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EVERYMAN, I will go with tive,
and be thy guide,

In thy most need to go by thy aide



MARIE DE FRANCE

Bom eirea 1140, ]:lrl"l].‘l:lb]}' in Nnrmand}-.
Spent most of her life in England. Died
cifed T19
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INTRODUCTION

TuE tales included in this littie ook of translations are derived
mainly from the ** Lays " of Marie de France, 1 de not pro-
fess them tn be A comoplete callection of ber stories in verse,
The ascription varies, Poems which were included in her
worle but vesterday are withdrawrn to-day, amd new matter
suggested by scholars to take the place of the old. 1 believe
it o he, however, a far fuller versicn of Marie's “ Lays ™
than has vet appeared, to my knowledge, in English. Marie's
poems are concerned chiefly with love, To complete my book
1 have added rao fammous medizeval storics on the same
axcellent theme. This, then, may be regarded as a volume
of French rumances, desling, generally, with one aspect of
mediaval life.

An age so leminist in its sympathies a5 ours should be
gttracted the more casily 1o bMarie de France, because she was
both an artist and a weman.  To deliver oneself through any
medium is always difficult. For a2 woman of the Middle
Ages to expross hoersell gullicly by any means whatever was
almost impossible, A great lady, a great Saint or church.
worman, might deeso veey oeeasionally.  But the individuality
of the ordinary wile was merged in that of her huskand, and
for one Abbess of Shrewshury or Whithy, for one St Clare or
St. Hilda, there were how many thowsand obscure sisters,
who were buried in the daily routine of a life hidden with
Christ in God | Doubtless the artistic temperament burst
out now and again o woman, and would take no denial.
It blew where it listed, appearing in the most unexpected
places. A young nun in a Saxon convenl, [or instance,
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viil French Legends

waould write lintle dramns i Latin For the amuosement ad
edification of the noble mardens under ber charge.  These
comedies, wiitten in the days of the Emperor Otho, can be
read with pleasure in the reign of King George, by thoese who
fimd fragrant the porfumes of the past. They denl with the
pions legends of the Saints, and are regacded with wistful
admiration by the owest modern of Parisian plavwrights, In
their combination of audaciiy and simplicity they eould only
be performied by Saxon religious in the times of Otho, or by
martonettes 10 the more selfcconscious life of ra-day. Or,
again, an Abbess, the protogonist of one of the great love
stories of the world, by sheer force of personalily, wouald
compose letters to one—how immeasurably her meral in-
{erior, in spite of his fenjus—eapressing with an uncxampled
puignancy the most passionate cmotions of the heart. O, 1o
take my thivd ifluseration, here are a woman's poems written
in an age when literature was alimost enticely in the hands of
men, Consider the strengeth of charocrer which alone in-
duced these three ladies o stray (ool the beaten paths of
their sex. To thue average woman it was epough o be an
object of art herself, or to be the inzpiration of masterpieces
by man., Bul these (heee wonen of the Middle .-‘I.g:a—and
such as they—shunncd the casier way, and, in their several
spheres, were by delibecate effort, seli-conscious artists.
The ptace apd date of birth of Marie de France are un-
known—indeed the very century in which she lived has been
a matrer of dispute. Her poems are writlen in the French of
northern Irance; but thal does nol prove har pecessarily to
be a Frenchwoman, Frefch was the tongue of the English
Court, and many Englishmen bave written in the same
language. Indeed, il is a very excellent vehicle for expression.
Oecasionally, Marie would insert English words io her French
text, the better bo convey her meaning ; but it does not follow
therefrom that the romances were compneed in England. It
seems strange that 5o few positive indications of her race and
bentie are given io lier pocims—-nothing is contained beyand
ber Christian name and the bare statement that she was of



