1 It ia enclent that Oriaeyde kDev 

hov t.o woo under the guise of bein& vo~d,• Albert Cook ooœmeDt.a.24 

When the aepara.tion 1• 1mainent, Oriaeyde persuadee !roilua t..11at 

abe JllWit laa .... hill. H.R. Patch hu auggest.ed that. 'l'ro1lua1 laotc ot aggr•••ion 

ha.a lett Orueyde d1ssat1aflecl vith hia, and that the exohanp ot priaonen 

1a the oooaaion but not the oauae tor her 1nt1delitya ~ dicl ahe ge att.r 

allf It she vu aatiatied vith 'froilua, whJ d1dn1t ahe uae one ot t.be ~ 

reeouroH at her oeauu.nd to etq longer in !l'fil v1 th ber lowr1 • 2' The 

D10JIIIde, are regarclecl u aigne ot 110ral oatruption, and the bu ti nua ot 

her oapi tulation 1• blaraecl on her rather than on Diomede -- a haate 

emphaaizecl in apite ot the unoerta1nty of the tiae lapee in the text. 

In •\llllal7• John &petra euggeets that Ohauoer ia portraying Oriaeycle 

aatirioall:r t.hrougnout the poem, baaing her oharacter on ant1:f'8111n1at 

vrit.ingea 1 nat.uralaeas ot human behaviour and demeanour partl.y ariaH 

from an almoat coaplete abaenoe in her of' a moral eenee. • 26 !he moral 

of the poem 1• sim:plr that woman iB t1ckle. 

24 Oook, P• 547. 

25 Patch, P• 89. 

26 Speira, 1Tro1lua ~ Oriseyde,• P• 107. 



Like the theory ot the 1 Betrayed Innocent·, • the theory ot the 

1Wanton Adultere••' diatort• and ignores parte ot the text. Ob&uoer1s 

12 

l)'lllpatey- and tenderJMaa tor bis heroine are overloolced, u vell u the 

atri~ng ditterenoes aetween Oris-.yde and Boocaccio's Oriseida. The theory 

oondemn~ u vices the very Tirtuea ot oourtl7 love, acoording to vhich 

Oriaeyde wu guilt7 ot no weaknell or ain until ber 1ntidelity. troilu. 

!!!!_ Oriseyde 1• agd.n interpreted so tbat i t ca.nnot De oalled a trageqJ 

there is no oontrast between Orisey4e1s onaracter and ber infldelity. !he 

poem is r-.ther, •• Aaym.ond Preston sees it, a di'fine o.-q, an opportunity 

tor spiritual iaugbter.27 

!he apparent oontrast between the 1Betrqed IDDooent1 and the 

1Wanton Adultereaa, 1 between Ohauoerls aympathetio portr.,al ot Oriseyde 

in the tiret part ot the story ud ber contruting intidelity in the dfooncl, 

hu JU.de the third group ot oritica abandon the attempt to solve the 

incoaeistency. 'fhq see Oriaeyde u a 'Double Obaracter' resulting trca 

Ohauoer'• tailure to match ber nature witb the n.nal exigenci•• ot the plot. 

lrnest Lepuia, the Prench critio, deaoribea 'froilue ,!!!! Oriaeyde u a 

1 gloriou. failure 1 • 

!he aens\lO\UJ and t1ckle heroine ot Boccaccio could w1 thout 1.1\1 inooneiatenoy 
change ber loTer u otten as she pleued. Chaucer'• Oriseyde oa.n onl7 do 
10 b7 bel.Jiq vhat 1s l'lOt a.ffeeted modest.y on ber part; but ber ver7 
nature, that treah innocence vith whioh the poet hu endoved ber. Not 
onl; hu he tailed to glve her betr.,al an appearance ot truth, but he 
hu bestowed on the 7oUDg vidov a maiden'• c~dour, thu. renderinc the 
oharaoter at once charming and inconsistent. 

27 Preston, PP• 92-9,. 

28 Geottroy Ohaucer, trans. L. Laila voix (London, 19~), P• 126. 
Original ed. pub. Paria, 1910. 

See al•• Aldous Huxl.y, 10haWJer, 1 l••w lfew aD4 Old (New 
York, 1927), PP• 2.1f9-272J . ---

Marohette Ohute, Geot:t'r!f Onaucer ~ lyland (New York, 
19~), PP• 172-181. . 



Arthur Mizener does not conaider the inconeietency an artistio 

failure on Chaucer 1s part, but says that it resulta from medieval con-

cepte of character and action. He denies that Troilue and Crieeyde ia a 

psychological novel, or that Chaucer attempted to motivate behaYiour a. 

a modern realist would do. 1 For Chaucer a character conaiated in a group 

of unche.nging fundamental quali tiea, and • • • the relation betwen auch 

a character and the eTenta of the narrative was one of congruence rather 

than of cause and effect. 1 29 

Tatlock supports Mizener1s view, commenting that Chaucer's 

purpose in the final ecenee is to promote the dramatic rather than the 

lifelikel 1in early literature human character ie apt to be conceiTed and 

presented aa static and not changing; to be given tvo Criseydes (aa ve 

pretty much are) is unusual, and a whole series of atepa would be amazing. 1 

In analysing the moral of the poem, Tatlock suggests that Chaucer 

undertook not to explain how an attractive woman became faithleas, but 

how infinitely appealing a woman notoriously to become faithless could be. 

1 We are left to draw the inference that no matter how aweet and good anf 

~oman may be she cannot be trus ted. 1 50 

Charles Muscatine develops Mizener1 s theor.y further. In terms 

of style, he repreaents Criseyde aa vacillating between the courtly speech 

of Troilua and the naturaliatie idiom of Pandarus. In terms of the poem1 • 

29 1Character and Action in the Case of Criseyde,• ~· LIV (1939), 67. 

~ 1The People, 1 p. 99, and Mind and Art, p. 48. ---
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meaning, Muacatine pointa to the embiguity between Oriseyde 1e courtliness 

and her realistio personality, between her virtue and her infidelity. He 

suggests that her .mbiguity is her meaning, and that she is the symbol of 

earthly instability. Her infidelity is not a personal sin, but represente 

a failing that is 1 pathe,t io, universally human in ita mixture with so much 

that is good. 1 Oriseyde 1s personal weaknesa does not exp1ain her infide1ity& 

1 the poetry speaks more deep1y and symbolically than this. 1 1 '1he truth of 

her characterization is in her consistent ambiguity. • • • '!he rendering of 

Oriseyde 1 s betra1a1 is symbolic rather than psychologioal. 1 '1 

The weakness of the theor.y of the 'Double Oharacter 1 lies in ita 

basic aaaumption that Chaucer is interested in action rather than in 

character.'2 The text of the Troilus does not seem to support this uaump-

tion or the idea that Oriseyde'• peraonality is not realiatically developed; 

it is in spite of the text that the theory denies psychological motiTation. 

la a 'Double Oharacter, 1 Oriseyde becomes merely a symbol rather than the 

central figure of the story, and the poem oeuea to be a personal tragedy. 

Criseyde is not morally responsible for her infidelity. Troilus and 

Oriseyde is raised to a symbo1ic 1eve1 of meaning, becoming a lament for 

all earthly mutability. 

The fourth interpretation, which presents Oriseyde aa a 1 Pawn of 

Pate,• similarly e1evatee the poem to a superhuman level of meaning. 

Judged by the standards of' Christian philosophy', the Troilus can be seen 

' 1 Chaucer, pp. 155, 162, 164. See P• 265, note• 6o and 61, for 
Muscatine1s prai1e of Mizener. 

'2 Al Mizener concludea, 1both Troil~ and Oriseyde are the victime 
of an act determined, not by Crise.yde1s character, but by the dramatic 
neccesities of the action.• Page 81. 



as an exposition of Boethian determiniam~ According to this concept, 

the work ie a philoeophioal rather than a love poem. T.A. Stroud, for 

exemple, believee that Chaucer decided to supplement Boeth1u. 1 treatment 

of 1false goods,• which had included only power, dignitiea, and fam. and 

had made no mention of love. After BoethiU$ 1 time, as the doctrine of 

courtly love became a conspicuous part of the medieval culture, 1the 

15 

po•••••ion of the loved one became a treaaure hardly to be mentioned in the 

same breath with worldly honor or power.• Chaucer revised l! rtlostrato to 

aupplement Boethius 1 conclU$ions in an area of human activity which the 

philosopher had neglected. 1 The token of fortune which Troilua acquired 

wu altered to offer a greater illusion of sublimity than any other 1 good 1 

of this terrestrial world. 1 }} 

Aocoi-d.ing to this theory, the tragedy' of the poem 11 that froilU8 

deliberately places his hope for happinese in what is corruptible and tem-

poral. D.W. Robertson has called the Troll~ an allegoey of the raU of 

Man, in which Troilus embodies Adam'• higher reason, Criseyde, Eve 1s senaua­

lity, and Pandarus, the externa.l temptation of the Serpent.'4 In seeldng 

worldly satisfactions, Troilus deviatea from the ~ of Christian reason 

and livea aocording to foolish standards. He is the typical tragic hero, 

while Criseyde is only the personification of the senaual delignt he aeekB. 

}} T.A. Stroud, 1Boethius' Influence on Ohaucer's Troilua,• 
!!• XLIX ( 1951), 4-5. 

. See Bernard L. Jefferson, Chaucer ~ ~ Consolation !! Boethiua 
(Princeton, 1917). 

}4 D.W. Robertaon, Jr., 1Chaucer1an Tragedy, 1 ELH, XIX (1952), l-}7. 
See James Lyndon Shanley, 1 The TroilUI and Christian Love, • ELH, 

VI (19}9), 271-281. ---
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A• tu as Onae;yde 1• coœer.Dad, the poem 1• mt a tragectr, 

acoord1ng to this group ot cri ti ca, be cau.• ahe ia relieTed ot ey :f'rH 

will and moral responaibilit1'• Sinoe the po• is not meant. to be 

payQhololloal~ realiatio, her ohe.raoter 1s not intended to aot1Yate her 

illticleUty. She 11 a helpl••• 11'e.w of Pate,• little more than a eym'bol 

in the poem. Chaucer deea not deyelop her appealing peraonalit1 tor ber 

on lake, acoercling te V .w. 0\u"ry, but to sene a• a •povertul destil'l&l. · 

force in the lir. of Troilua, the protagoniat.• " O~iseycle 1• no longer 

tne centre of the poem or ••en a ccaprebeWtift 1n41rldua.l. She figuree 

iD! the stoey onl1 u an illustration of the idea that the Vheel of Port.UM 

oondemw all human endeaYOura u v. ParDbaa wr1tes 1 abe 1• no more tha.n ttle 

worldl1' poaseaaion of whioh 'l'ro1lua DlWit M deprind bT Pate.~ 

" 
1Deat1JV" 1n O.bau.oer1 • 'l'roilua, 1 PKLA., XLV (19~), 16,. Curry 

ualr•e• the whole po• without meut.iomni'ttie prob1em of Oriaqcle'• 
int1del1ty. 

~ 1he MedteYal Hetttase !! ~y.saoethaD !rapdf (Beraley, .19~), 
PP• 1,7-15'1: 

SM al8o Ki ttreclge, PP• 120-126; 
J .L. Lowes, Geoffrey Cbauaer ,2 ~ J)eTelopunt !! !.!!, G1 l• 

(Boston, 19}\), pp.· 15ô=J.59J 
Sherman B. Bett, 1 0hauoer'• Oresaida, • lliza'Htbaza·;JStùdi•~=and 

Other l••!f• !! Honor ~ Georp r. Jl!yn!1d8 {Boulder, ôalôiâdo,. 19.,}, 
P•' 46; 

Jobert P. Ap Roberts, OriaHde and. the llbral of Ohauov1s 
!roi1ua (unpube' cl1u., thd.Te' o:f O&lJ. ~ ....... ~'' pp.~-244J . .. . 

Morton BJ.oeaf1eJ.cl, MJ)iatanoe and P.redest.1Datioa 1n Troilua and 
Oriaezde, • l'ML~.,. LXXII ( 1957), 11f-26. . -
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All four interpretations have serious weakneases. When any one of 

these theories is advanced as the whole and only truth, Oriseyde's character 

and Ohaucer 1s intentions are distortod. The theories of the 1 Betr~ed 

Innocent' and the 1Wanton Adulteress 1 ignore vital passages of the text; 

the theorie& of the 'Double Character' and the 'Ps:wn of Fate 1 deny that 

Oriseyde ia a realistic and self~consistent character. 

Each of these four interpretations of Oriseyde 1s part in the poem 

contains an element of truth. The poem does demonstrate that men are not 

always to be trusted ('Betrayed Innocent'), that women are changeable 

( 1 Wantan Adulteress 1 ), and that earthly love is mutable ('Double Character' 

and 1 Pawn of Fate'). It is true, as the four descriptions of her character 

show, that Criseyde is a virtuous young woman, that she deliberately 

undertakes an extra-marital love affair, that there is a certain ambiguity 

in her character, and that she is to some extent the victim of circumstances. 

But the relationship of all these truths is evident only when the posm is 

judged by the standards of courtly love. 

Only the code of courtly love can demonstrate that Oriseyde 1 s 

charactor is self-consietent throughout the poem, compatible vith all her 

actions, and in harmony vith Chaucor's explicit attitude toward her. As 

a courtly lady, she constantly behaves in conformity to the code. Using. 

methods of psychological realism that are traditional in the literature of 

courtly love, Chaucer gives Criseyde a credible, fully developed personality. 

She is a living person; but she lives as a courtly lady, not as a woman 

of t~e twentieth century. 
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Wh en Oriaeyde is unde:ratood u a courtl:y laclr, the charaotera of 

Troilua and Pa.ndarus can be see~ in their tru• light, and the nature ef the 

action becœes olear. The JICII• beccmea, u Onaucer inteDded, a story of' 

courtly loTe. In auch a ator;r the loTers can zwyer consider marriap, 

their love bas to be secret, the lover uaents to his lad71s superiority, 

and Low is the greatest eart.hly good., 

!roilua .!!:!;! Oriseyde alao beoomea, as Ohauoer intended, a 

traged7. As a 1Betrqed IJJDOcent: Oriaeyde tlgur•• in· a poea that ia 

on11 pathetic. As a 1Wanton Adulteresa, 1 consiatently bmoral in her. 

charaoter and aotiona, she providea the material for ironie llpiritual 

laughter. She ie abaolYed of moral napoMibility for her actioœ as a 

1:Double Charaoter' or a 1Pavn of Pate,• and ta.Da part in· vhat is not 

a peraoD&l t:rapq, but the w:d.Teraal earthl.f t.raged.y of mutabilit;r. 

Only When the poem is judged ts'f the standards of courtl;r love, 111 Oriaeyde 

a tragic heroinee' She ill not perfect in her role as a oourtl:y la~; like 

all huma.n beings she has an imperf'ect1on, a wealcness that ia denloped 

as a t:ragio 1'law. !raged;r arises when Pate combines w1 th this t'law to 

p:roduoe a situation in which Oriseyde1 a infidelit7 ia inevitable, but •till 

psyohological~ motiYated. He:r fault ia not exter.nall;r compelled b,V the 

structure of' the plot (as if she were a 'Double Oharacter1 ) or b7 the Wheel 

of Portune (u if she vere a 1 ~&wn of Pate'). 'l'he tre.geey dependa on 

~hire gilt, • om her acknowledged responsibility for her ai•~ !he t:re.geq 

evolTea out of the contre.at between vhat Oriseyde ia and what ahe doea& 

a he acta on the impulse of' ber tata! weakneas, and. not accordi.n& to her 

Tirtuoua character as a courtlr le.q. 



Oourtly love ·originated aa a revolt against the ethical 

standards of f'eudal society and the Ohurch, and the folloWing chapter, 

1 The Challenge of the Courtly Lady, 11 showa hov a poem on courtly love 

can be misunderstood when normal social and religioWJ criteria are 

applied to it. 

Sinoe the position of the lady is the key-stone in the theory 

of' courtly love (ju.t as Oriseyde 1s character is central to the meaning 

of' Ohauoer1s poem), the third chapter examine• the lady1s role vith 

respect to the four basic principlea of' the code. 

Literary criticiam has tended to concentrate (like the poetry 

itself') on the role of' the lover to the neglect of the courtly lady, who 

is of'ten mistmderstood. Ohapters Four, Five, and Six explain her tradi­

tional role. An account is given of the ladies who are Oriseyde's real 

1 ancestors, 11 more closely related to her than the Trojan captives or the 

Neapolitan courteaan. The famous courtly ladies of France are described 

both in lite and in literature, since the two are inextricable in the 

development of courtly love. 

In the final chapter, Oriseyde is compared to her 1 anceators.• 

A conflict is seen betveen her role as a courtly lady and her ind1Tidual 

nature, and a new conception of the poem'• tragedy is suggested. 

19 
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CIIAPmR l!! 
.m!_ OHALliiNGB .Q!.!!!! OQURTLY le'DY 

.l) WCMU ~!!!, P'KUDAL WORLD 

!Jro hundred yeara bef'ore the birtb of Chaucer in lngla.nd, a new 

doctrine of' love began to prevail mnong the nob1lity of' •outhern l"ranoe. 

It wu expre .. ed tir•t of' all in the sone;- of' the troubadours and in the · 

•ooial •y•tcm taugpt at the twe1tth-century oourtl of Poitier• and Trore•• 

I.e.ter this doctrine of' 11 courtly love• {as it ia called todq) becuw a. 

great powr in the medieval world, ohallenging the authority of' f'eudal 

•ociety and of' the Oburoh. 

Peudal 1ociety va.a based on the usunption tha.t a woman1s duty 

vu unqueationa.bly to obey her h1»1band. and her lord, jW~t u a. kni~t1 s · duty 

in lif'e ·va.s to •erve his liege lord and suzerain. 1'hia seme ot obligation. 

and eulid.uion wu the foundation of' the social hierarchys to challenge the 

principlu of allegiance vas therefore to attack the structure et eociety 

itlelf'. '!he Ohurch, u the second power in the medieval world (and it vu 

very muoh a worldly power), saw obedience to God and to •coleliutioal law 

u ma.n11 primary duty, a duty t'rom whioh no other claimtl on. his sorTice 

1hould di vert him., 

l'eudal ~ociety and the Church, in Il18l\Y respecta .incompatible, 

vere united in tholr attempts to meet the Challenge of court~ love, 

vhich ttlreatened buic tonet. of both institutions. Oourtl7 loft had 

orig1œted, in part, as a reaction a.gainst prevailing social and 

religiou. conditions in Prance, eapecially those conditions concerned 
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with the position of women, and for this reason was in direct conflict 

with feudal society and the Church. 

The question of the specifie sources of courtly love has been 

debated now for nearly one hundred and fifty years. 1 Briefly, the theories 

on the origins of 1.ne· · · ats~tem can be divided into three groupes 1 classical, 1 

1 t 1 popular,• and Arabie. 

The 1 classical 1 school of critics sees the origin of courtly 

love in the heritage of Greek and Latin literature left to the Middle Ages, 

specifically in the medieval Latin love lyrics, certain Platonic ideas on 

love and beauty, the Cupid and Psyche myth, and, in particular, the 

Ars Amatoria of Ovid.2 

The 1 popular 1 group of critics concentrates its research on the 

region of F.rance in which the literature of courtly love first appeared, 

and examines in detail the folk songs of the Limousin and the May festivals 

of Provence, particularly the ceremonies of crowning the Queen of the May.3 

Interest has been taken in the Celtic legenda carried across the Channel 

by minstrels and incorporated into French romances; many of these legenda 

1 s. Griswold Morley, 11 A Note on Arabie Poetry and European Poetry," 
Hispanie Review, VII (1939), ;44-;46. 

2 See in general the works of J. Dumont, Hennig Brinkmann, Eug~ne 
Baret, Alfred Pillet, Willibald~otter, Edward K. Rand and Stephen 
Ge.selee. 

3 See the works of Gaston Paris, Alfred Jeanroy and Joseph Anglade. 
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describe a fairy mistress who is necessarily superior to her mortal lover, 

and who may partially account for the superiority of the courtly lady in 

French ·11terature.4 

1 1 The Arabie group of critics, which has steadily been gaining 

strength in recent years, stresses the influence of the Arabie lyric poets 

of Moorish Spain on both the verse forma and emotional content of the 

literature of courtly love.5 The influence of Arabie poets was carried 

over the Fyrenees into southern France by crusaders and minstrels for over 

a century. In particular, one Ibn Hazm al-Andalusi wrote (around the 

year 1022) a work called The Dove1 s ~-Ring, which codified many 

co~onplaces of Arabie love lyrics and was an important forerunner of 

Andreas Capellanus 1 ~ Amore. Ibn Hazm managed to combine Ovidian 

sensuality with a degree of Platonic spirituality, and his work contains 

many elements that later became familiar in the poetry of courtly love.6 

These possible sources of courtly love are the seeds from which 

the code developed, but the seeds would never have prospered if the ground 

4 In Celtic sources of Guinevere's abduction, she is sometimes a fay 
abducted from her mortal husband by a supernatural lovera see the story of 
Etain and Airem, king of Ireland, in the ninth-century Irish Tochmarc Etaine, 
and the Welsh story of Riannon and Pwyll in the Mabinogion. 

In French romances, see the supernatural Queen of Ireland in Durmart 
~ Galois, Melior in Partonopeus, and Madoine in Claris et Laris. 

5 See the works of Ramon Pidal, Julian Ribera, Henri P~rès, Robert 
Briffault, Alois NYkl and Alexander Denomy. 

6 In view of the conflict between courtly love and the Christian 
Church, it is interesting to note that Ibn Hazm1 s views were opposed to 
the Muslim orthodoxy of his time, and his writingz were publicly burned in 
Seville during his lifetime. Ibn Hazm, The Ring or the Dove, trans. A.J. 
Arberry (London, 1953), P• 9. - - - --

For an account of Ibn Hazm and his code of love, see Alois R. NYkl, 
His ano-Arabic Poetry and its Relation with the Old Provencal Troubadours 

Baltimore, 1946), PP• 73-10). -- -- --



on which they fell he.d not been ripe to tecei ve them. The social and 

religious conditions of twelfth-century France were auch that everything 

was ready for a new theory of love and womanhood. The real 1 origin1 of a 

social movement is often found, not in any specifie cause, but in a general 

reaction against the prevailing way of life, and so it was with courtly 

love. 1 

The noblema.n of twelfth-century France ms.rried simply as a means 

of advancing his own interests through advantageous political alliance, the 

annexation of valuable estates in the form of a dowry, or through the 

expectations of inheritance. A woman was little more than a personification 

of the property and of the feudal ties associated with her; as a persan in 

her own right she did not exist, and little respect was accorded her.' 

"The feudal male," writes Sidney Painter, "was chiefly absorbed in 

war and the chase. His wife bore him sons, his mistress satisfied his 

momentary lusts. Beyond this, women had no place in his life, and he had 

no interest in them. They were freely beaten and treated in general with 

callous brutality.n8 To emphasize the fact, the wife of a jealous noble was 

sometimes actu~lly branded as the property of her husband.9 The nobleman 

7 Ir the He~elian theory of history is applied to this case, 
medieval society (based on the twin powers of feudalism and the Church) 
may be considered as the historical thesis. 

Courtly love originated as the antithesis. 
The final synthesis combined the three ideals of knighthood, 

Christianity and coûrtly love (Herrendienst, Gottesdienst and Frauendienst) 
into the single ideal of Chivalry, an ideal which never managed to achieve 
muoh oonsistenoy among its three components. 

8 French Chivalry: Chivalric Ideas and Practices in Medieval France 
(Baltimore, 1940), P• 102. 

9 Emile Lucka, Eros: the Development of the Sex Relation through the 
Ages (New York, 1915 )-;-p:" ~ - - - -



24 

made no attempt to delude his wite about his extra-~tal affaira; auCh 

arrangement. vere ta.ken for gre.nted by all parties concerned. In the 

thirteenth-century Prench romance ot Becou:f'le, the Ool.Ult ot St.1 Gille• 

openly enjoys the favours of his vite and tb.ose of an~ u well.: In his 

home he makes himself camfortable also among his wife 1s ladies-in-waiting, 

and when the young hero arrives he finds the count in :negligee after dinner, 

10 
lying vith his head in the lap of Aelis, the heroine, waiting for dessert. 

It was not only in fiction that such an a.tti tude vas talcen.1 ~e heroine of 

Flamenca and Agnes de Tonnsre of Joutrois were b,y no meana.the only noblevomen 

impriso:ned by their huebanda in a tower1 Eleanor of Aquitaine, the most 

fllmOl.UI of all courtly ladiea, wu imprisoned by her husband, Henry II of 

lngla.nd, in· Salisbury 1'ower and other atrongb.ollie for tifteen years.1 

In conaequenoe of the feudal attitude toward marria.ge, the 

consent of the couple (especially of the bride) vas of no importance, and 

it is not aurprising that the typical heroine of French romance ebould 

often have a fataliatic attitude toward her own marriagee' lven thou~ she 

might be secretly pledged to a lover, she knew she was bound by law to marey 

a husband of her f'ather 1s choosing.' Blonde of Oxford, for exemple, heroine 

of the thirteenth-century romance Jehan !! Blonde, 1& secretly pledged to 

the absent Jeban, but it doea not even occur to her to protest when her 

father arranges a marriage for her with the Oount of Gloucester. 

Nor wu age of' a.l\V importance.' Ohildren were sometimes led 

througb a tormal ceremoey of betrothal wh en they were too young to s peak 

10 See the comm.entary by Sarah P. Barrow, '!he Medieval Society 
Romanaes (New York, 1924), P•' ;8. 



er even to walk into the church, and marriage often took place soon 

atterwards. In 1158 HeD17 II of England and Loui• VII of !"rance arranged 

the betrothal of three-year-old Prince Henry to Louis' daugnter Marguerite, 

who was scarcely one year old. To enable King Henry to possess himself of 

Marguerite 1s dowry without delay, the marriage itaelf took place two yeara 

later, when Prince tienry was five and Marguerite not yet three. In England, 

when a boy wu fourteen and a girl wu twelve, a legally vaUd marriage 

could be performed aimply by an exchange of vowa (followed by cohabitation), 

without the preeence of a priest or even of any witness at all. When 

expediency demanded it, auch marriages were very easily affirmed or denied 

wi tho ut proof. 

If the financial benefits of a marriage failed to materialize, 

if there was a change in the political situation, or lf the wife failed 

to produce an heir, she could be repudiated without difficulty. Nor did 

the Church stand in the wa:y of auch separation. In the days when nearly 

all the nobility of western Europe were already related in some degree, the 

plea of incest wa1 accepted as the basie for the great majority of divorcee. 

For to allege consanguinity of even the fourth degree (that is, to have a 

common great- great-grandparent), or even to allege the relationship of 

being gad-parents to the aame child at à baptism, was enough to secure an 

annulment from the Chur.oh. Before the Lateran Counoil of 1215, the pro­

hibition on marriage extended even to the s_eventh degree. 11 

11 
In writing about conditions of marriage in the lower classes, 

G.G. Coulton points out that in the average village, where there were only 
about seventy familiea, the arithmetical chances of finding a mate outside 
the prohibited degrees must have been negligible. Medieval Panorama 
(Cambridge, 1949), p. 635. 
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~leanor of' Aquitaine wae divorced f'rom Louis VII of' France on the 

usual grounds of' consanguinity, af'ter being married to him for f1fteen 

years (1137-1152), and bearing him two daughters but no son. Her case is 

unusual only in so far as the separation took place 1argely at her own 

instigation. Wi thin eight weeks she married again, this time to Louis' 

rival, Henry Plantagenet, who was only too glad to receive the vast feudal 

astate that came with her person. Some years later a lese fortunate lady, 

the Princess Ingeborg of Denmark, was married in 1193 to Philip Augustus of 

l"rance and crowned Queen wi th great ceremony. Philip Augustus realised just 

too late that he had made a political error in marrying her, and so, on the 

day after their marriage, he dismissed Ingeborg on the grounds of' consanguinity 

and gave her leave to return home to Denmark.12 

The attitude of the Church, compared to that of feudal society, 

provided equally fertile ground for the revolt that was to come with the 

advent of courtly love. The religion of Islam taught that woman had no 

sou1 or spiritua1 existence until she married and shared that of her husband. 

In the sixth centûry, the Christian Council of ~con had gone one step 

further and officially- denied that woman had any soul at al1.13 She was 

in fa ct the Devil 1 s instrument on earth. The great quanti ty of medieval 

anti-feminist literature provided ample material for worKs such as Andreas 

Capellanus 1 third book of'~ Amore, Jean de Meun1 s continuation of' the 

12 Ingeborg was not prepared to let a crown slip through her fingers 
so easily. She retired to the French nunnery at Soissons, and Danish 
emissaries persistent1y pleaded her case bef'ore the Pope unti1 Philip 
Augustus was f'orced to acknowledge Ingeborg, renouncing his second wife 
and children, eight years later. 

Amy Kelly commenta: •rn the twelf'th century women were not yet 
persona; but Ingeborg gave unmistakable evidence of' personality.• 
Eleanor 2.f. Aquitaine !E2. the Four Kings (New York, 1957), p. 467. 

13 Lucka, p. 50. 
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Roman 2.! la Rose, and the Wife of Bath 1 s Prologue. In the spoken sermon, 

too, W.W. Lawrence writes, "the ears of laymen were constantly assailed 

from the pulpit by reminders that a woman was the cause of the fall of 

Adam and that the wiles of women are responsible for many of men1 s later 

transgressions.• l4 The phrase 1mulier est hominis confusio" was the 

opening of the standard monastic definition of woman, and it was so well 

known that Chaucer' s use of i t, for example, in the Nun1 s Priest' s ~' 

would immediately have suggested to his audience the whole context of the 

phrase. 15 

While matrimony was one o~ the seven sacraments of the Ohurch, 

religious dogma taught that love was intrinsically an evil passion 

(idolatrous in its nature), and love did not cease to be sinful even 

when sanctified by marriage. Indeed, the sin of the man who loved his 

own wife was heavier than that of the unmarried lover, because he had 

abused the sacrament of marriage. 16 In Peter Abelard1s words, passionate 

love of one1 s own wife was adultery. St. Jerome, in his Epistola Adversus 

Jovinianum, provided ample material for al1 medieval antifeminismJ he 

14 William W. Lawrence, Chaucer and the Canterbury Tales (N'ew York, 
1951)' p. 124. 

On the sa.c:1e subject see Francis Lee Utley, The Crooked Rib 
(Columbus, Ohio, 1944), and G.R. Owst, Literature and Pulpit in--­
l·iedieval England (Cambridge, 19.33). 

15 Carleton Brown, "Mulier est Hominis Confusio," MLN, XXXV 
(1920), 479-482. 

16 Following this line of reasoning, the Ca~~ars (a heretical sect 
of the Church, often identified with the development of courtly love) 
discouraged marriage and inclined to condone concubinage, because 
1 free love1 was only a temporary alliance and therefore the lesser sin. 

See Alexander J. Denomy, 0An Inquiry into the Ori gins of Courtly 
Lovea, Medieval Studies, VI (1944), 222-227. 



eatabliahed that sexual intercourae wu solely for the procreation of 

children: 

He who loves his ovn wife too ardently is considered disgraceful. 
A wise man should love his wife with judgment, not vith passion; 

, he ahould govern his voluptuows impulses and not ruah headlong into 
intercourse. 1 There is nothing blacker than to love a wite as if abe 
were an adulterees." Husbands and vives should dvell together according 
to lmowledge, so that they may know wh at God wishee and desires, and 
that they may give honor to the weak veesel, woman. When a man abstaine 
from intercourse, he honora his wife; when he dosa not abstain, it is 
evident that the opposite is true -- he insulta her. 17 

The Wife of Bath vas probably not the only woman who complained against 

the do~ of the Church, 1Allas! allas! that ever love vas sinnè! 1 

28 

When, at the beginning of the twelrth eentury, the reaction came, 

it wu extreme. Courtly love advooated a theor.y of love that was the 

antithesis of existing religious and social cuetom. 1 The pendulum not onlr 

ewung away from celibacy, but, pusing the point of married chutity, went 

to the other extreme, and a system of conduct grew up in which the central 

point w .. adulteroue love.• 18 Courtly love not only suggested a new rela-

tionship between men and women; it advocated a new kind of life. It 1a 

easy to understand that it wae the noblewomen themeelvee who gave the new 

movement its greateat impetue, both by personal example and literary pat-

ronage. The new ideas vere propogated in poetry and the romancee. In the 

upper classes more women than men vere able to read and writes ladiea 1n 

medieval illustrations and tales are oonstantly represented as reading books, 

l7 E~ene E. Slaughter, 1Allaat allas! that ever love was sinne! 1 

MLN, XLIX ( 19,4), 85. 
18 

Homer H. Hughes, Chaucer 1s Criseyde and!!!!:. Ancestry (unpub. dias., 
Univ. of Texa1, 1948), p. 122. 



and then, as now, women were the chief' readera of romances. 19 Eleanor ot 

Aquitaine'• tomb at Fontevrault fittingly representa her with a book in 

her hand, which need not neceaearily be regarded aa a missal.20 "Soverey-

netee,• as Chaucer knew, waa ~t 1worldly wommen loven best,• and the 

noblewomen of France did all the1 could to encourage the movement that 

was to elevate them to a position rivalling that of the feudal lord and of' 

the Church itself. 

The challenge of the courtly lady to the feudal lord and to the 

Church is personified, one migbt aay, by Eleanor heraelf. Duririg her lif'e 

she ef'f'ectively challenged the political power of two kin~, Louis VII of' 

France and Henry Il of' England. She came . fr.om a Une of forebears in 

Poitou who had •supported antipapes and plucked the beard& of bishop• when 

they came into collision with secular affaira.• 21 Eleanor followed her 

ancestors' exemple by opposing the authority of Louis' monastic advisors 

in Paris. Later she obtained a divorce in defiance of a papal dispensation, 

and in popular folklore she earned herselt a legendary reputation as a 

demon. 

Although feminine activities such ·_. the courts of' love 

(eatabliahed by Eleanor and Marie de Champagne) may- have appeared to be 

19 6 Coulton, p. 27. L.F. Salzman, English ~lE the Middle~ 
(London, 1955), P• 260. 

20 Kelly, p. 494. 
The eff'igy is reproduced in Robert Brif'fault, ~ Troubadours ,!l 

le Sentiment Romanesque (Paris, 1945), p. 12, fig. 4. 

21 Kelly, p. 99. 



mere social amusements, there is no doubt about the serious tendency 

underlying them. Speaking about the judgements paased in the courts of 

love, Gaston Paris writess 

il faut y reconnaître, chez les grandes dames de ce temps oÜ appara1t 
ce qu1on appelle ale monde", un effort pour créer et faire accepter 
aux hommes un amour idéale et raffïn~, nullement platonique toutefois, 
et fond~ sur la pleine possession, mais ne laissant aux sens qu1une part 

( • ..... ' 1 secondaire, etroitement lie a la pratique et a 1 accroissement des 
vertus sociales, et donnant ~ la femme, ~ cause du risque qu1elle 
courait en s 1y livrant, une supériorit& constante qu1 elle justifiait 
par 1 1 influence ennoblissante qu1 elle devait exercer sur son amant.22 

Courtly love began with the glorification of adultery; nevertheless, 

it was in origin largely a search for a new kind of morality. Adultery, 

circumscribed by the rigid code of courtly love, was in essence far more 

moral than the existing conditions of marriage. "Since the human spirit is 

in the long run averse to social anarchy," writes H.H. Hughes, "no sooner 

had the revolt to license taken place than there began to grow up around the 

new i:r.unorali ty a system of checks and restrictions, perhaps lesa burdensome 

but no lesa elaborate than those which surrounded the old ecclesiastical 

code." E' An excess of passion made a person unfit for love, according to 

Andreas Capellanus; a new ldnd of chasti ty was demanded "CroiD. the :·perfect 

lover, who did not seek to embrace anyone except his beloved. The 

judgements of the courts of love laid great emphasis on fidelity. . .. Ia 

contrast to the conditions of marriage, the love-alliance could be dissolved 

only by death, a 1 widowhood1 of two years being required of the survivor. 

22 "Etudes sur les Romans de la Table Ronde: Lancelot du Lac: II" 
Remania, XII (1883), 529-530. This ia probably the most famous of all 
essaya on courtly love. 

23 Hughes, p. 122. 



'!hoa e who s ee Eleanor of A qui taine, Guinevere, and Cris ey"de 

only a.a immoral and wa.nton adultereaaea, forget an important element of 

the courtly tradition.24 Women such a. Elea.nor ,and ber da.ugnter Marie, 

in attempting to change the conditions of lite around them, established 

a strict code of ethic• which, thougn it kn•w no law• but its own, deman~d 

mutual fidelity, self-sacrifice, and coara.ge t'rom its adherents. 

24 See, for example, the estimation of Eleanor 1 s charaoter in 
Melrich V. Rosenberg, Eleanor of Aquitaine, Queen of the Troubadour• 
of the Courts of Love (New York; 1937), PP• 8ô=81,1o0} 
- - the degra.dit'ron of Guinevere 1 

• cha.racter in late Arthurian 
roma.ncMJ 

and -

and the description of Criseyde in Engliah ballade and in Robert 
Henryson1 s Testament ~ Cresaeid. 



B) !!!! COURTLY LADY AGAINS T THE FEt.mAL ~ 

According to the terma of courtly love, writes Sidne.y Painter, 

•men and women who wisbed to be wortby had to love, and love wu adul tery 

or at leut fornication; courtly love emergea from the pagea of the .!2!, 

!more u an extra-marital relationehip in open defiance of feudal cu.stom 

and ecclesiaatical preoept.• 25 The _ideal of service to the eourtly 1~ 

wu eetablished in opposition to servic.e to the feudal lord and to tho 

Chureh. 

Beoause courtly love ehallenged the basic fealties of feudal 

society (the duty of a knight to hie lord, and of a wife to her hueband), 

it appeared to some of the nobility as a threat to their authority. 

Henry II of England and his adviaore, for example, vere worried about the 

ideu that Eleanor of Aquitaine taugbt the young nobility of ll'r'ance and 

England, including Henry 1s heir and his two other sons. It was in part 

the seditiouenesa of the courtly doctrine taugnt at Poitiers and the fear 

of political revolt tbat oaueed Henry to close the court and imprison 

Eleanor. 

According to the code of feudal society, the pri'lll&ry duty of a 

knignt was fidelity to hie lord, no matter what injury he mignt receive 

at his lord's band. Eleanor, on the other hand, taugpt the young men at 

25 Painter, P• 122. 



Poitiers that they should become the yaesal or 1man' of the lady they 

loved, pledging their loyal service to her instead of to their feudal 

lord. The old bonds wore renounced, and knighthood bocame subservient 

to love. Although the lover became in many respecta a more valorous 

knight, ho had to be villing to sacrifice his honour for the sake of 

love. Lancelot, who wu a braver kni.ght than Gawain, willingly dis­

graced himaelf by riding in the shameful cart whilo in search of 

Guinovero, and he allovod himsolf to be defeated in a tournament to 

pleuo hor whim. Gawain, who wu not a courtly lover, would not think 

of such bohaviour. 

