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TWO EARLY FRENCH STORIES

The history of the Renaissance ends in France, and carries us away
from Italy to the beautiful cities of the country of the Loire. But it was in
France also, in a very important sense, that the Renaissance had begun.
French writers, who are fond of connecting the creations of Italian genius
with a French origin, who tell us how Saint Francis of Assisi took not his
name only, but all those notions of chivalry and romantic love which so
deeply penetrated his thoughts, from a French source, how Boccaccio
borrowed the outlines of his stories from the old French fabliaux, and
how Dante himself expressly connects the origin of the art of minia-
ture-painting with the city of Paris, have often dwelt on this notion of a
Renaissance in the end of the twelfth and the beginning of the thirteenth
century, a Renaissance within the limits of the middle age itself—a
brilliant, but in part abortive effort to do for human life and the human
mind what was afterwards done in the fifteenth. The word Renaissance,
indeed, is now generally used to denote not merely the revival of classical
antiquity which took place in the fifteenth century, and to which the
word was first applied, but a whole complex movement, of which that
revival of classical antiquity was but one element or symptom. For us the
Renaissance is the name of a many-sided but yet united movement, in
which the love of the things of the intellect and the imagination for their
own sake, the desire for a more liberal and comely way of conceiving
life, make themselves felt, urging those who experience this desire to
search out first one and then another means of intellectual or imaginative
enjoyment, and directing them not only to the discovery of old and
forgotten sources of this enjoyment, but to the divination of fresh sources
thereof —new experiences, new subjects of poetry, new forms of art. Of
such feeling there was a great outbreak in the end of the twelfth and

| MBI T IE %



PR U LR A )

