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Abstract 
In this article I want to discuss the importance of cultural memory within the plot of one of the lais written by 
Marie de France and to show that the character who is the “custodian” of cultural memory is also the one who 
can solve the crisis brought about by the other characters’ alienation from traditions. I will argue that this 
cultural background is the Christian tradition, which is completed by, and not opposed to, some pre-Christian 
(profoundly natural, rather than super-natural) knowledge, which precedes the cultural one. 
I will use Jan Assmann’s theory on cultural memory, in order to identify the elements of the cultural 
background which is defining for Eliduc, the longest lai written by Marie de France. Discussing the issue of 
cultural memory in this lai is relevant, as the scholar can identify the source of Guildeluec’s superiority, namely 
her position of guardian of cultural memory. The elements of the cultural memory: Christian principles, Celtic 
heritage and popular knowledge, work harmoniously to bring about the spiritual progress of all the characters. 
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Introduction 

Marie de France’s lais have been analyzed from various points of view, and the matter of the 
poetics of memory was extensively treated by Logan E. Whalen. What I want to emphasize is the fact 
that within the narrative of the lais (which, she claims, are stories of Breton origin) there is a cultural 
background with rules that cannot be broken. Starting from Jan Assmann’s theory on cultural 
memory, I will argue that this cultural background is not some oral, popular belief, but rather some 
well-organized and documented knowledge, namely the Christian tradition. This cultural memory is 
completed by, and not opposed to, some pre-Christian natural (profoundly natural rather than 
super-natural) knowledge, which precedes the cultural one. 

I will exemplify these ideas by analysing Eliduc, a very complex lai, which is the longest of those 
written by her. Christian cultural memory has a crucial role and justifies, to a certain point, the 
characters’ actions and reactions, but, more than this, it provides the solution for the crisis brought 
about by the characters’ alienation from their inner self, and makes possible the positive 
dénouement of this particular lai. Furthermore, I want to emphasize the role played by a woman, 
who is the “custodian” of cultural memory and, thus, the one who can control and use it to the 
benefit of all characters. 
 
Creating Cultural Memory – Applying Jan Assmann’s Theory to the Lais of Marie de France 

At the beginning of this paper it is necessary to point out the main elements of cultural memory 
and in what way it is created and preserved. When I mention Assmann’s theory, I actually refer to 
only two of his tenets, firstly the fact that the appearance of writing brought some new elements 
into the process of transmitting the inherited tradition, increasing thus its complexity, and secondly 
that religion is a crucial element in shaping cultural memory. I will show that for the Western Europe 
in the Middle Ages, the religion that was responsible for fashioning cultural memory is Christianity. 
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According to Assmann, the purpose of writing is twofold, on the one hand to remember things 
and on the other hand to communicate information to people who are at a certain distance, but the 
former role was the first and the most important (Religion and Cultural Memory 85). Writing added 
new facets to the transmission of cultural memory, and one aspect is the matter of interpretation, as 
something written at a certain period may not mean the same thing decades or centuries after that. 
Even if it is forgotten, it can re-emerge, but its meaning would be different; as Assmann asserts: 
“With the appearance of writing on the horizon, tradition increases in complexity. It ceases to be 
based exclusively on memory, but with the assistance of the media of external storage, it also 
acquires new forms of forgetting and re-remembering, of displacement and renewed access, of 
latency and return, of renaissance” (RCM 100). Marie de France is aware of this fact, as in her 
prologue she mentions the custom of “glossing” a written text, by which she means supplying a new 
interpretation for the “ancient” text. 

Marie equally emphasizes the importance of writing for creating an image of the present for the 
future generations to remember and she undertakes her project of recording the Breton lais, so they 
were not forgotten. By doing so, she becomes an active agent in preserving and even fashioning 
cultural memory. This is possible because Marie de France is obviously a learned woman1, mindful of 
what cultural memory presupposes. 

