Reading_Notes_Song_of_Roland_Part1
Overview

Textual Introduction

Ganelon’s Treachery
Battle of Roncesvals

Charles’ Revenge 

Battle with Baligant

Ganelon’s Trial

Highlights from the Introduction in the Text

Manuscript – Bodleian Library, University of Oxford, Digby 23


Language – Anglo-Norman

Date–1130-1170
Crusades – some have dated it as early as 1030; the poem is very much in the spirit of the first Crusade, 1095.
History – 15 August 778, Charlemagne’s rearguard was attacked, killed, and robbed in the pass known as Roncevalles.  However, it was Basques not Muslims that attacked, but Roland is mentioned among those killed.  Yet even there he is Breton, not French.  See the quotation from Charlemagne’s biographer Einhard on pages 9-10.
Plot – pp. 10-16
Author – Don’t know, but may be a Turoldus or Turold.  There is also a Turold pictured and named in the Bayeux Tapestry (made around 1080; some have speculated that Turold was the author of both.)
AOI – No one has any idea what these initials mean.  It remains a mystery; it could be shorthand for some sort of performance.

Genre – Chansons de geste, a kind of epic in French that perhaps emerged from an oral tradition of singing about great deeds, chanter de geste.  These kinds of tales have a kind of formulaic and block-to-block structure.  A great deal of repetition can be cited also.  There are around 100 of these surviving that date from 1100 to 1350 or so.
Jongleur – These were the somewhat professional court paid singers or entertainers who memorized these songs and could sing them, play an instrument.  They could also tell jokes, recite lyric poems, and juggle.  Our word juggle comes from jongleur.
Laisses – These are the stanzas of the song; they are of varying lengths and rhyme schemes.
Parataxis – This is typical of early medieval poetry; it is the juxtaposing of plot events or descriptions without providing connections.

Verb Tense – Some claim the mixture of verb tenses is just chaotic and primitive and others claim that they are artistically used.
Parallels – In a very unrealistic manner, the poem may present the same scene over again and even a third time.
Oral Composition and Formulas

Major Characters 

Vassalage
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A simple map of the setting:

Part 1, to page 93: Oliver’s Death

1

Intro Charlemagne

Strange pagan
Foreshadowing

2

Sets the stage in Saragossa

Intro King Marsile and the struggle

“Fair land of France”

3

Intro Blancandrin

His plan

3-4

Note repetition

Plan based upon deceit

Willingness to sacrifice children

5-6

Marsile agrees; plan in motion

8

Image of Charlemagne in majesty

Throne

9

Blancandrin presents his plan

10

Charles’ response

Note his pregnant silence

Naivety or Nobility

12

Ganelon introduced as traitor

14
Roland’s counter to the offer

15
Ganelon argues for the offer based upon an appeal to ideals of vassalage

18-19

Roland and Turpin offer to make the trip to Marsile

20

Roland nominates Ganelon for the messenger role

Ganelon sees it as certain death

24

Ganelon’s accusation of the 12 peers

25

The dropped glove

28

Ganelon joins Blancandrine for the trip to Marsile

Praise of Charles makes him sound like William the Conqueror

29

Ganelon wastes no time trashing Roland

31

Ganelon and Blancandrin hatch a plan.

33-37

Marsile’s strange reaction

40

Report that Charles is over 200

43

Ganelon and Blacandrin reveal their plan

46-47

Swearing and treason

48-52

Pagans expression of love to Ganelon

54

Ganelon returns with the lies

55

Narrative expresses the false sense that all is well

56-57

Charles two dreams

58

Ganelon nominates Roland for the rearguard

59

Expression of idealization of vassalage

60

Roland taunts Ganelon about the glove dropping incident

61

Charles silent tears provides more foreshadowing

62-68

Great emotional preparation for Roland and the 12 peers to depart with the rearguard

Again this is form of foreshadowing

Switch back to the pagan side as King Marsile and his four hundred thousand get ready for battle

