
More About Unity in the Song of Roland 

The Song of Roland, the oldest, the 
most interesting, and the most fa- 
mous of the French epics, or chansons 
de_geste, might also, and perhaps 
with greater reason, be called a Song 
of Charlemagne and Roland: when we 
omit from the title the name of 
Charles, King and Emperor of the 
Franks, we are laying more weight 
upon the subsequent interpretations 
and developments of the poem than 
upon the evident intentions of its 
author. 

—T. A. Jenkins 
Few problems of interpretation have evoked as much scholarly de- 

bate as the unity of the Song of Roland;1 from all evidence,2  it still 
remains largely undecided.  This study will support the unity of the 
poem and examine the text in the hope of establishing a dominant hier- 
archy among the two main actors of the Song.  It will also refocus the 
problem of unity by approaching it from an aesthetic point of view, which 
should lead to the discovery of the poem's unity in its essential con- 
tinuum. 

I. The Baligant episode. 

Why does the Song of Roland not end with Roland's death? Do we 
have to justify the 115 laisses that follow by saying that they deal with 
the well deserved punishment of both Ganelon and the pagan army? Is the 
powerful and lingering memory of Roland the only link which binds the 
last laisses to the first part of the poem? 

1When we speak of the Song of Roland in this study, we refer ex- 
clusively to the Bodleian manuscript O; quotations from it here are from 
the T. A. Jenkins' revised edition (Boston, 1924). 

2Most noteworthy among the exponents of the "unity" debate are 
perhaps Martin de Riquer, Les Chansons de geste françaises (Paris: 
Nizet, 1957), 2e éd., trad, franç, par Irénée Cluzel, pp. 85-105, and 
Ramón Menéndez Pidal, La Chanson de Roland et la Tradition épique des 
Francs (Paris:  Picard, 1960), pp. 121-146. 
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At first, one must admit that the critics who support this point 
of view have a good case.  The themes of revenge and expiation impregnate 
the action from Roland's death to the end of the poem. He is constantly 
in the minds of Charlemagne and the French, i.e.: 

Franceis escrident:  "Mare fustes, Rodlanz!" Aoi. (v. 2475) 

Charles se gist mais doel at de Rodlant, (v. 2513) 

Par ta mercit, se tei plaist, me consent 
Que mon nevot poisse vengier, Rodlant! (vv. 3109-10) 

Florent Franceis por pitiét de Rodlant.  (v. 3120) 

The almost magical enumeration and repetition of the young knight's 
virtues remind us somewhat of the classical elegies, of Virgil's Eclogue 
V, for instance; they confer a kind of elegiac quality to the last part 
of the poem.3 

Perhaps one of the most satisfactory theories on the relationship 
of Roland's death to the ending of the Song of Roland is that advanced by 
by Fern Farnham in her article entitled "Romanesque Design in the Song 
of Roland."4 Mrs. Farnham bases her theory on a comparison between the 
Song of Roland and Romanesque art, particularly architecture and sculp- 
ture. Roland's death, in this pattern, is the main panel of the poem, 
similar to the central panels of Romanesque tympanums.  The event is 
flanked on one side by preparations and forebodings and, on the other 
side, by laments and expressions of revenge.  The central picture of the 
poem, i.e., Roland's gesta, presents the unifying idea:  "the maintenance 
and glorification of feudal society."5 

We willingly accept Mrs. Farnham's ingenious idea of "maintenance 
and glorification of feudal society," but we would like to do so for 
somewhat different reasons.  First of all, we must be careful with com- 
parisons between literature, music and plastic or visual arts. For the 
reader of a book, similar to someone who hears a poem or symphony, the 

3There are several analogues in the life and death of Roland and 

the death of the young shepherd of pastoral elegies:  the young man rep- 
resents a kind of human perfection, snatched away from life before his 
maturity and leaving behind him a void in the hearts of men. The spirit- 
ual presence of Roland has a similar power over the actions of those who 
survive him. 

4Fern Farnham, "Romanesque Design in the Song of Roland," Romance 
Philology, 18 (1964-5), pp. 143-164. 

5Ibid., p. 150 
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work exists in time; that is to say, the particular elements of the work 
are perceived one after the other, from beginning to end, in a linear, 
temporal sequence.  In the visual arts, however, the situation is differ- 
ent, since we are able to see the whole of the work before perceiving its 
details. We can see the whole tympanum of Moissac, for instance, in one 
sweeping look, but when we are confronted with a recital or a reading 
of the Song of Roland, we are no more capable of perceiving the whole 
work at one time than we are of grasping the whole meaning of the Bayeux 
tapestry in one glance. As the text of the poem unfolds to our eyes—or 
ears—we are not immediately conscious of the symmetry of the style nor 
of a particular organization of events around a central image. Mrs. 
Farnham states, for instance, that during the battle of Roncevaux we go 
from darkness to light with lines such as "Halt sont li pui e tenebros 
e grant," (v. 1830) and "Clers est li jorz e li soleilz luisanz;" (v. 
2646).  In fact, no progression is really intended.  Since we find simi- 
lar sentences before and after Roncevaux (e.g., vv. 1002 and 3345), it 
might be more plausible to seek the importance of such lines in their 
recurring rhythm, in the inversion of the words with which the poet cre- 
ates an atmosphere of religious and military excitement and tension.  The 
interplay of light and darkness makes the telluric forces an important 
participant in the fight, foreshadowing later events in the poem such as 
the eclipse and the stopping of the sun or the flooding of the torrent.6 