'' 

1 It is plain,• remarks ~Kelly, 1that oach and overy one of 

tho judgements in the queon's court is an arrant feudal horesy. Taken 

togothor they undermino all the primary sanctions and are subversive of 

the social order. No propor king or baron, even at the risk of being 

reckoned a boor, ought to subscribo to a single one of them.• 26 

"rhe knight bound by love was even villing to commit treuon 

against hia lord. Lancelot and Tristram both dealt treacherously vith 

their king~~, Arthur and Mark, wh en they commi tted adul tery wi th the ir 

queens. According to the foudal code of knighthood, u Jam .. Thompson 

26 Kelly, p. 211. 



explaim, they were guil t7 ot treuona 

!he eue noe of tne f'eudal system vu mutual f1del1 ty and. reoiprocal 
aerrloe between sUZerain ~ nasal, onrlord and under-lordJ the boftd 
wu not a light onaJ f'eal't.7 and honor vere at 1lhe bot.tora ot it, aanot.ioœd 
it and gan it the force ot law.' !be moat heinotW crime in the teudal 
oalendar· wu treuon agairwt oœ'• overlorcl •• • • •' lfhe or:tme of' Lancelot 
w.u not mere adul t:eey -- the re vu plez:xty of that in the teudal age u 
todq.i ~ crime of Lancelo1t vu that he Tiolat.ed the chutiv of the 
wife of his euzera1n, and thus betrqed hu suzeraine' Dl• moDatrotWDN& 
of the crime vu DOt 11hat <Jld.nnere wu a quMD& but that ClùineTere wu 
hthur1a wife and Arthur ,.. Lanoelot'a onrlard.• ëT 

Dle proceaa of cbangi.ng lOf'al ty t'rom f'eudal!. lord to: courtly.r lady 

hu been· described 'tJy 0.Se1 lievia U the 1f'eudit.l18atioD of' lo.,.-.,. 28 Jin tb.e 

substitution of 1 lou-eerrloe 1 tor teudal allegianoe, J:Daey oharaoterbtioe 

trom the old loyal ty were transterred to the nn. Allegianoe of' the most 

rigid sort vas, from i'ta inoeption, the lœy-note of oourtlyï love • ~e onl7 

Provençal word for courtly love wu domnei or 1 lad.y-aernoe, 1 and in 

troubadour poetey th• lady wu addreaaed by the napecttul. maaculline taf!D. 

mi'dona, which mel.llll literally · 1rq lord.·1 In a pOh dèolering hil low toJ 

lleamr of .lqui~, the trou.be.dour JlierrJ&ri. de 'Atntadorn Wied the exact. 

formula of e. teudal 'ftll&al pqing hou.ge w. hb lord, 1v1.th banda joiDIId 

and head bowed D: gia and del1ver rqaelf'.., roua:• 

MU juntal, ab oap ole,. 
V'.ba m' autre1· e m coman.1 

!be troubaclour often deecribed himaelt' u the lad.J·"• !!!_ !lY.'!. and 

!.!!!.. 3!!!!•.·· a Sa believed that- the recitation ot t.b!a: ' :. ' 

toœula .e:MJ.8!;le.DDe .. ~· part of an actual oeremoz:v, ü mi oh the 

le.dy 1a aocepted euttor beoame her lOYer. 29 

27 J"'ame• v. 1tt~on, 10àtharbt Social Jdeaa 1Jt MBdi:e'Yd. hench: 
Romance,• lbnanic Bà'Yin; xxm- (19~. ~.· 

28 O.S. Lewis, lœ .lllegorz: gt. !!2.!!. (crxtorcl, 19,), p.~ 2.' 

29 N.B.' Ot-ittin, ed.1, IJhe P11oetra~ Of O!oftllrd: boa:co:la 
(l!tll'acleli*da,, lm), p-.1 91.;- -



'' 
The parallelism between the courtly la~ and the feudal lord was 

not confined to poetic language. The courtly la~ possessed the power of 

life and death over her lover, and she replaced the feudal lord with her 

authority over the knight who served her.· If every knight in France had 

been a Lancelot, he would have fought in battle, travelled on quests, and 

been willing to break every law of feudal society in the service of hia 

la~, and in obedience to her command alone. Feudal society would have 

crumbled. 30 

The conflict between the courtly la~ and the feudal lord never 

reached any such climax. As is the case with most revolutionary ideas, 

the theory of courtly love was most potent a~ the beginning of its history, 

and as it gradually gained in popularity in France and the rest of western 

Europe it lost much of its original force. The elements of courtly love 

that endured the longest (after the beginning of the thirteenth century) 

were those that were compatible with feudal society, in particular the 

theory of the enno~ling effects of love on the chivalrous knight. As 

courtly love and the age of chivalry decayed together, the old ideas 

expressed themselves mainly in the ceremony of the tournament. At the 

great tournament held outside Paria in 1389, the ladies encouraged their 

30 The development of the story of Arthur and Guinevere illustrates 
fictionally the potential degradation suffered by the feudal lord when 
he came into conflict with courtly love. In the Celtic sources of the 
story, Guinevere is rescued ~om her abductor by Arthur himself. In 
the hands of the courtly writers, Arthur recedes to the background as 
Lancelot becomes the lover and heroic rescuer; Arthur is sometimes 
blamed for having permitted the abduction to .take place. His degradation 
is complete in the thirteenth-century romance of Yder, in which he appears 
as a petty, jealous husband and an ungracious king:--



knights to valour by presenting them with tokens to wear, dressing them 

in their armour, leading them out onto the field, and actually judging 

the tournament, awarding the winner with a crown. 31 A century later 

the degradation was complete& in the time of Richard II of England, a 

joust was held at Smithfield in 1465, at which sixty moble ladies walked 

onto the field leading their knights by silver chains. Each knight wore 

the 1 gentle armour 1 of his lady 1 s shift. 52 

31 Thomas Wright, Womankind in All Ages of Western Europe (London, 
1869), PP• 162-165. . 

32 E. Lynn Linton, •The Women of Chivalry," Fortnightly Review, 
XLVIII (1887), 568, 572. 



C) THE COURTLY LADY AGAINST THE CHURCH 

The c~nfliot bétween the courtly la~ and the Church was as strong as 

her struggle against the ~eudal lord. ~or ie literally the reveree of 

Roma, and the heretical doctrine of courtly love was the antithesis of 

everything taught by the medieval Christian Church. From a sinful passion, 

courtly doctrine transformed love into the source of all virtue. While the 

Church declared that adulterous love (or even passionate love in marriage) 

could not in any wé.y. be. goa~ since it was forbidden, the def'enders of 

courtly love asked how it could be evil if it were the source of' all 

earthly good. Far ~am being an ' èvil passion that should be avoid~d, the 

new doctrine declared that love was an ennobling power, a duty, and an 

inescapable f'ate laid upon all suitable men and womens 

thoee who stay away ~am the palace of' Love live for themselves 
alone, and no one gets any profit. from their lives; as they have no 
desire ta be of any use, they are looked upon as dead ta the world, 
and their reputation is in no wise worth speaking of~ but ought by 
all means to be buried under the weight of silence. J3 

The difference between courtly love and the Church has been well 

summarized by G.G. Coulton, when he said that the troubadour stood a wh6le 

horizon apart from the preacher, so that wo~en found the~selves perpetually 

oscillating between a pit and a pedestal. 34 Far ~om seeing his lady as 

the Devil's instrument, the courtly lover regarded her as the source of 

all his virtue and happiness and almost as a divine being. She was perfect, 

of that there is no doubt, for the tenets of courtly love depend logically 

33 Andreas Capellanus, The Art of Courtly Love, ed. John Jay Parry 
(New York, 1941), pp. 108-109:---- --

34 Coulton, P• 622. 



on the perfection of the la~. The lover worshipped her as if she were 

a goddess or e. aamt, e.doring her, e.nd praying to her for mercy and the 

forgiveness of aina. The Christian concept of divine grace bece.me 

strangely perverted in the new idee. of the fe.vour bestowed upon the lover, 

by the courtly le.~ e.nd the god of Love, e.s a rewe.rd for devoted service. )5 

Lancelot, the perfect courtly lover, behe.ved like e. worshipper 

a.t his tryst with Guinevere, whom he e.dored e.nd before whom he knelt, 

holding her more dear than the relie of e.ny saint. At pe.rting, he suffered 

e. me.rtyr 1 s e.gony, e.nd e.s he left her room he bowed e.nd e.cted precisely. 

as if he were before a shrine. When he found an ivory comb belonging to 

Guinevere, with some golden he.ir still in it, he swooned, e.nd then e.dored 

it e.s e. religious relie. 36 

Certain women who were fe.llen creatures in the eyes of the 

Church were re.ised to se.inthood e.nd me.rtyrdom in the new order, as;.; for 

exe.mple, in Che.ucer 1 s Legend 2f~ Women, e. legende.ry of Cupid1 s saints. 

The courtly lady even rivalled the position Qf the Virgin Mary herselfl 

Alceste, the Queen of Love in the Prologue to the Legend of ~ Women, 

bece.me e. mediator by e.nalogy with the Virgin, a s she interceded for the 

35 See Alexander J. Denomy, 1 Jois e.mong the Early Troube.dourst its 
Meaning and Possible Source, "Medievar-studies, XIII (1951), 177• 217; 
e.nd Eugene E. Slaughter, 11 Love and Grace in Che.ucer 1 s Troilus, 11 Esse.ys 
~ Honor ~Walter Clyde Curry (Ne.shvill e , 1955), PP• 61-73~ 

36 Chretien de Troyes, "Lancelot," Arthurie.n Romances, ed. W. Wiste.r 
Comfort (London, 1951), PP• 288-289. 

Fbr e.n exposition of this aspect of courtly love in Troilus and 
Oriseyde, s ee Arthur E. Hutson, "Troi l us ' Confes sion," MLN, LXIX (1954); 
468=47o. Troilus 1 words are compe.red to the Confiteor and the Act of 
Contrition us ed in the Church. 



poet in return for his devotion to her. ;7 Chaucer was again well within 

the established tradition of courtly love when he wrote of Criseyde: 

So aungelik was hir natif beaute, 
That lik a thing immortal semed she, 
As doth an hevenyssh perfit creature, ;B 
That down were sent in scornynge of nature. 

Courtly love replaced the sacrament of marriage (and the feudal 

act of hamage) with a ceremony in which the courtly laqy accepted her suitor 

as her lover; curiously enough, a prieEt sometimes officiated at this 

ceremo~. 39 In the presence of the priest, the lady gave her lover a 

ld.ss and a ring as he knelt before her; they exchanged vows, and an alliance 

was made that could be dissolved only by death: 

"What that I mene, 0 swete herte deere~" 
Quod Troilus, •o goodly, fresshe free, 
That with the stremes of youre eyen cleere 
Ye wolde somtyme frendly on me see, 
And thanne agreen that I may ben he, 
Withouten braunche of vice on any wise, 
In trouthe alwey to don yow ~ servise, 

"As to my lady right and chief resort, 
Wi th al my wi t and al my diligence; 
And I to han, right as yow list, comfort, 
Under yowre yerde, egal to myn offence, 
As deth, if that I breke youre defence; 
And that ye deigne me so muche honoure, 
Me to eomanden aught in any houre; 

"And I to ben youre verray, humble, trewe, 
Secret, and in my paynes pacient, 
And evere mo desiren fresshly newe 
To serve, and ben ay ylike diligent, 
And with good herte al holly youre talent 
Receyven wel, how sore that me smerte, -­
Lo, this mene l, myn owen swete herte. 11 

37 Dudley D. Griffith, "An Interpretation of Chaucer 1 s Legend of 
Good Women,• Manly Anniversary Studies (Chicago, 192;), P• ;6. 

;8 Troilus and Criseyde I. 102-105. The text is that of F.N. Robinson1 s 
edition, ~Complete Works of Geoffrey Chaucer (Boston, 19;;). 
Subsequent references will be to this edition. 

39 Lucka, PP• 155-156. 



. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
With that she gan hire eyen on hym caste 
Ful esily and ful debonairly, 
Avysyng hire, and hied nought to fast 
With nevere a word, but seyde hym softely, 
·~ honour sauf, I wol wel trewely, 
And in swich forme as he gan now devyse, 
Receyven hym fUlly to ~ servyse, 

1 B,ysechyng hym, for Goddes love, that he 
Wolde, in honour of trouthe and gentilesse, 
As I wel mene, eke menen wel to me, 
And ~n honour with wit and bisynesse 
Ay kepe; and if !"may don hym gladnesse 
From hennesforth, iwys, I cyl nought feyne. 
Now beth al hool, no lenger ye ne pleyne. 

1 But natheles, this warne I yow," quod she, 
nA kynges sone although ye be, ywys, 
Ye shal namore han sovereignete 
Of me in love, than right in that cas is; 
N'y cyl forbere, if that ye don e.J:ey"s, 
To wratthe yow; and whil that ye me serve, 
Chericen yow right after ye disserve. 

1 And shortly, deere herte and al ~ knyght, 
Beth glad, and draweth yow to lustinesse, 
And I shal trewely, with al my ~ght, 
Youre bittre tornen al into swetenesse; 
If I be she that may yow do gladnesse, 
For every wo ye shal recovere a blisse," 
And hym in armes took, and gan hym ki.sse. (III. 127-147, 155-182.) 

Tne courtly lover, in real life, did not cease to believe in the 

truths of the Church. But because coutay love provided him with a Paradise 

in this world, the young lover \'las willing to condemn himself to the torments 

of Hell in the next. "In Paradise what have I to do7 1 asks Aucas sin, for 

example: 

I care not to enter, but only to have Nicolette, my very sweet friend, 
whom I love so dearly well. For into Paradise go none but such people 
as I will tell you of. There go those aged priests, and those old 
cripples, and the maimed, who all day long and all night cough before 
the altars , and in the crypts beneath the churches; thos e who go in worn 
old mantles and old tattered habits; who are naked, and bare-foot, and 
full of sores; who are dying of hunger and of thirst, of cold and of 
wretchedness. Such as these enter into Paradise, and With them have I 



41 

nought to do. But to He!l will I go. For to Hell go the fair clerks 
and the fair knights who are sla.in in the tourney and the great wa.rs, 
and the stout archer and the loyal man. With them will I go. And there 
go the fair and courteous ladies, who have friends, two or three, 
together with their wedded lords. And there pass the gold and the 
silver, the ermine a.~ all rich fUrs, harpers and minstrels, and the 
happy of the world. 

Courtly love threatened, in effect, to become a rival religion. 

Its spirit and vocabulary were borrowed from the Catholic Church. It 

instituted the toTorship of the god of Love (who appeared indiscriminately 

in feminine form as well as ~asculine) and raised the status of the courtly 

lady herself to divinity. In the service of the new religion of love, a 

whole literature wa.s created: new commandments were written (by Andreas 

Capellanus, for example), religious services were parodied as masses of 

Venus, and the love-vision was created in i~tation of the apocalyptic 

wri tings of the Chur ch. The tradition \-Tas elaborately developed and 

continued well into the fourte~nth century, when Gowcr wrote hi3 Confessio 

Amantis. 41 

The courtly lady issued a challenge that the Church could not 

ignore. From the beginning of the t'l'telfth century, the Church attempted 

to lea.d the cult of the idealized l'IOman back into orthodoxy, by insti tuting 

40 Ernest Rhys, ed., Aucassin and Nicoletta and other r·.fedieval 
Ro~ances and Legend3, tr~ns . Eugene r~ason (Lo~cion, 192~p. 6. 

41 Described by Nevill Cog~ill as "a collection strung toget:1er, 
not to say ha~-strung, by the single preposterous theme of Courtly 
Passion jacketed in the Seven Deadly Sins , each tale an example of some 
sin or sub-sin, as if Cupid had borrowed Christiani ty to ser~onize his 
incompatible cult." 

The Poet Chaucer (London, 1950), pp. 114-115. 



the worahip· of' the ftrgbt as Qu.een: of. HeaveDe' ~ !he h...t. ~ the 

Jima'CUlate Obnception of Oar ~ wa.s e•tablûhed: in U.lfe.1 M oourttœ" 

the Ohuroh, 1118n vere enoouraged ta- jOin ~tic ordera ta> r.oome 

1 nd.'ghts CJf Kuy.ll•' Stre.nge tale• vere wri'ttena •uob:l aa-~ thd •or the 

lnigb.t~ who·, prqed whd.lat. GIWr Le.~ 't.uzmlyed :b hia at.-ead. • 4' .lut • 

~rvr!ters had borrowed •imile and metaphor :t'rom the Ohurcb, writera: 

of hymDI to the Virgin u.ed the language c4 erotio poetry,. t.or exaJÇle, 

b tile hyJJm begimdng 1Aw Mlu!ia, J' aiDt 'b..nt, 1 a.M iD the poem ta; the 

Wirgizt with the re:f'rain 1 Quier amore Da.ngueo. • A peculi&.r." f'eminis:at anet 

a lldrture ot di'ri.ne and nrthl\r' lb.T.e :lnft.ded the precinots· of the Cllurcbt 

~ c0111118Dtariea oD the Song of Songa ver• writte.D ~or the 
mma ot the earlieat ooment. f'or- women,. from the Abbey CJf P"oJdanoaul:t -
•o near the haDe of' the :tirst troubadour., Obunt William at Po:ttiera -
to:> u far u the Paracllltte of HeloiaeJ ~ ep:lit.hal!amfum. IJI1'&ticum Sa 
tœ be found in Bltrnard of' OlairTa.ux,. HUgh of' Saint 1\ctor~ and Abel&rd 
hd.maelf'J 

Hblobe and .l'belard tiret exper:tenced themaelves and then 
de•cribed abunda.ntlyr in' court~ poema and in lettera the fust great. 
:aoul~ of' passion-loft in our history.' 

Glt~T lltdeL died in: the a.rms of the OOunteaa of 1T:ripoli.1 
the 1 fara'WI.y princes a 1 Vhom he had loved vi thout ever ha Ting •een~1 And 
.foachim ot_Pl:oria predicted the coming incarnation of' the Bblr &108-l in 
& WOilane' 44 

. •il 

42 Denis de Jlo~nt., Passion. !:!!! Soo:t-ev, trans. Kont:gome17 
. Belgion (London, ll9561, P• llle' 

4' Aucua:tn ~ :m.colette, pp. 1~197 
44 . 

De Rougemont-, P•' 110.1 

'Jh:&: mi'xture ot aacred and profane l'an- brings to; mind Ohaucera 
Mor••• •' J'Or a CODIID8nt. oD the mazv resemblances htweea the courtl~ 
la.dyr and the Priore .. , •ee A.Gt.! Clàwley; 1A Note on Œlaucer.Js Priorea• and 
arùeyde,. MUr, x~ (]9148)'-, ~rn and Jl'.'J!'J Dàviea, 1Chaucer1e Madame 
&p.antU., 1 &, IBn (19;2), la0o-lto2;.1 



In the. long run, th~ Church defeated the challenge of the courtly 

lady by the simple expe.d,ient of assimilation: the courtly lady was led 

back into the fold. 1 After the terrible Albigensian Crusade in the south 

of France (120~1213) had virtually eradicated the sophisticated and 

heretical civilisation which had given birth to courtly love a century 

earlier, poetry was forced by the Church to abandon all heresies and 

immoralities. 45 Courtly love hastily became 'pure 1 • Even the great 

Arthurian legenda, devoted from the fir st to thoroughly worldly ideals 

and profane passion, ended as the glorification of chastity: 1 Lancelot 

and Guinevere part in penitent anguish to the solitary gloom of their 

separate convents, while; in the splendour of perfect achievement, 

irradiated by the glory of the Hcily Grail, emerges the figure of the 

sinless knight. • 46 The exaltation of woman continued safely wi thi:n '~ 

the framework of orthodoxy with Guinicelli, Cavalcanti, and the other 

poets of the dolce stil nuovo. The culmination of tae process came with 

Dante 1 s Vita Nuova, in which courtly love became mystical and idealised 

to the highest degree, and the poet wa8 led by Beatrice to a divine, not 

an earthly, Paradise. 

45 . The Albigensian Crusaders delivered a symbolic in·a.tl t to the courtly 
lady when, during the general slaughter at Lavaur, the chatelaine was 
thrown into an empty well and stoned to death. 

It is satisfying to read that at the gates of Toulouse womanhood 
returned a suitable answer, when an unidentified woman hurled a stone 
from the besieged ramparts and killed Simon de Montfort, the notorious 
leader of the Crusade. 

46 Léwis Freeman Mott, The System of Courtly Love Studied .!! .!:.!! 
Introduction ~ the Vita Nuova ~Dante tBoston, 1893); p. 108. 



OH1Pl'ER 'rH1ŒR 

OOURTLY LOVE -

Critical comment on courtly love haa not had a very long hiator,r. 

The French acholar Gaston Paria vaa the fir•t critic to give this doctri~ 

of loYe the nam• !:!!2.!!!:. oourtoia or courtly loYe. Wri ting in 188' on the 

Lancelot romancea, Paria defined the principal oharacteriatioa of courtl7 

love, and he described 1t aa •un amour raffiné, saYant, intimement lie & la 

' ' "' oourtoiaie et a la proueaae, et donnant a la femme, en tant qua maitre•••• 

une importance qu 1 elle n 1 an.i t pu eue jua que-là." 1 Since the end of the 

nineteenth century, many literary critioa have attempted to define the 

nature of courtly love. Along with natural variations in emphaaia and 

vocabulary, thore are tev serioua inconsistenciea in descriptiena of the 

code. 

It is extremely important, in any definition of èourtly love, 

to remember that the doctrine applies only to the ariatocracy: it is 

1 courtly 1 because it 1• aaaociated with the virtues of courtoisie and vith 

courtly aociety, in particular vith the ari•tocracy in the chateaux of 

twelfth-eentury a outhern France. Courtly love did not atfect the social 

cuetoma of the middle and lover cluses, and element• of courtly love did 

not appear in the literature of the bourg$oisie for some tvo hundred years 

after ita aristocratie origin. 

1 Gaaton Paris, 1Etudea sur lee Romana de la Table Rondes Lancelot 
du Lacs II, 1 Romania, XII (188,), 519, 5,4. 
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Courtly writera make it abundantly clear that 1 gentilease1 1• 

neceasary to a courtly lover. Andreas Capellanua, for exaœple, advooatea, 

at great length, an attitude of extrsme huœility and respect for woman-

hood; yet the reader is abruptly reminded of the social limitation• of 

this respect when Andreas 1 code allowa a knight to rape . a peaeant girl, if 

he feels so inclined, without wasting any prefatory worda in courtly dia-

logue. Andreas would reason that women of this clau cannot poasibly . f'eel 

the emotion of love. Although he acknovledgea in theory that it ia virtue 

rather than noble birth whieh fits a person for love, he obvioualy expecta 

that virtue to appear only in thoae of noble birth. This attitude toward 

the lower classe• endured in literature for many yearss 

1Now t,y, cherl! 1 quod the gentil tercelet, 
Out of the donghil cam that word ful right! 
Thou canet nat aeen vhich thyng ie wel beaetl 
Thou f'arat by love as oule• don by lygh.ts 
The day hem blent, tul wel they se ·by nyght. 
Thy kynde is of' 10 low a wrechednes1e · 
That what love ia, thow eanat nat seen ne ge•••·" 2 

The 1 lusty bacheler 1 in the~~ Bath's !!!!• for example, 

raped a maiden who wu not "gentil. • The knight wu proteoted from the law 

of the land by the 1 queene and othere ladye• mo,• who, aa courtly ladies, 

saw no offense to the code of love in hia action. Taking him under the 

jurisdiction of her own court of ladiea, the queen set the knight a riddle, 

1What thyng is it that wommen mooet desiren,• to see whether he really 

2 Parliament of Fowla, 596-602. The text is that of F.N. Robinaon'a · 
ed~tion, ·.Th! Complrle ~ 2! Geoffrey Chaucer (Boston, 19}~), Sub­
sequent reference• will be to this edition. 



understood the basic principle of courtly love, that is, the aovereignty 

of the lady.' It has beon suggeated that the rigid claas distinction of 

46. 

courtly loTe m~ partially have ea~ed Chaucer 1 s ultimate rejection of the 

code.4 

The characters in the garden of the Roman !! !! ~ alao illua­

trate the neoessary social attributes of courtly love. Ydelnease is the 

gate-keeper, Myrthe is the lord of the garden, and in his retinue are 

Gladnesse, Curtesie, Beaute, Richesse, Largesse, Fraunchiae, and Youthe. 

The deterrent& to courtly love, engraved on the outer wall of the garden, 

include social mis fortunes such u Poverte and Vilanye (the attribut .. of 

a 1 vilein1 as opposed to those of a courteoUI 1 gentil 1
). 

Elde is alao excluded from the garden, aince certain qualities 

of 1yonge, fresshe folkes 1 
-- a lively, gay disposition that manifested 

itaelf in the social gatherin~ of courtly society -- were regarded aa 

/ euential to oourtly loTe.5 The Dreamer of the Roman i!,.!!. ~ is 

twenty yer of age, 
Whan that Love taketh his cariage 
Of yonge folk. (Romaunt 2f!:!!!. !2!..!• 21-2') 

' The dilsmma posed by the loathly lady is a logical sequence of 
the riddle' it reeults in the knight asking the loathly lady to make the 
choioe, admitting practically her sovereignty over him. 

Bernard F. Huppé, 1Rape and Woman'• Sovereignty in the Wife of 
Bath'• Tale, 1 ~' LXIII (1948), '78-,81. --

4 Macdonald Emslie, 1Codes of Love and Clasa Distinctions,• 
Essazs in Criticism, V (1955), 1-17. 

5 Alexander J. Deno~, 1Joven~s the Notion of Youth among the 
Troubadours, its Meaning and Source,• MedieTal Studies, XI (1949), 1-22. 

Andrea~ Capellanus list• old age (together with blindnese and an 
exoeas of physical paasion) as one of the three disqualifications for 
courtly love. 
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... . ~ -
•rtgbt of aiOh an age 1 l.a touthe hia leet• (128,, 1-'<'1-1-'<'2). In the 
. 
rom&Doe ot!!, Pet.it ~!!. Saint.r4, the hero of a1xteen ie r•proftcl br 

the Dule cl•• Bellu Ooue1JWa tor Mt 7et ha'Yillc -.terta.ken tM erotio Mi" 

ot a kni&ht• TroiltUJ hiue.l.t, tt ia tbou&bt, v. .. ,~t. 7et aeyenteen vhen he 

tiret aav Oriae;rde at the teaat •t the Pallacliua.6 · 

!he ldatorioal de?elopaent ot the oode took place gradœll7 u 

obaraoteristio actieD8 and emotio~ nre imitated trom poem to ~-. 

1Yentœll7 tixed connntioDJJ vere nol YedJ courtl7 lon beoame an art «l' 

eoience, hadng •triot I.Jld apecit1c rule~ •f conduot u vell u a geM:ral 

moral code.• !he courtl7 loftlt had to obey the ruJ.ea of tlle code iD rwwy 

detail (it vu the lt.d1'1 a · duv to aee that he did eo), aftd the aore el .. eq 

he tollowed the ·rulea the aooner he wu lilcel7 to proye wort.bT ot hia laq1a 

lon.• Jd&lac tr0111. Ouinenre1a treataent of Lancelot, nothi:ng lesa t.ht.D 

perhction1n the J,oyerla behaviour would do.• !be code carr1ed the loyer 
6a 

atep bf atep throU&b the tour atapa of lon, u they vere defined bJ' the 

· P.ro'nDgal troubadours • 

(1) fepclor, or .loye aspinnt., a period of œcertaint.7 in wbiob 

tne .Loftr vorsh1pped the lad;r 1n silence and trcm a distance; 

(2) Jrecador, or .loYe auppli&Dt, a period of trial iaVhicb the 

lo'nr cleolared hia love to the ladT; 

(') ent.ealedor, or loYe reoopzed, in vhich the loft!' bena"reà 

aa the lacQ"'• accept.ed auitor; 

( 4) clrut, or loye aooepted, in which the lœi~t 1laas the laq1a lenr • 

6 John M. St.eùman, •1he Age ef !roilwa,• Mldli LXXII (1957), 89-90. -
6a See, for example, the courtship of the Man in Black in the ~ 

~ ~ Ducheas. 



The truwi tion~ trom the third to the fourth •ta~ wu marked bT 

th• ceremo~ dbou .. ed in the firat chapter~b 1h• obligatioD8 ot the tourth 

atage, in: which the knigbt wu the lad1''• courtl;y lover (excellentl;y 

aummarized b;y Chaucer in the VOWII •xohange~· b,y TroilU8 and Oriae;yd.e), ar• 

thoae referred to in JDHt cri ti cal c0111l118nt en courtl7 low. It b i:aportant 

that drut do" not impl;y 1I1f pl:gsioal · relatioMhip other than the aingle 

ld.8• exohanged a.t the ceremonyJ 1 t doe• not mean tha.t the knigbt 

a.utoma.tica.lly bec&JM the la.dy1a lowr in the modern ••lW• of the word.' 

1'he lady migbt grant her pby'aica.l love to the knight in the coura• of 

tt., but the coMummation ot a.dultery depended entiroly on the la.dy' 1• 

generoaitf or pity.l It wu neTer a. torogone concluaion, and it. preaenoe 

or abaence ha.d no eesential eff'oct on loft i tielt e 1 

!he queation of how JU.DiY courtly love affaira aotuk,ally nre 

chute il a. moot pointe !b.• condition of ••crecy ha.d to be tultilled, and 

the la.ck of' priva.cy, u on. obstacle, macle the pby'aica.l ooMU~Z~D~ation of 

love diff'icult or imposaible in maDY' ou••· Iaeult, for exa.mple, CU8tomar1l;y 

alept with Mark in the royal chamber at Tintagel, in tho presence of' aevera.l 

of' tho k:ing1a ~;nen, including Tria tan, Porinia, and the dwart Frocin. lhen 
.-J .' • 

Lancelot· and Guinevere were together in King Ba.demagu '• outle, lay the 

aenesoha.l wu aaleop in the aame room. 1 

7: Joseph Bédier, ed., 1he Romance of Tristan and Z.eult {Bev York, 
1956), pp.: 7}-75. - - - . 

Ohr.ltien de Troyoa, "Lancelot, 1 Arthurian Romane••, ed. W • liatar 
OOmtort (London, 1951), PP• 321-329. 

6b Seo above, pp. ;9-4o. 



'lb.e relatioœ between medien.l li terature and lite are urJLt8U&lq 

hard to determine. ~ critics, especia.ll~ those who belieye that the 

treubadoura vere Oatbara, t.hink t.hat the tiret troubadours ot soutben 

France were generalq chaste in; their relat1oWJhip vith the courtl7 laq 

to whOIIt. ttJ.ey addreased their poilU, but that the northern trounres and 

la ter auocessora to the courtlJ' tradi tioa. vere not.~ !he troubadours 

tn.d1tioDt.lq complain; ot their lad71s coldDeaal J.ack ot MrfST or pity i• 

condemned by them just as muoh u 1ielding too easilr• But the important. 

thin& i• that the l~1 s taYour.·, lik» divine gra.o., is bestowecl through 

ber UDII10ti n.tecl charity aDd cannat.. be clemandecl u a 1right.·• 

fo empbuue that oourtlJ love cloes not necessarU7 impq a 

Jlh1sical relatio:aahip is not, of course, to detJy tha.t oourtlJ' loft wu 

'buioall,- aenaual in- 1 te JDOti ft.tion.' Its aensualitr cannet be atethMQtfted. 

Per.ao-a. who are old, blincl (una'ble to apprecia.te pbyaica.&. bea.utJ'), or· iD 

&lV' wq untit tor pbfaical loTe, are 010luded b7 AndreaS' Oapellamut f:r011t 

partioipating in courtly love.• 'Lo" is a certain: inborn sutferina, • 

writea Andreas, 1 der1Yed tram the aigpt ot and excessin meditatioa upon 

the beaut,- ot the opposite a ex, which oauaea each one to wish a bon all 

thinp the embraoes of the ether and by'ao..on desire to oarey out. all ., 

lne' • preoepts in the otber.1 s em'brace.:1 9 l'rom 1 ta origiM court.J.7 lon 

8 See Sidn4tJ' Painter, Prenah 0h1Yalqa Ohinlrio Ideu and Practioea 
in.W.diaeftl l'rance (Baltillore, 19li0), PP•l Uli=li7; -
- Deme de Rougemont, Passion and Soc1etr, tr&D8. Ment&ome17 Belpon 
(LeDdoD, . 1~), pp.l 75-76, 1i2=120. -

9 .A.ndreu Oapell&DUS, !he Art ot Oourtg Loye, trans. John J. 
Par17 (Hev York, 19~1), P•l 28.-- -



vu doo1d•cllJ' oar-.l, &lorif'11nc pua1e111:t.e plltaloal lne b ep:Po•1 tioa to 

the dopa of tlle ChvohJ lt vu a &l~tleatioll: of earihq, •••al lew 

or our14i tu, rather thu. aa iJI1 tatieœ ot hoa.Teza17 oari tu. 

ID ap1t• of tbia sena-.Ui;J', the iaporte.nt ol.e&lt ia til!a!lJe~i• 

1• DOt. pqa1oal fU.Lftll.mnts Anclreu liat. an oxo••• ot l'bT•1oal pua1n u 

the tbird cl1aqualit1oa\1oa tor oourU.r loTe, afl.er olc:l ap &lall . bl1nm. ... 

Rl• hl• XXD atato11 •• an 'llh.o i• YUed bi' too IIIUoh puaioa uaual).J c:tooa 

not loft... 1he elOMDt t.taat 1• atrnaec:t in oourtq ion ie the o.Uel011 

àsire, the 7earDina that i• tmappeued and uappeuable.· Ia the !lg.' aaore 

et the troubadour• (tollowing Arablo traditioa), phy'lioal i .. lr• vu arouocl 

bT eTOrt poaai~le ·JM&M, but i\ wa ll8ftl' fUJ.t1J.led.1 1Pabe1 lon, .-ra, 
. . 

vu &\ela.lH beoauae i t w.a aeuual (:tor •pure• lOTe wu u aen8Ual u 
. . 

1 t oo\lld peae1ltq be) a. ~~~~ara vu talae beoawae 1 t d--.nd.ed tult111Mat et 

"na\111.1 deair•• and beoau.e lta tollowera otte had 110re tban o• loYOri
0 

Ill·~· the aole point et •pure• or ooui'tq loft 1• th&t aena-.J.i:t;.y wu 

treeq ad:ad. ttecl to exiat, but. the rlgid reatriotiona Gf the cede of ooUI'tl,.J 

loft attem~cl te r••trai• &M te aùU..te th1• aenaualit7. 

'!be oede ot oourtq .Loft ia u elabon.te oae, defini~~& iD detail 

the lo"f'el":'e -rapt~, amers and ural attitud.eaJ but uder].Jlq the •h.-eu a 

wMde are tour aimple buio pr1Dc1pleas adW.t.e17, eeereq, h\all1V• aDil 

oourteq (or ezmobl•ent). A titth ohar&oter1et1o, irrole'f&llt to thia paper, 

1• tbo allepry b7 11h1oh courtq left wa 4eaoribec:l in Uterature.• 
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A) ADULTIR:t' 

'l'he DI08t importent !iingle characteristic of courtly love ill that 

it is extra-marital or a.dulteroua.' The very 'f'irst of the thirty-o:r. rulu 

laid down by Andreas Oapell8lll.W is that 1Marriage ia no excu• for not 

loving, 1 that is, the courtly lady hu :no excuse for not having a lover 

as well e..e a husband.11 'l'he courtly lady is, in fact, almost ineTitably 

married.• 'l'he courtly lover addre•••• h~elf to a:nother man'• wife, hardly 

ever to an unmarried girl, for in the twel:f'th century the life of a maid.en 

wu •pent largely in the aeclu.ion of her parenta 1 home and it wu only 

a:t'ter marri age th at she enjoyed liberty'. 

No thougbt of marriage enters the relationship between the 

courtly lonr and his lady; if, however, they do marey one another, 

according to courtly theor,y their love will immediately disappear.~ Por 

love can never exist between a man and his wife• 1We declare and we 

hold as firmly established, 1 decreed Marie de Champagne, in her ~t 

:t'am.ous judgement in the court of love at Poitiers, 1 that love oannot 
. 12 

exert its powers between two people who are married to eaoh other.• 

If' a courtly lady was unmarried when she accepted her lover, marriagil 

to another man was not a valid reason for abandoning her lonr, as 

11 Andreu, p. 184. 

12 Andreas, pp. 106-107. 



Ermengarde of Narbonne made clear by one of her judgementa s 

A certain lady had a proper enough lover, but waa afte~ard, througb 
no tault of ber own, married to an honorable man, and ah• avoided 
her love and denied him his usu.al eolacea. But Lady Ermengarde of 
Narbonne demonstrated the lady'• bad eharaeter in these words: 'The 
later contracting of a marital .union doel not properly exo1ude an early 
love except in casee where the woman givea up love entirely and ia 
determined by no mee.na to love any more. 1 1~ -

And any woman who was determined to give up love entirely waa certainly 

no true courtly lady. 1No woman,• said Marie de Champagne, •even if 

she ia married, can be crowned with the reward of the King of Love 

unlesa she is seen to be enlisted in the service of Love himself' outside 

the bonds of wedlock. 1 14 

'lhe courtly wri ters gave three reuona tor the diasociation 

of love and marriage. The first reuon 1s that the courtly lady mU8t 

a1waya be superior to her lover, and in marriage the wite is inevitably 

in the inferior position. "As a wife of another, above all as the wife 

ota great lord, she ~be queen of beauty and of love,• writes O.S. 

Lewis; 1 but u your own wife, for whom you han bargained wi th ber father, 

abe sinlœ at once from lady into mere woman. How can a woman, whose duty 

is to obey you, be the midons whoae grace is the goal of all striving and 

whose displeasure is the reatraining influence upon al1 uncourtly viceaf 1 15 

1~ Andreas, p. 171. 

14 Andreas, pp. 106-107. 

15 o.s. Lewis, The Allegory 2f Love (Oxford, 195~), PP• ~6-~7. 



'' 
The sscond reason (closely related to the first) is that 

the lady must be in the position where she can voluntari~ withhold 

or grant her love to the knight, gi ving i t only aa a fr•• and gracio\UI 

revard for his devotion. 1 For lovera give each other everything freely, 

under no compulsion of necesaity," continues Marie 1s well-known judge-

ment, "but married people are in duty bound to give in to each other'• 

desires and de~ themselvea to each other in nothing.• 16 

In the third place, courtly writers argue that love haa to 

be adulterous because of its own nature. The very spirit of courtly 

love, they s~, makea it intrinsically impossible for love to exist 

betveen man and wife. Just as, according to Cicero, lcinahip 

exista without the benevolence which is neoessary to friendahip, 

ao marital affection exista, in the eyes of the courtly writers, 

vithout the eaaential qualities vhich are necesaary for love.17 

16 Andreaa, p. 107. 

17 Denomy, 1An Inquiry into the Origine of Oourtly Love,• 
pp. 185-187. 



!he tiret of th••• •••ential C~Ufli t.i•• ia :tlu-ti nnees, a• 

Andreas Oapella.ZIWI explairws 

'lft17boq knD'n that loTe oan b&Te œ place Mtween husband and Vif••' 
!bey J!llq be beuDcl to ... oh othor t1t .. cr•t ud 1Daod.erate atteot1oa, but. 
their teeUDg oatmot take the place et 1..,., beoauae it oaunot fit uncler· 
t.ne tru detild.Uon ot lon. Por what 11 lo.,. but 1.11 inordiate desire 
to reoei.,. panieaateq a turtift and_ hidden •braHt !ut what n.braoe 
betveen hu.bud &Dd rite ou \te 1\lrt.i "' I aak· Teu., a.1noe th• · -.q- llo 
ad. cl to beloq to .... e\her .... mq· ·~~·17 all of eaoll other-1 • deairu 
without leu th&t &JV'boct;y Will objectt 19 . 

1; .... •. 

PUrti"Nneaa depen9 upeni the oo~ t1eu •f ••or•q neoeaear1J.7 impoaed bT 

ad.ultft'T•' ~•n - t.he relatiouhip 1• no longer adul.tereû, this qualiV" o~ 

turti Telles• 4i~e.ppeara, and the attractie:u of the lOTO af'1'a.ir waae.l 
,-.. \ 

BeJ'DU't de VeDU.dern, tor eDJilple, p•• ••·far aa t. se:, tlaat loft 11hicb 

beoOIIila publicl-7 iœown 1• DO lonpr l..t-. at alle 

c 1amore, pois • per t.t. •••n ft.DI., 
Delt: •• a:œora' .. •• u:.ra.., 
et •• er»is 1 vilani t • tondats, 
qui œ pra cui cleu ••••r·_priut.s.20 

Anclreu biluelt expresses the aae ideal 11!b,e JU.D who wazrta to nep his 

loft at1'air tor a loDI tiae UJ!ltroubled ahould akft all thinp be ca.retul 

not to let it be kmwn to an,y outsider, but ahould keep it hidden t:rca 

eneybodJ'J beoaso wben a n•beat ot people begin to get wi!ld ot auch I.D 

atfair, it oeuea ·to denlop zaturall.J and nen loaN vhat progeaa it hu 

alreaq made.-• 21 

19 And.reu, P•' 100 

20 Q»tecl by fhomu .t. lù'by, Ohauoer1a Troiluaa ! Stuy !!! 
Oourtg ~ (Louiaie.na, l9Jio), P.' lS.' 

21 J.Mreas, P•' 1~. 
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'lhe argument that the second quali ty, jealoway, wu an integral 

part of love waa inherited by the courtly write~ from the Arabie lyric 

poetl. •He Who is not jealoue cannot love,• writes Andreaa Capellanus; 

1 a man in love is always apprehensive.• 1 Real jealo~y alwaye increasea 

the feeling of love;• 1 jealouay, and therefore love, are increased when 

one suspecta his beloved,• and •a sli~t presumption causes a lover to 

suspect his beloved. 1 22 What Andreas meane by 1real 1 jealoUiy ia not 

the specifie suspicion of inf'idelity, but a 1pure• ldnd of jealousy, 

defined by Alexander Denomy as •a vehemence in desire and devotion of a 

truly ardent lover concerning his beloved, a tear that hia love be not 

requited and that she be diverted from him, a solicitude and anxiety for 

her well-being to the exclusion of everything and everyone else.• 2' 

The lover's jealouay, his agonies of suspense and uncertainty 

during the period of trial, his constant fear of failing to be worthy ot 

his lady and of losing ber love, none of theae can be reconciled with the 

secure and publicly acknowledged possession of marriage. When a husband'• 

jealousy or fear is portrayed in courtly literature, often as that of an 

old husband for a young wife, it is described only to be mercilesaly 

ridiculed (u in the figure of Sir A.rchambaut in the romance of P'lamenca). 

The rèuoning of the courtly wri tera and the exponents of the Churoh' • 

dogœa is antithetical, but it is in agreement on this one pointa a hueband 

waa not auppoeed to act like a lover toward his own vite. 

22 Andreas, Rulee II, XX, XXI, XXII and XXVIII, pp. 184-186. 

2' Denomy, 1An Inquiry into the Origina of Courtly Love,• p. 186. 
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R) Sli:CRB:OY 

Qui te a part f'rom the effecta of furti veneu on the emotioœ of 

the lovera, there wae a very good reas on for Andreas 1 observation tha:t 

11wb.en made public. love rarely endures.·"24 Since courtly love vas 

adulterows and illegitimate in the eyes of the world, it bad to be 

kept secret; for if publicly reveaied, the forces of society and the 

Ohurch vere quick to bring retribution on the lovera, and the courtly 

lady was treated as harshly as her lover., 

King Mark exiled Tristan from Tintagel and impriaoned Iseult 

the Fair in the castle tower, upon mere suspicion of their love.' Vhen 

a cunning trap furnished apparent proof of their adultery, Mark ordered 
. ' 

both lovera to be burned ali ve wi th out a trial or a.:rq opportuni ty to 

proteat innocence. The fire was already alignt when Tristan managed to 

escape, but Iseult remained to face her punishmenta 

And though blood came at the cord 1s-knots, so tigb.tly had the 
trai tors bOW1d her, yet still she said, smilingl 

11Did I weep for that when God hu loosed my friend I should be 
little worth.'11 

When the news came to the King that Tristan had leapt tha.t leap 
and was lo•t he paled With anger, and bade his men bring forth Iaeult. 

They dragged her from the room, and she came before the crovd, held 
by ber delicate banda, from wnich blood dropped, and the crowd oailed: 

Have pity on ber - the loyal ~een and honouredl · Surely they 
that gave her up brol.lgh.t mourning on us all - our curees on them1 1 

But the King1s men dragged ber to the thorn faggot as i t blazed. 25 

24 Andreas, Rule XIII, P•' 185. 

25 Tristan and Iseult, PPe' 84-85. 
Arter Lancelot and Guinevere 1s secret meeting, Guinevere 1a 

accUIIed ot co11111itting adultery Vith Key the seneschal; but she ù aaved 
t'rom a fate auch u Iaeult1s. A trial is held at which Lancelot (as the 
queen1• champion against Meleagant., the accu.er) first svears on holy 
relies, truthfully of course, that Chrl.nevere has had nothing to do with 
~, and th en defeats Meleagant in the trial by combat, thu. proving 
Guinevere 1s innocence. Chr6tien, 'Lancelot, 1 PP•' ~30-'''·' 



J)iJiu, lord et Li dan, kDel t before the Xing and begged tor wsrq 
. . 

and juatioe (that is, a trial) on I•eult1s t»ehalf', but Mark retueed to onuce 

hie deo1•1on to burD Ieeult. Sinoe thore was œthiac •la• he oould do, 

D1DU umo~ed that he wu leartng the K1nc1s •ernee, and 1 Is.Wt amiled 

1adq at hia1 as he lett.· Ieeult wu t1naJ.l7 r88cue4 b.Y 'l'r1stall aDd taken 

bT him tG the Wood et Morois; but be:rore abe 1• rescued, the punisbment 

•he su:tter• tor beharlns u a oourtly laq is worth quoting at l•n&th• 

I•eult stood ~P betore the f'lame, and the crovd. oried 1ts anger and 
ours•d the traitor• Gd the KiJ21e1 None could see her Wit.ilout pitT, unleas 
be had a teloa1 a hearta she was •• ügbtly bound. !he tte.rs ran dow her 
tao• aJld tell upea ber gq gown vhere ran a little three.d ot pld, and a 
three.d et gold wu twtatd irrt.e her ha1r. 