69

The nephew of Marsile, counterpart to Roland, asks to be the first to strike Roland

71-79

These laisses are concerned with naming and describing the arming of the pagans and some are interesting

77

Margariz of Seville is a ladies’ man – 

“ladies adore him”

78

Chernubles of Munigre has hair that sweeps the ground

And his homeland is dark and rain does not fall there

Devils live there

79

The pagan troops sounding their alarms, their trumpets get the attention of the rearguard

Oliver signals a battle is imminent

Roland responds in heroic mode

“The pagans are wrong and the Christians are right”

80

Oliver from a hill spies the force that is coming for them

81

Oliver spies again

83-85

Wiser Oliver asks Roland to blow his horn for reinforcements

But Roland refuses each time for fear of shame

86

In classical heroic mode he says that the more hopeless the cause

“My desire becomes all the greater”

87

The narrator sums this up in a often alluded to phrase

“Roland is brave and Oliver is wise”

88

Roland rallies the men and claims

That he is left with 20,000 to fight 400,000

89

Archbishop Turpin, a fighting man of God, claims that

They shall all be martyrs and take their place in paradise

91

Provides a heroic image of Roland before battle

92

Oliver is a bit ticked off

The cry of Monjoie

93

First battle interaction

Roland vs. Aelroth, Marsile’s nephew

Roland is exceptionally strong when he strikes he removes the spine

94-102

The rest of the peers get to kill a pagan each
104

Note the narrator’s delight in the battle carnage

Roland slices Cherubles completely through to his horse

106

Oliver is fighting with a broken lance and thus a stick basically and still he is beating everyone

107

Oliver gets his sword out finally

111

The battle is described as awesome

Pagans die by the thousands

Meanwhile back in France a storm so black that the French thought it was the end of the world

It was in fact caused by the world’s sorrow of Roland’s death

114-115

Turpin gets to kill a particularly grizzly pagan, Abisme

116

Turpin rallies the troops

117 ff

The pagans begin to kill some French

120

Note the strange dialogue at the end of this section

Very unrealistic, like so much else

121-129

Many more French are dead now and the situation is looking very grim

So now Roland wants to blow his horn

130-131

Oliver upbraids Roland a bit for this tardy horn blowing

132-135

Turpin settles their dispute

Roland blows the horn so loud that he breaks his temples ???

135-137

Charles hears the horn and knows what it means

All agree except Ganelon

He is promptly arrested

138-142

Many of the peers are dead now

Marsile takes a run at Roland

Roland chops off his hand

Marsile and others run

148-151

Roland sees Oliver mortally wounded

Because he is near death and blind, Oliver strikes Roland

Then Roland pardons him 

Oliver dies

Roland faints but cannot fall from his horse due to stirrups

152

All are dead except Roland, Turpin, and Gautier

154

In a volley of pears, Gautier goes down

155

Turpin is pierced by four spears

156-158

Roland is sick and dying from his heroic horn blowing

Pagans hear that Charles is coming

159

Roland makes final pledge to Turpin

160

Roland’s horse Veillantif is killed

161-163

Tender moments as Roland gathers all the bodies of the peers

And lays them down

The last one is Oliver

He faints again

165

Turpin attempt to get water for Roland and dies in the attempt

168-169

Roland’s brains are “seeping out”

