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Introduction

Short texts, both narrative and non-narrative, played an important role in the development of literature in German during the Middle Ages. In this respect medieval German literature is no different to other more familiar vernacular literary traditions in Europe such as Old French, in which fabliaux (comic tales), for example, are as well known today as certain chansons de geste (heroic epics) and the Arthurian romances of Chrétien de Troyes. As we shall see, German too has its own tradition of comic tales (‘Schwankmären’) as well as other types of short narratives, all of which have parallels in other languages and literary cultures. In Middle English, for instance, Geoffrey Chaucer assembles a comparable range of tale-types (religious, comic, moral, courtly) within the narrative superstructure of his Canterbury Tales (c. 1387–1400), doubtless inspired by the ten days of ten tales of Giovanni Boccaccio’s Decameron (completed by 1353). No single superwork of this kind exists in German in this period. Nevertheless, large numbers of short texts and short narratives were transmitted together in manuscript collections from the second half of the thirteenth century onwards.1 For the most part the contents of these collections were not compiled in any particular order, although there are certain exceptions. The overriding concern appears to have been to gather all available material including tales suited for different purposes and for different occasions. The tone, literary effects and thematic interests of these texts vary tremendously; they may even be seen to contradict each other at times in terms of their moral-didactic messaging. These compilations are, as a result, as colourful and mixed as they are provocative and challenging to understand.

The aim of this anthology is to give the non-specialist or general reader a taste of this range of shorter narrative literature in the German tradition, including but by no means restricted to fabliaux-like tales. It should be noted that for all their differences almost all the twenty texts featured here share certain fundamentals, not least their verse-couplet form (which is lost in translation). As far as literary structure is concerned, each narrative is typically followed by an epilogue in which the author-narrator signs off, addressing recipients one last time; the tendency to begin with some sort of introduction, preface or prologue is slightly less pronounced. From start to finish author-narrators speak directly to the recipients of these tales as if they were standing in front of them; and scholars generally think that throughout the Middle Ages the main mode of reception was one of public recital and ‘performance’, with reading, either alone or in small groups, only becoming a factor from the fourteenth century onwards. As is often the case with medieval literature, the poets of a significant proportion of these tales (especially the earlier ones) drew on source-texts, inspired and influenced either by Latin clerical literary tradition or Old French tales (or both). Poets of later tales, who were working within a settled tradition in German, were able to draw on established motifs, narrative structures, and plot-types to compose tales without obvious parallels elsewhere. Recipients’ knowledge and experience of the broader tradition too is likely to have a played an important role in their appreciation of any one text.

  

  

Types of tales

For orientation it still makes sense to group medieval German verse-couplet tales according to ‘type’ – in accordance with their primary thematic interests and predominant modes of narration – although this is far from an exact science. As explained later in this Introduction, any categorization that is too strict and neat runs the risk of being at odds with the historical reality of such a dynamic literary tradition.

In principle, if not always in practice, religious tales represent one of the more clear-cut types of short narrative in question. Their inclusion in this anthology, alongside comic tales for example, is intended to reflect the juxtaposition of the pious and the profane in the most significant manuscripts. Against the background of an enormous amount of analogous material in Latin, the later thirteenth and early fourteenth century witnessed an explosion of miracle-tales and the like in the vernacular, accompanied by a growing fascination with the Virgin Mary. Miracles and the miraculous are the acid-test of belief, offering audiences the opportunity to observe or perhaps even to experience vicariously the incursion into this world of a divine force for good, whether in the form of an otherworldly songbird (nr 1 ‘The doubter’), a sapling whose leaves bear the angelical salutation Ave Maria / ‘Hail Mary’ (nr 2 ‘Our Lady’s knight’), or an inscription that rewrites itself in a newly built cathedral (nr 3 ‘The poor woman’s penny’). That the transcendental should make its presence known by virtue of the written word, and the Latin written word at that, is symptomatic of the control over education exerted by the Church for much of the Middle Ages.

