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The fascinating world of medieval literature is filled with epic tales, heroic
deeds, and timeless characters. Among the various forms of medieval
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texts, Chanson De Geste stands out as a unique and influential genre that
captivated audiences during the Medieval Renaissance period.

What is Chanson De Geste?

Chanson De Geste, translated as "song of heroic deeds," is a type of Old
French epic poem that emerged during the 11th century and reached its
peak popularity in the 12th and 13th centuries. These poems were sung or
recited to an audience, narrating tales of chivalry, heroism, and religious
themes.
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The themes of Chanson De Geste centered around bravery, loyalty, and
moral conflict, making them resonate with the values deeply cherished
during the medieval period. The stories often revolved around legendary
knights, historical characters, or biblical events, combining historical facts
with fictional elements.

Characteristics of Chanson De Geste

Chanson De Geste poems are characterized by several distinct features:
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= Lengthy Narratives: Chanson De Geste poems are typically long,
comprising thousands of verses that were passed down through oral
tradition.

= Heroic Protagonists: These poems revolve around powerful and
virtuous heroes, often knights, who embark on grand quests, battle
villains, and defend the weak.

= Masculine Narrative: Chanson De Geste primarily portrays male
characters, reflecting the patriarchal society of the time.

= Repetition and Formulaic Structure: Similar phrases and structures
were used throughout the poem to aid in memory and oral
transmission.

= Strong Moral Code: Chanson De Geste texts emphasize the
importance of moral values, such as loyalty, honor, and piety,
presenting them as qualities of ideal knights.

Famous Chanson De Geste Texts

Several notable Chanson De Geste poems have shaped the genre and left
a lasting impact on medieval literature. Here are a few examples:

1. The Song of Roland: One of the most famous Chanson De Geste
poems, The Song of Roland, narrates the heroic deeds of Roland, a
knight serving Charlemagne, during the Battle of Roncevaux Pass in
778. It showcases themes of loyalty, sacrifice, and Christian faith.

2. The Song of William: This epic poem tells the story of William of
Orange, a legendary medieval hero who fought against the Saracens



during the Spanish Reconquista. It explores themes of noble lineage,
righteous warfare, and Christian values.

3. Girart of Roussillon: Girart of Roussillon recounts the deeds of a
powerful medieval knight who rebelled against Charlemagne's
authority, highlighting themes of rebellion, honor, and justice.

Influence and Legacy

Chanson De Geste played a crucial role in shaping medieval literature and
culture. These texts captured the imagination of the medieval audience and
established a framework for the portrayal of chivalry and heroism in
subsequent works.

Furthermore, Chanson De Geste influenced the development of other
literary genres such as Arthurian romances, where the ideals and themes
of Chanson De Geste found new expressions. The influence of these
medieval epic poems can also be seen in later Renaissance works, as they
provided inspiration for numerous playwrights and poets.

The Enduring Appeal

Despite being composed centuries ago, Chanson De Geste continues to
captivate readers and scholars alike. Its tales of heroic exploits and moral
dilemmas resonate with universal human values, making them relevant
even in modern times.

The enduring appeal of Chanson De Geste lies in its ability to transport
readers to a medieval world filled with glorious battles, courtly love, and
tales of honor and courage. The characters and stories have become iconic



figures in literature, showcasing the power of storytelling across
generations.

Chanson De Geste poems remain precious literary treasures that offer
insights into the medieval Renaissance period. These epic narratives
showcase the values and aspirations of the people during that era, serving
as a testament to the enduring power of storytelling and the timeless
themes that resonate with all of us.
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"Elye of Saint-Gilles" tells the story of Elye — the son of Count Julien of
Saint-Gilles, a vassal of William of Orange — and of his exploits during his
youth and early knighthood. It is part of the William of Orange cycle, whose
historical kernel is linked to events of the First and Fourth Crusades and
the Reconquest of Spain.

Elye is dubbed a knight but endures an insult from his father at the same
time, so he undertakes a self-imposed exile from the court. It is not long,
however, before he encounters and battles Saracens who, despite his
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prowess, capture and transport him across the sea and attempt to convert
him to Islam.

After escaping and killing many more Saracens, he himself is mortally
wounded but rescued by his own vassal Galopin — the famous character
who was the prototype of Shakespeare’s Oberon and who makes his
literary debut in this work. Galopin delivers Elye to the healing hands of an
emir’s daughter, Rosamonde, who saves his life. In return he saves her
from an unsuitable marriage with a Saracen elder. For this Elye is again
attacked by Saracens, but he is finally rescued by his father Julien, William
of Orange, and King Louis.

In the end the Saracen lands are converted, Rosamonde and Galopin are
married, all make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, and Elye is married at Paris to
Avisse, the sister of King Louis, and he becomes the king’s seneschal.

"Elye of Saint-Gilles" is the first English translation of the Old French
chanson de geste and includes a new critical edition, facing the English
text. This work encapsulates many of the standard elements of the French
chanson de geste and provides an excellent example of the virtues of this
literary form for entertainment and instruction.

The sole manuscript containing Elye, and its companion piece Aiol, is found
in the 1405 inventory of the library of Margaret of Flanders, duchess of
Valois, whose family had been deeply involved as key figures in the First
and Fourth Crusades and the Reconquest of Spain. In the late twelfth and
thirteenth centuries, the court of Flanders was also a dynamic center of
literary activity unrivalled in production by either Champagne or Paris.

Dual-language edition. First English translation. , bibliography, notes, index.
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