J~t then thore had come up a htmd.J'ed lepers, detorJMd Mn Vith pi~t-d 
and liTid ta.Me, limpiDC Olt' orutches to the clatter of hud-ratt.l•••' !hey 
erewded te the stake, and. under- their ewollen -r•Uda, their 'bl.ocl-ahot ayes 
cl ..... d at th• sipt:.· Dain.' the ugliest of them all, or1ed to the ling 
ia a plercinc voioea 

1 0 Xinct JOU Vould burn thiS VOM.n in1 tht.t fle.Mt &Dd ·it is sound 
justice, but too swift, tor veey sooa the tire will tall, and ber uhes 
will Yery soon be scatterecl by the bigb wind. and ber ago171' be doae.' Would 
rou haft ae show J'OU a vorse punishmetrt., by vhioh she would liTe, wt i~ 
sreat sb._ and ever deeirinc deathf Would rou, Kingf • 

'tes, lite tor her tben, but iD great eheme and worse than death -
I oould loye hill who shoved me auch a torture • 11 

18ire, in a tn worda here is rq thought.'. See, I han a htmdred 
COJU'&des heree' Gift Iseult to Wlt so that ve may bave ber in CCIIIUIODe 
Our sickDess ~~ our desir••• Qive ber to Tour lepersa never will a 
la~ bave o..- to a vorae ende1 See, our ra~ stick to our •ores that ooze. 
Sbe wbo at 70ur aide delight-d in r1oh atutf's trbaed vith fur, in jnela, 
in halle deoked vith marblo, abe who enjoyed tiae wine•, marks ot este• 
aJid 11er1"11l•Bt.•, when lhe beholda the court of your leper•, vnen abe hu to 
eater our henls aDd lie with UJ, then Iseult the Pair, the Beautiful, 
will recopize h•r· sm and will regret this black-thorn tire.•• 

And u the llng heard them, he stood a long t1me v1 th out aonng; 
. then he ran to the Qleen and aeized her by the hand., and she orieda 

11Burn Ml rather- burn ael 1 

But the une gan ber up J and t'fain took her J and the hundred lepera 
pressed &round.~ At the sound ot their cries and TOlpinp, all hearts 
aelted tor pitJ"•' But Yn.in bad an evil glad.Dias, and u ho went ~ d.ragged 
hor out et the borough bounda, w1 th his hideows compa!V' .e6 . 
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Terrible retributions such as the•• eaaily explain the emphaail 

laid on secrecy. The courtly 1~1 e reputation had to be maintained at 

any coat, and ber 1honour 1 was the lover1a primary conoern. Wb.en the 

_lover in the Chatelaine de Vergi, for example, decided that to be baniahed 

by hia lord as a traitor in disgrace (and to be separated from the chate­

laine) waa too hign a priee to pQ1, he divulged the secret. By a trick, 

the chatelaine W.. led to ·think ths.t her lover bad been unfai thful, she died at 

ôte~ of a broken beart, and the lover ld.lled h~elf. 27 The necessity 

for secrecy is similarly the moral in the romances of the Chatelain ~ 

Coucy, Escoufle, Galerent, Guillaume ~Dole, Violette (or Gerard 2 

Nevers) and ~.28 In Middle English lfterature, the revenge of the 

betrayed huaband is deacribed in the ballad of Sir Aldinger, the romances 

of ~ §.!.!:! of Tolous and lli Triamour, and 1n the romance of .Th! Kniét 

!! Curtesy !;!!i ~ !!.!.!: ~ ~ l"aguel. 29 

Fiction waa apparently baaed on fact. Retribution by the 

huaband could be as severe in real life in twelfth-century France as it 

was in the world of romance. The troubadour Peire Vidal, for example, 

had his tongue eut off merely for s.ddressing his songa to the wife of 

27 Alice Kemp-Welch, ed., ~Chatelaine 2f Vergi (London, 1907). 

28 See the aummaries of these romance• in Sareh F. Barrow, 
The Medieval Society Romances (New York, 1924), pp. 122-12~, 128, 
1;1-1~,, 14ô-141. 

29 William G. Dodd, Courtly ~ in Chaucer ,!!!!! Gower (Boeton, 
191~), P• 7. 



a powertul lord. In 1175, a year atter Eleanor of Aquitaine'• court 

at Poit1era had been forcibly diapersed, a vaaaal of Count Philip of 

P'landera wu beaten half-dead and then suspended head downward in a 

sever, for sighing Poitiera-fuhion in the preaeaae:· of his counteae, 

Isabelle de Vermandoia, one· of the ladiea of Eleanor 1 s court.'0 Th• 
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troubadour Guillem de Cabestaing wae ambu.hed and killed by his lady 1s 

husband, Count Raimond de Rousillon; hia heart waa roasted and aerTed to 

the counteaa, who vas imprisoned in the tower. After the lady had eaten, 

the count showed her Guillem1a head and asked whether she had enjoyed her 

meal, whereupon she replied, ISo much that ~o other food ahall ever pua 

my lipe, 1 and leapt out of the tower window to her death. 

It wu therefore a ma~ter of neceesar,y prudence that two of the 

rulee of the courtly code weres 1thou a hal t not han m.aDY' who know of thy 

. ~1 

love atfair, 1 and 1thou shalt not be a revealer of love affaira.•/ In order 

te keep the secret from. the ladr'• husband and from general alanderera and 

tale-bearerl, the lover alwaf• had to be careful not to pay unusual 

attent1oD8 to his lady in public. Wykked-Tunge wu an ever-watchtu1 enem;r 

of lon, and Jelou.ie wu euily arou.ed, u the Roman ~.!!. Ro•e 

il1u.trated. In the Chatelain ~ Coucy, a mere glanee and a aigp betrayed 

the lover'• 1ecret to the watchful eyea of a jealoua riTal. The courtly 

lady herselt had to be no lese careful of her bebaviour in public. When 

' 0 Amy Kelly, Klea.nor of Aq_ui taine !!!!!_ ~ Four Kinœ (New York, 
1957), P• 2,2. 

-'1 Andrea~, Bulea VI and X, pp. 81-82. 



Lan .. iot retu:rMd to Azothur1a court d'ter h1• iaprieoment, tor example, 

GuineYere reatreJ.ned ber ha.ppiness becaWte 1 i t 'llllq be that the Xi Dg or 

.... ot the othera who ue tbere, a.nd who a.re watoning what taaa plaa., 

vould han t.aken the whol• s1tuat1o:a in, :lt, rule a.ll nre loold.nc on, 

a he had tolloved the diotatea ot her heart. 1 '2 1-11 honour· aaut1 wu 

the prelimirwJ7 condition vhi.ch •niT oourtly la~, including Oriaeyde, 

attached to the p-anting ot ber loft. 

••ti.nga betveen lonra vere otten arranged by trWttecl go-

betveeu., auch u Deu.•Parler in· the second part of the -.R• .... • ... n 2_ ~ !!.!.!. 

and Pandarua in !roilWt .!!'!! Orla!fde. It ia ob'lioWt that auch a oharaoter 

weuld. haYe ha.d no important pla.ce in the literature of courtlT loTe it the 

need tor ••crecy and tor guarding the lady'1a reputatioa. had not plqed 

auch a rital part in the conTention-. 

It naturall7 followa, att.•r all this emphuia on sec:recy, that 

t.he ust a.I:UUMtul OI"S.. a lonr oould oommit vu to 'be an •an.untour,• 

be&ating ot hia en auco••• 1zt lon, and thereby dma.g1nc hia lady1e 

•honeur.~ ea. of the oaaea tried betore the court at Po1t1era, tor 

eDaple, in vbich the ottender vu seyerely puniahed, vu that ot a knipt 

who 1 ahaJHt\ùly diTUl&ed the intima.ciea and secreta ot hia loye•• '' It 

:la notnoJ"thy that eTen in the court at Poi tiera, vhere eye17one wu 

pl"e~bl.y '••Ming in the camp ot Love, • the condi tiona ot ••cr•CT vere 

ainta1Md.l casea in the court ot lon vere pleaded &D9JSY!IlOU81T b7 a third. 

pa.rv vhe neTe:r renaled the identitr ot the lon:ra. 

'2 1La.noelot,• P•' ~. 

'' Andreas, Deciaion mii, P•' 175.; 



0) HlMILITr 

Given the tact of adultery and the need for secrecy, the third 

principle of courtly love followe quite naturally. It ia the spirit of 

abject humility in which the courtly lover regarded his relationship with 

his lady. Gaston Paria explains that the 1ady1 s superiority was granted 

to her by the lover because of the sacrifice she made and the great risk 

she took in voluntarily giving herself to him.34 For this reason, 

regardlesa of his rank, the courtly lover was alwaya in an inferior 
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position to his lady. Although he was expected to be worthy of his lady1a 

love, his m.odesty kept him from thinld.ng himself to be so. According to 

the god of Love 1s commandments, humility was the lover 1s greatest virtuo, 

u pride was his worst faults 

Loke fro pride thou lcepe thee wel; 
For thou maist bothe perceyve and fel 
That pride is bothe foly and synne, 
And he that pride ha th hym wi thynne 
Ne may his herte in no wise 
Meken ne souplen to servyse. 
For pride is founde in ever.y part 
Contrarie tmto loves art. (Romatmt .2f. .!:h!_ S2!!,1 2239-2246) 

The lover 1s humility affected him, in his relations with hia 

lady, with a timidity that nothing could relieve. In her presence he 

trembled and fainted, although in all other encounters he was a knight 

renowned for his courage. Yvain, for example, behaved like this when 

34 aEtudes sur les Romans de la Table Ronde,• P• 518. 



he vent with the damsel Lunet.e to eee t.b.e lady Laudine, 'Wbom he had 

loved only in silence and from a distance. 

They found the lady seated upon a red cuehion. I asaure you mf lord 
Yvain was terrified upon entering the room, where he found the lady who 
spoke not a word t.o him. At this he was etill more afraid, being over­
eome wit.h fear at the thou~t that he had been betrayed. He stood there 
to one side so long that the damsel at last spoke up and said: 1Five 
htmdred curees upon the head of him who takee into a fair lady' s ehamber 
a kni~t who will not draw near, and 'Who has neither tongue nor sense 
to introduoe 31maelf. 1 Thereupon, taking him by the arm, she thrust 
him forward. 5 

011~• behaved similarly, and the oontraat was made very clearl.y 

between his courage aa a knignt in battle and his humility as a lover. In 

order to rescue Fenice, Cligés killed twelve Saxons single-h&nded; but when 

they were alone after the encounter, he was afraid to reveal his love to 

her. Chrétien de Troyes took the opportunity to insert into the story a 

didactic paragraph on the code of lovea 

Why' does he vait and hold back who wu so bold for her juat now, but now 
in her presence is eowardly1 God! whenoe cames this tear, that he ahould 
sbrink from a lonely girl, t~eble and timid, simple and mildT ••• 
Whoever vould love must needs reel tear, for otherwise he cannot be in 
love. But let him fear only her whom he loves, and for her sake be brave 
against all others.~6 

The at ti tude of a typical courtly lady lilce Guinevere wu 

na.turally the antithesis of' humility. The heroine of' the twelfth-century 

French romance Ipomedon was actually called La.-fiere, and Dangereuse waa 

the name of' Guillaume the Troubadour's lady. Although the courtly lady 

sincerely loved the knight she aecepted as her lover, she never expressed 

~5 ~vain,• p. 205. 

~6 1Cligés,• pp. 14o-l41. 



aporrtaneo\18 natural attectien• Her rea.otion t.o ber auiter1s oourtahip vu 

eDe ot aloofM.. and 1 daunger.1 1er ooldness ftJI the oharacter1stic most 

ott.en described 'by the poete ot oourtl7 loft•' 

She peasel8ed, 1n add1 t1on to this rather tr1g1d reeern, the 

general qual1t1•• of 1courtesr, 1 tor the oourtl)" lady vu al_,.. "r'T 

laq-11bt.- She vu, acoording te· the oourtlJ code, perteot1on lncarnt.te. 

In her manne re she wu courteo~l.J poli te and grac1oua, u be fi tted her 

social poai tion, whicb vas o:f'ten that of a queene But tonrd her lo.,.r 

abe beh&nd in a n:t that vu haupt.,., dladd.Dful, oapr1c1oua and etten 

apparentlr un just., She did so beoawae 1 t vas ber dut.r to en~~ur• that he 

contorMd, in eve17 detail, to the behaTi.our expeoted ot h1m by the oourtq 

cede, and ahe bad to express diapleuure at 8Zf1 aberration on: hi• part• 

CJuinenre1s apparent orueltr, tor example, vu 1ntended to retine Lanoe.1ot1• 

courage or to exal t his loft.' ~· courtly laq •de her lo.,.r f'eel that he 

muet oentinually strin to be wortb7 et' her love, and that he would certa1nl7 

lo•• her upon ooamdtt1ng the leut tault aga1nat the cod•• lfo •t.ter hov 

atrongl.r ehe loved him, she had to oonceal ber own feeUngs dur1ng the 

period of oourtsh1p and not grant h.1lll ber lo-n too eoo:nJ tor A.ndreu 

decreed tha~ 1 th• easr attaiaœent of' lon ~~ 1t ot little valueJ 

ditf'icultJ ot. attairlmezrt. makes it prized. 1 '7 t'he lady' wu abo reatraiDOd 

'by her own aenae of IIA)desty ( 1sh.ame1 ) and b)" tea:r tor her repl.ltat1on 

( 1 drede 1 ). Only When the suitor bad prOTed hiuelt beyond doubt to be a 

perf'ect lo-nr- and a ooura.geo~ knigbt did tb• lady'• •uunger1 withdraw, 

and ber qualiti•• ot 11traunehise1 (generosity, noblenesa) and 1 p1ty1 expr••• 

37 A.ndreu, Rule XIV, P•' 185. 



. 
la~ ha.d to po•••••• tor •Pi"• renneth aoone in gentil herta.• 

!he h\IDili t7 ot the loftJt tow.rd hi• lady vu largel.J modellecl ôa 

the respect vhiob a t~da..L n.saa.1 mNd his lord, and, •1m1larl.J, it wu 

a.Jd.n to religlows wor•hip. Oo~mtrsely, the courtly lady behe.Ted With the 

power and authoritT ot a vorldl7 soyereign or a godde••• !he idea ot the 

loyer 1 a humili t7 wu present troat the ~•ginnin& et the ·hietori oal 

deTelopaent et oourtl7 loye.• It vu the most important element in the 

poe \l'y ot the troubadours e.:Ad wu their main contr1 bu.tion to the code, JII&I!T 

et thm d.eTOting tneir liyes as vell u their poetry to the aelt-e:ttacement 

et the aerri.co.: o:t. ,·l~e. 

In addition· to aerd.ng hi• own la~ With abeolute h\llllilit7 and 

deTotion, the courtJ.y J.oftr- wu expected to honour ladies in· &eneral.' 

1 Being ebed1ent in· all thinge to the commanda ot ladies, • decreed bdreu, 

1 thou •halt e.-r etrive to a.Lq thyaelt to the semee ot Love.• ,a 

!he cod ot Loft inetructed tb• Dreamctrl 

And alle "J''IIPn se~~ pd pre1ae, 
And to tby power ber honour ra1se; 
And it that orq Jll1'••ai•re 
Di• pi•• ~' that ·thou maiat here, 
B.lame hym, and b1dde ~ holde bJm •tille. 
And aet tby ~qgbt ud all t.bJ ville 
WJmm8n and ladies tor to pl .... e, 
And to do tb.y'ng th at JM:f hem ese, 
!bat the, ever speke good ot thee, 
l'or ao thou maiat best preiaed bee' (ll .... unt: !!_ !b!, Roae, 2229-22,S.) 

'lh• idea of hum:ili t7 and ot ••mee to ladies in genera! wu one ot the 

aoat enduring elements of oourtl.J lo-nJ it surTiftd tor centuri•• a.tter 

nurtly lo-n 1 tselt wu d ... d, aDd 1 t beoame a basic part et the ideal et 

Oh1 n.lrJ •' 

,a ADdreu, Rule VII, P•' 82.· 



D) OOUMBSY 

et· his laq1s loft, hi• ob.aracter a.M behanour beoame tr&Dit•nud• !he 

ezmobli%11 power of lon WU mard.tested iD h1Ja and he aahie.,.d all the 

nrtu•• ot courtoi•ie. Onoo ho subaitted hiuelt to the law of 1o.,., hi• 

Y.irtue• flourished and. hi• no•• dilappeared.- 1 Now i t i• the etfeot 

ot lon that a tru• loftr oazmot be degraded vith 1JJ1 aT&l"ioe. Lon • • • 

ble•s•• the proud. vi th hlDili 'tyJ and th41 m&D in lon beOCIID8s aoouat.Pd 

to pertorrdng Dl\f ••mo•• poaoetulq tor eftryene, • eu!oglzed A.ndreaa.1 

1 0 what a woDdertul thing i• lon, vhich !!~&Da a man ahin. vith eo JI&!\Y 

Yirtuea and teachea eTeryoDe, DO matter who he is, ao man,y good. traite 

ef oh&raoter1 1 ~9 

:Nrt'eotion ne att.aiJw.ble unclor- the cede of oourtl7 loft, ancl 

the loTel"' wae expeoted to &chien œthing lese than pertection iD the 

deTelopnont of hie moral oharaoter. !ho troubadour• oonstantl7 emphuized 

•ouro• of courtlJ' jei8, vhioh vu iD turn tho source of a.Ll Tirtuea -
1 1ameur tait_ DÛtre claDs une ima bien •• une exaltatiers qui •''l~TO 
au du•ua dea aeDtiJMnta wlgair•• et !a li noe en proie à toute• lee 
iDBpiratio• p~reU~eB•' 0 1eat oet 'tat d1e•prlt que lea treub&doura 
qua.Lit1ent do jeie et dont. it. d4oriTent. le• Mr'Nillewc. etteta en 
d11nterminablea lit&Diea.~ 

-'9 Andreu' p.· ,1. 
Por the etteot"et lon 1a ennobling power on Troilws, ••• 

!reilu. !!! Orie![d• III. 1716-1806. 

llo A.ltred Jeanroy, !!.._Poe•i• Ifiique !!!_ !reub&doura (!oulo1.Uie, 19~4), 
II, lOO.· 

See Alexander D•nœl1'• 1Jo1• mezag tb• larq Troubadour•• 1te 
Keuing and P .. •i ble Seuzooe•, • Mëli'ên.l Stud1e8, nii ( 19,1), 117-217 • 
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1He who loves and does not become better indeed has a bad and 

miserable heart, 1 wrote Bernart de Ventadorn; 1 I have improved eo much 

that I look upon no man as richer than I am; for I know that I love the 

most beautiful lady end am loved by her, the most beautiful whom God 

created in the world, so far u the eartb extendsa• 

Ben a mauvais cor e mendie 
qui am.a e no•s melhura; 
qu'eu sui d 1 ai tan melhuratz 

o'ome de~ no vei plu. rio, 
car sai c 1 am • sui ama.tz 

per la genaor . qued an.c Dews fei 
ni que sia el mon, so crei, 41 tan can te terra ni dura. 

The specifie virtues which the lover exemplified were, needleaa 

to say, those listed in the code of courtly love. In mannar, the lover 

adopted all the sign~ and symptoms of love, turning pale in the presence 

of his lady, suff'ering f'rom heart palpitations when he suddenly caught 

sigtlt of her, always thinking of ber, and eating and sleeping very little. 

The virtues he acquired were the general chivalric virtues of generosity, 

truthf'ulnese and modesty, summed up as the quali tiea of courtoisie as 

opposed to the vices of vileinie. He wu acrupulowsly :t'ai thful, keeping 

himself chaste for the salee of the lady he loved, and purauing love witb. 

a sene• of mode•ty and respect. Thougn he devoted himaelf to the service 

of his own lady, he was obedient to the commanda of ladies in general. 

He spoke no falsehood or slander. He reapected other lovera, taking caro 

not to reveal their affaira orto diaclase the secret of his own. 42 

41 Quoted by Kirby, pp. 19, 291-292. 

42 Andreas, twel ve command.ments, pp. 81-82; thirty-one rules, 
pp. 184-186. . 
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'!he lowr'• knightly n.lour 1noru.at4 and he perf'ormed inoredible 

d .. d8 et courage and strength, aocomplishing ••ct1Dg q\lllstA and de:teatiag 

all other knighta in combat•' !his e:rteot of lo.,. hu boen described bJ' 

J.tut ltiloox in· modern tenM ae 1th• partial sublim&tioa et sexual impulsee 

througb. otd:n.lric aoti"rit,r. 1 !he loftr, vr1we Wiloox, 1tran~cenda hia 

eld recerde tor valor, t'air pl~, geDeroa1-ey-, h\Dilit.y and courteey.: Hie 

eDtrg1•• are largely devoted to quest.• Most ot his ••mc• to his laq 

is dene at euoh a distance that hi• · loft ie l&rgely euDl!mated. • If.' 
!he principle of' ezmeblement, tne theory that loft would turn 

the loftr int. a botter knigh.t, vas the idea t.b.at linked courtly lon 

to :teucla.liea in • pi te of' the tundamental e.atagoniea ot the two ~ ot 

lite. '!he conneotien between oourtly loTe and oeurtlinese waa illustrated 

everywhere in the literature et oourtly loTe. 

Theugp origiually there waa a clear distinot1on between 

cortn1a (oourtly loTe, the nrtue and ideal ot the oourtly loYer) and 

courtoilie (court li ne••, the nrtu• and ideal of' th• chen. lier or laù.gb.t), 

the twe idftb haTe become oonfueed. 

~· contusion ar••• in the tiret place tr0111 the id ... ot the 

ermebling pever of' loTe, when the courtl.y writers said that loTO would 

Jl&ke a knigb.t 11101'0 tull7 courtoie. Later th• ide& vas appl1ed in the 

ether direction u well, vhen it n.s dec1ded that courtoisie or the Tirtuee 

4' JGhn Wiloox, -»etining Oourtly Love, 1 Papere !! !h! lliohipn 
Aoad!l!!l !! Science, Arta, ~ Lettera, ni (1929), 32,.; 
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of knigpthood were a neceasary qualification for the prospective court~ 

lover. Courtoisie became both the result of, and the qualification for, 

courtly love.44 

In the first place, since love was the source of all virtue, 

and all courtly and noble deeda had their origin in love, it folloved 

logically that a perfect knight must be a courtly loYer. Since courtoisie 

was the result of the ennobling power of love, no knight who was not a 

courtly lover could be truly courtois. Gawain, for example, was inferior 

to Lancelot as a knight only because he was not a lover. Ge.wain shirked 

crossing the sword-bridge, which Lancelot succesafully took as the 

hardest but most direct route to Guinevere, while Gawain even failed in 

hia attempt to croas the lese dsmanding water-bridge. A man needed to 

love a lady according to the code of courtly love, as Lancelot loved 

Guinevere, before he could rise to perfection in knightly valour. 

44 A problem arose like that of the chicken and the egg, or of 
obtaining a driver's licence some years ago, when one had to own a 
licence in order to drive, but had to have driven a car a certain number 
of milea in order to .obtain a licence. 

As o.s. Lewis pute it: 1 this solemn amatory ritual is felt to be 
part and parcel of the courtly life. lt ia possible only to those who 
are, in the old sense of the word, polite. It thus becomea, from one 
point of view the flower, from another the seed, of all those noble usagee 
which distinguish the gentle from the vilain: only the courteoue can love, 
but it is love that makes them courteous. • Allegory 2f Love, p. 2. 

On the relationahip between cortezia an~ courtoisie, see Alexander 
Denomy, 1Courtly Love and Oourtliness,* Speculum, XXVIII (195~), 44-6'; . 

Gustave Cohen, 1La. Courtoisie et 11 Amour Courtoia, 1 Tableau de la ,, · 
Littérature Frangaise M&dievale - Idées et Sensibilitées (Paris, 1950-y,--
PP• ~l-3â. -



In the second place, a man bad to be coUrtois before he could 

aspire to win a lady'e loYe. Ourtesye follews the lord of the garden in 

the _,Ro;;;;ma~n !!, !!, ~' vhile Vila.nye is le:rt outsidea the virtues of 

kni~thood and of the court vere necessary qualifications for a oourtly 

loYer. To prove bimaelf worthy of a lady's loYB, the suitor had to 

demonstrate that he was courageous and ski.lful in battle. !he necessity 

for this is shown by the twelfth-century romance of I;eomedcm., the beginning 

of which is !'l\DlDS.rized by Sarah Barrow as followsa 

Ipomedon, Prince of Apulia, entera the service of La-fiere, Duobees of 
Calabria, who bas vowed to marry none but the bravest. knight in the wor-ld. 
No one lmows who Ipomedon is, but he soon wins attention by his oourtesy 
and his sldll ' in hunting. But for his indifference to prowese, La-fier• 
might have loved him at once. She doee ta.vor him, and one day at table 
they exchange glanees which rosult in mutual love. Pretending to rebuke 
another squire;~La-fiere makes it plain to Ipomedon that ~e sbould not 
aspire to love before he bas shawn his prowess. Tbe hero goes aw&T early 
the next mornimg aoeompanied by !holomeu~~ his ·tutor. Properly equipped, 
he seta out in·search of knigntly deeds.4? 

The courtly lady, just as muoh as the lover, wae expected te 

embody the rlrtues o-r courtoisie which oould be possessed by a voman. 

But courtly love coulà have no ennobling effect on ber& she wa1 perfeot 

to begin vith, and her character could not be changed by love. 

It is for this reason that loyalty to the lover vas a quality 

of auch vital importance in the courtly lady& loyalty was the only virtue 

of hers that was wholly dependent on the condition of being in love, 

the only addition that loYe could make to her charaoter. Pldelity to 



one person was, of course, demanded trom the lover himself by the god 

1And for thou trewe to love shalt be, 
I vole, and oomaunde thee, 
That in oo place thou sette, all hool, 
'l'hyn he rte, wi thoute hal fen dool 
or trecherie and sikernesse; 
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For I lovecle nenre doubleneue. 1 (Romaunt of the Roae, 2~1-
--- 2366) 

In the judgements of the courts of love recorded by Andreaa, 

B:tpei\tlet_r;~, infidelity of the lady seems to have been much more seye~jy 

censured than infidelity on the part of the lover. '.rhe seme 1s true 1n 

the poetry of courtly love. 1 I do not esteem a lady a straw, whoenr she 

may be, 1 wrote the troubadour Raimbaut de Vaquieraa, 11f' she accepta a 

lover and deserta another for him; she certainly does not act oourteously1 1 

Ges no pretz un betocays 
una don, qu1aitals sia, 
qu'un prenda et aut.r1 er} lays, 
no fa1 gos cortezia. 46 

There h more beh1nd this difference 1n emphasis the.n the 

traditione..l double standard of morality upheld by men. Untaithtulnesa 1n 

the courtly lady was especially repreheDSible, beoause loyalty was the onlT 

Yirtue speoifioally demended of her by the love af'fair. The lover had te 

struggle to obtain hia virtues through a period of trial, and he could 

sin against the code of courtly love in a hundred different details. 

Infidelity was the only way 1n wbioh a true courtly lady could sin aga.i~t 

the code, sinoe in all other respects she was, by definition, perteot. 

46 Cited by Den~, 10ourtly Love and Courtliness,• P• 56. 



, !his aens to shed a good deal of' light on the nature of' 

Oriseyde and her crime of' 1doubleneese. 1 Grant that Criaeyde ia a 

courtly lady, and it f'ollowe logical~ that inf'idelity, becaU$e of' her 

nry nature, ie the only ain she .!!!!! oCIIDilit against the code ot courtly 

loTe. 

71 
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OHAP!'ER FOUR 

THE OOURTLY LADY IN hl!,! 

A) WALLADA THE POETESS -
When courtly love is traced back to its origine in eleventh-

century Moorish Spain, the remarlœble figure of Wallaàa stands out as a 

predecessor of the courtly ladies of twelfth-century France. Wallida 

was a contemporary of the poet Ibn Hazm, who li ved in Oordova from 994 

to 1064, and who codified his ideas on love in lh! Dove1s ~-Ring. After 

Wallida1s father, a khalif of Oordova, was poisoned by one of his orfioer• 

in 1025, she became the central figure in a court of poèts and men of 

letters who wrote in her praise. 

Unlike the courtly ladies of France, Wallada was not married.1 

She was as unusual in physical appearance as in character. Her mother, who 

was a Christian slave, had endowed her with flaming red hair, a white sld.n 

and blue eyes. From her father, the Khalif Muhammad al-Mustakfi, she had 

inherited a violent temper and a dictatorial manner. Like the courtly ladies 

of France, Wallâda defied the orthodox religious teaching of her d~: she 

refUsed to wear a veil, and she showed a complete disregard for the v~ious 

inhibitions stipulated for women in the Koran. In her relations with men, 

she foreshadowed the absolute dictatorehip of the courtly lady, but not 

her 1daunger. 1 

1 Arabie poets did, however, address their love poems to married 
women. In spite of Ibn Hazm1s rule that one should not have a love affair 
with another man's wife, these addresses are believed to have reflected 
actual social practice. 



Fifteen yeara after Wallida1a death, Ibn S..sim inoluded her in 

hb Dlhlra (1106-1109), an anthology of the biographies of :f'amous 

•contemporaries.• Ibn Bassim deacribed Wallàda like this' 

She vu the first woman of her timee Her tree manners and diadain ot 
the veil indicated an ardent nature. Ttda wu, hove"Yer, the bèst mannar 
to show ber remarkable inward qualities, the sveetnua of her :face and ' v 

of her character. Her hoWJe at OordoTa Wd the arenà in llhich poet& and 
prose writers vere vying vith each other. !he literary m.n were 
attracted toward the lignt of the brilliant new moon, aa if it vere 
a ligj:lthou.e in a dark night. The grea test poet. and proae wri ter• 
vere anxio\UI to obtain the sweatnen of her intim&cy, which i t vas not 
diffioult to attain.2 

Wallida waa the source of inspiration for the poetry of Ibn 

Zddun (100}-1071), who loved her pusionately, and who wu (with Ibn 

Hazm.) one of the two moa t outs tanding poets of the time e' W allida vas 

herself a poeteas u well as a literary patroness. Ibn Baeslm recorded 

that she had two of her own verses embroidered on her gown, the verse o~ 

the right side readings 

I am, b,1 God, fit for hign positions, 
And am going my wq, with pride! 

The left-hand verse reads 

Foraooth, I allov my lover to touch my cheek, 
And beatov my ld.ss on him who craves i t! ' 

It vas by aending the poet Ibn Zafdün versea, deolaring her 

love, that Wallida invited him to their first meeting in a beauti:f'ul 

garden.' And 1 t was when Ibn Zaidün made a. alight cri ticiam of one of 

2 Aloi• R. Nykl, His fano-Arabie Po~J:'' . ~ 1 ts Relation ~ :!:!!!, 
~ Provencal Troubadours Baltimore, 19 , P• 10~ 

' Ibid. -
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her Terses tbat Wa.lliù began to t1re ot hia and to look taTOura.olT at 

a. ro7al vizier-• 1pr1ng all Ibn Ze.idiin1• protest8 and deoJ.aratioœ ~ 

undfi,ng deYOtion. 

As an unoo:nso1oua predi.ct1oa ot the rela.tioœhip betveen the 

courtly la~ and her humble lo'ftr, J.lois N,ykl'• commeJIU 01'1 this love 

a.tfa.ir a.re Tery rena.linga 

fallada. knev that if' a he yieJ.ded to the•• appeaJ.S, ber loyer would gain 
ascendaney oTer her and she was loth to e.llov thie to ha.ppen.· She vu 
ot the tJpe that needed a.n 1ntellectuall1 inf'erior, wea.l'thT II&D, vho 
vould gin her a. lite of aecure oomtort, together with a teeling ·ot 
being superior to him . ; • ' • ' •· In hia youthtul iDixperieDOe nn ZaidQn 
thou~Jlt. tha.t a. diaplq ot poetic technique and erudition vould a.rousè 
a.dmiratio~a~ in . the hea.rt of his angered sweetbear.t, and would bring her­
ba.ck to hi-.· History show that auch methode han neTer produoed. the 
desired er:feotJ o:a the contrary, they inoreued the waman1• &ftJ'81oa 
and plqed into the rinJ. 1a hand.s.' fallada preterred a med1oore, 
vea.lth7 man, who a.ccepted .her intelleotal auper1ori't7•1 '!h~ ehe wu 
able to hurl1111a.te a man who made her: teel amall and 1:nsignif1cant u 
a poetess.4 

Wallada. eventually retired trorr. literary lite and liftd in 

the royal nzier t 1 hareme' In 1091 sne died, l:lke lleaœr ot A qui taiDI, 

a.'\ the \UJUiu&l age o~ eigb.tr or more yea.r~, IbD. Zaid\m harl.ng died •Oille 
twentq yea.ra earlier.• 11!he base cha.ra.cter ot fallada 1• f'atber took the 

upper hand in ber lite, • summ.arizee lfykl, 1 but Without her intluence on 

Ibn ZaidOn Arabie poetry vould have remained Without eome ot ita aoat 

preoioua ~·· 5 

4 lfykl, P•' 11,. 

' N;rkl, Pe1 119. 
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Wallàda, significantly, had sougnt a lover who combined the 

qualities of wealth and intellectual inferiority. The courtly lady waa 

content that these two qualities should be divided between an aristocratie 

husband, who was wealth.Y, and a lover, who was inferior to her not only 

intellectually, but in every aspect of the courtly code. In her insistence 

on superiority, therefore, in her forceful personality, in ber defiance of 

orthodox religion, and in her patronage of literary men at her court, 

Wallida foreshadowed the courtly lady. 
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B) .!!!! 'l'ROUBADOUR1S ~ 

Arabie eus toms and idee.s on love were carried by minstrels, 

trader• and crusaders over the Pyreneea into southern France, where 

courtly love developed at the beginning of the twelfth century.6 Just as 

Ibn Zaidün and other Arabie lyric poetl in eleventh-century Cordova had 

be~. influenced by Wa1lada, ao the troubadours of Provence and the 

Limousin depended on their chatelaines for inspiration and patronage. 

With the lre.bic verse forma and songs ceme the philosophy and social 

attitudee that formed the be.sio source of courtly love. As a result of 

imitation and repetition, certain features became conventionalized, and so 

did the behaviour of the troubadour-lover toward the chatelaine or oourt1y 

lady. 

6 For an analyais of the Arabie sources of courtly love, see& 
Nykl, PP• ~71-411, et passim; 
Ibn Hazm, Th!. Dove1sNeck-Ring, ed. Aloia R. Nykl (Paris, 19~1), 

introduction; 
Robert Bri:f'fault, Les Troubadours et le Sentiment Romanesque 

(Paris, 1945), PP• 18-68;- - -
Alexander J. Denomy, 11An Inquiry into the Origins of Courtly 

Love, 11 Medieval Studiea, VI ( 1944), 175-260;. 
. Denotey', 11Fin 1 Amors: the Pure Love of the Troubadours, 1 ta 

Amorality and Po8ëible Source,• Medieval Studies, VII (1945), 1~9-207; 
Denomy, •concerning the Acceasibility of Arabie Influences to the 

Ear11eat Provenial Troubadours,• MedieTal Studiea, XV (195~), 147-158; 
Denomy, Courtly Love and Courtlinesa, 1 Speculum, XXVIII (195~), 

44-6~; 
'l'heodore Silveratein, "Andreas, Plato, and the Arabe& Remarlœ 

on Some Recent Accounta of Courtly Love,• MP, XLVII (1949), 117-126; 
Denis de Rougemont, Passion !a! Society (London, 1959), PP• 101-

107. 

·· - ·- --·-- - - --



!he t1rst troubadour of' vhom -..y record exbtJI vu Ouill~ 

the troubadour (1071-1127), sixth count of Poitiers and n1Dth d~ of 

Aquitaine, grandtather .. of the famour JUe&DOr of Aqui.taiDe.' lleven of 

hie eonp are ertant, aDd thoup the later oDea deal vith courtl7 lon, 

CJuillaune himaelt vu by no meaD~ a typioal oourtlf lonr.: He oomposed 

his songs, acoording to Sidney Painter, •to furnish a pleuant 

aocompa.niaent to hia maeroua triumphs oftr fem:imœ rtrtue and then 

to regale hie beon oompardoœ vi th soDgtt recounti.Dg hi• amorows 

Tictories.•• 1 His songe han vhat hu been desoribed u a ba.rra.ok-roca 

f'lavour, intended f'or exolusivel,- male com~, certainl7 not for the 

ears of the ladies themselves~ ~ Xel~ eummarizee Guillaume'• •trl• 

as that of •a poetrr hi(#lJ.r organized in fora, inte.Ueotœll,- subtl•, 

lusv, piquant, CY"nical, the putime of a worldling, who Uved eaoh dq 

rith gusto, d1ned nll, slept. hee.rtil;r, and reobd little of the awtul 

day- of judgement.·• 8 

In 1094, Guillaume the Troubadour married his second Wif'e, 

Philippa of Angon, and her suite probab.I.J" contai~Wd •inger• Who knew 

Arabie Andal,.ian nrs•••1 CN1lls.ume hiuelf la:ter went on an 111-tat.ed 

crwJade to t.he eut, Vhere he may haft beard œv rhythm~~ and melodies 

to imitate.: lhen he returned tc Poitiel'8, he founrl hi• oountesa, 

Philippa eSt' 'loulou.e, t..lœn up witb oœ of thoae religi~ movemente 

7 Sidney Painter, Prenoh Ohin.Xî (Baltimore. 1914<>), P•' 111.· 
For a detailed accoœt o't GUi &'tlll81s poetey, lite and 

charaoter, ••• !eto a. Beszola, 1 0uilla\'IIM II et les OriglDII de 
1 1Amour Courtoie, 11 !loania, LXVI (194o), 1~2~7. 

8' Alq lelq, lleaœr !! Aquita.i:ae !!!!! ~ ~ X1ng! (New York, 
1957), P•' 9•' 
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perennially arising on the aoil of Aquitaine. He left her to her apiritual 

pursuita and abducted the Counte1a of Ch~tellerault to enliven hia middle 

yeara. 'l'hia •oourtly lady1 of Guillaume'• wu Dangereuae, popularly 

knovn ae Maubergeonne, the vite ot Co\Ult Aimeri of Chitellerault. ihe 

relationahip took an unusual turn in 1121, when Guillatme 1s son married 

Anor, the daughter of Dangereuae, and in the folloving year the couple 

became the parents of Eleanor of Aquitaine. 

Guillaume IX was the first of a long line of troubadours, who, 

during the tvelfth century, conventionalized the featuree of courtly love. 

The early troubadoUrs came :t'rom Provence, the region of the langue ~· 

vhich became almoet the universal language of poetry, used by writers 

even in Spain and Italy until the fourteenth century. Many of the 

troubadours travelled, widely (Cercamon mee.ns court le monde, 1around the 

world 1
), and they knev no :f'rontiera. '!he courts of Aragon and Castille 

attracted many of them, and Spain and Italy becam.e second countriee for 

the troubadours of France. The time came when no prince would travel 

without troubadours or trouvères in his retinue. 

The troubado~ eompoaed bath· the music and the words of thoir 

aongs, which wore usually addressed to married women -- chatelaines and 

countesses. Their poetry described the emotio~ and sufferin~ of love 

and listed the usual physieal symptoms of the lover. It took account of 

the lover 1s joy at the sight of his lady and hia sorrow at separation, 

the need for secrecy, love as the source of all virtue, and made constant 

appeals to the lady 11 1 pity. 1 



A'bove a.t.l, the troubadour• 1 aongs deTeloped the concept ot low­

ser'Yioe, the idea of the h\Uilble loftlt "who lons even vhen hia passion 

appears 1mrequi.ted and. who is Villing to sacrifice all tor Lon.~• 9 

lCanJ' troubadours seem to han put the tbeo17 int.o practioe, deTot~ 

their lina to the eerrloe ot a courtly' lady. Berart de Ventadorn, the 

most t'amo'WJ ot them all, sang his BOilgS to the great lleanor ot Aquitaiœ. 

Ouillem de Oabestaing died tor bis devotioato the OoUDtess ot aou.sillon. 

Peire Rogier dedica.ted his songe to lrmengarde of Narbozme, and CoDOn de 

B&thune sang before the countess Marie de Champagne a.nd ~een Aelis of 

France (all three of the•• ladies being, by coincidence, at JUeanor'• 

court ot lon at. Poitiers). JauhJ Rude 1, &fier lo~~g lorlnc the Ootmte .. 

ot Tripoli without enr ha.ring aeen ber-, trawlled aoross the ••a and 

died in ber arma vben she ga.Te h1.al the kiss of peaoe u a. greeUng.' 

Acoordlng to !homas Klrb,r1a rathe~idealiatic accOUDt, 

umranr1Dg deTOtion charaoterizea most of the trouba.doura& 

ror them lon wu the dCIIIdnent force in lite and, 1t w are to belien 
the erldenoe of the poetzT, nothing else wu account.ed worth whil••' 
Loft predominated their eni'J' thought and action. •' • •' Patient and 
huable 1~ the extremet the tro\lb&dour deTOted bimaelt completelr to 
hia mistreas, begged and implored tor perm.issio:œ to be coœidered in 
ber- aern.ce, and profeased eoatat.ic jor on those rare ooeuioDI when 
the bestowal ot a soli 'tar7 ld.aa indicated approval. 'l'his idee. ot 
loTe-aerdoe vu perbapa the most important contributio~ vhioh the 
troubadours made to the theoey ot courtly lon.lO 

9 'l'oa P.ete Oroas and William A. llitze, Lancelot aDd Quinenret 
!. Study _!!' ~ Origi:as ,2! OourtJ.y ~ (Œrl.cago, 193ô), --p; 96.· 

10 'lhomu A. lirby, Chauoer1s !roilwu !. Studf !!!, Oourtlr !!!!.!. 
(Louiliana, 194o), PP•! 22-24. 



Al thougb Berœ.rt de Ventadorn 11 oareer JIJ&"f not han ben the 

life ot •unva.vering dev.-tion to Love, • that Thcmu KirbT would like to 

think it, his relatiOl'lllhip t:o Eleanor of .A.quitai%28 is of interest.; Bernart 

de Ventadorn was born at the oaatle ot VentadoUI" (or Ventadorn), in the 

border- regioD! between Provence and northern France, the son o:r the 

serYant who gathered wood for the oven in éioh the outle1s bread vu 

baked. Ventadour has a place in- the his tory of oourtly- love, for i t is 

thoU&ht that the actual Nion of clusica.1. Latin and Arabie eleMnta 

tiret took place here, and that here the idea of the subjeotion ot the 

lo.,.r to the laey-•s Wi.1.l vas oonceind.'11 Tiseoun~ Eble• of Tentadour 

surroœded bimself vith poets, and he vas a trie nd of the f'1rst troubadour, 

Guillaume of Aquitaine.· At this court Bernart grev up und•r the paterœl 

eye of the Tiscount, who mAJ' secretly haYe been his aotual :f'atben-e' 

Bernart made the mistake ot revealing his .1.ove for the Tiscount1s vite, 

and he was banished. 