In any case, the battle of Roncevaux is the emotional center of 
the poem. The progression from Ganelon's treason to Roland's death is 
simple, logical and the whole effect unified.  But what about the pre- 
monitory dreams in laisses LVI and LVII? Do they point only to Roland's 
death?7 The poet remains ambiguous.  Could it not be that the dreams 
warn against the coming of evil in general and point to the necessity of 
being always ready to fight it, again and again? At the time of Roland's 
death there surely is no resolution of the original conflict:  the Sara- 
cens have not yet been vanquished. 

At this point we fail to see how Mrs. Farnham supports her opin- 
ion that the events following Roland's death diminish in importance in 
the same manner as the minor figures which revolve around the central 
personage of the tympanum. On the contrary, we would be tempted to say 
that after Roland's death there is an expansion of the action, a widening 
of the treatment of the moral and political consequences of Evil in the 
individual on other individuals and on society. The result of Roncevaux 
was to expose the weaknesses of the feudal system, to show that it could 
be endangered and that the weakness of some individuals could lead to 
internal disorder. This disorder has two likely sources:  (1) the weak- 

6For other examples of recurring lines, see vv. 2512, 3291, 3505, 
3659. 

7See Jenkins, note 718-24, pp. 59-60. 
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ness of Charlemagne who agreed to withdraw from the fight against the 
Saracens and to return to France; (2) the fact that the quarrel between 
Roland and Ganelon is based on chivalric principles, on the rivalries 
of two worthy knights striving for recognition by their peers and by the 
emperor. When Charlemagne returns home with his army, he displays a 
lack of consistency in not fulfilling his Christian duty, which is always 
to fight against the forces of evil. Both Roland and Ganelon display 
a certain lack of responsibility.  By giving in to their petty personal 
quarrels, they both, each in his own way, weaken or endanger the funda- 
mental laws of the feudal system to which they belong.  In this context 
the feudal system is the political manifestation of Christian faith. 
Charlemagne thus appears as a royal Christian knight who, through his 
own weakness, has allowed evil to enter his house. 

The origins of Roland and Ganelon's quarrel are not given in 
the poem, but it seems abundantly clear that both men share a profound 
hatred for each other and that either one would not be unhappy to bring 
about the other's death.  In that context, the premonitory dreams should 
be interpreted as they are in Greek tragedy: a warning to the family 
whose members are divided and who are plotting murder among themselves. 
Charlemagne knew of Ganelon and Roland's quarrel; but although he always 
had tender feelings for his nephew, he could not intervene lest he, the 
emperor and supreme justice of a feudal system, should demean himself by 
interfering in a personal quarrel.  Charlemagne has to delay action until 
Roland's third horn blast,8  until the moment when he has absolute proof 
of Ganelon's treason and when not only Roland's life is at stake but the 
fate of the country and of the whole Christian crusade against the Sara- 
cens.  Ganelon, Roland, and Charlemagne himself are each guilty of some 
breach of the chivalric value system. Ganelon, in spite of his other 
virtues, has allowed anger—and perhaps jealousy—to lead him to treason, 
a crime against the feudal system. Roland has clearly given in to dé- 
mesure, haughtiness and pride9 and, like Ganelon, he has sacrificed his 
men and his society to his personal quarrel.10 Charlemagne's own guilt 
is twofold.  As supreme commander of the Christian crusade, he should 
not have given in to weariness and consented to return to France.  He 

8See Charlemagne's attitude and silent distress after Ganelon's 
nomination of Roland to the rearguard, vv. 771-3.  See also vv. 823-5. 
In both cases the emperor is powerless even though he fears for his 
nephew's life. 

9See v. 1863 and Jenkins' note, p. 140. 
10We must not forget that during the battle of Roncevaux Roland 

was trying to prove himself a better knight than Ganelon; see vv. 766-770. 
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also used bad judgment in nominating Roland to the rearguard, for in so 
choosing he let the "letter" of the law interfere with bon sens.11 

Roland's ascension to heaven must not blind us to the fact that 
Roncevaux was a disastrous defeat for the French cause, a defeat which 
will be redeemed only because it later shocks Charlemagne into action. 
The weak emperor, weak because he is returning to the comforts and luxury 
of Aix-la-Chapelle, resumes his status as Man-of-God from this moment on 
to the end of the poem. Roland's Roncevaux was a human battleground. 
Charlemagne's Roncevaux, though human still, assumes higher moral and 
Christian values.  Charlemagne no longer acts according to his own 
predilection. 

