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Abstract
The aim of this article is to outline the characteristics of the troubadouresque model 
of masculinity based on cases from 12th- and 13th-century poetry.
	 The troubadouresque model of masculinity was situated against the background 
of two significant models: ‘knightly’ masculinity, referring to the military character 
of knighthood, and ‘courtly’ masculinity, emphasising the social attitude of this group. 
Games and plays were an important element of expressing and embodying masculinity 
for both of these models. However, in the case of the troubadours, the role of games 
seems to be much more important. The article analyses three aspects of ludicity in 
the troubadours’ model of masculinity: the rooting of joie/joc in literary language, the 
ludic metaphor and the role of the figure of the joglar.
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Much has already been written on the subject of games and play in the Middle Ages, 
and done so in various geographical, historical, social and literary contexts. The main 
topics covered in this article also broadly fall within these categories, as games have 
already been described in the context of medieval chivalric culture, in the context 
of the formation of the model of masculinity, as well as in the context of the work 
of troubadours.1 Nevertheless, this extensive bibliography has yet to include a study 
indicating how the troubadours creatively transformed ludic forms of masculinity 
construction and, based on these transformations, created their own model, allow‑
ing them to distinguish themselves from the rest of aristocratic society.

The idea for this paper, therefore, stems from two fundamental premises: firstly, 
that the troubadours, as a social group distinguished from 12th- and 13th-century 
society, developed their own model of masculinity; secondly, that games were an 
important factor that manifested itself not only in the troubadours’ gender ideologies 
and representations (which is also the case in the chivalric model), but also—and 
perhaps above all—in their very structure, i.e. in socially shaped ways of experienc
ing and embodying masculinity. Therefore, the purpose of this article is to examine 
how social ludic structures manifested and functioned themselves in the literature.

The paper consists of two main parts. In the first part, a general perspective on 
knightly and courtly masculinities will be drawn, with particular emphasis on its dif‑
ference and evolution, exemplified by two literary models: Roland of the Chanson de 
Roland and Guilhem de Nevers, protagonist of the Roman de Flamenca. Thus, a clean 
distinction between archaic, warrior-like masculinity of the former, and more socially
oriented attitude of the latter will be presented. In the second part, this historical 
background as well as the literary sources will serve as a basis for the establishment 
of the troubadour masculinity—a specific form of expressing one’s gender in the 
aristocratic world of the trobar in which social ludic activities play an important role.

Knightly and courtly masculinities2

It seems that it is not possible to define a single consistent and universal definition of 
medieval masculinity. This is due to the sheer diversity of the Middle Ages in terms 
of chronology (a man of the year 600 does not refer to the same model of masculin‑
ity as a man of the year 1400), geography (masculinity was understood differently in 

1	 The most up-to-date bibliography dealing with masculinity in the Middle Ages has been prepared 
by J. Murray, “Masculinity and Male Sexuality in the Middle Ages”, in: Oxford Bibliography Online 
in Medieval Studies, https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195396584/
obo-9780195396584-0251.xml (accessed: January 19, 2025). For additions, especially to non-English 
literature, it is also worth referring to International Medieval Bibliography Online, Leeds, https://www.
brepols.net/series/imb-o (accessed: January 19, 2025).

2	 This is an excerpt of Chapter VI of my monograph Męskie, żeńskie w średniowiecznej poezji kobiet w ję-
zyku oksytańskim [Masculine, Feminine in Medieval Occitan Women’s Poetry], Kraków 2025.
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the Latin West, differently in Byzantium, differently still in the Arab world), or class 
(the masculinity of the elite was not the masculinity of the popular classes). Claude 
Thomasset’s observation about the nature of masculinity in the Middle Ages—and 
the possible commonality of different models of masculinity—is primarily that it 
was rooted in earlier models and mythologies:

Masculinity in the Middle Ages, this power coming from somewhere else, a way of behaviour, 
an appearance that transcends the male sex, that adds something to each of the actions of 
some people, must be rooted in some mythology, must refer to some pattern consciously 
or unconsciously revered.3

Mythologies have indeed played, and continue to play, a significant role in shap
ing models of masculinity. One such mythology was created and sought to embody 
chivalry; troubadours also originated from this mythology. It will therefore be indi
spensable to trace briefly the development of models of chivalric masculinity.

