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The romance of Mélusine is one of the most intriguing monu-
ments handed down to us from the Middle Ages. The legend
behind it concerns the Lusignan family of France and Cyprus, who
claimed to be descended from Mélusine, a fairy of Poitou, whose
origins hark back to her status as a Celtic deity representing the
sovereignty of the land, and whose role it was to choose and form
union with the rightful ruler of the land.1

The first recorded mention of the legend dates from about
1340. The tale itself was not incorporated into literature until
1393 when Jean d’Arras composed the first Mélusine romance in
prose. His version was followed almost immediately by
Couldrette’s poetic version in 1401. Both versions of the tale
relate the story of the “other-world” lady, Mélusine, who marries a
mortal, helps him to found a seigneurie, and bears him ten sons
who go forth to found kingdoms and duchies of their own. In the
end, Mélusine is betrayed by her husband. Against injunction, he
spies upon her and sees her frolicking in her bath, a beautiful
woman from the waist upward, a serpent from the navel down.
He denounces her, then regrets his action, but too late; she must
depart. Taking the form of a winged dragon, she flies away, never
to return except as banshee to her descendants or when the castle
changes lords (Morris13-18).

The numerous extant fifteenth-century manuscripts of both ver-
sions (13 for the prose; 20 for the poetic) testify to the great
appeal of these romances to readers throughout France during the
late Middle Ages. Shortly after the appearance of Jean d’Arras’s
and Couldrette’s tales, the Mélusine story spread rapidly to
Germany, England, and Eastern Europe.

As the fifteenth century progressed, demand for the two ver-
sions steadily increased. To meet the demand in France, editions
of Jean d’Arras’s prose version began to appear very soon after the
introduction of the printing press in France (1470). The first of
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