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DEDICATED





To the Languedoc and its castles,


from Aguilar to Usson,


in whose courts the troubadours sang.


Hard walking up the steep unpaved tracks


But the empty halls serenade an unforgotten past,


whether Miraval, Saissac or Tuchan,


or, most of all,


Puivert whose musicians still look down today.





Surely the greatest glory of Occitanian civilisation – that which made it known throughout Europe – was the troubadours. They started writing their lyrics around the time of the First Crusade (1095) and continued even through the period of catastrophe and decadence until about 1295


(A. Bonner, Songs of the Troubadours, 1973, 14)  
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Introduction


Troubadours: Language: French, Occitan – and Obscene!


They were all different. ‘I shall write a song about nothing at all,’ laughed Guilhem of Poitiers. ‘I am heartbreakingly in love with a far-off woman,’ pined Jaufré Rudel, ‘although I have never seen her.’ Some troubadours sang of love’s joy, others of its pains. Others not of love at all. ‘I chant of battles, blood and booty,’ proclaimed Bertran de Born. More romantically, some serenaded their hostess, occasionally too persuasively for the dangerous jealousy of her husband. They were all different, even the women troubadours, the trobairitz.


One woman grieved at laws that forbade her to wear vel ni banda (pretty veil or silken wimple). Another mourned that her lover had abandoned her





car ieu non li dormei m’amor


because I would not sleep with him.





For two and a half centuries in the south of France fine courts and castles enjoyed the music of the troubadours as they entertained audiences in the medieval age of chivalry.


Chivalry did not always mean chastity. It is a general belief, but a mistaken one, that troubadours sang of pure, courtly love, a dispassionate belief in honourably polite behaviour by men towards the woman that they adored, a remote and unattainable goddess.


Such a platonic ideal was both extolled and frequently disregarded. Troubadours, whether nobly born or commoner, had the natural urges of later poets such as the Elizabethan Christopher Marlowe when he translated an elegy of Ovid:





I cling’d her naked body, down she fell,


Judge you the rest: being tir’d she bade me kiss;


Just send me more such afternoons as this.


(Ovid, Elegy V, 24–6, ‘Lying with Corinna’, 24–6)





A few years later John Donne wrote:





Full nakedness, all joys are due to thee,


As souls unbodied, bodies unclothed must be.


(Elegy XIX, ‘To His Mistress going to Bed’, 33–4)





But four centuries earlier the troubadour Arnaut Daniel had sung:





Del cors li fos non de l’arma …





Would I were hers in body, not in soul!


And that she lets me, secretly, into her bedroom.


(Lo ferm voler … ‘The Firm Desire, 13–14’)





The passion is there, but it is not coarse. It may not be chaste, but it is respectful, and this is true whether of French-writing trouvères of northern France or of troubadours composing in the ‘langue d’Oc’ of the south. Exceptions to their seemliness are few.


Most troubadours composed their songs and poems in the Romance language of Occitan in southern France (Fig. 1). It was similar to French, but there were differences, sometimes considerable, of vocabulary and spelling. In this book the custom is to quote short extracts, often one line, from the original ‘Oc’ followed by a full translation in English.1


For readers wishing to hear modern renderings of the medieval words and music, Appendix One lists compact discs of troubadour music known to the author. It also contains the names and songs of the individual musicians.


Despite the above protestations of respectful wording in this book, there must be a warning for readers offended by obscenities: Chapter Four contains profanities, some so socially unacceptable that neither their modern forms nor their classical roots are included in the majority of dictionaries, whether English or Latin.


The justification for the inclusion of such language is that the subject of that chapter, the earliest-known troubadour, Guilhem, 9th Duke of Aquitaine and 7th Count of Poitiers, intentionally used it to avoid ambiguity about his meaning. The expletives were, however, infrequent, occurring in only two of his eleven surviving songs.


As noticed above, later troubadours frequently shared his amorous enthusiasms but expressed them in terms that would have been entirely acceptable to a Victorian afternoon tea party.


A note has to be added about the names of troubadours. In an age when literacy was uncommon, when there was no standardisation of language and when local dialects were prevalent, much spelling was phonetic and inconsistent.


As an example, one singer had a surname variously spelled: Mareuil, Marolh, Maruelh, Marueill, Marvoil and five more alternatives. To avoid such contradictions names here generally follow today’s French translation of the original Vida, the biographical ‘Life’, written by medieval chroniclers.


In their 1973 Biographies des Troubadours, the editors, Boutière and Schutz, updated the old Occitanian Árnaut de Maroill to the now-accepted Arnaut de Mareuil. Similarly, Savaric de Malleo of Chapter One became Savaric de Mauléon; and the Duke of Aquitaine and the Count of Poitiers of Chapter Four, once recorded as Guilhem, lo Coms de Peitieus, is now Guilhelm of Poitiers.
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Map 1. Regions of the Occitan language.
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Map 2. Major cities, towns and regions in southern France.
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Map 3. Lands of the Count of Aquitaine and the King of France.
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Map 4. Routes from France to the Holy Land.
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Map 5. Places of the troubadours in the Languedoc and Provence.




