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			Mysterious origins 


			In the Middle Ages, the group took precedence over the individual and texts were viewed as more important than their creators, which means that writing was generally anonymous and the identity of medieval authors often remains unknown. Furthermore, the notions of authorship, copyright and intellectual property did not exist at this time.


			The Song of Roland ends with a reference to a person called Turoldus and the Old French verb declinet. However, we do not know exactly what declinet means in this context (it could have a range of meanings, including “composed”, “told”, “transcribed”, “copied”, “translated” and “improved”), so it is impossible to affirm that Turoldus is the author of the text.


			Furthermore, the evidence suggests that The Song of Roland is the product of a long oral tradition rather than the work of one individual in particular.


		




		

			The Song of Roland


			One of the earliest works of French literature


			

					
Genre: epic poem


					
Reference edition: The Song of Roland. (1957) Trans. Sayers, D. L. London: Penguin.


					
1st edition: 1170


					
Themes: Middle Ages, French history, heroism, Christianity


			


			The Song of Roland is a landmark of medieval literature. Charlemagne is finishing an expedition in Spain, which was at that time occupied by the Saracens (the name given to Muslims by Western Europeans in the Middle Ages). As he and his men are travelling through Roncevaux, in the Pyrenees, their rearguard is ambushed by the Muslims, and the Emperor’s nephew Roland is killed. Following this defeat, a battle is fought to avenge the French losses and the traitor Ganelon is put on trial.


			At present, nine different French versions, some of which are in fragments, of The Song of Roland have been identified. The oldest of these is the Oxford manuscript, which is also unanimously agreed to be of better quality than the others. It is believed to have been produced around 1170, and comprises 4002 decasyllabic lines divided into 291 assonantal stanzas known as laisses. It is written in Anglo-Norman, and is currently held at the Bodleian Library in Oxford.


		




		

			Summary


			Betrayal (laisses 1-79, vv. 1-1016)


			Charlemagne has been fighting the Saracens in Spain for seven years. He has subdued the entire country, apart from the city of Saragossa, which is controlled by King Marsilion. Marsilion convenes an assembly of his dukes and counts.


			Blancandrin, one of Marsilion’s vassals, suggests playing a trick to get the Emperor’s army to leave: he proposes swearing that they will convert to Christianity and pledge fealty to Charlemagne, but breaking their promise as soon as he has left. Marsilion therefore sends a group of messengers, led by Blancandrin, to pass on the Saracens’ proposal.


			The Emperor reacts cautiously and offers Blancandrin his hospitality. Charlemagne summons his men the next day to ask for their counsel, and there is a heated debate between Roland, an impetuous young knight who argues against accepting the agreement by pointing to Marsilion’s past betrayals, and Ganelon, Roland’s mother’s second husband, who advocates reconciliation. Charlemagne sides with Ganelon.


			The Franks have to choose a representative to entrust with the risky task of taking the message back to Marsilion. Roland suggests sending his stepfather, since he was the main advocate for the Frankish response. Ganelon’s pride is wounded and he is furious that his stepson dares to talk to him like this, but in the end he obeys the Emperor’s order and agrees to go as ambassador. 
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