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Identity matters. As is evident in contemporary political discourse, both 
the groups that have traditionally been marginalized and those who have 
long held positions of authority realize that the stakes are high in the quest 
for acknowledgment, for respect, for visibility, for a voice that is heard 
and listened to. Defined by those with the power to decide which groups 
“count”—those who “belong”—and which groups do not, the identity 
of individuals might determine where they live, what they do, or who 
and how they can love. Today, we recognize that the complex interplay of 
gender, race, class, religion, sexuality, and cultural norms—among other 
factors—make us who we are. We are able to occupy multiple positions 
at once, with certain aspects of our identity privileged depending on the 
setting; we may also find ourselves acting in the role of subject, of object, 
or of both simultaneously. At times, we choose the ways in which oth-
ers identify us; in other moments, we may have identities imposed upon 
us. We might describe the ability to define ourselves—and to shift that 
definition over time—as the “shaping of identity,” the theme at the heart 
of this book. To be sure, terms used to identify oneself and characteristics 
deemed acceptable by general society have changed since the Middle Ages. 
Nevertheless, as contributors to the present book show, a wide variety of 
medieval French texts point to the process and consequences of forming 
and re-forming identity, at the same time highlighting how identity may 
be imposed and self-imposed by authors, characters, and audiences.
 More precisely, the collection taken as a whole focuses on the concept 
of the Other Within. Chrétien de Troyes’s Le Conte du Graal offers the per-
fect example of this phenomenon. The tale opens with the hero hunting 
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alone in the forest, entirely absorbed in his own pursuits, his own world, 
and his own thoughts. Perceval’s aloneness and self-absorption are quite 
transparent as the text charts the hero’s passage toward an integration into 
society from which he emerges both accepted and yet even more “differ-
ent.” Such distance, deliberately erected, presents the reconstructed self as 
the Other Within. This term, which we may consider a marker of social 
and cultural change, offers the chance to explore the relationship between 
an individual and a group: one may simultaneously exist within and out-
side of society, finding oneself a member of a community without being 
entirely defined by it.
 This ambiguous space results in large part from the mutability of iden-
tity. One is able to be variously Other or not Other or Other Within—or 
indeed Others Within or even Other Without—throughout a text because 
identity is not stable. The concept of the Other Within, and more broadly 
the process of shaping identity, thus provides a framework that invites the 
study of identity in all its facets. These include imposition of character 
type, a sense of not belonging, split identity, religious anxieties, a desire to 
copy a role model, and the embracing of a community or group by an in-
dividual. Characters assume or discard identities, and authors do likewise; 
attitudes toward textuality and individuality evolve markedly, the purpose 
for writing develops, and audiences change. Within this burgeoning cul-
tural world, identities are imposed in many ways, revealing what Jane H. 
M. Taylor speaks of in her contribution to this volume as a “variousness 
of the self ” in the later Middle Ages, a most useful way of summing up 
a fluidity of identity and distance. Case studies across traditions and pe-
riods add up to more than the sum of their parts. They allow the present 
book to explore the complex interactions between and among individuals 
and groups—at the same time revealing the richness of medieval French 
literature.
 This inclusivity and variety is not to ignore the importance of context. 
Modern notions of identity reflect the historical and cultural circum-
stances of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries rather than those of 
the medieval period. One of the clearest ways to understand how identity 
was perceived in the Middle Ages, at least by intellectuals, might be to 
consider medieval mappae mundi, of which the greatest extant example 
has been housed at Hereford Cathedral possibly since its fabrication. Mar-
ginal commentaries and most other textual aspects of the Hereford Mappa 
Mundi are in French, the native language of those who commissioned and 
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used it. At the center of the world map is Jerusalem. Biblical places and 
events are depicted, as are a wide variety of peoples, creatures, and mythi-
cal beasts. Heaven and hell and other legendary places are here. This is 
not to say the map is not geographical: it accurately depicts land masses 
and seas, towns and mountains, and could probably have served as a map 
to help the user find the way from one town to another. But that was not 
its primary function. This Anglo-Norman artefact—part literary, part re-
ligious, part scientific, part mythical—is an encyclopedic visual depiction 
of the sum of all knowledge. It illustrates how the approach to the world 
in the Middle Ages is drastically different from ours. Medieval people were 
perfectly capable of using the same document in many ways, including 
to situate themselves in God’s plan. Educated people in the Middle Ages 
seeking to establish their identity in the world or in a particular situation 
might refer to a mappa mundi and be satisfied by what they saw or read.
