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Jaufre, the hero, arrives at the court of King Arthur with a total and naïve faith in the King and his ability to effect a total transformation in his followers by inducting them into the order of knighthood. As his quest proceeds, he learns the mistake in his idealised view of chivalry and his uncompromising view of pure justice, untempered by mercy. By charting the choices Jaufre makes in military and amorous encounters and the effectiveness of his responses to social trials and temptations, the audience discerns the route to independent adulthood, prestige and virtue, as the poet conceives of them. This fascinating reissue will be of particular value to students and academics researching the concepts typically explored within medieval ballads and romances.
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Introduction

Manuscripts, Editions, Translations


Jaufre survives in two complete manuscripts, Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, français 2164 (known as A), ca. 1300, and Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, français 12571, (known as B), by an early fourteenth-century Italian scribe; these may be supplemented by two selections in fourteenth-century anthologies and two thirteenth-century leaves used in bindings of other works.

In the first volume of his Lexique roman (1838), Raynouard published an abbreviated (ca. 8900 lines) version of the poem, based on MS B with some emendations from A; Breuer’s 1925 edition is complete, but also based on MS B. Brunel’s edition (1943), using A as a base but incorporating a number of fairly lengthy passages found only in B and keeping B’s lineation, is followed here, and should be consulted for fuller information concerning the manuscripts (1: xix–xxxiv) and the language of the poet (1: liv–lxiv) and of the scribes (1: lxv–lxxi, and 2: v–xii). An edition of the poem, slightly modified from Brunel’s text, was published in 1960 by Nelli and Lavaud, with a facing page modern French translation.

Two Renaissance adaptations of Jaufre survive, one in French and one in Spanish. Claude Platin shuffled together the events of Jaufre and of Renaut de Beaujeu’s Le Bel Inconnu into a lengthy prose work entitled L’hystoire de Giglan filz de Messire Gauvain qui fut roy de Galles et de Geoffroy de Maience son compaignon, transforming the son of the otherwise unknown Dozon into the son of Doon de Maience. The plot of Jaufre is kept basically intact, although there are some interesting omissions and abbreviations and, occasionally, new scenes which offer a sixteenth-century perspective on the poem. In Spain, a greatly modified version of the story appeared as Cronica de los muy notables cavalleros Tablante de Ricamonte y de Jofre hijo del conde Don Ason; the additions, omissions and alterations make it quite obviously a totally different work. The Tablante, like many of the Libros de Caballerías, became the source of a metrical romance in the Philippines. Although Brunel speaks rather slightingly of “les Malais, qui l’apprennent dans une version de la légende écrite dans l’un de leurs dialectes,” it is in fact a polished, “high-culture” Tagalog poem of 468 quatrains of assonanced alexandrines (Fansler 217).

Modern translations of Jaufre begin with Mary-Lafon in 1856, who published a French translation of Raynouard’s abbreviated version; this work is noteworthy for its etchings by Gustave Doré, which in their selection of detail and subtle falsifications of the poem provide interesting insights into nineteenth-century views of medieval culture. Alfred Elwes’ English version, based on Mary-Lafon, appeared in London in the same year, accompanied by the Doré illustrations, but without attribution to Doré; this version was recently reprinted in the Newcastle Forgotten Fantasy series. Elwes’ text was updated by Vernon Ives in 1935, and published along with some rather less interesting illustrations, “for young readers.” Brunel’s own adaptation, published in 1950, is a similar simplification, with changes, deletions and additions conditioned more by his expectations of his audience than by his considered opinions about the poem and its meaning. More recently, an abridged translation by Michel Zink appeared in the compendious La Légende Arthurienne: Le Graal et la Table Ronde (1989).


Authorship and Date

Jaufre-critics who have attempted large-scale interpretations of the poem are unanimous in dating it to the first third of the thirteenth century; those who have made the dating their exclusive concern have argued that the poem, or at least part of it, is as early as the 1160s. The assertions of an early date seem motivated by the belief that the poem becomes better if we can consider it prior to Chrétien, and proceed on the basis of a number of highly questionable methods and presuppositions.