Maurice Keen characterizes chivalry as “a way of life in which we can discern 
these three essential facets, the military, the noble and the religious.”4 Each of these 
levels or strands mentioned by Keen in some way engages and produces a specific 
model of masculinity as it is itself an already existing mythology on the basis of 
which another, new mythology is superimposed.

Seeing chivalry as an ethos means that it should be perceived through certain 
values. Duby lists four main factors that shape the chivalric ethics: loyauté [loyalty], 
prouesse [valor], largesse [generosity] and courtoisie [courtliness].5 To this set, Keen 
adds a fifth virtue: franchise [freedom].6 This does not mean, however, that the birth 
of the figure of the Knight was a sudden event, nor that the ideal of chivalry, once 
established, was not subject to further mutations. In fact, it was a process that lasted 
for several centuries, during which the specific identity of this social group was first 
forged and then transformed. The chivalric ethos was a key element of this identity, 
while shifts in emphasis from some values to others, as well as the incorporation of 
new ones, were important elements of its transformations. Any kind of transforma‑
tion of chivalric identity and values, in turn, inevitably had to entail changes in the 
dominant models of masculinity.

The social and military transformation from which Western European chivalry 
was born took place in a short period of time, about a hundred years in the late 10th 
and early 11th centuries. Duby called this process a “feudal revolution [révolution 
féodale],” acknowledging that while it “had a slow course,” it nevertheless represented 

3	 A History of Virility, ed. A. Corbin, J. Courtine, G. Vigarello, New York 2016. Polish translation in 
C. Thomasset, “Mężczyzna średniowieczny, siła i krew”, in Historia męskości, vol. 1: Od starożytności 
do oświecenia. Wymyślanie męskości, ed. G. Vigarello, transl. T. Stróżyński, Gdańsk 2020, p. 125. If not 
stated otherwise, translations are my own.

4	 M. Keen, Chivalry, New Haven 1984, p. 17.
5	 G. Duby, Guillaume le Maréchal ou le meilleur chevalier du monde, Paris 1986, pp. 86–90.
6	 Keen, Chivalry, p. 2.
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an “unstoppable transformation of the means of production” that gave seniors potes-
tas.7 While Bournazel and Poly agree on the factuality of the new feudal system, 
they explicitly point to the evolutionary nature of its formation, acknowledging that 
a more appropriate term to describe it would be “feudal mutation.”8

These changes primarily entailed a structural transformation of the aristocratic 
stratum. Within this framework the traditional tribal aristocracy, whose duties were 
limited to the military defence of the ruler’s interests and the establishment of a force 
that waged war on his behalf, lost importance. At the expense of this group, with its 
limited ability to adapt to the new conditions, power began to be gained by that part 
of the social elite which focused as much on waging war as on the economy of the soil, 
since its power flowed not only from symbolic sources, but also from economic ones.

As a side effect of these transformations, another part of the aristocratic stratum 
emerged. This group, consisting mostly of “young bachelors with only their swords, 
good birth and the love of adventure instilled in them in the process of upbringing,”9 
which for this reason was also referred to as jovenes [youths], soon began to chal‑
lenge their increasingly wealthy seniors, attempting to emulate and even surpass 
their lifestyles, hoping to demonstrate the kind of merit that would allow them to 
join the mighty group.10 This process solidified the internal cohesion and identity 
of chivalry, while the jovenes became the core of the group and the main exponents 
of its ideology, including the ideology of masculinity.

However, roughly around the same time starting around 1050, another process 
took place—a consequence of both the feudal revolution and a change in the teach‑
ing of the Roman Church—which led to changes in the perception of masculinity 
in the Middle Ages: according to J. A. McNamara’s terminology, this was “the re‑
structuring of the gender system.”11 These changes played out primarily within the 
clergy, but indirectly affected all men across medieval societies.

When the Church reform movement began at the Cluny Abbey in the late 
10th century, the papacy saw it as an opportunity to rebuild authority and centralise 
power. This led to an increase in the importance of monks in the church hierarchy, 
and consequently to the gradual “monasticisation of the clergy.”12 The introduction 
of strict celibacy laws along the lines of monastic regulations was one of the most 
important elements of this process, aimed at eliminating Nicolaism and preserving 
the administrative, proprietary and moral integrity of the Church. In the secular 
world, meanwhile, there was an increasing emphasis on the indissolubility of mar‑
riage, which entailed new modes of governance, especially in the world of chivalry. 