Let us compare laisses VIII and CLXXXII: 

VIII 
Li emperedre se fait e balz e liez 
Cordres at prise e les murs peceiez, 
Od ses chadables les tors en abatiét; 
Molt grant eschec en ont si chevalier 
D'or e d'argent e de guarnemenz chiers. 
En la citét nen at remés paien 
Ne seit ocis, o devient chrestiëns. 
Li emperedre est en un grant vergier, 
Ensemble od lui Rodlanz ed Oliviers, 
Sanse li dux ed Anseïs li fiers, 
Gefreiz d'Anjou, li rei gonfanoniers, 
E i furent e Gerins e Geriers; 
La o cist furent des altres i out bien: 
De dolce France i at quinze milliers. 
Sor pálies blans siedent cil chevalier, 
As tables joënt por els esbaneier, 
E as eschés li plus sávie e li vieill, 
E escremissent cil bacheler legier. 
Desoz un pin, delez un aiglentier 
Un faldestoel i out, fait tot d'ormier, 
La siét li reis ki dolce France tient; 
Blanche at la barbe e tot florit lo chief, 
Gent at lo cors e lo contenant fier: 
S'est qui.l demandet, ne.l estoet enseignier. 

11See our discussion above on Charlemagne's inability to inter- 
fere in the Ganelon-Roland quarrel. With all this evidence and his pre- 
monitions, we feel that Charlemagne should have acted. 
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CLXXXII 
Li emperedre s'est colchiez en un pret, 
Son grant espiét met a son chief li ber: 
Icele nuit ne se voelt desarmer, 
Si at vestut son blanc osberc saffrét, 
Laciét son elme ki est ad or gemmét, 
Ceinte Joiose, onches ne fut sa per, 
Ki chascun jorn mudet .XXX. clartez. 
Asez savom de la lance parler 
Dont nostre Sire fut en la croiz naffrez: 
Charles en at la more, mercit Deu, 
En l'orét pont l'at faite manovrer; 
Por ceste honor e por ceste bontét 
Li noms Joiose l'espede fut donez. 
Baron franceis ne.l deivent oblider: 
Enseigne en ont de Monjoie crider, 
Por ço ne.s poet nule gent contrester. 

In laisse VIII the tone is of richness and ease; after victory 
on the battlefield, knights, young and old, play in the orchard. This is 
precisely the lighthearted carelessness and happiness which makes the 
French vulnerable to evil.  Laisse CLXXXII comes after Marsile's defeat. 
Charlemagne, here, appears as the ideal Christian, the perfect warrior 
lord, always ready to fight and recognizing his dependence on God.12 
Moreover, after Roland's death we witness not only Charlemagne's frequent 
prayers, but God's direct intervention:  He stops the sun in its course; 
He drowns Marsile's army.13 The emperor's victory over Baligant repre- 
sents a spiritual victory and the expiation for those weaknesses which 
caused the disaster of Roncevaux. Lines 3612-3614 are significant: 

Quant Charles ot la sainte voiz de.l ángele, 
Nen at poör ne de morir dotance, 
Repaidred lui vigor e remembrance. 

Yet evil is strong; it is a perpetually menacing dragon.  Charle- 
magne's "recovery" is not enough to reverse the situation completely. 
When he returns to Aix-la-Chapelle, he is made clearly aware that, in 
spite of everything, his feudal system has suffered gravely. The divi- 

12Charlemagne seems to reassume here the behavior of the young 
man who is about to be knighted and who spends the previous night in 
arms and prayers. 

13A strange reminder of the drowning of the Egyptian army in 
the Red Sea (Exodus, 13:27). 
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sion among his subjects as to the degree of Ganelon's guilt is abundant 
proof that something is wrong in his royal kingdom; he is unable to im- 
pose his will and has to agree to the compromise of a trial by duel. 
There are two sides to Thierry d'Anjou's intervention.  It is, of course, 
a manifest proof that Charlemagne has lost some control, and yet, this 
courteous young man, brave and fiercely loyal to his Lord to the point 
of risking death, also represents hope for Charlemagne.  Thierry, in a 
sense, is the new Roland.  His words express perfectly the pure principles 
of justice advocated by a perfect feudal system: 

"Bels sire reis, ne vos dementez si! 
Ja savez vos que molt vos ai servit, 
Par anceissors dei jo tel plait tenir. 
Que que Rodlanz Guenelon forsfesist, 
Vostre servisie l'en doüst bien guarir: 
Guenles est fel d'iço qu'il lo tradit, 
Vers vos s'en est parjurez e malmis, 
Por ço.l juz jo a pendre ed a morir, 
E son cors metre en peine ed en essil, 
Si come fel ki felonie fist. 
S'or at parent m'en voeillet desmentir, 
A ceste espede que jo ai ceinte ici 
Mon jugement voeill sempres guarantir. 

