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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT
Annie Lee Narver

Doctor of Philosophy

Department of English

June 2019

Title: Mapping Human Virtue and the Ethics of Desire: the Ludic(rous) as Umpire

Building on the assumption that society constructs ideology through, according to
Louis Althusser, “apparatuses,” this dissertation explores how medieval romances written
from the twelfth through fourteenth century exploit alterity by repurposing the Chanson
de Roland’s portrayals of Eastern others and women to negotiate the exigencies
contemporary to them. The proof texts, in addition to the Oxford Roland, include martial
romances, deemed martial because the hero serves a liege lord rather than a lady: Guy of
Warwick and The Sowdone of Babylone. In these texts, knights prove themselves men by
vanquishing a sensationalized Eastern foe. This project also examines amorous romances,
in which affections for a lady initiate the hero’s achievements. These texts likewise
employ depictions latent in the Roland; they distinguish women as separate from men
and as objects partly constitutive of male identity. The Middle English Floris and
Blancheflour and Geoffrey Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde both exhibit such ideological
representations.

By selecting ludic elements from each poem, including depictions of and
references to games, laughter, play, and humor, this project draws on the theories of
Johan Huizinga, Mikhail Bakhtin, and Henri Bergson to explore hermeneutics of the
ludic(rous). These textual elements reveal how the medieval texts in question sought to

produce new and revised definitions of masculinity that defined man against what he is



not, in these instances, non-Christians and females. The masculinities espoused in each
text relate to the historical moment that produced them, which is evident in reviewing
historical sources and by comparing insular texts to the continental sources from which
they were translated and adapted.

In this project, ludic(rous) elements, which, from alternative perspectives are at
once ludic and ludicrous, hence, “ludic(rous),” are ambiguously gameful, ridiculous, as
well as earnest and consequential. They expose mechanisms by which medieval romance
produces ideologies constitutive of male identity. As much as the ludic(rous) elements’
ambiguity burdens characters in each text with interpreting their meaning, they invite
medieval audiences to make calls as would today’s umpires as to how one might behave

as a Christian in the Latin West.
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CHAPTER I

SKETCHING THE TERRITORY: METHODS, BACKGROUND, RATIONALE AND
SUMMARY

What qualities and behaviors circumscribe and delimit a virtuous human, a man,
or a Christian? The answers are contingent on cultural and historical context because they
are ideological, and ideology arises from techniques of power in a particular time and
place.! In his Ideology and the State, Louis Althusser establishes how dominant culture
maintains its status through the influence of ideology on the working class. It reproduces
“submission to the rules of the established order” (133), thereby maintaining that order.
Though the era of capitalism, and the subject of Althusser’s work, fully emerged well
after the Middle Ages, the role of ideology nonetheless applies. What he calls state
apparatuses, including schools, families, and cultural productions (143), which help
designate and distribute power, had their medieval counterparts (154). The medieval
church structured and regulated daily life; feudal alliance bonded men and their
households; and imaginative literature, though later reproduced in popular, “unofficial”
iterations removed from “state control,” each corresponds to the cultural productions
cited within Althusser’s theory. In particular, medieval, chivalric romances staging
encounters with the Muslim world and with women likely provided an individual “with
the ideology which suits the role it has to fulfil in class society” (155). Regardless of
whether the texts were designed to influence or control social practices, these cultural
productions affected public perceptions and inflected the ways in which cultures defined

roles in society, which is, necessarily, related to identity.

! Ideology resembles a fiction: it presents an imaginary construct of reality, one that endorses, or critiques,
a particular worldview, and it shapes how people engage their realities (Althusser 265). Throughout this
project, I discuss “ideologies” broadly as belief systems formed by political, religious, and cultural
exigencies that either “justify or alter their generating conditions” (Crane, Insular 11).



This project examines how twelfth to fourteenth-century medieval romances,
developed from the early Chanson de Roland, an epic song of deeds, engage their
contemporary social values, attitudes, and mores by means of ludic(rous) structures and
representations. For these texts, imbued at times with various ideologies, are constitutive
of identities, the examining of which is valuable in its own right, but also because doing
so helps reveal how twenty-first century issues of alterity have, over time, developed, and
continue, like the romances examined, to perpetuate and mask the mechanisms of their
reproduction with humor, game, and laughter.

To understand how Middle English romances negotiate alterity, | choose to
examine ludic elements,? delimiting the scope of my analysis with definitions and
principles outlined by Henri Bergson, Johan Huizinga, and Mikhail Bakhtin. Bergson
explores the polyvalent nature of laughter; Huizinga presents the serious, culturally
formative function of play, which occurs in isolated spaces and appears non-serious, but
can actually be quite fraught, * and Bakhtin’s understanding of carnivalesque inversions
provides, as a whole, a framework for analyzing laughter, games, jokes, and reversals in
medieval texts that seem at once playful, but under close scrutiny, are not only grave, but

also consequential.*

2 Scholars outside the disciplines of history and anthropology have, for the most part, been slow to examine
medieval games (S. Patterson 3), despite their pervasiveness and “their ability to reflect cultural processes,
values, and impulses” (3).

¥ Johan Huizinga promotes a wide scope to which the ludic and play apply encompassing “consecrated
spot[s] of ritual”(29) that are isolated and hallowed “within which special rules obtain” (29), including:
“the arena, the card-table, the magic circle, the temple, the stage, the screen, the tennis court, the court of
justice, etc.” (29). Like enjoyment of present day theater, which allows audiences to safely engage real
problems in a remote, fictive realm (McDonald 14-15), Huizinga’s concept of the “magic circle” offers
players a space governed by its limited temporality and contingencies in which new insights are revealed
with meaningful applications to the real world (28-29), which is serious work, indeed (Huizinga 19).

* Mikhail Bakhtin demonstrates how folk humor and carnivalesque laughter, connected to recurrent
medieval feasts, maintain balance within social structures by simultaneously destabilizing and affirming



My study investigates ludic—which the OED defines as “pertaining to undirected
and spontaneously playful behavior”—elements in medieval romance, and to some
readers’ likely consternation, I broaden the scope of my inquiry by investigating textual
elements categorizable as “game.” The choice allows me to include chess, backgammon,
“dicing games...hermeneutic games, debate games...hunting games, fencing,
tournaments, and interactive poetry” as not only gameful pastimes in the Middle Ages,’
but also as ludic elements alongside humor and laughter, which irony often occasions (S.
Patterson 11).

Humor often functions through incongruous juxtaposition, when expectations are
met “with an unexpected conclusion” (Halsall 89), which recalls irony. Though not
always comic, irony can be quite funny; when it is not, it can reveal the underbelly of
humor wherein someone or something is exploitively derided—with variously serious
outcomes. Though a problematic analytical category, irony reveals the earnest/jest
dichotomy inherent in the mechanism of humor, which, like play, maintains a “neither
conclusive nor fixed” relationship between the serious and the non-serious (Huizinga 24).
| also examine what might be called representational inaccuracies: understatement,
overstatement, and stereotypes; all represent something, but not as it truly is. Such
portrayals subvert expectations—yielding “an unexpected conclusion” or merely

“bringing together anomalous components” that can be used to comic effect when

social hierarchies and institutions (9-11). An example is the Feast of Fools tradition (5) that, for a limited
time each year, irreverently turns authority upside down. Such inverted authority, or “misrule,” surely
occasioned much laughter in the Middle Ages, while undoubtedly ruffling a few feathers. This duality
reveals how humor can from one perspective, be joyful and amusing, and from another, be problematic and
degrading.

> According to the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), “game” refers to amusing pastimes, including
hunting sports, athletic contests like jousts and tourneys; intellectual contests from chess to backgammon to
dice and debate; love-play, and finally, jokes.



associated with incongruous elements, or when placed in extraordinary situations (Halsall
89).

We may laugh today for different reasons than in the past, but as the fabliaux
tradition shows, people have always found, at some point in time, something to laugh at,
even if, as we say today, it might be “off-color.” Few actions are as arresting, however, as
laughter, a physiological characteristic unique unto humans (Bergson 3). By virtue of
its—at times—involuntary nature, laughter is well-positioned as revealer of Truth. Yet
laughter is ambiguous, in part because it can be forced, rather than occuring
spontaneously. Laughter is not always playful, either; indeed, it can be used “to
intimidate by humiliating” (Bergson 198).° Laughter is as multivalent as irony. Though
ambivalent and thereby problematic, its infrequency in medieval romance and its
potential for signification both warrant laughter’s inclusion in this project.

I do not mean to suggest this project is all fun and games, for as much as I point to
ludic aspects within each text, a necessary function of my inquiry shows how ludic turns
may also be deemed “ludicrous.” “Ludicrous,” in its obsolete form, describes “play or
sport” that is “intended in jest, jocular,” and even “derisive” (OED). Today’s lexicon
defines “ludicrous” as something that occasions derisive laughter; it is ridiculous, or
laughably absurd. “Derision” and “ridicule” may occur in jest and incite laughter, but as
modern bullying attests, these actions can yield serious outcomes. The shifting definition
of “ludicrous” shows how easily play and game may degenerate to painful earnest and
acquire sinister implications contradictory to the root word’s playful connotation.

Likewise, the seemingly lighthearted ludic elements in medieval romance, upon closer

® Laughter and play are typically seen as related because they are “non-serious” and because the comic
“provokes laughter” (Huizinga 24).



investigation, better align with modern conceptions of “ludicrous,” for ridiculous
portrayals of marginalized characters mark them as “Other,” that from which readers in
the dominant social group would seek disassociation.” In the ludic(rous), the lighthearted
playfulness of dominant, “mainstream’ humor is predicated on conditions of abjection
and exploitation. This “othering,” wrought in jest, has ideological implications for
identity formation. Such representations, seen from a modern perspective, are even less
humorous when we acknowledge the likeness of systematic othering to the reproduction
of Karl Marx’s superstructure, where those in power exclude, disempower, and exploit
“others” to reproduce systems that maintain hierarchies benefitting the dominant group
(20-21). The etymological slippage between “ludic” and “ludicrous,” as well as human
experience testifying to the latter’s transformation into ridicule, suggests that, as in
Marx’s superstructure, a study of one side of the dialectic without the other would
foreclose complete understanding of the mechanism and production of, in this instance,
the ludic: play, laughter, ironies, inversions, and games, as well as their ideological
effects on identity formation.

Though not all cultural productions today, or in the past, are cogs in the
machination of ideology, the effects of ideology on human development in the Middle
Ages nonetheless warrants investigation. | have chosen to limit my study not only to
ludic elements, but also to medieval romance. Romance is a name for many things:
language, fictions, ballads, affairs, and a genre (Fuchs 3). Clara Reeve defines the genre
as “an heroic fable, which treats of fabulous persons and things” (qtd. in Scholes et al. 7).

It is “lofty and elevated” linguistically, and it “describes what never happened nor is

" My proof texts exhibit both ludic and ludicrous elements, so when appropriate, I use “ludic(rous)” to
signal the words’ similarity and to unite them in description of my material while accounting for the
play/earnest dichotomy between the two words.



likely to happen” (7).Within the context of this study, I draw on Northrup Frye’s
understanding of romance as a story within which a marvelous, yet human personage
moves “in a world in which the ordinary laws of nature are slightly suspended” (qtd. in
Fuchs 5). As these tenuous and incomplete, yet also expansive definitions suggest,
romance overflows its bounds and “transcends the specificities of genre” (Fuchs 5). This
has led some scholars to see romance not only as a genre, but also as a mode or strategy
of narration (9), which Patricia Parker notes, “simultaneously quests for and postpones a
particular end, objective or object” (qtd. in Fuchs 8).