When discussing the importance of writing as an element of confirming the communitarian 
memory (tradition) of a group, it must be pointed out that “although writing played a crucial role in 
the formation (and crystallization) of cultural memory, it is by no means the only medium of 
preserving it” (Assmann, Collective Memory 131). Rituals are important means of conveying the 
cultural tradition through time, and also pictorial images, which have been found in churches and 
cathedrals, could have such a role. It is common knowledge that Christianity had been well-
established by the 12th century and its dogmas were written down, having already generated a 
specific culture. On the other hand, in order for people to be aware of Christian religion as the 
cultural tradition of the Middle Ages, they did not need to have access to written sources. The 
symbolic representations and, again, the rituals were mediums of displaying the common cultural 
(educated) memory and sermons on different topics were channels of conveying and repeating it, as 
well as means of refashioning it, by applying it to a certain community. 

An interesting aspect that emerged while researching the manuscripts of her works is that, 
although there is a manuscript (dating, probably, from the 12th century, Kruger 172) that preserves 
all her lais and it contains Guigemar (in whose prologue she names herself as the author of the lais), 
there are later manuscripts, which consider her works anonymous. One conclusion could be that 
“the anonymity of the lais originally composed by the Bretons, which Marie claims as her sources, 
re-emerges in the course of the 13th century, as the poems become absorbed into the general 
corpus of unattributed vernacular narrative” (Kinoshita 204). So, although she records the lais and 
although they might have influenced other lais, her verses appear to have been forgotten and then 
rediscovered2, so cultural memory is preserved, but the preserver is not. 

I have already mentioned Assmann’s observation that there were several means of transmitting 
cultural memory. The starting point of tradition in general was a common set of customs which 
made up the so-called “bonding memory”, which represented a cohesive element that generated 
relations between different members of a particular community, stabilizing thus the inner structure 

                                                 
1She knows how to structure her Prologue (A Companion to Marie de France 2), so that it contains all the 
elements according to the classical tradition of rhetoric (captatio benevolentiae – capturing the goodwill of the 
audience; auctoritas – citing authoritative sources: on the one hand Priscian, the ancient Latin grammarian, 
and on the other hand the Breton oral sources, which may be connected with the Celtic, probably renowned, 
bards; and causa scribendi – the reason for writing). 
2This could be an example of the situation of “return” and “renaissance” mentioned by Assmann (Religion and 

Cultural Memory 100). 
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of pre-modern society. It is this type of memory which “commits the individual to fulfill the 
obligations he committed himself to” (Assmann, RCM 10). The “bonding memory” was first 
established through rituals, a fact which shows that religion has always been necessary for 
preserving and creating tradition and, implicitly, for shaping human society and its rules. 

When reading the lais written by Marie de France, the researcher notices the pervasiveness of 
the Christian element in her writings, which is evidence to the embeddedness of Christian principles 
in the inner fabric of social and individual mentality. In all her lais, Christianity is present when she 
refers to rituals, morality, or laws, but most of all through the general message and final 
dénouement of each lai, which present a Christian solution, if one is needed for a certain crisis, and 
equally if there is an injustice done, it is righted. 

What we see at work in the lais of Marie de France is an example of how the (ideal) society 
applies (or should apply) the principles, which have been accepted as regulating. These basic 
regulations are referred to by using the term “canon”, which “is used to identify a principle that 
elevated a culture’s connective structure to a level at which it becomes impervious to time and 
change” (Assmann, Cultural Memory and Early Civilization 4). More precisely, Assmann defines this 
term as “a principle, a norm or value that is far more binding than an individual code…” (CMEC 98). 
This underlying principle, which is the basis of cultural memory in the 12th century, is Christianity. 

The fact that Christianity was the established cultural background in the 12th century comes as no 
surprise, yet what I want to emphasise is that although other influences (like Celtic magic stories, or 
the courtly love code, which was morally subversive) are felt in Marie’s stories, they are secondary 
to the Christian cultural memory which provides the answer to every dilemma that characters have 
to face. It is only by obeying Christian principles that characters can find a positive outcome for the 
conflict they have to face. This situation is visible in all her lais, and I have chosen Eliduc to exemplify 
it. 
 