7	 G. Duby, Les trois ordres ou l’imaginaire du féodalisme, Paris 1978, pp. 214–215.
8	 Zob. J.-P. Poly, E. Bournazel, Mutation féodale (Xe–XIIe siècles), Paris 1980.
9	 Keen, Chivalry, p. 29.
10	 Duby, Les trois ordres, p. 228.
11	 J.A. McNamara, “The Herrenfrage: Restructuring the Gender System, 1050–1150”, in Medieval Mas

culinities: Regarding Men in the Middle Ages, ed. C. Lees, Minneapolis and London 1994, p. 3.
12	 Ibid., p. 7.
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This new sexual ethic was a key factor in building new models of medieval mascu‑
linity, according to McNamara.

However, the order established in the 11th century was not immutable. In the 
case of chivalry, “the ideal of masculinity—apart from certain rigors contained in 
codes of honour—was quite fluid”13 while further social changes developed new 
ways of being a man. In turn, since literature was an exponent of the idea of chiv‑
alry, its successive forms reflect the transformations of this social group. Reflecting 
these evolutions are the models of masculinity presented by the protagonists of two 
classic chivalric narratives: Roland, the protagonist of La Chanson de Roland, and 
Guilhem, the protagonist of Le Roman de Flamenca. The two modes of embody‑
ing masculinity represented by them can be described as knightly masculinity and 
courtly masculinity.

The masculinity of the knight was the masculinity of Roland—battle-hardened 
and brave, pious and unswervingly loyal to the suzerain, but unworldly, basically 
uninterested in either women or the conduct of social life in peacetime. The ele‑
ments of the narrative that would allow the reconstruction of the knightly model of 
masculinity are, moreover, very perfunctory. From the description of his physicality 
only the most general qualities can be derived, specifying strength, athleticism and 
resistance to pain and wounds. In terms of non-corporeal values, on the other hand, 
three build Roland’s knightly masculinity: courage, loyalty and piety.

The entire text of the Song of Roland does not reveal to the reader a single word 
or a single thought of Roland that does not concern war or eternal life. He is a bel-
lator in the full sense of the word—his every deed is subordinated to war being the 
only sanction of his existence. Roland embodied an ethos that, by its very defini‑
tion, is a narrative about archaic times, and it seems that already at the time of the 
epic’s composition it was understood in this way. At the same time, the world of 
Chanson de Roland reflects the social changes that led to the rise of chivalry. The 
world of Roland is also a world of gender restructuring: women are almost absent 
from it, while one can perceive in it a certain special homosocial community, Kame
radschaft, that unites men—representatives of the chivalric state: living and dying 
together in battle was perhaps the strongest element that cemented the identity of 
chivalry in its early stages.

A period of peace in the 12th century in almost all of Western Europe, and in the 
Midi in particular, punctuated only by crusades and local conflicts among the aristoc‑
racy, quickly resolved, led to a situation in which the bellatores’ role—the war—gave 
way to economics: managing the land in such a way as to bring in even more income. 
The enrichment of chivalry through this agricultural production did not cancel the 
social function of this group, but it certainly changed the previous ways of spend‑
ing leisure time. In addition, the value and availability of education increased—it 
became important, on the one hand, as an aid in the effective management of the 

13	 Ł. Skoczylas, “Hegemoniczna męskość i dywidenda patriarchatu. O społecznej teorii płci kulturowej 
Raewyn Connell”, Refleksje 4 (2011), p. 16.
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feudal domain, and on the other hand, it made it possible to satisfy social demands 
for knowledge of culture and customs. It was then that the full-scale culture of the 
courts was formed; this entailed a situation in which courtoisie began to dominate 
over other values inherent in the chivalric ethos.

Courtly masculinity thus constituted something more, for it required of the knight 
not only the classical virtues associated with military function and fief dependen‑
cies, but also the ability to function within the complex web of courtly relationships 
and conventions—both towards men and women. The model of such masculinity 
would thus be Guilhem de Nevers, the hero of Flamenca.