It would seem impossible to limit a study to such an amorphous subject as
romance, yet I make an attempt here, and | do so for three reasons. Firstly, As Nicola
McDonald points out, popular romance offers “a space, narrative as well as imaginary, in
which cultural norms and divergences from those norms are negotiated and articulated”
(12). Romance “reflects ideological conflicts” bound to each text’s moment of
composition (Fuchs 40). While romance may not “engage in the overt polemicism of
ideological arguments,” it may, nonetheless, comment on dominant ideologies (Crane,
Insular 11). Therefore, at times, and to varying degrees, romance may act as container for
ideology and cultural norms; in doing so, it becomes didactic, but not as medieval
conduct manuals or encyclopedias are, which is why these have, in the main, been
excluded from my overall project.

Romance’s educative quality is the second reason why I have chosen romance for
my analysis. The pleasure associated with reading it, the very characteristic for which

academics have often dismissed it,? resembles the educative experience found in game.

& Nicola McDonald points out that romance was once defined as “everything that epic — distinguished by its
‘due proportion’, ‘force’, ‘precision’, ‘taste’, and ‘genius’ as ‘art’—is not” (8). Romance has been derided



Romance’s didactic nature is inherently ludic. As Barbara Fuchs points out, drawing on
Christopher Baswell, romance provides a safe space to probe contemporary problems
(51), much the way sports offer today’s participants an environment outside everyday life
to engage lessons in discipline, interpersonal communication, forbearance, and
perseverance (Huizinga 27, 29). The games may be ludic, but their lessons can be serious,
and the same can be said of reading romance.’

My last justification for focusing primarily on romance is that, if we concede
romance is a popular art form that adapts to the fashions, concerns, and technologies of
its context while relying on formulas that are not only satisfying, but also repeatable
(Fuchs 124), then what may be true of medieval romance may also apply to its afterlives,
of which there are many. Today’s blockbuster films in which a superhero strives to win a
lady’s affection while discovering his true nature and surmounting all odds to save the

world, or a beloved, comprise but one generic example.™ I have chosen romance, again,

as “degraded and degenerate” literature produced by “hacks” for the lower-classes (9), but as McDonald
reminds us, romance has entertained and afforded medieval and modern audiences alike “enormous
pleasure” (10), in part because, despite romance’s strategies of delay and deferral, the “kind of desire that
propels popular romance always finds satisfaction” (13). Indeed, Geraldine Heng defines romance as “the
name of a desiring narrational modality that coalesces from the extant cultural matrix at hand, poaching and
cannibalizing from a hybridity of all and any available resources, to transact a magical relationship with
history, of which it is in fact a consuming part” (Empire 9).

® As Northrup Frye observes, the highly conventionalized patterns in romance “resemble games;” just as
we “expect each game of chess to be different, but...do not want the conventions of the game itself to alter”
(44), the pleasure of romance is in part derived from its conventionality, the rules to which it adheres. It
appears “as though romance were simply replacing the world of ordinary experience by a dream world, in
which the narrative movement keeps rising into wish fulfillment or sinking into anxiety and nightmare”
(Frye 53). The tension to which Frye alludes and the limited time and space in which the experience of
romance occurs both testify to the genre’s ludic qualities (Huizinga 27, 29). Like play, reading romance
“interpolates itself as a temporary activity satisfying in itself and ending there” (Huizinga 27), which can,
nonetheless, utterly absorb a player with great intensity (32). I should point out that even if the activity
ends, that does not mean its effects are no longer present, nor that lessons learned during the activity cease
to exist.

19 Frederic Jameson points out, “the fate of romance as a form is dependent on the availability of elements
more acceptable to the reader than those older magical categories for which some adequate substitute must
be invented” (qtd. in Fuchs 8). It’s for this reason that Geraldine Heng accuses romance of “cannibalizing”



for the very reason past scholars have rejected it: its popular currency, the likes of which
make it and the Middle Ages immediately accessible and relevant to today’s audiences
who would otherwise disregard the past.

This project is predicated on the belief that one best appreciates a text not only by
recognizing its historical context, but also by understanding its place in the literary
history of which it is part, despite geographic, linguistic, and temporal boundaries.
Consequently, the present study accounts for how Middle English texts translate, or
adapt and elaborate upon, continental sources. Where medieval English poets and scribes
adapt their sources, the preoccupations of their unique time and place emerge, for as
Andre Lefevere attests, a translator’s foremost task “is to make the original [text]
accessible to the audience for whom they are translating” (19); the “domestication” of the
foreign text tames it, making it relevant, appropriate, and understandable for its target
audience. Traces of this process reveal concerns unique unto the translated text’s
historical context, for the target audience determines its adequacy (Vermeer 193), and its
acceptability hinges on the extent to which it ascribes to the target culture’s norms (Toury
171), which are both context-sensitive and unstable (174).** An implicit concern of this
project assesses the ethics of historicizing, representing and speaking for others, as well
as translating, for all require mediation; to overlook the means of my proof texts’

production would be to disavow the labors that constitute them and thereby participate in

all “available resources” (Empire 9), for in doing so, it finds those substitutes for old patterns and material
that, as Jameson says, allow it to endure. For my part, I see echoes of medieval romance in today’s most
popular films, including superhero franchises.

1 A translator mediates between audience and text (Lefevere 19), but approaches to the task differ. The
“paraphrast” treats the process as though linguistic elements “were mathematical signs that can be reduced
to the same value by means of addition and subtraction” (Schleiermacher 48); whereas the imitator
“strives...to give the reader an impression similar to the one received by readers who shared a language and
an age with the writer” (48).



a process that silences and disenfranchises voices deemed unworthy of mention in the
history of Western literature. 2

To acknowledge the historical moments in which my texts were produced and to
see them as much as a modern can within the context of his/her own time and place, this
project not only attends to ludic(rous) elements in each proof text, but also to each text’s
historical context. Only by doing so can we approximate an understanding of why scribes
and translators changed elements of their sources to respond to exigencies of their time.
History is not often gameful, yet its inclusion in this project is substantial, for only by
attending to it can we begin to comprehend the meanings and relevance of a medieval
text’s ludic(rous) elements for its contemporary audiences.

In order to approach the stories discussed herein with greater understanding of the
representational norms that inform them, I will provide an overview, though not an
exhaustive one, of traditional methods by which medieval texts portrayed cultural
“others” and women. I include more specific discussions of both strands of criticism
within the chapters to which they apply. My intent is to establish a preliminary
understanding of how medieval Christian authors in the Latin West, drawing on earlier
sources, conceived of Jews, Muslims, and women for readers who are unfamiliar with
these representations. Of course, scholarship on both postcolonial and ethnic studies as

well as feminist theory and criticism is immense. My attempts to encapsulate them here

121 allude here to Maria Rosa Menocal’s position that scholars of Western Literature have seldom
acknowledged their subject matter’s debt to Arabic literature (The Arabic 9); even in Spain, Lisa Lampert-
Weissig points out, scholars have at times sought to diminish Iberian literature’s Arabic connections, for
acknowledging its Southern and Eastern, non-Christian influences, for some, undermines the extent to
which Spain conforms to a “European” subjectivity (36). Menocal argues “the selective process of history
and literary history has, in the natural course of telling the story of the victors, deprived us of an
appreciation of many critical subtexts, and has in great measure eliminated or simplified and distorted
beyond recognition many of the cultural forces that were catalytic in the medieval period” (The Arabic 15),
a statement that informs the present project and its discussion of early analogues to Middle English texts.



are, we might aptly deem, ludicrous. Nevertheless, | hope to sketch patterns among the
literary representations of marginalized groups in the medieval Latin West, non-Christian
and female, to lay the groundwork for my literary analyses. What follows will necessarily
be incomplete, but where | fall short, | hope each subsequent chapter will, in some
measure, account for my shortcomings here.

Attitudes authorizing beliefs and actions against cultural and ethnic others were
prevalent during a period of European identity formation between the thirteenth and
fifteenth centuries. As Geraldine Heng explains, this “identity” was “vested in a
description of the world that anatomizes alien nations, populations and races in ways that
would secure and stabilize the moorings of what it means to be Christian and European”
(“Jews” 262). Of course, “race” as we understand it today did not exist in the Middle
Ages. Nevertheless, as Thomas Hahn argues, “race does operate distinctively in various
medieval contexts” (7), and it functions as a “trope of difference” (7). Hahn would agree
with Naomi Zack when she claims: “There is no anachronism in identifying the notion of
a human division into hierarchical groups, together with the importance of genealogy, as
the historical foundation of that modern system of biological race, which is now known
not to have a scientific foundation” (3); indeed, “structures of identity and difference in
the Middle Ages directly correspond to some historical and contemporary practices of
race” (Hahn 9). Geraldine Heng posits race as “the strategic, epistemological, and
political commitments” that attach “to a repeating tendency, of the gravest import, to
demarcate human beings through differences...that are selectively essentialized as
absolute and fundamental, in order to distribute positions and powers differentially to

human groups” (The Invention 3). Race, she says, constructs “a hierarchy of peoples for

10



differential treatment;” it “is a structural relationship for the articulation and management
of human differences, rather than a substantive content” (The Invention 3). The
systematic essentializing of groups of people played constitutive roles in emerging,
collective identities, like England’s (5), and we can see these essentializing
representations in medieval romance, though in this project, I will speak of “cultural
others” rather than use the term “race.”

Romance depictions of Eastern others drew on early conceptions, held by
cartographers, who saw the world as “banded,” divided latitudinally in relationship to the
sun. They believed proximity to solar heat affected human biological makeup (Halsall
92). Constantinus Africanus put the theory thus: “the northern regions near the pole are
cold and dry, and therefore the water and air are especially clear, and the bodies of the
inhabitants are healthy, of a pleasing color” (Akbari 143); whereas “[t]he southern
regions are precisely the opposite: being hot and humid, the bodies of the inhabitants are
black in color and tend to be phlegmatic” (143). Such beliefs pervaded literature in the
Latin West. Unlike northern peoples, Arabs for instance, “lived too close to the sun; the
blood was drawn to their heads making them cowardly by cunning” (Halsall 92).13 These
geo-biological theories guided early Western assumptions about human difference, as the
first half of this project will show.

Groups of non-Christians that resisted medieval geographical theories of

biology, however, existed, such as Jewish communities; they were essentialized and

3 Throughout the patristic and encyclopedic traditions, Noah’s son Ham is associated with both Africa and
heat (Akbari 40). He was believed to embody “the primordial passions of the Jews and heretics” (49), and
medieval Christian authors grafted Ham’s attributes onto Muslims, many of whom originated in Africa.

Belief in Ham’s “primordial passions,” appetite for the flesh, abetted construction of a lusty Muslim
stereotype that found a corollary in the Islamic vision of heaven.