Be attached himaelf to the court of Eleanor of Aquitaine, 

and the traditional Provenial Tida, or •Lite, • of Bernart de Tentadorn 

desoribes their relationsbip as follove& 

lt •1 s 1en partie e~ e.Det s'en a la duqeasa de Normandia., q'era jon• 
e de gran valor, e s 1entendia mout en pretz et en honor et els bendits 
de sa lauor. 1 pJ.az1on li fort 11 vers e laa che.nsoœ d1en Benart, 
don ella. J.o receup e 11onret e 11aouillic e•l tetz mout granD plazere. 
Lona temps estet en la oort •• la deqesaa, et enamoret •• d1e.1.la, 
e la dom pm. • 'e:namoret de 1 ui, don en Bernart.z en tetz maint.u 
boD&S ch~•ona.! Mas lo reis Bnric• d1englaterra la pres per moiller, 
e la trais de Norm&DCiia • menet la•n en lnglaterraJ e 1n Bernartz 
remu adonca de sai t.ristz e doleœ.l2 

11 Urban !. Holm.es, ~ H1sto17 !!!_ill Prenoh Literature (Ohapel 
Hill, 19,7), P•1 172. 

12 Rqmond T. Hill and 'fhomas G. Bergin, ede.:, Anthologr of the 
Pronngal froubadours (Riw Haven, 1941), PP• ~,1. --
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P'rank: Cham ben diamil8es this love a.ffair u one of . the IDaJV 

:f'alse legenda that grew up around Eleanor. He notes that Bernart seema 

to have been on the best o:f' terms vith Henry II, and considera Bernart11 

protestation~ addressed to lleanor nothing more than poetic convention. 1' 

Am:! Kelly, on the other hand, givea some credence to the legend. She says 

i t vas probably in 1152, while lleanor and Henry were touring ber lands 

after tneir marriage in May, that the exiled troubadour attached himself 

to the duchess 1 following and returned vith her to her residence.~ While 

Henry, then Duke o:f' Norma.ndy, wa.s in lngland to claim his succession to 

Stephen 1 s throne, Ile anor remained behind to rule her dome.ins, and a he 

established her household there, probably in the city of Angen. Eleanor 

was at that time Duchess of Norme.ndy and Poitou, and Oounte.. of Anjou; 

Bernart, about the ume age u Eleanor, wu ber feudal vassal. 

1' Frank Chambers, l&fSome Legenda Ooncerning Eleanor of J.quitune,• 
Speculum-, xn· (1941), 462-46,. 

Chamben tramlates Bernar.t'• Vidas 
And he departed and vent to the Duchess --c;r-Normandy, who vas young 
and of great worth and wu a good judge of merit and horior and song~~ 
in ber praisee' And the verses and. songe of Bernart pleased her much, 
where:f'ore she received him and honoured him and took him in and did 
'll1&lli1 things to plesse him. For a long whÜe he vas in the court ot' 
the Duchess, and he f'ell in love vith her, and the lady fell in love 
with him, and Bernart made ma.zv good songs about hel--. But King Henry 
of' lngland married her and took ber away from Normandy, a:nd carried 
her to En~land; and Bernart then rema1ned on _ this aide, sad and 
grieving (p.; 462). 



• 
Bernart1• poeu t.o llea.nor, thOU&h typioal ot the troubadour 

•onp, gin ua maJSY &lim:pses ot lleanor u she a.ppearecl in her ovn court. 

She 1a 

1 DOble and •net, • •tu thtul I.IId loyal, • •one meet t.o orown the ata.te 
ot' ~ .Id. ne, • •gra.ciowa, lovel.J, the embodime!lt ot ol.a.a.ra.,. lhen •b.• 
bent. upozdd111her eyea, tull of' tiro and eloqueDce, he felt tho joJ' of' 
a. Ohristmu tete.• She vu the most bea.uti:f'ul ot womon. Por her gitts 
he would not gln the rich cit.J' of Pisa in o:zcha.nge. Be rojoicod. that 
she could reacl and. interpret hi• ••cret Jd811&ps tor herselt. Be 
add.ressea her u ~ Oomtort.'• . !rist.ram, he awore, nover sut:r."cl •uch 
woel tor Isolt tho Pa.ir as ho suttorocl f'or his la~4 In her proseDCe 
he t.rembled like an upon, wu rltle•• u a. chilcl. 

Bèf'oro llaaDOr lett Ârlgftrs, Henry a\BIIO:ned Berœ.rt t.o came to 

the court iD London.· !he reputat.ioDl of Bornart1a to~r opiaoào at 

Ventadour may have oaœocl Hen17 to· eut ott tke re1a.tioW~hip be'\wen hi• 

duch••• and tho poet, what.ever it migbt have beon, sbJ1 •,_.llblsrhriaart 

to lzsgli.IId.' Bena.rt did return to .lnjou, but thon lleanor herselt 

moud to the civ of' Ro~zt. In Ootober ot 1154, the doath of' Stephen 

calle4 Henry II and lleanor t.o tho t.h.ro:aw of lngla.nd, &Dd Bornart wu 

lett bohiœ.l5 

14 Kelly, P•' 111.· 

15 lelly, PP•' 111-11~. 
Henry J. Ohqtor, 2be !roube.dours and lngland (Oembridp, 

192~), pp.1 ~6-,7, dates Borwt*• "«tlsit to lngla.nd u earq in 11~, 
suggesting that Borœrt wu taken to London by llea120r to participa.w 
in the coronation- f'ost1Tit.1ea.; Kelly is the more roliable historie.• 
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a:) II&NOR OP' A~UITAINI 

Whan Barnart de Ventadorn sang his songe to lleanor 1.8 · Duches• 

of Normandy, she had already be en a que en for fitteen yeara •. At the age 

of fiftean, upon her father-1a death in 11}7, she had inherl ted the regioœ 

of' Poitou, handed down from her grandfather-, Guillaume the Troubadour. 

Her- lande embra.ced half the region of the l!ngu! ~· 1hey •tretohed 

from the Loire valley to the Pyrenees, and from the heigbt. of Aunrgne 

to the sea in the west. 'l'hey were larger than the lands of the dukee of 

Normandy or of the ldnga of France and richer than the 'Wbole i•l~ at 

Bri tain·. According to feude.l standards, Eleanor wu the best marria.ge 

prize in western Europe, for ber husband would gain pre-eminence over 

all his riva.la. And Eleanor herselt was attractive, lively, charming 

in manner and mature in m.ind.' 

She did not romain unmarried for long. In the same yeu that 

the recei'Ved ber inheritance, she we.s married to seventeen-yee.r- old 

Louis VII of France and arri ved in Paris in the la. te suxnmer of 11}7 88 

Queen of France. In her retinue she took Poitevin courtiers, poeta aDd 

musicie.n~~. In spite of opposition from Louis 1 monastic advisorl (in 

particular, Abbé Suger and Abbé Bernard of Clairvaux), lleanor made ber 

influence fel t, and wi th ber ma.rria.ge the populari ty of the Proun9al 

troubadour•' songa and their ideu on love apread northward. In the 

chilling atmosphere of the gloo~ Capetian palace, while Louia, the 

monk-king, devotad himaelf to hie religioU8 devotiol'll and affaire of 

•tate, she was alone responsible for the patronage of lllUBic and poetr,y.: 
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•tes quinze ana pendant lesquels Eléonore tut reine de France (11~-?2)," 

writes .Paul Meyer, 11sont probablement l'époque oû la poésie courtoiae du 

Midi oommenra à exercer· une influence sensible sur celle du Nord. 1 16 

A colourful episode in ileanor 1s life be gan when, at the age of 

twenty-f'ive, she persuaded Louis to allow her to accomparv him on· the second 

Oru8ade, which wu to proceed in 1147 by wq of .lntioch and Byzantium to 

Jeruu.lem. 'lhousands of the crusaders were her own TaBsa.la, and she wu 

permitted to go in the hope that her presence migpt prevent a breaab between 

the Franlœ · and the Poi te vina. lleanor vas allowed to te.ke the cross, and 

with the queen went Sybille, Oountess of Flanders, whose half brother was 

King of Jeruealem, Mamille of Roucy, Florine of Bourgogne, Torqueri of 

Bouillon, Faydide of Toulouse, and scores of other noble ladies• 

A fam.Ot.UJ incident occurred at Vézelay, where the orusaders 

gather.ed in thoUiands to take the crosse' 1A legend tells us, • wri tes 

Amy Kelly, 1 that the queen and her ladies disappeared and presently 

reappeared on white horses in the guise of AmazoM, in gilded bwsld.ns, 

plum.d, and with bannera: that like Penthesilea and her warriors, the 

queen and her cavalcade galloped over the hillside of Vézelay, rallying 

laggard knights, tossing distafts to faint-hearted cavaliers•11 11 'lhe tale 

is in Character,• she concluaes, 1 and later allusions to Amazone en route, 

found in Greek historians, g:lve some substance to it." 17 

16 1Des Rapports de la Poésie des Trouvères avec Celle des Troubadours,• 
Romania, XIX (1890), ·!5· 

17 Kelly, p.- 46• 
Frank Chambers diamiases this as fabrication, but aaya the legend 

•shed& light on the character of tne woman who iMpired it,• PP•; 459-40o. 
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On th• crusade Eleanor saw all the luxury and elegance of' the 

east, which, contrasted to the gloo~ Capetien palace in Paris, must have 

made a deep impression on her mind. Nor was adventure lacldng. Many 

battles were f'ougpt with the Saracens, and, on the return journey to 

France, Eleanor 1s ship wa.s captured for re.nsom by Byzantine pirates and 

she was separated frOm. Louis for two months. 

In Antioch, Eleanor 1s friendship with her cousin, Raymond of 

Toulouse, Prince of Antioch, gave rise to unfounded rumours of misconduct 

on her part. It was in Antioch that Eleanor, revived by a climate and 

customs aimilar to her own, and reacting against the ten yean 1 sup­

pree•ion to which her vivacious southern temperament had been subjected 

by the ldng1 s mone.stic ad vi sors, firs t be gan to a peak of permanent 

separation from Louis. When Louis and Raymond of Toulouse quarrelled 

bitterly over military plans, and the crusaders prepared suddenly to leave 

the city, Eleanor decided to stay in Antioch with her ldnaman. She 

wanted a divorce, she declared, on the gro\D'ld8 of conse.nguini ty of the 

fourth degree. Alarmed at the possibility of Raymond 1s bestowing Eleanor 

on one of his own alli .. or marrying her himself, the ld.ng1s co\D'lcil 

urged Loui• not to listen to her. When the orusaders left Antiooh 1n 

the nigpt, Eleanor was forcibly abducted. 

At Tusculum, Pope Eugenius managed to e:f'f'eot a tempor8.1"7 

reconciliation between Eleanor and Louis, waiving their consanguinit7 

with a special dispensation. Soon after their return to Paris in 

November 1149, Eleanor gave birth to a daughter, the prinoess Alix, 
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disappointing the hope• of a male heir for the second time in twelve yeare. 

Her first ch11d, Marie, had been born in 1145. The blow of having a 

seoond daugnter, coupled with the death in 1151 of Abbe Suger (whose 

counsels had delared the ritt for a while), weakened Louis' resolution. 

He no longer struggled againat Eleanor's will. The death of Abbe Suger 

1e:tt Louis to the counae1s of Abbé Bernard, who had long disliked the 

queen and her whole impious fuaily, and who encouraged the idea of sepa­

ration for the good of Franoe. 

In September 1151, the first steps were taken. Louis and 

Eleanor rode to Aquitaine vith a large eacort to prepare for the withdrawa.l 

of' the ldng1s garrisons and adminiatrators. There they parted, and early 

in the spring of 1152 Eleanor went home to Poitiers. On Maroh 21 of that 

year, a eynod to sanction the divorce convened a.t Beaugency near Orléans, 

a great gathering of arch bishops, barons and nobles. The que en' s domaine 

vere restored to her .. she had possesaed them before her marriage; both 

Eleanor and Louis became free to marey again, vith the important proviso 

that Eleanor preserve her vassal 1s allegiance to the king. 

On May 18, scarcely eigpt weeks after the annùlment of her 

marriage to the king, Eleanor married Henry, Duke of Normandy. Her value 

to her husband is illustrated by the f'act that, during those eignt weeks, 

Geoffrey of Anjou and Thibault of Blois made two attempts to ambu.h ber 

e.nd to seize her e.nd her f'ieta as a marri age prize. 

Amy Kelly thinlœ that this second marrie.ge wu secretl1 e.rranged 

before Eleanor's actual separation from Louis. Henry had come to Paris 



with his f'ather, Geoffrey, Oount of Anjou, in Au~t 1151, to settle a 

dispute with the ld.ng and to pay their vassal 1a duty of homage to him. 

As an old f'riend of Eleanor 1 s father, Geoffrey ~f' Anjou may have lent 

a sympathetic ear to Eleanor 1 s grievances. Young Henry, th en eighteen 

years old, waa a peraon of great importance in apite of his youth, 

being the pretender to the throne of England through the claims of' hia 

mother, Matilda Empress. 

Henry was a personable yotmg man; what wu more important, he 

off'ered Eleanor the prospect of f'reedom from the yoke of the Capets. 

Henry was looking for an alliance that would give him ever,y possible 

advantage in dealing with the king of' France. Eleanor wu the ideal 

woman. 
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Though Henry wu a born and brad feudal barga.iner, he could aee the q~en 
was no liability to her dower. Newburgo, writing of' this time, speakB of 
Eleanor1s charms of person and her lively mind. As arbiter of the haut 
monde in the Ile, a he wa.s mis treu of her queen' s role, and Henry ei'Pëëted 
to have usai for a proper queen. She had sean the world at its verr b .. t, 
its notable• in all citadels of Christendom. Her knovledge of places and 
persona.gea, of affaira, of goss ip and intrigue, made her a helpm.ate non­
pari el for an ascendant ld.ng. That she wu the proud Tictim of calUIIDlY'• 
enld.ndled by unmastered emotions, merely enhanced her with an air of 
melancholy sophistication. Youth, 'the fast-withering flower,' still 
bloomed triumphant in her mien. '!he queen wu nearly thirty, Henry but 
eighteen; but iMch disparate marriages were not uncommon where great fiefS 
were at stake. 

By obtaining Eleanor' s provinces and treasuries, Henry became 

more poverful than the ld.ng himself, and, in England, the invincible rival 

of the reigning bouse of' Blois. 'lhe alliance had advantages for Eleanor 

also, as it was the only marriage Whicb could raise ber to a statue equal 

lB Kelly, p. lOO. 



to her ton.r position: u queen of Pre.nce. So the marri age took place, in 

spite of the tact that Henry a.:tfronte4 his overlord, that Eleanor should 

have asked Louis' sanction t.o remarry, and tha.t. Henry a.nd lleanor vere 

rela.ted within the prohibited degre .. of conaanguinity.19 

Upon her marria.ge to Henry, Blea.nor becBJU Duehess of NormanciV, 

and in her own rigbt she wu still Duobess of Aquita.i» and hacogne, ': ·.:.· 

Oountess of Poitou, J.njou, Maine, Saintonge, Angoumois, Limousin, Auvergne, 

Bordeaux; Agen and Touraine. Atter an interlude of two yeare, durinc 

vnich ehe lived a.t Angers and listeœd to the songe of Bernart de 

Venta.dorn, she beoame ~en of England and Laq of Ireland. 

!er lite u Q.leen ot England vas her second role as a 

sophisticated patroness of the arts and lea.rni:ng. While Henry 'WU 

occupied quelling a.narchy up and dovn the kingdom, Eleanor's influence 

in London vu felt in litera.ture, IIIU8ic, architecture, drema and social 

amusements. She probably attracted to the English court some of the 

courtiers and troubadour• that had made her halls in Angers a. rallying 

point. Henry himself vu interested in the arts, but he vu muoh too 

preoocup1ed at this ttme to have been responaible tor the new artistio 

mili.u tha.t developed quite •uddenlr around the royal pa.laoe of 

Westminster• 

19 In oonnection vith their problem of oonsanguinity, it is 
interesting tha.t there had been talk at the Prenoh court (before Henr,v1s 
Tisi t there in 1151) of attaching He ney to the throœ of l"rance by 
mareying him to Marie, !lea.nor1s elder daugbter, but Abbé Bernard had 
forbidden the a.lliance on the grotmde of consa.nguini ty. 
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Eleanor 1s influence on literature, in particular, was remark-

able. It wu at this period, and within the reach of Plantagenet influence 

in Britain and on the continent, that literature began to incorporate the 

new ideas of courtly love and to take the form of romane d 1 aventure, 

largely replacing the heroic chansons ~ gaste. And it should be noted 

that the new courtly literature consisted of strains which Eleanor herself' 

wu uniquely prepared to bring together. Tales of Rome and Byzantium, the 

troubadour love songs, literary representations of the elegant courtly 

lif'e of France, and the •matter of Britain• which had been filtering into 

Poitou for two generations -- all theae were components of the new romances, 

and all had pl~ed a part in Eleanor 1s personal experience. 

Countless literary complimenta wer• addreased to Eleanor at this 

time. While she waa atill Duchess of Normandy, Wace had dedicated to her 

his Roman ~ ~' e. redaction of Geoffrey of Monmouth 1 s histories and 

Arthurian legenda. Benoit de Saint-Maure wu an Anglo-Norman trouvère, 

who probably lived at Sainte-Maure near Poitiers, and Eleanor ia usually 

identified e.s the riche ~ ~ riche !:!.!. whom Benoit praised in his 

Roman de !!:.2!!,: 

For my presumption shall I be chid 
By her whose kindness knowa no boundst 
Highborn lady, excellent and valiant, . 
True, understanding, noble, 
Ruled by ri~t and justice, 
Queen of beauty and le.rgen, 
By whose example many ladies 
Are upheld in emulolll!l right-doing; 
In whom. a.ll learning lodges , 



Whose equal in no peer is found, 
Rich lady of the wealthy king, 
No ill, no ire, no sadnets 
Mars thy goodly reign. 

2 M~ all thy deys be joy. 0 

It is ironical that these vereea by Benoit, addressed to one of the moat 

f'amows iillltigatora of courtly love, should be placed in the middle of' an 

antifeminist tirade on the inconstancy of women. In this context, the 

dedication becomea a kind of' persona1 apology. 

The story of Tristan and Iseult had been known at the queen 's 

court in Angers and wu mentioned by Bernart de Ventadorn in his son~. 

Amy Kelly wenders if 1the Tristram story was not dressed at this time 

[1152~1154} by some necessite~ conteur to have a pleasing, if' veiled, 

topical significance for the duchess who had renounced a du11 king f'or a 

bold young kni~t. 1 21 Be that as it may, at the court in London Thomas 

of Britain wrote his version of' Tristram ~ Ysolt under the queen1s 

inspiration, perhaps definitely for her. It is a1so quite possible that 
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Marie de France and Chrétien de Tro.yea were among the manr writera oonnected 

with Eleanor1s court in London. Marie de France spent most of her li:te 1n 

England, and is thou~t by seme historiana to have been Henry II 1s siater. 

Ohritien is thought to have been in England for some time before he went to 

the court of Troyes. 

20 Translated by Amf Kelly, pp. 129-1~. 
On the date and dedioation of' the Roman, see Foster E. G~er, 

1 Chronology of the Earliest French Romances, 1 MP, XXVI ( 1929), 257-277; 
and the succeuful refutation by P'.A.G7ëooper, 1Date and Dedi­

cation of the Roman~ Troie,• ~·XXVII (19~). ;79-;82. 

21 Kelly, PP• 112-11;. 
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lleanor 1s ideaa did not confine th~elvea to literature, and 

her inf'l.uence wu f'elt on manners as well aa on the art.. Drese and even 

speech became more e:N'emina.te. 1Demoralizing1 dramatic spectacles were 

produced at court, and a general secularization of' the art. . took place.' 

Social critioa auch u •alter Map and John of' Salisbury commented in: 

dismay on the amorali ty of' Englande' 1 J"ohn declared that the f'ooliah 

dawdling and love-maldng of' rus tics, once reckoned depraved by seriou. 

men, wu af'fected by the gallants of' the court, a statement that suggests 

that the mortif'ying ritua.l of' the courts of' love wae somewhat understood 

in London, even u it had been in Poitou and the Limousin•·" Walter Hlp 

declared that the legendary virtue of the women of London had been 

completely corrupted by the new influence' 1Fear all the a er. 1 22 

During the twelve years that f'ollowed their arrival i~ London, 

an estrangement gradually took place between Henry and lleanor. !he breach 

between them came to a climax in the late 1e1xties and earl7 1aeventie• when 

Henry 1s famoue affair with Rosamond Clifford was an open scandal. 1he 

ldng11 frequent in:f'idelities had become a byword in lngland, and it wu his 

public flaunting of this favourite that aroused lleanor 1a bitternesa. 

Henry may have met Rosamond on his Welsh campaign in 1165, while Eleanor 

was acting as his viceregent on the continent; their relationship began 

in the f'ollowing year, ending in 1177 with Rosamond 1s death. · The af'f'air 

was a notoriou. one, and i t gave rise to ma.ey- legenda, suoh as that of 

22 Kelly, PP• 1"'-.L;l. 
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the wiolœd queen threatening fair RoeamoDd1s lite in the aecret -.se at 

Wood8tock.2~ !he '\ruth behind tnat legeDd may be that Kleanozo-, tranlling 

arouml lngland at the end of .1166, poeeibly found loaamond lodged at 

Woodstock while Henry waa aDroad. 

lhateyer the final incidents ~ hav. been, they- led lleanor to remem.ber 
that, be:tore ever she had been the ~en of Pranoe or of England, she 
had been the Oountesa of Poitou, and t.Q.at, u scion of thoee Poitertns, 
Ouillaume le Gri.Dd and Ouillaume le Troubadour, she held in her own ri@Pt 
a pro'f"inoe beyond the Loire as eovereign as arw ld.ng1 s, and. a resolution 
to grup into her own banda i te weal th and treedom poaaessed her. • • • ' 
Such :teudal derelictio111in: a ·~vu so extraordine.!7 as to escape the 
apprehension of the anrage man.2 

lleanor plamed to install Richard u her ovn heir; ln ber 

patrimott" he would receive enough land and treuure tG:> ~:t'f'Bet l.lV' riTal 

am.ong Henr,y 1s other sons, no matter Wl:lat Henry oould gin them troar the 

rest of hie lands. lUeanor embarked on her plans .With the stateemanship 

born of experience. She ,... Loui•' Yaseal tor Poitou and Aquitai.M, and 

ahe C.v ehe could rel1 on· him to support any meuures designed to haras• 

H•Dr7• hie riTal.· Her own people, Who had been ruled by Louis and by 

Henry tor thirty ~eare (since her·tirst marriage in 11~7), vould welcome 

the tiœl when they oould throv off the se alien shackles and revive the 

• pl end ours o:r their own ducal court. 

Henry took step8 to protect his own imperial interesta and 

those of his ether sons.• In the Ohristm&a season of 1166 he presented 

Prince Beney to lUea.nor.Ja Tassala in Poitiers, as Prince Richard1a future 
• 

onrlord, and throughout the year 1167 he tried to subdue the rebelliODI 

2~ Jobert L. Ohapman, •A Note on the Demon Q.leen Eleanor, • ~ 
LXX (1955), ~94.· 

24 ICellJ, p.t 194.' 
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in Aunrgne, Poitou and the Limowsin.' Henry and Elee.DOr held their 

Ohr1S'bu.s court together in A.rpntan in 1167, atter lleanor had sailed 

there fioom-lngle.nd vith Prince Richard, seven ahips oarrying ber retinue 

and belongings. It vu obTiows that she intended to stq. 

After the Christmas court, Henry escorted Eieanor througn her 

ovn domain&, and lef't her there under the protecti Te survei.Llance of the 

Earl of Saliabuey and a body of soldiera. But u they tra.velled to 

Poitiers, the larl or SalisbU17 wu k:Uled in an ambl.UJb, UlUiucoessfully 

deeipd to capture Eleanor for ransom.· Eieanor was lett as her own 

mistressa she established her court in the ducal oit, ot Poitiers, and 

assumed the administration· of her own provinces.· She set to work to 

restore the former gloriea of the PoiteTin regime, undoing th• oppressi~ 

work:8 of Henry1s senesCik8ls, restoring exiled barons to their property, 

reriv1ng the old fetes and faire.' Vith great pageantry she presented 

her eieTen-year-old son Richard to the people, and inducted him u the 

future Duke of Aquitaine.• 

The following four yes.rs are those most important to the history 

ot oourtly loft, tor at Poitiers, with the help of Marie de Oh-.pagne and 

maey- other noble ladies, Eleanor established her famo\18 court of love.; 

'l'he court at Poitiers flourished tram 1170 to 1174, until rumours ot 

sedition: reached Henry1 s ears. In the spring of 1174, Henry desoended 

on Poitiers from the north, closed down the court, and dispatched Eleanor 

w1 th aeveral other capti n• to lngland..1 Like so maey tictional courtl.1' · 

ladies, Eleanor was imprisoned in a tover by her hwsband, partly becawae 



of her ide.. on: !oTee' Lock:ed in SaUsbU17 Tower when she wu ti:f'ey'-two 

y-ears old, she wu to remain: there and in other- 'lnglish prisoœ tor the 

next fitteen yeara of her li fe • 

When Henry II died in Julr 1189, lleanor wa.s releued. At the 

age of aixty-•eftn 1he re-emerged into political prominence and during 

the reip of her sone, Richard Coeur-de-Lion and John, she plqed an 

important role in the a.tf'e.ire of Bri taia and the continent. One ot ber­

lut aotl, a.t the age ot eid1ty, was to ward off an e.ttempt made by her­

own grandson, the Oount ot Bri ttany, to oapt,ure her for r~Oll.le' In July 

1202, Arthur besieged llee.nor a.nd her ama.ll eecort in the cutle of 

Mirebeau, in which they had te..k:an refuge. lleanor moved w1 th ber mea 

int.o the keep, lowered the portcullis, and held off the besiegers wi th 

cwming parley until King John arriftd with soldiere to rescue her.• 

In .March 1204 Eleanor died in her e1ghty-th1rd yea.r, having 

becoœe a mm just before ber dea.th, and was buried in the Abbelr ot 

P'ontewaw.t. !be mme ot P'ontevra.ult gave her an obituary rather out 

ot k.eeping w1 th ber lite u a courtly lady& 11She enha.nced the grandeur 

of her birth by the honesty of her life, the purity of her morall, the 

tlower of her Tirtue•; and in the conduct ot ber ble.me!ess lite, she 

surpassed almost all the queens of the world. • 2' 

fo the end of ber life lleanor ahond the unusual intelligence 

and strength of oharaoter whioh had made her femouee' She bad been the 

mother of ten royal children, the vife of two kinga, Louis and Henry, and 



the mother of two kinga, Richard and John.; In :t'euda.l society espeoially', 

it is remarkable that abe wa.s so muoh the mistresa of ber own destillf• 

Both the amnùm.ent of her marriage t.o Louis and ber aeparation trom Henry 

took place on ber -initiative. Her intelligence and strong will, ju.t as 

much as her herecli tary domains and ti tlea, made ber a torce to be reokoiWd 

vi th in the political atf'aire of P're.nce and lngland.· 

He~ extra.ordina.ry lif'e and personality made ber a legend 

alm.ost within her own litetime. One story, dating from Eleanor's stq 

in-Antioch on the crus ade, hu her exohanging letters, w1. th the faJD.OWI 

Saladin, who tell in love vith ber and attempted to abduct ber 'Qa his · 

ship; in·aotual faot. Saladin wa.s only twelve yea.rs old wben Eleanor was 
26 . 

twenty-six. lumoure ~ere also oiroulated about ber relationship vith 

ber kinsman, Raymond of TouloWte, Prince of Antioch. A tnird legend 

relate• that she wu intimate With ber f'uture rather-in-law, Geoffrey 

the Fair, Oount ot Anjou, wnile she was Cileen ot France and he wu the 

ldnc' s senes chal; a similar report conœcts ber vith . Guillaume le Marechal, 

as in the ballad ~een Eleanor'• Oontession, in which abe contessee ber 

intidelity to Henr,r on ber deatb bed.27 

In addition to the .legenda wbich have some basis in historical 

tact, there are _~ songe and ba.llads which give Eleanor a superns.tural 

and erll oharacter. Robert Chapman suggests that the old stories of the 

26 Ohambera , P•, 461. 

27 Chambers, PP•1 467-468; 
Oha.pman, P•1 ~4. 
The hero ot the early thirteenth- century romance, Jouf'roia, is 

the sacre\ loTer' of the <:&~een of Bngland, wife of' King Helll'1'• See Sarah 
F • Barrow, !!!, Medien.l Society ROIIWlceè (New York, 1924), p.• 1~7 •' 



demon counteas of Anjou, one ot Eleanor 1a ance• tors, may have been 

tranaterred to her more famo~ succesaor. Eleanor herselt becawe 

popularJ.y lcno1m as a de'ri.l.• 1 It vas an aocepted part of her- tbirteenth-

century' reputatien, and testitie• ill a striking wa.y to her powertul hold' 

on the imagination of. h:er age. 1 28 1be Middle lngliah romance of Richard 

Coeur !!. ~' for example, credits Richard with a demon mother, who fliea 

atraight through the roof of the churoh at Maas, when the holy sacrement 

is plaoed betore ber. !his romance was written when Eleanor had been 

dead for soarcely fitty years.' 'fhe !ngliah author was retelling the tale 

from a French source, and in France the incident had beoome attached to 

lUeanor during tne years oloaely folloWing her death, perhaps actually 

during ber lifetime.• ~~Eleanor wu the ld.nd of woman who would attract 

legend in any· age. 1 summarizes OhaJm&D.I 

She had ari uncal'U\f' abili 't.7 to get and keep the upper band, she had •'W'81' 
over powertul men, her management vas tira aDCl aggreaei'"•' tet ahe wu 
full o1' beauty and grace, the patroness of troubadours.• 'l'be moDk 
Richard of De'ri.zea, her contemporar:r, described her ia auperlatinaa 
1 (peen J.lieœr - en inoomparable wOII&D, beautitul and modest, 
in:f'luential yet aoderate, huable aftd learned ( qualitie• vhich are 
rarel7 found in a woman) who wu old enough. to have had two kinga tor 
h118ban4s, and two .ld.ngs for so~, even :now indetatiP-oble in a:n:r labour, 
and 'Nhoae endurance wu the admiration of ber age.' 29 

28 Ohapna.n, P•' ~6., 

29 Chapna.n, P•' ~4. 
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!!!, COURTS OF LOVE. 

A) .!!:!! COURT ~ POITIEB3 
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When Eleanor installed herselt at Poitiers with Prince Richard in 

1170, her most immediate taak was to supervise the ducal houeehold, which 

numbered many more than her own retinue. One of her feudal obligationa waa 

to supervise the education of at least the eldest children of her noble 

vas sala. She had to approve the marriage of each of her vassale' heira, and 

many alliances were arranged at the court, which attracted the heire and 

heiresses of the great fief'a of the south. In addition to the young people 

from her domains, Eleanor 1 s court ineluded her own daughters and sons, 8.8 

well as their fiancées, for it waa the custom .:. for betrothed girls to be 

educated at the court of their future relatives. 1The veey woman most un-

likely to have been recommended for the responsibi1ity, 1 commenta ~ Kel~, 

1 was entrusted with the education and safelœeping of most of the children of 

mark west of the Rhine and north of the Pyreneee. 1 1 

The ef'fects of the education g1 ven a.t Poitiers, and the mique 

code of manners taught there, inf1uenced many of these young people in 

1ater yeara. Even Prince Henry, who was in many respects like his father, 

learned to prefer the glamour of chivalry and romance to the heavier affaire 

of ste.te. The effecta of Eleanor' s teaching showed themselves particu1a.rly 

1 Amy Kelly, Eleanor of Aquitaine .!:!!!!, :Y!!,~ ~ng! (New York, 1957), 
p. 200. . 

See "Eleanor of Aquitaine and Her Courts of LoYe, 1 Speculum, XII 
( 1937)' }-19. 



on her own heir, Richard Coeur-de-Lion, the troubadour-king. 2 

As well as the youngheirs and heiresses under Eleanor1 s care, 

· the court at Poitiers included on occasion as many as sixty noble ladies; 

to accommodate them, Eleanor built additional domestic chambers around the 

great hall. The court was astir with many travellers, pilgrims, artd young 

chevaliers assembling for the spring tournaments, for in the southern 

regions of France the tradition of great springtime assemblies was well 

eatablished. The young nobles of Poitou and Aquitaine came to Poitiers 

to pay their homage and courtier 1 s service and to be trained as squires. 

The court attracted numbers of restless young men who (due to the system 

of lateral inheri tance) were landless while they wai ted for their patri-

mony. 

To help her revive the customs of the .. court and to run the 

palace household, Eleanor sent for her eldest child, Marie, now twenty-

five years old, a woman of great prestige and the wife of the Count of 

Champagne. Eleanor herself was forty-eight, and it is not known whether 

she had seen Marie since her separation from Louis, when the chi1d was only 

six. Eleanor and Marie together evolved the unique code of behaviour, based 

on the theory of courtly love, which was designed to supply the refinement 

and inner discipline needed at the court. Social manners were reformed, 

just as they had been in London under the queen's influence, and the famoua 

courts of love were established. 

Assemblies, held in the great hall of Poitiers, were attended by 

2 Thomas Wright notes that Richard II presided over a court of love in 
later years, as a Prince of Love. Womankind in Western Europe (London, 1869), 
P• 141. 
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courtiers elegantly dressed in s.illœ and f'ur8. Provengal music wu sung, 

Breton l~a and tales of Arthurian romance reoited. The court of love, 

oomposed of the ladies seated on the dias at the eDd of the hall, was 

headed by Eleanor or Marie, and the climax of the evening came when the 

lovera' petitions were presented. Each question was diacusaed with all 

the formality of echolastic dialectic. Here the jurisprudence of courtly 

love vas formulated, evening by evening, as judgements on lovera' petitions 

were given by the lady presiding over the court and recorded by Andreas ' . · 

Oapellanus to supply the buis of his }2!. Amore. 

Isabel (or Elisabeth) of Vermandois, the Counteas of Flanders, 

waa one of the most outstanding noblevomen present at Eleanor 1s court 

during these four years.' Isabel vas Eleanor 1s niece (daughter of 

Eleanor 1s younger sister, Petronilla) and Marie de Ohampagne 1s cousin. 

She was married to Philippe d'Alsace, Who had been a boy of thirteen at 

· the time of their wedding in 1156. Philippe became Count of Flanders in 

1170, and so it was as Countess of Flanders that Isabel arrived at the 

court of Poitiers in the same year. Philippe 1s sieter, Marguerite of 

Flanders, has also been mentioned as an influence in the development of 

4 courtly love. Philippe himself apparently did not approve of the ideas 

taught at Poitiers, for Isabel 1 s devotion to the precepts of the code 

involved her in trouble with her husband. He was the feudal lord who had 

' She waa first identified by Gaston Paris, •La Comtesse Elisabeth de 
Flandres et les Troubadours,• Romania, XVII (1888), 591-595. 

4 Myrrha Lot-Borodine, La Femme ,!i 1 1 Amour .!!! !lli, Siècle (Part., 1909), 
p. 14. 
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one of his vassals so severely punished for sighing Poitiers-fashion in 

the presence of his wife, in the year after the ·court had be en dispersed 

and Isabel had been sent back to her husband in the city of Arras. I~abel 

remained under her husband's eye until her death in 1182. During the two 

years following her death, Philippe d'Alsace became the literary patron of 

Chrétien de Troyes, and gave him the theme for his Perceval, or Le Conte 

del Graal, a final retraction of all the values of courtly love.5 

Another famous courtly lady known to have been at Poitiers is 

Ermengarde, Countess of Narbonne, whose name is also spelled Ermenjart or 

Mingardis. 6 Ermengarde was of about the same age as Eleanor and in many 

ways very like her, a typically authoritati ve lady. She ruled over the city 

of Narbonne in her own right. She fulfilled all the regular feudal responsi-

bilities herself: she personally led forays at the head of her troops, parti­

cipated in several sieges (such as the one at Baux in 1162), and created 

poli ti cal leagues and intrigues. Louis VII granted her a pri vile ge that no 

other wom<~n seems previously to have had, "the right to act as magistrats 

in her domains, dispensing justice and levying fines, condemning and pardon­

ing in her own name in ste ad of through whichever hus band she had at the time. 111 

In the southern regions around Ermengarde's home, springtime fetes and 

assemblies were an old tradition, and on her return she incorporated her own 

5 Mary D. Stanger, ''Literary Patronage at the Medieval Court of Flanders," 
French Studies, XI (1957), 214-215. 

Gustave Cohen, Chrétien de Troyes et Son Oeuvre (Paris, 1948), pp.87-88. 
6 - --

Gaston Paris, "Etudes sur les Romans de la Table Ronde: Lancelot du Lac: 
II", Remania , XII (1883), 525, 534. 

7 Melrich V. Rosenberg, Eleanor of Aquitaine, Queen of the Troubadours and 
of the Courts of Love (New York, 1937), pp. 201-2~ - --



courts of love into these assemblies. At her court the troubadour Paire 

Rogier spent the most active years of his life, and he addressed his songs 

to her in courtly style, though Lewis Mott would like to think that she 

8 kept the troubadour at 11 a proper distance." 

Henry II's sister, Emma of Anjou, was probably present at the 

court of her famous sister-in-law, and perhaps so was the poetess Marie de 

France, who may have been another sis ter of the ld.ng. The Queen of France, 

Adèle (Alix or Aeliz) de Champagne, Marie de Champagne's sister-in-law, may 

also have been there; she had bècome Louis VII's third wife in 1160, only 

fifteen days after his second wife, Constance of Castile, died in childbirth. 

Andreas Capellanus refers to Adèle and not to Eleanor, when he writes of 

"the Queen" in hie De Amore. After the court at Poitiers was disbanded, 

Adèle is believed to have continued the tradition of holding courts of love; 

one of the poems addressed to her by the troubadour Conon de Béthune relates 

that she used to preside at assemblies where love songs were recited. It is 

ironical that the lady whom Louis chose as a model of womanhood for the 

feudal world and the mother of his heirs should be known in history as a 

courtly lady and one of the chief instigators of courtly love. 

After Louis married Adèle de Champagne in 1160, he gave his two 

eldest daughters in marriage to Adèle's brothers, Marie to Henri, Co~t of 

Champagne, and Alix to Thibault, Count of Blois. Marie and Alix were there-

fore in the etrange position of being sisters-in-law to their own step-

mother, a good illustration of the complexities of feudal marriage. In 1170, 

a · 
Lewis F. Mott, The System of Courtly Love (Boston, 1896), p.17. 
See John Wi1cox:-"Definingïëourtly Love," Papers of The Michigan 

Academy of Science, Arts, and Letters, XII (1929 ), 323=1'24. . 
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when the court at Poitiers began, Alix (or Aélis) of Blois was a woman 

of twenty, who had probably not seen Eleanor since her parents' divorce 

when she was two years old. Like her sister Marie, Alix is known to have 

exerted an influence on the developrnent o~ courtly love, and she may have 

been present at her mother's court. 9 Her husband, Thibault of Blois, was 

a literary patron; it was for him that Gautier d'Arras wrote his Eraclés, 

a romance in which Athanias ;md Paridés are typical c~mrtly lovers who 

demonstrate the lesson that "the surest way to make a woman untrue to her 

hus band is to shut her up and try to keep love out. rr10 Thibault 1 s patron-

age of Gautier suggests that he may have been influenced by the ideas 

propagated by his young wife. 

These noblewomen, and many others like them, arè the courtly ladies 

bi' hist.oey·. ; ::Tt:rey.ha.rided doliin the judgments in the courts of love held at 

Poitiers, establishing there the precedents for the code which ;Y~ .· • •'. , • 

la ter wri tten down by Andreas Capellanus. "The code of André gi ves glimpses 

of a woman' s notions of society," wri tes Amy Kelly, 11 different in essential 

respects from the prevailing feudal scheme, which was certainly man-made. In 

the Poitevin code, man is the property, the very thing of woman; whereas a 

9 Lot-Borodine, p. 14. 
10 

Sarah F. Barrow, The Medieval Society Romances (New York, 1924), p. 127. 
See Cohen, Chrétien-de Troyes, p. 75. 
Fos ter E. Guyer, ri Chronology of the Earliest .French Romances, 11 MP, XXVI 

(1929), 277, dates Eraclés and Gautier's Ille et Galeron after 1170,-rhe date 
of the court at Poitiers. Ille et Galeron is also a sober study of courtly 
love, summarized by Barrow, pp. 134-135. 



precisely contrary state of things existed in the adjacent realms of the 

ll 
two kings from whom the reigning Duchess of Aquitaine was estranged." 

When the court at Poitiers ended, Eleanor herself was imprisoned 

and could no longer contribute directly to the development of the social 

code she had established. When she was released from prison at the end of 

fifteen years, she had more important affaira on her mind~ The ladies of 

Poitiers returned to the feudal, masculine world from which they had come, 

and not many of them had the opportunity to put into practice the code they 

had helped to establish. But those who had a measure of independance, such 

as Ermengarde de Narbonne and ~ueen Adèle, spread Eleanor's influence by 

continuing the customs of Poitiers at their own courts. "La cour d'Aliénor 

fut sans doute une modèle qu'on imita avec empressement," wri tes Gaston 

Paris: "à l'exemple d'Aliénor elle-même et d 1Ermenjard de Narbonne, la reine 

Aeliz, la comtesse Marie, fille d'Aliénor, la comtesse Elisabeth, cousine· 

des deux dernièz:-es, sans doute d'au tres, ambitionnèrent à leur tour la 

gloire de docteurs et jurisconsultes d 1 ai!lOur. ul2 

Considering all the historical evidence now available, i t is 

impossible any longer to deny the actual existence of courts of love, as 

sorne early critics (such as Frederic Diez, in the first half of the nineteenth 

century) tried to do. Literature and art combine with historical doaurnents to 

prove the existence of such institutions: Andreas Capellanus was recording 

events as they happened; and Thomas Wright, for example, supplements his 

11 
Kelly, pp. 207-208. 

12 
Gaston Paris, "Les Cours d'Amour du Moyen Age," Journal des Savants, 

Lili (1888), 732. Quoted by Uott, p. 58. 
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discussion of courtly love with twelfth-centurr. woodcuts and engravings 

of courts of love in progress.13 It is perhaps significant that the iast 

serious denial of courtly love as a social phenomenon appeared in the same 

volume as Amy Kelly's historical reconstruction of events at Poitiers.14 

It is true that i t is difficul t to determine how fai thfully courtly love 

was practised, by a devoted few, in the twelfth century; and the courts 

of love may admittedly have been mainly a form of social amusement, as sorne 

wri ters argue.15 But the actual existence of the courts of love, and the 

serious social tendencies underlying them, cannot be d:è:nied.; > 

The court of love at Poitiers came to a dramatic end. In the 

winter of 1173, Henry II was in the north of France trying to subdue the 

strife between his own sons and their respective vassals. Rumours came to 

him that "the queen and her eldest daughter, that flower of the court of 

France, were maintaining in Poitiers, under cover of their brilliant enter-

tainments, heaven only knew what commerce with his other enemies, and,· 

worst of all, were filling the minds of his own sons not only with folly but 

wi th sedition. n16 Believing th at Eleanor and her confedera tes were allying 

themselves politically with the king of France, Henry descended on Poitou, 

razing the castles of re bel vassals between Tours and Poitiers. Disguised 

13 Wright, pp. 136-140. 

14 J.S.P. Tatlock, "Interpreting Literature by History," Speculum, XII 
(1937)' 390-395. 

XII 

15 

Amy Kelly, "Eleanor of Aquitaine and her Courts of Love," Speculum, 
(1937)' 3-19. 