ONE


We consider that marital affection and the true love of lovers are wholly different and arise from entirely different sources


(Ermengarde, Viscountess of Narbonne. Bk 2, Ch. VII, 171)    





A woman who under the excuse of a mistake of any kind seeks to preserve an incestuous love is clearly going contrary to what is right and proper.


(Eleanor, Queen of England. Bk 2, Ch. VII, 170)    





The two quotations come from: Andreas Capellanus, De Arte Honeste Amandi, ‘The Art of Courtly Love’, c. 1180.




The Art of Courtly Love


The French love courts [cours d’amour] have attracted the most scholarly attention. A number of misconceptions used to exist about this institution, until it became clear that these courts were not real legal sessions but social events that were especially popular with women.


(J. Bumke, Courtly Culture …, 2000, 408)    





The judges were all of high nobility and they were all women. There was Eleanor, Countess of all Aquitaine, former wife of King Louis VII of France. There was her daughter by him, Marie, Countess of Champagne. There was Adèle, third wife of Louis VII; and Eleanor’s niece, Isabelle of Vermandois, Countess of Flanders, whose mother was Eleanor’s sister. There was the learned Ermengard, Viscountess of Narbonne. There was even a circle of ladies in Gascony, each one of good birth.


All of them, it was believed, were discriminating judges of the quality of the poems sung to them by importunate troubadours at tribunals in the courts of Poitiers, Troyes, Narbonne and elsewhere. The courts debated the answers to questions posed by the singers: which gifts it was seemly for a lady to accept from her would-be lover; whether love could exist between a man and his wife; whether jealousy was permissible between unmarried lovers; whether a man could truly love two women at one same time.1


The ladies were undisputed arbiters of courtly behaviour, presiding over the Courts of Love, seats of poetical judgement. Such assizes, however, were the late-twelfth-century literary creations of Andreas Capellanus, who claimed to be the resident chaplain of Marie of Champagne at Troyes. Between 1182 and 1186 he was a clerical witness to seven charters. As one was signed by Marie herself, it is probable that he was telling the truth about his position.


Capellanus flattered the Countess of Champagne, complimenting her on her artistic sensitivity, and improving the praise by including the names of other great ladies, all of them relatives, friends and intimates of Marie.


Descriptions of their attractive courts were given in his manuscript De arte honesti amandi (On the Art of Honourable Love), also known as ‘De amore livres tres’ (The Three Books of Love). In this it followed the pattern of the three books of the Roman poet Ovid’s Ars Amatoria (The Art of Love), Books I–II for men, Book III for women, a cynical manual of sexual seduction, considered by the Encyclopaedia Britannica as ‘perhaps the most immoral book ever written by a man of genius’.2


Follow my advice, wrote Ovid in the last decade BC, and no man would fail to entice a woman to bed.





Posse capi; capies, tu modo tende plages …





Girls can be caught – and that you’ll catch her if


You set your schemes right …3





Technique was the secret. Dress well, be courteous, attentive, give modest presents and reach the inevitable goal by patient, calculated stages. Ovid was almost unconcerned about the pleasurable final act. Advice on bedroom gymnastics was as succinct as the words that Frank Sinatra was to sing two thousand years later, ‘Just take it Nice’n Easy’. ‘Relax’, advised Ovid.





Crede mihi, non est veneris properanda voluptas.


‘Believe me, Love’s height of pleasure must not be hurried’





and





Sed neque tu dominam veils maioribus usus


‘Take care not to cram on full sail and outrace your mistress’.4





Behind its alluring words, Ars Amatoria advocated the adulterous pursuit of married women, using serving-girls and intermediaries as assistants. In this Ovid was following a tradition of earlier Roman poets, Catullus, Tibullus and Propertius among them, who had wooed and won the consent of highly born wives to discreet adultery.


Capellanus’ three books became extremely popular in medieval France as a hilarious satire. There had already been enthusiasms for Virgil and Horace, but the thirteenth century was the aetas Ovidiana, ‘the Age of Ovid’, and it was from Ovid that Capellanus framed the structure of his own book.5


It had a similar basis but an entirely different and moral interpretation of love, in which the lady had complete sovereignty over her lover. Troubadours had to pay court to a well-born wife, but ‘with a lover undertaking to serve his married, and therefore enticingly unavailable, mistress’.6


The second of his three books contained twenty-one letters posing questions of the behaviour of women towards their suitors. Predictably, the greatest number of challenges, seven, were solved by Marie. Of the others, five problems received answers from Ermengard, three each from Eleanor and ‘the Queen’, Adèle, two from Isabelle, and one from the group of ladies in Gascony.


The final book listed the thirty-one definitive Rules of Love, beginning ‘Marriage is no excuse for not loving’ and concluding with ‘Nothing forbids one woman from loving two men nor one man by two women’ and in between were twenty-nine pronouncements that, despite Andreas’ clerical status, would not have been approved of by his Church.


