
INTRODUCTION

Introduction to “Aucassin and Nicolete”: A Unique Artistic Poetic Work

“Aucassin and Nicolete” stands as a remarkable and rare artifact in the realm of artistic poetry. Its survival
through the turbulent waves of time, which have erased much of ancient literary treasures like those of
Menander and Sappho, presents a unique glimpse into a form of storytelling from the twelfth or thirteenth
century that combines prose and verse in a singular manner—known as the cante-fable. Unlike the fabliaux
and heroic poems of its era, this song-story weaves its narrative through alternating passages of prose and
verse, presenting a form that either was an experimental venture by its anonymous author or a reflection of a
tradition among wandering minstrels of the time.

The tale's author, speculated to be a contemporary of Louis VII (1130), exhibits a distinctive originality,
notwithstanding his reliance on traditional narrative formulas found in both ancient epics and the folk songs
of his age. This story-telling technique includes repetitive phrases for dialogues and descriptions, maintaining
a consistent form in addressing characters and describing their physical attributes in a manner similar to the
epic poetry of Homer, such as the recurrent epithets and stereotypical courtesies.

The plot of “Aucassin and Nicolete,” revolving around the forbidden love between a Christian knight and a
Paynim lady, adheres to the conventional narratives of star-crossed lovers from differing cultural and
religious backgrounds. However, in this narrative, the roles are inverted, with Nicolete being a captive among
Christians. Despite these conventional elements, the author's focus evidently lies in the exploration of love
and passion, illustrated with a blend of sentiment, humor, and a touch of cynicism towards the trials and
tribulations faced by the lovers.

Rather than dwelling on themes of conflict, religious conversion, or political intrigue, the tale primarily
celebrates the love story amid adversities, emphasizing the emotional depth and the resilience of the lovers'
bond. The narrative oscillates between moments of danger and serene beauty, from tense escapes to peaceful
encounters in nature. In doing so, the author juxtaposes the harsh realities of feudal societies with the
enduring power of love and the fleeting joys of youth and beauty that transcend the confines of societal
expectations and constraints.

Through this story, the author achieves a balance between the depiction of a realistic social order marked by
feudal obligations and constraints, and the realm of romance and personal fulfillment. The occasional
digressions to describe the societal conditions, such as the mention of a villein's plight, insert a layer of socio-
economic commentary into the narrative, hinting at a broader contemplation of human experiences beyond
the central love story.

Ultimately, “Aucassin and Nicolete” emerges as a poetic testament to the enduring allure of romantic tales,
enriched by its blend of conventional forms with innovative storytelling and thematic exploration, thereby
marking its unique place in the annals of medieval literature.