Christian Precepts – Eliduc and Guildeluec’s Cultural Memory 

When discussing cultural memory in connection with Marie de France, one must stress that this 
poetess is a vivid instance of transforming oral popular narratives into cultural written stories, as she 
states the fact that she wants to record the lais she has heard, and that she wants to preserve them 
in writing, so that they would not be forgotten3. It has been mentioned that Marie de France, 
together with Geoffrey of Monmouth (History of the Kings of Britain) and Wace (in his Brut) were the 
first to write about “the matière de Bretagne” (Whalen, A Companion to Marie de France 31-32), but 
what is even more significant is the fact that she feels quite confident of the importance of her task, 
which will bring her fame4. It was clearly noticed that “Marie de France was acutely aware not only 
of her role in the preservation of cultural memory, but of the transforming effects of writing, and 
written poetry in particular, upon and within oral tradition” (Bloch 19). The fact that she presents 
her writings to the king proves that she believes them to be valuable. Since the declared purpose for 
writing the lais is to preserve them to memory, i.e. to make them easy to be remembered, it stands 
to reason that she intends for her lais to become the version of the (probably familiar) stories which 
is to be disseminated from that moment on. 

                                                 
3
Gugemar: Volentiers devreit-hum oir Cose k’est bonne a retenir… Oiez, Segnurs, Ke dit Marie/ Ki en sun tens 

pas ne s’ublie. – Willing should we listen to things which are good to remember… Listen Lordlings, to what 
Marie says, she who in her time is not forgotten (lines 1-2, 5-6). 
4
…de Latin en Romaunz traire; Mais ne me fust guaires de pris/ Tany se sunt alters entremis. Des Lais pensai 

k’oï aveie… (…translating from Latin to Romance […] was not to bring me fame, since so many others have 
done it, Than I thought of the lais I had heard… Prologue, 30-33). 
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The issue of memory is one of the most important and recurrent themes of her lais, not only 
because she writes down from her memory5 (what she supposedly heard from Breton bards), but 
also because she uses a style that makes it easy for her lais to be remembered: “Her works reveal a 
concern for creating images that will be easily retained in the imagination of her audience” (Whalen, 
Marie de France and the Poetics of Memory 18). Marie records the cultural memory of the Bretons 
and, by translating it, she transfers it to Britain and augments the cultural memory of the Anglo-
Norman French speaking aristocracy. 

Yet, besides these general considerations which are quite obvious and are well supported with 
common quotations from her prologues, I want to go deeper and to identify the inner frame that 
permeates all her lais and how it can explain the characters actions and reactions. Besides recording 
the lais as such, Marie de France also records the spiritual mood of her time and the beliefs that 
guided the peoples’ understanding of the world. Once one starts analyzing the importance of 
Christianity as the major principle that defined the characters’ horizon of expectations, one can 
better interpret their choices. 

Eliduc is a Christian knight and as such he is aware of his duty towards his wife and the 
impossibility of any relationship with another woman. More so, since he is a paid mercenary of the 
king in Exeter, he cannot deceive his lord’s daughter, as this would mean betraying his code of 
honor. The knightly code of honor and the courtly love conventions form a set of principles that 
work together and create a framework for lais (as well as for medieval romances, in general). The 
third underlying structural elements are the miraculous occurrences, which are probably of Celtic 
origin. Such an assumption is natural, as the Celtic heritage was strong in the Breton area in the 12th 
century, as well as in Cornwall, and close to the place where Eliduc presumably landed. 

The way he and Gillardun fall in love is like an enchantment, i.e. love strikes like an arrow (Eliduc 
304-305) and it is the moment when Eliduc realizes that his Christian cultural principles start being in 
contradiction with the fin’amor

6code. Such an opposition was a general occurrence (Verdon 111) 
and it is only a profound understanding of Christian teaching that can bring harmony in the society 
projected by Marie de France. Sandra Pierson Prior advances the possibility that “one could perhaps 
explain the differences [between Eliduc and Guildeluec’s behaviors] as a case of a poorly understood 
and inadequately embraced set of ideals and a nobler, more sincere fulfilment of those same ideals” 
(132). Obviously, the ideals Prior refers to are the Christian ideals which seem to be finally 
understood by Eliduc only at the end of the lai. 

According to the Christian faith, Eliduc proves his weakness of character and lack of 
determination, by falling into temptation, i.e. falling in love with Guillardun and deceiving her. Eliduc 
breaks the knightly code of honor when he lies by omission and does not severe any connection with 
the young lady, once he realizes the nature of her feelings. He is truly confused and undecided and 
such a flaw, although not uncommon to human nature, is a crucial fault in a man, who, according to 
the Christian teachings, is supposed to be the head of a family. His culpability is further increased by 
the fact that the girl explicitly places her complete trust in him, and overtly declares her love (“Sur 
tute rien vus aim è crei”, Eliduc 537). 