Pure love, he said, ‘goes as far as the kiss and the embrace and the modest contact with the nude lover, omitting the final solace’. Mixed love, however, included copulation and gets its effect from every delight of the flesh and culminates in the final act of Venus … it too is true love and it is praiseworthy, and we say it is the source of all good things. ‘It would be improper … to claim as a sin the thing from which the highest good of this life takes its origin’.7


Even though he had taken holy orders, Capellanus claimed that he had the right to make physical love. ‘So if I ask any woman to love me, she cannot refuse me on the pretext that I am a clerk.’ He even boasted of his insidious serpent’s tongue that persuaded an attractive nun that she should submit to his advances. Luckily, perhaps hypocritically, maybe fearing divine retribution, or even simply lying, he added that, just in time, he quelled his lustful insanity ‘and with a great effort’ resisted the temptation to seduce her.8


The social status of other women decided how they would be treated by followers of the code of courtly love. A knight should invariably be courteous and submissive to ladies of quality. Females of the bourgeoisie would usually receive respect. But, should the man take a liking to some peasant woman, he should condescend to praise her, then, ‘when you find a convenient place, do not hesitate to take what you seek and to embrace them by force … use a little compulsion as a convenient cure for their shyness’. Ovid had said much the same.





Vim licet …





It’s all right to use force – force of that sort goes down well with


what in fact they love to yield


they’d often rather have stolen. Rough seduction


delights them, the audacity of near-rape


is a compliment …9





Capellanus never advocated treating a high-born lady so brutally. Decorum forbade it. His writings were popular and widely read, but, although their treacherous arguments were persuasive, his Courts of Love were fictional. In Capellanus the descriptions of courts were evocative with their good food and wine, service, warmth, laughter and love. The courts were real but they were not court-rooms.


Yet they were accepted as realities until late in the nineteenth century because of a book of 1575, Les Vies des Plus Célébrès et Anciens Poètes Provensaux (Lives of the Most Famous Old Poets of Provence), by Jean de Nostradamus, brother of the famous astrologer and self-proclaimed prophet. The Lives was an uncritical medley of traditional biographies, guesswork and deliberate deception. He claimed it was based on a manuscript by a monk, Moine des Îles d’Or, but his name, ‘Cybo de Gennes’, was actually an anagram of the name of one of his brother’s friends.10 His book was worthless. Yet for centuries it was given credence.


One reason was that it was apparently confirmed by a poem of Geoffrey Chaucer’s, ‘The Court of Love’. Chaucer certainly knew about Capellanus and courtly love. His Troilus and Criseyde similarly sang the joys and pains of love. He had been to France on several occasions, four times in 1377 alone, and in 1359 he had been captured near Reims during an invasion by Edward III, finally being ransomed for the sum of £16.00, less than was paid for the release of Sir Robert de Clyntone’s warhorse.11 From Chaucer’s knowledge of French society it was entirely credible that the poem ‘The Court of Love’ described a court of judgement or poetical tribunal that he had seen.


It did not. The poem, which once existed only as a single manuscript at Trinity College, Cambridge, was no more than a pastiche, a sixteenth-century imitation in competent Chaucerian style, and its contents showed that the anonymous writer knew the books of Capellanus. Until the verses were exposed as spurious, the Courts of Love remained credible.12


For Capellanus it is probable that his invention of a poetical Court of Love derived from a traditional form of verse that had long been used by troubadours. It was the tenson, a debate or argument on some point of love between two troubadours who, if they could not agree, referred the unresolved question to an independent judge.13 One tenson concerned a contemporary of Andreas, the nobleman Savaric de Mauléon.


He was a great lord, the seneschal or steward of Poitou, holding many castles in the service of John, king of England.14 In 1206 he successfully defended one at Niort against Philippe-Auguste of France. For his loyalty he was granted lands in England despite having briefly supported John’s nephew, the rebellious Arthur of Brittany, being captured with him at Mirabeau and imprisoned in the deadly ‘no food or water’ Corfe castle in Dorset. He escaped.15 Arthur was murdered.16


De Mauléon lived at the midpoint of the troubadour period, an age of 250 years that began five years after the Battle of Hastings and declined and disappeared twenty-five years before the Battle of Crécy in 1346.


The intervening 250 years began with a birth. The first great troubadour, William of Poitiers, was born in 1071. The period ended with a death. The great Italian troubadour Dante Alighieri died in Ravenna on September 1321.


The tradition of courtly love began in Poitiers but it soon spread southwards into that land of sunshine, song and east, Occitania, ‘region of Oc’ (Fig. 1).


In France two different words had developed from the Latin hoc ille, ‘yes’, the corrupt northern French oui, and the purer southern oc, from which the Languedoc gets its name, ‘the langue d’Oc’. It was spoken in France but it was not French.


In England the first line of a poem by the troubadour Bernart de Ventadorn would be translated as: ‘When the fresh grass and leaf appears …’, but in France the lines differed:











	

Occitan




	

French












	

Can l‘erba fresch’.lh folha par




	

Quand l’herbe [est] fraiche, et la feuille parait












They are similar but not identical. A linguistic parallel can be made between two English medieval poets, Geoffrey Chaucer and William Langland, fourteenth-century contemporaries who were both composing their masterpieces, The Canterbury Tales and The Vision of Piers Plowman, around 1380. Chaucer’s Prologue begins with lines that even in the original spelling are understandable today;





Whan that Aprillë with his shourës soote


The droghtë of March hath percëd to the roote





Whereas Langland begins clearly enough:





In a somer season. whan soft was the sonne





but only five lines later becomes incomprehensible:





Me byfel a ferly. of fairy me thougte





meaning, ‘I chanced upon a wonder of enchantment as it seemed to me’.