When it comes to more obviously worldly or secular tales, referred to as ‘Mären’, by scholars in the field, the majority fall into the category of comic tales (‘Schwankmären’), i. e. short narratives which, we think, were meant to entertain and elicit audience-laughter. The emergence of this form of literary comedy was not necessarily entirely dependent on precedents set by other literary cultures, whether witty anecdotes in Latin (ridicula) or the Old French fabliaux (also known today as contes à rire), but it was doubtless shaped by them. German comic tales (in verse) were destined for lasting success, and, unlike the fabliaux, they continued to be composed until the early sixteenth century. Evidently, certain key features of this narrative type (wit and wordplay; hilarious predicaments; outrageous transgression of all-too familiar boundaries) never lost their appeal. Later ‘Schwankmären’ evince a notable tendency towards more extreme plots, more drastic and explicit representations of bodily matters (sexuality; urination and defecation), and more violence and unbridled aggression.

Two further aspects of these comic tales are worth noting. First, the tradition is carried by variations on the same basic storylines (e. g. adulterers escape detection; adulterers are caught and punished; foolish mistakes and misunders‍t‍a‍n‍d‍i‍n‍gs) involving a recognizable and more or less fixed cast of mostly nameless figure types: the crafty or foolish wife; the lecherous priest; the foolish (or crafty) husband; the clever student; the filthy peasant etc. Audience familiarity with these types enabled poets to use a kind of narrative shorthand to get to the key moments quickly, whilst anticipating and exploiting their listeners’ approval of and, even more importantly, antipathy towards certain figures. Second, the plots of many of these texts are structured around acts of provocation and retaliation, a narrative scheme which effectively offers superior figures of one kind or another the licence to hit back hard at those who offend them, although once again this structural template readily lent itself to variation. Medieval comic tales are nothing if not antagonistic, and the conflicts that underpin them pit women against men, clerics against the laity, and even more fundamentally perhaps clever against stupid.

Transgression exercises a different function in moral tales, where attention is drawn to wrong behaviour, defined above all in terms of vice and sin, for the explicit purpose of moral improvement on the part of recipients. Such narratives tend to focus either on the bad outcomes for those who choose to conduct themselves badly (i. e. as negative examples), or, more positively, on the benefits and rewards for those who are able to learn and change for the better. Either way, narrative detail here is subordinate to the moral lesson‍(s) drawn and explained to the audience by the respective author-narrator, and as such, the adhortative quality of these tales is similar to that found in other kinds of didactic poetry. Once again, the poets behind such texts can hardly have been unaware of the extensive collections of this kind of material in Latin from the late twelfth century onwards. However, just as influential, especially in the earliest phase of this tradition, is the vernacular poet known as Der Stricker (fl. 1220–50), amongst whose many didactic poems – or the poems commonly attributed to him – texts such as nr 14 ‘Fair hair, grey hair’ are preserved (Vienna, Cod. 2705, c. 1250–75). Certain issues, not least the relationship between parents and their children, seem to be as relevant to audiences in the fifteenth century as they were in the thirteenth. Tales like nr 15 ‘Half a blanket’ were recycled and reworked by one generation after another, resulting in multiple versions (with varying narrative detail) of one and the same story. In several notable instances, such as nr 16 ‘The pennyworth of wit’ by one Hermann Fressant (att. 1348–53), an unusually expansive mode of storytelling is adopted, featuring an author-narrator whose intrusiveness threatens to distract from the moral lesson in hand.

Some of the longest (short) tales or ‘Mären’ are unmistakably courtly in content and tone, nr 18 ‘The buzzard’ being a prime example. This is hardly surprising, if we consider how closely related such texts are to the courtly romance both in terms of the appetite they satisfy for certain themes – love and knighthood – and the motifs and narrative schemes they contain, such as young love, the ‘tragic’ death of lovers, and lovers separated by some misfortune and then happily reunited several years later. It is not inconceivable that knowledge of courtly tales in Old French (so-called ‘lais’) played a role here too. Tales like nr 17 ‘The eye’, moreover, pick up on problematic scenarios or extreme test cases of courtly love (what happens if a knight should suffer disfigurement in the pursuit of chivalry: does that make him any less loveable?). There is very little scope for comedy in such narratives, the tone set by the author-narrators tends to be earnest and sentimental. Such whole-hearted endorsement of courtly culture says a lot about the aspirations of the target audience, and the resonance of these stories, even in the later Middle Ages, cannot be underestimated. The enduring value attached to a tale like ‘The buzzard’ can also be measured by the production of at least four tapestries of this story, all of which were produced in Strasbourg in the last decades of the fifteenth century.2