XEEXMFTRERTEE, RITBEEME ARk
B SELRTIBEZ ERAR R TIRTT, EARMREENE
XHG, XZEXEHFHRTEER. BEERERERAHN
RAANGRERSEENERRER. S FRIME
ERE - BPAHRAUR T A RERNEE, WEIRLE
AP BENH TR ND SRR RN L BRS LR
RETEE B IRRATMN R EREH v:E AW
TR, W T EEESR BT TR ER
FABMMER R ER. FERERSASXEENKBES
FeTF 124K 13 #HEY, FETFFHEASHHRY
F—BRRER, HPRERAREBEMALL R —&
BHHREST, ZIEE 1S HEH A BB TRE. W,
BAE, CLBPGXMARZH 15 48 a0 ik
X (RERX AR AR L), TLRREA
HERERMIES, XA RSB N R B — T
RRH, MEMAKY, XTLEANBR—FEIEAHEEL
EFEE—HBHE R, FEXFEF, MR
THAREROBWRETERR I ASHNE, WHHEH
B, ERIFHT MBS BE, O E R AR
RINZFHBIIA S FR— X — A B FX A M
RZWMBLTE, FHEF MR E R X PR BUEE 5
HERBREHER, WAXWEAFRE— S
i, FROFREEHZARTBR, JHBREZE 12 ek 13
HEME—MERMA K, FERSES ARERHRLT,

~~~~
i,



S

the beginning of the following century. Here and there, under rare and
happy conditions, in pointed architecture, in the doctrines of romantic
love, in the poetry of Provence, the rude strength of the middle age turns
to sweetness; and the taste for sweetness generated there becomes the
seed of the classical revival in it, prompting it constantly to seek after the
springs of perfect sweetness in the Hellenic world. And coming after a
long period in which this instinct had been crushed, that true “dark age”,
in which so many sources of intellectual and imaginative enjoyment had
actually disappeared, this outbreak is rightly called a Renaissance, a revival.

Theories which bring into connection with each other modes of thought
and feeling, periods of taste, forms of art and poetry, which the narrowness
of men’s minds constantly tends to oppose to each other, have a great
stimulus for the intellect, and are almost always worth understanding. It
is so with this theory of a Renaissance within the middle age, which seeks
to establish a continuity between the most characteristic work of that
period, the sculpture of Chartres, the windows of Le Mans, and the work
of the later Renaissance, the work of Jean Cousin and Germain Pilon, thus
healing that rupture between the middle age and the Renaissance which
has so often been exaggerated. But it is not so much the ecclesiastical art of
the middle age, its sculpture and painting—work certainly done in a great
measure for pleasure’s sake, in which even a secular, a rebellious spirit often
betrays itself—but rather its profane poetry, the poetry of Provence, and the
magnificent after-growth of that poetry in Italy and France, which those
French writers have in view when they speak of this medieval Renaissance.
In that poetry, earthly passion, with its intimacy, its freedom, its variety—
the liberty of the heart—makes itself felt; and the name of Abelard', the
great scholar and the great lover, connects the expression of this liberty of
heart with the free play of human intelligence around all subjects presented
to it, with the liberty of the intellect, as that age understood it.

Everyone knows the legend of Abelard, a legend hardly less passionate,
certainly not less characteristic of the middle age, than the legend of
Tannhiuser’; how the famous and comely clerk, in whom Wisdom

herself, self-possessed, pleasant, and discreet, seemed to sit enthroned,
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came to live in the house of a canon of the church of Notre-Dame, where
dwelt a girl, Heloise, believed to be the old priest’s orphan niece; how
the old priest had testified his love. for her by giving her an education
then unrivalled, so that rumor asserted that, through the knowledge
of languages, enabling her to penetrate into the mysteries of the older
world, she had become a sorceress, like the Celtic druidesses; and how as
Abelard and Heloise sat together at home there, to refine a little further
on the nature of abstract ideas, “Love made himself of the party with

them.” You conceive the temptations of the scholar, who, in such dreamy

tranquility, amid the bright and busy spectacle of the “Island,” lived in a
world of something like shadows; and that for one who knew so well how
to assign its exact value to every abstract thought, those restraints which
lie on the consciences of other men had been relaxed. It appears that he
composed many verses in the vulgar tongue: already the young men sang
them on the quay below the house. Those songs, says M. de Rémusat,
were probably in the taste of the Trouvéres, “of whom he was one of the
first in date, or, so to speak, the predecessor.” It is the same spirit which
has molded the famous a “letters”, written in the quaint Latin of the

middle age.

At the foot of that early Gothic tower, which the next generation raised
to grace the precincts of Abelard’s school, on the“Mountain of Saint
Geneviéve,” the historian Michelet sees in thought “a terrible assem-
bly; not the hearers of Abelard alone, fifty bishops, twenty cardinals,
two popes, the whole body of scholastic philosophy; not only the learned
Heloise, the teaching of languages, and the Renaissance; but Arnold’ of
Brescia—that is to say, the revolution.” And so from the rooms of this
shadowy house by the Seine side we see that spirit going abroad, with its
qualities already well defined, its intimacy, its languid sweetness, its re-
bellion, its subtle skill in dividing the elements of human passion, its care
for physical beauty, its worship of the body, which penetrated the early

literature of Italy, and finds an echo even in Dante.

That Abelard is not mentioned in the Divine Comedy may appear a

singular omission to the reader of Dante, who seems to have inwoven into
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the texture of his work whatever had impressed him as either effective
in color or spiritually significant among the recorded incidents of actual
life. Nowhere in his great poem do we find the name, nor so much as an
allusion to the story of one who had left so deep a mark on the philosophy
of which Dante was an eager student, of whom in the Latin Quarter, and
from the lips of scholar or teacher in the University of Paris, during his
sojourn among them, he can hardly have failed to hear. We can only
suppose that he had indeed considered the story and the man, and
abstained from passing judgment as to his place in the scheme of “eternal

justice.”

In the famous legend of Tannhiuser, the erring knight makes his way to
Rome, to seek absolution at the centre of Christian religion. “So soon,”
thought and said the Pope, “as the staff in his hand should bud and
blossom, so soon might the soul of Tannhiuser be saved, and no sooner”;
and it came to pass not long after that the dry wood of a staff which the
Pope had carried in his hand was covered with leaves and flowers. So, in
the cloister of Godstow, a petrified tree was shown of which the nuns told
that the fair Rosamond, who had died among them, had declared that,
the tree being then alive and green, it would be changed into stone at the
hour of her salvation. When Abelard died, like Tannhiuser, he was on his
way to Rome. What might have happened had he reached his journey’s
end is uncertain; and it is in this uncertain twilight that his relation to
the general beliefs of his age has always remained. In this, as in other
things, he prefigures the character of the Renaissance, that movement in
which, in various ways, the human mind wins for itself a new kingdom of
feeling and sensation and thought, not opposed to but only beyond and
independent of the spiritual system then actually realised. The opposition
into which Abelard is thrown, which gives its color to his career, which
breaks his soul to pieces, is a no less subtle opposition than that between the
merely professional, official, hireling ministers of that system, with their
ignorant worship of system for its own sake, and the true child of light, the
humanist, with reason and heart and senses quick, while theirs were almost

dead. He reaches out towards, he attains, modes of ideal living, beyond

8 | SABRAWiE R