11



persecuted at the expense of England’s emerging identity nonetheless.'* Seen as
“unassimilated internal aliens” in England (Heng, “Jews” 249), negative portrayals of
Jews not only emphasized their alterity, but substantiated fictions that justified actions
taken against them.™ In 1179 and subsequently, “synagogues began to be confiscated,
and the Fourth Lateran Council (1215) introduced the ignominious law that Jews had to

wear badges to distinguish themselves” (Schildgen 101, Heng, “Jews” 250). Jews were

14 One of the most striking assaults on medieval Jews occurred early in the crusades. Jews were massacred
in the Rhineland by undisciplined crusaders (Housely 45-46). Comprised in part from lower classes, they
were “inflamed by irresponsible preachers” (Mayer 40), like Peter the Hermit, who may have projected
anti-Jewish themes “more overtly or implicitly than the preaching that was conducted or organized by the
Pope” (Housely 46). Regardless, the crusaders, who were likely “attracted by the wealth of the important
Jewish communities of the Rhineland[,]...indulged themselves in pogroms on a scale hitherto
unprecedented in the Middle Ages” (Mayer 40). Though these actions were later condemned, no formal
apology can effectively blot this atrocity from the pages of history. The perpetrators felt authorized to carry
out such violence, and these perspectives contributed to and participated within a discourse that legitimized
anti-Semitic practices and laws in the Latin West.

1> Climate alone could not explain the physiognomy of Jewish communities. Because Jews had frequently
relocated, their physical similarities were attributed to diet rather than geography. This belief produced
stereotypes derived from and connected to Jewish alimentation. Their food was held responsible for their
perceived pallor, timidity, and “eagerness to keep themselves apart from the society of others” (Akbari
149), which was understood as melancholy. In the thirteenth-century Judensau, Jews were associated with
pigs in an abominable rendering that aligns them, ironically, with what they are proscribed from eating
(Heng, Empire 80). Once established, this association aligned Jews with consumption of fatty, salted foods
(Akbari 149). Assumptions about Jewish diets led to inaccurate stereotypes about their bodies, including
one that aligned Jewish men with women. In the 1300’s, Peter Biller, Bernard of Gordon, and Albertus
Magnus debated the veracity of claims that Jewish men experienced a bloody, hemmorhoidal flux
symptomatic of their “inherent” melancholy (Akbari 148-149). This monthly discharge was believed to
purge their blood “of an excess of melancholy (black humor)” (149). In this instance, Jews are feminized,
for in particular, the “bloody flux” was rumored to occur monthly (149), like menstruation. It “reflected, on
a microcosmic level, the uncleanliness of Synagoga herself, for the entire community of the Jews was
believed to have become unclean (that is, ‘out of place,’ cast out, excluded) at the time of the Crucifixion”
(Akbari 152). To the medieval mind, the otherness of Jews was, therefore, conceived as a corporeal
uncleanness that was coded female. Misunderstandings of Jews and Judaism also led to perceptions of Jews
as heretics: they believed in the Christian God, but did not accept Jesus as their savior. They were
“variously represented as the antithesis of Christians” (Heng, Empire 80), and they were shown as
subhuman and animalistic (80). These depictions “reflect mental images of group members and
symbolically represent beliefs about the nature of peoples” (Weeda 589). Such ethnic stereotyping
increased in the twelfth-century, correlating with the crusades, pilgrimages, and the rise of the universities
(592). From “example handbooks of rhetoric and poetry” (592), clerics learned the art of ethnic
stereotyping “in order to create convincing characterizations” (592), or, we might say, inflammatory ones.
Their models “reflected the predominate stereotypes of their day, which subsequently slipped into new
representations of the ethnic other” (592). Like the game of telephone, part of each original message would
persist, but it would be augmented, if not twisted, by new interpretations. Each stereotype’s permutation
becomes a form of “sociocultural capital” indicative of a dominant culture’s values (Weeda 590).
Stereotypes of Jews helped preserve the integrity of Christian identity by emphasizing the two groups’
alterity; Jewish distinctions were then used to authorize violence against them.
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accused of ritual child murders, including that of Hugh of Lincoln in 1255, which
resulted in nineteen executions (Heng, “Jews” 250-254). These internal “outsiders” were
expelled from England in 1290, in large part because of the anti-Semitic fictions English
authorities allowed to circulate (251).

Anti-Semitic practices in the Latin West, like Christians’ assumptions of and
attitudes towards Jews, were grafted onto medieval portrayals of Muslims. Christian
authors systematically demonized, dissmpowered, and attacked followers of Islam using
and extending strategies developed in their invectives against Jews. In both England and
on the continent, the Christian majority believed Jews were different “from Christian
folk” and that Jews and Muslims “were proximately alike: two alien communities linked
by points of resemblance and historical ventures...against the West” (Heng, “Jews” 255).
Evidence of Muslim assaults against the West included the “Arab-Berber invasion of
Visigothic Spain in 711, Abd-al Rahman’s encounter with Charles Martel at Poitiers in
732, the Fatimid Caliph al-Hakim’s destruction of the Holy Sepulchre in 1009, and
Saladin’s resettlement of Jerusalem after its Islamic reconquest in 1187 (255). Like
Judaism before it, Islam was seen as a threat to Christianity, and both were made

scapegoats for Christian social failings (Tolan 16).'®

16 problematic portrayals of Muslims surface at least as early as the late seventh century, spurred by fear of
Islam’s rapid expansion. In the writings of Anastasius, a monk of Saint Catherine’s monastery on Mount
Sinai, he strives to “erect a wall of difference between Islam and Christianity” (Tolan 44) by depicting
Muslims as demonic allies of the devil (43). Though aware of Islamic monotheism, Anastasius presents this
as a “veneer” masking “true idolatry” (44) to dissuade uneducated Christians from converting. He
therefore, “is not ignorant of the similarities between the two faiths; he is painfully aware of them. This is
why he stresses the differences” (44). The specific fear of Arab expansion resulted in recapitulations of
anti-Islamic representations in writings from the seventh to the fifteenth century, yielding stock depictions
of Muslims. These, Dorothee Metlitzki says of portrayals in The Sowdowne of Babylone, had become
“petrified in a literary convention which served as a vehicle for propaganda and psychological warfare”
(188).
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As in medieval portrayals of Jews, unflattering, inaccurate, and even pejorative
stereotypes align Muslims with what their religious injunctions disavow. Muslims are
proscribed from eating pork, yet like Jews, they are aligned with pigs. They are also
aligned with dogs, which can be explained by the narrative that Mohammed’s corpse was
consumed by both pigs and dogs after being thrown in a ditch (Kritzeck 18). Islam
maintains injunctions against crafting and worshiping icons (Akbari 216, 240), effects of
which are visible in the architecture and adornments of the mosque-cathedral Mahdinat-al
Ziyarat of Cordoba and Granada’s Alhambra. Yet, Muslims are often portrayed in
medieval literature as idolaters, a form of worship they are stringently to eschew. “Shirk,”
the Arabic term for associating other beings with God, is, in Islam, the gravest and only
unforgivable sin (Kritzeck 118). Nevertheless, in the Chanson de Roland and the
Sowdone of Babylone, Muslims are portrayed polytheistic idolaters.'’

Lacking a complete picture of Islam, Christians drew on their limited and
distorted knowledge of Ishmaelites, and later, knowledge of Mohammed, to understand
Muslims. This contributed to distinctive Muslim stereotypes used in literature, such as the
irrational hot-head, magician, trickster, heretic, and antichrist. Christians saw Ishmael as
the wild, “bastard son of Abraham” who was “a magician” (Tolan 20). The Pseudo-
Turpin Chronicle bolsters connections between Ishmael’s sorcery and Muslims, as do

fragmental legends of Mohammed’s life. Because he did not prophesize or perform

7 Depictions of Mohammed were also instrumental in reinforcing Muslim stereotypes. In the twelfth
century Pseudo-Turpin Chronicle, “Mauhoumet made an idol of himself in Spain, used his necromancy to
fill it with demons, and set it up to protect the Saracens from Christian attack™ (Tolan 133).This well-
known text reinforces the view of Mohammed, and by extension, Muslims, as heretical idolaters.
Mohammed’s magic and tricks won him supporters, but Christians believed he had “dupe[d] his ignorant
followers into following him” (Tolan 168). This view inspired the stereotype of the deceptive Muslim,
visible in Guy of Warwick’s duplicitous Amoraunt. In him, we also see vestiges of Ishmael the wild man;
he is quick-tempered, wrathful, and madly irrational. As we will see in Chapter Three, Laban in the
Sowdone of Babylone also recalls this hot-headed irrationality.
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miracles, essential works of a prophet by Christian standards (Tolan 163, 165),
Mohammed was believed to have used “trickery and magic” to acquire followers (Tolan
141). His association with magic was transferred onto Muslims in general, as represented
in the Chanson de Roland’s King Corsablis, who knows the magic arts; in Floripas and
her magic girdle in the Sowdone of Babylone; and in the Emir of Floris and Blancheflour,
who possesses an enchanted tree. Mohammed also acquired the label of heresiarch, for
which Christians classified him as an apocalyptic heretic (Kritzeck17-18). His followers,
consequently, were also deemed heretical, for they rejected the Trinity (Tolan 9).
Christian views on heresy led to the association of Muslims with the “Antichrist” (8), and
conflations of Mohammad with Allah did little to discourage this view. In particular,
Mohammad was often identified as part of a perverse trinity including Tervagant and
Apollo (Tolan 136-137, Akbari 202). Lastly, Mohammed’s polygamy fanned the flames
of the Muslim stereotype as lusty and hot-headed (Tolan 152).'8

From a more informed, twenty-first century perspective, we see that none of
these labels—idolater, antichrist, magician, hot-headed trickster—fit. Viewing Islamic
religious tenets against medieval Muslim stereotypes suggests that legends of
Mohammad, like the fictitious narratives constructed about Jews, were “consciously
contrived and circulated as propaganda to incite Christians to warfare against Moslems”
(Kritzeck 19)." Human ignorance, fear of outsiders, and cultural biases, which were

believed to be true, were of course, contributing factors as well.

'8 Understood by medieval Christians through problematic Koranic translations and glosses (Akbari 249),
the Muslim afterlife was imagined as a sensual paradise that promised a man seventy-two attendant virgins
(Akbari 248). The Islamic heaven offered “earthly, fleshly” (249) pleasures because Muslim disavowal of
salvation history deprived it of the “fullness of apocalyptic time” (Akbari 249).

9 Though some Christians may have been ignorant as to what Muslims truly believe, others, like
Anastasius, were aware of Islamic fundamentals. Importantly, Peter the VVenerable, abbot of Cluny,
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Medieval romances depicted women, like cultural and religious others, in
disempowering ways, even if, at times, they appeared to elevate, rather than diminish, a
woman’s status.”’ Women were categorically marginalized and lacked the privileges and
freedoms of their male counterparts.”* Where women are instrumental to male identity
construction in romance, they are typically excluded in favor of male subjects from roles
in which they could speak and act in uncircumscribed ways to meaningfully affect
change in their personal and socio-political situations. The outcome of such
representations, like those of non-Christians, is ideological: it defines “maleness” not
only in terms of the male protagonist’s commendable traits, but also as that quality which
enables a man to rightfully subordinate others, in this case, women, to his authority.