The final two tales in the anthology represent text types characterized by their overt, flagrant even, fictionality. However fictitious the other narratives may be, poets often assert their veracity in some way, although it is hard to tell how serious some of these claims are. There is quite patently no grey area when it comes to fables, i. e. stories involving talking animals, the vast majority of which, from the earliest collective manuscript (Vienna, Cod. 2705) onwards, were used as an entertaining means of delivering a serious moral lesson. In a few instances the fable’s latent potential for comedy, especially comedy of incongruity, is realized more fully. Comic fables (‘Tierschwänke’) like nr 19 ‘The hound’s ordeal’ share the antagonistic ethos, figure types and even certain scenes with the European tradition of beast epic surrounding the archtrickster Reynard the fox, with roots in Old French but subsequently reworked in German too. Elsewhere, in so-called nonsense-texts such as nr 20 ‘Quail-tales’, the term fictionality does not really do justice to the quite deliberate refusal to make sense whilst adhering very loosely to certain traditional narrative schemes (such as the bridal expedition). The impossible world presented here for the audience’s festive entertainment combines elements of the topsy-turvy (the world upside down), travesty and the absurd, as well as the carnivalesque. Somewhat paradoxically, the radical content of the ‘tale’ is neatly packaged within a regular formal structure of 12 stanzas of 12 lines whose refrain would seem to invite audience participation.

  

  

Caveats

However helpful it may be to divide these verse-couplet tales into several subgroups, it is important to realize that in practice the differences between them were not absolute or invariable but relative. This literary tradition was a dynamic one, and the narrative short form highly malleable, both in terms of the way the poets chose to tell their stories and present themselves (as author-narrators), and the balance they struck between strengthening faith, providing moral instruction and amusing their listeners.

Many of the difficulties we, as modern readers, have when weighing up the significance of this material relate to these same core functions. Two points are worth stressing. In the first instance, it is only too easy to exaggerate unnecessarily the differences between religious tales and non-religious or secular tales, anticipating polarities (thematic; ideological) which simply did not exist to quite the same degree. Apart from their fundamentally Christian worldview and frame of understanding, medieval (German) poets and their audiences may well have been alive to theological subtexts in stories which strike us as being worldly or even extremely profane (nr 8 ‘The alms’, for example). Similarly, many vernacular tales of humility and piety were intended for consumption by audiences with an interest in material courtly culture as well. As a result, religious tales were not always as profoundly anti-worldly as we might expect. Thus, in one tale devotion to the Virgin Mary is evidently not incompatible with participation in a chivalric tournament (nr 2 ‘Our Lady’s knight’); while in another, the reward for humility can also encompass worldly riches (nr 3 ‘The poor woman’s penny’).

Second, another tempting and equally problematic distinction to draw is that between didacticism and comedy, between learning and laughter. There is plenty of evidence to suggest that amusement was considered an entirely valid means of holding an audience’s attention and of making moral teaching stick. But navigating this area, so many centuries after these texts were first composed, is tricky. Moral-didactic messaging was probably not confined to the author-narrator’s commentary but could be conveyed implicitly by the narrative itself, which immediately puts the modern reader at a disadvantage. Furthermore, given that so much comedy is culturally and historically specific we cannot always be sure – and that is putting it mildly – just what made medieval audiences laugh. So, in principle at least, we must allow for the possibility that comic effects may be found in moral (and religious) tales too, just as comic tales, even in their most drastic form, may have had a hint of moral-didactic purpose about them. Transgressive behaviour (as portrayed in such tales) can only be found amusing by those who are familiar with the codes of conduct that are being breached. Does that mean that in the end such texts still exercised powerful normalizing effects? The fact that we can no longer say for sure just how conservative or disruptive medieval German ‘Schwankmären’ were, is one of the reasons they remain so fascinating.