Socially speaking, Eliduc is the king’s mercenary (one of many), in England, but he has proven 
himself very skilful in war and thus useful for the king and even desirable as a son-in-law. The game 
of chess played by the king, in his young daughter’s room, just when Eliduc has come to see him, and 
the fact that he introduces the knight to his daughter in very laudatory terms could be an invitation, 
on the part of the king, to negotiations for a possible marriage (Whalen, ACMF 114). This is perhaps 
hinted by the king’s actions especially, since it was marriage, or rather his refuse to marry his 
daughter, that brought about the war that was won by Eliduc (Eliduc 95-96). Social conventions 

                                                 
5
Prologue: Plusurs en ai oiz conter, /Nes vueil laissier ne oblier.– Many I have heard told and I do not want to 

neglect or forget them (lines 33-40). 
6
 fin’amor is the medieval Occitan phrase for courtly love, which is an expression coined in the 19

th
 century. 
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considered such a marriage (between a knight and his lord’s daughter) to be advisable and quite 
beneficial for both parties. The king and his daughter might have been confounded by Eliduc’s 
refusal to commit; however the reader knew the reason. 

Understandably for almost all his sojourn in Exeter, Eliduc is tormented by his guilt (“En grant 
peine fu Eliduc”, Eliduc 476), knowing that he brings dishonor to his wife as he breaks his promise to 
her (Eliduc 474-475). Yet, he rejoices in the young princess’ company and openly accepts her 
declarations of love. Such a game is in accordance with the conventions of fin’amor narratives, but 
this does not excuse the deceiver, who, in the end, lures her from her home to an unknown and 
dishonorable situation7. Even if, by the time of the elopement, Eliduc is not a mercenary for her 
father anymore, still he should feel some moral responsibility towards the king, whom he actually 
betrays. However, in this situation, Guillardun’s fault is even greater, as she runs from home and 
implicitly disobeys and deserts her father, whose blessing she has not received. It is to be noted that 
this fault is not emphasized by Marie, and no clear atonement is mentioned, but neither is 
Guillardun later reunited with her father. 

I have pointed out that, according to the Christian principles, the two lovers (the potentially 
adulterous husband and the disobedient daughter) are guilty, so a divine punishment is to be 
expected and it takes the form of the storm that hits the ship. Such an event is profoundly Christian, 
since the sea has always been regarded as an instrument of showing God’s will and power, and the 
biblical episode of Jonah and the whale is such an example. Not unlike the sailors on Jonah’s boat, 
Eliduc’s squire (the French term is esquier – and could be translated as henchman, follower or even 

sailor) suggests throwing Guillardun over board, after he discloses Eliduc’s circumstances. He points 
out that Eliduc’s behavior is against God and against the law, and also against righteousness and 
against faith (“Cuntre Deu, è cuntre lei,/ Cuntre dreiture, è cuntre fei”, Eliduc 837-838). The 
researcher can feel here how the social (law and righteousness) and the religious (God and faith) 
consequences of his actions are emphasized. In terms of cultural memory, both codes, the inward 
spiritual and the external legal ones are transgressed. 

Guillardun is so shocked that she faints and seems dead, and thus, in a way, she receives her 
punishment. The squire becomes the object of Eliduc’s fury and revenge, and thus for his hubris (of 
rising against his master’s decisions) he is killed and thrown overboard, receiving the death he has 
envisaged for his mistress. 

Eliduc commits murder, a guilt that is added to the one of deceiving a young innocent woman. 
However, he proves again to be an unrivalled warrior and a determined sailor, as he takes the helm 
and sails the ship to the shore, fighting the harsh sea and saving everybody! His prowess in battle 
and strength on the boat are qualities admired by 12th-century audiences, and his honest grief when 
his beloved is considered dead could be regarded as repentance for his sins. The humble sorrowful 
Eliduc is not an impious person anymore, so he is not outside the laws of the church anymore, even 
if he does not disclose the source of his mourning to his wife. 