In England the vernacular varied almost unintelligibly from region to region, north, south-east, south-west. For Chaucer, a Londoner, the dialect was East Midlands, but Langland, a Shropshire man from Cleobury Mortimer, wrote his poem in the dissimilar patois of the West Midlands.


‘A northern and southern man, meeting by chance, or for business, would resort to French because the dialects were mutually incomprehensible, as much in diction as in accent.’17


From similar parochial contrasts in vocabulary people from northern France considered the ‘langue d’oc’ barbaric and fit only for effete southerners. But the troubadours used it and sang it in tens of thousands of musical verses over a boisterous quarter-millennium of years.


It was boisterous because it was two and half centuries of turmoil during which the baron and troubadour Savaric de Mauléon lived, fought and loved. There were constant wars between England and France over French territory extending from Normandy and Anjou in the north, through Aquitaine, down to Gascony in the south-west, wars that involved English kings from Henry I to Edward III.


The same centuries saw eight crusades to the Holy Land. De Mauléon himself went on the indecisive Fifth Crusade in 1219.18 Between those crusades there was a lesser but just as brutal crusade in the south of France, the early thirteenth-century Albigensian Crusade that smashed castles and razed towns as the Catholic Church ponderously crushed the blasphemous cult of the Cathars, a persecution that saw military suppression followed by religious cruelties as the Inquisition imprisoned and tortured heretics in their scores and burnt hundreds more alive, cleansing their flesh of sins.


The troubadour centuries were times of national and personal loyalties. Loyalties were transitory. They were guided by ambition, power, wealth, advantage. There were humiliations, treacheries, assassinations.


It was an elusive epoch when there were no objective historians, only partisan chroniclers and credulous biographers of the wandering singers. One was about Savaric de Mauléon describing him as ‘a mighty lord of Poitou’ and ‘Above all did he delight in generosity, and chivalry, and love and jousting, and singing, and playing, and poetry, and feasting, and spending money’. The ‘Life’ or vida was written by another troubadour, the long-lived, much travelled Uc de Saint-Circ, who was probably the author of several other anecdotal lives.


Among the many contradictions of that knightly age Savaric de Mauléon was a triple chameleon, white as a famous troubadour, green as a frustrated lover, red as the militaristic employer of a powerful army of mercenaries and crossbowmen whom he could hire out to considerable financial advantage.


Like many French noblemen he opposed attempts by feeble French king after king to increase the royal dominions and gain control over the estates of barons with loyally pugnacious armies. It was self-interest that caused de Mauléon to support England against Philippe-Auguste, Philip II, in John’s claim to be lord of many regions in France including Aquitaine, a vast area of 16,000 square miles that stretched from the River Garonne northwards to the River Loire, and westwards from Burgundy to the Bay of Biscay. Aquitaine covered a third of France.


De Mauléon also helped John more locally in the Languedoc south of Aquitaine. The king asked him to assist Raymond VI, Count of Toulouse. To John family honour was involved. Raymond was married to John’s sister, Joan.


The count was raising an army to fight the leader of the Albigensian Crusade, Simon de Montfort. As an inducement Raymond sent 100,000 gold livres to de Mauléon, who ‘promised his ready and willing help, whether anyone else liked it or not’.19


In early September 1211 a formidable host laid siege to the crusaders’ weakly manned, crumbling walls of the town of Castelnaudary some miles west of Carcassonne. De Montfort was absent. But, instead of attacking the pitiful garrison, Raymond VI entrenched his enormous army on a nearby hill and contented himself with bombarding the town with a trebuchet. The missiles reached the targets, but the hastily chosen stones were brittle and crumbled harmlessly against the walls.


The tactic was characteristic of the Count. He was generously considered an irresolute man by some writers, but a more trenchant term would be ‘coward’. There was no onslaught or battle until far too late after de Montfort had arrived with cavalry and reinforcements. The armies met at Saint-Martin-Lalande and, despite much individual courage, the Toulousians were overcome.


As always de Mauléon fought bravely. As the crusaders charged into his men he shouted, ‘Stay calm, my lords, don’t move. No one take down or fold his tent, or you are all dead men!’20 It was futile. Because of Raymond’s customary indecision defeat and retreat were inevitable.


The young Cistercian monk Pierre des Vaux-de-Cernay, who wrote a triumphant Catholic history of the Albigensian Crusade, the Historia Albigensis, rejoiced at the victory but expressed venom at the vile opponent who had had the effrontery to bring paid mercenaries to fight the crusaders.





