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In today’s world, it is not exactly uncommon to write in French, nor is it uncommon for a woman to do so.  Six hundred years ago, however, the misogynist European society with a preference for things written in Latin made things a little different.  Despite these conditions, amazingly enough, one of the very first individuals to write in the French vernacular was a woman.  Not only was she among the first, but also she is one of the most important individuals of her époque writing in the Bretonic tradition, and perhaps even the inventor of the narrative lai.  Not only one, but three major bodies of work are accredited to her: twelve narrative lais, a collection of fables translated from English to the French vernacular, and the translation Espurgatoire de Saint Patriz.  Yet this woman is known simply from a simple line in the prologue to one of her lais: “My name is Marie and I am of France.” 

During the twelfth and thirteenth century, the period in which this woman wrote, therewas a sort of literary renaissance for the French culture.  New political structures gave a sense of stability and allowed for the expansion of urban areas that in turn allowed centers of learning to be established.  Scholars, trained by the church (and technically part of the clergy), began to study grammar, rhetoric, and logic.  At the same time, the new stability allowed the aristocratic courts to expand as well.  Though this “stability” would appear very unstable to the modern person, it had a structure that the earlier Middle Ages had not possessed.  Furthermore, the wars of the time actually added the culture.  It was at these new courts that the chevaliers, or knights, found a home as both the warriors and “sports heroes” of the time through participating in both battle and “nonlethal competition,” such as jousting.  Chivalric culture and Andreas Capellanus’ cult of courtly love had a strong hold in the hearts and minds of the people speaking French on both sides of the English Channel.  It was the époque of Eleanor of Aquitaine, Héloïse and Peter Abélard, and Chrétien de Troyes, creator of the Lancelot story.  The French vernacular was bursting to be written down, and these individuals took up the challenge (Lais 3).


But the Middle Ages were, among other things, not very fantastic times to be a woman.  From a health perspective, they were not fantastic times to be a man either, but women had the extra challenge of being considered the weaker sex.  Women were not only considered weaker physically, but morally as well.  The example of Eve was all the evidence society needed to show woman’s depravity.  The first human sin was committed by a female; the first human tempter was female as well.   Of course, women were “redeemed” through the example of the Virgin Mary, but barely.  Little room was left for women to be themselves in the dichotomy of Eve vs. Mary, temptress vs. mother of God.

In general understanding there were really only three “states” available to a woman: virginity, wifehood, and widowhood (Dinshaw 4).  This pigeonholing of women by their sexual status alone is extremely constricting, not only for emotional development but for intellectual development as well.  If a woman is to only be a virgin (which typically implies life as a nun or anchoress), a wife, or a widow, it is not necessary that she learn to read.  Luckily for the Arthurian tradition and readers of French, however, there were some women of a certain class who indeed learned to read, and write as well.  Marie’s literacy makes it very likely that she was of the nobility.  Excluded from the cathedral schools of the time because of her sex, Marie was probably tutored at home (Guggenheim 10).  It is clear that she was well educated, as she considered translating Latin works into Romance languages before she decided to adapt the more popular “Breton” story into a literary form (Guggenheim 11). 

It seems very probable to most scholars that Marie lived in England during the period in which she wrote (Mickel 16). If she had been living and writing in France, it is highly unlikely that she would have found it necessary to point out her origins, however, as a foreigner in the Norman court in England, perhaps her native “Frenchness” was an identifying characteristic.    It is probable that the audience for which she wrote was well aware of the “French Mary” in the court.  Some scholars believe that Marie was actually Marie de Champagne, daughter of Louis VII and Eleanor of Aquitaine.  This belief is fairly easily discredited because Marie de Champagne never lived in England, and would not have referred to herself as “de France” when she was the Countess of Champagne.  Furthermore, if someone of such renown had written such popular lais, critics would have mentioned her status in their commentaries (Mickel 20). 

In an age where signatures on manuscripts were extremely rare, Marie chose to identify herself in the prologues of two of her lais – therefore making it more likely that she would get credit.  A contemporary, Denis Piramus, while attempting to criticize her work, further reinforced her identity as the writer of the narrative lais accredited to her.

“…Lady Marie who wrote in rhyme and composed the verses of lais which are not at all true.  And so is she much praised because of it and the rhyme loved everywhere; for all love it greatly and hold it dear – counts, barons, and knights.  And so they love the text and have it read and take pleasure in it and cause it often to be retold.” (Mickel 15)

Unfortunately for Piramus, in criticizing Marie, he makes it clear that her work enjoys extreme popularity among the nobility.  It is possible that she was under the patronage of a king to whom she dedicates some of her work.  It is just as likely that she was trying to convince a king to be her patron through her dedications.  