The poem’s references to a “King of Aragon” have loomed large in such discussions. Three candidates have been advanced: Alfons I (in Catalonia; II of Aragon), 1152?–1196; Pere I (II of Aragon), 1177?–1213; and Jaume I, 1208–1285. Despite the variety of the choices, justifying dates from 1169 to 1225, each of the critics speaks with the utmost certainty: “les expressions dont se sert l’auteur en parlant du roi d’Aragon ne peuvent s’appliquer qu’à Jacques le Victorieux” (Paris 1888, 215); “La dédicace du roman …ne peut s’appliquer logiquement qu’ à Alphonse II” (Lejeune 1953, 746); “Il n’est pas douteux que le prince dont il s’agit ici est le célèbre roi Jacques Ier le Conquérant” (Brunel, l:xxxvii); “Concurren, pues, en Alfonso II, y sólo en Alfonso II, los cuatro puntos que antes hemos señalado como necessarios para identificar al rey a quien va dedicado el Jaufré” (Riquer 1955, 445).

These emphatic conclusions are all based on identical information from the poem and similar pieces of historical evidence. The poet calls the King of Aragon “joven coronat” (79) and says that his first experience of battle was a victory over the Infidel (72–74). Paris says that Jaume I was sufficiently young when crowned and that he “obtint un succès réel” at the siege of Peniscola in 1225 (Paris, 215); Brunel concurs, and asserts that although Alfons I and Pere I were young enough, their first battles were not against Moslems. Paul Remy comes to Pere’s defense by pointing out that “Cel per qe Deu es decresutz” (74) could mean “heretics” as well as “Moslems,” and that Pere captured an Albigensian stronghold in 1205 (Remy 1950, 1359). Lejeune says that Pere was too old in 1205 to be considered “young,” and that his victory was too insignificant; that all the Spanish historians she consulted concurred in declaring Jaume’s siege of Peniscola a defeat (Lejeune 1953, 735). When Alfons I began his efforts at reconquest, however, “le jeune roi avait dix-sept ans” (Lejeune 1953, 736, her emphasis). Riquer, by far the ablest historian of Catalonia in the group, points out that Peniscola was not Jaume’s first battle, for he had undertaken a number of battles against rebellious vassals in 1223, battles which were neither against infidels nor conspicuously successful (Riquer 1955, 443).

These arguments miss the point, for what matters in a dedicatory prologue is not whether its assertions are factual but whether they are the sorts of things that the full poetic and social context would allow. A poet praising a young king is likely to be less concerned with the monarch’s chronological age than with whether it is appropriate to speak of his youth: in some circumstances, to do so is to criticize, especially if there is even a hint of an allusion to Ecclesiastes 10:16, “Woe to thee, O land, when thy king is a child.” Similarly, if the monarch’s first battle against the infidel was still fresh in the audience’s memory, a poet would do well to mention it but be a fool to describe it impartially or critically: far better to fall in with the time-honored plan of “declaring victory and withdrawing,” especially if such a God-assisted victory over the enemies of God is an important element in the rhetoric of one’s poem. Yet Lejeune is so convinced that even poets must be factual that she dismisses Pere I as a possibility because he was twenty-three on his accession and his father, whose illustrious career had just ended, had begun his reign at ten: to say “jamais on n’a vu tant de qualités réunies chez un jeune couronné” (her emphasis) would be “maladroite.” What we do know, on the basis of the Catalan chronicles, large portions of which are based on poems roughly contemporaneous with the events (Soldevila and Concheff), is that the youth of Jaume I, during his early struggles with recalcitrant nobles and his early battles with the Moslems, was a subject of much debate, generally resulting in praise for his combination of youthful vitality and mature abilities (see, for example, §§ 49 ff. of Jaume’s Llibre dels Feits).

Both sides in the debate have, of course, adduced literary as well as historical evidence as parts of their argument. Brunel’s notes point frequently to passages which he considers imitations or borrowing from Chrétien; in order to support her claim for an early date, Lejeune focuses on refuting extreme claims and overstatements or, failing that, asserts that Chrétien borrowed from Jaufre. Jeanroy noted that most of the knights of the Round Table listed in Jaufre 101–109 and 8051–8056 are “borrowed” from Chrétien; Lejeune is able to find pre-Chrétien sources for all the names except Cligés, and so is willing to grant that the Jaufre-poet knew Chrétien’s Cligés, but nothing later. Once again, among the critics who have been concerned with interpretation of the poem, Lejeune’s arguments have not found much favor.