  (vv. 3824-3836) 

Thierry d'Anjou's victory, through God's assistance, is comparable to 
Charlemagne's own victory over Baligant:  it represents a renewed hope 
for the preservation of the feudal system.14   The resolution brought 
about by Thierry brings us back to the original conflict undertaken by 
Charlemagne: a crusade against the infidels.15 

It consequently seems that Charlemagne is a constant element in 
the Song of Roland, but that does not mean the poem should be renamed the 
Song of Charlemagne.  To answer the question "who is the real hero of the 
Song of Roland? we might best submit another question:  "who is the 
real hero of Milton's Paradise Lost? Is it God? Adam? or Satan? 
None and all of them in reality, for what interests us above all is the 

14The void left by Roland's death was filled, we believe, by 

Thierry d'Anjou, but it is difficult to say that Thierry found the same 
place as Roland's in Charlemagne's heart, though he obtained justice for 
Charlemagne; see laisses CCLXXXV and CCLXXXVI. 

15This conflict is divided into three major parts:  (a) Charle- 
magne vs. Marsile, (b) Charlemagne vs. Baligant, and (c) Charlemagne 
vs. the infidels who menace "la tere de Bire." 
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relationships which link these beings with the cosmic drama in which 
they are all involved. Rather than argue about the Baligant episode 
and the title of the poem, we should decide what the object of the poem 
is.  Is it the martyrdom of Roland at Roncevaux? Or the great fight be- 
tween the Christian and pagan world? Without the Baligant episode the 
hero would simply be Roland. With the Baligant episode there is no con- 
test.  Charlemagne is clearly the main hero of the Song of Roland; from 
the beginning to the end of the poem he is the main reference and not 
merely an actor.  In addition, because of the evidence given above and 
which we shall later present, we feel that instead of siding with either 
Pauphilet, for whom Charlemagne is the hero, or with Hoepffner, for whom 
Roland is the hero, we should accept the interpretation of Horrent, for 
whom the purpose of the Song of Roland is the fight between the chris- 
tians and the infidels. 

Indeed, we shall see that the Baligant episode is demanded by 
both the theme and structure of the poem. Historians have established 
that at the time of the composition of the Song of Roland, the French 
feudal system was undergoing change. Remnants of a pre-christian civili- 
zation advocating prowess in battle, desire for personal glory and pride 
of ancestry, ideals traceable not only to the Teutonic barbarians but 
also to the heroic age of ancient Greece,16  were no longer regarded as 
the primary virtues of feudalism. They came to occupy a secondary posi- 
tion in which the idealization of courage and of feudal loyalty was to 
be complemented by a strong emphasis on service to the Church, by the 
acceptance and defense of its social and spiritual principles.  The new 
Christian hero is a crusader who puts the Cross first, his lord second 
and himself and his family last. We believe that the Sons of Roland is 
one of the earliest poems known to represent the new ideals,17 and that 
Roland is depicted as wavering between the old and the new values. 

In a moment of sententiousness rare in the poem, Olivier criti- 
cizes Roland for his lack of common sense: 

"Com proz vos lo feïstes, 
Kar vasselages par sens nen est folie: 
Mielz valt mesure que ne fait estoltie.  (vv. 1723-5) 

16See H. L. Marrou, A History of Education in Antiquity (New 
York: Mentor, 1924), pp. 21-34. 

17See Sidney Painter, French Chivalry (Ithaca:  Cornell Univer- 
sity Press, 1957), pp. 28-94.  For early evidence of the social trans- 
formations mentioned, see Painter, p. 67; for a discussion of the possi- 
ble connection of our poem with Pope Urban's sermon, see the intro- 
duction to the Jenkins edition, pp. xliv-xlvi. 
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The statement is important, for it summarizes Roland's behavior and it 
provides the key with which to interpret it: bravery must be coupled 
with temperance and common sense; alone, it is not virtuous. 
And Olivier continues: 

"Franceis sont mort par vostre legerie, 
Jamais reis Charles de nos n'avrat servisie, 
Se.m credissiez venuz i fust mis sire, 
Geste bataille oüssom faite e prise, 
0 pris o morz i fust li reis Marsilies. 
Vostre prodece, Rodlanz, mar la vedimes, 
Charles li magnes de vos n'avrat aïde; 
N'iert mais tels hom desiqu'a.l Deu judisie, 
Vos i morreiz e France en iert honide." 