As in the inaccurate portrayals of medieval Christendom’s cultural “others,” the
discourse of misogyny, as both a genre and a topos, proceeded not from truthful, first-
hand accounts of evil, threatening women, but through a tradition of writings built on
other “authorities’” opinions of them, as Howard Bloch has shown (Medieval 3-4, 7). As

one example, “St. Jerome...[set] forth all the wickedness of women and so provided the

journeyed to Spain in 1142 (Kritzeck 10), where he “conceived, planned, and sponsored his project to
study, comprehensively and from original sources, the religion of Islam (Kritzeck 14). He commissioned
translations known today as the Toledan Collection (Kritzeck 108), including the Koran; the Fabulae
Sacernorum, which contains legends of Mohammed; the Liber generationis Mahumet; and the Doctrina
Mahumet (109). Though the last two were neither the most useful of selections, nor the best translated, they
did communicate “Isalm’s essential connection with the main stream of Semitic religion” (109), a concept
not always recognized before. Peter the Venerable’s commission revealed Islam as wholly monotheistic, to
the extent that Muslims rejected the idea of the Trinity. According to Peter, Muslims “do not believe that
there exists in the single essence of the deity the number of three Persons” (Kritzeck 117). Despite Peter’s
new-found knowledge, medieval Christian text continued to represent Muslims as polytheistic pagans
worshiping Mohammed rather than Allah within a pantheon of deities.

% The courtly love tradition depicts men as acting in service of women, yet the power dynamic was more
fictional than real. Moreover, the frequent, gratuitious depictions of women’s abduction and non-
consensual sex with men in medieval romance (and elsewhere) greatly undermines the fantasy that women
in fin” amor, and in historical reality, truly wielded power over men.

21 Of course, men in the Latin West were ascribed different agencies contingent on their lineage, wealth,

status, and occupation, but in the main, they suffered fewer categorical injunctions against their speech and
abilities than did women within their cultural group, as | will show in this introductory chapter.
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Middle Ages with a convenient compendium of anti-feminist literature” (Parry 18).
Jerome’s attitudes were often founded on representations of women rather than real
women.

Representations of women in the Bible contradicted and supported views of
women as less than men. Genesis 1:27 claims God created man and woman
simultaneously, making neither primary, secondary, nor in any sense derivative: both
were formed in God’s image (Bloch, Medieval 22). % However, Genesis 2:21-22
describes God’s creation of woman from man, which makes the former a derivation of
the latter: “Then the Lord God cast a deep sleep upon Adam: and when he was fast
asleep, he took one of his ribs, and filled up flesh for it. / And the Lord God built the rib
which he took from Adam into a woman: and brought her to Adam.” Eve is not only
created after Adam, but from him, as 1 Corinthians 11:8-9 maintains: “...the man is not
of the woman: but the woman of the man. / For the man was not created for the woman:
but the woman for the man.” The interpretation of such scriptures justified views of
women as derivative from and, therefore, inferior to men (Bloch 24).2* Assumptions of
female inferferiority in the Middle Ages led to the association of men with “with spirit or
soul formed directly by God, partaking of his divinity;” by contrast, women were
“assumed to partake of the body, fleshly incarnation being by definition the sign of
humanity’s fallen condtion” (Bloch 27). Though exemplary Biblical women, such as the

Virgin Mary, contradicted the association of women with original sin, others reinforced

22 All Bible verses are from the Douay-Rheims version. Genesis 1:27 states: “And God created man to his
own image: to the image of God he created him: male and female he created them.”

2 Bloch highlights’s Gratian’s logic that because woman was created from man, it “is natural that women
serve men, as sons their parents, because it is just that the inferior being serve the superior one” (24).
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the belief that women, created second and derived from Adam, were, therefore, less
rational and more susceptible to earthly sin than men.

Eve’s “misunderstanding” in Genesis provided evidence of male superiority:
woman lacks reason, while “man is associated with intelligence” (Bloch, Medieval 29).
Consequently, early Christians aligned women “with sensus, the body...animal faculties,
[and] appetite” (Bloch 29). This view persisted, and in the twelfth-century, being female
corresponded to “the animal functions of sex and reproduction” (McNamara 20). Animals
cannot speak, so speech as a sign of female intellection was denied legitimacy. Two topoi
emerged from these beliefs, the “topos of the talkative female” (22), whose words are
trifles, and “the woman as liar” (22), whose words are twisted. Both devalued female
speech; woman came to embody the inadequacies of language and represented “the
deception of which language is capable” (Bloch, Medieval 21). Assumptions about
female speech and interpretations of other sexually-based differences between women
and men were read as markers of female inferiority. This limited women’s power in
society and provided a model for “the domination of woman by man” (Markale 21). |
foreground these perspectives here because such assumptions about female speech and

intellection underlie the portrayals of women in the latter half of this project.?®

2 Eve answers God in Genesis 3:13 that: “The serpent deceived me, and | did eat” of the forbidden fruit.

% Misogynistic perspectives and changing social conditions led to a proliferation of anti-feminist texts in
the Middle Ages, especially during twelfth-century monastic reforms that advocated celibacy (McNamara
8). Women'’s presence within clerical orders threatened monks’ status and identity. The shared “sedentary,
intellectual tasks” between the two genders made the monks appear “womanish” (McNamara 6). To
relegate women to their “proper place, their ability to... approximate levels of spirituality accessible by
men were questioned (20), and they were “suspected of perverting the divine mission embodied by
masculine activity” (Markale 21). Women with “a tendency to act for themselves urgently required a new,
or at least reinforced, definition of woman and her proper relationship to man” (McNamara 20), and this
attitude authorized women'’s systematic dissmpowerment. Male authorities excluded women from what
would become the universities. Denying women an education resulted in a social order that affirmed “the
natural law of male superiority” (McNamara 19). Women were precluded from governance. According to
medieval authorities, women were too fickle to rule, and they were incapable of resisting outside

18



During the mid-eleventh to mid-twelfth centuries, the evaluation of sexual
relations placed both the clergy and the laity within double bind: the clergy, to maintain
their status as “pure” men, required misogynist rhetoric to denounce women and sex.
This was problematic, for among the laity, primogeniture was on the rise; they had to
exalt women and marriage because younger sons, disinherited, needed to find favor
among women to secure their futures (McNamara 8). The crisis required men “[i]n life as
in literature...to put women’s tastes ahead of their own masculine image” (9), fashioning
themselves in effeminate ways. They “shaved their beards, curled their hair, and
cultivated other courtly vanities” (9).%° Men had become women’s “unnatural”
subordinates (9), at least in the game of courtship.

The concept of unnatural, female authority, reflected in conventions of courtly
love, recalls Carnival’s trope of the woman on top, for both turned “official” notions of
superiority on their head. Disseminated by Provencal troubadours, fin” amor “was a
revolutionary world view in that it placed human love at the center of the universe and
raised the woman (or, rather, the lady) from the status of drudge and brood mare to that

of a high ideal” (Russell 3 1).27 The lady “was exalted from her position as Devil’s puppet

temptations (20). Their household authority was also limited. The invalidation of priestly marriage by the
First Lateran Council in 1123, which was predicated upon theological conceptions of original sin (Lansing
40), made women, and marriage, appear unsavory. Indeed, marriage was officially condoned only
inasmuch as it lessened sinners’ guilt for copulation, reproduced society, and prevented graver sins of
fornication (Pagels 12). Reforms within the church, therefore, helped keep women subordinate to men.

% It is to these courtly vanities that Bernard of Clairvaux, in part, responds in his 1128 In Praise of the New
Chivalry, which celebrates an emerging sense of knighthood founded on service to God and in contrast to
worldly conceptions of knighthood (Keen 78).

%" The term “courtly love” has proved problematic among scholars; many prefer to use fin” amor, amour
troubadouresque, or amour chevaleresque (Smith and Snow 3-4). One issue, William Calin explains, is the
“Robertsonian” view that fin’ amor is anachronistic, a modern concept invented by Gaston Paris in 1881
with the coining of amour courtois (33). The phrase “courltly love” does not appear in medieval literature,
but as Calin points out, both fin’ amor and bon’ amor do (33). Most scholars agree that, difficulties of
terminology aside, as “an intellectual system with a formalized code” (Smith and Snow 6), “courtly love”
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and breeding animal to a place little below that of High God. She it was who inspired her
lover to courtesy, to gentleness, to hardihood and great emprise. He placed himself
wholly in her service, and adored her with a religious worship” (Loomis xvii-XVviii).
Though falling short of heresy, fin” amor offered a perspective “so incompatible with
Christian orthodoxy as to merit classification as a variety of medieval dissent” (Russell
32),% one that, perhaps, reflected contemporary shifts in medieval life.”®

But as much as literature presented the lady as a knight’s feudal suzerain to whom
he owes allegiance (Parry 7), “rendering homage to the woman by adorning her with all
possible riches while confining her within the narrow space of a harem where she has no
rights but to be pretty and keep her mouth shut” (Markale 158) is, nonetheless, limiting
and problematic. Worse still are the numerous instances of rape medieval romance
depicts. Portrayals of raped and confined women were a mechanism for conditioning

them to fear their male counterparts (McNamara 19). In the second half of this project,

was, in the Middle Ages, real. Indeed, Smith and Snow, citing Roger Boase’s argument, call it “a
comprehensive cultural phenomenon, a literary movement, an ideology, an ethical system, a style of life,
and an expression of the play element in culture which arose in an aristocratic Christian environment
exposed to Hispano-Arabic influences” (6). Russell’s view that women prior to circulation of fin’ amor
discourse were little more than “drudge and brood mares” needs qualification. As John Carmi Parsons
points out, even in the mid to late thirteenth-century, the state of artistocratic women’s affairs was thus:
“The society that regarded women as commodities to be exchanged in the interests of the system prescribed
their compliant acceptance of diplomatic marriages; but if such unions transcended individual hopes (or
less politely, ignored them), they also afforded their female partners dignity, wealth, and opportunities for
power that could encourage a diplomatic bride’s personal ambitions” (6).

% Indeed, the Robertsonian view of fin’ amor argues that it impedes understanding of medieval texts
because “no medieval Christian author could possibly have encouraged his public to indulge in idolatrous
passion, in irrational concupiscence” (Calin 33), for doing so would contradict Christian values.

% Joan Ferrante et al. explain that in the eleventh century, fin” amor’s “courtly code of conduct”
counterbalanced “the violence, crudity and instability” of young knights’ lives. Some, “without lands of
their own...wandered in search of combat and booty” or found powerful men to serve (4). A greater
balance between the extremes of knighthood (battlefield prowess and courtliness) emerged in the twelfth
century (5), but when fighting decreased in importance during the thirteenth century, aristocratic class
conventions “became stylized and were retained less as an ideal to aspire to, than an artificial means of
preserving differences between [the nobility] and the wealthy bourgeois, who copied what they could of
noble conventions in order to appear noble themselves” (Ferrante 4).
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males in Floris and Blancheflour and in Troilus and Criseyde predicate masculinity upon
the subordination of, if not cultural others, women. Not all romances do this, of course,
nor do all portrayals of female subordination function in precisely the same way, yet they
are worth exploring because they contribute to ideological constructions of gender, and
those constructs maintain currency even today.