Proponents of an early date have also gathered all the references in twelfth-century sources to every “Jaufre,” “Geoffroy,” “Jofreit” and “Girflet” and, whenever possible, have asserted that they are references to the hero of this poem, often despite alternative convincing identifications by the editors of these various texts. The effort seems misguided: even if these Jaufre’s were our Jaufre, that would not prove that we have found references to this poem. Furthermore, if we follow the logic behind this argument, the references to Caradoc in Jaufre would be equally compelling proof that the Jaufre-poet knew the First Continuation of the Perceval. Unlike Lejeune, Lewent was careful enough to see this, and believed only that he had found “Provençal allusions to that hero” (Lewent 1946, 169), not “to this poem,” and accepted the view that the poem itself was composed between 1222 and 1232.

The case for an early date seems to crumble in view of Melian’s reference to a minor episode in the First Continuation of Chrétien’s Perceval (13149–13162), in which a discourteous Kay is struck with a roasted peacock: even Riquer (1955, 452) sees an “evidente y casi literal” borrowing from an indisputably thirteenth-century text. It was this discovery that led to a renewed version of the two-poet theory, at a time when it seemed to have been laid to rest once and for all. Riquer takes the parallel to the First Continuation as proof that the poem as we have it is a thirteenth-century production. His faith in the equation of “the King of Aragon” with Alfons I, however, and his acceptance of Lewent’s and Lejeune’s analyses of Peire Vidal and Giraut de Bomelh lead him to assert that it is also a product of 1169–1170. He postulates two authors, A and B. A, writing for Alfons I, is the author of the “dedications” to the King and the leper episode in which one of them is embedded; of the first episode at Monbrun, since Giraut alludes to it; of the herdsman episode, since Giraut alludes to it; of the end of the romance, since Peire Vidal alludes to it; of the name Guilalmier, since no thirteenth-century poet would call Arthur’s wife anything but Guenevere; and perhaps of the Black Knight episode, since Beroul’s Tristan has a Black Knight (Riquer 1955, 458).

The two-poet theory has a long history. The twelve last lines (10945–10956) of Jaufre seem to suggest that it is the work of two different poets, one who began it (“cel quel romantz comenset,” 10949) and one who completed it (“aquel que l’acabet,” 10950). Raynouard, Mahn and Diez all spoke of the work as composite. Lewent argued that the first poet’s work, in the section before the narrative is interrupted in the leper episode, is a random collection of battles in which the hero demonstrates only courage and strength; he considered the second section to be more concerned with love and generosity, more lyrical and ironic in tone, and more interested in psychology and moralization. These arguments were countered by Brunel with the claim that the differences are readily explicable in the context of a unified authorial project, as both tone and the hero’s character respond to changes in circumstance. Before the unknown knight can become engaged in the central problems of the poem, he must be revealed to the audience as a worthy romance hero; once this is done, he can become involved in incidents which allow more complex responses. In addition, Brunel argues that a continuator would have betrayed himself by some error or innovation in the plot, whereas in fact there are only a few minor inconsistencies, more than offset by structural parallels and narrative links between the beginning and the end. Stimming, followed by Breuer, argued with detailed analysis for a unity of tone and spirit, dominated by interest in piety, courtesy and the picturesque. None of the early “separatists” has demonstrated any difference between the two portions in style or language; as for Riquer’s more elaborate theory, as Baumgartner (1978, 634) says, it must be considered “jusqu’à nouvel ordre, invérifiable.…”

The words in the text which have been claimed as support for the two-poet theory are themselves subject to differing interpretations. Brunel believed that “cel quel romantz comenset” and “aquel que l’acabet” refer to the same man from different temporal points of view, and that the lines distinguish the past, for which one can do nothing but ask pardon, from the future, in which one may avoid error (1: xxxvii). Jauss concurs, and goes on to suggest that there is a parallel to the poet’s structuring of a work which begins as secular and profane but ultimately is imbued with spiritual meaning (Jauss 1953–4, 75). Eckhardt has argued that the meaning of key words in the passage is not as transparent as the separatist critics have suggested. She notes that “acabar” can mean “obtain” or “acquire” as well as “complete”; “aquel que l’acabet,” then, would refer to the King of Aragon who received the work, a contention bolstered by the fact that the poet prays that this person may “reinar” (10951), which is more likely to mean “reign” than “live” or “prosper” (Eckhardt, 195). The context of these twelve lines also raises serious doubts: only the first four appear in both manuscripts of the poem. MS A ends, mid-sentence, with “Ar preguem tuit comunalment/Qe cel que venc a naissement/Per totz nos autres a salvar,/Que, sil platz, el dein perdonar,” at the end of a sheet. It might well have continued with a single couplet naming the person or people for whom we ought to pray. Both “cel quel romantz comenset” and “aquel que l’acabet” exist only in MS B, and the entire passage bears traces of being a rather clumsy scribal addition. They refer to the poem as a “romantz” (10949) and a “libre” (10955), while in the body of the poem it is called “canso” (85), or “novas” (16, 21), or “cumte” (1). There is a shift from a first-person-plural address to the audience (“preguem,” 10945) to a second-person plural (“Amen digatz,” 10954), and an inelegant repetition in 10954 of the “comunalment” of 10945. If we had other, solid evidence of dual authorship, these lines, even if they were found in both manuscripts, could be nothing more than corroborating evidence; as it is, they are not proof of anything.

