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The inquisitor Etienne de Bourbon tells of an illiterate Waldensian
cowherd who, during a brief stay in a condisciple’s home, "learned by
heart...forty of the Sunday gospels . . . in his own tongue word for word."! In
the process Etienne relates the value of memory in a milieu with limited use
for letters, where authority rested rather on the living voice. His story also
affirms that as individuals or as members of a group, what we remember
makes us who we are2 In narrative poetry, especially, memory is
primordial; without it, after all, the myths that bind societies would be lost.

Augustine stood amazed at memory’s force. In broad terms, memory
involves the acquisition, storage, retrieval, and communication of
knowledge. My work focuses medieval and modern notions of memory on
the five French poems of Tristan--a cycle of 9300 verses--all composed in
the Norman sphere of influence during the last two generations of the
twelfth century. This range of texts suits my purpose since, from poem to
poem, it offers sameness and difference: however the texts diverge in
articulating the legend, they coalesce in setting, principles, and fundamental
dynamics. Beyond family resemblance, the poems share a proclivity for
recalling the past. In repeating the substance of legend they also ceaselessly,
variously re-present themselves.

This paper concerns memory as the theme and object of poetic craft.
Previously I have examined memory’s poetics in the romances by Béroul and
Thomas. While keeping to the legend of Tristan, I want to move from the
romances to two of the cycle’s three shorter texts, namely, the anonymous
Folies Tristan.3 Scholars have already shown the articulatory differences
between the Folie d’Oxford (FO) and the Folie de Berne (FB). Rather than
duplicating those studies, I want to concentrate on the common organizing
principle of the poems, for both Folies use the dramatic pretense of
dissolving disguise to rehearse details from Tristan’s past. In approaching
the Folies, however, my question remains the same: how do poets mark
memory, thereby disposing their audience to remember as well? My sense is
that, as they remember, poets leave gaps for the audience to fill, and that
this perfection of narrative is the listener’s experience of art.

Poetry in the twelfth century was published by recitation. Not

69