With our enemies came that most deprived apostate, that iniquitous transgressor, son of the Devil, servant of the Antichrist, Savary de Mauléon, more evil than any heretic, worse than any infidel, assailant of the Church, the enemy of Christ. O most corrupt of mortals – or should I say himself a mortal infection – I speak of Savary, who, villain unredeemed, shameless and senseless, rushed against God with neck down, and dared to assault the holy Church of God! Prime mover of heresy, architect of cruelty, agent of perversity, comrade of sinners, accomplice of the perverted, a disgrace to mankind, a man unacquainted with manly virtues, devilish – himself the devil incarnate!21





Despite the vilification of which he was unaware, and losing the battle, de Mauléon did not lose reward. He continued to support the count until they quarrelled in 1212 during a protracted siege at Penne d’Agenais. He demanded a further 10,000 gold crowns as money due to him. Raymond VI refused. De Mauléon, man of action, kidnapped the count’s youngest son and demanded a ransom. Raymond left for Bordeaux to intercede with John, only to return a month later and pay de Mauléon ‘a large sum’.22


From 1215 to 1216 de Mauléon and his mercenaries were in England supporting John against an alliance of barons. In October that year, crossing the perilous tides of the Wash, the king just escaped death but lost his baggage-train, royal treasure and precious relics. At Newark he contracted dysentery and died. Savaric de Mauléon was appointed one of the executors of the king’s will and was probably one of the cortège that escorted the king’s body to Worcester. He later attended the coronation of Henry III. He was so often in England that some called him English. Jean de Nostradamus did, ‘gentilhomme, anglais’.23


Warrior, diplomat, crusader, opportunist – to the modern mind it might seem improbable that he could also have been a famous troubadour, but his biographer confirmed it. He also wrote that his misguided subject was helplessly in love with a coquette, a teaser of men’s passions, a woman who hinted of many favours but delivered none. Such false temptresses are not unknown. The Roman poet Catullus had been sadly acquainted with one. A rival bitterly described her:





In triclinio Coa, in cubiculo nola.





in the dining-room a delight in translucent Coan silks.


in the bedroom an impregnable fortress.





The epigram was clever. Coa was not only an island but also a pun on ‘coitus’. Nola was a walled city that resisted a siege by Hannibal. The word was also another pun on nolo, ‘no sex’.24


Savaric de Mauléon was to be tortured by a similar unrewarding tantalus, an promising but unsatisfied romance. He and Catullus were not the only poets to suffer the frustrations of sexual denial. In 1619 Ben Jonson told William Drummond of Hawthornden that John Marston, the playwright, ‘lay diverse tymes with a woman, who shew him all that he wished except the last act, which she would never agree unto’.25


Later the same century Andrew Marvell wrote his most famous poem ‘To his Coy Mistress’, of which these lines are extracts:





Had we but world enough, and time,


This coyness, lady, were no crime.


   . . . . .


But at my back I always hear


Time’s wingèd chariot hurrying near,


And yonder all before us lie


Deserts of vast eternity.


   . . . . .


… then worms shall try


That long-preserved virginity,


And your quaint honour turn to dust,


And into ashes all my lust:


The grave’s a fine and private place,


But none, I think, do there embrace.


   . . . . .


Now let us sport us while we may …





How successful his plea was Marvell did not reveal. Nor is the ‘mistress’ known. Perhaps she was a woman from Hull, from Italy, or from Spain – or maybe simply no one particular lady, just an imaginary, reluctant lover.


Just as many of Catullus’ most explicit poems are still excluded from many sixth-form school texts, so Marvell’s ‘indecent’ masterpiece was omitted from Palgrave’s respectable The Golden Treasury of Songs and Lyrics of 1861.26


Quite differently, Savaric de Mauléon’s tenson about his unattainable but flirtatious minx has been printed many times. It survives. So does the castle in which the temptress lived.


Today, from Bordeaux the A62 toll motorway or péage runs several miles eastwards to the ramparted village of Cadillac by the Garonne river. From there a tortuous country lane twists three miles northwards to Benauges and its half-ruined castle, walled, with two heavy twelfth-century bastions. De Mauléon would have known them. So would the two other admirers of the seductive but obstructive lady, Guilhelma, the young and attractive wife of Pierre de Gavaret, Viscount of Benauges.


Unattainable the viscountess may have made herself but she enjoyed the compliments, the yearning glances, the small but in very good taste gifts, the attention and she had no intention of allowing these pleasures to end. The flirt and femme fatale arranged an assignation for both Savaric de Mauléon and his rivals, Elias Rudel of Bergerac and Jaufré Rudel of Blaye, a namesake of the well-known troubadour who had died around 1170. Her scheme was heartless and ingenious.


Some sympathy is possible. Little is known abut Guilhelma except her name, how old she was, at what age she married, her relationship with her husband. Most alliances between well-born families were for the benefit of the man. His arranged wife was expected to bear children, preferably boys. Some girls wedded as young as twelve, although sexual intimacy was normally delayed for two or three years. ‘The age of fifteen is taken as the watershed year for marriage and conjugal relations.’27


At the time of de Mauléon and the Rudels, Guilhelma may have been no more than eighteen or nineteen years of age but possibly already with children. She may have been bored with a loveless marriage, actively disliking an uncouth husband. An anonymous female troubadour, a trobairitz, was candid about hers:





Coindeta sui! si cum n’ai greu cossire





I am lovely


and so my heart grieves


about my husband whom I neither love nor desire.


I’ll tell you why I am so amorous


I am lovely


for I am small and young and fresh


I am lovely


and should have a husband who gives me joy


with whom I could play and laugh all day.


I am lovely





In a rondeau by an unnamed northern French woman troubadour, a trouvère, another unsatisfied wife devised her own solution: ‘Soufrés, maris, et sin e vous anuit …’, she sang:





Be patient, husband, and may it not irk you.


Tomorrow you will have me and my lover will tonight


I forbid you to speak one word of it.


Be patient, husband, and do not move


The night is short, soon you will have me again,


When my lover has had his pleasure.