Perhaps the most complex argument about the poem’s date comes from Gert Pinkernell, who has used a method previously applied to Flamenca and Parzival to correlate the poem’s events day by day with a real-time calendar. He assumes that Jaufre’s battle with Taulat takes place on St. John’s Day, because that would be the anniversary of Melian’s capture; then he counts backwards from St. John’s Day and finds that Pentecost was June 12. Pentecost fell on June 12 in 1166, 1177, 1261 and 1272; 1177 is Pinkernell’s choice. Even if there were no problems in detail, the assumption that the poet was using the current calendar in constructing his poem is questionable; as it is, Pinkernell is constrained to make a number of troublesome leaps in order to create his calendar for the poem’s event. He takes every individual reference to a number of days as precise, despite the suspicious frequency of periods of “eight days,” some of which are manifestly inaccurate (Kay 1979). He must read MS 2?’s “al. XV. dia” at 1579, even though MS A, which is so central to his theory, spells out the number: “al sinqen dia” (on the fifth day). The accuracy of line 5458, to which Pinkernell draws attention (Pinkernell 1972, 363 n. 13), results from an editorial decision made in order to impose accuracy on the text: MS B reads “.viij jorntz o plus,” MS A reads “ben u mes e plus,” but Brunel and Nelli-Lavaud, who have also been counting the days, emend to “ben.vj.jors e plus.” Similarly, Pinkernell’s assignment of a single date for the arrival at Cardueil of the people Jaufre sends after defeating the Knight of the White Lance, the sirven and the lepers suggests that Realismus is not one of the poet’s major concerns. It takes Jaufre less than two days to reach the habitations of Estout, the Knight, the sirven and the lepers. It takes Estout two days to reach Cardueil; why then does it take the sirven’s captives two weeks to make the same journey, on horseback? And why could they make no better time than the lady, the mother and all the babies freed from the lepers?—for they all, according to Pinkernell’s schema, set out on day three but do not arrive at Cardueil until day seventeen (Pinkernell 1972, 365–366).

Each of the points raised by the critics reviewed here suggests possible conclusions about the date and the authorship of the poem, but none of them proves a conclusion; in the absence of solid evidence to the contrary, and given the unanimity of interpretive critics, it seems best to treat Jaufre as a poem from the first third of the thirteenth century.



Artistic Achievement

Experience from teaching this poem has shown that it contains a number of surprises and falsified expectations: readers who do not already know the story would be well advised to delay reading further in this introduction until they have finished the poem.

According to the traditional division of medieval adventure romances into “romans biographiques” and “romans épisodiques,” Jaufre must be considered “biographical,” in that it recounts not merely a single episode in the life of its hero but a sequence of events describing his progress towards the situation of a “senior,” the desired goal of all the comparable young men in the audience. It is not, of course, a biography in the modern sense of the word: it stops with his marriage, telling us nothing of his later life, and begins at a moment just prior to his becoming a knight, telling us nothing about his early years and very little about his family background. The few short weeks it covers, however, are the crucial period in the eyes of that same audience: they too are knights, and their minds are centered on the question of how to escape from the round of services to their lord by becoming established lords themselves. Like so many others, this poem gives them, in the form of a narrative, a set of directions for attaining that goal. They see a young man, much like themselves, proceeding through a set of experiences and challenges, sometimes succeeding and sometimes (temporarily) failing; by charting the choices he makes in military and amorous encounters and the efficacy of his responses to social trials and temptations, they learn the author’s ideas about the route to independent adulthood. By the end of the poem, the hero is rewarded for his efforts by liberation through the acquisition of a wife and a castle, and the audience shares vicariously in his triumphant arrival.

