
Introduction

The Chansons de Geste

The three poems presented in this volume belong to the large and varied 
corpus of Old French epics, or chansons de geste.1 Among the earliest 
and most enduring forms of vernacular poetic production in medieval 
France, the chansons de geste are so designated because of their shared 
roots in an orally transmitted heroic tradition. They are called chansons, 
songs, by virtue of their musical dimension. Though the manuscripts do 
not contain musical notation, evidence from textual and iconographical 
sources suggests that the earliest extant works (and/or their lost anteced-
ents) were sung by professional entertainers called jongleurs. Melodies 
were undoubtedly limited to a simple chant, and were often accompanied 
by a vielle, a type of medieval fiddle. Composed of laisses, or stanzas of 
varying length, the chansons de geste exhibit a lyrical structure that per-
sisted throughout the medieval period, even when the “songs” came to be 
recited or read aloud. The word geste refers to the subject matter associ-
ated with the epic. A feminine noun in Old French, geste derives from the 
Latin plural gesta and designates great deeds or feats of arms. Geste can 
also refer to a family or lineage, a chronicle or account, and, by extension, 
a group of epic songs about a particular lineage. The chanson de geste 
may thus be broadly defined as “a song or stanzaic poem celebrating the 
exploits of a hero or clan.”2 The corpus contains approximately 120 works 
dating from the late eleventh to the early fifteenth century.
 Although most chansons de geste are set in the distant past, in the 
eighth and ninth centuries, they tend to portray the sociopolitical struc-
tures and values that were prevalent during their time of composition. 
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The works presented in this volume were all composed in the twelfth cen-
tury, during the age of feudalism. Like other epics of the period, these 
poems depict a society that depended on a complex set of mutual obli-
gations binding overlords to their vassals. An overlord was obligated to 
protect his vassal and, increasingly, was expected to grant him a fief that 
eventually became a hereditary possession. A vassal was bound to provide 
counsel and military service, as well as unwavering loyalty. The chansons 
de geste explore the tensions and fissures in the feudal system, including 
the growing rivalry between monarchs and powerful feudal lords, territo-
rial and matrimonial disputes, and insufficiencies in judicial custom. In 
addition, the Crusades (1095–1291) inform the plots of the numerous epic 
narratives centered around Christian-Muslim conflict. In keeping with 
the crusading ethos, which called upon the European warrior aristocracy 
to defend Christianity against the military and cultural forces of Islam, 
many French epic heroes set out to reconquer Muslim-controlled cities or 
reclaim disputed holy sites. Serving partly as instruments of religious and 
social propaganda, the epics demonize the Muslim Other and embrace a 
poetics of violence. These poems were also a form of popular historiogra-
phy, often taking historical figures or battles as a point of departure and 
distorting them to suit their narrative or political purposes.3 Mediated by 
the emphatic voice of a narrator-jongleur, the chansons de geste invite 
participation in a collective, commemorative experience.

The William of Orange Cycle

Most of the Old French epics are attached to “cycles” (also known as gestes), 
groups of chansons de geste clustered around a particular hero, lineage, or 
thematic connection.4 The Old French epic tradition is known to modern 
English-speaking audiences almost exclusively through La Chanson de 
Roland (The Song of Roland), the foundational text of the Charlemagne 
cycle. This work is justly appreciated for its masterful depiction of be-
trayal, heroic martyrdom, and retribution. The Roland is not, however, 
representative of the genre as a whole. In an effort to provide a broader 
and richer view of the tradition, the present volume is devoted to the 
exploits of a very different sort of hero, the brave and blustery Gui llaume 
d’Orange (William of Orange).5 Like many Old French epic heroes, Wil-
liam of Orange is loosely based on a historical figure, William, Count of 
Toulouse (ca. 755–812).6 A cousin of Charlemagne, William of Toulouse 
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was defeated by Muslim forces at the Battle of Orbieu in 793 but captured 
Barcelona in 803. Toward the end of his life, he retired to the monastery 
of Aniane and founded the Abbey of Gellone, which was later renamed 
Saint-Guilhem-le-Désert. The epic and historical figures follow similar 
trajectories (as will be evident below) and were already assimilated by 
the early twelfth century, before the appearance of the extant poems. The 
epic William’s (fictional) conquest of Orange, for example, appears in the 
1125 Vita sancti Wilhelmi (Life of St. William) to embellish the career of 
William of Toulouse. It is clear that a legendary William narrative was 
circulating even earlier. A Latin summary of the Roland legend known 
as the Nota Emilianense (ca. 1065–1075) mentions among Charlemagne’s 
peers a “Ghigelmo alcorbitanas” (crooked-nosed William), one version of 
the epic William’s most prominent physical trait.7