(vv. 1726-1734) 

These words echo the poet's famed characterization of the two men: 
"Rodlanz est proz ed Oliviers est sages" (v. 1093).  To the fixity of 
the latter statement correspond the words of Olivier which reveal the 
modification that seems to have taken place in Roland's character. 
Olivier's speech also reveals the negative values that are attached to 
the old ideals and it indicates that the new ideals of courage must be 
tempered by wisdom and subjugated by christian duty. Turold's epic is 
saved because, though dying, Roland has time to change.  Realizing that 
he and the remaining French will soon be dead, he admits his culpability 
for the slaughter,18 returns to battle, meets Marsile and cuts off the 
latter's right hand. Roland's sense of duty has been restored,19 and 
the cutting off of Marsile's right hand is an act anticipating the ul- 
timate triumph of the Christians over the Saracens.  The death of Roland 
marks the end of old ideals and the rise of new ones represented by 
Thierry d'Anjou.  But the disaster of Roncevaux has an even deeper sig- 
nificance:  it presents the absolute necessity of exterminating the 
pagans. 

II.  Structure, Space and Time Relationships: Toward the Discovery of 
Continuum as the aesthetic Unity of the Song of Roland. 

At first we may recognize two basic patterns in the structure 

18On the meaning of "por mei" (v. 1863) we agree with Jenkins 
(p. 140) that it means "through my fault." 

19See Bédier, Les Légendes épiques, III (Paris: Champion, 1912). 
pp. 441-42. 



100 Olifant/Vol. 2, No. 2/December 1974 
 
of the Song of Roland:  one is symmetry20  and the other is hierarchy. 
Symmetry is always present in the poem. To recall just a few instances, 
we might mention the parallelism between major actions of the Saracens 
and the Christians:  Charlemagne's council with his twelve peers and 
Marsile's council; Ganelon's traitorous embassy and Blancandrin's deceit- 
ful embassy to Charlemagne; Charlemagne's lament for Roland's loss and 
Marsile's lament for Aelroth's death.  Throughout the Song, the parallels 
converge, animating the struggle between the chief representatives of 
opposing ideals. 

Hierarchy is also one of the basic patterns in the poem.  It is 
present, of course, in the feudal system which is the society of the 
poem, but beyond this, there is a scale of values analogous to the pla- 
tonic ladder of perfection21  which leads the listener or reader constantly 
upward. We begin with the pagans and move to Roland the vassal, to 
Roland the martyr and the saint, to Charlemagne, weak at first then 
strong, to the mediator, the Archangel Gabriel.  This scale of values 
presupposes a conception of universal order placing paganism at one 
extreme and God at the other:  "Li reis Marsilies la tient, ki Deu nen 
aimet," (v. 7) and "Paien ont tort e chrestiën ont dret," (v. 1015). 

If we consider the Song of Roland as a unit, these two patterns 
provide a geometrical structure moving simultaneously along vertical and 
horizontal lines. The vertical symmetry supplies a constant degradation 
of the Saracens' position, while the horizontal hierarchy leads to the 
contemplation of God through the dynamics of Christian duty.  The two 
patterns merge as the head of paganism confronts the Christian king and 
succumbs to him.  As the cutting off of Marsile's right hand foreshadows 
Charlemagne's victory over Baligant, the latter's defeat reads as a 
prophecy of doom for the pagans. On the mythical level, the possibility 
presents itself that the Song of Roland can be understood as a retelling 
of the biblical story of the Fall and the Redemption, with a projection 
to the second coming of Christ.  It is true that the poem does not have 
the erudition or the rhetorical devices one would expect to find in a 
poem consciously designed for the above purpose, yet in its treatment 
of nature, in Roland's transformation, in the symbolism of Charlemagne's 
dreams, in the very conception of Charlemagne set against the satanic 
notion of the Saracens, the poem possesses an evocative power which, to 
an age familiar with the Bible, may well have suggested the mythical 
struggle of the Man-of-God against the universal forces of sin. 

20See Frederick B. Luquiens, "The Reconstruction of the Original 
Chanson de Roland," Transactions of the Connecticut Academy of Arts and 
Sciences, 15(1909), pp. 116-7. 

21"Analogous," but not identical. 
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The preceding discussion leads us to take a close look at the 
text of the poem itself, in order to expand on what we discussed earlier, 
i.e., the reciprocal situations and rôles of Roland and Charlemagne. 
We shall attempt to demonstrate that the real unity of the poem is to 
be found in the interplay between fixity and motion, spatial diversity 
and unity, and in the dynamics of its continuum, in time. 