Many surviving medieval adventure romances accomplish these same tasks, each in its own way; yet each makes use of the audience fears and desires and of a limited framework of plot devices and patterns in its own particular way. The particularities of Jaufre are most readily observable through an examination of the parallels and contrasts between the sets of responses to love and to combat exhibited by the collectivity of knights (at the court of Arthur and the court of Monbrun) and by Jaufre himself, at various turning points in the narrative.



The Courts

Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table are never quite up to the challenges which the romance authors have prepared for them. This is, in part, a narrative necessity: if the established knights could perform all the tasks facing the court, what need would there be for the new hero? In addition, however, such an initial situation gives the poet a great deal of scope for criticism of particular social values, for he has a large set of possibilities in his choice of causes for the initial deficiency at court, ranging from the individual weaknesses of the knights involved to a fundamental flaw in the principles of social organization in the kingdom. In Chrétien’s earliest surviving romance, Erec et Enide, the inherent defects in Round Table society may be seen in the forces which threaten to tear it apart: (1) knightly talents are being used in order to win a relatively trivial reward, not in service of any collective ideal; (2) knights are more concerned with their own prestige and that of their lady loves than with either group solidarity or meaningful social action; and (3) the king allows himself to be so bound by traditional custom and respect for his own word as law that he utters and adheres to a command which could easily result in the disintegration of the society. Not surprisingly, by the end of the poem the audience has seen the hero progress by accepting the contradiction of his own orders, by the dismantling of various “customs,” and by placing the service of others ahead of his own personal desires.

Readers of Jaufre accustomed to taking a poet’s words of direct address to his audience at face value will find a great deal of unequivocal praise of the Round Table. Arthur was the bravest and most accomplished king of his time, and praise of him and of the exploits of his chosen knights will never die; no one ever came there in need and left without their aid: unjustly disinherited ladies and orphans are singled out for special mention. Similar remarks pepper the whole poem, either from the poet himself or from his characters. From the beginning, however, there are strong indications of an ironic stance toward Arthur’s court and indeed toward the whole Arthurian legend. The poet slyly admits that he never met King Arthur himself—who had, in Catalonia in the early thirteenth century?—but, as a rather fallacious authentification device, claims to have heard the tale from a relative of Arthur and Gawain (that is, from a Breton storyteller), as if that were proof of truth. The direct words of praise need to be evaluated, placed in the context of the actions of the King and the Round Table knights, and it is a context which provides a great deal of material for criticism. The most telling contradiction, of course, is the court’s response to the one unjustly disinherited lady who arrives to seek help: when she pleads, eloquently and forcefully, for the aid of the knights of the famous Round Table, “no one said a word” (6329, 6355), and in the space between two halves of a rhyming couplet she vanishes, as they turn their attention to the story of someone else’s chivalric adventure.

Like Chrétien, with the Hunt for the White Stag in Erec et Enide and Calogrenant’s wanderings in Yvain, the Jaufre-poet begins the action of his poem with a “preliminary fake adventure”; he goes further, in that he creates no links whatsoever between it and the main action of his story, so that its only function can be to comment on the participants in the episode itself. The venture into Brocéliande is structured as an analogue to a romance hero’s adventure, with a departure from the organized world of court life into the wilderness and a return with something previously lacking at court, but as we learn at the end of the scene—and the deflation is all the more complete because we do not know the facts until the end—this is a completely ersatz “adventure,” cooked up only to be an apparent fulfillment of the court’s need for a story of adventure; the reward at the end of the action goes not to the successful participant in the achievement, but to the man who devised the undertaking, and it is every bit as trivial as (and subtly modified from) the reward in Erec et Enide. As the events unfold, neither the King nor the Round Table knights display the qualities for which romances generally praise Arthurian courts. Arthur does not follow the ideal structured sequence of the decision-making process as outlined by Boutet (1985), but sets policy, determines the particular course of action and decides on detailed strategy all by himself; his impetuous decision results in disaster for himself, and leads to despair among all his knights. In his confrontation with the strange beast, he tries, in sequence, the three different approaches used in other romances to defeat such a creature, but neither his royal charisma nor his knightly weapons nor his peasant-like brute force is of any avail. His knights’ attempts to rescue him lead to a total loss of dignity and even of individual identity, as they dress in whatever clothes happen to be handy; in the context, they are also totally useless.