I want to point out that Eliduc was not unknowledgeable of the traditions of the land and of the 
wisdom that springs from it. The sayings he uses when talking about his king’s unjust behavior 
towards him, in the first part of the lai, is such an example: 
 

Li vilein dit par repruvier 
Quant tence à sun charier, 
Qu’amur de Seignur n’est pas fieuz 
S’il est sages è vedzieuz. 
Ki leauté tient à sun Seignur,  

                                                 
7
His choice to take her from her high social position and to bring her to his homeland, where she could have no 

social position at all, seems illogical even to the reader, who can understand the impossibility of Eliduc’s 
marrying her, but cannot imagine where he could place her, once he brings her on his lands. From the point of 
view of the Christian culture, such an adventure can only be both sinful and socially ruinous. 
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Envers ses bons veisins amor (Eliduc 61-66). 

 
[The villain says that only a dunce would quarrel with his cart horse. The love of one’s lord is not 

faithful or rather truthful (i.e. a certainty) and it is a wise person the one who feels loyalty to his liege 
lord, but towards his neighbors feels love8]. 

Eliduc’s comments spring from his awareness of the repository of wisdom to be found in the 
folklore and the medieval reader was probably familiar with and understood these proverbs. Yet, 
although he talks about loving his good neighbors and relying on them, he chooses to leave his 
familiar environment and to go into a land where he is unknown. Although this foreign kingdom 
gives him the opportunity to prove himself9, and to show how mistaken those who slandered him to 
his liege lord were, it also proves to be a realm of temptation, where his wisdom and experience are 
not enough to safeguard his inner equilibrium. 

His valour makes him a great knight, while his good advice elevates him to the position of a 
treasured leader, i.e. a person the king admired and needed. It is this respected social position and 
unquestionable loyalty from his followers that he loses once he carries away the foreign, innocent 
and naïve princess. His actions are questioned by at least one of his men and he does not seem to 
care about his people’s welfare or opinion. 

On the other hand, as I have stated before, his honest and total grief acts as repentance and 
brings him closer to God and when he is in need of spiritual advice, he searches the wisdom of the 
elders in his homeland. The first person he wants to ask for advice is the hermit (un seinz hermits), 
who lives close to his manor. To find out that he died only eight days before their arrival is another 
blow and he is confused, not being able to make a decision. This indecisiveness, which was his 
plague ever since he met the young princess, can only be cured when he takes the advice of the wise 
men of that country (la sage gent del pais). Such a discourse is an obvious attempt to return to the 
acknowledged tradition, i.e. cultural memory of the land, since it is the only one that can provide a 
basis to help him regain the balance, both spiritual and social, lost because of his deceptions and 
transgressions. 

It only remains to identify the cultural memory that he depends on for his spiritual restoration. 
The reference to the saint hermit has definitely a Christian resonance and it is completed with the 
suggestion to consult the elders, i.e the repositories of profound popular knowledge. It is the same 
knowledge that was the source of the proverbs I have mentioned above. The cultural memory that 
defines him and that he needs in order to take decisions and thus to assert himself (i.e. his very 
identity) is this delicate combination of Christianity and popular wisdom recorded in proverbs and 
repeated by the wise elders of the country. 
 

 

                                                 
8In other words, the vassals are like the horses that move the lord’s chariot and it is not a wise man the person 
who dismissed his vassals (his cart horses, while he is in the cart), as naturally he won’t be able to move 
forward, which will eventually happen to Eliduc’s liege lord, as it is known. Equally, since the lord’s favor is not 
a certainty, it is better to be at peace with one’s neighbors and to feel more bound in your affections to one’s 
equals than to his superiors. 
9
When he arrives, he shares his knowledge, both military and spiritual, with his fellow knights, whom he 

instructs and organizes and tells them to be bold, because only those who dare and risk will win and gain great 
glory. He quotes again a proverb in order to give authority to his words: 
Ki en tel liu ne va suvent, 
U il guide perdre ascient; 
U jà guères ne gainera, 
Ne en grant pris ne muntera (Eliduc 187-190). 
He, who does not often go in such a place where he expects to lose, will not win any wars, nor will he gain any 
great prize.  
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Spiritual Progress – Multiple Endings and the Triumph of Christian Cultural Precepts 

In this last part, I want to identify who, in this lai, is the keeper of this fragile, but harmonious, 
mixture of Christianity, popular wisdom and knowledge about nature (which also implies the 
miraculous – I will not call it super-natural – insight). This blend represents, as I have shown, the 
basis for cultural memory and it is the foundation on which Eliduc defines his inner self. Moreover, it 
is an identity shared by his followers (maybe with the exception of Guillardun, the naïve and young 
foreigner). 