Be patient, husband, and may it not irk you.


Tomorrow you will have me and my lover will tonight.28





Not all married men were so meekly compliant. Guilhelma’s own may have been one of the dangerously possessive ones. She was famed for her beauty and she may have wanted some enjoyment without the dangers of an unwanted pregnancy. If so, it was only by selfish deception that she planned a rendezvous with all three of her admirers.


Several weeks before that intended meeting invitations by word of mouth were delivered by her personal messenger. The men were asked to attend her on the same day, the intentional company of three men together being sufficient to remove the danger of her reputation being smeared by malicious tongues. But at each destination the messenger hinted that the summons was really intended for that man alone, the others being invited merely to deflect suspicions of favouritism. The argument was believed because each anxious, would-be lover wanted it to be sincere.


Theirs were not casual acceptances of a visit to a neighbour. In days of poor roads, dangerous outlaws and travel on horseback with a retinue of armed men and baggage-wagons the journeys were long, maybe no faster than some 10 miles a day. Both Blaye and Bergerac were 40 miles from Benauges, Blaye to the north, Bergerac to the east. For de Mauléon in Poitou it was more than 100 miles of country to cross and it would have been several, uncomfortable days before he arrived.


The tryst was stage-managed and its setting was contrived. The four, three men, one woman, were arranged round a table to which servants brought refreshments, delicacies and wines. Elias faced Guilhelma. Jaufré and Savaric were on either side of her, sitting as close as they dared.


Guilhelma had prepared for their coming. Her face had been carefully made up, powdered with an added whisper of saffron for its fragrance to blend with her fastidiously selected perfume. Her long hair, hanging artfully down her back, had been brushed, combed, parted in the middle, and framed in a delicate circlet of gold and silver.


Her pointed, tight-fitting shoes with ornamented buckles were made of the finest leather. Jewelled rings glittered on her fingers. Her golden necklace was studded with minute gems.


From her shoulders hung a scarlet woollen mantle trimmed with the fur of black squirrel and lined with cloth as white as snow on high mountains. Under the mantle she wore a long, trailing, provocatively shaped brightly coloured gown, ‘peacock dresses’, grumbled clergymen, of the most delicate ecru silk from Damascus, silk so sheer, almost diaphanous, that it seemed to swirl and ripple round her like a translucent sea of green.


The three suitors were bewitched by the vision of almost unworldly loveliness that smiled on them. Centuries later the Stuart vicar, Robert Herrick, in his ‘Upon Julia’s Clothes’, enthused:





Whenas in silks my Julia goes,


Then, then, methinks, how sweetly flows


That liquefaction of her clothes


Next when I cast mine eyes and see


That brave vibration each way free,


O how that glittering taketh me!





And Guilhelma played her three men as though the warrior-trained knights were musical instruments, her eyes gazing at Elias, eyelids slowly closing in invitation, an enticing glance to the side, a demure downwards look as though she had been too bold. He was magnetised.


What he did not know, could not see, was that below the table her hand was reaching Jaufré’s, touching, stroking, gently squeezing, a sudden embarrassed withdrawal before returning to his bewitched fingers.


Savaric was unaware of eyes or hand. It was against his foot that hers rested, nudging, brushing, resting lightly upon it, moving up and down so lasciviously suggestive, so intimate that he realised in startled ecstasy that the final favours had been promised. It was a farce without laughter, a contriving, self-centred minx and three joyfully gullible dupes.


There was never a need for that medieval Salome to lose her seventh veil. Her victims had already lost their heads.


It was only after they had left the castle in triumphant mood that one of them bragged of Guilhelma’s promise. Her eyes proved her affection, boasted Elias. Anyone could look at anything retorted Jaufré, but her hands were not forced to hold his. Hands are commonplace, replied Savaric, but feet do not have independent minds, they obey the commands of their owner.


The arguments went on without any agreement, although it was de Mauléon, a well-known troubadour, and generous patron of troubadours, who was more skilful with words. The others protested at his advantage and when he remained adamant about the superiority of feet over eyes and hands the two demanded to be represented by other troubadours who could argue their claims in a poem of debate, the tenson.


Jaufré chose Gaucelm Faidit from distant Uzerche, a poor singer, unsuccessful gambler, a corpulent glutton married to a lovely prostitute who rapidly also became fat, but he was prolific in the composition of beautiful melodies and had as his patron the noble Marie de Ventadorn.


Elias selected an obscure troubadour, Uc de la Bacalairia, today’s La Bachéllerie, 30 miles south-west of Uzerche. He was little known but courtly, skilful and well taught.29 Savaric de Mauléon and the two fashioned the partimen. It had a strict rhyme scheme for its thirteen-line stanzas, a bb a cc dd eee ff, and just as strict a rule that each line should contain the same number of syllables as the first, eight. Each troubadour had to follow that construction. It began with a challenge by Savaric in the first stanza:





Gaucelm, tres jocs enamora


Gaucelm, Uc, three love-games occurred





Partisc a vos et a N’Hugon





And which is best is asked of you.


Choose two you prefer. After two


Then I shall champion the third.


A lady had three men who yearned


To gain favours she always spurned.


Sweetly, kindly she gave replies


That mingled hands and feet and eyes.