As many as 182 verses of the novel are devoted to Guilhem’s portrait. Detailed 
descriptions are divided into the following sections: physical appearance, education, 
family and property, fighting skills, social and literary competence, piety, generosity 
and hospitality. Comparison of the length and content of these sections certainly 
makes it possible to visualize the changes that have occurred in the model of chiv‑
alric masculinity in the 200 years between the time of the composition of Chanson 
de Roland and Flamenca:

Guilhem de Nevers’ portrait in numbers

Theme Number of verses

Introduction (comparisons to literary characters) 22

Physical appearance 43

Education 10

Family and property 31

Fighting skills 3

Social and literary competence 37

Piety 2

Generosity and hospitality 24

Thus, the knight’s appearance, family and property, and social life skills (includ‑
ing his generosity and hospitality) are described most extensively. Guilhem’s bravery 
is described briefly, his piety even marginally. Not a single word is devoted to the 
hero’s loyalty by the author of Flamenca. This is a colossal change from the model 
set by Roland.

Courtly masculinity did not replace knightly masculinity, but transformed it. 
Nor did it embrace all representatives of chivalry, although its diffusion from the 
courts of the mighty to the jovenes was certainly not inconsiderable in the degree to 
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which it was propagated. Keen points out that “the same pressures, and the same as‑
pirations—those of young men on the fringes of aristocratic society, with careers to 
make or mar—are reflected in the amorous poetry of Southern French troubadours.”14 
Troubadours were a product of these transformations and at the same time they ap‑
pealed to various elements of the dominant models of masculinity to varying de‑
grees. Tracing these appeals may make it possible to isolate what should be called 
troubadouresque masculinity.

The games and masculinity of the troubadours

Heers points out that “usually, a festival is undoubtedly an occasion for the affirma‑
tion of social values; in one way or another, it is always an occasion to express their 
triumph.”15 Clearly, ludic events in the broadest sense—festivals, games and jousts—
also served to educate and sustain the ideology of chivalry as a social stratum. Given 
the rich literature on the subject, I will skip here a description of the role of games 
in the formation of chivalry, moving straight to a discussion of the ways in which 
ludicity influenced the troubadours’ understanding of masculinity.

Although the vast majority of Occitan poets were minor knights, especially un‑
married and young jovenes, in fact they came from all states and social classes: from 
peasants (e.g. Marcabru, although it should be borne in mind that in his case this may 
only be a biographical legend), through minor knights, great aristocrats (Guilhem 
de Peitieus, Alberto Malaspina), clergy (Folquet de Marselha, Monk of Montaudon) 
to suzerains (Richard I the Lionheart, King Alfonso II of Aragon). Despite these dif‑
ferences, the troubadours, always operating within a specific discourse whose order 
was determined by courtly love [fin’amor] and the pursuit of Joy [joi], had to define 
their masculine identity in relation to it, forming a certain cultural community.

An interesting question is how this aspect of trobar affects the construction of 
the troubadouresque model of masculinity, in other words: how the troubadours 
defined and positioned themselves as men in relation to this phenomenon. Ludic‑
ity is as much a feature of the troubadours’ poetic language as it is a characteristic 
of their social environment.16 The increase in its importance as a component of 
chivalry is associated with the transformation of the feudal system. This means 
that, for example, the world of Roland is not yet imbued with the spirit of the game, 
unlike the world of Guilhem de Nevers and Flamenca, although it is not completely 
devoid of this element either:

14	 Keen, Chivalry, p. 53.
15	 J. Heers, Fêtes, jeux et joutes dans les sociétés d’Occident à la fin du Moyen Âge, Paris 1971, p. 13.
16	 On the ludic culture of the troubadours, see M. Sawczuk, “Flamenca i Radość Gry w świecie trubadu‑

rów”, Terminus 24 (2022), no. 3, pp. 259–286, and R. Boase, The Origin and Meaning of Courtly Love: 
A Critical Study of European Scholarship, Manchester 1977, pp. 103–107.
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Sur palies blancs siedent cil cevaler,
As tables juent pur els esbaneier
E as eschecs li plus saive e li veill,
E escremissent cil bacheler leger.

On white carpets those knights have sate them down,
At the game-boards to pass an idle hour;—
Chequers the old, for wisdom most renowned,
While fence the young and lusty bachelours.17

Worth noting in this passage is the nature of both games. Both dueling—knightly 
training that later evolved into a more ritualized tournament—and chess, express‑
ing the spirit of military strategy, are forms of pretending or imitating war. Equally 
important is their division according to age—while young men, whose greatest val‑
ue is physical strength, fight with swords, old men, already devoid of this strength 
but experienced, self-improve in tactics on the imaginary conventional battlefield 
of the chessboard.

