History 121
IDEAS FOR THE PAPER

Paper #2
The Song of Roland
Most scholars believe the The Song of Roland was composed around the time or immediately in the wake of the First Crusade (1095-1099).  This chanson de geste would become arguably the most important epic in feudal France during the formation of the French monarchy. Its world is that of feudal knights who have bound themselves by oath to their feudal lords and swear to fight for them unto death, as long as the lord lives.  The warrior code is honor, fidelity, loyalty, trust.  On these virtues the lord depends, knowing his men are strong, courageous, faithful until his death.

Behind these virtues a social world has been solidifying.  Scholars refer to it as Europe’s feudal aristocracy, from the Latin word feudum (oath): it denotes an elaborate system of legal, social, economic and cultural relationships whereby lords and their vassals, lords and overlords, bind themselves together by oaths that serve (not always perfectly) to keep knights from warring with one another, to provide defensive unions, structure hierarchical social relationships, define ownership and property rights and obligations, inheritances, determine marriage alliances and familial coalitions, administer justice within defined areas, resolve conflicts, and maintain a common religious belief whose core tenets hold these customs and values together.

This paper asks you to use The Song of Roland as historical evidence for reconstructing this feudal world of the knightly aristocracy.  Consider someone asking you, “What was feudal society in France around the year 1100?”  How would you reconstruct this on the basis of this epic?

Your paper should focus on the evidence in the text of the social structures of this world (as described in the first two paragraphs above).  To cast light on these social structures, you might focus on the role of honor, or loyalty, or truthfulness.  How does honor, for example, keep this feudal society together; or, alternatively, how does dishonor destroy it?  What role do honor and loyalty play in determining this political structure?  Make sure you argue from the evidence (short, pithy, pertinent quotations).

___________________________________________________________

This paper should be 3 (full) to 5 pages, double-spaced, 10 or 12 pitch (= font size)

· 1 inch margins

· have a title

· use your student I.D.  (the 900 number)

· number your pages

· refer to the text of the Song of Roland using only the paragraph numbers; e.g., (58)

Undergraduates’ Deadline: May 15th Noon (under the door of 302 Skinner)

Seniors’ Deadline: May 8th Noon (under the door of 302 Skinner)