From the first to the sixth laisse, we find no mention of Roland. 
The poet presents Charlemagne as the emperor and king (vv. 1, 16, 56, 81) 
with whom the Saracens must deal (vv. 81-82 and laisse VII).  Laisse 
VIII again presents the emperor in all his dignity, surrounded by his 
barons (vv. 103-116); but it also introduces for the first time the name 
of Roland (v. 104). We notice, however, that the poet has been careful 
at this point not to put Roland on the same level as Charlemagne, nor to 
separate him from the other barons; the poet notes simply:  "Ensemble od 
lui Rodlanz ed Oliviers," (v. 104).  Charlemagne's presentation reminds 
us of the work of a sculptor; the author makes him stand out "of the 
stone" through the use of the verbs:  "li reis est . . . ," "li emperedre 
se fait . . . ," "Li emperedre est en un grant vergier," "La siet li 
reis ..." 

In laisses IX and X, there is no mention of Roland, for Charle- 
magne holds the center of the stage. There is no doubt that he is the 
one who must make the decision.  The portrait of Charlemagne as the 
political and religious chief is continued in laisses XI and XII, where 
he also appears as the enlightened ruler seeking his barons' advice (vv. 
166, 167, 168, 169).  In laisse XII Roland again appears and is once 
more presented among the other barons: "Ensemble od els . . ." (v. 175). 
He is not given any special place of distinction as his name follows 
Ogier, Turpin and others.  There is no mention of Roland in laisse XIII, 
but suddenly, immediately after the emperor's speech in laisse XIV, 
Roland springs up and speaks.  The verbs underline his most rude impa- 
tience. At this point Roland truly stands out in the crowd of the French 
as a man full of youthful fougue.  In the next laisse, Roland is inter- 
estingly qualified as nevot of Charlemagne (v. 216), as if the author 
wanted to explain or excuse the violence of Roland's words to the em- 
peror (v. 210).  Then, as Roland seems to appear at the center of the 
stage, the poet arranges a parallel scene with Ganelon (vv. 217-218). 
Thus Roland is again associated with someone else when Charlemagne is the 
center figure to whom the others speak. The same thing occurs again in 
laisses XVI and XVII.  Charlemagne is given the leading rôle; he is the 
one who speaks, who asks questions and who asserts his authority by 
telling both Roland and Olivier "Ambdui vos en taisiez!" (v. 259).  We 
notice that here again Roland is associated with Olivier by the word 
"ambdui." Up to laisse XX, Charlemagne's stature is reinforced and 
the impact of laisse XIV is diminished: Roland is the first to speak, 
but not the only one.  The following laisses XX to XXVII develop the 
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rivalries of Roland and Ganelon and prepare for Roland's démesure and 
Ganelon's treason.  At the end of the council, Charlemagne returns to 
the center of the stage and dispatches Ganelon to his embassy.  We should 
note that Ganelon respectfully calls the emperor "Sire" (vv. 322, 337) 
and that Roland, having regained his composure since laisse XIV, also 
addresses his uncle as "bel sire" (v. 387), thus reemphasizing the 
family hierarchy.  Laisses XXVIII to XLII center around the delivery 
of Charlemagne's message to Marsile and Ganelon's plotting.  Roland, 
during these laisses, has a passive rôle.  His importance is indirectly 
stressed by the several mentions of his name by Ganelon and Blancandrin 
(vv. 392, 404).  From laisse XLIII to laisse LIV the question of hier- 
archy is keenly set by lines 596-597. We notice that Roland has pro- 
gressed in the hierarchy and that from a position of equal among the 
other French barons and nephew of the emperor he is now "lo destre bras 
de.l cors." Yet even though Roland has progressed, Charlemagne remains 
at the center:  it is to him that Ganelon reports (LIV) and it is to 
him that Marsile is supposed to submit (vv. 691-697). 

Laisse LV marks a crucial point in the poem, first by showing 
the homeward march of the French, but most importantly by separating 
for the first time Roland from Charlemagne22 and by preparing to give 
Roland a parallel rôle of leader with his uncle.  Roland has progressed 
again in the hierarchy, but he could hardly imagine then that this ascen- 
sion would bring about his demise.  For a while, during the Roncevaux 
episode and until the scene of Roland's death (laisses LV to CLXXV), 
the physical presence of Charlemagne fades, leaving the center of this 
secondary stage to the development of Roland's los and pride.  The set- 
ting up of Roland at the center of the episode is subtly done through 
eight successive laisses (LXXI to LXXVIII).  At first, Roland's name is 
pronounced only by the Saracens who swear to kill him; then finally the 
poet lets Roland speak and assume a position parallel to Charlemagne's. 
Roland's take-over of command begins really with his speech to his 
soldiers and peers (vv. 1008-1016).  He proves he is still a faithful 
Christian warrior, but his pride faintly glows through the last line: 
"Malvaise essample nen serat ja de mei," (v. 1016). The damning words 
of pride are, in fact, not far away (vv. 1073-1081, 1088-1092, and 
later, 1466). After the quarrel between Roland and Olivier, it is clear 
that Roland means to be and is at the top of the rearguard's hierarchy; 
he speaks to Olivier in words that hardly tolerate any reply (vv. 1106- 
1109). From then on to the end of the Roncevaux episode, to the last 
gasp of Roland, the author focuses on Roland's proud, noble, and valiant 
stature on the battlefield.  In spite of the many glimpses of battle 

22A dangerous separation, as Olivier powerlessly points out to 
Roland in v. 1100. 
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scenes, of the laisses dedicated to Olivier, to Turpin and to the somber 
majesty of the fight, Roland certainly remains at the center of the 
episode. At the same time, it displays the slow modification of Roland, 
from a proud and valiant but reckless army chief to a repentant soldier 
and martyr. 