Although both the game of chess and the tournament certainly express the spirit 
of knightly masculinity, they still operate at the level of the concrete—they are forms 
of leisure, self-improvement and signs of belonging to a particular social stratum. 
The innovation of courtly masculinity and its product—that is, the troubadours—is 
that trobar goes beyond the representation of reality, either creatively using ludic 
everyday life in descriptions of games and pastimes—which are always a pretext for 
talking about something else—or itself becoming a system of games, primarily lin‑
guistic and intertextual. At the same time, the troubadour’s involvement in the game 
usually requires him to have those skills and qualities that in the world of chivalry 
are valued and expected in men.

This almost intuitive connection between game and trobar, with both the use 
of everyday concreteness and references to the male model, is noted by Huizinga:

That the love-court was a poetic playing at justice with, however, a certain practical valid‑
ity, accords well enough with the customs of Languedoc in the 12th century. What we are 
dealing with is the polemical and casuistic approach to love-questions, and in play-form.… 
the theme is the dilemmas of love, and the purpose of the “court” or contest is to keep up 
the current code of honour and hence the reputations of the plaintiffs or defendants. The 
procedure in the love-courts was to imitate the regular lawsuit as closely as possible with 
demonstrations by analogy, the use of precedents, etc. Several of the genres found in the 
poetry of the Troubadours are closely related to the amatory plea, such as the castiamen-
rebuke, the tenzone-dispute, the partimen-antiphonal song, the joc partit-game of question 
and answer (whence the English word “jeopardy”). At the bottom of all these is neither the 

17	 La Chanson de Roland, ed. I. Short, Paris 1990, p. 35. For English translation: Song of Roland, transl. 
C. Kenneth Scott-Moncrieff, London 1919.
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lawsuit proper, nor a free poetic impulse, nor even social diversion pure and simple, but 
the age-old struggle for honour in matters of love.18

The role of games in shaping the model of troubadouresque masculinity can be 
seen as early as by the first troubadour, Guilhem of Poitiers. The case of the Duke of 
Aquitaine is interesting not only because he initiated this great literary movement, 
but also because he provides us with evidence of the transition from the traditional 
Roland-type knightly model to the courtly paradigm represented by Guilhem de Nev‑
ers’ protagonist Flamenca. The Duke of Aquitaine situates himself between these two 
dimensions: he is characterised by the elements of both the warrior and the court
ier, but he does not explicitly refer to either model, nor does he fully realize them.

Since the poet in question was still active in the 11th and early 12th centuries— 
a period when the idea of chivalry had only just taken its final shape—it is difficult to 
speak here of courtois of the kind we know from the texts of the troubadours of the 

“golden age”. The fin’amor of the Duke of Aquitaine is not fin in the sense that it has 
much more knightly unchivalrousness than courtly subtlety—however neither does it 
ignore women as objects of love, or even as partners, nor does it reduce them to a mere 
background role. Bec concludes that “of the eleven surviving works [by Guilhem], five 
fall into the vulgar-obscene register, one into the humorous-burlesque register (the 
poetics of nonsense), and finally four (plus another unusual text whichseems to be 
a farewell to the world), unlike the previous ones, betray the first poetic manifestations 
of fin’amor.”19 Guilhem lies between the simple “affirmation of masculinity combined 
with military courage,”20 and the complex ideology of love characteristic of the later trou‑
badours, just as between chivalrous and courtly masculinity. This is why “unkemptness” 
seems to be the best epithet to describe the love discourse of the Duke of Aquitaine.

Guilhem’s characteristic poetic procedure was ironic language. It reflected the 
attitude of the troubadours towards traditional chivalry of the kind represented by 
Roland, and expressing the moral rigour of a theology controlled by the clergy, with 
which chivalry was in a state of natural tension related to occupying a similar place 
and, consequently, competing on the rungs of the feudal ladder. This way of producing 
poetic expression deeply reflects the culture of the courts as such, with its most impor‑
tant components, among which games and entertainment occupy a prominent place.

The deepest and most deeply rooted level of manifestation of games and amuse‑
ments in the troubadour world is the fusion of joi and joc, to which a certain amount 
of research literature has already been devoted.21 In the context of masculinity, such 

18	 J. Huizinga, Homo ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Culture, London 1980, p. 125. In the first 
sentence, the author refers to the concept of so-called cours d’amour, or poetic equivalents of knightly 
tournaments; today this concept is considered to be entirely fictional. However, this does not change 
the fact that casuistic games involving attacking and defending a given view, or judging between two 
possibilities, constitute the bulk of the corpus of troubadour texts, with the genres mentioned by the 
author of Homo ludens at the head.