Feminist theory from the twentieth century to the present has applied structuralist
analyses to cultural productions of gender, often arguing gender as non-identical to sex,
and that the former is created; normative cultural practices and individual performances
are often the means by which a gendered identity constructs itself. Simone de Beauvoir’s
seminal, cultural critique, The Second Sex, elucidates the interplay whereby woman
becomes the other against which man may define himself. Woman “is defined and
differentiated with reference to man and not he with reference to her; she is the
incidental, the inessential as opposed the essential. He is the Subject, he is the Absolute—
she is the Other” (xxii).*° For both genders, as Judith Butler explains, their identity is
predicated on performance, not biology. Identity, she says, “is performatively
constituted” (34). In Floris and Blancheflour and in Troilus and Criseyde, de Beauvoir’s
and Butler’s observations apply, for the women they depict operate within
“phallogocentric” economies dependent on the exchange of women to create and

maintain bonds between men (Butler 55).

¥ De Beauvoir points out that “[t]he category of the Other is as primordial as consciousness itself” (xxii);
“[i]f, following Hegel, we find in consciousness itself a fundamental hostility toward every other
consciousness; the subject can be posed only in being opposed—her sets himself up as the essential, as
opposed to the other, the inessential object” (de Beauvoir xxiii).
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The masculinities portrayed in medieval romance were not only problematic for
women, but for men as well, because they were exclusionary.®" Collections of scholarship
in the last thirty years have explored competing definitions of masculinity, why they
arose, whom they excluded, and how such constructions affected social structures,
relationships, and identity. In keeping with D.M. Hadley’s 1999 collection Masculinity in
Medieval Europe, my intention in examining masculinity is not to be anti-feminist (2),
but rather, to view “the other side of this binary, asymmetric coin” (Lees xv) of gender.
My intent is to consider:

the ways in which masculine identities were constructed within all-male

environments; the relationship between masculinity and power; the inadequacy of

the blunt bi-polarities of male/female and masculine feminine; the performative
nature of gender and the repeated rehearsal of gendered identities; the role of
material culture in the construction of masculinities...the relationship between
text and social ‘reality’, and the role of text as a medium for gender construction.

(Hadley 3-4)

Throughout, this project examines definitions of masculinity engaged, in the main, by the
medieval nobility, for its members are those most likely to have access to the romances |
examine.They too, are those who likely confronted cultural difference in the most
visceral of manners: as miles Christi warring abroad, or as their descendants. The

nobility’s arranged marriages also brought gender dynamics into sharp relief. Viewing

* For non-clerical men, and even for miles Christi, their personhood became fused with “manhood”
(McNamara 22), requiring repeated performance of “manly” behaviors to maintain and assert that identity.
In effect, this meant subjugating others to one’s will, with women and “others”—heretics, homosexuals,
Jews, any rebels who didn’t fit the mold” (22)—as casualties. The process constitutes a vicious cycle, “a
tragedy for women and for the not-men, half-men, effeminate men who were the objects of this relentless
persecution (McNamara 22), and it continues to today, as does the “subtler” tragedy whereby the system
continues to produce “psychologically maimed creatures” (22).
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fictional medieval genres alongside the nobility’s historical reality allows us see how
such narratives sought to compartmentalize cultural others, condition women, and
circumscribe mainstream conceptions of masculinity.

The first half of this inquiry explores how, with foreign settings and interactions
between people of different faiths, martial Middle English romances build on content,
patterns, and ludic(rous) strategies in the Chanson de Roland to negotiate contemporary
social tensions and present ideological responses to their historical realities. As I will
show, the Roland charts new coordinates for a form of militant, crusading masculinity. It
revises earlier French conceptions of manhood by subordinating men to God. Guy of
Warwick and The Sowdone of Babylone tailor the Roland’s warrior for Christ ideal and
the chanson’s ludic(rous) depictions of Eastern others to their historical moments. This
limited sample of fourteenth-century martial romances cannot account for the ample
variety of rhetorical strategies and social critiques exhibited by other contemporary texts,
but it does provide insight as to how martial romances present and negotiate both alterity
and identity using ludic(rous) elements.

The second half of this project investigates how ludic(rous) elements in amorous
Middle English romances construct and revise masculine identities against women, a
strategy latent in the Roland’s portrayal of Aude and Bramimond, two oppositional
females who, nonetheless, suggest masculinity is that which subordinates women to men.
In the Egerton manuscript’s Floris and Blancheflour, the hero assumes his sovereign
masculinity not by fighting against others, but by sharpening his ingenuity while questing
to recover his beloved, over whose female intellect he must prove his own superior. In

Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde, the poet problematizes a notion of masculinity as that
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which achieves its aim by any means possible. As | will show, Chaucer not only portrays
ludic(rous) elements to engage his readers, but he also weaves them into the fabric of his
work, much as Juan Ruiz does in his Libro de Buen Amor. Both works’ playful, yet
serious subject matter question the legitimacy of mediation, both in love, and in
authorship. At the end, they suggest the only means of transcending the pitfalls of love
and life, which are necessarily mediated, in part by our own interpretations of them, is to
turn one’s affections to God. To do so is to be not just the ideal man, but the best human
one might aspire to be.

The concluding chapter binds together parts one and two by summing up the
extent to which time and place affect how marginalized others are depicted in medieval
texts. | show how ludic(rous) elements in medieval romance engage social mores of their
time by raising ethical questions about the way Christian men perform their identities in
contradistinction to marginalized others. The two foci of the project are bound by the
belief that the literary violence done to others in medieval texts, whether in terms of
culture or gender, as well as actual violence perpetrated on others have the same
ideological purpose: to define each group and to assign it a value, often so that those in
power can consolidate and justify their dominion, especially when they feel their
hegemony is threatened. | approach these texts bearing ethical questions: to what extent
are these narratives complicit in the disempowerment of marginal groups, and how did
ludic ambiguity allow medieval audiences to adopt a role not unlike today’s umpires
when texts called upon them to evaluate the ideologies they contained? Both questions, |

think, likewise implicate modern readers in adopting the role of umpire.
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If we think of literary texts as guides that influence our thinking—how we
evaluate, how we approach tasks—then in some ways, they are like maps, directing and
redirecting our thoughts. The cartography they chart in readers’ minds draws landscapes
not like the maps in elementary students’ geography books—with color-coded countries
and bold boundary lines. They are more like detailed road maps with various routes
traversing the area displayed. These diverse “roads” navigate our forward movement, and
in the romances under discussion, they navigate questions of difference that present
mental roadblocks. But several of these texts go one step further in cartographic
complexity: they not only provide a variety of routes for thinking about difference, but
they are also topographic—they provide contour lines. Maps with this level of detail are
particularly helpful for hiking unknown terrain—without roads. They indicate elevation,
allowing one to see what is above and below a given point and to what extent, whether
extreme, or otherwise. In many of the texts under consideration, the character traits of
Christian men, non-Christians, and women are plotted along such contour lines, forcing
readers to negotiate the variety of elevations where texts plot the virtues of each group.
Sometimes, they are on the same plane. Other times, one group is positioned higher up on
the scale of virtue than another. Ludic(rous) elements within the texts constitute
seismograph read-outs that signal pressure beneath the surface of both the narratives and

their sociocultural contexts.
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CHAPTER II
MAPPING INCONSISTENCIES IN THE CHANSON DE ROLAND, GUY OF
WARWICK, AND THE SOWDONE OF BABYLONE: SUBTERFUGE
AND LUDIC(ROUS) PERVERSIONS

The Crusades and the Reconquista set precedents for European Christians to
assert their dominion over others, especially over non-Christians, and the rhetoric
authorizing these exploits became ensconced in medieval literature. Works at the onset of
the Holy Wars (and after) recall times when the Latin West strove to minimize the threat
of Muslim encroachment on lands deemed part of Christian heritage. These conflicts
were the bane of many, both in the Middle Ages, and in later atrocities that, following
medieval texts, identified non-Christians as enemies. This crusade rhetoric facilitated
construction of European empires during the Early Modern period. Europe re-deployed it
in World War I’s nationalism (Holsinger 470). Denigration of non-Christian “Others”
yielded atrocities against Jews in Nazi Germany. In 1989 playing “to an emergent
Serbian nationalism,” Slobodan MiloSevi¢ invoked the Christian Serbs’ defeat by the
Islamic Turks six hundred years before (470). More recently, the 9/11 attacks in the
United States generated new “dualisms rooted in self-consciously medieval rhetorics of
crusade, religious fundamentalism, and divine right” (Holsinger 470). Throughout
history, aggression against “Others” —predicated on the amplification of difference—has
had a long, potent afterlife, as twenty-first century Islamophobia and continued anti-
Semitism attest.

Unpacking the impulses behind crusade rhetoric remains a timely undertaking:

analyzing its content, mechanisms, and production implicates today’s antipathy and
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violence towards marginalized figures and groups, particularly those of various minority
populations, faiths, and cultures. But how did this rhetoric materialize, and were its
origins as sinister as its heritage has proved to be?

Arguably the first well-known text to form, embrace, and project a proto-
Orientalist, crusade ethos (Kinoshita 15), the Chanson de Roland is a cultural touchstone.
A rousing tale of heroism sprinkled with the drama of betrayal and revenge, the poem
seizes upon Christian and Muslim difference as it glorifies Charlemagne’s victory against
the “Pagans” in Spain. It is to “France what the Iliad is to Greece - at once a glorious
military legend, an exposition of core ethical values and a great literary production from
its finest political and cultural moment” (Gilbert 21). This “French national epic” so
“epitomizes ‘une certaine idée de la France” [a certain idea of France] (21), that for
medievalists, taking a stance on the canonical work has become requisite (Kinoshita 15).

Eight versions of the Roland exist, written in various dialects: Venetian, Picard /
Ardennais, western French (Gilbert 22), and in the case of the oldest manuscript, Anglo-
Norman. Held in the Bodleian Library, the Oxford Manuscript recounts the epic story for
an insular audience. Early scholars date its production circa 1170 (Bédier 11),%* and recent
scholars date it within 1125-50 (Gilbert 22). Elusive as its date of composition may be,
the Oxford Roland was produced when French families and culture comingled with those
of England in the twelfth-century. The Roland also circulated orally, which the

manuscript’s narrative formulae, repetition, and parataxis” (22) evidence. A feast of

%« _est ’ouvrage d’un scribe anglo-normand, et le texte que ce scribe nous propose est un spécimen trés

pur de francais qui se parlait et s’écrivait en Angleterre cent ans apres la conqéte, vers I’an 1170. Mais c¢’est
bien avant I’an 1170, ¢’est un demi-siécle plus tot pour le moins, que le poéte a écrit la Chanson de Roland,
et rien n’invite a croire qu’il ait jamais vécu, comme son copiste, en Angleterre” (Bédier I). Throughout
the text, | will provide the original language of non-English citations from secondary criticism in footnotes.
For primary texts, however, | will privilege the language of the originals, placing such quotations in the
body of the text with my own translations in brackets immediately following.
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battle exploits infused with Christian ideology, the Roland captivated a wide audience.
Later poets could repackage its form, content, and rhetorical strategies into new works
composed for new purposes. These attributes make the Oxford Roland a worthy point of
entry for seeking to understand medieval England’s negotiation of cultural difference.
The Chanson de Roland is based on historical events from the eighth-century. It
recounts the attack in 778 of Charlemagne’s rear guard as it returned to France from
sacking Cérdoba (Fletcher 29).%® Presenting itself as history, the poem is, nonetheless, a
form of imaginative literature that uses the leitmotif of a chess game not only as a
correlative for its structure, theme, and cross-cultural content, but also to project its
crusade-legitimizing ideology.** We enter the ideological realm with Charlemagne’s
conquest of Cordoba; here, the first “Pagan” castle on the poem’s thematic game board
falls. The King of Zaragoza, Muslim Marsile, sues for peace, and the French must
dispatch an envoy to negotiate terms. In positioning his pieces, Charlemagne reserves his
noblest knights—the twelve peers—in favor of old-fashioned Ganelon, who resents his
role as pawn for the mission. Ganelon plots revenge against his stepson, Roland, who
nominated him. True to his word, Ganelon betrays the French to the Muslims in exchange
for their promise to kill Roland; the traitor argues the hero’s elimination would cripple
French forces and diminish future assaults. The coalition’s stratagem works. Neither
Ganelon nor his Muslim co-plotters realize, however, the extent to which Roland himself

is only a Knight serving his King. Charlemagne counters and checkmates both Ganelon

% For locations in modern-day Spain, | have elected to use Spanish orthography. Alternate spellings are
used only in direct quotes from the primary and secondary literature.