  

  

Manuscript transmission

Medieval German tales were transmitted first and foremost in collective manuscripts dating from the second half of the thirteenth century to around the middle of the fifteenth century, and containing, in some cases, upwards of two hundred short texts of various kinds. These large collections likely drew on much smaller bundles of texts, very few of which have survived. Intriguingly, the earliest known of these booklets (Berlin, mgo 1430, c. 1325–50) consists of two comic tales (nr 5 ‘The students’ adventure’; ‘The two confessions, version A’) separated by a religious tale (nr 2 ‘Our Lady’s knight’). In terms of our anthology, tale nr 1 ‘The doubter’ is an outlier in that it is only known to have existed in a Latin devotional manuscript, where it appears to have served as a layman’s guide to reading the Psalms.3

Most of the tales translated here are preserved in at least two manuscripts, the exceptions being nr 11 (‘The blind house-guest’) and 12 (‘Konni’ by Heinz ‘the Cellarer’), which are found only in one. The most widely transmitted text is nr 8 (‘The alms’; eight manuscripts), followed by nr 9 (‘Half a pear’; seven). Notably, the same texts rarely occur in the same order; consequently, their meaning in context – as determined by the texts that precede and follow them – would seem to vary quite considerably. As far as this anthology is concerned, each text has been translated on the basis of the earliest known manuscript copy, as listed here in chronological order:4

Vienna, Austrian National Library, Cod. 2705, c. 1250–75: [tale nr 4], [14];

Heidelberg, University Library, Cpg 341, c. 1300–25: [2], [3], [6], [7], [8], [10], [15], [19];

Cologny-Genf, Bibl. Bodmeriana, Cod. Bodm. 72, c. 1300–25: [20];

Berlin, Staatsbibliothek Preußischer Kulturbesitz, Ms. germ. oct. 1430, c. 1325–50: [5];

Strasbourg, St John’s Manuscript A 94, c. 1330–50 [destroyed by fire in 1870]: [9], [17];

Vienna, Austrian National Library, Cod. 2885, dated 1393: [16];

Moscow, Russian State Archive of Ancient Documents, Fonds 181, c. 1400: [18];

Karlsruhe, Baden State Library, Donaueschingen 104, c. 1425: [12];

Karlsruhe, Baden State Library, Karlsruhe 408, c. 1430–35: [13];

Dresden, Saxon State and University Library, Mscr. M 67, c. 1450: [11].

Many of these manuscripts have been digitalized and can be directly accessed online.5 Even just a quick look at the earliest codices (Vienna, Cod. 2705; Heidelberg, Cpg 341; Cologny-Genf, Cod. Bodm. 72) is enough to confirm that they were material objects of some prestige and representative value. Moreover, not only do these parchment books get bigger, but it is possible to observe how the compilers and scribes take even greater care over the presentation and arrangement of the literary text on the manuscript page, enabling recipients to read se‍lectively or have a specific tale read to them. In the neat and tidy Vienna codex (see Figure 3), which also includes a comprehensive table of contents,6 each text starts with a red initial and is numbered in red ink (‘Fair hair, grey hair’, in the second column, is nr clxxvi, or 176). This layout is developed in the Heidelberg manuscript (see Figure 1; ‘The poor woman’s penny’ starts towards the bottom of the second column), where each text is given a full-blown title in red ink. Almost all these rubrics take the form of a rhyming-couplet. The title for ‘The poor woman’s penny’ is more elaborate, as it also demarcates the conclusion to an extended sequence of miracle-tales concerning the Virgin Mary (including ‘Our Lady’s knight’).7 Cod. Bodm. 72 (see book cover and Figure 5), written out in its entirety by one of the team of scribes behind Heidelberg, Cpg. 341, represents an improvement on the latter: the order of the texts is altered in some places; several titles are refined; the parchment is of better quality; the alternating red and blue initials are more elaborate; and, like Vienna, Cod. 2705, it numbers the texts and lists them all in a table of contents. Thus, whether to the eye, to the ear or to the touch, Cod. Bodm. 72 was meant to offer an enhanced experience to its users.