 Evidence such as this suggests that “medieval identity” as a concept per 
se does not pose a problem. Moreover, a frequently assumed broad uni-
formity of medieval Western European culture—witness pan-European 
architectural movements, oral and written narrative traditions, and es-
pecially the overarching Christian presence—may further the impression 
of an overarching notion of identity in the Middle Ages.1 Indeed, at first 
glance, it may seem possible to establish a set definition of identity in 
medieval texts, at least within a specific corpus of texts. A study limited 
solely to La Chanson de Roland or a saint’s life, for instance, might lead 
to fairly firm conclusions: namely, a distinct feudal and religious identity 
for the first, and an accepted place in God’s plan for the second. Likewise, 
an initial reading of the works of Villon or Rutebeuf alone might suggest 
that each poet has an understanding of his place in society and of how his 
works fit in, allowing a relatively stable idea of medieval French literary 
identity to emerge within this context.
 Even texts that seem to imply the potential for shifts in identity may 
in fact reveal that such changes are merely superficial. It is important to 
distinguish between identity and function, a difference illustrated well by 
the fabliau tradition. Characters continually pretend to be something or 
someone they are not—sometimes a priest, sometimes a corpse, some-
times a member of the opposite sex—but pretense does not necessarily 
suggest a change in identity. Transitory identity switching seems to be a 
vital tool in the fabliau trickster’s tool kit, yet most fabliau characters do 
have a fixed identity: they may pretend to be a husband or a dead person 
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or a ghostly voice or a wise woman, but at the end of the tale such char-
acters appear to return to who they were when first encountered by the 
audience: in short, they remain fools, cuckolds, or tricksters. Similarly, 
characters in romance may cross-dress without necessarily altering their 
identity. When the eponymous hero of Robert de Blois’s Floris et Lyriopé 
dons female garb, his goal is purely masculine: he wishes to be near and 
seduce Lyriopé. Other characters, too, switch function but maintain their 
identity. Reynard the fox is a slippery and malleable character who will 
do and say almost anything to convince his foes of his sincerity. The wily 
fox’s function arguably differs depending on whether he is the star of an 
oral tale, the trickster of stories written down on the manuscript page, or 
carved on the misericords under the backsides of monks, but assuming 
an identity of his choice in a given narrative episode does not result in a 
transformed identity overall.
 The same may be said of characters who first appear to shift identities. 
Ganelon is a case in point. Known as a spy who switches function at will, 
on the surface he is the ultimate Other Within, a knight with excellent 
credentials—very much an insider—who turns against Roland on the ba-
sis of a perceived sleight. Here is the enemy within, one of “us” who plots 
with the Saracens to satisfy his personal (if not actual) need for revenge. 
It might be argued that Ganelon’s greatest crime is not his treachery but 
rather his association with the pagan Blancandrin. However, is this type 
of treachery truly an example of the variousness of identity, of confused, 
imposed, or self-imposed identity? Ganelon is evil throughout La Chanson 
de Roland, a twisted knight who is well respected but rejects such respect 
for personal vengeance. His is not the most complicated of identities. The 
same holds true for Méléagant in Chrétien de Troyes’s Le Chevalier de la 
charrete: he is a malicious villain regardless of his words and actions. More 
complex is Kay, and yet even this knight—at times virtuous, at times less 
so—does not really struggle with identity complications within a single 
narrative: it is more from author to author, narrative to narrative, and 
text to text, that his identity changes. These are interesting characters, 
certainly, but in essence just “baddies” (or for Kay, at times, “goodies”).
 Yet the line between function and identity may also be blurred: the 
notions converge at times, and both can be either temporary or perma-
nent. Just how are we to understand the confessions—most notably in Le 
Plaid—that punctuate the Roman de Renart? Are these (albeit temporary) 
sincere expressions of remorse, indicating a shift in Reynard’s personality? 