% “Invented in India in the 6™ century, chess reached the Islamic countries of the Middle East by the 7"

century...it began to infiltrate Europe but did not gain wide acceptance until after the First Crusade...and
returning Frankish crusaders brought the game back to their courts” (Newman 170).

28



and Marsile because he, like all men, moves on the chessboard of earthly existence
according to God’s plan.

Ganelon’s trap springs as an ambush at Roncesvalles, a pass on the Iberian side of
the Pyrenees. Roland, metaphorically characterized as Charlemagne’s right hand, falls
after severing King Marsile’s right hand with a mortal stroke. Charlemagne and the
Babylonian Emir Baligant, Marsile’s overlord, seek vengeance and meet in battle. The
clash resolves when, inspired by Providence, Charlemagne defeats Baligant. Yet this
“game” has consequences beyond the spilt blood of fallen pawns, knights, and rooks, as
new social standards compete with older customs in Aix. Ganelon, the “other” within the
French force, is tried for treason. He is nearly exonerated when old belief systems,
despite social changes afoot, hold; the French sympathize with his choice to seek
revenge. Nevertheless, Thierry, an unassuming nobleman, challenges and defeats
Ganelon’s champion in a trial by combat, which is, ironically, the old form of justice by
which Ganelon anticipated certain victory. Ganelon is hanged and quartered; his
supporters are executed. The outcome validates the new social order while burying the
old. The story constructs in its telling a new masculine ideal to combat fraught masculine
identities in France of the twelfth-century.

The earnest tale of war, a man’s game, mints a new ideological currency in the
absence of women, but as on a chess board, there are two. They play significant roles in
exchanging the old norms and values for the new. Aude, Roland’s betrothed, is the
epitome of faithfulness. Her life as her word, by pledge, she deems it coextensive with
Roland’s; when he dies, she dies as well. Like Ganelon and those executed in Aix, Aude

represents a waning social order predicated on kinship bonds. In contrast, Bramimond,
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Marsile’s queen, is a woman of deeds. Where Aude stands for fixity, Bramimond
embodies change; like chess pieces that once bore Arabic names,* she becomes Juliana
when she converts to Christianity. Though she has “lost,” in her conversion, two orders
are upheld: the poem’s game of conquest sanctions aggression against Muslims at the
same time that it supports the yielding of familial to feudal ties by endorsing new social
norms.

Examining Roland’s historicity, Kinoshita notes that Charlemagne’s rearguard
was actually attacked by a contingent of Basques, not “Saracens” (17). This substitution
of a more distinct “other,” for attackers who were Christian elides the complex
relationships existing among Christians, Muslims, and Jews on the Iberian Peninsula
while assigning a distinctively non-Christian scapegoat for the French’s defeat.®® The
poem’s misattribution perpetuates growing fervor among Christian French men to follow
Charles the Great’s expansionist example as champions of the faith (Fletcher 115),
leading them to impose Christian norms, values, and beliefs upon Iberian inhabitants. But
why? Where does the need to construct a “politics of intransigence” come from, and why

might it help to replace a real enemy with one two steps removed from the truth?

% Mark Taylor explains that the queen developed from the fers, or advisor, which was a piece in the
Persian game shatranj, chess’s predecessor. Likewise, the bishop developed from the alfin, or elephant.
Both piece’s assigned movements became more fluid and dynamic over time (169-173).

% Northern parts of the Peninsula, including the Basque country, were never conquered by Muslims; the
latter were famously driven back by Charles Martel at the Battle of Poitiers in 732 (Mayer 3). Brian Catlos
points out that “the Kingdom of Navarre...straddled what would be the modern border of Spain, and its
offspring, the Kingdom of Aragon, would join with the Catalan counties to form a dynastic aggregate
that...claimed seigniorial authority over the Midi and Provence” (“Christian” 7). The relative independence
of these lands, especially the Basque country, from Arab authority is evident linguistically: “The Arabisms
that are the hallmark of the Castilian and Portuguese lexicon are far fewer in Catalan, whereas the
Arabisms in Euskara [Basque] are virtually all Castilian loanwords” (Catlos, “Christian” 5).
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Christianity’s fate in the Latin West quavered within the long shadow of Islam’s
pillars, support for which reached from the Levant into the Iberia.®” From the time of
Islam’s arrival in Iberia to the year 1000, Christian conversions were widespread.*
Converting “either out of conviction or convenience” (Carr 19), Iberian converts became
known as muwallads” (19). Christians who retained their faith within Islamic territory
were, nonetheless, “dazzled” by Arab civilization and culture; “many crusaders, both in
Europe itself and in Palestine, were culturally converted” (Menocal, The Arabic 40, 47).
To them, “the Arabs’ lives were incomparably richer, easier, more luxurious, and
superior” (40).

Skilled traders, * the well-connected Iberian Arabs made the Peninsula a locus of
technological advances and material riches, both of which appealed to Latin Christians
“deprived” of such wealth (Menocal, The Arabic 39). Arab advances, including the
abacus, which Gerbert of Aurilliac studied on the Peninsula in the 960s (Fletcher 148),
revolutionized Europe. So did the astrolabe, which Adelard of Bath described in the
twelfth-century. More influential still were the theories of Galen and Aristotle, which
Averroes’s commentaries, translated into Latin and Hebrew, made accessible to

medieval, western Christians (Fletcher 133). Demand for Peninsular knowledge was

%7 Rather than “Spain,” or “Spanish,” I use “Iberian” here—and elsewhere—because the Iberian Peninsula
was not unified as a single nation in the Middle Ages as it is today. As Brian Catlos put it, “‘Spain’ is little
different from ‘France,” ‘Germany,” ‘Italy,” or ‘Europe’—national categories that are also applied
anachronistically and inappropriately to the Middle Ages” (“Christian” 10).

% Fletcher explains: “by about 800 only some 8% of the indigenous population of al-Andalus had become
Muslims. This had risen to about 12.5% by the middle of the ninth century. Thereafter the figure increased
by leaps and bounds. It had doubled, to 25%, by about 900 and by 950 this figure had doubled again. By
about the year 1000 the proportion stood at something like 75%, after which the curve flattened out” (37-
38).

% By the tenth century, Andalusians had regular contact with Baghdad (Menocal, The Arabic 34), and in
the tenth-century, books were acquired “from as far afield as Persia” (Fletcher 71). Agricultural production
and trade lay “the economic foundations for a cosmopolitan urban culture that attracted scholars,
musicians, and intellectuals” (Carr 3).
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matched by that for its material luxuries, including “sugar and rice, oranges, lemons, silk,
and coffee” (Carr 3). These “temptations” constituted a “seductive” force for cultural
(Menocal, The Arabic 40, 41, 65), if not religious, conversion, and within the Peninsula,
minority Christians under Muslim rule became known as “mozarabes or ‘Arabized’
Catholics” (Carr 19).* Their cultural assimilation, albeit partial, evidences Christian
susceptibility to Muslim culture (19).

Cultural conversion was linguistic, too. Arabic was a language of prestige
(Menocal, Ornament 29). More versatile than either French or Latin alone (68), it
fulfilled religious, artistic, juridical, educational, economic, and interpersonal needs.
Arabic wielded such cultural capital that Christians living under Muslim rule, like Jews,
adopted it as their main tongue (Carr 19), and the “Mozarabic Church even incorporated
[it] into the liturgy” (19). Arabic literature flourished in al-Andalus. The tenth-century
muwashsha/a song form even influenced William of Aquitaine, who was later called the
first troubadour (Menocal, The Arabic 30).** Preceding the subjective “I”” of the
Provencal canso (104), which was popularized by the troubadours, the form and content
of the muwashsha/a not only enamored Christian and Muslim audiences alike, but also
revolutionized literature in the Latin West.

The threat of Islam’s influence amounted to more than just material or intellectual

“seduction.” Much transpired between Roland’s death in 778 and production of the

40 Unsurprisingly, “mozarab” was understood as “wanna-be” Arab, as many Christians strove to outwardly
acculturate, even if they retained their spirituality (Menocal, Ornament 69).

*He “could hardly have avoided knowing the songs” (Menocal, The Arabic Role 30), which deviated from
classical Arabic forms. The muwashshaja “embodied the symbiotic culture of al-Andalus” (30). Its “formal
and musical alternations between strophes and refrain...were reiterated and enhanced by the oscillation
between classical and vernacular, between the language and poetry of the courts and that of the streets”
(30). A romance in a nutshell, the song’s final verse, the kharja (99) was expressed in Mozarabic (Menocal,
The Arabic 30), bringing together the song’s two linguistic voices at the end.
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Oxford Roland in the mid-twelfth-century that weakened relations between frontier
Christians and Muslims. Though many “Normans and other northerners had directly
experienced Iberian modes of coexistence” (Kinoshita 22), interrelated factors, from
martial aggression and territorial confiscation to religious fervor and economic
constraints, inflamed hostility between the increasingly polarized groups.

In the tenth century, Al-Mansur, known in the West as Almanzor, rose to power
and funded his regime with violent raids against the northern Iberian Christian kings. He
sacked monasteries, including Santiago de Compostela in 997 (Fletcher 75).* The
aggression went both ways, as the Christian kings in the north acquired goods and
property by offering security to Muslim taifa kings who paid them tributes, or parias.
These payments included “lavish handouts not just in gold but also in slaves, horses,
booty and land” (Fletcher 110). Gifts of land from taifa kings to Christians furthered
“territorially acquisitive” policies that were favored by some, but not all, and in some
cases, they could, conveniently, “merge insensibly into conquest” (110). Such acquisitive
encroachment, and the taking of Toledo by the Christians in 1085 (Fletcher 110),
precipitated an influx of Islamic fundamentalists that further strained relations between
Christians and Muslims.