Eliduc has been a deceiver and a liar by omission, a potential adulterer and a murderer, so he 
becomes more and more buried in sins, which obviously makes him incapable of dipping into such a 
sacred treasure, which is also prohibited to Guillardun, the naïve, unknowledgeable foreigner. On 
the other hand Guildeluec, the one who has remained at home, who has always been constant and 
reliable, proves to be a far more spiritually powerful character than her wandering husband. 
Guildeluec has been unchangeable in her affections and unchallenged in her social position as the 
matron of her lands. 

She is described as being noble and wise, of high parentage and good lineage (“noble è sage,/ De 
haut gent è de grand parage”, Eliduc 19-20). Furthermore, when Eliduc leaves, she is the one who is 
left in charge of the affairs of his land, while the knights are asked to guard her loyally (“Sa Femme 
en la tere l’arra/ A ses hummes cumandera, Qu’il la gardoet leaument”, Eliduc 71-73). Guildeluec is 
the epitome of the faithful, wise wife who is the preserver of traditions and the one who propagates 
cultural memory. The ultimate test she is faced with is to solve the problems in her marriage and to 
bring happiness into her family, which seemed doomed to sorrow and gloom. 

The first thing she does, once she sees the lifeless young lady, who is the cause of her husband’s 
wretchedness, is to observe patiently in order to understand the circumstances better. The beauty 
and the freshness of the woman lying as if she were dead is the first detail that she remarks, and the 
unusual behavior of the weasel is another detail that does not remain unnoticed by the wise 
matriarch. As expected by a woman knowledgeable in the mysteries of nature, Guildeluec copies the 
gestures made by the faithful weasel and succeeds in awakening Guillardun, only to be faced with 
the duty to console her (thus saving her from hopelessness and despair) by talking about the 
genuineness of Eliduc’s devotion to her. 

At this stage, the reader has already found out two possible endings for the lai. First, since 
Guillardun is supposed to be dead, Eliduc has the possibility to come back to his wife, whom he has 
nothing to reproach, and whom nobody accused of any misprision (neglect of duty) or misdeed 
(“Dame, ne vus aret de mesprisiun, ne de meffet”, Eliduc 727-728). Yet, Eliduc refuses and declares 
that he would rather become a monk, which seems another possible ending, the second. Such a 
dénouement would be entirely coherent with the Christian tradition, as it is a way in which Eliduc 
could repent for his sins in solitude.  

Nevertheless, such an ending would discard the pre-Christian practical tradition exemplified by 
proverbs and the knowledge of nature. As no marvellous event occurred, the reader would only see 
an ordinary story of a proud knight who tried to replace his older, and not so beautiful wife10 with a 
younger, more beautiful woman, a knight who got straightforwardly punished by God, for his 
transgression. In other words, Marie would have written a moral, but not quite so entertaining, 
story. 

Reviving Guillardun gave Eliduc’s wife the chance to show her wisdom, her kindness, and also her 
generosity. Guildeluec is not jealous, vindictive (like Iseult aux mains blanches) or suicidal (like Dido, 
Enea’s lover), but rather she is unusually compassionate and understanding. Moreover, she is not 

                                                 
10Guildeluec’s features do not include beauty and no reference to her being beautiful appears. Furthermore, 
since she and her husband have lived together for a long time and they have loved each other a lot (“Ensemble 
furent lunguement;/Mut s’entreamèrent léaument”, Eliduc 21-22), it is to be understood that she was rather 
old, and definitely older than young, still unmarried, Guillardun, whose beauty was renowned. 
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passive or indecisive, so she takes charge and finds the solution which was not only beneficial for all, 
but also profoundly Christian. 