At any rate, it is doubtful that much more of the actual identity of Marie de France will ever be known in the way authors of later eras are known.  This is in very large part due to the medieval attitudes toward writing in general.  Today’s well-loved ideal of originality meant very little to medieval writers and readers.  Instead, there was a very strong reverence for the classic tradition of antiquity.  Great authors such as Ovid and Virgil were emulated in both style and content.  It was an age of retellings and “remakes.”  Of utmost importance to any writer was the assurance that the story being written had been told before by some sort of authority.  This idea of continuing a tradition (though whether this tradition was oral or not is a subject for hot debate) emphasized the “truth” behind stories that seemed miraculous or fantastic while reinforcing the well-organized medieval world-view.  Thus when Denis Piramus criticized Marie for writing stories that did not happen, he was actually trying to invalidate her work (Mickel 15).  Marie herself, at the end of almost every lai asserts that her stories are true and that the Bretons “made a lai about it,” or “sang lais about it.”


In a sense, Piramus was right about Marie.  She claimed to write down stories she had heard from the Bretonic jongleurs, and on the surface there is little reason to disbelieve her claims.  However, when one analyzes the sources behind her lais, they are sometimes dissimilar, or indeed, there are no sources to be found (Mickel 59).  While it is possible that the sources Marie heard were never written down, it is equally possible that Marie, inspired by the Bretonic setting, the court of King Arthur, and Celtic traditional stories, created some of her own contes in the ideal chivalric world of which her readers were so fond.  

What is even more “not at all true” in her work is the power and assertiveness she gives the women in her contes.  This is far from the typical female characters in chivalric literature (Dinshaw 176).  Most often it is the woman who acts in each lai.  In Eliduc, the last lai in her collection, it is through the love and power of a woman the Eliduc’s problem, being torn between the loves of two worthy women, is solved.  His first wife, Guildeluec, who joins a convent, frees Eliduc to marry his young love, Guillidun.  It is Guildeluec’s ingenuity in discovering how to revive the comatose Guillidun that creates the problem of which woman to love in the first place.  This same sense of selfless love is shown in Le Fresne.  Fresne is ultimately restored to her rightful position as noblewoman through her kind action toward the woman who is going to marry Fresne’s love.  While her love helplessly succumbs himself to the influence of his nobles and marries someone he does not want to, Fresne is empowered by her love to him to act kindly, which results in her restoration.  In Les Deus Amanz, it is the female lover who provides the solution of a strength potion, and the potion itself is made by a woman.  Even in the lais such as Equitan and Bisclavret, where women play the part of unfaithful wives, they are far from helpless bystanders – instead they are deeply involved in the plot, indeed often the mastermind behind schemes to dispossess their husbands.   Indeed, Marie’s treatment of women in her lais subtly leads readers to believe that, perhaps, the presentation of women by male writers in the period is not correct, and that women were given more liberty in their actions than was previously believed.  At the very least, women are shown to be intelligent, both loving and loathsome, silly and wise – in short, altogether as human as the men.  

While these ideas are somewhat untraditional and revolutionary, especially to the medieval worldview, of equal impact is Marie’s writing style itself – short narrative verses which she chose to call lais.  It is possible that the term comes from the Celtic term laid, used to describe a type of verse.  Not only does Marie call her poems lais, but she also uses the term to describe her oral sources, which are Celtic in origin.  Though perhaps the origins were at one time Celtic, and indeed, Marie’s writing has much influence from Celtic literary ideals, many scholars believe that the idea of writing “Bretonic” stories was a literary trend (Mickel 51).  Despite the origin of the word, the form which Marie calls a lai is not the same as the sources her they are supposedly based upon. Scholar Lucien Foulet believes that the original stories were aventures, which the Bretons (or Celts) sang, these were then passed on through the French contes which were retellings of these ancient stories – the sources of Marie’s work.  Finally, Marie’s lais were poetic forms of these contes (Mickel 58).  He also believes that Marie’s lais are then the first in the genre, and anything else from the time called by the same name is a poor imitation of Marie’s work (Mickel 57).  

Regardless, Marie is a master of the form.  Her writing is short, especially compared to the chansons de geste, but through her brevity she weaves the stories together elegantly.  Each lai can stand by itself, but when they are together, they play off of each other beautifully.  Through comparative study of the lais, the aspects of love are approached and shown (Mickel 101).  Equitain shows lust, Chaitivel demonstrates courtly love, and the folly of it.  Chevrefoil possesses the qualities more common to the tragic Celtic folk romance.  Self-sacrificing love is shown through Eliduc and Le Fresne.  When these loves go wrong, sometimes the men are at fault, at other times, the women, and sometimes a third party.  Without a great deal of description or flowery language, Marie succeeds in describing what probably was, for her, the true essence of love. 

Today, in a world with its share of talented women writers who write on every subject and in every style, Marie de France may seem unremarkable.  But in the time in which she lived, when few women could read or write, especially in several different languages, it is amazing to find not only a prolific female writer, but a good female writer as well.  Marie is the master and perhaps the creator of the narrative lai, a worthy storyteller, and someone who delved deeper into the human mind than many others of her time   But she is not only remarkable in her time.  Her lais still posses the charm of the merveilleux, a fairy-tale world where magic is a part of everyday life.  As long as there is love, there will be a place for the works of Marie de France.   
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