If romance authors show the advancement of their characters through the construction of a sequence of parallel scenes with progressive differences—the hero fights three men, then five men, then one hundred men, or the hero fights for himself, then for his friends, then for strangers—then they may also show stagnation by placing identically structured scenes at the beginning and end of their poems. This is the narrative strategy followed by the Jaufre poet. After we have seen the carefully patterned sequence of successes and failures of the hero which points to the qualities deemed admirable in the poet’s world, we are treated to a second débacle, in which king and court once again fall prey to the dangers which result from impetuous individual usurpation of command and collective despair in the face of emergency. Arthur’s second beast-battle activates all the same personal and social resources in the court as the Brocéliande episode, with the same resultant shame for (and critique of) its members.

The second major court in the poem is at the castle of Monbrun. Its leader, the heroine Brunissen, is, like Arthur, given extravagant praise, although of course it is the sort of praise the age gave to women, and concentrates on her beauty and her innate virtue rather than her prowess or leadership abilities. She too is said to rule over a collection of worthy knights, each one possessed of great martial power, and the implication is clear that her womanly virtues are at least part of the inspiration for their valor. When put to the test, however, the virtues of Monbrun are no greater than the virtues of the Round Table. The first act of the beautiful, virtuous Brunissen is to pass a death sentence on a stranger for the heinous sin of disturbing her sleep; her best warriors are incapable of carrying out her commands, incapable, that is, until they stop acting like knights and take on the role of an undifferentiated mob of footsoldiers. As we learn later, the dominant military tradition at Monbrun is the loss in single combat to knights from outside: five hundred of them have been defeated by Taulat in their attempts to rescue their lord Melian.

The current response of the people of Monbrun to the capture and torture of their leader assimilates them, as a collective, to the Round Table knights who fall into a panic when Arthur is captured by the beast in Brocéliande. The parallels highlight one of the poet’s chief criticisms of court life and court social structure. Melian’s followers who have attempted to do something for him—the five hundred knights and the lady who ministers to his wounds—are greatly saddened by their inability to rescue him, but those who have stayed at home have fallen into despair. Worse still, it is a regulated despair, conveniently relegated to certain hours of the day and subject to a taboo. They do not speak of their grief, they do not allow anyone else to speak of their grief, and they do not allow their grief to impinge on their daily round of courtly diversions. Here again, as with Arthur’s encounters with magical beasts, the poet makes his point through repetition without significant variation: all the people of the region react to Jaufre’s questioning about their ritualized breast-beating with the same violence, and, later in the poem, when their new hero Jaufre is taken from them, they fall again into despair and uncontrolled lamentation which, as they are reminded by a convenient archbishop, is completely pointless and unproductive.

The poem’s third chief court, the one which is the focus of the poet’s optimism for a resolution to the problems plaguing the first two, is both more “real” and more “ideal”: it is the court of the King of Aragon. Both king and court are beneficiaries of the poet’s praise; the court, however, is also subject to some criticism, of a sort which by implication at least serves as a warning to the king. There is rather more material about the royal “patron” than is usual in romances, and he is given rather more complete credit for the existence of the poem: in the interrupting direct address to the audience during the leper episode, the poet declares that it is only because of his love for the king that he will carry on his story and rescue his hero. The critique of this king’s courtiers, unlike Arthur’s or Brunissen’s, is of the “save us from bad advisers” sort, and was quite widespread in the age, coinciding with the replacement of noble councils by a bureaucracy of talented commoners as feudal kingdoms began the transition into modern states. The ascendancy of such upstarts was seen by the members of the romance-producing and -consuming class as causally linked to the usurpation of monarchical status by formerly primus inter pares kings. The King of Aragon is being urged by this poem not to imitate such leaders and not to surround himself with such advisers; rather, he is to be “God’s new knight,” to attend with his heart to the exploits of Jaufre and learn to avoid the sorts of errors—inherent in the Round Table, and Monbrun, and (initially) in Jaufre himself—which have undermined the values of a well-ordered baronial society.