Instead of mourning her lost love, which could never be hers again, Guildeluec decides to take 
the veil, demanding that her husband endows the nunnery where she will be abbess. Thus, she 
preserves her high social position (as high birth nuns had all the privileges that came with 
aristocratic prestige and money) and she also preserves her dignity intact, as she cannot be regarded 
as a discarded wife, but as a pious and respected abbess11. Guildeluec is the one who takes the 
decisions and who is the only strong character who does not commit transgressions, but rather uses 
her influence to help the other characters to make amends. 

Unlike Guillardun, who is always passive and lets Eliduc act on her behalf, and who wakes up 
rather desperate and alone, Guildeluec is never to be pitied, as she is wise enough to find the best 
possible solution, both for her and for the others. The superiority of Guildeluec’s choice is reinforced 
by the fact that both Eliduc and Gillardun make the same decision in due time. Additionally, once 
Guillardun becomes a nun (at the end of the lai), she is placed under Guildeluec’s authority, thus 
never having had the freedom to act for herself. 

The lovers’ gesture seems to show an example of a couple who start by loving each other, only to 
realize that their love for God is deeper and more durable. When the audience listens to Guillardun 
complaining about the fact that she was lied to and that a man’s love should not be trusted, they 
may realize that it should actually be Guildeluec to shout her disappointment. However, her decision 
shows that the true happy ending is an “abandonment of the world and a turn to spiritual life” 
(Kinoshita 90). 

 

Mut se pena chascun pur sei, 
De Deu amer par bele fei, 
E mut par firent tuz bele fin. 
La merci Deu, le veir devin. 

 
[Each one made a great private effort to love God in good faith and their end was very beautiful: 

God’s mercy, divine truth]. 
Since the choice to dedicate their lives to God is common to many hagiographical stories, one can 

make a connection between Marie’s story and the tradition of hagiography, which is another 
example of elements of Christian cultural memory, which surface when such an analysis is made. 
This aspect points once again to the importance of Guildeluec, as the one who has led a saintly life, 
and who inspires piety in others. It has been observed that “Eliduc’s final deeds – endowing and 
founding two monasteries – not only contrast with his earlier violent, even bullying behaviour, but 
they also demonstrate a newly gained power and a capability previously lacking in him” (Prior 134). 
In other words, Eliduc emerges in the end as a repentant sinner, who is spiritually improved. 

After discussing the matter of the significance of cultural memory in Eliduc, one realizes that the 
character who knows and uses cultural memory is Guildeluec, additionally she is the strongest and 
most reliable person. She teaches the others and she gives an example which is followed by all the 
major characters. The role played by Guildeluec, as the person who has assimilated cultural memory, 
reveals her importance in society and brings to light new meanings of the lai which could be 
perceived as a promoter of Christian tradition. These conclusions prove the relevance of discussing 
the issue of cultural memory in connection with this lai. 
 

 

                                                 
11According to Milis: “Founding and entering monasteries was […] an expression of an upper class status” and 
also testified to a moral superiority because “of the presupposed superior quality of this life-style” (Angelic 

Monks and Earthly Men 44). 
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Conclusions 

For Marie de France the cultural background is profoundly Christian and this knowledge is so 
deeply embedded into the fabric of the lais (Eliduc being as good an example as any), that it 
becomes essential to its internal plot and provides the suitable dénouement for her story. The 
cultural memory, placed at the very structure of her lais, is Christian, and it is supported by the 
popular sayings and proverbs, which are known by the “wise men of the land”. 

Nevertheless, there is a substrate which is older, i.e. a reminiscence of the pre-Christian natural 
knowledge about herbs and animals or perhaps a magic, deeply (and not super) natural knowledge, 
which seems to be of Celtic origin. What is important to point out is that this deeply-natural insight 
does not offer a solution or a resolution for the predicament. But rather, it is the Christian cultural 
memory, portrayed in the monastic tradition, which provides the answer for the crisis. 

Discussing the issue of cultural memory in this lai is relevant, as the scholar can identify the 
source of Guildeluec’s superiority, namely her position of guardian of cultural memory. The 
elements of the cultural memory: the Christian principles, the Celtic heritage and the popular 
knowledge work harmoniously to bring about the spiritual progress of all the characters. 
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