Her bright eyes charmed the man she faced,


One by her had his hand embraced,


The third, her foot by his was placed.


Consider well! Choose two. Let me


Defend the last one of the three.





In the second stanza, adhering to the same rigid pattern, Faidit stated that the ‘richest gift is received by that lover upon whom those fair eyes fix their faithful gaze’. Handshakes were commonplace and there was no love revealed by an accidentally adjacent foot.


Uc de Bacalairia disagreed, arguing that Gaucelm had made an ill-judged choice because eyes look everywhere and on everyone, ‘but when the white and ungloved hand softly presses that of its lover, then truly does love proceed from the ground of the heart’. He supposed that de Mauléon would argue for the foot, but Uc could not support him in that either. Feet were a long way from the heart.


Savaric did argue for the foot, but after negative stanza after stanza it was agreed that in despair the problem should be referred to that noblest of arbiters, Marie of Ventadorn and two other ladies. The verdict has not survived.30


There is a grace-note. According to a centuries-old story, friends of de Mauléon, deeply concerned about his infatuation, almost obsession, with the evasive Guilhelma, told him of an equally attractive, much more obliging young noblewoman in Gascony, perhaps one of the sixty poetry adjudicators mentioned by Capellanus. She may have been Mascarose de la Barthe, Countess of Armagnac. La Barthe, near Auch and some 90 miles south of Benauges, would much later become famous for its Haut-Armagnac brandy, different from cognac but just as strong and of a distinctively fine flavour.


From the reports the beautiful, young Mascarose was apparently very willing to share both her charms and her body with such a renowned troubadour, and she arranged a rendezvous for Savaric to come to her, no doubt at a time when her husband was away and when she could rely on the discretion of her servants and ladies-in-waiting.


Grapevines were as communicative then as today, and gossip of the assignation reached Guilhelma, who was taken aback and alarmed at the news of such a dangerously compliant rival. Instantly she sent loving words to Savaric, pleading that he come secretly to her on, by no coincidence, the precise date of the meeting already accepted for Mascarose, promising him that he should have everything, all, that he had desired for so long.


It is written that the bewildered de Mauléon discussed his problem with a visiting Provost of Limoges, who firmly advised him to reject Guilhelma, who was merely jealous and, as always, would prove unyielding. Also, it would be discourteous to reject the generosity of the other lady. But the obstinate Savaric ignored him and persisted in his unfulfilled longing until he died on 27 July 1233.


The story could be fantasy, a romantic whim of frustrated love created by some troubadour as he wandered around the courts of the Languedoc. But it is unlikely. The story was vouched for by Uc de Saint-Circ. He, personally, had delivered Guilhelma’s false invitation: e sapiens per ver que ieu …


Know of a truth that I … was the messenger that went there [from Guilhelma to de Mauléon] and delivered those messages to him.31


And, as Saint-Circ left the service of Guilhelma to be a follower of Savaric de Mauléon, who became his patron, the statement is probably trustworthy. It is known that Uc wrote the vida of de Mauléon and of the most brilliant of troubadours, Bernart de Ventadorn. He said so. It is likely that he wrote many other ‘Lives’.32


He has his own vida and it shows how many troubadours became troubadours, capable men who found conventional ways of making a living incompatible with their own inclinations:





Aquest N’Ucs si ac gran rens de fraires majors de se …





Uc’s older brothers wanted him to be a cleric. They sent him to school in Montpellier but while they thought he was studying religion he was learning about the songs troubadours sang, cansos, sirventes, tensons, coblas, and he read about great men and women of the past. For a long time he wandered, poor, in Gascony, on horseback or on foot, until the Count of Rodez and the Viscount of Turenne encouraged him in his vocation. At last he came to the viscountess of Benauges.33





The vidas, Uc’s and those of other unidentified authors, are a medley of proper biography, geographical itineraries, guesswork, errors and exaggerations.Yet they are invaluable as the only records surviving of itinerant singers and their performances from court to court. They are also invaluable as a counterbalance to the idealistic ‘Courts of Love’ that Andreas Capellanus portrayed.


A casual reading of their lyrics suggests that a troubadour singing to his lady pleaded for nothing more unseemly than platonic friendship, an idealistic courtship so distant that the woman remained a ‘distant, haughty and superior figure’.34


From the knowledge of the far less idyllic aspirations towards Guilhelma by Savaric and the Rudels, however, it was often far from a spiritual relationship that they wanted and she opposed. Nor do the vidas of troubadours invariably argue for purity and chasteness. One of the first troubadours, the early twelfth-century Cercamon, was explicit. He longed for something more corporeal than worship from afar.





Qu’eu non puesc longjamen estar





for I cannot stay away much longer


and live, or be cured elsewhere,


unless I have her next to me,


unclothed, to kiss and embrace


within a curtained room.35





Chaste worship is not what all of Uc’s vidas suggest, and it was probably not what Capellanus intended. So far from his Art of Love being a scholarly exposition of the purity and seemliness of courtly life, it more probably lampooned it as ‘an elaborate intellectual joke’. Audiences chuckled at its sly ambiguities. It is insincere, a satire on conventional courtly love. It was very popular.36


In the troubadours’ treatment of women their poems were the antithesis of the poetry that had been composed before them. In ages earlier than the late eleventh century, women, unless they were martyred saints or obsequiously servile wives, were seldom mentioned. The background to the ballad was the battlefield not the boudoir. There were no Boudicas – except perhaps the early tenth-century Ethelfleda, ‘Lady of the Mercians’.
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TWO


  THE POETRY OF MEN


Then Taillefer, minstrel, knight, his heart afire,


proud on his mighty steed, sang to inspire


the great Duke with that epic of heroic fate,


of gallant Roland, Charlemagne the Great,


of Oliver and warriors at his side


who rode to fight at Roncevalles. And died’.