Mott, pp. 57-58. 
William A. Neilson, The Origins 

(Boston, 1899), pp. 249-2~ 
and Sources of the Court of Love 

16 
Kelly, p. 215. 



as a man and riding astride her horse, Eleanor was captured with a small oand of 

herdknigkt.il_, è.s,shé· t'led towards Louis' frontiers for protection. 

( 

Eleanor was temporarily imprisoned in a southern castle, and Henry 

arrived at Poitiers at Pentecost, in the early summer of 1174, to close the 

sedi tious court. Marie de Champagne was sent back to Troyes, and Isabel of 

Flanders to her irate husband in Arras. Henry assembled his captives at 

Barfleur; they included Eleanor herself, the king's own sister, Emma of Anjou, 

his youngest son and daughter, Prince John and Princess Joanna, Prince Henry's 

wife, Mar gueri te, and his three . other sons 1 fiancées, Alais, Constance and 
1 

Alix, and perhaps, if she was the king's sister, Marie de France. The 

captives were shipped across the Channel to Southampton,in a violent storm, 

and distributed in prisons throughout England. Eleanor began her fifteen 

years' imprisonment in Salisbury Tower, "there to reflect upon that code of 

chivalry 'which was the masterpiece of all the arts that flourished under her 

patronage:" 

For the moment the feudal system triumphed. Sedition looked out from barred 
windows upon a world of havoc. The poets were dispersed, some to sing no 
more. The Poitevin knights who escaped went back to their native anarchy. 
Wi thout regard for the Tractatus l!_>y Andrea~, the heiresses of Poitou and 
Aquitaine were hencef'orth given to those barons to whom they were due. The 
code of Marie and André the Chaplain fell for a time in abeyance. But ide as 
had gone forth from the palace in Poitiers, and these remained to shed a 
brightness in the world when rods had fallen from the hands of feudal kings 
and bolts had rusted in the tower of Salisbury.l7 

17 Kelly, p. 233 • 



B) THE COURT AT TROYES 

Of all the courtly ladies who sought ta imi tate and continue the 

traditions of Eleanor's court, her eldest daughter, Marie de Champagne, was 

certainly the most outstanding. Marie had been married at nineteen to a 

prominent nobleman nearly twice her age, Henri the Liberal, Count of Champagne 

and brother of Queen Adèle of France. Marie gave him two children, a daughter 

called Scholastique and a son who was ta become the King of Jerusalem. When 

she arrived at Poitiers to assist Eleanor at her court, she was twenty-five. 

"No woman of the beau monde had more prestige, 11 wri tes Amy Kelly; "none was 

more correct. Marie shed the aura of Paris and Troyes upon the renaissance 

in Poitiers. rr18 In 1174 Marie was sent by Henry II back to the Count . of 

Champagne. Chrétien de Troyes and Andreas Capellanus, if they vfere among 

her retinue at Poitiers, returned with her to the court of Troyes. 

Seven years later Henri de Champagne died, leaving Marie, at the 

age of thirty-five, to act as regent for their young son. Marie now had all 

the freedom, wealth and prestige she needed to revive the traditions of 

Poitiers, albeit on a smaller scale, at her own court of Troyes, and during 

the years of her regency, until her death in 1198, literary activity ·flourisned 

there.19 Chrétien de Troyes and Andreas Capellanus had been at the court 

for many years, and now there came in addition poets and troubadours such 

as Conon de Béthune, Auboin de Sézanne, and Gace Brulé. 

18 Kelly, p. 20). 

19 It is significant that Chrétien de Troyes, repudiating courtly love 
in his later years, left the court of Troyes saon after the Count's death 
in 1181, and went to the court of Flanders to wri te his story of the grail­
quest. 
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It has been suggested that MArie herself was a poetess, none other 

than the mysterious Marie de France: 

What sort of a wom~n was this Marie de Champagne, with her subtle wit, her 
mocking pleasure in setting the conscientious Chrétien to tell the tale of 
an adulterous love? We know very little about her save that she was in her 
own day what in modern phrase is called a queen of society, a 'Princesse de 
Lettres.' She was young, brilliant, imperious and obeyed. A modern scho­
lar, Professer Emil Winckler, has suggested that she was the authentic 
Marie de France -the great poetess herself, whose light, seductive touch, 
whose wise and compassionate melancholy has endeared even to our own times 
the Lai du Chèvre Feuille and the story of Eliduc and his two wi ves. Was 
she indeed none ether than this Princess Marie of France, who married the 
Count of Champagne? It bs just a guess, a dream, an idle fancy - yet 
plausible and pleasant.2 

The author of this conjecture finally rejects his theory, on the grounds 

tha.t in the early sixties of the twelfth century Marie de Champagne, between 

the ages of fifteen and nineteen (then an unmarried princess in Paris), 

would have been too young to display the delicate wisdom and melancholy of 

the poetess. The date of the composition of the Lais is uncertain, however, 

and the ide·a. of Marie de Champagne 1 s a.uthorship cannat be rejected for this 

rea.son only. Foster Guyer, in fact, happens to give the year 1170 as the 

date of the Lais, the very year in which Marie de Champagne began to study 

the practice of courtly love at Poitiers. 21 A more valid reason for rejec-

ting the identification is that Marie de Champagne was largel y responsible 

for establishing the theoretical code of courtly love, while Marie de France 

does not seem to have been at all interested in the abstract possibilities 

of the code, but only in its practi cal effects on cha.ra.cter. 

20 , 
"Chretien de Troyes," London Times Literary Supplement (15 Nov. 1934), 

p. 781. - -

21 
Guyer, "Chronology of the Earliest French Romances," p. 277. 



In the same article another interesting suggestion, more 

substantia.l than the last, is made concerning Marie de Champagne. It is 

suggested that Marie's own character served as the model for the most 

famous courtly lady of literature, Guinevere, the heroine of Chrétien de 

Troyes' Lancelot: "Is i t a freak of fancy to suppose that he drew in his 

portrait of a haughty and capricious beauty the features of the Countess 

of Champagne? 1122 A similar idea has occurred to c.s. Lewis: "I am probably 

not the first reader," he writes, "who has seen in the fantastic labours 

which Lancelot undergoes at the bidding of the Queen, a symbol of the poet's 

own genius bent to tasks unworthy of it by the whim of a fashionable woman. 1123 

The courtly lady of literature may quite well be more indebted to the courtly 

lady of history thàn most literary critics suspect. 

Much of Marie's fame is due to her literary patronage of Chrétien 

de Troyes. "It appears from contemporary evidence, 11 wri tes an edi tor of 

Chrétien' s romances, 11 that the authori ty of this celebrated feudal dame was 

weighty and widely felt. The old city of Troyes, where she held her court, 

must be set dawn large in any map of literary history. For it was there that 

Chrétien was led to write four romances which together form the most complete 

expression we possess from a single author of the ideals of French chivalry. 1124 

Marie's patronage of Chrétien dates approximately from the time of her marriage 

and arrival at Troyes in 1164, to the time of her husband's death in 1181, a 

22 
"Chrétien de Troyes, 11 p. 178. 

23 C. S. Lewis, The Allegory of Love (Oxford, 1953), p. 24. 

24 W. W. Comfort, ed., Arthurian Romances by Chrétien de Troyes (London, 1951), 
pp. vii-viii. -



period which encompasses her attendance at the court of Poitiers from 

1170 to 1174. 

Before the time when Marie became his literary patron, very 

little is known of Chrétien's life. It has been suggested that he was a 

herald-at-arms at the court of Troyes, but it is more likely that he was a 

cleric. He has been identified as one Christianus de St. Loup, mentioned 

in the records of the abbey of Chapelle-aux-Planches. 25 Basing his theory 

on the internal evidence of Ghr8tien1 s poems, Gustave Cohen has suggested 

that before Chrétien came to Troyes he was with Eleanor in England, during 

the years immediately following her coronation in 1154. If so, it is 

probable that Chrétien contributed to literary developments at the London 

èourt. 26 

Before Marie's arrival at Troyes in 1164, Chrétien had already 

written a number of works. He has listed these himself at the beginning of 

his second romance, Cligés. He is, he says, the author "who wrote of Erec 

and Enide, and translated into French the commands of Ovid and the Art of 

Love, and wrote the Shoulder Bite, and about King Mark and the fair I seut, 

and about the metamorphosis of the Lapwing, the Swallow and the Nightingale.n27 

The first of these Ovidian adaptations, Les Comandemanz Ovide or Les Remèdes 

d'Amour, is now lost. The second, L'Art d'Amors, a translation of Ovid's 

2
5 L.A. Vigneras, "Chrétien de Troyes Hediscovered," MP, XXXII (1935), 

341-342. 

26 
Cohen, Chréti en de Troyes, p. 89, The f oll owing arrangement and dates 

of Chrétien's works arë t hOSë-suggested by Cohen. 

27 "Cligés," p. 91. 
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Ars Amatoria, is believed to ,have been written for Eleanor of Aquitaine 
. ' 28 

while she was Queen of France, that is before 1152. Both L' Art d 1 Amors --·-
and the third adaptation, Le Mors de L 1Espaule, the story of Pelops and 

Tantalus, are now lost. The final Ovidian poem is extant, Philomena or 

De la Hupe, de l'Aronde et del Rossignol, an elaboration of an episode from 

the Metamorphoses. 

Two romances are associated w1 th Chrétien' s early years. The 

first of these, the "conte populaire" of Guillaume d'Angleterre, is extant 

but not universally ascribed to Chrétien's authorship. The second is the 

lost romance of Le Roi Marc et Yseuz la Blonde, the Tristan story mentioned 

by Chrétien in his introduction to Cligés. 

Erec et Enide is the first of Ghrétien's five well-known Arthurian 

romances. lt is thought to have been written soon after 1160, since that 

i~ the date generally ascribed to the Roman de Troie, which Chrétien's 

romance evokes or imitates. Erec et Enide should probably be dated between 

1160 and 1164, since it is very far from conforming with Marie de Champagne's 

ideas, being the story of a devoted wife's submission to her husband's 

persecution. The romance shows a superficial influence of the new ideas on 

love th at were at this time spreading aero ss France, but Chrétien was c1early 

doubtful about the benefits of love for a knight. Erec et Enide illustrates 

a conf11ct between the ideals of knighthood and of courtly love, in which 

Gloire finally triumphs over Amour. Upholding the code of ~1ighthood against 

the new ideas on love, Chrétien demonstrates that love should inspire knight-

28 Guyer, p. 277. 



hood while remaining subordinate to it: the chivalric ideal is 

opposed to uxoriousness. In Erec et Eni de, as in all his romances 

except Lancelot, Chrétien upholds the institution of marriage. 

llJ 

In Chrétien's next three romances, Cligés, Lancelot, and Yvain, 

love is conceded to be the sovereign power in the world, and knighthood 

be cornes subordina te to i t. Only Lancelot and Yvain, however, were wri tt en 

under Marie's supervision. In spite of certain influences of courtly 

love evident in Cligés, this romance was probably written before Marie's 

marriage to the Count of Champagne. The influence of courtly love is 

seen principally in the Ovidian love casuistry and in the Byzantine set­

ting of the story. The story includes much didacticism on love, written 

in the new courtly style; love is portrayed as a refined desire and a 

delicate art, and acknowledged as the supreme power in the world. But 

the influence of courtly love does not touch the heart of the romance. 

The heroine's statuais equal to the hero's: she is no longer in the 

inferior position of Erec's ;vife, but neither is she in the superior 

position of a courtly lady. Both the love stories in Cligés end in 

marriage; the sin of adultery is laboriously avoided by the introduction 

of two magic potions into the plot, and marriage and love are declared to 

be compatible. 



llt 

Lancelot, or Le ~hevalier de la Charrette, is the most famous 

of Chrétien's romances, and the first of his works written under Marie 

de Champagne's patronage. It is a perfect expression of her ideas on love, and 

Chrétien1 s dedication gives sorne idea of the extent of her influence: 

Since my lady of Champagne wishes me to undertake to write a romance, I 
shall very gladly do so, being so devoted to her service as to do anything 
in the world for her, without any intention of flattery ••• I will say, 
however, that her command has more to do with this work than any thought 
or pains that I may axpend upon it. Here Chrétien begins his book about 
the Knight of the Cart. The material and the treatment [matière et sens] 
of it are given and furnished to him by the Countess, and he is simp~ 
trying to carry out her concern and intention.29 

The adul terous code of courtly love was apparently contrary to 

Chrétien's own sense of morality. The dedication, in which he emphasized 

Marie' s influence, in places sounds very ruch like an apology. In Chrétien 1 s 

earlier romances, love had been subordinate to knighthood, and married love 
dea.cribed 

had triumphed over adul tery. Lancelot was the only romance in which Chrétien 1\ 

true courtly love, and, in spite of his memorable presentation of it, he did 

not find the theme congenial. ''Vie assume that he did not like adul tery, 11 

comment Cross and Nitze, "no matter how ardently others might justify it on 

grounds philosophical or social. Chrétien, poet of the courtois world, 

remains at heart a bon bourgeois. The irony of the situation is that he was 

instrumental in set ting up the 'system. 1 u30 Chrétien left the Lancelot 

unfinished: it was completed by Godefroi de Leigni, who wrote the last 

thousand verses and noted: "Godefroi de Leigni, the clerk, has wri tten the 

29 "Lancelot," p. 270. 

30 Tom Peete Cross and William A. Nitze, Lancelot and Guinevere: ~ Study 
~ the Origins of Courtly Love (Chicago, 1930), p. 6~ 
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conclusion of 'the Cart;' but let no one find fault with him for having 

embroidered on Chrétien's theme, for it vas done with the consent of 

Chrétien who started it.• ~1 Chrétien's treatment of love in his laat two 

romances, Yvain and Perceval, confirms the impression that he did not 

endorse the courtly code. 

Lancelot was written after 1164, the date of Marie's marriage. 

The next romance, Yvain, must have been completed before 1174. Within 

this period of ten years, critics have ascribed various dates to the 

composition of the two romances.~2 At that time ideas of courtly love 

had become fairly widespread in France, and it is posaible that Lancelot 

and Yvain could have been written before Marie de Champagne 1eft Tra,yes 

to spend the rest of this ten-year period at the court of Poitiers, which 

was closed in June 1174. 

It is much more probable, however, that Lancelot and Yvain were 

written af'ter Marie had come under Eleanor 1 s influence, and after the 

~l 1 Lancelot, 1 p. '59. 

~2 Guyer, p. 277: Lancelot 1164-1165, Yvain 1166-1167. 
Cohen, Chretien de Troyes, p. 77: Lë:iië"ëïot af'ter 1167, Yvain 

before 1174. 
Hermann J. Weigand, Three Char,ers on Courtly Love in Arthurian 

France and Germe.ny (Chapel Hill, 1956~ p. 7ï Lancelot,ll76'. 
--Tristram, Lancelot and Courteous Love,* London Timea Literary 

Supplement (1 Sep. 19~2), p. 597: Lancelot 1170. 
Lot-Borodine, p. 5s Lancelot 1172, Yvain 1172-117~. 
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elaborate code of courtly love bad been f'ully evolved. Lancelot ia the 

most perfect expression extant of courtly love in the form of a romance, 

and it conforma in ever,y detail to the code. Apparently composed deli­

berately as an exposition of courtly ·love, it would be a etrange 

coincidence if it had been written before the code itself waa developed 

at Poitiers. 

Andreas Capellanus is known to have accompanied Marie de 

Champagne to Poitiera, where he recorded the judgements of the court 

and tabulated the lawa of love. It is very probable, although no 

literary critic seema to have suggested it, that Chrétien de Troye• 

also accompanied Marie, and that the romancee of Lancelot and Yvain 

vere written at Poitiers between 1170 and 1174, not at the court of 

Troyea. 

It seema on1y logical that these two romances should have been 

vritten in an atmosphere of intense intereat in the problema of courtly 

love. If Chrétien did compose them at Poitiere, he wrote under the 

direct supervision of Marie de Champagne and Eleanor of Aquitaine, at the 

Yery time and place where the code of courtly love was most discuesed, 

and where Marie de France (whether ehe waa Henry II 1a elster or Marie de 

Champagne) probably wrote her Breton ~· 



· Lancelot is a fictional exposition of the code evolved at 

Poitiers~3 The heroine is the dominant figure, no longer equal to the 

11~ 

hero, as in Gligés, or inferior to him, as in Erec et Enide. Guinevere 

is the perfect courtly lady, as Lancelot is the perfect courtly lover. 

For Guinevere, haughty and tyrannical in her attitude toward her lover, 

love appears to be only a whim. For Lancelot, love is a religion. 

' 1'\ "L'amour regne dans son ame avec une tyrannie sans nul contre-poids," 

writes Gaston Paris; il y est le principe des actions les plus hardies et 

les plus nobles, comme il le fait passer par-dessus toutes les conside-

A 
rations, meme de gloire et de conscience. ~'est le type absolu de 

"" / "'"" l'amoureux tel qu'il a longtemps ete conçu dans la poesie, et reve, sinon 

réalisé, dans la vie."34 Lancelot's labours in the first part of the 

story, his continence and singleness of purpose, his knightly prowess, 

Guinevere's displeasure, their double attempt at suicide, the meeting at 

night, and üuinevere's contradictory orders at the final tournament, are 

all in a1 Il '• accordance with the code recorded by Andreas. 

The conflict between courtly love and feudal chivalry could not 

be more clearly expressed than in the opposition of Lancelot's love to 

33 For an analysis of the elements of courtly love in Lancelot, 
see Paris, "Etudes," pp. 516-534; Lot-Borodine, pp. 151-192; 
Cohen, Chretien de Troyes, pp. 223-301; Wilcox, passim; Cross and Mitze, 
passim; .Lewis, pp. 23-32; Weigand, pp. 7-15; Sidney Painter, French 
Chivalry (Baltimore, 1940), pp. 127-131. 

34 Paris, "Etudes," p. 517. 
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his knightly honour, reputation for prowess, and duty to defend his 

sovereign's lady. ...... •La prouesse n'est donc plus qu'un moyen, et pas meme 

le moyen principal, pour conquérir la femme," wri tes Myrrha LOt-Borodine; 

"l'honneur, c 1est-à-dire la morale de la chevalerie, devient une chose 

secondaire et qui peut étre sacrifiée sans scrupule à la grande cause 

sentimentale." 35 

In Yvain, knighthood is still subordinate to love, but the 

romance contains a clear retreat from the values of Poitiers. The 

motive of the plot is a protest in the name of knighthood against the 

domination of love, even though the protest is vain. ./ 
Uhretien rejects 

the central convention of adultery (upon which the principles of secrecy, 

humility, and ennoblement logically depend), and Yvain marries his courtly 

lady, LB.udine. Charles Mus ca tine believes tha t the conventions of courtly 

love may be parodied in the romance, particularly in the courtship before 

the marriage.36 

Perceval or~ Conte del üraal, Uhrétien's final work, wae 

written at the court of Philippe d'Alsace about tan years after Yvain, 

probably between 1182 and 1184. The theme of the Grail-QMest is believed 

to have been given to him by the Uount. The poem repudiates the values 

of knighthood and of love (which has degenerated into nothing more tha.n 

instinctive desire), , and the heroine plays an unimportant role. Perceval 

;1 
remained unfinished because of Chretien's death, around the year 1190. 

35 LOt-Borodine, p. 188. 

36 Charles Muscatine, Chaucer~ the French Tradition (Berkeley 
and Los Angeles, 1957), pp. 47-54. 
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A second literary figure at the court of Troyes was Andreas 

Capellanus. He was, as his name implies, a chaplain, and recently he 

bas been identified from eight references in the diocesan records of 

Troyes as Andreas Luyères, a priest and canon of St. Stephen1 s.37 

Andreas accompanied Marie to Poitiers in 1170, perhaps as one of ber 

spiritual advisors, and Marie commissioned him to record the events in 

the courts of love there • . His~ !more was actually written later, at 

the court of Troyes, sorne time between 1174-1190. A considerable 

amount of internal evidence points to the specifie date of 1184 to 

1186, 38 which means that the~ Amore was written during Marie 1 s 

regency, when she revived the customs of Poitiers at Troyes. 

It bas been suggested that Andreas came under the influence 

of Chrétien de Troyes, imitating his Arthurian romances in the tale of 

the Breton knight who obtained the thirty-one rules of love, at the 

end of Book II, and in the short tale of the Garden of Love, in the 

fifth dialogue of Book I.39 

37 John F. Mahoney, "The Evidence for Andreas Capellanus in 
Re-Examination," ~' LV (1958), 1-6. 

38 Arpad Steiner,"The Date of the Composition of Andreas 
Capellanus' De Amore," Speculum, IV (1929), 92-95; 

"The Identi ty of the Italian 1 Count 1 in Andreas Capellanus • 
k Amore," Speculum, Xlii (1938}, 304-308. 

39 Mott, p. 52. 
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Marie de Champagne's influence is as evident in Andreas' work 

as i t is in Chrétien 1 s romances. It was probably not limi ted to 

giving Andreas the idea for the book and to making him record the sessions 

of the courts of love, in which she made many of the judgements. She 

may have helped wi th the actual wri ting of the De .Amore. Amy Kelly 

commenta that "the reader perceives through his mind's eye the shadow 

of Marie at his elbow, correcting, refining, interpolating, and deleting, 

with the high-handed disregard for sources that made composition a 

pleasure of self-expression in ber day." 4° John Parry, the translater 

of ~ ,ki ,2! Courtly LOve, notes tha t Andreas 1 knowledge of the I:Jible, 

the Church Fathers, and classical Latin writers seems to have been 

somewhat scanty. Parry commenta on the fact that at times the style 

rises above anything of which Andreas himself seems capable, as though 

he wère writing from dictation.41 

The De Amore is written in three Books, patterned on Ovidls 

popular Ars Am,atoria, but with the central emphasis reversed: woman is 

man' a inspira ti on, not his plaything. More than half of the De Amore 

is devoted to eight long dialogues between men and women of the various 

ranks of nobility, illustrating how love may be acquired by readiness 

of speech. The ladies in these dialogues (placed in the first Book) 

40 

41 
Kelly, p. 206. 

Andreas, p. 20. 
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quibble upon the casuistry of love, while their suitors are verbose 

and pompous. Andreas' writing has been described as "scholastic gravity 

unrelieved by imaginative sympathy," 42 and he is thought incapable of 

using the light touch needed to reproduce elegant courtly speech, so 

w•Hl rendâr.ed ip- Chret~en or Marie de France. 

Andreas condenSes the essence of courtly love into twelve 

commandments, included in the fifth dialogue, and into thirty-one rules, 

listed at the end of the second Book. The notable judgements made by 

the ladies in the courts of love are contained in the second Book and 

form the most interesting part of the De Amore. 

The third Book is a "Rejection of LOve," a complete retraction 

of the first two Books. It lists an astonishing variety of antifeminist 

arguments in its support. The retraction is supposedly based on the 

principles of the Christian faith. Andreas instructs Walter, the young 

nobleman to whom the De Amo~ is addressed, to read the work "not as one 

seeking to take up the life of a lover, but that, invigorated by the 

theory and trained to excite the minds of women to love, you may, by 

refraining from so doing, win an eternal recompense and thereby deserve 
43 

a greater reward from God." This is a strange adaptation of the 

ennobling power of love: the advice sounds very much like a justification 

of Andreas' own position at the courts of Poitiers and Troyes. 

42 

43 
Barrow, p. 6. 

Andreas, p. 187. 
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Several critics have attempted to defend the sincerity of 

Andreas' religious principles. Father Denomy, C.S.B., describes Andreas 

as a sincere Christian philosopher, writing his work on the principle 

of the "double truth" expounded by the Latin Averroists. Andreas proves 

his proposition on rational grounds, and then refutes it on the grounds 

of faith, as the Averroists did. The statement that love is excellent 

is proved to be true according to philosophy, but false according to 

faith. 44 R.J. Schoeck suggests that Andreas was imitating the work of 

Saint Bernard of Clairvaux, ~ Twelve Steps of Humility (written about 

fifty years before the~ Amore), when he cornposed the twelve commandments 

of love. By a conscious use of irony, says Schoeck, Andreas was calling 
45 

attention to the idolatrous nature of courtly love. 

D.W. Robertson, Jr., also sees the De Amore as a work of 

conscious irony, in which the apparent meaning of the first two Books 

should be reversed by the reader, whereupon it becomes obvious that the 

work is an illustration of the triumph of caritas over cupiditap. The 

nature of the love described in the first two Books is fornicatio. 

Andreas was a serious priest, maintains Robertson, who knew that idolatrous 

----------·--
44 

A.J..exander Denomy, "The De Amore of Andreas Capellanus and 
the Condamnation of 1277," Medieyal Studies, VIII (1946), 107-149; 

..IlMt Heresy of Court].y ~ (New York, 1947). 
45 

R.J. Schoeck "Andreas Capellanus and Saint Bernard of 
C.l:J.a~: The Twel ve Mes of LoTe and the Twel ve Steps of Hu.mili ty," 
HY!, LXVI (1951), 295-300. 
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sexual love was an extreme form of eupiditaB and a reflection of the 

Fall of Man. The attractions of cupidity are therefore portrayed 

ironically by Andreas, as they are by Chrétien de Troyes, Guillaume de 

Lorris, and other writers who are normally regarded as serious exponents 
46 

of courtly love. 

To John Jay Parry, on the other ha.nd, Andreas seems "less like · 

a philosopher following innocently a course which reason and nature tell 

him is right than like a scoundrel caleulating the risks of violating 
47 

the code under which he has been brought up." His retraction of love 

was due, not to Christian principles, but to simple expediency based on 

ecclesiastical ambition. Andreas was really nothing less than a 

hypocrite, writing the retraction to satisfy his ecclesiastical superiors. 

This view of Andreas is substantiated by the nature of the 

retraction itself, and by the first two Books of the~ Amore which 

reveal him as a worldly man. The rejection of love does little to change 

the picture of Andreas as a very Chaucerien kind of cleric, an impression 

created by severa! passages in the first two Books. At the beginning of 

the first Book, Andreas is anxious to establish that the clergy are 

Robertson, "The Doctrine of Charity in Medieval Gardens," 
Soecu1um, XXVI (1951), 24-49; . 

"The Subject of the De Amore of Andreas Capellanus," MP, 
L (~953), 145-161. 

47 Parry, Review of The Heresx of Courtlx ~ by A.lexander 
Denomy, ML~, X (1949}, 107-109. 
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superior in rank to the highest nobility, and in the introduction to 

the eight dialogues he writes, "among men we find one rank more than 

among women, since there is a man more noble than any of these, that 
48 

is, the clerk." Clerks make better levers than noblemen, declares the 

suitor in the eighth dialogue. 

After excusing the love of the clergy as being perfectly 

permissible, Andreas introduoes a section on the love of nuns, on which 

John Parry commente: 

Andreas boasts of his own sk.ill in 1 the art of soli ci ting nuns' and smacks 
his lipa over an adventure he once had wi th one of them; very regret­
fully he was forced to decline her proffered advances because of the 
very severe penalties which, in this world and the next, are inflicted 
upon a man who carries on a love affair with a nun. The picture we get 
of Andreas from his book is tha t of a man who is connected wi th the 
Church, but for whom spiritual affairs are not the first consideration.49 

This extraordinary book, wri tten und er the influence of Marie 

de Champagne and recording her activities and those of other courtly 

ladies, was certainly not read as a spiritual restorative. Its influence 

was at least as strong as the practical example of the courts at 

Poitiers and Troyes in spreading the theory of courtly love across 

France and the rest of western Europe. AJ.though it was not translated 

into English until 1941, the large number of extant manuscripts in 

French, Italian, Spanish and German, testifies to its unusual 

popularity. 

48 Andreas, p. 36. 

49 Andreas, p. 18. 



OHAPTER SIX -
'lm OOURTLY LADY IN LITERATURE - --

A) CHANS ONS DE GESTE AND ROMANS D 1 A VENTURE - -
'nle chansolUI .!!!, geste, P'rench epie poems de.ting from the beginning 

of the eleventh eentury, deal with the actions of the tragic hero, with war 

and with feudal loyalty. The poema were composed by writers of northern 

Prance, far from the regions in whioh courtly love developed one hundred 

years later. W. Wistar Comfort describes the chansons de geste as 1 devoted 

either to the conflict of Christendom under the leadership of France against 

the Saracens, or elae to the·.strife and rivalry of French vassale among 

th ems el ves. 1 

These epie poems, of which some three score have survived, portray a warlike, 
virile, unsentimental feudal society, whose chief occupation was fignting, 
and whose dominant ideals were faith in God, loyalty to feudal and family 
ties, and bravery in battle. Woman's place is comparatively obscure, and of 
love-making there is little aaid. It is a poetry of vigorous manhood, of 
uncompromising morality, and of hard knocks given and taken for God, for 
Christendom, and the King of France. 1 

The character and statua of the women in the chansons .!!!, geste 

are in accord with the feudal and ecclesie.sticai conceptions of womanhood. 

The contrast between these women and the courtly ladies of literature 

1 Arthurian Romances ·~ Chr,tien de Troyea (London, 1951), P• xv. 
For the convenience of literary criticiam, Dorothy Everett has 

divided French medieval litere.ture into the following five eategorieas 
(1) chansons de geste; 

;!(2) romans d'aventure [including the •society romances,• see below, 
p. 12~; 

(') saints' legende, didaetic biographies; 
(4) ballade, which alluded to a story already familiar to the hearer; 
(5) narrative tales, simple and brief, including the fabliaux. 
See 1A Characterization of the English Medieval Romances,• Ess~• ~ 

Studies, XV (1929), 100. 
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dsmonstrates the revolutionary nature of oourtly love. Far from being 

figures of central importance, women here are insignificant. "When present 

at all," writes Thomas Kirby, 1 they take but a minor part, far removed from 

the charming tyrant and all-inspiring goddess of later daye.• 2 

Between the eleventh and fourteenth centuries, however, the position 

of women in the chansons !!, geste underwent changes. In the early poems, 

women were minor incidents in the careers of the heroes. In the twelfth and 

thirteenth centuries, owing to the influence of the courtly romances, the,y 

became compelling agents and objecta to be won. 

In spite of the increasing prominence of women, they did not 

command a~ greater respect from the hero. Througbout the three hundred 

years that the chansons !!, geste developed as a literary form, the hero 

remained f1rst and last a fighting-man. 1 0nly as a diversion or by chance 

is he interested in woman. His dearest companions throughout,• writea 

Comfort, 1are his horse and his sword; only from time to time do we hear of 

hia wife, his mother or his sweetheart.•; In these epies courtly love 

made no impression on the ecclesiastical and feudal attitude toward woman. 

2 Chaucer'a Troilus: !. Stud.y in .Courtly ~ (Louisiana, 194o), P• ;2. 
Klrby cites as examples Alde and Bramimonde of the Chanson de Roland, 
Guiborc of the Guillaume d 10ranga 1 and Belya•ant of Amis !1-xmile. 

; W. Wistar Comf'ort, 1The Character Types in the Old P'rench Chansorw 
de Geste,• ~·XXI (1906), ;;1. 



In Raoul de Cambrai, for example, the hero curees his Olm. mother 

when she tries to off er him advice. Bef ore burning dow the con vent at 

Origny, he hurla insulting epithete at the Mother Superior. As the convent 

is destroyed, the ~ of Bernier, Raoul's vassal, is burned to death; 

Bernier sees her body 1 wi th ber psa.l ter still burning on ber brea.st, but, 

being a fai thful vassal, he sa ys nothing. 

In the second part of Raoul de Cambrai, the prominent position 

of the heroine demonstra.tes the influence of the romances. The chanson 

describes ber love for Bernier. When Bernier arrives as a. guest a.t 

Guerri's castle, the host1s daughter is immedia.tely attracted to hlm, and 

she sends ber father's chamberlain to bring him to ber rooms, to bathe 

and to play chess with ber. Wben Bernier comes, she takes the initiative 

and describes hltr own charma to him. 

Her behaviour is typical of the heroines of the chansons de 

geste, in which it was considered the woman 1 s role to fall in love and 

to make the advances to the man, often in a forceful manner. The hero 

was occupied with matters of greater importance. His role was to perform 

heroic deeds, for which the love offered to h1m was a na tural reward. 

As a consequence of this attitude, the hero was disda.inful toward even 

the most amorous women, often diamissing their offers of love as 

annoyances.4 

4 See Comfort, "Chara.cter Types," pp. 376-379; 
Thomas Wright, Vomankind in ail ~ of Western Europe 

(London, 1869), pp. 110-113. 
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In the twelfth century, poets auch as Chretien de Troyea began 

to write ~ans d'aventure, or chivalric romances, defined by Dorothy 

Everett a. •storiea of adventure in which the chief part• are played by 

knignta, famous kinga or distreseed ladies, acting more often under the 

impulse of love, religious faith, or, in many, mere desire for adventure.•5 

Adventure and love are the two great themes of theee works; intereat i• 

shifted from deed to motive, and the psychological element elaborated. 

The theory of courtly love is most apparent in the kind of romance• 

which Sarah Barrow regarde as a subdivision of the romans d 1 aventure& this 

group is composed or the romances of sentiment, the •society romances,• in 

which 1adventure itself is of secondary importance, yielding in interest to 

sentimental psychology and to social refinement.• 6 In these •society 

romances" the personality of. the courtly lady began to develop during a 

period of rougply twenty years, before Guinevere emerged as the perfect 

courtly lady in Chr~tien de Troyes• Lancelot. 

The transition from epie to romance was gradual. The first 

romances, auch as Aubri de Besangon1s Roman d'Alexandre, attempt to place 

deeda of medieval chivalry in the setting of classical times. Epie and 

romantic elements are juxtaposed in the Roman de Thèbes, written around 

the year 1150: it is full of echoea of the epie Chanson de Roland, but it 

alao has a new social aura of courtliness, a teste for marvelloue 

5 •A Characterization,• p. 100. 

6 
~Medieval Society Romance• (New York, 1924), p. 2. 



description, and a few simple love-episodes tbat are not found in the 

classical version of the Thebiad.7 

The Roman d' Eneas, wri t ten five . or ten years after the Roman 

de Thèbes, also alternates the heroic and erotic styles: there is no 

relation between Aeneas at war and Aeneas in love. In the erotic parts 

of the romance, the symptoms and manners of courtly love are described. 

Lavinia is developed as the heroine, and a detailed account is gi ven of 

her love for Aeneas, described with elaborate rhetoric, and monologue.8 

Benoit de Sainte-Maure introduces three love stories into the 

interminable battle scenes of his Roman~ Troie, written around 1160 and 

dedicated to Eleanor of Aquita.ine.9 Because of his connections with 

Eleanor and wi th the story of Troilus mi .Briseida (one of the three 

"love stories"), and because of his influence on the romances of Chrétien 

de Troyes, Benoit de Sainte-Maure is often associated with the development 

of courtly love.lO But in reality, Benoit was an antifeminist. His 

dedication to Eleanor is placed in the context of a tirade againet women 1 e 

frail ty and inconstancy. His version of the story of Troilus and Briseida 

is written to demonstrate the inconstancy of a faithless mistress. 

7 Charles Muscatine, Chaucer and the French Tradition (Berkeley and 
Los Angeles, 1957), pp. 12-13. 

8 Ibid. 

9 F.A.G. Cooper, "Date and Dedication of the Roman de Troie,• MP, 
XXVII (1930), 379-382. - -

10 On the appearance of courtly love in the romances of Eneas ~~!! 
Troie, and the infiuence which theee works may have bad on Chrltien de 
Troyes, eee Gustave Cohen, Cbré'titn de Troyes et §m!. Oeuvre (Paris, 1948), 
PP• 38-73. . 
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Benoit invented the episode of Briseida1 s infidelity. Her 

relationship to Diomede forms the central part of his version of the story, 

which begins with Briseida1 s separation from Troilus. Benoit warns all 

men ta heed the moral of this story, and not ta put their trust in women. 

He has an Ovidian conception of love as a degrading passion. In his version 

of the story, there is nothing courtly about the love affair or about 

Briseida1 s character, and Benoit says it was public knowledge that she was 

Troilus 1 mistress. Briseida1 s grief at separation from Troilus does not 

prevent her from carefully packing all her possessions and adorning herself 

for the journey. Upon her arrival in the Greek camp, she behaves insolently 

to her father, and her resistance ta Diomede1 s advances is from the 

beginning extremely weak. Briseida is beautiful and accomplished, possessing 

wealth and social status, but she is not a courtly lady. 11 

11 Homer H. Hughes, Chaucer 1 s Criseyde ~ ~ Ancestry (unpub. dias., 
Texas, 1948), PP• 74-100. 

R.M. Lumiansky, uThe Story of Troilus and Bris eida According to 
Benoit and Guido," Speculum, XXIX (1954), 727-733. Lumiansky points out 
that Guido delle Colonne, the author of a history and not a romance, is 
even more antifeminist than Benoit. 



Little is know of Marie de France except that she was probably 

born around 1140 in the tow of Pitre, in Normandy. She is believed to 

bave spent most of her life in England, probably at the London court of 

Henry II and Eleanor of Aquitaine, silice Gaston }laris thinks Henry II is 

the unnamed king to wham the Lays are dedicated.12 It bas been 

suggested that l!lhe was Marie de Champagne, Eleanor's daughter. She has 

also been tentative1y identified as the noblewoman who was the abbess of 

Shaftesbury from 1181 to 1215, a natural daughter of Geoffrey P1antagenet, 

Count of Anjou, and bence a half-sister of Henry II. 

Marie1 s Breton Lays have been described as "the most delightful 

li terary productions of the tw1fth century." 13 The da te or the ir 

composition is genera1ly assigned to the years between 1160 and 1175. 

They are short po ems ( varying in 1ength from 150 to 900 1ines) , marked 

by simplicity, wisdom, and a gentle me1ancholy. Although they have an 

aura of court1iness and the principles of courtly love are observed, 

Marie sometimes seems to excuse adultery rather tha.n to glorify it. In 

their realism the lays differ from the romances of most of the court1y 

wri ters of the twelfth century. Marie • a poems are like character etudies 

12 Lays of Marie de France !:!!Q. Other French Legende, trans. Eugene 
Mason (London, 1954), introd. 

13 Sidney Painter, French Chivalry (Baltimore, 1940), p. 131. 
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in the form of short storiea, in which, in spite of an obaervance of the 

out ward appearance of courtly lov.e, the people do not behave like typical 

courtly loTera. 

Marie de France wrote with her eye on the real world, which for 

her W&8 the aristocratie world of the court. She saw for herself that love 

· was not inevitably the source of all good, and she portrayed normal 

behaviour, not that dictated by the code of courtly love. As s. Forster 

Damon points out, courtly love interested Marie only for its practical 

resulta, not for its theoretical possibilities. 1She did not judge (whether 

to praiae or condemn) her characters by its lan~ - which indeed were a till 

fluid; she observed, rather, the etfect of those law• upon them.• 14 

Marie1s realiam, and consequent deviations from the code of 

courtly love, are particularly apparent in her portrayal of ladies. She 

endows them w1 th %l&tural qua li tiea, and the more h1.1D.an and rea lis tio they 

become, the f'urther they remove f'rom the prototype of the courtly lady, who 

ia a combination of queen and goddees. In spi te of the ir gracioua ma.nnera, 

high statua, beauty and modesty, they lack the 1daunger 1 of the oourtly lad1', 

her tyranny and indifference. In the 1 Lay of Sir Launfal, 1 for example, 

Tryamour declares her love to Sir Launfal at their first meeting, giTes him 

presents, and comes to him whenever he summons her. When Sir Launfal 

14 s. Forster Damon, 1Marie de France: PBychologist of Courtly Love,• 
PMLA, XLIV (1929), 968. 



1}1 

bouta ruhly that he loves a lady more beautif'ul than the Queen, he is 

brought to trial, and Tryamour comes to Arthur's court to show her beauty 

and to vindicate her lover. 

The heart of courtly love is miasing from the ~ because, 8.8 

Porster Damon says, Marie was too muoh of a realist to portray her own 

sex as perfect. She could not idealize the courtly lady 8.8 masculine 

writers did. 1 0nce the essential adoration was punctured, the heart waa 

gone out of the whole system. She respected her sex, of course; but ahe 

had enougn cattiness in her not to respect all of it. Her heroinea fare a 

shade worse than her heroes at times, though none of the men are wholly 

perfect, either. 1 l5 

Homer Hughes suggesta that Marie's realistic treatment of ber 

heroines helped to pave the way for the test of reality which Chaucer waa 

to give courtly love. 16 Forster Damon makes a similar comments 11 As a 

classifier of these soule, Marie takes her place aa a forerunner of Chaucer. 

But aince she was a woman of noble blood, her knowledge of life waa much 

more limited. She would have loved Madame Eglantine, forgiven Criseyde 

without effort, and ignored the Wife of Bath." 17 

15 Demon, P• 968. 
16 Hughu, P• 127. 

17 Demon, P• 995. 



C ) THE HEROINBS .Q.!!: CHRETIEN DE TROYES 

Thougb ths courtly lady was to be most perfectly represented in the 

character of Guinevere 1n Chretien1s Lancelot, soma influences of the code are 

evident even in the treatment of his earlier heroines. In his firat romance, 

~ ,!1 Enide, the lady is deacribed in the most lauda tory terma. She ocoupi•• 

aa prominent a place in the story as the haro, who marries her because of her 

beauty and charm, forgetting his dutiea of knighthood for her sake. 

In spite of the contrast between Enide and the heroines of the 

chansons ~ geste, however, the romance is in essence the antithesis of oourtly 

love. Neither in her own character nor in the plot in which ahe is placed i• 

Enide a courtly la~. Like the heroines of Marie de France, she lack8 

Guinevere 1s 1daunger• and tyrannical attitude toward her lover. According to 

Chrétien, she is •attable, of pleasing character and kindly mien.• 18 Myrrha 

Lot-Borodine describes Enide as •une enfant humble et craintive, dont le 

premier mouvement est de se courber sous la volonté supérieure à la sienne. • 

Enide knows, from the beginning of the romance, that a wife should not inter­

fere with a knigbt1s dutiea& 1elle reconnatt que le devoir de 11homme est de 

'valoir' et celui de la femme de s'effacer discr$tement et de vi~e dans 

l'ombre projet'• par la gloire de son seigneur.• 19 

Enide herself reproves Erec for neglecting his duties beoause of his 

preoccupation with her. The major part of the romance then relates the 

18 r 
Chretien de Troyes, Arthurian Romances, ed. W. Wistar Comfort 

(London, 1951), P• ~2. 