So he knows death is near

Tries to position himself to look toward Spain

169-170

Coward Saracen tries to steal Roland’s sword

To claim that he killed him

Roland wakes up and kills the Saracen with his horn

171-174

Roland tries to break his sword 

But he can’t do it

So hides it under him 

As he dies looking toward Spain

174-175

One of those strange repeated scenes of Roland offering his glove to God

In the second instance angels come to him from heaven

176

He offers the glove a third time

God sent Cherubim, Saint Michael, and Saint Gabriel to Roland

And they bear him to paradise

177

Roland is dead

Charles arrives and calls for his knights

178

When he sees that they are all dead he takes off for the remainder

179-180

He prays for more daylight to catch the evading pagans

And Angel grants his wish and the sun is stopped in its course

The pagans are all killed or drowned in the Ebro river

181-186

Charles pitches tent in the field

He refused to take off his armor

His magic sword of many colors is described

It contains the tip of the Holy Lance

The Lance was associated with the Crusades

Particularly the Siege of Antioch

He sleeps in grief and has two strange and unsettling dreams

187
King Marsile is still alive but missing a hand

His followers break up the temples to their pagan gods

188

Bramimonde makes her lament

What is interesting is that she is the most developed female in the epic

189-191

Introduce the next pagan opponent, Baligant

He is larger than life, like Charlemagne

And is thus balanced as a proper opponent

192

The description of Baligant and his ivory throne

Matches that of Charles and his golden throne

193

Baligant makes use of vassalage to anticipate the terms of Charles humiliation

193-203

Baligant sends two messengers to Marsile and Bramimonde letting them know what he plans to do

We hear Bramimonde praise Charles

We see Marsile in a death agony

Baligant promises to repay Marsile’s hand with Charles’ head 
204-215

Charles returns to Rencesvals

Laments his loss, particularly Roland

Hold funeral ceremony

Cuts out the hearts of Oliver, Roland to take back to France

208, 209, 210

He laments the loss of Roland in three parallel speeches – high art

But he claim as part of his lament that without Roland his kingdom will be insecure

That rivals will rise up against him

210

It is interesting to note throughout how emotion the soldiers are

They cry and scream and faint

Line 2932 100,000 Franks all faint

215

The Emir’s messengers arrive and the beginning of the last pitched battle is about to begin

216-227

Charles makes the call to arms

His arming is described first and then 

10 Divisions are described

228

Charles prays for the cause

Calls favors like those given to Jonah, Daniel, and the Three Children (Shadrak, Mishak, and Abednigo)
Prays for revenge – is this a Christian thing to do?

231-244

Pagan forces are described

Baligant is very impressive with his sword Preciuse

Line 3164: “What a noble baron, if only he were a Christian!”

232

Baligant’s son is described, Malpramis – also impressive

He asks as a fief the right to strike the first blow

The pagans have three sets of 10 division and some are interesting

236

Large headed Milceni

Bristly like pigs

239

The Occians from the Desert

With skin so hard they “scorn helmets and hauberks”

246

The Battle Begins

249-251

The impressive harangues of the Emir

252

Charles’ second harangue

253

Naimes kills the Emir’s son, Malpramis

254

Naimes is attacked by Canabeus

But Charles kills him

260

The battle rages on

But the emir gets a prediction from Jangleu that he will lose

263

The emir begins to see his situation in religious terms

Pagans wrong, Christians right

264

It’s near the end of day

Emir and Charles fight it out

267-268

Emir might be a bit better than Charles

He hits him and nearly takes him out

But the Angel Gabriel intervenes

Charles finishes Baligant

269

Pagans flee the field

270

Marsile dies of grief

271-272

The French completely take Saragossa

They smash all the pagan temples

They either covert or kill the citizens

Except for Bramimonde who will be taken back to France

The final section deals with the trial of Ganelon

273

The trip back to France

The Variety of Retainers to judge Ganelon

274

Roland’s fiancé Aude learns the news from Charles

She falls dead

276-279

Ganelon tries to get out his treason charges

By claiming the Roland was a traitor to him

280-282

Pinabel comes to Ganelon’s defense

And nearly convinces the court

283-284

Charles is not convinced

Thierry steps forward to press the charge

A Trial by Battle by Proxy begins

288

Battle begins with lances on horseback

289

Moves to swords on the ground

290

Pinabel tries to strike a deal with Thierry

293

Thierry gets the best of Pinabel

“God had performed a miracle”

295

Ganelon’s 30 supporters are all hanged

Rough justice

296

Ganelon is drawn and quartered

297
Bramimonde becomes a nun, Juliana

298

Gabriel visits Charles and tells him of another battle

The poem ends with Charles’ note of weariness.