Beleaguered Muslim taifa kings welcomed Almoravid reinforcements from the
North African Maghrib to repel Christian incursions (Fletcher 105, 110), and this policy
drove social and economic wedges between neighboring Christians and Muslims. The
Almoravids were outsiders to Al-Andalus’s sophisticated culture. They “dressed in skins,

reeked of camels and spoke Arabic only with difficulty” (Fletcher 108), yet they

“2 Al-Mansir “launched over fifty campaigns and raids into Christian territory. Because of this, the dreaded
figure of ‘Almanzor’ appears prominently in Medieval Christian sources” (Constable 93).

33



maintained control over the Iberian Peninsula from approximately 1090 to 1145 (Carr 5).
Described as puritanical and ascetic (Fletcher 108), the Almoravid beliefs corresponded
to intensifying religious zeal among Christians. Cluny Abbey in southern France
sponsored the pilgrimage route to Santiago de Compostela in Galicia. The Camino de
Santiago was a “conduit” for Christian hostility toward Islam (Carr 27). The destination
in the north-western tip of the Iberian Peninsula venerated St James “Matamoros,” [Killer
of Moors] (27). Cluny’s powerful abbot, Peter the Venerable, verbally assailed “the
Saracen heresy” (Carr 27), and he championed the crusades. The ideological clash
between Christians and Muslims intensified as the Almoravids strove to “purify” Islamic
practices by imposing “the strictest canons of...orthodoxy” (Fletcher 108). In doing so,
they eradicated the paria tributes. For Christian rulers, these funds had become “an
essential part of the[ir] regular income” (Kinoshita 18), and tightened purse strings did
little to ease intercultural tensions.

These circumstances polarized relations between Christianity and Islam and
account for the propagandist nature of the Chanson de Roland, which re-writes the
history of Roland’s last stand as a battle between Christians and Pagans, not Basques. To
galvanize a Frankish identity, Roland’s enemies had to be categorically distinct from him.
To construct a “politics of intransigence” (Kinoshita 24), the poem not only distinguishes
between the two groups beyond historical accuracy, but also counters “the temptation” of
cultural “coexistence and accommodation” that many Christians and Muslims in the
Iberian Peninsula experienced, though not without complications (24). The poem enacts,

according to Kinoshita, “epic revisions,” the second of which identifies Pyrenean
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Basques not at Muslims, but as “Pagans.”* In propagandist fashion, the poem also
employs stereotypes. It dresses Roland’s foes, at times, in the garb reserved for
Christianity’s enemies, Satan and the Antichrist.

The Roland’s skewed portrayals of Muslims imagines them as demonic, morally
perverse, and irrational—not unlike barbarians. The poem’s rhetoric draws upon late-
antique strategies to serve an emerging crusade ideology. Guy Halsall points out that for
Romans, “the image of the barbarian was...rhetorical. It was a floating category, which
could be deployed for a number of purposes in...dialogue between Romans, not between
Romans and barbarians” (93). Similarly, the Roland’s scribe designs Muslim
representations for Christian, not Muslim, audiences. Working from incomplete and
biased sources, Latin Christians readily assumed that Muslims were either Pagans, or
Christian heretics (Menocal, The Arabic 44). Spiritual depravity equates cultural
inferiority, according to the logic of the Roland, where the poem typecasts Christianity’s
foes as Rome’s disparaged Barbarians: culturally deficient outsiders. The influx of Berber
tribesmen into the Iberian Peninsula may have abetted this view, as their roughness
contrasted with the sophisticated Arab culture that threatened Christian norms and values.
“Berber,” like “Pagan,” is an imposed term, one not coined by those it labels. It “derives
from the Latin term barbari, meaning ‘barbarians’ or ‘outsiders’” (Fletcher 19).* The

Chanson de Roland’s category of the cultural other is a palimpsest of this earlier type; it,

*® Throughout, I place “Pagans” in quotation marks because it is how Muslims in the Roland are cast, even
if Muslims are not, according to modern understandings, Pagans. It is important to note, however, that
medieval Christians frequently classified all non-Christians as Pagans, and that Pagans were often conflated
with Saracens.

# «Berber” was “a label invented by condescending Arab geographers for the diverse indigenous peoples
of the Maghrib...derived from the Arabic barbara, ‘to babble nonsensically’” (Catlos, Infidel 25-26).
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too, creates an idealized collective identity both religious and, interestingly, inchoately
national, by contrasting itself against its enemies.

The Chanson de Roland attributes derogatory, “barbaric” stereotypes to its non-
Christian opposition, positing Christianity’s foes as barbaric fiends. Marsile’s vassal,
King Corsablis, is: “de 1’altre part. / Barbarins est el mult de males arz” [He is of the
other part. A barbarian he is and of the wicked arts] (11.885-6). Though “this passage
condemns Corsablis’s evil ways even as it praises him as a worthy vassal” (Kinoshita
26), he is notably “altre,” other, and a barbarian. He is associated with the wicked arts
like Mohammed, whose miracles were purportedly “produced by trickery and magic”
(Tolan 141). As noted in the introduction, Mohammed and Christian heretics were
associated with the Antichrist. In the Bible, the figure most against God is Satan;
accordingly, several of the Roland’s Muslim characterizations align with the devil. The
name of Abisme, a warrior who rides at the Muslim retinue’s vanguard (1. 1470), links
etymologically with “the abyss,” or hell. He is:

Plus fel de lui n’out en sa cumpagnie.

Teches ad males e mult granz felonies;

Ne creit en Deu, le filz seinte Marie;

Issis est neirs cume peiz ki est demise;

Plus aimet il traison e murdrie. (11.1470-1475)

[More venomous than he is not had in hitherward company. He possesses sins and very
significant crimes; neither believes he in God, the son of saint Mary; in this way he is

equally black as the peace that is death. More, he aims at treason and murder].* Like an

** The Old French, here and following, is taken from Jospeh Bédier’s 1930 edition of the Chanson de
Roland; the translations provided here, as elsewhere, are my own.
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envenomed snake, Abisme is “fel” and commits mortal sins; he doesn’t believe in God or
the Son. A sinner as black as death, Abisme’s description encapsulates the non-Christian
“altre.” It conflates Pagans with “Saracens” and equates both with fiendish heretics. The
French Archbishop Turpin aligns Abisme’s blackness with the warrior’s beliefs,
commenting: “Cel Sarrazin me semblet mult herite” [This Saracen to me resembles very
much a heretic] (1.1484).

The Other as heretic amounts to a popular and enduring stereotype whereby
Christians’ repugnance for unorthodox practitioners is transferred to monotheistic non-
Christians, as noted in the introduction. In addition to Abisme as heretic, the Roland
employs this stereotype when Marsile swears his oath to Ganelon upon the volume of
Termagant and Mohomet’s law (11.609-612); the impulse is right, but to the poem’s
contemporary audience, the book is wrong. The heretical depiction recurs in the Roland’s
description of an entire Muslim faction: “Quan Rollant veit la contredite gent / Ki plus
sunt neirs que ne nest arrement / Ne n’unt de blanc nemais que sul les denz...” [When
Roland sees the counter-spoken race, who are born more black than ink, there is no white
except alone that on their teeth] (11.1932-1934). In naming Roland’s opposition the
“contredite gente” the poem underscores disjunctions between Christians’ and Others’
sacred texts. The followers of one are “counter-spoken,” or false, compared to the other.
As seen in the introduction, traditional depictions of non-Christians equated “poor” faith
with poor virtue. In its most extreme form, this interpretation becomes Muslims are
wrong, Christians right, and in the Roland, “the poem casts the Saracens as a fierce and
intractable Other, as epitomized in Roland’s unforgettable rallying cry, ‘Pagans are

299

wrong and Christians are right’” (Kinoshita 15). Roland’s adversaries are heretics: their
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doctrine is wrong, and from a medieval Christian perspective, the Others’ bodies
outwardly reflect the “error” within. As in the description of Abisme (1.1474), the poem
fixates on the blackness of the Christian opponents’ skin. Relying on the adjectives
“neirs” [black] and “males” [bad], the Roland invites readers to side with Roland’s bold
assertion by lumping all opposition to Christianity into one category: the dark, wicked
Other.

The stark colors of the game pieces begin to fade as the Roland exposes ungodly,
sinful Christian traits, particularly in the eponymous character. Roland is as proud, as
single-minded, and as intractable as any of his foes. His own allies cite Roland’s pride,
recklessness, and foolhardiness as destroying the French force (11.1723-1734). However
flawed he may be, however much he authors his own defeat, Roland, nonetheless, dies an
exemplary, heroic death and afterwards is avenged (11.3807-3976). Both acts seem to
excuse, indeed, to exalt him as a hero. Yet Roland’s faults and excesses overlap with
those attributed to Muslims. Members of both groups are also loyal and powerful; as
knights they are often indistinguishable.

In several instances, Muslim characters even appear superior in chivalric virtue to
Christians. If, for instance, Marsile and his court intrigue, they hatch plots to save their
lives and maintain their devotion to Islam, a more noble cause than Ganelon’s selfish
treachery. Malprimis of Brigant is “Plus curt a piet que ne fait un cheval” [More fleet of
foot than ever could accomplish a steed] (11.889-890). The Emir of Balaguez is described
as: “Cors ad mult gent e le vis fier e cler” [Whose body is very noble and face trusty and

clear] (11.894-895). The Anglo-Norman dictionary glosses “fier” as trustworthy—to trust
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in or believe in—a surprising description for an enemy. Yet the text impresses Balaguez’s
trustiness upon us, emphasizing:

Puis que il est sur sun cheval muntet,

Mult se fait fiers de ses armes porter

De vassalage est il ben alosez;

Fust chrestiens, asez oust barnet. (11.896-7)

[When he is on his horse mounted, greatly he trusts in the deeds of the weapons he
carries, of courage is he well praised; if he were Christian, sufficiently he would hold a
barony]. In terms of chivalric virtue, the Emir armed astride his mount rivals any French
nobleman, and he is not alone.

Christian and Pagan leadership within the Roland also correspond. The white-
bearded leaders, Charlemagne and Baligant, each has his “right-hand” man, Roland and
Marsile; both fall, and both must be avenged. The dueling feudal hierarchies of which
Roland and Marsile are part are “each a mirror image of the other” (Kinoshita 25), so
much so that Suzanne Conklin Akbari contends: “In almost all respects, the Christian
force led by Charlemagne resembles the pagan force led by Marsile: each has an elite
corps of twelve knights, each king is depicted surrounded by retainers and seated on a
sumptuous throne, each side includes warriors distinguished by their bravery” (208). This
mirroring of cultural groups is strikingly evident near the poem’s end, when Baligant and
Charlemagne’s forces meet in a final battle; pitched on an open field, their shared
humanity and chivalric values are gleamingly displayed:

Granz sunt les 0z e les escheles beles.

Entr’els nen at ne pui ne val ne tertre,
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Selve ne bois; asconse n’i poet estre;

Ben s’entreveient en mi la pleine tere... (11.3291-3294)
[Large are the beautiful hosts and the arrayed forces. Between them is neither hill nor
valley, forest nor tree; a hiding place neither (object) is able to be; well met are the forces
in the open field]. The equal footing shared by each host reflects the comparable valor of
the foes who meet “face to face.” Fully exposed, they stand in stark relief against the flat,
barren battle field.

Despite the clearly demarcated confrontation of forces, the opposing companies
merge into a single, glittering rock of citrine ensconced in a shared setting upon the field:

Grant est la plaigne e large la cuntree.