However, during all the Roncevaux episode, Charlemagne remains at 
the center of the stage.  Even at the center of the Roncevaux episode 
Charlemagne's (not Roland's) war cry "Monjoie" resounds (vv. 1260, 1350, 
1378, 1525, 2151); it will echo after Roland's death (vv. 2510, 3092, 
3095, 3300, 3565) and at the important time of Charlemagne's victorious 
blow against Baligant (v. 3620). This war cry of "Monjoie" is a unifying 
motif among the episodes which logically point to Charlemagne as the 
central hero of the poem.23 

Keeping in mind the details reviewed above, we will conclude this 
study by seeking the Song of Roland's aesthetic unity. 

A brief review of the quarrels about the poem's unity shows 
that the critics remain adamant in their respective and opposite views, 
but do not bring any real solution to the problem.  It may well be that 
there is no solution.  It seems to us that scholars of literature should 
leave history to historians or historiographers and consider the poem as 
it is, as a whole work of art. As literary critics, whether we read 
for our pleasure or edification, we must investigate the poem as it is, 
in the form which we accept, i.e., the Oxford manuscript.  Let us then 
consider the Song of Roland as Fawtier suggested, as "le plus ancien, 
le plus beau et le plus émouvant des chefs-d'oeuvre." Although we are 
careful when we make comparisons between the visual arts and literature, 
a comparison in this case may be made with some validity. 

The Conques tympanum: Without trying to challenge Mrs. Farnham's 
choice of Moissac for her thesis, we shall refer to the Conques tympan- 
um24  because we believe that it is an even more convincing example for 
our study.  The Conques tympanum is a true masterpiece of XIIth century 
Auvergne romanesque sculpture.  It is particularly interesting to us 
because its topological representation of a scene of the Last Judgment 
(Matt. XXV) coincides almost to perfection with the topology and theme 
(or melody) of the Roland:  "Paien ont tort e chrestiën ont dreit," (v. 
1015). A brief survey of the tympanum will reveal its composition, the 
symmetry and diversity which together make up its unity. 

1.  Center: At the center, in an elliptical glory, is the im- 

23See Jenkins' note 3994-4001, p. 279. We fully endorse Jenkins' 
opinion, as we hope to have demonstrated in our analysis. 

24See Farnham, loc cit.  The Song of Roland, as it incarnates 
the romanesque values in motion toward the gothic values, sings the 
passage from the old to the new feudal values. 
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posing statue of Christ. His right hand points to heaven while His 
left hand points downwards to hell. Above and between the moon and the 
sun is the Cross, and on each side two angels blow an olifant. 

2. Right panel: This panel very generally represents the forces 
of good and the virtues of hope, faith, charity and humility. The lower 
right panel rightfully represents an angel greeting those elected to 
paradise. 

3.  Left panel: This panel represents the punishment of the evil 
ones.  It depicts the tortures of sinners in hell, Satan on his throne 
surrounded by his horde of little devils and, on the lower left, the sin 
of pride personified by a knight thrown off his horse, head down. 

4. Lower center: Just below Christ's feet is the scene of the 
weighing of the souls. What is curious for our comparison is the pres- 
ence of the archangel St. Michael triumphing over a demon who is trying 
to make the scales tip in his favor. 

This scanty survey of the beautifully diversified tympanum of 
Conques certainly does not do it justice, but it allows us to make some 
useful comparisons with the Song of Roland. 

In our scheme, the tympanum would represent the epic, the whole 
unit with the feudal idea of holy crusade, of reward for the good, i.e., 
the French, Roland and Charlemagne, and punishment for the evil, 
i.e., the Saracens, the pagans and sinners (the left and right panels). 
On the tympanum God/Christ presides at the top center; similarly God's 
presence is felt in the Song of Roland through the intervention of his 
angels.25 Above Christ, on the tympanum is written the word "SUN"; 
similarly the sun is a manifest force of God's will in the drowning of 
the Saracens. The moon, which is parallel to the sun on the tympanum, 
might also lead us to speculate that the eclipse in the Song of Roland 
might be an eclipse of the moon over Roncevaux.  So, as in our poem, the 
sun and the moon, with the angels and archangels, would be agents of 
God's power and knowledge.  On the left panel, the scenes of the punish- 
ment of sinners, of the tortures of hell, remind us of the punishment 
of the Saracens and of Ganelon's quartering. The realism of the tym- 
panum scenes and of the scenes of the Song of Roland is comparable. 
After circling around the tympanum, we come back to the top and we find 
again the angels, the Cross and Christ; in the same way we find in the 
poem the angels beckoning Charlemagne to fight for the purpose of the 
holy crusade. 