19 La Femme .!.!:, l'Amour ~ !!!!.. Si~ole (Paris, 1909), P• 75. 



triale through which, in order to prove that his love is subordinate to 

his knighthood, he leads Enide on their travels. · Finally he is reconciled 

to Enide in married love. "Et l'idée ma1tresse du roman se dégage 

A 1\ , 

d 1 elle-meme comme un fruit mur, se detachant de la branche: L'homme 

ne doit jamais sacrifier sa prouesse à son amour pour une femme." 21 

As Villiam Ni tze has pointed out, the moral of Erec ~ &lide 

is emphasized by the episode of the Joy of the Court.22 This episode 

tells the story of the knight Mabonagrain and the lady who loved hi.m. 

Fearing to lose Mabonagrain's love, the lady one day made him swear a 

"rash boon" to do whatever she asked him; she then specified that he 

was never to leave the garden in which they lived together, until he 

was defeated in combat by another knight. In this way she hoped to 

make him devote his life to love and to prevent him from fulfilling 

his duty as a knight. The lady receives her just deserts when Erec 

achieves the Joy of the Court and defeats Ma.bonagrain; she is heart-

broken, because she no longer haa any hold on her lover. In telling 

21 Lot-Borodine, p. 76. 
c.s. Lewis commenta: "The story belongs to the same general 

type as that of Griselda .- the story of wifely patience triumphing 
over ordeals i.mposed by the irrespoasible cruelty of a lnlsband - and, 
as such, it cannot possibly reconcile itself with even the most 
moderate ideal of courtesy." The Allegory o.!_ Love (Oxford, 1953), p. 26. 

2.2 "Erec and the Joy of the Court," Speculum, XXIX (1954), 691-701. 
See "Erec et Enide," pp. 71-83. 
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ber story to EQide, she gives a revealing description of their courtship: 

111 was still but a little child. He was very handsome and attractive. 

There we had an understanding between us tha.t pleased us both. I never 

bad any 'Wish but his, until at last he began to love me and promised 

and swore to me tha.t he would always be my lover and that he would bring 

me here: that pleased us both alike." 

Enide reciproeates by telling the lady about ber relationship 

'With Erec, and she illustrates the similar antithesis between herself 

and the courtly lady of theory: 

"Fair cousin, he married me in such a way that my rather knew all about 
it, and my mother was greatly pleased. All our relatives lmew and 
rejoiced over it, as they should do. • • • • For he is so good a knight 
that better cannot be found, and he is of very gentle birth: I do not 
think that any can be his equal. He loves me much, and I love him more, 
and our love eannot be greater. Never yet could I 'Withhold my love from 
him, nor should I do so. For is not my lord the son of a king? For 
did he not take me when I waa poor and naked? Through h1m has auch 
honour come to me that never was any auch vouchsafed to a poor 
helpless girl." 23 

In Cligés, the last of Cbritien' s poems wri tten bef ore he came 

under the influence of Marie de Champagne, the heroines approach closer 

to the courtly lady. Soredamors and Fenice are eqtial in statua to the 

heroes of the romance, Alexander and his son Cligés; the heroines are not 

inferior to their lovera as Enide was, but they are not yet in the 

superior po si ti on of the courtly lady. 

23 11Erec et Eni de, • pp. S0-82. 



1~5 

Like Alexander, Soredamora exhibits all the uaual physical aymptoma 

of a lover, indulging in typically loag monologue• filled with the new 

cuuiatry of love. She behaves with a certain reserve. 1Did ever such a 

thing come about tha.t a woman should be so forward u to malœ love to 8n:f 

man, unl••• ahe were clean beeide herselt,• she asks in a eoliloq~. But 

her reaerve is not owing to a.ey sense of 1daunger. • She 18 d'raid of 

earning Alexander 1s disapproval, and on one occasion she nervously trie• 

to BUIIIlDOn the courage to address him. by name. Unlike the courtly lady, 

Soredamors doea not judge her lover objectively, or consider whether he 

is worthy of her love. She il! u infatuated with him as he is wit.h her, 

and ahe declarea: 1 If he love me not, yet will I love him.. 1 24 Myrrha 

Lot-Borodine deseribee Soredamors as 11 1 1mage d'une héroine courtoise, 

figure gracieuse~ peine ésquissée;- c'est la vierge aux cheveux d1or qui 

ouwe ses yeux noyés d'extase ~ la clarté du premier jour d 1 amour. 1 She 
. 25 

pointa out that Soredamors is too sweet to be a typical courtly la~. 

During their 1 courtship," Soredamors and Alexander have scarcely 

exchanged a word, but the Queen, having perceived from their blushes and 

other signa that they are in love, gives Soredamors to Alexander with theae 

words' liyou are acting very foolishly in not speaking out your mind; for 

concealment will be the death of you; thus you will be the murderers of 

Love. Now I counsel you to exerciae no tyranny, and to seek no passing 

24 1Cligéa,• PP• 97-109. 

25 Lot-Borodine, PP• 98, 150. 
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gratifiçation in your love; but to be honourably joined together in 

marriage.• 26 The first three principles of courtly love, in other words, 

adultery, secrecy, and 1tyranny, 1 have no place in this romance, and even 

the ennobling power of love does not noticeably improve Alexander'• 

knigntly qualitiea. 

In the stor,y of Cligés, son of Soredamors and Alexander, Chrétien 

makea his second heroine proteat explicitly against the principle of 

adultery, ao essential to the code of courtly love. Fenice, the maiden 

who loves and is loved by Cligie, is introduced as the future wife of the 

emperor Alis. Contrary to the courtly code, she regard• marriage aa 

infidelity to her love. She asks her nurse, Thessala, for helpa 1 1 would 

rather be torn 11mb from limb than that men should s peak of WJ as they 

apeak of the loves of Iseut and Tristan, of whom so many unseemly stories 

are told that 1 should be ashamed to mention them.· I could never bring 

myself to lead the life that Iseut led.• 27 Confessing her love to Cli~a, 

Fenice affirma her resolve not to follow Iseult's example (or to oonform to 
. 28 

the adulteroUI code of courtly love). 

Although the marriage itaelf cannot be prevented, the lovers' 

problema are solved by two magic potions, the first of which render• the 

.:-- ... , 

26 1Cligés,• p. 121. 

27 1Cligés, 1 pp. 1;1-1;2. 

28 • , • 6 Clige1, PP• 159-1 O. 
Some critias see tht romance as a deliberate answer to the story of 

Tristan and ~eult. Bee Cohen,- Chrétien ~Troyes, Chapter VIs 1 Un Anti-
Tristans Cliges.• · 

Sarah Barrow commenta, 1Perhapa, as some think, Chretien intended the 
romance as an 1 ant1-Tristan; 1 Fenice certainly saw herself as an anti-lleult.• 
Page 42. 
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emperor impotent, and the second of which produoes apparent death in 

Fenice. The intricacies of the plot are created so that adulter.y can be 

avoided. Oligés finally becomes the emperor of Greece, making Fenice hia 

empress, and the romance ends with a declaration of the compatibility of 

love and marriage. 

The romances of ~ _!i Enide and Clig!s repudia te adul tery and 

other central concepts of the courtly code. Enide, Soredamora and Fenice 

believe in married love, and they treat their husbands vith respect. Their 

similarities to the courtly lady are purely superficial, occurring only in 

their beauty and qualities of courtoisie, in their position as an object 

of love, . and in the conventional symptoms of the love from which they 

themselves suffer. 

In Chretien1 a Lancelot, or~ Chevalier~!! Charrette, the perfect 

oourtly lady appears at last in the character of Guinevere. Written under 

the direct influence of Marie de Champagne, Lancelot wu specifically 

designed to illustrate the tenets of the code of courtly love. The romance 

tells of Lancelot's efforts to rescue Queen Guinevere from her abductor, 

Meleagant, son of .. the ldng of Gorre, who has taken her to the land 1whence 

no foreigner returns.u 

Lancelot'• perfection as a courtly lover and his valour as a 

knignt emerge in adventuresrecounted in detail in the f1rat part of the 

poem, where he attempts to follow the queen to the king of Gorre 1s castle.29 

After defeating Meleagant, Lancelot is shown into Guinevere 1s presence. 

29 1Lancelot,• PP• 27o-~19. Subsequent references will be made in 
the text. 
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This il Guinevere 1s first appearance since her abduction. The 

famous soene that follows is the reader 1s introduction to the courtly lady 

par excellence and to her quality of 1daunger. 1 

When the Queen saw the king ~ademagu of Gorrè) holding Lancelot 
by the hand, she rose before the king, but she looked displeased with 
olouded brow, and ahe spoke not a word. 1Lady, here is Lancelot come to ••e 
you,• says the king; 1you ougnt to be pleased and satisf1ed. 1 1 1, sire? He 
oannot please me. Icare nothing about seeing him.• 1Come now, lady,• eays 
the ld.ng who wu very frank and courteous, 1what induces you to act like 
thiat You are too scornfUl toward a man who haa served you so faithtully 
the.t he hu repeatedly exposed his life to morte.l danger on this journey for 
your sake, and who he.a defended and rescued you from my son Meleagant who 
had deeply wronged you." 1Sire, truly he has made poor use of his time. 
I shall never deny that I feel no gratitude toward him. n Now Lancelot is 
dumbfotinded; but he replies very humbly like a polished lover& "Lady, 
certainly I am grieved at this, but I dare not ask your reason. 11 The Queen 
listened as Lancelot voiced hia disappointment, but in order to grieve and 
confound him, she would not answer a single word, but returned to her 
room (pp. ;19-~20). 

Later, Guinevere explains the cause of her diapleasure to Lancelot. 

1 Whatt Did you not hesitate for ahame to mount the cartt You showed you 

were loath to get in, when you hesitated for two whole steps. That is the 

reaaon vhy I would neither address nor look at you. 1 ·~ God save me from 

auch e. crime again, 1 Lancelot replies, 1 and may God show me no mercy, if you 

were not quite right! For God 1s sake, lady, receive my amenda at once, and 

tell me, for God's sake, if you can ever pardon me.u (p. ;27) 

The nature of Le.ncelot 1s 1 crime 1 is an excellent indication of the 

perfection expected of the courtly lover. The extent of the sacrifice 

demanded of Lancelot in mounting the cart is made very clear. 

In those days auch a cart served the same purpose as does a pillory 
now; and in each good town where there are more than three thouse.nd auch cart• 
nowadays, in those timea there was only one, and this, like our pillories, 
had to do service for all those who commit murder or treason, and those who 
are guilty of~ delinquency, and for thieves who have stolen others' 
property or have forcibly seized it on the roads. Whoever was convicted of 
any crime we.s placed upon a cart and dragged through all the streets, and 
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he lost henceforth all his legal rignta, and vae never afterward beard, 
honoured or welcomed in an.r court. The carte were ao dreadf'ul in those 
daye that the saying wa.a them first uaed& •When thou dost aee and meet a 
cart, crosa thyself and call upon God, that no evil may befall thee• (p. 274). 

Lancelot is aware of the disgrace this entails (and throughout the 

rest of the romance he is subjected to m&nf insulte becauee of it), but he 

hesitatea only a second before sacrificing his honour to love. The account 

of hia momentar,r inner confliot is a notable example of the allegorical 

stylè· of peychol:ogi.cal · realiam in the courtly romancee. 

Common sense, Which is inconsistant with love 1s dictates, bide him 
refrain from getting in, warning him and counselling him to do and undertake 
nothing for whioh he may reap sham.e and disgrace. Reason, which daree thlUI 
speak to him, reachea only his ~ips, but not his heart; but love is encloeed 
within his heart, bidding him and urging him to mount at once upon the cart. 
So he jumP' in, aince love will have it ao, feeling no concern about the 
shame, sine• he ia prompted by love1s commande (pp. 274-275). 

Guinevere 1s displeaaure at this momentar,y hesitation is in accordance 

with the rulee of courtly love, althougb by any other standards it could be 

interpreted only a8 cruel ingratitude. She should not, however, be regarded 

as ungrate:f\11. She behaves as a courtly lady should under the circumstancee, 

fulfilling ber obligation to reprove ber lover whenever he makes the sligbteat 

deviation from the code which ia supposed to lead him to perfection. Quine­

vere, as Myrrha Lot-Borodine points out, is the antitheais of' Enide& •elle 

ne vit pu de la tendresse qu1 elle donne, mais de 1 'hommage qu'elle reloit, • ~O 

Guinevere sincerely loves Lancelot. Although it is belied by ber 

behaviour in public, and (acoording to standards other than those of 

courtly love) by ber treatment of Lancelot in the preceding scene, the 

;o Lot-Borodine, p. 191. 
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depth ot ber love 1s revealeà when a rumour reaches the castle that Lancelot 

has been ldlledl 

The: news of this spread until 1t reaohed the ~een, who was sitting at 
meat. She almoat killed heraelf on hearing the fal•• report about Lancelot, 
but •h• supposes it to be tru., and theretore she ie in eueh diamay that 
ahe almost loaea the power to apeak; but, beea'Wie of those present, she 
forcee heraelf to aqa •zn truth, I am a orry for hia death, and i t is no 
wonder- that I grieve, for he came into this country tor rq eaa, and 
therefore I lhould mourn for him. 11 '!ben ehe saye to herselt, eo that the 
othere ehould not hear, that no one need uk her to drink or eat, if i t 
is true that he is dead, in ~ose life she found her own. (p. '22). 

Guinevere then exhibit• the typical sang-froid of the great 

courtly lady, u she begin~~ to commit suicide by starving herselt. Her 

be auty fades and she grovs weak: 1 the Queen thws mourned tor him wi th out 

eating or drinking, until they thougnt ahe too would die 1 (p. ~2,). If •he 

had . not learned that Lancelot was alive, she undoubtedly would have killed 

herselt'. 

GuineYere 1s qualities of 1 bel accueil, 1 1 fraunchiae, 11 and 1 pity1 

are revealed when Lancelot meets her again at Bedemagu1s oastle. 1!his 

time the Queen did net · lover her eyes to the ground, but she went to meet 

him cheerfully, honouring him all ehe could, and making him ait down by 

her side. Then they talked tëgether at length of all that was upon their 

hearts• (p.,26). In epite of Gui .. vere 1s fear for ber reputation ( 1drede 1 ), 

they arrange a meeting f'or that nigh1a 1her love and her heart go out to 

The courtly lady hu complete power oyer her lover. This is 

the thesb of the wbole romance, wh.ioh becomee very clear in the account 

ot Lancelot'• behartour during the tourna.ment at .Noauz (pp. ~1-~5). 

Guinevem userte her authori ty until ahe 1• aure that ber wbim ia 

Lancelot'• law. 1En etf'et, la victoire de l'amour est complète dans la 



• cène du tournoi, • wri tes ~rrha Lot-Borodine, •ta domination de la dame 

y absolue, son caprice proclamé une loi inviolable et accepté par l 1 .mi 

avec~ pleine confiance, aTeuglèment.• ' ' 

On the f'irst day of the tournament, Guinevere think8 sne 

reoognizea the disguieed knigpt becauae of hi• outstanding valour, and 

she •end• him a aecret measage to do his wor•t• Lancelot accepta her 

oommand willingly, •ua one who ia altogether hers,• and m.akea himaelt the 

laugb.ing stock: of the whole tournament. 'And the Queen, as she watohe• him, 

ia happy and well-pleued, for she knon full vell, though she does not aq 

it, that this is surely 14.ncelot.• On the second day, Guinevere sends 

Lancelot the seme message, and hie reply is 'My tha.nlœ to ber, sinoe auch 

ia her will! 1 When Guinevere hears of this answer, •she heartily rejoiced, 

feeling no longer any doubt that this is he to wpom she al together beloZlp, 

and he 18 hers in lilce mannar. 1 She aends her damael bacle to Lancelot With 

the final message to do his beat. •tell her now that it is never a hardship 

to do her will, tor whatever plea~es her is my deligb.t,• replies Lancelot, 

and the d8Dl.8el commente to GuineTerec •La.dy, I never sa.w so courteoua a 

knight, for he il more rea~ to obey eve~ command you eend to him, tor, i:f' 

the truth be known, he accepta good and eYil wi th the ume countenance. • 

1 Indeed, 1 aaye the ~een, 1 that may well be ao. 1 

Lancelot has proTed htmaelf to be a pertect courtly lover. He 

1• finally resoued from his priaon and returna to Arthur1s court amid great 

rejoioing, in time for his appointed joust with Meleagant (pp. '46-}56). 

Guinenre is the most joyf'ul of all, but she complies with the dictatea of 

se crecy and is caref'ul to hi de her happinell from Arthur and the rest of t1œ · 

' ' Lot-Borodine, P• 187. 



the court. Lancelot defeats ~..feleagant for the third time and kills him, 

and the ro~ance ends, leaving Arthur, Guinevere and Lancelot to live in 

the typical courtly 11 ménage à trois 11 detested by Fenice. 

As a s~ary of Guinevere 1 s role as a courtly lady in the 

romance, Gaston Paris' famous account of her character is worth quoting 

at length: 

Elle est le modèle de toutes les perfections de la femme, comme Lancelot 
est celui de toutes les vertus viriles. Sa courtoisie et sa douceur ont 
captive le bon roi Bademagu, comme la façon accomplie dont elle remplit 
ses fonctions de reine fait le bonheur de son mari et le charme de sa 
cour. Elle aime Lancelot autant qu'elle en est aimée, et ne paratt pas 
plus que lui éprouver de remords de sa conduite. Quand elle le croit mort, 
et qu'elle a lieu de penser que sa dureté avec lui en est la cause 
indirecte, elle se résout à mourir de faim, cachant d1 ailleurs l'excès de 
sa douleur et son sinistre dessein, et conservant avec tous le décorum qui 
convient à son rang. Pour le voir et le recevoir, elle oublie les dangers 
qu'elle peut courir, et lui donne le rendezvous qui manque en effet la 
perdre. Mais à coté de ces traits qui lui sont communs avec son amant, sa 
conduite avec lui en présente de tout opposes. Elle l'accueille, après la 
merveilleuse aventure qu'il a pour elle seule menée à bonne fin, avec une 
dur~té extrême, fondée sur ce qu'il a hésité un instant à accepter l'infamie 
pour la suivre, ce qui serait la plus cruelle ingratitude si ce n'etait 
l'application des règles d1 un art raffiné de l'amour. Elle se pla!t à lui 
imposer ses fantaisies les plus singulières, comme quand elle lui ordonne 
de se comporter au tournoi du pis qu'il pourra, et elle se réjouit en son 
coeur de la docilité enfantine qu'elle rencontre, et qu'elle a préparée 
en réprimant comme elle l 1 a fait la plus legêre apparence d1 ëcart. 
Aux yeux du poète, elle est en cela dans son rÔle tout aussi bien que 1~, 
et elle est le type accompli de dame tout comme il est celui de l'ami." 

' 4 "Etudes sur les Romans de la Table Ronde: Lancelot du Lac: II," 
Romania, XII (188)), 517-518. 

See also Cohen, Chrétien~ Troyes, PP• 22)-)01; 
and Tom Peete Cross and William A. Nitze, Lancelot and Guenevere: 

~ Study .2!!. the Origins 2f. Courtly Love (Chicago~ . 1930), pasST;;i'. 



Chrétien1 s Yvain, or Le Chevalier~ Lion, is also a romance of 

courtly love, but it shows a movement away from the code since the principle 

of adultery is not observed: the hero kills the ~eroine 1 s husband and then 

marries her himself. "L'action du Chevalier au ~ion tourne autour du 

~ ~ 
meme pivot que celle de la Charrette, 'autour des bonnes graces de la dame,' 

implorée par son ami, pr~t ~vivre ou à mourir pour l'amour d1 elle," writes 

Myrrha Lot-Borodine. " / t d ;/ ·' , Cependant la difference es eJa marquee. D'abord, 

il ne s'agit plus maintenant d1 adultère ~ondain, mais d'une possession 

complète et legitime." ~5 

Apart from the fact that she marries Yvain, Laudine is in all 

other respects a typical courtly lady, very similar to Guinevere in 

character. She is 11hautaine, impitoyable et dure." A certain 

complexity in her character arises from the fact that she also has traits 

of the popular literary type of the 11 veuve vite consolée." Laudine takes 

the dominant role in her relationship with Yvain: he loves, she a!lows 

herself to be loved. Unlike Soredamors and Enide, Laudine is willing to 

accept her lover (or husband) only on the condition that she is adored, 

As Lot-Borodine pointa out& 

Cette particularité qui ~loigne Laudine des premi~res héroïnes de Chrétien, 
la rapproche de la reine Guinièvre. Pareille à la dame de Lancelot, elle 
domine, m&me absent, toute la situation, et il n1 est pas exact de dire 
qu'elle n'est qu'une 'figure •~oondaire 1 parce qu'elle n1 apparatt que 
furtivement dans notre récit. '6 

35 Lot-Borodine, p. 237. 

36 Lot-Borodine, p. 2)6. 
Like Guinevere, it is intereating that the Celtic sources of the 

story reveal Laudine as orieinally supernatural, a fairy mistress, analogous 
to the figure of 1-foitgan le Fay. 
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In the aecond part o~ the romance, Yvain makea a vain proteat 

againat Laudine 1 s domination in hia att.mpt to resume his independent lite 

o~ laû.ghthood. He leaves her to go on a queat and ~ails to return within 

the time she had speci~ed. Laudine is humiliated, to say the least, at 

Yvain1e attempt to put her in the second place in his life. Her pride is 

offended (quite rightly ao, according to the code of courtly love), and she 

showa herselt to be unforgiving and irreooncilable. 

Yvain triee to expiate his sin in her eyes by a aeries of heroic 

deeds occupying more than half the romance. In the enq, Laudine is recon-

ciled to him, but only because o~ the damsel Lunete 1 s ruse in making her 

swear to restore the anonrmous 1Knight with the Lion' to his lady 1s favour. 

The Knignt is Yvain; the lady ia Laudine hersel~; and v.hen she realizea 

ahe has been tricked, she exclaimaa 

"God save me! You have caught me neatly in a trap! You will maK. me loYe, 
in apite of myself, ·a man who ~either lovee nor esteems me. This is a fine 
piece of work, and a channing way of serving me! I would rather endure the 
winds and the tempests all my li~ea And if it were not a mean and ugly 
thing to break one 1s word, he would never make hi• peaoe or be reconciled 
with me 1 (p. 268). · 

Yvain makes his peace by repentance' 

1 Lady, one ought to have mercy on a sinner. I have had to pay, and dearly 
t-o pay, for my mad act. lt wu ma.dness that made me stay awa.y, and I now 
admit my guilt and sin. I have been bold, indeed, in daring to preaent 
myself to you; but if you will deign to keep me now, I never again shall 
do you any wrong1 (pp. 268-269). 

The romance of Yvain presents the same problem 8.8 that in ~ 

ll Enide, the conflict of Gloire and Amour, but the opposite solution is 



e;ivena in Yvain, the la'light is conquered by his love for the courtly 

lady. The romance of Perceval, or Le Conte del Graal, Chrétien1 s last 

work, depicts the triumph of Dieu over both the ideals of Gloire and 

Amour. l·fan is once again predo~inant over woman. The only a heroine 11 in 

the romance is Blanchefleur, a maiden in distress whom Perceval rescues 

and briefly loves; he leaves her to continue his quest, stating his 

honourable intention of returning to marry her. Love is sacrificed to 

the abstract ideal of the Grail-Quest, and Perceval 1 s only goal in life 

is eternal beauty: Blanchefleur is described by Lot-Borodine as "une 

amoureuse sacrifi~e." ~7 The courtly lady has disappeared. 

Lot-Borodine, p. 275. 
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D) THE LADY OF THE ROSE 

Between 1229 and 1236, sorne fifty years after Chrétien1 s 

death, Guillaume de Lorris began his Roman de la Rose. He wrote 4,500 

lines of the complete poem, which was brought to five times this length 

by the satirical Jean de Meun, some time between 1268 and 1277. ·' 8 The 

courtly lady appears only in Guillaume 1 s part of the poen, for Jean de 

Meun was an antifeminist as well as a satirist. The Roman de la Rose was 

famous in the Middle Ages largely because of Jean1 s abusive satire of 

women, which precipitated quarrels between feminists and antifeminists until 

the time of Christine de Pisan, at the end of the fourteenth century. The 

poe~ became known as a heresy against the religion of Love. Chaucer, for 

ex~~ple, did not translate the satire in his version of the poem (although 

he drew on i t freely for the ~ .2f Bath 1 s Prologue), but his translation 

led the gad of Love to accuse him of writing "an heresye ayeins my lawe" 

( Legend of Good Women, Pro 1., 330). 

Guillaume 1 s part of the Roman de la Rose is a perfect exposition 

of courtly love, comparable only to Chr~tien 1 s Lancelot in its strict 

adherence to the code. Chrétien1 s romans d1 aventure probably played a large 

38 F.~-~. Warren, 110n the Date and Composition of Guillaume de Lorris' 
Roman de la Rose," fl~LA, XXIII (1908), 269-284. 

Guillaume 1 s part of the poem continues up to line 4432 of Chaucer 1 s 
translation, "The Romaunt of the Rose," in F.N. Robinson1 s edition, 
The Complete Works of Geoffrey Chaucer (Boston, 1933). Subsequent 
references will be made in the text to this translation, rather than to 
the French edition of Le Roman de la Rose, trans. Andr6 Mary (Paris, 1928), 
pp. 19-83. - ----



part in developing the allegorical form used by Guillaume de Lorris. 

Wherever Ohrétien describes thoughts or a state of mind, he tends to use 

an allegorical style in which a normal monologue ia replaced by an inner 

'dialogue,' held between the two emotions conflicting in the person 1 s 

mind. Love Rnd Reason debate as Lancelot hesitates to mount the shamefUl 

cart ("Lancelot," PP• 274-275), Pity and Generosity conflict within him 

as he wenders whether to spare a prisoner 1 s life orto grant a damsel 1 s 

request to kill him ( PP• 305-306), and Common-sense struggles with 

Guinevere1 s Love as she tries to disguise her joy at Lancelot 1 s return to 

Arthur' s court (p. 356). 11 It is as if • • • men could not easily grasp the 

reality of moods and emotions without turning them into shadowy persans,• 

commenta C.S. Lewis. 11Allegory, besides being many other things, is the 

subjectivism of an objective age." 39 

Guillaume de Lorris omitted the adventurous action of the 

romances , and concentrated solely on the psychology of courtly love. Using 

the allegorical form developed in the monologues of the romances, he 

portrayed a love story enacted by the personifications of the lovera' 

emotions. In spite of the literary form used, Guillaume's story is 

Lewis, p. )O. 

See also, idem, pp. 112-116; 
Charles Mu;ë;.tine, "The Emergence of Psychologica1 Allegory in 01d 

French Romances," PMLA, LXVIII (1953), 1160-1182; 
Huscatine,""ëha:'ucer, PP• 19-29; 
Ernest Langlois, Origines et Sources du Roman de la ~ (Paris, 

1891), passim; 
Robert W. Frank, "The Art of Reading Hedieva1 Personification­

A1legory," ELH, XX (1953), 237-250; 
Alan t.f.F. Gunn, The Mirror of Love: !:. Reinterpretation of the Romance 

.2f. ~Rose (Lubbock, Texas, 1952),P.aS"S'"fni. 
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essentially more realistic than any of the exploits related in the 

romans d'aventure. Guillaume rejected the fantastic elements of 

Arthurian adventure and concentrated on the realities that he knew beat, 

the realities of the inner world. 

Although the Roman de la Rose is a story of courtly love, 

involving both a lover and his lady, it is only in the literary criticism 

of recent years that attention has been paid to the heroïne of the 

romance. The poem had a great influence on Chaucer, for example, both 

directly through his translati_on of parts of it, and indirectly through 

the influence of Boccaccio; F.N. Robinson summarizes critical opinion 

by saying that the Roman~!!~ "probably exerted on Chaucer a more 

lasting and more impo'rtant influence than any other work in the vernacular 
a 

literature of either France or England (p. 663). In 1907, Lisi Cipriani 

wrote on the influence of the Roman ~ la Rose on Chaucer, giving detailed 

comparisons between it and Chaucer 1 s love poems, including Troilus and 

Criseyde. She discusses Troilus as a lover, the character of Pandarus, 

and the ethical teachings of the poem, but she .fai:ht to ttQuch,.Qn·.:t.tbe 

relationship between Criseyde and the heroine of the Roman ~ la Roses 

in fact, she does not once ~ention Criseyde1 s name.40 

4b "studies in the Influence of the Romance of the Rose on Chaucer,n 
œlJu XXII ( 1907), 552-595. - - -
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A tev years later, Dean Spruill Fansler published 

Chaucer ~~Roman -S! la Rose, in vhich he examines textual 

comparisons in the greatest possible detail, even counting the exact 

number ot lines that Chaucer borroved trom the Roman. Like Cipria.ni, 

Fansler concentratea on the dream-vision poems and Troilus· ~ Criseyde; but 

he barely mentions Criseyde and fails to recognize her relationship to 

the heroine of the .;.;R-.o;;ma;;.;;n;;.; 1!, _!! ~· 41 

The relationship of thBheroine to Criseyde was not pointed 

out until c.s. Lewis wrote his Allegory ~ .!:!.2.!! in 19,6. The slow 

recognition of the lady's role was due lar~ly to the allegorical form 

used by Guillaume. As o.s. Lewis points out, by distributing ber 

charaoter among personifications Guillaume appears to have removed the 

lady from the stage entirelys 

You cannot really ha'Ve the lady, a.nd, say, the le,dy1s Pride, valking 
about on the seme stage as if they were entities on the same plaœ. Nor 
ie it unnatural for a lover to regard his courtship as an adventure, not 
with a single person, but vith that person1s varying moods, some ot 
vhich are his friends and some his enemies. A man need not go to the 
Middle Ages to discover that his mistress is many women as vell as one, 
and that sometimes the woman he hoped to meet is replaced by a very 
different woman. Accordingly, the lover in the Romance is concerned not 
with a single 'lady, 1 but with a number of 1moodsi or iaspects 1 of that 
lady who alternately help and hinder his attempts to win her love, 
symbolized by the Rose. • • • This ostensible banishment of the heroine 
from the stage does not prevent her being vividly present to an 
attentive reader throughout. Rather, it gives ber a place in thl

2
posm 

which only a · great novelist could have given ber by other means. 

41 (New York, 1914). Fansler describes Criseyde as 1Reason 
personified, 1 because of her 'reflective monologuee and, in partioular, 
a paraphrase of one statement made by Raison (II. 715-718). Page 185. 

42 Levis, P• 118. _ 
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The Roman ~ la Rose opens as the Dreamer walks beside the 

river of life in his you-th, a nd passes through a high wall into the 

beautiful garden of courtly society. In the garden he watches the· dancing 

and singing of Myrthe and all his retinue, Gladnesse, Swete-Lokyng, 

Beaute, Richesse, Largesse, Fraunchise, Curtesye and Youth, personifications 

of the social setting required for courtly love. This is the idealized 

world of medieval courtly society: 

Tho myghtist thou karoles sen, 
And folk daunce and mery ben, 
And made many a fair tournyng 
Upon the grene gras springyng. 
There myghtist thou see these flowtours, 
Mynstrales, and eke jogelours, 
That \'lel to synge dide her peyne. ( 759-765) 

The Dreamer cornes eventually to the fountain of Narcissus, 

representing the eyes of a lady, into which he gà~es ·.d.eeply. · 

In the well he sees the reflection of 

A roser chargid full of rosis, 
That with an hegge aboute enclos is, (1651-1652) 

which representa the mind of the young lady living in the garden or world 

of courtly society. The Dreamer rises and approaches the rose plot 

itself, and he sees one rose-bud in particular, more beautiful and sweet 

smelling than the rest, which he wishes to pick. This Rose representa 

the lady' s love. 4; 

4
:!> 11 The Rose, in Guillaume, is clearly the Lady1 s loves in Jean 

de Meun it has a different signification; but nowhere does it mean the 
Lady herself. 11 

Lewis, p. 129. 
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Before the Dreamer can stretch out his hand toward the Rose, 

he is wounded by five arrows fired by the god of Love, who has been 

following him unseen through the garden~ The Drenmer must learn to be 

a courtly lover before he can aspire to win the Lady 1 s love. He surrenders 

to the ~od of Love, pa1s him homage in feudal style, and is then instructed 

by the e;od in the com.~e.ndments of Love, which · dés.cribe ~he duties and pains 

he will have to bear as a lover (1927-2950). 

The Dreamer then returns to the '1 roser 11 and be gins his advances 

to the Lady. This section of the Roman ~ ~ ~' continuing to the end 

of Guillaume 1 s part :of the poem, is the most interesting in its 

representation of the character of the court~y lady. 11Aey protracted 

wooing involves a conflict not only between the man and the woman but 

between the woman and herself," writes c.s. Lewis; "it is this second 

conflict which occupies the most interesting scenes in the Roman." 44 

The first personification met by the lover is Bialacoil, a 

pleasant young squire \·Tho is the son of Curtesye; Bialacoil leads the 

Dreamer through the hedge into the rose-garden. The lover, as c.s. Lewis 

says, begins to 11advance himself in her favour by means of ordinary 

social intercourse." 45 The Lady gives him a courteous reception, out of 

poli teness and normal friendliness. Bialacoil li ter ally means 11 bel acceuil, 1' 

''fair welcome." 

44 8 Lewis, p. 11 • 
This part of the poem occupies lines 2968-4432 in the 11Romaunt of 

the Rose," and pp. 63-83 in André Mary1 s French text. 

45 · Lewis, p. 130. 
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The Lady'a love, however, ia not easily wons "The euy 

attainment of love makea it of little value; difficulty of attainment 

makes it prized,• wrote Andreu Oapell&m.Uil in hia fourteenth rule of love.; 

The lady 1a Rose ia guarded by a 1 cherlw called Daunger, a maiden oalled 

Shame, and a third peraonification known u WykkedAoTonge, representing the 

slanderou. gosaip of the oourt.l !he first two are qualities that, like 

Bialacoil, are part of the Lady1a own charaoterJ they represen; her reserTe 

or aJ.oof'ness, and ber sense of modesty, and they protect the Lady from 

the DreaJUr and ber own B1alaoo11.' 

Bialacoil, 1 that wu so t'air, / So graciou., 8l'ld debon.dr,• 

treats the lover with triendliness and pickB him a green leat that growa 

near the Rose. Bncouraged by this, the lover makea the mistalat of uldng 

for the Rose itaelf, and Bialaeoil, "atfr~ed all, 1 «mphatically retu.es.· 

Daunger ia auddenly aro'Uied 1 0u.t of the place where he wu hid, • B1alacoil 

runs awq, an<L the Dreamer 1s driven back outside the hodge. 

The lover hu lost the Lady 1s confidence, and he b downca.st.-

1The sting of disappointment drives him to reflect,• wr1tea O.S. Lewis; 

•or, u the allegory ha.s i t, Reuon chooses this mOI!lOnt to deacend from. 

ber hign towor and address h1m.• 46 Reason adviaes the Dreamer to 

renounoe the folly of love, but he refusoa and soon begins to progreas 

again with his courtahip. 

46 Lewis, p. 1;1. 
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The Dreamer confides all his 111oe in Freend, who tells him to 

disarm Daunger with apqlo8ies nnd flattery. The Dreamer does so, and 

Daunger agrees to allow him to aŒnire the Rose from the far side of the 

hedge: 

Love where that the list; what recchith me, 
So thou fer fro my roses be? (3447-3448) 

The lover does as he is told nnd stays outside the hedge, endeavouring 

to win Daunger 1 s good will. He behaves perfectly in accordance with the 

code of courtly love, striving to be worthy of his lady, but he suffers 

because of her typical diadain and cruelty: 

I compleyned and sighed sore, 
And langwisshed evermore, 
For I durst not over goo 
Unto the Rose I loved soo. 
Thurghout my demyng outerly 
Than he had knowledge certanly 
That Love me ladde in sich a wise 
That in me ther was no feyntise, 
Falsheed, ne no trecherie. 
And yi t he, full of vylanye, 
Of disdeyn, and cruelte, 
On me ne wolde have pite, 
His cruel will for to refreyne, 
Though I wepe alwey, and me compleyne. (3485-3498) 

The centre of interest in the story now maves to the Lady, as 

qualities of her own come to the lover 1 s aid. She lets the Dreamer suffer 

for a time, until he has proved himself as a courtly lover, and then she 

does what was expected of her by the code. F.rauchise and Pite plead 

successfully with Daunger for Bialacoil 1 s return; the Lady 1 s generosity 

and her pity for the lover 1 s suffering make her welcome him once again. 

Saon the Dreamer is inside the hedge again, standing with Bialacoil near 

the Rose . 
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The lover takes the initiative again. He has learned from 

experience, and this time he makes a more moderate request, asking 

Bialacoil for permission to kiss the Rose, not to pluck it. Bialacoil 

re~es, seying he is afraid of Chastite. 1 The story has reached its 

turning-point,• oomments o.s. Lewis. 1All that Bialacoil can be 

expected to do for him has been done; thus far and no farther will the 
/ 

qualities intrinsic to the Lady carry her -- her frankness, her 

friendliness, her pity. If all were in the Lady 1s hands this check 

might prove final.' 47 

To support the lover 1 s request for a kiss, Ven~ entera the 

story, representing unforeseen natural passion on the Lady1s part. 

Venus is the goddess ew.hich ay werreyeth Chastite" ('699). She pleads 

vith Bialacoil, 1Graunte hym a kis, of gentilnesael 1 ('746), and touches 

him vith her torch, wbereupon Bialacoil grants the requesta 

And to the Rose anoon vente I, 
And kisside it full feithfully. (,759-;760) 

Almost immediately Wykked-Tonge arrives and rushes to rouee 

Jelousiea the tale bearers of the court gossip and awaken the suepicione 

of the Lady1s relatives. Jelousie berates the defenceles• Bialacoil 

for his negligence and says he will imprison him. Shame, the Lady's 

modesty, comes forvard in Bialacoil 1s defence and promises that 

she will restrain Bialacoil in the future if Jalousie will 

47 Lewis, p. 1,;. 



allow him to remain at liberty. Bialacoil meant no harm, says Shame: 

"But in sothnesse I trowe nought 
That Bialacoil hadde ever in thought 
To do trespas or vylonye; 
But, for his mo4ir Curtesie 
Hath taught hym ever to be 
Good of aqueyntaunce and pryve.'' (3887-3892) 

"It is touching and natural," connnents o.s. Lewis, 11 that in the long 

speech here allotted to Shame no word is spoken for or against the lover. 

It is Bialacoil vrho has betrayed her: Bialacoil who is to be defended, for 

he does no more than his mother Courtesy taught him, and meant all for the 

best. The girl cannot believe that her habit -- if we may drop into our 

own vernacular -- of 1 being nice to people' is a fault. 11 48 

The Lady 1 s guardians are not so easily·appeased. Jalousie will 

not relent, and he sends Shame and Drede (the sixth of the Lady 1 s own 

qualities) to rouse Daunger. The gaps in the hedge are closed to keep 

out the Dreamer; a 11 diche deep 11 is dug around the rose-garden, and a 

strong tower is built in which Bialacoil is imprisoned. Jalousie, Daunger, 

Shame and Drede each keep one of the gates of the tower, and an 11 olde 

vekke" or hag is placed on guard over Bialacoil 11 for to espye / The maner 

of his governaunce 11 (4286-4287). The Dreamer is left outside the rose 

garden to lament, and at this point Guillaume de Lorris' part of the poem 

comes to an end. 

48 Lewis, pp. 133-134. 
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This description of the courtly lady is in all respects in 

accordance with the code of courtly love, which explicitly dictates her 

reserved but courteous reception .of the ·lover in polite society, her 

cruelty while he suffers, and her pity and generosity toward him once 

he has proved himself worthy of her love.49 The struggle within the 

Lady 1 s mind (between Bialacoil, F.raunchise and Pite on one hand, and 

Daunger, Shrune and Drede on the other),corresponds to real life as well 

asto the courtly code. It is not explicitly stated that the Lady 1 s 

guardians (Jelousie) include a husband, but the principle of secrecy is 

strictly observed, and Drede quakes before Jalousie and Wykked-Tonge. 

It is important, however, to remember that the Lady of the 

Rose iS à .. përs·on, and not a generalisation of the courtly lady. Being 

familiar with the allegorical monologues in the romances, a thirteenth-

century audience would have understood the Lady 1 s individuality at once. 

The Roman de la ~ is fictional rather than didactic; it is the analysis 

of a partt~u~at. psyche, not of Everyman in love. Moral allegory was 

generalised, but Guillaume 1 s psychological allegory was purely 1ndiv1dual 

and descriptive. 50 

·49 
· ·· Gunn tries to draw a di$tinction between the innocent and youthful 

love in the Roman, and the corrupt, sensuous adultery of the courtly code; 
PP• 427-428. 

50 f-iuscatine, "Emergence of Psychological Allegory, n pp. 1160-1182. 

' 
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Guillaume de Lorris succeededin portraying a heroïne who is 

as detailed.and almost as co~plex as Chaucer 1 s Criseyde. He described 

11 an ideally conceived heroïne whose emotions are so finely analyzed that 

their very cocrplexity and interrelatedness constitute her concreteness, 11 

writes Charles t-1uscatine. 11 This is the truest area of 1 che.racterization1 

within the courtly style proper. The heroine of the Roman has all the 

pale but charming individuality that the style could support or that the 

ideology could afford. 11 51 The "plot 11 of the Roman de la Rose is ai!nile.r 

ta the inner struggle Criseyde suffers as Troilus courts her, and in 

character Criseyde is very close to the Lady of the Rose: 

In her fears and hesitations, in her constant betrayal at the hands of 
Bialacoil (who ~eans no harm), in our certainty that she will yield and 
yet will claim -- in a sense honestly -- that she has been won against 
her will, we see the outlines of the character which Chaucer has developed 
for us in his Cresseide. For Chaucer 1 s Cresseide is a borrowing, not 
from Boccaccio, but from Guillaume de Lorris. 52 

51 Muscatine, Chaucer, p. 4o. 

52 Lewis, P• 136. 
Huscatine could have been tallcing of Criseyde in this Col'll!llent on 

the Ro1:1an de la Rose: 
11 The Ladyr5sense of fair play, of the irrecoverable passage of 

time, and her ad~iration for the Lover 1 s physical appearance, as represented 
alle~orically by the speech [of Venus] , are irreproachably true ta life. 
But the Lady herself is ideally conceived. Venus in her has none of the 
turbulence and vehemence that another poet might have, given her, and so 
the speech of Venus ta Bel Acueil is without turbulence of rhythm, and 
Venus' vocabulary is courtly." Chaucer, p. 37. 
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E) THE COUR TLY LADY A S illfi.iARY 

The resemblance between Criseyde and the Lady of the Rose does 

not mean that Chaucer consciously used the Roman de la Rose as the source 

for Criseyde1 s character and behaviour. The resemblance only stresses 

Criseyde1 s close relationship to the conventional courtly lady of French 

literature. 