Not all manuscripts were produced with such care and at such expense. One of the two complete (fifteenth-century) manuscripts containing ‘The buzzard’ (see Figure 4) is a typical example of more modest late-medieval book production. By contrast, the last known large collection of ‘Mären’ (Innsbruck, Tiroler Landesmuseum Ferdinandeum, Cod. FB 32001), which can be dated to 1456, features over 50 coloured pen-and-ink drawings squeezed into the margins between and around the characteristic two columns of text. Later copies of six of the texts included in this anthology are illustrated in this way, with pictures of principal figures, meaningful objects or significant scenes placed near the beginning of the respective tales.8 The drawings most likely helped users to find the texts they were looking for; but in some cases, they also steer recipients towards a particular interpretation. In respect of nr 4 ‘The snow-child’ (see Figure 2), for instance, antipathy towards the merchant’s wife is conveyed visually (unchaste young woman lifting robes) before a word has been read. At least one user seems to have found the image titillating, if the later addition to the picture (the faint outlines of a phallus are still just about visible) is anything to go by.

  

  

Note on translations

The translations assembled here are taken from vol. 5 of the DVN (Deutsche Ve‍r‍snovellistik, ed. by Ridder and Ziegeler), an extensive scholarly edition of over 170 medieval German verse-couplet tales. The twenty texts chosen for this anthology offer an introduction to this much larger body of material and are reasonably representative of it, although it was very hard to do justice to the sheer number and range of verse-couplet tales that exist. The selected translations have been revised with a non-specialist readership in mind. I took the decision to unclutter the page by removing line numbering (in alignment with the edited medieval texts), and I have taken advantage of the lifting of this requirement to make the translations more readable. To help with comprehension and literary interpretation each text now comes with a short commentary and explanatory notes (marked by asterisks throughout). Interested readers will find some suggestions for further English-language reading at the end of the book. For obvious reasons most of the relevant secondary literature in this field is written in German. The Bibliography below lists a selection of some of the most important scholarship to date.
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Endnoten

1Several of these manuscripts are listed towards the end of this Introduction.

2Fragments of these tapestries can be found in major museums around the world, including London’s Victoria & Albert Museum: Textiles and Fashion Collection, nr 4509–1858: https://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O129349/the-story-of-the-buzzard-tapestry-unknown/ [3/6/23].

3The manuscript in question is Metz, Bibliothèque municipale, Ms. 1200 (Salis no. 53), dated 1276 [lost].

4Full details of the manuscript transmission of all the texts, and many more besides, can be found in DVN, ed. by Ridder and Ziegeler, vols 5 (English) and 6 (German).

5Cf. the online database ‘Handschriftencensus. An inventory of the manuscript tradition of medieval German-language texts’: https://handschriftencensus.de [3/6/23].

6The table of contents consists of a numbered list of all the texts’ first lines.

7‘Here end the tales of Our Lady’s miracles. Now God performs another one as shown by the tale of how a king’s cathedral was completed by a poor woman with her half-penny, which saved her from her poverty.’

8Nr 5 ‘The students’ adventure’ (two young men in conversation); nr 8 ‘The alms’ (housewife giving bread to beggar); nr 9 ‘Half a pear’ (youthful courtier holding half a pear); nr 10 ‘The old mother’ (old woman); nr 20 ‘Quail-tales’ (a quail). A different version of ‘Half a blanket’ (nr 15) is also illustrated here (young boy with bow and arrow; decrepit old man).
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Fig. 1: Heidelberg, University Library, Cpg 341, c. 1300–25, fol. 70v: rubric and opening lines of ‘The poor woman’s penny’ / Der Heller der armen Frau.
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