Luisent cil elme as perres d‘or girunees

E cez escuz e cez bronies safrees

E cez espiez, cez enseignes fermees

Sunent cez greisles, les voiz en sun mult cleres... (Il. 3305-3309)
[Broad is the plain and large the country. Lucent are the fringed helms of gold, and those
shields and those byrnies are saffron-hued, and those you all spy, those resolute insignias
sound those trumpets, their own voices very clear]. There is no distinction between the
two armies; they are all shining metal, saffron, and gold. Like the individually-raised
trumpets blasting a single battle chorus, the two become one. This unified image of
faceted gold throws the Roland’s assurance about who is good or evil, who is right or
wrong, into question; it literalizes the overlap of each group’s positive and negative traits.

The poem surprises a modern reader by plotting the virtues of Christians and

Pagans on equal elevations. Even more surprising are coordinates marking Christian
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virtue inferior to its foes, especially with regard to unity. In Roland’s arguments with
Ganelon and Oliver, and in Ganelon’s trial, the Christians are riven by internal strife; by
contrast, the Muslims are unified, even if the historical record shows otherwise. For
example, in 1009 the deposition and execution of ‘Abd al-Raman, known as Sanjul, was
quickly followed by a Cordoban uprising against Berber clans that resulted in the “fitna,
or ‘disorder’” (Catlos, Infidel 25), which was a time of continued uncertainty and strife
within the Iberian Peninsula.*® Historically, both Christian and Muslim camps
experienced internal dissent. Yet the Roland casts the Muslims as a unified force. Though
hailing from distant corners of the Muslim realm, occupying various ranks, and
exhibiting distinctive characteristics that are either admirable or condemnable (11.885-
983), Baligant’s host is unified; it responds swiftly, without internal dissent, to a shared
threat.*” This solidarity contradicts historical facts, and it positions the Others’ collective
virtue as superior to the dissenting Franks,” a move that controverts Roland’s assertion
that Christians are right, Pagan are wrong.

Christians’ yearning to correct their own cleaving values is amplified by the
impulse to acquire Muslim unity for themselves. The Muslim collective stands together
despite its positive and negative constituent parts. For example, much of Baligant’s host

exhibits attractive qualities, from a worldly perspective. They are fleet of foot (II.-889-

% Catlos points out that for political and ideological reasons, “holy war was waged among members of the
two religions as often as between them: Latin (Catholic) Christians crusaded against Greek (Orthodox)
Christians, while Sunni Muslim rulers proclaimed jihad against Shi’a Muslim rulers” (Infidel, 8). Some
taifa disputes even arose when Muslim party kings were accused of “double-dealing,” at times, with
Christians. A case in point is ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, Granada’s party king circa 1095. Al-Mu’tamid,
Seville’s taifa ruler, accused him of disloyalty to the Almoravids. Though ‘Abd Allah had welcomed the
regime’s 1086 arrival and fought alongside its members against Alfonso VI of Castile-Leon, his suspected
dealings with Christians led, ultimately, to his exile (Constable 142).

*" Notably, the poem’s construction of the “enemy” force elides the heterogeneity of beliefs historically
characteristic of it, as evident in changes from the Almohad to the Almoravid regime.
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890), brave, courageous (11.897-889), loved by ladies, and exemplars of chivalry (11.957-
960), but the quality of men within the force is mixed; it includes undesirable members
who would seem to undermine its integrity. Almanzor is a superlative villain; in memory
of the havoc wreaked by the historical figure on Christian Spain, he appears in Roland as:
“Uns almagurs i ad de Moriane; / N’ad plus felun en la tere d’Espaigne” [One of them,
Almanzor, is one belonging to the Moriane; No greater felon belongs in the land of
Spain] (11.909-910). Like Almanzor and the “felon” Abisme, the Eastern ranks include
Esturganz and Estramariz. The root of their names, “Est” reiterates the direction from
which they came—the East. They are described as “felun, traitur suduiant” [felon, traitor,
scoundrel] (11.940-942). Despite these moral degenerates and the potential they raise for
internal conflict within Baligant’s host, no squabbles compromise the Arab force. The
Muslims’ unity presents an attractive ideal for the Roland’s Christian audience.

The poem’s shifting mix of desirable and less desirable traits among Muslims and
Christians highlights the simultaneous presence and absence of human virtue; we can
appraise this earthly merit as we do coordinates on a topographic map: their elevations
may be high or low. Yet the Roland positions these points as if upon the horizontal plane
of a gyroscope’s spinning wheel. The vertical axis about which it turns offers a spiritual
vantage on the poem’s map of human virtue. Only two positions exist on this axis:
relative to the spinning disk, one is superior, the other inferior. On the horizontal axis,
both groups maintain equal footing as they strive for honor, prowess, and support of their
liege. But upon the vertical axis, the two faiths are diametrically opposed. Each group

says the other subscribes to false beliefs and therefore must be subordinate.
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Written from a Christian perspective, the Roland’s cultural logic posits that if
both groups are equally virtuous as knights, then Muslims ought to be the equals of
Christians in faith. Since Islam—from a Christian point of view—is wrong, then
conversion corrects the error; it replaces spiritual difference with sameness. Contrary to
the Christian practice, the Muslims in the fiction make no demand of conversion. When
Marsile welcomes Ganelon into his confidence, religious difference is theorized as a
calculus of equality. Ganelon becomes Marsile’s warrior, but he does not become his
vassal; he utterly refuses to renounce his tie to Charlemagne. It becomes clear that the
equality he and the Arabs establish is based entirely on earthly concerns.

From the perspective of the Roland’s horizontal map of earthly virtue,
shortcomings among Christians and Muslims amount to a “lack” that generates two kinds
of desire: corrective and possessive. As universalists, the Christians desire to correct the
Muslims’ “misguided” beliefs, as all humans can be saved through belief in Jesus. They
also yearn to correct their own failings: their pride, disunity, and betrayal—all of which
manifest in the Ganelon conflict. These corrections would help Christians live lives of
good deeds. Towards this end, Muslim solidarity and exhibition of knightly prowess
generates an acquisitive impulse for Christians to possess, or to equally embody, the
virtues of their foes. One way to acquire such virtue is to emulate it; another is to
persuade meritorious Muslims to convert. The final alternative, as the Chanson suggests,
is to destroy the competition.

Christian imperfections in the poem not only incite desire, but also suggest the
Roland’s primary concern is not an external threat to Christendom alone; rather, it is also

internal: domestic instability. Successful resolution of both concerns requires establishing

43



a homogenous, or at least unified, whole. Any sportsperson knows the most expedient
means to this end is ideological: position a distinctive “us” against a clear “them.”

The Roland’s rhetorical use of stereotypes helps approximate this goal, which
from a modern perspective, is condemnable, especially given the strategy’s consequential
afterlives. Historical examinations of medieval French interactions with Iberian
Muslims—as explored here through the work of Kinoshita, Fletcher, Menocal, and
Carr—help account for the deployment of negative stereotypes in the Roland, but they
insufficiently explain the work’s notable portrayals of Christian enemies as equal to or
better than their opponents in terms of worldly merit. The tokens on the game board are
not black and white; rather, they resemble Carrara marble, characterized by fluid
intensities of dark and light gray.

To address the discrepancy between the work and its apparent aim—constructing
a binary between Christians and Others to legitimize the former’s violence against the
latter—I have turned to ludic(rous) instances within the text for insight; in a serious text,
they are equally as counterintuitive as are the Roland’s contradictory representations. As
mentioned in the introduction, what I deem “ludic(rous)” derives from Johan Huizinga’s
seminal work on play and game structures, Mikhail Bakhtin’s conception of
carnivalesque inversions and laughter, and Henri Bergson’s work on laughter. The
examples highlighted in the remainder of this section and later in the chapter are not ones
I personally identify as “funny,” neither are they innocuous. Many are disturbing. The
passages, nonetheless, explicitly reference laughter or games—including chess—and
exhibit game-like structures—including competitions. They also feature inversions, or

reversals. This ludic(rous) lens acts as a seismometer; it pinpoints the location and
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measures the intensity of tensions that simmer beneath a text’s narrative topography. In
the Chanson de Roland, sociocultural concerns rooted in domestic uncertainty rate as
high on the Richter scale, if not higher, than tremors initiated by foreign threats.
Techtonic shifts rarely occur in isolation; as in board games, one move corresponds to
another. By this token, we can recognize the scapegoating of non-Christian Others in the
Roland as a move to counter and displace contemporary, gendered domestic issues.

The first ludic(rous) instance in the Roland occurs after the French’s violent
seizure of Cordoba; the poem jumps from the grave, earnest setting to a playful, leisurely
one. Games are explicitly referenced in the latter, trivializing the seriousness of the
former. In the first place, the violent conquest of Cérdoba is anything but
inconsequential:

Cordres ad prise e les murs peceiez,

Od ses cadables les turs en abatied,;

Mult grant eschech en unt si chevalier

D’or e d’argent e de guarnemenz chers. (11.97-98)

[To the seizure of Cordoba and breaking her ways of life, in company of the catapults, the
towers within are battered down; very great booty in one for a knight of gold and of silver
and of precious armor]. Cordoba is seized and broken. From the verb percgoier, “peceiez”
is to breach, break open, and shatter. The language is of rupture, penetration, and
destruction recalling descriptions of sexual assault: the greedy knights are eager to seize
precious booty held within. Since the action is “played out” within spatial and temporal
bounds, isolated from the ordinary (Huizinga 28), it shares characteristics with what

Johan Huizinga identifies as “sacred” game spaces: “hallowed” sites “within which
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special rules obtain” (29). Evidencing the ludic’s hermeneutic fluidity from play to
seriousness (27), Huizinga identifies “the arena, the card-table, the magic circle, the
temple, the stage, the screen, the tennis court, the court of justice” (28) as places in which
one experiences an interlude from the ordinary. Through their nature, and through
recurring experience of them, these spaces become integral parts of life, what Huizinga
calls a “culture function” (27). Extrapolating from Huizinga’s examples, the battle field,
like a soccer pitch, qualifies as a remote, temporal environment with its own set of rules
that are distinct from ordinary life. Indeed, though “War Crimes” are often punished in
the twenty-first century, combat has always had its own “rules of engagement,” many of
which would not obtain in ordinary situations.

The poem turns the tables from earnest to game and contrasts the violent sporting
ground of conquest with a playful environ of leisure. Expressed by the Anglo-Norman
verb “leger,” to lighten or relieve (AND), the juxtaposed scenes produce a jarring irony,
leastwise, for a modern reader. Much like the unsteady lurch and spin of a Tilt-a-Whirl,
the shift from one scene to the next offers a glimpse of the motor that propels the
narrative. Gendered domestic tensions, the interplay of gears below the ride, drive the
poem as much or more than external cultural threats, the wheels riders turn from their
seats. As play offsets seriousness (Huzinga 27), the discovery is simultaneously amusing,
uncomfortable, and unmooring, as the Roland transforms significant actions into trivial
ones. For the reposing conquerors, “leger” connotes leisure; it lightens the mood. The
same Christian soldiers who despoil Cordoba play in Charlemagne’s camp; they gamble
at backgammon tables and play chess: “As tables juent pur els esbanier / E as eschecs li

plus