Charles Muscatine points out that the Lady of the Rose has all 

the indi viduali ty 11 that the style could af'ford or that the ideology 

could support. 11 53 But the ideology of courtly love could not support 

very much individuality in the character of the courtly lady. The heroines 

of courtly literature can be judged only in relation to the code, as being 

close to or far from the ideal of the perfect courtly lady; the heroines 

of Chrétien de Troyes' romances, for exa~ple, have to be judged on this 

comparative basis. The individuality or personal charucteristics of a 

courtly heroine cannat be a literary criterion for criticism, because the 

courtly lady in literature is a stereotyped figure. 

Guinevere and the Lady of the Rose are the models for dozens of 

courtly ladies just like them. 
A 

The Lady of Fayel in the Chatelain ~ 

Coucy, the heroine of Fla~enca, Agnes de Tonnere in Joufrois, Athanais in 

53 Chaucer, p. 4o. 
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" lracles, La-fier• in lpom.don, 5londe of Oxford in Jehan !i Blonde, 

Lidoine in: Meraugi! ~ Portlepz, and m.a.ey ethere, all behan according 

to the rules of !ove codified by Andreu Oapellanua and ill~tra1:,ed in: 

fiction by Ob.r,tien de Troyes and GuillaUIIe de Lorris. In ac far u 

these ladies adhere tc the code, they are all the same. Perfection in 

the code of oourtly love allow. no room for variationJ and the true 

courtly lady ia inevi tably perfect and the • ame• 

It is for thb reason tha.t Cha.ucer 1s Oriseyde Ulually· deviates 

from the oourtly code whenever she e:xhibits any individuality of eharaoter.1 

Her conventiona.lity linlœ her in evey respect to the code; her 

individualitiea conaist in aberrations from: the code and result in 

something lesa than perfection.· It is inevitable that her commendable 

characteriatics are those of the. code; her wea.knesses are her own.• 

Her act of greate•t individuality, the infidelity whiCh di•tinguishe• 

her from all ether courtl.y ladies, is the greateat poasible crime 

againat the code of eourtl.y love. 

1'h.e phyeicd appeara.noe of the eourtly lady wes u • .tereotyped 

u her oharaeter. Aecording to medieval theory, virtue waa invariably 

represented eœternally by fairness of form.- Perfection of beauty matched 

perfection of charaoter, and only evil was ugly in a.ppearanee. The 

phy•ioal cha.raeteristics of the oourtly lady were u.ually deacribed at· 

the ume time as her virtue•, by the rhetorieal. deviee of etf'ictio, a 

formal catalogue or portrait. Typical ex8Jllples are the deacriptiozw of 
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Yaelxwsse and Beaute in the Roman de la Rose (539-561, 1008-1032), and -------
Bianch• in the ~ .2!, ~ Duchesa (817-1041). 

The oourtly lady had hair that wu golden or auburn, worn 

long and perhaps (like Blonde of Oxford) wound twioe around her head.~ 

Like Madame lglentyne, she took pride in a forehead' higb and smooth.' 

Ber •ar• were •mall and delicate.· Her complexion was white and red 

(espeoially in England), and her face WaJ rounded or oTal in shape. 

Her· eyebron were darker than her hair, arched and. narrow, but no~ 

plucked and not too close together. Her eyes were bright and soœtimes 

smiling.· In lngland they were grey in eolour, and in Frann, .!!!!:.• 

blu• ~or· azur•• She had a nose that was straigpt and long, well set 

in her face. Her moutb was amall and rot.md, wi th :f'ull red lips and 

even teeth. Her chin was dimpled, and ber white neck WIJI · arohed lib 

a awan1s. Her body wu slender and quite tall, with a straight back 

and a long waist; her breuts were small and high, and her artœ were 

an ell long, ending in white hands.and slender fingers.54 

'!hia description was typically medieval in i ts tendency to 

idealize and to disregard individual qualitiea in order to form a 

general principl•• Wi thin the rigid spec1fioationa for the eourtly 

54 For a detailed acoount of ·medieTal beauty, see Wright, 
Womankind, pp.: 238-241. 

P'or the appearanee of the courtly lady, see Muacatine, 
Ohaueer, PP•' 17-18. 
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lady 1 s appearance, not mu oh lat ti tude 'remained tor the poet. 1 s imagination, 

exoept in the W~e ot simile•• Only a po•t ot Ohauoer 1s standing oould 

indi vidualize his portrait. wi th a.ey freshnes a, and des cri be wom.en like 

BlanChe and Ali•oun. In spite of the tormality ot style, descriptions 

sometim.es capture a certain beauty and freshness, suoh a.s this portrait 

ot the heroine ot !ucassin and Nicolette: 

Then she took her sld.rt in bath hands, the one betore, and the other 
behind, and ldlted her ligptly a.gainst the dev vhich lay thickl;r upon 
the grue, and so pused through the garden. Ker hair wu gO'lden, vith 
little love-loclœ; her eyes blue and laugping; her taoe DI08t dainty to 
see, vith lips more vermeil than ever. was rose or cherry in the time of 
summer heat; her teeth white and small; her breuts so tirm that they 
showed beneath her vesture like two rounded nut.; so frail was she 
about the ·girdle th at your two hands could have s panned her and the 
daisies that she brake with her feet in pa.ssing showed altogether black 
against her instep and tluh, so white was the fair young ma.iden.- 55 

Apart from occasional freshness ot imagination, Lo'itej 1 comment 

on the thirty-two portraits in Benoit de Sainte Maure 1s Roman .!!!. Troie 

appliee to most of the formal portrài ts of the tiiMI 1you migpt ahuf'f'le 

the names, and tben shuf'fle t.he descriptive details, and, san for 

keeping men aud women apart, put the list together again as chance decreed 

and never a soul in a thousand would be the wiser. • 56 Most notable 

about physioal descriptions of the oourtly lady is the extraordinary 

tixity of the type, in all medieval literature a8 well as the literature 

of court.1.y love, f'rom the s ixth to the sixteenth centuries. 57 

55 Aucaasin and Nicolette and Otber Jhdieval Romances and Leg!Dds, 
trart8.' iugene MUoiïTL'Ondon, 1928}, ed. :&rneat Rhys, pp.· l~Ili;. 

56 J .L. Lowes, Geoffrey Ohauoer and the Deve.lopaent of hia Geniu. 
(Boston, 19~), PP•' 16('):161. -- --

57 see D.S. Brewer, n1'he Ideal of P'eminine Beauty in Medieval 
Li ter a ture, • ~· L ( 1955), 257-269. 
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So conventiona.l wu the ideal that it wu sometimes ~ed to 

implf what wae not directly expressed. , Chaucer, tor ex.mple, relie• on 

tradition in describing Emily and Criseyde. Without uaing more than a 

hint: from his sources, he makes the reader- picture Crbeyde u the 

conventiona.lly beautitul he roine, tnough there i• . the ozw exception ot 

her joined eyebrow. Aa D.S. Brewer notes, Chaucer took 11 onl;r a tsw 

aignif'icant detail• from Boccaccio., But his brevi ty would not have been 

so successf'ul if it were not for the ancient convention&! tradition.' 

Neither he nor Bocoaccio needed to describe avery aspect of the heroine.' 

lverybody l<new her. She wu always the same. 11 58 

58 Brewer, P• 266. 



CRISEYDE 

A) CRISEYDE AS ! OOURTLY ~ 

Troilus ~ Cris!Yde is directly descended from the French litera­

ture of' the twelfth and thirteenth centuriu. It has been analyaed u a 

dramatised veraion of' the Roman ~ !! !!2!!,1 and u a conaciou. attempt to 

revive the f'orm of' the romans d1 aventure. 1 Like the Lady of' the Rose, Criaeyde 

is the central figure in a poem of' eourtly love; she has been compared by Karl 

Young to the heroines of' French romance, such as the Deme de Fayel in the 

Chatelain ~Coucy, and Ydoine in Amadas !i Ydoine. Chaucer 1s poem differa 

from the romans d'aventure in that the hero 1s knightly deeda and ennobling 

adventures are redueed to a minimum, allowing the love story to oceupy nearly 

all the action. 

The structural difference between Troilus and Cris!lde and the 

romans d'aventure is owing to Chaucer'• immediate source, Boccaccio 1s l1 
Filostrato. Chaucer adopted the plot of Boccacoio 1 s love stor,y but, in order 

to make the poem an exposition of' the code of courtly love, he radioally 

changed the nature of the action and the character of' the protagoniat.. 

1 o.s. Lewis, The Al1egory of' Love (Oxford, 195~), PP• 157-197; and 
1 What Chaucer Ree.lly Did to Ïl Filost:i='ato, • Essaye and Studiea, XVII 
( 19~2), 55-57. - -

Karl Young, 1Chaucer 1 s Troilus and Oriseyde as Romance, 1 ~~ 
LIII ( 19~), ;8-6~; and 1Aspects of' thëS"tory of' l'roilus and Criee e, 1 

University 2f Wisconsin Studies in Language and Literatur;;-II , 
~67-~94. 

Sarah Barrow, ~Medieval Society Romances (New York, 1924), 
PP• 12~-124. 
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The most basic of Chaucer• s changes is in the character of the 

heroine: Boccaccio's Criseida is not a courtly lady. She is related to 

the ladies of the Decameron, since she yields herselt with small tax 

upon Pandarots eloquence, and herselt sends for Troilus to come to ber 

house. The changes Chaucer made in the characters of TroiJ.us and 

Pandarus depend logicalJ.y on alterations in the heroïne. Criseyde 1 s 

courtly quality of pity is emphasized, so that TroiJ.us 1 lamentations and 

sufferings are given a greater place in the poem; in comparison to Troilo, 

he is humble and fearful. Pandarus must approach Criseyde with a 

subtlety and .a_voir faire to match ber own; he is made older, wiser in 

the ways of the world, capable of affection and sober counsel. "The 

metamorphosis of Criseyde - a change at once profound and subtle - was, 

through its implications, the greatest strok:e of genius in the poem," 

writes J.L. Lowes.2 

Criseyde's character is transformed by Chaucer•s adherence to 

the four basic principles of the courtly code: Adultery, Secrecy, Humility, 

and Ennoblement. 

The plot could not support the introduction of a husband, but 

the love between 'Jroilus and Criseyde is extra-marital, if not adulterous, 

and no thought of ma.rriage intrudes. The heroine remains a widow, as she 

2 John Livingston Lowes, Geoffrey Chaucer and the Development of 
JiU. Genius (Boston, 1934), p. 144. 
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bad been in Il Filostrato, and not an innocent gir1.3 :.t~ ~ 

~Bocëticeio ·· maièr ;.,: Criseida a lddow, instead of the pucelle of his sources, 

because he believed lddows to be amorous by nature. Criseyde, too, is 

naturally inclined to love, as befits a courtly lady who believes that 

Love is the grea test earthly good and the "lawe of kynde:" 

Now sith it may nat goodly ben 'W'ithstonde, 
And is a thing so vertuous in kynde, 
Refuseth nat to Love for to ben bonde, 
Syn, as hymselven liste, he may yow bynde.4 

This is Chaucer' s creed as tha poet of courtly love. Troilus is the only 

character who does not (in his early mockery of love) believe in this 

dogma l'rom the first. Pandarus assumes that Criseyde is predisposed 

to love: 

•And wastow why I am the lasse afered 
Of this matera ldth my nece trete? 
For this have I herd seyd of wyse lered, 
Vas nevere man or womman yet bigete 
That was unapt to suffren loves hete, 
Celestial or ell.es love of kynde; 
Forthy som grace I hope in hire to fynde. 

"And for to speke of hire in specyal, 
Hire beaute to bithynken and hire youthe, 
It sit hire naught to ben celestial." (I. 974-983) 

3 Thomas Kirby connecte the "yeres two" of Criseyde 1 s lddowhood 
wi th the courtly convention of mourning for a lover, stipula ted by 
Andreas Capellanus in Rule VII and Judgement nv. 

See "A Note on Troilus, II, 1298," 1:1!.!L nn (1934), 67-68; 
and "Troilus, II, 1298, Again, • HLR, lXXIII (1938)", 402. 

4 Troilus and Crisexde, I, 253-256. The te.xt is that of 
F.N. Robinson1 s edition, Ib!, .Q.omplete Vorks of Geoffrey Chaucer (Boston, 
1933). Subsequent references ~11 be to this edition. 
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A.ccording to the code, love was more th an pleuure 1 1 t wu a 

duty laid upon a.ll suita.ble persons, and a courtly lady was he.Ld morally 

respànsible for the love oa.uted b,y her beauty. Criseyde 1s reactions to 

the oourtship, examined be.Low, indica.te that ahe be liens in thi•, u vell 

u in all other tonete of the code.· 

11Shal I nat love, in cu if that me leste t 
What, par dieux~ I am naugh~ religio\W. • (II. 758-759) 

In a.ccordance with the principle of Adultery, Criseyde is 
as 

deacribed, in this wq, naturally acquiescent to love. But Ohaucer 
" 

emphuizes that Criaeyde is not sensual. He omita or minimizes 

Boccaccio1s expression. of delight in purely pnyaical passion, in whibh 

Oriaeida revela, particularly in ber accounts of the erotic zest of 

turtivenesa.~ lvery step of the main action in .ll Filostrato is the 

result of Oriaeida 1s passiona.te nature• Sbe arranges ber meeting wi.th 

Troilo, she goes to meet bim in his biding-place, and leads bim to her 

bed-chamber. Chaucer gives Pandarus the aggressive part in the 

machination~~, so that Oriseyde 1s desire to surrender receives the 

leut possible emphuiB. According to the code of courtly love, 1t 

would be perfectly permissible for the lady to ta.ke the initiative in­

arr.nging a meeting of this ld.nd, if she fe.l.t that ber loveJr' s devotion 

•ri ted such a rewarde' Chaucer ach.ieves grea ter harmoey wi th the code, 

bowever, by emphuizing its spiritual aspects, and by motivating 

Oris8N'de 11 actions from Pity, not sensualitye 

Seerec,y, the second principle of the code, is the key-stone of 

the poem.· Criseyde 1s Drede, the courtly lady1a fear for her reputation, 



il Pandarus 1 most formidable anta.goniet. 1Myn honour saut• is the 

condition on wnich Crisayde accepta Troilus u a suitor (III.' 48o), 

and it is the opaning phrase of her vowa as 1ha advances to the next 

stage and ac ce pts him as her courtly lover (III, 159). Her final word.s 

to Pand~ before the consummation are a plea that she Mhonour may h~Te, 

and he plesaunce• (III. 944). 

Troilus is indoctrinated by Pandarus in the necessity for 

secrea,y and in the wickedness of 1 avauntours• (III.' 264-329), and 

Cr1seyde 1s honour is always uppermost in his mind. When the exchange 

of' priaoners has been decreed, the conflict in Troilo 1s mind ia evenly 

balanced between his selfish love and his concern for Oriseidae' Tro1lus 1 

,consideration for Criseyde's honour overrules his love, and he allo~ 
' ' 

her to depart from Troy rather than violate the oode by disgraci:ng her 

name and by incurring her dis pleasure. 

The main action of Troilus and Criseyde would have no ju.tification 

without the necessity for secrecy. Oriseyde 1s hesitation, the r9le of 

Pandaru~, his plots at Dei];ilebus 1 house and his own home, even the 

separation of' the lovers in the end, all depend on this cardinal prino1ple 

o-r the code.: 

The principle of Humility recaives perfect axpres•ion in 

'l'roi lu., the prototype of' the courtly lonr.{ He acknovledgea Crieeyde 

u hb superior in ever.raspect of the code. His humility il expressed 

partioularly in his von to Criaeyde at Deilheb"WS 1 houee, and in the 

conaummation •cene where, in notable contrast to Troilo 1s self•pos•easion, 

he faints. 1 His weakneu under the onset of love is JUritorious - it ia 
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in the best courtly tradition,• writea Robert Ap Roberts. 1lt impresaea 

upon the reader not only the power of love which can reduce a strong man to 

a state of utter wea.kness but also the completeneu of hie surrender to love 

and the overwhelming aincerity of his passion. 1 5 

Along wi th Troilu. 1 perfect humili ty, Chaucer convers ely portrtcy"s 

Oriseydels auperiority as a courtly lady. Her aocia.l rank is raised, in. 

compariaon: to Criseida1s, by descriptions of her oourteoU. manner, her 

retinue, her social relationshipe w1 th the royal family, and her 11pa.lais 11 

and garden. Pandarus, on familiar terms with his niece, nevertheless 

addressea her formally as l! and yow (u Troilua conaiatently doea, even 

in the most intimate acenes)a thus Criseyde 1·e standing as a court!y !ady 

is emP:tasized rather than her informai position as someone's relative. 6 

Many of Bocoaocio 1 s references to the heroine 1 s low rank are 

omitted. Troilo1s praise of Criseida1a v1rtue, in refutation of 

Cusandra1a upersiona on her low rank, i8 omitted by Chau,cer, who in 

another place malœa Criaeyde d~tcla.re that i t wa.a Troilus 1 11moral vel"tut 1 

and not his 1estat roial, 1 that cauaed her love (IV. 1667-168o). 
11 lnstead of receiving the praiae of a social super1or, 11 commenta Karl 

Young, 1ahe risee to the dignity of a domina eontrolling her vasaal, and, 

co:n:f'erring upon him a favour. 'lh'WI once more Cr1seyde is brouiPt into 

the circle of heroinea of romanee." 7 

5 Robert Pigott Ap Roberts, Criaeyde and the Mora! of Chauoer1a 
Troilua (un pub. diu. , Uni v. of Ca.lifornia, 1950), p.- 50.-

6 See Charlea Walcutt, 1 The Pronoun of Addreu in Troilws .!!!! 
Criaeyde,• !S' XIV (19}5), 282-287. 

1 Young, 1Chaucer 1a Troilua and Criseyde .. Romano~,· P• 56. 
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Becauae of her elevated social position, Criseyde is able to 

exercise far more authority than Criseida, and sovereignty is a quality 

which the courtly lady must poasess. The lines in which Criseyde demand• 

sovereignty from Troilus, at Deiphebua 1 houae, have no parallelin.!!. 

Filostrato. Criseida was not the type of woman to inaist on her •uperiority, 

as Thomas Kirby commenta, and Boccaccio was right not to develop in her this 

aspect of the courtly heroine. 1Chaucer, on the other hand, adda greatly to 

the artistic perfection of his poem, not to mention the complexity of hia 

heroine 1 s character, by making her, among other things, the sovereign 

mistress. Thou~ she is in no sense a Guinevere, she still has absolute 

power over Troilus; his confession is a complete admission of his m1stress 1 ~ 

a upremacy. 1 8 

In accordance with the principle of Ennoblement, Troilue is 

portrayed as being endowed by the power of love with all the qualities of 

courtoisie. He conforma in detail to the commandments of the god of Love 

in the Romaunt .2f 1h! ~ (2175-2716) and in the rules of Andreas 1 l2,! 

Amore. Becauae of his perfection, Criseyde is largely relieved of her duty 

as a courtly lady to ensure her lover 1s conformity to the code. Troilus 1 

jealousy of Horaste, discussed below, is the only fault for whioh he haa 

to be reproved. The omission of chastisement from her role constitutes a 

major difference between Criseyde and other courtly heroines, •uch a. 

Guinevere or the ladies of the De Amore. 1 In Andreas' sample dialogue 

betwoen a man and a woman of the hi~er nobility, the tons seems dogmatio 

8 Thomas A. Kirby, Ohauoer1s Troilus: ! Study!!! Courtly ~ 
(Louisiana, 1940), p. 205. 



and didactic,• writes Constance Saintonge. 1 The woman 1 s function is to 

hold the man firmly up to an ideal of conduct: she checks excesses in his 

discourse; she catechises him on the subject of love and is quick to trap 

him in contradictions and fallacies; it appears that only after a great 

deal of persuasion and lofty talk will she deign to give him hope. n 9 

In accordance, therefore, with Chaucer 1s exposition of the 

principles of Adulter,r, Secrecy, Humility and Ennoblement, Criseyde is 

developed as a perfect courtly lady. From her bearing, 1men myght in 

hire gesse /Honour, estat, and wammanly noblesse 8 (I. 286-287). PandarU$ 

describes her as having all the qualities necessary for the part she is 

to play& 

1For of good name and wisdom and manere 
She hath ynough, and ek of gentilesse. 
If she be fayr, thow woost thyself, I gesse. 

1Ne I nevere saugh a more bountevous 
Of hire estat, n1 a gladder, ne of speche 
A frendlyer, n1 a more gracious 
For to do wel, ne lasse hadde nede to seche 
What for to don; and al this bet to eche, 
In honour, to as fer as she may strecche, 
A kynges herte semeth by hyrs a wreoche.• (I. 880-889) 

9 Constance Saintonge, 1 In Defense of Criseyde," MLQ, XV (1954), 
;il;>-;>14. 

170 



171 

She possesses, in summary, all the characteristics of the Lady 

of the Rose. The first two qualities visible, at the Pàliladium, are Shame 

and Daunger: 

And yet she stood fu1 lowe and stille allone, 
Byhynden ether folk, in litel brede, 
And neigh the dore, ay undre sha.mes drede, 
Simple of atir and debonair of chere 
Vith ful assured lokying and manere. (I. 178-182) 

.And Troilus is struck by 

hire mevynge and hire chere 
Which somdel deignous was, for she let falle 
Hire look a lite aside in swich manere, 
Ascaunces, "Whatl may I nat stonden here?" (I. 289-292) 

blin Bialacoil is evident in all ber social relationships, for ex.ample in 

ber first welcome of Pandarus (II. 87-91), as vell as in her attitude 

toward Troilus. After Drede has been reassured that Vykked-Tonge and 

Jelousie will not be roused,the qualities of Fraunchtee and Pity finally 

lead ber to aecept Troilus as her lover. 

The progress of Troilus' courtship corresponds to the four 

stages of courtly love; fegnedor (love aspirant), precador (love suppliant), 

.!Jtl,endedor (love recognised), and~ (love accepted). 

Fegnedor occupies the whole of Book I, which describes Troilus' 

suffering as he loves Criseyde in silence and from a distance. According 

to the commanda of the god of Love (Romaunt of the Rose, 2856-2860, 

3338-3394), he confides his woe in "A frend of his, that called was 

Pandare" (I. 547), whom he customarily addresses as "frend." 

Pandarus' role is established in courtly tradition. Karl Young 

traces his precedents in the romances and mentions, for example, the 
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Queen•s part in Clip;és.lO "Many romances contain an element easily 

comparable to the reality and naturalism which Pandarus evokes; even 

the narratives of unreal and fantastic adventure are likely to exhibit a 

basic, or an inciden ta1, view of ordinary li fe • • • • In i ts sparing 

use of actuality Chaucer's poem is more romantic than sorne of the romances 

are." Karl Young warns, howver, tha t the comic and realistic effects of 

Pandarus' role can be overestimated. His derision of the lovera (not, it 

should be noted, of Love) bas the charm of making Troilus and Criseyd.e 

seem more youthful, "like the innocently sensuous lovera who dwell in 

romances." 11 

Being a courtly lover himself, Pandarus knows immedia tely 

vhat allies and what opponents he will find among Criseyde's own 

quali ti es. He knovs tha t he must direct his who le campaign against 

ber Drede, or fear for ber honour, and try to arouse ber Pity for Troilus• 

sufferings. He describes her Pity and Drede to Troilus: 

"And also thynk, and therwith glade the, 
That sith thy lady vertuous is al, 
So foloweth i t tha t the re is som pi tee 
Amonges alle thise other in general; 
And fortbi se that thow, in special, 
Requere naught that is ayeyns hyre name; 
For vertu streccheth naught hymself to shame." (I. 897-903) 

The second stage of courtly love, precador, is initiated in 

Book II when Pandarus ~e-œta~L Troilus• · love to Criseyde. It is a 

10 Quoted above, Chapter Six, pp. lJ~-1)8. 

11 Young, "Chaucer' s Troilus and Criseyde as Romance," pp. 60-62. 
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common misconception tha t Pandarue' purpose in this scene is to pereu.ade 

Criseyde of the propriety of love J2!!: .§§.1 as opposed to ber life as a 

widow. If Pandarus bas to accomplish this, he succeeds in a remarlœbly 

short time, sinoe Criseyde agrees at the end of this interview to accept 

Troilus as a sui tor (II. 470). If she were realJ.y opposed to love at the 

beginning of the scene, ber swift change of mind would show her in an 

unfavourable light. As a courtly lady, however, Criseyde is naturally 

amorous or inclined to love. Pandarus' undertaldng is to convince her 

that Troilua loves her in accordance wi th "LOves lay," as a courtly lover. 

Criseyde bas every rea son to be fearful of an uncourtly re la tionship, 

which is merely sensual; but und er the terms of courtly love, on the other 

band, ber honour would be her lover' e prime concern, and Drede could be 

allayed. 

Because courtoisie is the necessary qualification for a courtly 

lover, Pandarus begins by praising Troilus as a knight (II. 155-207). 

Following this, he describes the characteristic by which the cô)lrtly lover 

is most readily distinguished, that is, his "love-sickness" (II. 316-350), 

from which, accorcling to the code, 1dm :k~vhB might die. Pandarus is 

sincere when he says that he would rather be hanged than "ben his baude." 

For this is to be a re la tionship governed by the rules of courtly love; 

i t is not, as Criseyde fears, a sensual amour in which the lover' s aim is 

~rely physical fulfillment, regardless of whether her honour should be 

"shente." Pandarus sincerely does not wish to bind Criseyde "to hym 

thorough no byheste," for she is to be granted the freedom and the 

superiori ty of the courtly lady. And he ends his declara ti on by assuring 



Criseyde tha t the principle of Secrecy will be observed, and tha. t Wykked­

Tonge and Jalousie will not be aroused by an apparent friendship (II • 

.365-.385): 

"So lat your daunger sucred ben a lite." 

Criseyde tries to assess the truth of Pandarus• assertions, and 

she asks him wbat he wishes her to do. Notably unsuccesstul in wooing his 

own lady as a courtly lover (a role for which nature doea not seem to have 

intended him), Pandarus now makes a mistake that is nearly fatal to Troilus' 

cause. He advises her, 

"That ye hym love ayeyn for his lovynge, 
As love for love is akilful guerdonynge." (II • .391-392) 

This is heresy age.inst the code· of courtly love. The lover 

should of fer his devotion humbly to the lady, according to the code, and 

she bas the right to make him suffer for years before accepting him as a 

suitor. Such a lover achieves the fourth stage, drut, only when his lady 

judges that he ha.s reached perfection as a courtly lover, and is worthy 

to receive her love. Her plzy"sical love may afterwards be besto-wed at her 

discretion. Criseyde summarises the courtly theory perfectly, when she 

reflects, 

"For aan may love of possibilite, 
A womman so, his herte may tobreste, 
And she naught love ayein, but if hire leste." (II. 603-609) 

To malœ matters worse, Pandarus substantiates his advice with 

the familiar argument,"gather ye rosebuds" (III. 386-427): "EUe daunteth 

daunger at the laste." It is noteworthy that this argument is the only 

·····- ···· ··- ------------
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one vhich Pandaro ha.cl to use to effect Criseida' s surrender. Beoause this 

approach is hostile to the spirit of courtly love, it bas the opposite 

effect on Criseyde. She bursts into tears, and reproachee Pandarus for 

his fai thleasness. 

Pandarus immediately reverts to an argument based on the code, 

and appeals to Criseyde r s Pi ty. She sincerely believes tha t Pandarus 

and Troilus ... .e.y-. die if she does not treat them carefully: "i t nedeth 

me ful eleighly for to pleie" (II. 462). She muet act so that both 

Troilus• life and ber honour are protected; Having made quite sure that 

Pandarus asks nothing of her that is outside the code (II. 473), she 

accepta Troilus as her sui tor: 

"Ne love a man ne kan I naught, ne may, 
Ayeins my vil; but elles wol I fonde, 
MYn honour sauf, plese hym fro day to day." (II. 478-480) 

She would not have been so hesitant, if she had not feared that 

Pandarus was advocating an uncourtly, phyâlical relationship: 

"Therto nolde I nat ones han seyd nay, 
But that I drede, as in my fantasye; 
But cesse cause, ay cesseth maladie." (II. 481-483) 

Pity will carry her no further, as Pa.ndarus accords (II. 484-490). For, 

in entendedor, as the accepted suitor, Troilus nov has to prove himself 

worthy of ber love. 

Before Pandarus leaves Criseyde, he reaffirma that ber relation-

ahip wi th Troilus 'Will be a courtly love affair. His words seem perfectly 

sincere if they are judged by the standards of courtly love. Only if 



love of this ldnd is held to be "harm" or "yvel, n can Pandarus be jud.ged 

hypocritical when he says: 

•But for to save his lif)- and elles nought, 
And to noon harm of yow, thus am I dryven; 
And for the love of God, that us bath wrought, 
Sldch cheer hym dooth, that he and I may lyvent 
Now bave I plat to yow myn herte shryven; 
And sith ye woot that myn entent is cleene, 
Take heede therof, for I rion yvel meene." (II. 575-581} 

Pandarus retums to Troilus to report that Criseyde has recognized Troilus 

as a sui tor, and that the third stage of courtly love, entendedor 1 bas 

begun. 

Crieeyde now has to judge her suitor's qualities as a courtly 

lover. She bad already begun by questioning Pandarus in the interview 

discussed above. She bad made sure tha. t Troilus was observing the law 
th en 

of secrecy: 11Voot noon of it but ye?" She had"inquired, "Kan he wel speke 

of Love?" 

"I preye 
Tel me, for I the bet me shal prveye." (II. 503-504) 

In answer Pandarus gave an account (generally assumed to be fictitious) 

of the scene in which he learned of Troilus' love; he showed Troilus in 

as courtly a light as possible, placing him in the conventional garden 

beside a well and giving him a speech that illustrates perfectly the 

metaphor of the religion of Love (II. 505-553) .12 Criseyde seemed satisfied 

with these important qualifications possessed by Troilus. 

l2 It is possible that this episode may actually have occurred; 
there is no proof that Pandarus is fabricating the scene. 

Pandarus does not dis tort Troilus' character as a courtly lover, 
or invent his use of religious ~taphqr. Troilus' words to Pandarus in 
the firat Book (I. 932-9.38) parallel the Act of Contrition, just as his 
speech in Pandarus• account is an echo of the Confiteor. 

See Arthur E. Hutson, "!'roilus• Confession," MLN 1 LXU (1954), 
468-470. 
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After Pandarus has 1eft, Criseyde retires to ber c1oset to 

reflect. She is reassured by the fact that ber re1ationship with Troilus 

is governed by the rules of courtly love. 

Vh8n tha t she 
Was ful avysed, tho fond she right nought 
Of peril, why she. ought afered be. 
For man may love, of possibilite, 
A womman so~ his' herte may tobreste, 
.And she naught love ayein, but if hire leste. (II. 603-609) 

Troilus then rides past ber window on his return from battle, 

his appearance confirming Pandarus' descriptions of his courtoisie: 

So lik a man of armes and a knyght 
He was to seen, fulfilled of heigh prowesse; 
For botha he hadde a body and a myght 
To don that thing, as wel as hardynesse; 
And ek to seen hyJD in his gere hym dresse, 
So fressh, so yong, so weldy seemed he, 
It was an heven upon hym for to see. (II. 631-637) 

Troilus appears, as Karl Young says, like a typical hero of French 

romanoe.l3 As well as his qualities of valour, he possesses the necessary 

virtue of humility, for when he hears the people's cries of praise, 

"he wax a litel reed for shame" (II. 645). The sight of him appea1~ as 

tiL should, to Criseyde'à qualities of "mercy and pitee" (II. 655), but 

Chaucer is careful to emphasize that she does not love Troilus at first 

sight (II. 666-679). 

An important part of entendedor is described as Criseyde embarks 

on a long soliloquy, in which she weighs Troilus' courtly qualitiea 

against the possible disadvantages of accepting him as ber lover (II. 659-812). 

13 The passage, which does not appears in Il Filostrato, may be 
deri ved from the Roman d' Fneas. 

Young, "Chaucer• s Troilus and Criseyde as Romance," p. 39. 
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Only if the traditions or courtly love are ignored, can this· soliloquy 

be said tc reveal ber as calculating or as an opportunist. Nor should 

one say, as Kittredge does, that the monologue reveals in Criseyde "the 

excellent mental habit of looking at a subject from several points of 

view." 14 Criseyde's soliloquy conforma tc convention and can be 

distorted if it ie interpreted realistically. Critics who comment on 

Criseyde's hesitation or complexity forget that Guillaumets Roman ~lA 

Rose is nothing more than the story of a courtly lady's vacillations. 

"The whole mode of presenting this conflict bas left naturalism. behind ," 

writes Charles Muscatine. "No longer is she presented as the possibly 

1ealculating1 woman, in the rea.J.is:tic sense, any more than the endless 

inner debates of romance represent their thinkers as calcula ting." 15 

The conventional courtly lady, as Nevill Coghill describes ber, 

bas to be "a complex of yi el ding and wi thdrawal," 16 and Criseyde would be 

uncourtly if she did not de ba te wi th herself like this. She conforme 

precisely to the code as she wighs the demande on ber freedom, the 

uncertainties of love, the danger of betrayal, and the menace ~o hôr Jo~onour 

14 George Lyman Kittredge, Chaucer and His Poetry (Cambridge, 1933), 
p. 133. 

15 Charles Muscatine, Chaucer and~ French Tradition (Berkeley 
and Los Angeles, 1957), p. 158. On the convention of the inner 
monologue, see pp. 12-30, 264-265. 

16 HevillCoghill, The Poet Chaucer (London, 1950), p. 18. 
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poaed by lfykked-Tonge and Jelou.ie, balancing theae rislœ againat 

his excellent praweaae, 
And hia estat, and abo his renown, 
Hi• wit, h!. shap, and. ek his gentilesse. (II. 660-662) 

It would be a simple exercise to rewrite Oriaeyde 1s aoliloquy- as an 

allegorical conflict between Bialacoil, Fraunohise, Pite, and Daunger, 

Sh~ and Drede. 1 Then slepeth hope, and ai'ter drede awalœth 1 {II. 810) 

comments Chaucer.' 

Oriaeyde '• monologue ia compa.red by Karl Young to soliloquies 

by heroiMs of the roman~ d 1aventure, and he libnll Oriaeyde in thia 

respect to Le. vi nia in the Roman d 1lnea1 ·, Soredamors in Clig!•, and 

La-fier• in ~pomedon. 1 In his cultivation of amorou. payChology, Chaucer 

ie no innova tor; he is maintaining the tradition of romance. •17 '!he 

s oenes that f'ollow Ori.Seyde 1s soliloquy-, lilœ Troll us 1 triumphant entry 

into the city, have no counterpart in Il Filostrato, a!ld Karl Young 

deacribea them as 1 opening the ea.sementa direetly upon the world of 

romance.-• In the palace garden Antigone aings a song in praiae of' LoTe 

(adapted from: a po• by Guillaune de Machaut), and when Oriseyde retires 

to her room, ahe hear •~ the song of the nightingale and dreams of the 

white ea.gle that exchanges her heart for his (II. 81;-9~1).· 

TroilWI is urged by Pandarws to bring the stage of entendedor 

to oompletion. He must now bring his courtly qualities to Oriseyde 1• 

attention and appeal to her Pity.• Troilus writes Oriseyde a letter which, 

in spite of Drede, she accepte.· She writea a courteous reply, ae 

17 Young, 1 Chaucer 1 s Troilus ~ Oriseyde as Romance, • p.l 59 
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evidence of ber Pity and Fraunchise, "and gan hire herte unfetre / Out of 

desdaynes prison" (II. 1217-1218). In her letter she reaffirms that 

Troilus is her courtly suitor, but not her lover, and thB.t she bas no 

obligations tovard him except those of normal Bialacoil or friendliness: 

She thanked hym of al tha t he wel mente 
Tovardes hire, but holden hym in honde 
She nolde nought, ne malœ hireselven bonde 
In love; but as his sus ter, · hym to plese, 
She.wolde ay fayn, to doon his herte and ese. (II. 1221-1225) 

Pandarus concurs with Criseyde that Troilus should not win her 

love too easily, for, according to the code of Andreas Capellanus, the 

courtly lady must not yield too soon. "The easy attainment of love makes 

it of little value; difficulty of attainment makes it prized." 18 But 

Pandarus urges Crieeyde not to delay too long out of "the forme of daunger," 

before she admits that Troilus' love is worthy of her acceptance. Troilus' 

riding by ber balcony, as she talks to Pandarus, confirma her earlier 

impressions of worthiness and courtoisie. Pandarus urges ber once again 

to accept Troilus' love and to admit him to the stage of drut, but Slame 

makes ber refuse: 

And whi, for shame; and it were ek to soone 
To graunten hym so gret a libertee • (II. 1291-1292) 

An unspecified period of time elapses, during which she replies 

to the letters which Troilus sends her every day, but during this interval 

love does not progress beyong the stage of entendedor. Using allegorical 

18 Andreas Capellanus, !!!!.. Art of Courtli Love, ed. and trans. John 
J .. Parry {New York, 1941), Rule XIV, p. 185. 
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terme, Pandarus describes to Troilus the sta.te of Criseyde 1 s feelings: 

"Beraunter thynkestow: though i t be so, 
Tha t Kynde wolde don hire to bygynne 
To have a manere routhe upon my woo, 
Seyth Daunger, 'Nay, thow shalt me nevere wynne! 1 

So reuli th hire hir hertes gost wi thinne • (II. 1.373-1.377) 

The courtship has reached the stage at which, in the Roman de ..!!. ~' 

Bialacoil bas refused the lover•s request to kiss the Rose. "The story has 

reached its turning point," commente C.S. Lewis on the Roman, in words that 

apply equally to Troilus and Criseyde. "All that Bialacoil can be expected 

to do for him bas been done; thu.s far and no farther will the quali ti es 

intrinsic to the Lady carry her -- her frankness, her friendliness, her 

pity. If all were in the Lady1 s bands this check might prove final. But 

all is not." 19 It is symbolic of Criseyde's lack of sensuality that 

Chaucer replaces Venus' intervention by the machinations of Pandarus. 

There is no counterpart in Il Filostrato for the episode at 

Deiphebus' bouse (II. 1.394-1757, III. 50-217). The elabora te plans for 

the meeting are ca.rried out successfully, and it ·is due to Pandarus' 

cleverness that Vykked-Tonge and Jalousie are not aroused, and that the 

story ha.s a happier conclusion than the first part of the Roman de la Rose. 

Pandarus arranges a situation that will appeal to Crieeyde 1 s Pity; loàhel 

~ ~ see for herself how Troilus suffers from her unwillingness to accept 

his love. Troilus is instructed by Pandarus to "pitously compleyne" as 

he feigne illness. But the plot is not really a deception. It is designed 

to make Criseyde more aware of an actua1 si tua ti on: from the beginning 

19 C.S. LewiPJ, The A11egory of l&.!!t (Oxford, 195.3), p. 1.3.3. 



182 

Troil~ had suffered from· an authentic love-sickness. He does not nov 

rwed to dissimulatel 

• Iwis, thov nede les 
Ooœeile.t iDe that siklich I me ffrllll', 
l'or- I am sik in: ernest, doute les, 
So that wel nei~ I sterve for the peyne 1 (II~1 1527-15~). 

Chaucer emphuizee that Criseyd.e believes Panda.rus 1 storr about 

PoliJhete, and that she goes to the house of Deiphebus 1Al innocent of 

Pandarus entente• (II. 172~).1 Only at the very last moment doee 

PandarwJ tell her what to expect, as he ma.lœs a final appeal to ber 

Pitya 1Sle= na.~t this man, that hatb for yow this peyne1 1 (II.! 17~).1 

In spite of her surprise, Oriseyde demonstratea the self-possession of 

the oourtly lady .. she courteo~ly greets Troil~, expressing 

B?ialacoil (III.- ~77).; 

1he appeal to Criseyde 1a Pity is successf'u18 TroilWI tells her 

of his suff'erings, his devotion and his humili 'tir, 11 Am Pandare wep as he 

to vater wolde 1 (III. 115)1 thore is no reason to doubt the sincerity of 

Pande.rus 1 tears. ' With Pandarus as a witness, Criaeyde and Troil'LW 

exohange T.01I8 and enact the tradi tional ceremony at 'Nhioh entendedor 

ia replaced by drut.2° Oriseyde accepta Troilus u her courtly lover, 

givu him the symbolic k:ias, and agrees to a future meeting.' 

Oriseyde 1• pbysical surrender must not now be taken for 

granted. In acoepting Troilua as her courtly lover, she hu by no meaœ 

20 Quoted above, Cha.pter Two, pp." 59-lfo. 



agreed to grant him her physical love. lJhether she will consider his 

devotion worthy of this final favour, how soon she will do so, for what 

pa.rticular eervice, and how t'w.:e: meeting for this purpose will be arranged, 

romain matters of conjecture. She bas agreed merely to accept Troilus' 

service, and to meet hlm at an unspecified time at Pandarus' bouse, 

literally "To spek~ of love." Crisèyda's purposes are not those of 

Pandarus. From ber point of view, the consummation requires three 

conditions: if Troilus should achieve perfection through the ennobling 

power of love, if a meeting should be arranged under conditions of 

secrecy, and if Troilus should appeal strongly to ber Pity, then it 

would be fitting for Criseyde, as a perfect courtly lady, to follow 

Guinevere' s example and grant ber physical favours to ber lover. 

During the lapse of time l:ietween their exchange of vows at 

Deiphebus' bouse and their meeting on the rainy night at Pandarus' bouse, 

the ennobling power of love rai ses Troilus to perfection as a courtly lover, 

and the first of these three conditions is fulfilled (III. 470-476). 

Troilus and Criseyde meat and speak to one another as often as they can, 

and letters are sent to and fro ~ Pandarus. 

And shortly of this proces for to pace, 
So wel his werk and wordes he biset te, 
That he so ful stood in his lady grace, 
That twenty thousand tymes, er she lette, 
She thonked God that evere she with hym mette. 
So koude he hym governe in swich servyse, 
That al the world ne myght it bet devyse. (III. 470-476) 
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The second condition, absolu te secrecy, is achieved by Pandarus 1 

elaborate caution in bringing Troilus and Criseyde together at his house. 