(Wace, Roman de Rou, III, ll. 8013 ff.)




Before Troubadours: War-Songs, Wanderers and Wives


The minstrel boy to the war has gone,


In the ranks of death you’ll find him …


(Thomas Moore, ‘The Minstrel Boy’)





In any calendar of notable dates, AD 1071 was not one of the more memorable years. In the battle of Manzikert a late Roman emperor, Romanus Diogenes IV, was defeated by the Seljuk Turks, who went on to take Syria, Palestine and the Holy City of Jerusalem, events that resulted in eight successive military Christian crusades. The cathedral of St Mark in Venice was finished. And in Venice the innovation of a two-pronged fork was introduced, revolutionising manners of eating.


But 1071 was also the year in which Guilhem, 7th Count of Poitou and 9th Duke of Aquitaine was born. He was the first of the troubadours.


There had been more dramatic years before and afterwards. The coming of the Millennium, ‘the Year of our Lord’, Anno Domini 1000, believed to be exactly 1,000 years after the birth of Christ, had been dreaded as the arrival of the Last Judgement and the end of the world. Nothing happened. In 1066 the Battle of Hastings saw the defeat of the Saxon king, Harold Godwinsson, and the victory of William of Normandy, an event that changed the history of England. In 1075, with the assistance of French masons the cathedral of St James of Compostela, was completed and became the persistent destination of thousands of pilgrims from all over Christian Europe.


Closer to the poetical theme of this book, in 1074 Omar Khayyam, famous Sufi philosopher and mathematician, was appointed to reform the old Persian Calendar. He had already composed his celebrated Rubaiyat, ‘robaiyats’ of hundreds of four-line verses, that was to be paraphrased almost eight hundred years later in one of the finest English poems through the elegantly elegiac quatrains of Edward Fitzgerald’s own version of the Rubaiyat.


Fitzgerald’s work had inevitable imperfections of translation that were patronisingly criticised as ‘a mid-Victorian poem of his own from an ill-understood classical Persian text’ by Robert Graves, a far better poet but a much less musical one, as a contrast between their two versions of the Rubaiyat’s third stanza shows.





And as the cock crew, those who stood before


The tavern, shouted ‘Open now the door.


You know how little while we have to stay,


And once departed may return no more!’


(Edward Fitzgerald)





Loud crows the cock for his dawn drink, my Saki!


Here stand we in the vintner’s row, my Saki!


Is this an hour for prayer? Silence, my Saki!


Defy old custom, Saki; drink your fill!


(Robert Graves)





a pedestrian repetitious plod of Saki after Saki, ‘cup-bearer’, literal but lumpish in contrast to the autumnal melancholy of the four lines by Fitzgerald.


Regrettably, Graves had been tricked. The so-called genuine Rubaiyat he had translated was a modern fake imposed on him by his ‘collaborator, Ali-Shah, a forger’.1


The poetry of Fitzgerald has a lyrical assonance with the sudden emergence around AD 1100 of the lyricism of Guilhem of Poitiers, whose songs of love were in abrupt contrast to the popular chansons de geste, heroic epics that had been popular for almost five hundred years in Western Europe.


In his Farai un Vers de Dreyt Nien (A Song of Nothing), Guilhem wrote:





Que plus es blanca qu’evori


Per qu’ieu autra non auzori





She is whiter than ivory


And so I love no other





which was in gentle contrast to the lines of war from chansons such as:





… the din of slaughter in the great hall,


the spike-bossed shields in fierce men’s hands,


skull-protecting helmets, all were shattered,


and the hall-floor thundered and resounded


with blows of death and cries of the dying …


     . . . . .


The dark raven hovered, waiting to feed …2


(‘The Fight at Finnsburh’, ll. 28–31, 35)





There were long centuries when fighting was almost part of life, with conflicts over family honour, feuds, revenge and invasions overseas for power, wealth and fame. Everywhere men fought. And it was fighting that they celebrated in their long halls, songs sung and performed by minstrels: stories of battles, blood and the bedlam of swords clashing on shields and stabbing through chain-mail. Not for them the gentle womanly words of troubadours. Their virtues were not those of devotion to a woman. It was manly courage, loyalty, death before cowardice that they praised. There was little trivial or frivolous in the poetry. Its heart was the valour of long-dead heroes, feats of audacity, stoicism, and frequently the fantastic myths of a vanished past.


These recitals were not an hour’s entertainment after a gentlemanly meal. They were sung and acted to an already heavily drunken audience slouching in the firelight and shadows. One tale merged with another, interrupted by bellowed requests for another popular fable, the performance only ending when the listeners were drowsing, the story resuming next night with flash-backs to remind the audience of where the story had ended yesterday.
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