
Storytelling is universally enjoyed but has taken
various forms in different cultures over the ages. The
texts described here include some of the most famous
narrative works of medieval literature, and show that a
Midlands gentry family had the interest and
opportunity to acquire fine manuscript books.

Medieval romances were concerned with kings and knights, and their pursuit of
chivalric quests. ‘Romance’ in its modern sense of romantic love came from the
genre’s later focus on idealised love. Familiar classical themes often provided
inspiration. Here, Benoît de Sainte-Maure retells the story of the Trojan war in Le
Roman de Troie (The Romance of Troy), a French verse manuscript of the early
thirteenth century. This is just one of seven romances in a volume which also
contains a collection of fabliaux – comic or bawdy tales about ordinary life.

Firmly rooted in Western European and Christian experience, the romances
influenced popular notions of British history. Familiar tales of King Arthur and stories
about the Holy Grail look back to these origins. The early Thirteenth century L’estoire
del Saint Graal tells the adventures of the Biblical figure Joseph of Arimathea and his
companions as they travel to Britain.

John Gower’s Confessio Amantis (The Lover’s Confession), written in the late
fourteenth century contains many different stories. He draws on classical events and
characters and provides incidental instruction about the world and the life of man.
The entire work is an allegory in verse, presented as a dream dialogue between an
ageing lover (‘Amans’) and his ‘Confessor’, a priest of Venus, the goddess of love.

A single leaf from a Life of St Zita
(WLC/LM/37) illustrates the
popularity of biographies of saints.
This is our only evidence of an
English life of the Italian St Zita
who enjoyed a Midlands cult in the
fifteenth century.
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An extract from Benoît de Sainte-Maure,
Le Roman de Troie with a miniature

showing two mounted Greek knights.
They ride in medieval fashion with lances
and pennants raised (WLC/LM/6 f.124).

A number of images of grotesques feature in the
decoration of the Romances (WLC/LM/6 f.78v).

Major divisions in the text are marked by large blue and red Lombard initials, with marginal flourishes. This
passage mentions Joseph, his brother Galaaz (Galahad), a journey to Scotland (Escoce) and the Abbey of the
Cross (‘labeie de la Croiz’) (WLC/LM/7 f.70).

At the end of lines, the speakers are identified in red ink, with Amans (Lover) responding to promptings of the
Confessor; extract from John Gower, Confessio Amantis (WLC/LM/8 f.53v). An extract from the fragmentary English Life of St Zita, here spelled ‘Cithe’, 1450-1500

(WLC/LM/38).