Chaucer says he does not know whether Criseyde believed Pandarus when he 

said that Troilus would not ba present (III. 575-578). It is probable 

that she expects to see Troilus at dinner, but her expectations are 

disappointed (if this is so), and she prepares to leave without having 

seen him. Because of the great rain, she agrees to stay, wi thout the 

slightest suspicion of what is to happen during the night. As Robert 

Ap Roberts writes, "the smoky rain is not a mere astrological curiosity · 

but a part of Chaucer• s artistic scheme -- a s:heme which clearly forbids 

the notion of a preconceived surrender. The point is not that Criseyde 

bad choice in the matter of going to Pandarus 1 bouse, but whether her 

going and remaining, in any wa.y, reflects covert desire." 21 

Circumstances, then, cause Criseyde to stay, but they do not 

21 Ap Roberts, p. .32; 
See pp. 251-252, note 48; 

. It is true that Pandarus counted upon rain on the night of the 
surrender (see III. 549-551), but it is manifestly impossible that he 
could foresee the supranatural Cie) rain. Vhat plan he intended to 
use to persuade Criseyde to stay is never revealed, for the storm serves 
hie purpose. At the point where the rain occurs, the reader does not 
.know Pandarus 1 plan fully and so he does not see the full necessi ty 
for the rain. The reader has no feeling that Pandarus has banked upon 
the supranatural. He knows that Pandarus intends Criseyde to stay the 

. night, but he does not, after the rain bas secured this end, insist 
upon an answer to the question 11How did Pandarus plan to get Criseyde 
to stay?" Very probably the question does not even oécur to him.· 



cause ber to yield to Troilus. Her aurrender depends entirely upon her 

love for him, as she says: 

"Ne ha.dde I or now, my swete herte deere, 
Ben yolde, i\ds, I wre now nat here" (III. 1210-1211). 

This statement does not refer to the frame of mind in which she came to 

Pandarus• bouse, or in which she decided to stay. It is a simple 

expression of the motive for ber reactions to the circumstances which 

Pandarus and Fate have devised. 

Pandarus fulfills the third condition for the eonsummation, 

by appealing to Criseyde 1 s Pity. He tells ber that Troilus is jealous 

of Horaste, 

"!nd he is come in 8\lich peyne and distresse 
That, but he be al fully wood by this, 
He sodeynly mot falle into wodnesse" (III. 792-794). 

Criseyde's worth as a courtly lady is completely established during the 

scene which follows. She behavas wi th the grea test delicacy and reserve 

(Shame and Daunger)x and shows how ·highly she values ber honour (Drede). 

She offers Pandarus a ring 1;o take to Troilus, as proof of her love 

{III. 883-887). This ring is no mere trinketf it is a symbol of Troilus' 

statua as an accepted lover, a.nd is the counterpart of the ceremonial 

kiss bestowed on him at Deiphebus 1 bouse, when enteridedor was replaced 

by ~.22 Vhen Pandarus, however, emphasizes that the only alternative 

to receiving Troilus is to break his heart, Criseyde 1 s ro!e as a courtly 

lady leaves her no choice. After making a final plea for Pandarus to 

guard her honour, she yields to the dictates of her Pity. 

22 The importance attached to such a ring is illustrated in the 
French romances of Escoufle, .&!!!.das et Ydoine, and Violette. See the 
summaries of the plots in Barrow, pp. 121-122, 128, 140-141. 



Chaucer haa arre.nged the scene to emphasize the dit'f'iculty of' 

winning Criseyde, minimizing her desire to surrender. She is neither a 

'Betrayed Innocent' nor a 'Wanton Adultereaa.' Her behaviour under the 

circumatances is perf'ectly in accord with the code of' courtly love& 

This accident 10 pitous was to here, 
And ek so like a sooth, at prime face, 
And Troilus hire knyght to hir so deere, 
His prive comyng, and the siker place, 
That, though that she did hym as thanne a grace, 
Considered alle thynges as they stoode, 
No wonder is, syn she did al for goode. (III. 918-924) 

It has been suggested that in making Criseyde reprove Troilua 

for his jealousy, Chaucer is removing an element of the code ·which seemed 

distasteful to him (III. 988-1050). 2~ The kind of jealousy regarded u 

necessary to courtly love, however, is not the suspicion of infidelity, 

like Troilus' ~sbyleved and env,yous folie 1 (III. 8~8). Courtly love 

demanda 1 pure 1 jealousy, based by the Arabie lyric poets on iolicitùde .· 

rather than suspicion, and described by A.J. Deno~ aa a •vehemence in 

• 24 desire and devotion of a truly ardent lover concerning his beloved. 

In accusing Criseyde of betraying her vows and loving Horaste, Troilus 

is accusing her -- the perfect goddeas and sovereign of courtly love -

of a crime. Troilus is guilty of a heresy against the code: 'hire servant 

2~ Kirby, P• 209; 
Young, "Chaucer's Troilus and Criseyde as Romance,• pp. 47-49. 

24 Alexander J. Denom;y, • An lnquiry into the Origina of Courtly 
Love,• Medieval Studies, VI {1944), 186. 

186 
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and hire knyght /Ne sholde of right non untrouthe in hire gesse" (III. 984). 

Like Guinevere, Cri~yde has to chastise her lover bef ore she can grant 

him ber greatest favour. But Pity, Fraunchise, and Bialacoil win the 

final victory: "Awey, thou foule daunger and thow feere• (III. 1321). 

In the consummation scene, all the elements of courtly love 

are enhanced, and there is no place for the concupiscence of Il 

filostrato. In contrast to Troilo's zest and self-assurance, Troilus 

kneels before Criseyde as Lancelot knelt to Guinevere, "in the wise /Of 

dewte, as for hie observaunce" (III. 969-970). The scene is the climax 

of Chaucerts exaltation of courtly love: it ends in. a traditional Proven~! 

aubade, and it leads in to a magnificent glorification or the ennobling 

power of Love. As Karl Young says, "in this episode Chaucer• s story 

passes out of ordinary life, and beyond romantic Troy, into romance 

i tself." 2 5 

In TroilUJL and Cr.fsexde, therefare, the four stages of courtship 

and the consummation of the love have been observed in complete acoordance 

with the code of courtly love. Chaucer &gain· adbor•J ; to<~• a~4t7 in 

describing events between the decree in parliament and Criseyde's 

departure from Troy. The necessi ty for secrecy is the key to this part 

of the poem, and the observation of this princip:J.e makes only one 

conclusion possible: Criseyde must go. 

25 Young, "Chaucer' s Troilus and Criseyde as Romance," pp. 45-46. 
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Nor doee Troilue' helplessness in the face of circumstances 

reflect unfavoura.bly on his character; qui te to the contrary. "The very 

unselfishness which ma.kes Troilus an ideal lover is to make Troilus lose 

Criseyde," wri tes Robert Ap Roberts. "If he were lesa perfect in his 

desire to preserve Criseyde's honour, he would take action to prevent ber 

departure." 26 The rules of courtly love, which he bad followd in his 

courtship and love at fair, combine 'Wi th circumstances to make him helpless. 

He gives in to Criseyde1 s arguments that . she must depart, not because he 

is weak, but because he, too, must yield to the code. 

Troilus cannat ask Priam to allow Criaeyde to remain in Troy, 

firstly, because i t would dis close the secret of the ir love, and, secondly, 

becauae Priam bad al:ready pledged the exchange 'Wi th his word of honour. 

Neither cao Troilus abduct Criseyde from the city, firstly, because she 

would be dishonoured, secondly, because he would be committing the same 

criminal offense that caused the Trojan Var (Telemon's abduction of 

Hesione, and Paris' abduction of Helen), and, thirdly, because Antenor•s 

return appears to every patriotic Trojan to be for the city•s good. 

Troilus can coneider abduction only if Criseyde herself is 

willing to face the losa of ber honour. Many cri tics have suggested, as 

Pandarus doea (IV. 610-616), that Criseyde' s refusal to flee with Troilus 

indicates that she does not fully love him. But, as a courtly lady, it 

is quite impossible for her to oonsider deliberate dishonour: in the face 

26 Ap Roberts, p. 83. 
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of circumstances, she is as halpless as Troilus to prevant ber departüre. 

Chaucer• s revisions of Il Filostrato in the fourth Book 8.118 made to 

heighten the inevi ta hL li ty of her departure, the completeness of her 

lon, and the sinceri ty of her grief. 2:7 Criseyde is gi ven an acute 

awarenese of Troilus• suffering, an a'W8.l"eness which Criseida lack8.28 

And to emphasize the depth of Criseyde' s love for Troilus, Chaucer 

violates the code by making ber regard a future marriage as a betrayal 

of ber lover (IV. 1472-1536). 

It is noteworthy that the suggestion of the plan to depart and 

then return origina tes not wi th Criseyde but wi th Pandarus: 

"So shapeth how destourbe youre goynge, 
Or come ageyn, soon after ye be went." (IV. 934-935) 

If Criseyde ·herself vere to make the suggestion first, the reader might 

reel that she bas some ulterior motive. Chaucer avoids this possibility, 

and his commenta, empbasizing the sincerity of ber intention to return, 

have no equivalent in ll Filostrato: 

And tre\&!icha, as wri ten wel I fynde, 
That al this thyng was seyd of good entente; 
And that hire herte t:nnre waa and kynde 
To-wardes hym, and spak right as she mente, 
And that 1be starf for wo neigh, whan she wente, 
And was iD purpos evere to be trewe: 
Tlms wri ten they tha t of hire werkes knewe . (IV. 1415-1421) 29 

27 For a detailed account of these revisions, see Ap Roberte, 
PP• 114-125. 

28 See also IV. 747-749, 757-760, 794-798, 897-903, 1286-1295. 

29 See also IV. 764-770, 834-847, 1331-1337, and V. 57-63. 
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Criseyde 1 s plans are plausible. She knows that any delay she 

could effect to stay in Troy would be only temporar,y. It is better to agree 

to the exohange and then contrive to return, when the Trojan& have achieved 

their political end and recovered Antenor. But Criseyde discounts the one 

consideration which will make her return imposeible, that is, the possibility 

that Troy is doomed by the gods.~° Calchas is not, aa she thinks, sending 

for ber because he fears she is ill-treated by the Trojana, nor is he concerned 

about the losa of hia property. He sends for Crieeyde for the same reason that 

he left Troy, beca.use he believes that the city is doomed; but Crieeyde regards 

this belief' only as an exemple of the we.y men delude themselvee through the 

oraclee. Incredible as it mq seem to the reader, Boccaccio1 a Oriseida does 

not know Wh1·her father deserted. Though Criseyde, on the other hand, knowa 

her father 1 s reason for leaving, her religioua scepticism cancels out that 

knovledge, making it credible that she could plan her return in contempt of 

the goda. Criseyde is thus placed in the traditional position of all courtly 

ladiea, from Wallida to the chatelaine& of Christian France& she ia oppoaed to 

the orthodox religion of ber day, as well as to the forces of the society 

around her. 

~0 Ap Roberts, pp. 1~2-144. 
See Ap Roberts, 1Notee on Troilus ~ Oriseyde, IV, 1~97-1414, 8 ~' 

LVII (1942), 92-97. 



B) CRISEYDE ~ AN INDIVIDUAL 

In spite of the fact that Criseyde behans in conformity to the 

code until atter ber departure from Troy, she 1s not, afier all, a perf'eot 

courtly lady. Like Pandarua, sbe is forced by the conventions ot courtly 

love to act a part for which nature does not seem to have intended ber. 

In her relationa wi th Troil'WI, Cris8)"de behaves overtly like an authori­

tative courtly lady in the rrencb tradition, but her innate character h .. a 

gentleneu or sottn••• which ia out of harmoey with ber role. Sbe S. by 

nature a potentially tender, submi1sive and loyal wife, rather than a 

despotic mistresa. She is more like Dorigen than Guinevere. 

This mildness in Criseyde 1 s nature constitutes her originality 

and distinguishes her from other courtly ladies. But, bece.use the oourtly 

lady wu e.lways perf'ect, and becauee perfection in the lawa of 11 amour 

courtois allowed no room for variation, Criseyde 1s individuality is an 

aberration from the code. Her commendable characteri•tics are tho•• of the 

courtly lady, but ber weaknesses are her own. Her s1ngu1arity of oharacter 

leade directly to her infidelity, which is unique in the 1iterature of 

court1y love, and which is the greatest possible crime against the code. 

M~ critics have analysed Criseyde 1s softness as the tragic flav 

wbich caused her downf'all. Her weakness has been variously described as 

her desire for harmony with society, her inability to make a deliberate 
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cboice, her inclination to take the line of' leaat resistance, ber tandem••• of 

heart, her impressionability, her childlike nature or her natural femininity. 
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Like several critias before him, O.S. Lewis has described 

Criaeyde 1 s ruling pasaion as fear -- 1 tear of loneliness, of old age, 

of death, of love, and of hostility; of overything, indeed, that ce.n be 

feared. And from this P'ear springs the only positive passion wb.ich ce.n be 

permanent in auch a nature; the piteable longing, more childlike than 

womanly, for protection, for some strong and stable thing that will bide 

ber away and take the burden from ber shouldera. 1 '1 Chaucer'• text 

supports this analysis. 

'lbe only kind of f'ear which a courtly lady was permitted to teol 

waa Drede, fear for ber reputation. Timidity like Criseyde 1s had no place 

in the system. In spite of' this discrepancy between ber nature and her 

courtly role, Chaucer givea Criseyde a consistent character. He does 10 

by emphasizing her Pity, that great virtue of the oourtly ladys he dos-

cribes ber gentlene1a and softness in auch a way that they are, on the one 

hand, compœents 'Of her courtly virtue, and, on the other hand, parte of her 

intrinaic weaknesa. It ia a paradox that, in some paseagea ot the text, 

Criseyde 1s virtue and ber vice are hardly distinguishable. The tact that 

Criseyde wa.s 1elydynge of' corage 1 has been interpreted both as an aasortion 

ot her fickleneaa (the one note of censure in her portrait), and, con­

Tersely, as a commendation of her Pity, meaning that she had 1a heart 

quiek to move in sympathy. 1 ~2 The paradox is neoessary if Criseyde is to 

appear basically alike in her love and in her infidelity. 

'1 Lewis, p. 185. 

' 2 P. van D. Shelley, The Living Chaucer (Philadelphia, 194o), p. 126. 
Homer H. Hughes, Chaüë"er1s Criseyde !;!.!! !!!!:, Ancestrz (unpub. dias., 

Univ. of Texas, 1948), p. 412. 



Chaucer doubl .. the length of Boccaccio1 s introductor,y desc-

ription of his heroine in order to tell, even betore giving her name or 

an accotmt of her beauty, that she wu 

in gret penaunce, 
For of hire lif she wu tul sore in drede, 
As she that nyste what waa beat to rede; 
For bothe a widewe was she and allone 
Of any trend to whom she dorste hir mone. (I. 94-98) 

With eharacteristic sympathy for all thin~ small or defeneelesa, Chaucer 

deve1ope Oriseyde 1s weaknesa and her need for protection througnout the 

poem.}} 

lt hae been suggested that Criseyde1 s dream of the white eag1e 

reveals her need of a strong, decisive.lover.}4 Certainly she sougnt 

security in ber love for Troilu.: 

she felte he vas to hire a wa1 
Of stiel, and sheld from every displesaunce; 
That to ben in his goode governaunce, 
So wis he wu, she was namore e.f'ered. (III. 479-482) 

This inclination to lean on a lover is unoourtly, and Oriseyde 1• incapable 

of facing 1 the mooste stormf lyf1 of love, or the challenges of life in 

general, wi th the • quanimi ty of Guinevere. 

' ' For references to Criseyde 1s feartulness, seea 
I. 94-98, 108, 180; 
II. 115, 124, }02-}14, 449-455, 482, 606, 708-714, 770, 810, 900, 

1101, 1128, 1470; 
III. 479-482, 572, 75,, 1096, 1226, 12}8; 
IV. 672, 678, 772, 859, 1225, 1}6}, 148}, 15,5, 1560, 1644-1645; 
v. 704, 710, 727-728, 1026-1027, 160}, 1627. 

}4- Charles A. Owen, Jr., 1The Significance of Ohaucer's Revisions 
ot Troilue and Orisqde, • ~· LV (1957), 4. 
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Oriseyde 1e momentary consideration of the political danger to 

which she might expose herselt if' ehe angered TroilUJI by ref'using hia suit, 

f'or example, ie quite out of keeping vith her role aa a courtly ladyl 

~eraunter he myghte haTe me in· dispit, 
'lhorugh vhicch I myghte stonde in worse plit. 
Now were I wis, me hate to purchace, 
Withouten nede, ther I may stonde in gracet• (II. 711-714) 

Her awarenesa of' Troilua 1 statua as a prince 1Ek wel woot I my kynges 

sone ia he 1 (II. 708) -- echoes the attitude of Enide, an uncourtly 

heroines "Never yet could I withhold my love from him, nor should I do 

so. For is not my lord the son of a kingt 1 ~5 

Similarly, Oriseyde is frightened at the thought of' Poliphete'• 

1 advocacies 1 (II. 1467-1478). Her desire to avoid trouble, and to 1 lat 

hym han al yf'eere 1 without any opposition, contruta vividly with the 

aggression of courtly ladies like Eleanor of' Aquitaine and Ermengarde of' 

Narbonne, who fought law suite, adminiatered justice in their own domains, 

created political treaties, and founded the jurisprudence of' oourtly love 

on diahctics. 

The oontraat between 0riseyde 1a gentlenees and the self-~elianoe 

of the typical courtly ladies becom.ea more obvioua in Boolœ IV and V. 

Compared to the trials endured by other courtly ladies, Oriseyde 1 s 

troubles are ineignificant. Eleanor waa imprisoned for f1fteen yeara, and 

Guinevere waa abducted to a etrange land. Iseult wu sentenoed to be 

~5 Chrétien de Troyes, 'Erec et Enide, 1 Arthurian Romances, 
ed. w. Wistar Oomfort (London, 1951), P• 82. 
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burned ali Ye, th en g1 ven to the le pen, and :forced to live in biding ia 

the Wood of Mbroi•• Oriaeyde :ta.oea nothing won• than a •bort jGrurney 

and temporary ••paration from Troil~.~ 

Iseult could atill amile u •h• WIJJ led to the atalœ, •ince 

abe knew that Triltan wu aate.l Wb.en Chtinevere wu told that Lancelot 

bad been killed, ahe forced herselt to show no more db~ tban bef'i tted 

he::r.- as Lencelot1a queen.' Oriseyde, on the other ha:nd, 1a eo onrcome 

with aorrow and fear that she loses ber self-control.· When the Trojan 

ladiea Yieit her; she weepa openly 1n their pre1ence (IV7. 708-720).1 

If the new that Lancelot wu aUve had not reached Guinevere, 

ahe would have _Jd.lled herself by slow starvation• Orieeyde, too, thinks 

of deaths 1 HOw sholde I lyve, if' that I :from hymn twyzme'l" (IVe' 758).~ 
Qonf'eBiing that ahe ia a.f'raid to kill hersdf wi tb a avord or dagger, 

1 for the cruel tee, • abe determinea on the method uaed b)r Guineveres 

1!haxme abal no mete or drynlce come in me 
Til I rrq aoule out of my breate unsbethe; 
And. thua nvaelvon wol I don to dethe.• (IV. 775-777) 

Bùt Guinevere chose etarvation not from fear of a. violent death, but 

becawse ber 11honour 11 had to be preservedel Nei ther in life nor in· 

literature did the typical courtly lady know anything lilœ Oriseyde'• 

J;hysicaJ. cowa.rdioe. When the Oountess of RoW3illon, for exam.ple, beard 

ot the death of Guillem de Oabestaing, she leapt out. of the window of 

her priaoa to her death• 
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Criseyde thinks she may die na turally of sorrow as, according 

to the code, it lolB.S possible to do. 37 The Chatelaine of Vergi died ildl 

IJOOIR.- ..,. eblt was told tha t ber lover had betrayed ber. When Criseyde 

faints, Troilus thinks this is wbat bas happened. Like the Chatelaine' s 

lover, he draws his sword to kill himself. But Criseyde is too human to 

die of a broken heart, and shB regains consciousness. 

But at the laste, as that hire eye glente 
Asyde, anon shB gan his swerd espie, 
As it lay bare, and gan for fere crye, 
And asked hym, whi he it hadde out drawe. (IV. 1223-1226) 

When Troilus tel~s bar "how hymself therwith he wolde han slawe," she 

makes a final protestation that she would have killed herself too (IV. 

1235-1241). Then she drops the subject. 

All the wbile abe li ved in Troy, Criseyde bad been afraid of 

the ~ outside the walls of the city: ••r am of Grekes so fered that 

I deye 11 (II. 124). Circumstances now compel her to face the Greeks. She 

tells Troilus that she dreads the thought of staying in the aamp;r . 

"Among tho men of armes evere in feere" (IV. 1363). She will be "Vith 

wommen f'ewe, among the Grekis strong" (V. 6fl9) • Rer terrer of tbe war 

and of the military camp contrasta notably with the attitude of those 

courtly ladies who participated in military affaira. Ermengarde of 

Narbonne rode at the head of ber own troops, directing •em in forays and 

in sieges. Eleanor of Aquitaine and her Amazone travelled on the Second 

Crusade and witneesed battles against the Saracens. Eleanor herself 

37 See IV. 774, 819, 898, 907-910, 1149. 



emerged unscathed from her capture by Byzantine pirates; she had been 

ambushed more than once in Provence. In 1174 she fled from Poitiers dis-

guised aa a man, ricUng e.stride her horse. She travelled the length and 
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breadth of England with Henry to quell rebellion, and, at the age of eignty, 

succesafUlly withstood the siege of Mirebeau. 

Oriseyde presents a very different picture aB she rides toward 

the 1 Grelds oost, 1 weeping tears of sorrow and of fear, and scarcely able 

to keep her seat on her horse. Her fear of violence and death is directly 

reaponsible for her decision not to return to Troy, the first step toward 

her j,nfidelity. 

On the ninth night, Oriseyde still intends to return. She does 

not know why her rather has re~ed to allow her to go back to the city 

(V. 694-695). She sees only that her plana have failed and that she must 

tind another we:y. She is territied at the prospect of stealing aw~ from 

the Greek camp at night (V. 70l-7Q7), but her love for Troilu. is ao atrong 

that she thinks she can face the risk of capture or of death. 

"But natheles, bityde what bityde, 
I shal to-morwe at nyght, by est or west, 
Out of this oost stele on som manere syde.• (V. 750-752) 

Up to this point Oriseyde is firm in her resolves 1Th1s purpos 

wol ich holde 1 (V. 754). But on the tenth day samething happens to make 

her 1take a purpos for t 1 abyde 1 (V. 770). She learns that to return to 

Troy means certain death. Diomede tells her that the city 1s doomedl 

1 Trusteth wel, and understondeth me, 
Ther shal nat oon to mercy gon on-lyve.• (V. 887-888) 
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He persuades her that Calchas' predictions are true, and she realizee 

for the first time her father 1 s motive in exchanging her for Antenor. 

Criseyde had been prepared to risk death tn· &Jl ~têllpt tb eseape, But, 

just as she was incapable of suicide iw~'hqr, fiC) tblie prospect of certain 

death is more than she can face, and she decides to stay with the Greeks. 

Her religious scepticism disappears, and she praye for the goda to 

remove the barrier which she is not strong enougb to cross: 

And therwi thal she caste hire eyen down, 
And gan to eike i and seyde, "0 Troie town, 
Yet bidde I God, in quiete and in reste 
I may you sen, or do myn herte breste." (V. 1005-1008) 

Criseyde now bas two alternatives. She ~ stay in the Greek 

camp, remaining faithful to Troilus, or she ~ accept Diomede as a lover. 

Because Chaucer is portraying Criseyde 1s infidelity with great sympathy, 

he deliberately minimizee the first of these two possibilities: he almost 

suggests that it did not exist. He speaks of the causes of Criseyde 1 s 

decision to stay and the causes of her infideli ty as if they were the same. 

In so doing, Chaucer is not really distorting the issues. 

Because of Criseyde 1 s own nature, the first alternative is an impossibility. 

And this was yet the werste of al hire peyne, 
Tber was no wight to whom she dorste hire pleyne. {V. ?Z/-728) 

She cannot support the burden of loneliness and fear. Her tragic flaw 

combines with fate to malœ ber infidelity inevitable. 11What cruelty it 

is," writes c.s. Lewis, "to subject auch a woman to the test of absence -

and of absence vith no assured future of reunion, absence compelled by the 

• 
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terrible outer-world of law and politics and force (which she cannot 

face). • • • The very depth of' her love for Troilus f'acilitates her fall, 

in so far aa it produces in her, when once Troilus ie left behind, a deao-

lation that heigntens to imperative craving her normal hunger for comtort 

and protection.• ~8 

Until the tenth d81, when she abandoned hope of returning to 

Tro~, Oriaeyde had not f'ound Diomede attractive. On the journ~ to the 

Greek camp, grateful for any of'fer of support, she had accepted his otfer 

of friendship; but it is a mistake to think that she eaw Diomede from the 

firet aa a potential lover. Such swift acquiescence to hie advancee would 

have been too flagrant a violation of the courtly code and out of keeping 

with her previous conduct. Oriseyde had .seen in Diomede only a potential~ 

e trong friend a 

She thanked Diomede 
or al his travaile and hia goode cheere, 
And that hym list his frendahipe hire to bede; 
And she accepteth it in good menere. (V. 18;..186) 

As Chaucer had revised Boccaccio1s poem to emph.-ize the courtl7 

elements in the love story, he now modifiee his source so as to minimize 

any courtly stre.ins in Criseyde 1s relationship with Diomede. In .!!. ~ 

strato, Diomede waite until the fourth day before he begins to court 

Orieeida. He is almoat as attractive a courtly loYer as Troilo. He insista 

on yielding complete sovereignty to Oriseida, and his love is aincere. 

Chaucer makea Diomede a philanderer, a "supplanter• and an 

1 avauntoura• 11nd som men aeyn he wu of tonge large• (V. ·804). Illot11.ede 

makes his advances to Criseyde before reaching the camp, and the tiret 

}8 Lewis, p. 187. 



description of him betra,s his experience in love, 

As he that koude more than the crede 
In swich a oratt. (V. 89-90) 

The oourtly elements in hie speech are removed, and in his portrait only 

his qualities as a warrior are .mphasized. As Troilua was a pertect 

courtly lover, so Diomede is an example of all that a courtly lover should 

not be. He is cunning, bold, and self-confident. As Robert Ap Robertl 

writes, 1He ie exactly the sort of man whom the Courtly Lady dreads above 

all things to be involved with. 1 ~9 

Diomede doee not approach Criseyde as a courtly lover, and ahe 

doee not respond .. a courtly lady. The world of courtly society haa been 

lett behind in the city of Troy, walled in like the garden of the Rose. 

Pandarue and Troilua had both seen Criseyde in the lignt of the oourtly 

code, and during the love affair her weakn••• had been disguised by the 

conventional authority of her position. But the code is not respected in 

the military camp. Criseyde can no longer look for help from her role .. 
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a courtly lady. She ha& to act naturally, and her innate weaknes• come• to 

the fore. We see her as she really il, weak and fearful. It will require 

strength and skill to rebuff Diomede's advances, and Criseyde is 1muwet, 

milde, and mansuete• (V. 194). 

Traces of the courtly lady appear only when Criseyde lies to 

Diomede in order to preserve the secrecy of her former love. She become• 

. - ~ 

~9 Ap Roberte, p. 156. See pp. 152-160. 
See Kirby, PP• 242-245. 



so dissociated from ber previo~ role that she oan even regret that 

ahe had to act as a eourtly lady in ber relationship vith Troilue. To 

some extent •he repudiates the code that vae responsible for their 

separations 

1Alas, I ne hadde trowed on your loore, 
And vent vith yow, as ye me redde er thiel 
Than hadde I nov nat siked half ao aoore. 
Who myghte have seyd that I hadde don amya 
To atele awey vith svich oon as he yst 1 

The new relat1onsh1p is the antithesis of courtly love. 

From the beginning, Diomede is the dominant part~~, and his interest 
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in the atfair is purely sensual. Chaucer indicates that the relation­

ship is uncourtly when he denies that 1she yaf hym hire herte• (V. 1050). 

Criseyde 1s pity on D1omede 1s wounds and her new vow of fidelity linger 

as two echoes from her courtly role in the past. 

Placed in the same circumstances, the typical courtly ladr 

would have r.mained faithful to her lover even it she had not braved 

death and returned to Troy. She would have been, like Guinevere or 

Eleanor, a woman of steel. Oriseyde 1s tragedy is that she 1• a courtly 

lady not by nature but only by circ~tance, and the system subjects 

her to strains she cannot support. Under aqy other code, she would 

not have had to leave Troy; she would have remained vith Troilus, loving 

~d loved to the end. 



C) EPILOGUE 

All the evidence of his other poema suggests that when Chaucer 

came to write the Troilua he waa ready to subject courtly love to the 

test of reality. Thia wu a test that the code inevitably failed. AIJ 

Erich Auerbach hu demonstrated, the literature of courtly love wu in 

maqy respect• (despite its interest in psychology) inimical to realism.4o 

The system itsel:f' had originated e.s a reaction againat lite -- life, at 

any rate, as it was lived in twelfth-century France. Courtly love was 

therefore inherently a.rtif'icial. It wu to a large extent a matter of 

behaviour, an art to be practised rather than a patsion to be felt. 

Gaston Paris has described eourtly literature as "une poésie raffinée et 

savante, d1amour de tête, comme on l'a fort bien dit, et non d'amour de 

coeur. 11 41 

4o Erich Auerbach, Mimesiss the Representation of Reality in Western 
Literature, trans. W.R. Tra11k (Prinëeton, 195;), p. ïii'2. - · 

41 Gaston Pari•, 11Etudee eur les Roman8 de la Table Rondes Lancelot 
du Laca !1, 11 Romania, XII (188~), 521. 
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The unnaturalness of courtly love is excellently revealed, for 
example, in the fourth judgement recorded by Andreas& 

11Another question like this oame up: two men who were in all thini' 
absolutely equal began to pay coW't at the same timo and in the aame 
manner and demanded urgently that they be loved. Therefore it vas asked 
which man's love could be choeen in such a eue. We are tt.ugpt by the 
admonition of the a ame counte•s (!.iarie de Chempagpe] that in auch a case 
the man who e.slcs tiret should be given the preference. 11 

Only if their proposals are completely simultan.out (one wonder8 
how) is it proper for the woman 1to choose the one of the two toward whom 
she finds ber heart inclining. 1 Page 169. 



The c9de recorded by Andreas Capellanua was evolved b,y ladies 

of very unusual character. The extraordinary qualities of forcefulneee, 

possesaed by Eleanor of Aquitaine and Ermongarde of Narbonne, for example, 

were exaggerated to an unnatural degree in the pereonalitiee of Guinevere 

and the fictional ladies of the De Amore. 

Chaucer knew much about women and much about courtly love. It 

1s not unreasonable to suppose that he saw the two were incompatible. He 

knew ( perhape WlCOMciously) that 'the typical courtly lady wu an unnatural 

woman. In his Troilus !e! Criseyde, therefore, the artificiality of the 

code waa inevitably revealed when Chaucer created a heroine who wae, in her 

behaviour, a courtly lady, but in her nature much truer to life than wu 

Guinevere. 

When circumatancee co-operate with the lovera in the Troilus, 

the beauty of the courtly ideal surpasses that of any other earthly 

emotion. But, when tate becomes hostile, the structure of the code 

crumbles because of its artificiality. In forcing Criseyde to leave 

TroU us, the system dem&nds that she act contra.ry to her own nature and 

the promptings of ber loYe. On the personal leval, Crieeyde 's tra.ge~ 

ia that the lan of' courtly love a.llow no mar gin for her human wea.kness •1 

The poem contains a tragedy, however, that is greater than 

Criseyde's personal downfall. The tragedy is the failure of courtly love 

itself. The most beautif\ù of human ideals is flawed to its core, 



becauee i t fails to take account of human na ture. Instead of being a means 

whereby love can find its highest expression, the code in the end resulta 

in the destruction of the very love it exs.lted. The tragic impact of 

the poem depends to a great extent on Chaucer's sense of lacrimae rerum, 

as he portrays the disintegration of the beautiful ideal. ~2 

Courtly love failed in this liB.Y because it olaimed to be more 

than an expression of human love. The epilogue of Troilus and Criseyde is the 

_poeil's natural conclusion, philosophically and artistically. It is not 

a mere contrast of earthly and heavenly love. Chaucer was not of the 

ascetic temperament. He belleved in human values, and would not have 

renounced na tural love. Moreover, if he had wan ted only to show the 

mutability of earthly love, as many critias suggest, there was no need 

to make the love in Troilus and Criseyde so perfectly courtly: any other 

form of human love would have served as well for this moral. The fact ths.t 

Wl.a*cti-· cikl•a •-müttorl 'IM.rriage in the epilogue indicates that he was 

dealing with something more than earthly love. 

Courtly love 'WB.S a religion. It pretended to replace 

Christianity, and the courtly lady was exalted to the position of a 

goddess.~} But the Church of Love, as Chaucer and every medieval man 

k:new, was idolatrous. In Troilus and Criseyde, Chaucer demonstrates 

that the idol has feet of clay. The goddess of courtly love is in reality 

only a weak woman, human to her core. The code tha t expects her to be 

!1-1 Morton W. Bloomfield, "Chaucer 1 s Sense of His tory," JIDP, LI 
(1952), 301-313. 

~~ The fact that courtly love also replaced feudal allegiance was 
insignificant once the age of feudalism had passed. 



more than human is doomed to fail and to destroy her. Criseyde's 

infidelity is, in this sense, the fault of the code itself. 

Chaucer addresses his epilogue no~ to his whole audience, but 

to tho se very people who are qualified for courtly love. He has shawn 

them tha.t their religion is idolatrous, and that it talees no account 

of human nature. Now he directs them to the only religion in which 

divinity and humanity are reconciled: 

0 yonge, fresshe folkes, he or she, 
In which that love up groweth vith youre age, 
Repeyreth hom fro worldly vanyte, 
And of youre lwrte up ca_steth the visage 
To thilke God that after his ymage 
Yow made. (1835-1840) 

The courtly lady, the fallen go9dess, is replaced by the 

perfect "mayde. and moder. n 

* • • 

Chaucer, undoubtedly . did excellently in hys Troylus and 
Creeseid; of whom, truly I know not, whether to meruaile 
more, either tha.t he in that mistie time, could see so 
clearely, or that wee in this cleare age, 'WS.lke so 
stumblingly after him. · 

(Sir Philip Sidney) 
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JIPPii:NDIX 

ti.~S ŒJIOTION Off OOURTLY WVB - -
In hia early years, Chaucer tra.nslated part of the Roman de la 

~=-~ 

!2!!. and wrote in the aocepted French tradition, like Grawwon, Deachampa 

and l'rointll'te' He was, a.a Alan Gunn has said, 1 tb.e chiet ot the poets 

who drew from. the :f'ountai:dlead o:f' the Roman ~ !,! ~' • and he wu kno1m 

1 
to his contemporaries as a poet o:f' courtly love. 

Deschampa addressed his Ballade to Chaucer, describing him as 

a writer who had 

Seme les fleurs et plante le rosier-. 
Aux: ignoralW de la langue pandras 
Grant. tra.rwlateur noble gef'hoy chaucier 
Tu es da.mours mondai:œ dieux- en al bi~ 
Et cie la rose en laterre angelique.· 2 

Similarly, in the f'ir1t version of' Gower1s OOnf'es1io Amantil (1'-90), 

Venua apoke of' Chaucer aa her disciple and poet, who wu expected to 

prod.uoe •ome great 1 teatament of love• as the fruit of hi• work.J5 1he 

passage, nowever, did not occur in an,y later version of' the CJOnf'esaio 

Amantil. Its omission may be due to a quarrel between Gower and Oha.uoer.1 

On the other hand, it may well be that Ve~ 1 reference to Chauoer· had 

ceued to be a.ppropriate.: 

1 Alan M.F. Gunn, ~e Mirror of Loves a ReinteJ:Preta.tion of the 
Romance ot .Y!!_ ~ (IA.tbbOOk, Texas -;-195'2), P• lîô9. - -

2 Caroline F.E. Spurgeon, Five Hundred Years ot Uhaucer 
CJritioiam and Allusion, 1-'57-1900 (Cambridge, 1925)-;-vol.· III, 
~ppendix: B', 16=17 •' 

' Spurgeon, Vol.; I, 10.' 



Chaucer•s dream-vision poems reveal an increasing sense of 

realism in his attitude to courtly love.-4.· Although the~ of the 

Duchess describes a typical love affair, the portrayal of Blanche is 

notable for its truth to life. She is more human, more gentle, than 

the conventional courtly lady. She does not exercise her full 

prerogative: 

she wolde not fonde 
To holde no WJCht in balaunoe 
By half word ne by countenance, . . . . . . . . . . 
And seye 1 Sir, be now ryght war 
That I may of yow here seyn 
Vorshyp, or that ye come ageynl' 
She ne used no suche knakkes smale. (1020-1022, 1030-1033) 

• 

Guinevere1 s displeasure at Lancelot' s hesitation to mount the cart, and 

ber behaviour at the tournament of Naouz, would have been incomprehensible 

to Blanche. 

In the Bouse of ~' Chaucer detaches himself from his subject 

by saying tha t he is not a lover. This is a break wi th the tra.di ti on 

established from the troubadours to the French po•ts of Chaucer' s day. 

The personal detachment increaees Chaucer's ecope for ironie and 

realistic comment •. :5 The story itself suggests that Chaucer felt he was 

becoming etale as a poet of love. Although the Parliament of Fmds is not 

/~ See Agnes Getty, "Chaucer1 s Changing Conceptions of the Humble 
Lover," PMLA, XLIV (1924), 202-216. 

-~' Dorothy Bethurum, "Chaucer' s Point of View as Narrator in the 
Love Poems," PMLA, LXXIV (1959), 515. 



a satire on courtly love, the code ia compared realistically to other 

forme of love and i te class distinctions are made obvious. Chaucer 

remaina objective and peraonally uninvolved in love • . 5 

The works written after Troilua and Criaeyde aubstantiate the 

theory that Chaucer 1 s greatest love-poem concludes with his rejection of 

the courtly code. In the Legend of QQ.Qs! Vomen he barely disguises his 

disillusionment with the code. The poem may be a conscious travesty of 

the courtly lady, and the emphasis on "a~thority" in the Prologue strongly 

suggests that such women are not to be found in real life. 1 

The Canter~ Tales portray love in all its forms. Courtly 

love is presented seriously and satirioally J~ Aspects of the .. -èd)lU'tly 

~ See Macdonald Emslie, "Codes of Love and Class Distinctions," 
Essay§ .in. Criticism, V {1955), 1-17; 

Robert v. Frank, Jr., "Structure and Meaning in the Parlement 
of Foules," PMLA, LXXI (1956), 530-539; 

Charles o. MoDonald, "An interpretation of Chaucer' s 
Parlement of Foules," Speculum, XXX (1955), 444-457; 

Gardiner Stillwell, "Chaucer1 s Eagles and Their Choice on 
February 14," JIGP, LIII (1954), 51.6-561. 

_"(, See Paull F. Baum, "Chaucer• s Glorious Legendef MLN, LX (1945), 
377-381; 

Robert M. Garrett, •Cleopatra the Martyr and Her Sisters," 
J!GP, XXII (1923), 64-74; 
- Harold Goddard, "Chaucer' s Legend .Qf. Good Vomen," J!GP, · VII 
(1908), 87-129, and VIII (1909), 47-112; , 

R.M. Lumianaky, "Chaucer• s Parlement of Foules:. a Philosophical 
Interpretation," RES, XXIV (1948), 81-89. 

If' See Arthur Hoffman, "Chaucer• s Prologue to Pilgrimage: The Two 
Voioes," ELH, XVIII (1951), 241-252. 



lady are satirized in the Prioress, Alisoun, and Pertelote, and abe is 

discredited by the Manciple: 

Ther nys no difference, trevely, 
Bitwixe a wyf that is of heigh degree, 
If of hir body dishonest she bee, 
And a povre wnche, oother than this -
If i t so be they werke botha amys --
But that the gentile, in estaat above, 
She shal be cleped · his lady, as in love; 
And for that oother is a povre womman, 
She shal be cleped his wenche or his lemman. 
And God it woot, myn o\fene deere brotber, 
Men leyn that oon as lowe as lith that oother. 

(Manciple's Tale, 212-222) 

The •Marriage Group" - the Vi fe of Ba th' s, Clerk 1 s, Merçh.ants' 

and Frapklin's Tales - deals 'W'ith the central problem of sovereignty, 

the question whether the hus band or 'W'ife should predomina te. ft Accorcling 

to the Church and to feudal society, man should be the mas ter. Courtly 

love reacted against this theory by asserting the supremacy of the 

courtly lady. Chaucer' s answer to the question is to deny both these 

413 See George R. Coffman, "Chaucer and Courtly Love Once More -­
lb!. Vife of Bath's Tale," Speculum, XX (1945), 43-50; 

Hugh Holman, "Courtly Love in the Merchant• s and Franklin' s 
Tales," KLH, XVIII (1951), 241-252; 

Gearp L. Kittredge, "Chaucer' s Discussion of Marriage," .Hf,, II 
(1912), 435-467; 

William V. Lawrence, •Tœ Marriage Group in the Canterbury 
'l'ales," MP, XI (191.3), 247-258; 

Margaret Schlauch, "Chaucer• s Marchant' s !!!!!. and Courtly Love, • 
ILH, IV (1937), 201-212; 

J.S.P. Tatlock, "Chauoer•s Mercba.nt's Tale, "GMP, XVIII (1921), 
625-659. 



extre~a. In the Franklin1s !!!!• loTe and marriage are declared to be 

compatible in a W&1 never viaualized by the Church, feudal society, or 

the courtly code: 

Love wol nat been constreyned by maistrye. 
Whan maisttie comth, the God of Love anon 
Beteth hia wyngea, and farewel, he ia gon! 
Wommen, of ~de, desiren libertee, 
And nat to be constreyned as a thral; 
And so doon men, if I sooth seyen shal. 

(Franklin's !!!!• 764-770) 

Chaueer 1s solution was the only realistie one. It was, in fact, 

practiced generally in the knigntly claas of his time. 10 Chaucer could be 

realistic in his treatment of the code because he knew the courtly la~ 

well. At the court in London he had met and admired ladies like Blanche. But, 

like Marie de France before him, he we.s too shrewd not to observe the courtly 

ladtts imperfections. Perhaps the reas on why he we.s not himself a courtly 

lover was that he could not idealise the courtly lady aa the code required. 

He ss.w her as she really was, not in the lignt of theory. 

10 Gerve.se Mathew, 1Ms.rris.ge and Amour Courtois in Late Fourteenth 
Century England,• Esaays Presented ~Charles Williams (Oxford, 1947), 
PP• 128-1,5. 