 The cycle that formed around this figure, known variously as the “cycle 
of William of Orange” or the “cycle of Garin of Monglane,”8 comprises 
twenty-four epic poems devoted to William and his extended family. Most 
of these poems have come down to us in “cyclical manuscripts” that gather 
and organize individual songs according to fictional chronology. Literary 
historians distinguish two foundational clusters at the heart of the William 
cycle.9 The three poems presented here, Le Couronnement de Louis (The 
Coronation of Louis, ca. 1150), Le Charroi de Nîmes (The Convoy to Nîmes, 
ca. 1150), and La Prise d’Orange (The Conquest of Orange, ca. 1160), form 
the core of William’s early heroic biography. In The Coronation of Louis, the 
hero saves both king and pope from would-be usurpers and earns the nick-
name “short-nosed William” after a fierce, disfiguring battle with a Saracen 
giant. In The Convoy to Nîmes and The Conquest of Orange, William con-
quers two important cities and wins the love of the Saracen queen Orable. 
The popularity of the triad in the Middle Ages is attested by the manuscript 
tradition: the texts are preserved sequentially in eight cyclical manuscripts, 
where they form a virtually continuous narrative of William’s (fictional) 
early victories against enemies of the church and the crown.10

 A second cluster was generated by La Chanson de Guillaume (The 
Song of William, ca. 1150), which survives in a single noncyclical manu-
script. Though it contains some of the earliest material devoted to Wil-
liam, this work depicts the mature hero and his later struggles against 
redoubtable Saracen forces. At the battle of l’Archamp, William suffers 
a series of setbacks, including the loss of his beloved nephew Vivien, 
whose poignant death scene has often been compared to Roland’s last 



4 An Old French Trilogy

stand. William manages to defeat the enemy only with the help of his 
wife Guibourc (formerly Orable) and a rough-edged giant named Rain-
ouart, who is revealed to be Guibourc’s long-lost brother. In the cyclical 
manuscripts, the events recounted in the Song of William are reworked 
and incorporated into the late twelfth-century Aliscans. The final install-
ment of William’s biography appears in Le Moniage Guillaume (William’s 
Monastic Life, late twelfth century), in which the hero, widowed and re-
pentant, renounces warfare in favor of a monastic life to which he is 
comically ill-suited. After emerging from retirement to accomplish a few 
spectacular final deeds, William ends his days as a hermit in the place 
now known as Saint-Guilhem-le-Désert.
 The William cycle expanded in the later twelfth and thirteenth centu-
ries to include poems devoted to William’s ancestors, nephews, brothers, 
and brother-in-law Rainouart. An anonymous fifteenth-century prose 
version of the cycle, Le Roman de Guillaume d’Orange (The Romance of 
William of Orange), demonstrates the enduring appeal of the William 
material throughout the French Middle Ages. Adaptations in other lan-
guages attest to the cycle’s diffusion among a larger European audience. 
A Middle High German poem, Wolfram von Eschenbach’s unfinished 
Willehalm (1210–1220), incorporates elements of The Conquest of Orange. 
Fragments in Middle Dutch point to the existence of multiple versions in 
the Low Countries. In Italy, the fifteenth-century Florentine author An-
drea da Barberino rendered a substantial portion of the cycle into his 
prose Storie Nerbonese (Stories of Narbonne).11

Form and Style

The chansons de geste exhibit a distinctive formal composition derived 
from their origins in oral-formulaic poetry. Most of the early works, in-
cluding the three poems in this volume, were composed in assonanced, 
decasyllabic laisses.12 Patterns of repetition highlight not only important 
moments in the narrative but also the contours of the epic stanza.13 For 
example, the device known as enchaînement, or linking, creates a bridge 
between two laisses by recounting the same action at the end of one laisse 
and the beginning of the next. In the following passage from The Conquest 
of Orange, the Saracens’ imprisonment of William and his companions at 
the end of laisse 53 is immediately recalled at the threshold of laisse 54:
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Guillelme font en la chartre gitier They had William thrown into the cell,

Et Guïelin, qui preuz fu et legier, And brave and agile Guielin,

Et dame Orable avec els trebuchier. And Lady Orable was tossed in with them.

Or en penst Deu qui tot a a jugier! May God who judges all watch over them!

54.

Or fu Guillelmes trebuchiez en la chartre Now William was thrown into the cell

Et Guïelin et la cortoise Orable; Along with Guielin and courtly Orable;

Sovent se claime maleüreuse lasse: She often regretted her unhappy state:

      (lines 1539–45)14 

Repetition is enhanced by variation. The change in assonance (from ie to 
feminine a) marks the shift to a new laisse, and similar content is expressed 
with slight modifications of vocabulary and syntax. As is often the case with 
this type of repetition, each iteration of the protagonists’ imprisonment 
presents the action from a slightly different perspective or grammatical as-
pect. Having first narrated the process in laisse 53 (Saracen rulers having 
the victims tossed into a cell), the narrator subsequently considers the scene 
as a completed action generating reactions or consequences. According to 
Jean Rychner, this device reconciles narrative and lyrical exigencies, mar-
shaling the poem’s musical structure in the service of narrative transitions.15

 Strophic repetition of another sort groups two or more stanzas depict-
ing the same basic action performed successively by different characters, 
or a series of objects or characters described in parallel form. An example 
of such “parallel” laisses may be found in The Convoy to Nîmes at the out-
set of William’s expedition to reclaim Nîmes from the Saracens, when the 
narrator in laisses 26–28 describes the equipment loaded onto packhorses:

Bien vos sai dire que porte li premiers: I can tell you what the first one carried:

Calices d’or et messeaus et sautiers, Golden chalices and missals and psalters,