Jaufre and War

A romance hero must win military success to earn the respect of the court—and of the audience. In some surviving poems—generally those which have not found favor with modern audiences—his military activities are quite unproblematic, as his martial excellence is established either through simple generalized descriptions of his successes in wars or jousts in a host of different regions or by lengthy accounts of his repeated victories against single opponents in one extended tournament. The Jaufre-poet, more in the tradition of Chrétien, makes use of the need for a display of such fighting skills to examine some of the problems—both practical and ethical—which the members of his audience encountered during the course of their military careers. Although Jaufre is presented as a bit of an outsider to the Round Table, and spends very little time there before undertaking his adventures, his battles show a man who shares some of the insufficient and contradictory attitudes which threaten the court, and the poet has created a sequence of encounters designed to suggest a corrective path.

Jaufre arrives at Arthur’s court with a complete and rather naive faith in the king and his ability to effect a total transformation in his followers by making them members of the order of knighthood. Shortly afterwards, he has the opportunity to put his new-found status to the test, as he sets out into the wilderness to track down and punish Taulat for an insult to the king and queen—for that is his perspective on the murder of an innocent knight. He is not, however, allowed to proceed quickly and directly to his intended goal. Romance heroes rarely avoid a series of subsidiary adventures, which come to them either before they complete their initial project or—as with Erec and Yvain—which are somehow enforced on them after they have achieved their initial aims a bit too easily for the author’s liking. His first four battles, with Estout de Vertfueil, the Knight of the White Lance, the footsoldier and the lepers, form an ordered sequence which reveals both the inappropriateness of his faith in ritual knighthood and codified battle techniques and the collateral dangers in his high valuation of justice, or rather, of Justice.

None of these battles follows the script. The adversaries do not adhere to the rules of civilized combat, and Jaufre, if he had followed the rules, would have been killed before he was a thousand lines into his story. The weapons and defensive armor given to him by the good King Arthur prove to be totally useless in his first battle, as they are systematically shredded—the severing of a spur, the ritual sign of the degradation of a knight, is singled out for special mention—by the villainous Estout. The Knight of the White Lance violates all the conventions of mercy, the soldier fights from a distance, with darts and stones, and the giant leper wields a massive club. Even the social rank of the successive opponents points to a downward path, as the hero faces a castellan, then a knight, then a renegade infantryman, and finally a subhuman monster. Of necessity, Jaufre replies with equally unchivalric techniques. He defeats Estout by grabbing him from behind and squeezing him until he crumples. He disposes of the Knight of the White Lance by hanging him on his own gallows. He rips off the soldier’s arm and slices off his feet as he lies on the ground. He slashes away at the giant leper’s hip; when his victim, in his death throes, dropkicks him across the room, Jaufre is so stunned that he strikes the “damsel in distress” he is supposed to be rescuing.

Jaufre’s motivation in each of these encounters is the same as in his pursuit of Taulat. He is out to punish evil, and, by any reasonable criteria, his opponents are evil. In the realization of this desire, however, it becomes clear that his pursuit of justice is obsessive and his perspective is blinkered. He shows, repeatedly, a concern with principle which focuses his attention on the villain to the exclusion of any interest in the victims. In his zeal to punish Estout, he is ready to leave a wounded knight bleeding to death in the wilderness, and needs to be called back and asked to summon aid; he forgets to ask the soldier if he has any captives until after he has sliced off his legs; before rescuing the kidnapped baby, he interrogates the mother as to the Rights and Wrongs of the case, and his promise to her—“I’ll get your baby back for you, dead or alive!”—is rather disquietingly ambiguous.

The outcome of the battle with the Knight of the White Lance raises questions not so much about Jaufre’s personal motives as about the whole concept of retributive justice. The Knight has hanged his victims, deaf to their pleas for mercy, so Jaufre hangs him, deaf to his pleas for mercy. His attempt at self-justification, a loose paraphrase of the pronouncement “Judgment without mercy to him that hath not done mercy” (Epistle of St. James, 2:13), is also a self-condemnation. Although, in time, Jaufre’s experiences lead to a change in his stance, this critique of pure justice continues elsewhere in the poem, and the underlying problem remains, at the end, for the audience to solve. Melian de Monmelior insists on his rights, and, with the acquiescence of Arthur’s court, undertakes to punish Taulat for Taulat’s offenses against him; the punishment does not merely “fit the crime”: the punishment is a course of action physically—and, for some readers, ethically and affectively—identical to the crime.