The relationships between the Conques tympanum and the Song of 
Roland are curious and worth noticing, we believe, for another reason: 
they coincide perfectly with the theoretical topological pattern present- 

25In the same way, Roland transformed blows an olifant announcing 
the triumph of the Just. 
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ed by Paul Zumthor in his Essai de poétique médiévale.26   Professor 
Zumthor writes: 

Une étude systématique des chansons de geste devrait reposer ainsi 
sur une topologie des agents.  Elle sortirait du cadre de ce livre, 
et je ne puis qu'en suggérer ici l'utilité.  Selon le schéma proposé 
par Pasqualino à propos de Reali di Francia, au plus haut niveau de 
généralité, deux groupes s'opposent:  bons et méchants.  Une conno- 
tation socio-religieuse, fréquente, transforme cette opposition en 
chrétiens-païens (Sarrasins). Ce premier axe de distinction est 
recoupé par un autre, selon que l'agent reste fidèle à son caractère 
premier ou ne l'est pas:  d'où traïtres et renégats d'une part; 
ralliés ou convertis, de l'autre. 

On a donc la distinction suivante: 

 

Now, if we apply the above scheme to the Song of Roland. we not only 
obtain similar relationships as proposed by Zumthor, but an improved 
pattern which fits perfectly the topography of the Conques tympanum and 
the rapport it bears to the Song of Roland. 

We perceive in our schema, as on the Conques tympanum, diversity 
as well as unity,27 and fixity as well as motion.  Fixity is linked to 
the epic mythical aspect of the poem, i.e. with God, Christianity and 

26Paul Zumthor, Essai de poétique médiévale (Paris:  Seuil, 

1972), pp. 325-6. 
27See E. Vinaver, The Rise of Romance (New York and Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1971), pp. 1-14 and 68-98. 
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its defenders on one side, and on the other the constant and powerful 
hordes of Islam, its gods and soldiers.  Motion is mostly linked to 
individuals who alter the situation either by their qualities or by 
their weaknesses.  Each actor in the poem contributes in his own way 
to the fluctuation of states along the zone of exchange.  Thus the 
structure of this epic poem seems based on the interplay of forces, 
motion and fixity, symmetry and hierarchy, all converging towards a 
splendid unity in constant making.  By its very nature, this unity- 
in-motion makes it difficult, and we believe vain, to seek who is the 
hero of the Song of Roland.28 

We then propose that the attitude we must take towards the epic 
is one of aesthetic participation, capable of fusing diversity into 
unity and of perceiving diversity in unity.  The Song of Roland, like 
Milton's Paradise Lost depicts conflicts which make the earth and Heaven 
shudder with the desires, fears, hopes, energies and faiths of men.  The 
unity of these works exists at the level of the space/time relationships, 
of oppositions and dialogues, that is in the dynamics of poetry,29 and 
the dynamics are provided by the continuum of spatially arranged actions 
in time.  There are no gaps in the poem.  If Roland takes so long to die, 
it is because he must have the time to repent fully as the poet gives 
Charlemagne the time to return.  Roland dies at the same moment the 
emperor arrives at Roncevaux: 

Morz est Rodlanz: Deus en at l'anme es ciels. 
Li emperedre en Rencesvals parvient; (2397-2398) 

There is no time gap; on the contrary there is a superb link between 
the nephew's death and the uncle's arrival to resume the fight immed- 
iately against the Saracens.  The idea of continuum therefore imposes 
itself as a necessity: when Baligant has been defeated, Ganelon 
punished and the Saracens have been slaughtered, Charlemagne is 
immediately invited to move on to resume once more the fight against 
the infidels:  again there is no gap, but continuum.  This not only 
justifies the sublime aesthetic unity of the Song of Roland, but it also 

28See our footnote number 23 above.  See also P. Zumthor's 
discussion in his Essai de poétique, p. 326. 

29Paul Zumthor says:  "La chanson s'intègre totalement à la 
tradition qui l'a produite; à la poésie qu'elle manifeste." Essai de 
poétique, p. 337. 
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confirms its status as a "geste dite."30 

As it stands to-day, the Song of Roland possesses all its 
original powers; it is for us to rediscover the ancient but eternal 
values of its continuum. 

Guy R. Mermier 
University of Michigan 

30We borrow here P. Zumthor's terminology, Essai de poétique, 
p. 338. 