There are several turning points in Jaufre’s career as it relates to this question. His general adherence to an over-idealized view of knightly abilities is clearest in his determination not to eat or sleep until he has defeated Taulat and just as clearly deflated when his real-world experiences leave him famished and exhausted. His progressive decline, as he battles evil without concern for correlative works of mercy, culminates in his imprisonment in the enchanted house, and his escape to an upward path begins only after he has felt his first pangs of pity, for the infant victims of the lepers. The most graphic indication of his earlier misunderstanding is his battle with the Black Knight: in his first encounters, he has fought against Evil by imposing his own form of justice on particular malefactors, but when he meets pure Evil, in the form of a devil from Hell, all his skills are totally ineffective. He uses all the battle tactics which succeeded in the first four adventures, and tries at least some of the methods for dealing with supernatural opponents in folklore, but nothing works. The hermit, in contrast, who has the weapons of Christ, can banish—but not, of course, destroy—the devil in a flash. Particular evil opponents can be slaughtered, but Evil itself is another matter.

The reader has been led along a two-fold path towards the encounter with Taulat. Jaufre’s repeated expressions of haste and desire to punish the poem’s principal villain, along with our previous acquaintance with other romances, leads us to expect a truly climactic event, a knock-down drag-out battle to the finish, in which both men use all their physical resources to the limit. By the time the two men meet, however, much has changed. Jaufre has a new motive: what started out as a quest to punish Taulat for his insult to the King and Queen has become a quest to rescue Melian. When the long-awaited duel finally arrives, the men begin to charge each other at line 6036, and by line 6068 Taulat is begging for mercy; the reader who wanted “action” will have to settle for a homily on the self-destructive nature of pride. The task of “God’s new knight” in this world is to confront the evil-doer, slap him silly, await his conversion, and then grant him forgiveness and accept him back into the fold.

This process continues as Jaufre undertakes his final battle, with Fellon d’Albarua. Here, the prime motivation for the fight is the rescue of an unjustly disinherited maiden from a villain whose purposes and tactics are if anything more reprehensible than Taulat’s. The fighting lasts a little longer—from 9065 to 9125—but the outcome is basically the same. It is in Jaufre’s dealings with the mother of the two giants that the poet makes his point most clearly. She has been responsible, through her magical summoning of the Black Knight from Hell, for the devastation of a vast tract of land. Once her sons have been killed—for they are beyond the possibility of salvation—she is transformed from the hideous, threatening creature Jaufre meets as he enters her forest into a helpless old widow woman deprived of the support of her children. She has become, that is, precisely the sort of person a Round Table knight is supposed to protect, with no carping about the fact that she brought her misfortune on herself. Jaufre responds positively to her plight, and guarantees that she will be secure in her life if she removes her spell from the region: the “wasteland” is rejuvenated not by the use of force but by the acceptance of her conversion.



Jaufre and Love

The acquisition of a bride—the proper bride—and the castle and lands that go with her is as important and as complex a task for the romance hero as the acquisition and demonstration of properly governed military skills. In an age when marriage was the focal point for elaborate struggles between the interests of the hereditary aristocracy and the Church, and for an audience which lived in hopes of escape from dependent status through marriage, poets had to keep a bewildering array of competing needs under control.

A romance bride must be beautiful and virtuous, beyond the poet’s powers of full description. Unless the hero is the son of a king, like Erec, she must be wealthy. Except under unusual circumstances—as in Yvain, where the violation of this rule brings its own problems—she must be unmarried and even untouched. To be stable, a marriage must depend on the fully informed consent of the contracting partners: arranged marriages lead to adultery, as in Flamenca and Eracle, not infrequently with the man who made the arrangements, as in Tristan, Cligés and (potentially) in Guilhem de la Barra. The bride must be won, from a father or a father-substitute. Gawain’s relationships with Ydain in La Vengeance de Raguidel and with Lunete in Yvain suggest that nothing but a temporary dalliance is possible with an independent woman, and after Erec’s all-too-easy acquisition of Enide from her father Chrétien requires him to re-win her repeatedly, once from a man who has become her de facto guardian, before they can settle down. The most extreme example of family resistance comes in La Vengeance de Raguidel, in which Guengasoain will give his daughter only to a knight who is able to kill him, but in many other texts this motif is redefined as a battle against a negative-father replacement.
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