19	 P. Bec, Burlesque et obscénité chez les troubadours. Le contre-text au Moyen Âge, Paris 1984, p. 25.
20	 A History of Virility, p. 136.
21	 C. Camproux, Le Joy d’amor des troubadours, Montpellier, 1965.
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a reading of the phenomenon of Joi allows one to see the relationship between sexual 
vitality—an important sign of chivalrous strength—and knowledge of the ludic rules 
of courtly love discourse in its entirety. This relationship is reflected directly in the 
Duke of Aquitaine’s canso [Ben vuelh que sapchon li pluzor…]:

Eu conosc ben sen e folor,
e conosc anta et onor,
et ai ardiment e paor;
e si-m partetz un joc d’amor,
	 Non soi tan fatz
Non sapcha triar lo melhor
	 D’entre-ls malvatz.
		  (vv. 8–14)

I know wisdom and foolishness well,
and I know shame and honour
and I have both fear and courage;
and if you propose a love-game
I am not so fatuous
that I can’t tell the best one
among the mediocre.22

Bec comments on this passage:

The image of a game, so common in goliards and troubadours (in the semantic and pho‑
netic relationship joi : joc/joi) appears here for the first time in a work (poetic game/ erotic 
game). The expression is also a likely allusion to joc partit, a genre whose first surviving 
examples appeared at the earliest fifty years after Guilhem IX’s death.23

The ludic references in the cited cobla indicate that, on the one hand, the cul‑
ture of game and play, including poetic play, was to some extent developed in the 
time of the Duke of Aquitaine, and, on the other hand, that Guilhem was already 
semantically aware of the relationship between joi and joc. This allows us to as‑
sume that from the very beginning of trobar, the game was inscribed in the model 
of the troubadour not only as one of many means of courtly entertainment, but 
above all as a lifestyle, and, consequently, the expression of his own masculin‑
ity. This superstructure of ludic subtleties and nuances on a foundation of military 
vitality and fanfare is increasingly evident in the subsequent coblas of the piece:

22	 A. Jeanroy, Les chansons de Guillaume X, duc d’Aquitaine (1071–1121), Paris 1913, p. 13. For English 
translation: Guilliem de Peitieu, I would well like most people to know, http://trobar.org/troubadours/
coms_de_peiteu/guilhen_de_peiteu_06.php (accessed: February 18, 2025).

23	 Bec, Burlesque et obscénité, p. 29.
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Qu’ieu sai jogar sobre coissi
	  a totz tocatz;
mas ne sai de nulh mon vezi
	 qual qe-n vejatz.
		  (vv. 25–28)

when it comes to board-playing
for every fret
I know more than any of my neighbours
no matter what you see me trying.

The metaphor of the game, previously still ambiguous, here acquires quite an erotic 
character. Guilhem’s boast is also not lacking, although it is a statement quite different 
in tone and meaning from his boasting from [Farai un vers, pos mi sonelh…]. First 
of all, it is not a literal boast, some form of hypertrophy of masculinity, but a phrase 
based on a gradual shift between three meanings: a dice game, a poetic game and 
an erotic game. Regardless of the nature of the Duke of Aquitaine’s statement, it is of 
considerable importance for the construction of the image of his masculinity: trobar, 
like tournament duels and other public games, is an occasion for self-affirmation 
and marking one’s political and sexual supremacy.24

In the following coblas there is a climax, both semantically and erotically.

Que jogav’a un joc grosser
que-m fo trop bos al cap primer
	 tro fo entaulatz;
quan gardei, non m’ac plus mester,
	 si-m fo camjatz.

Mas ela-m dis un reprover:
Don, vostre datz son menuder
et ieu revit vos a dobler!
Fis m’ieu: Qui’m dava Montpesler
	 Non er laissatz!
E levei un pauc son tauler
	 Ab ambs mos bratz.

E quan l’aic levat lo tauler
	 espeis los datz:
E-l dui foron cairat valer,
	 E-l tetrz plombatz.

24	 H. Carvalhal, I. dos Guimarães Sà, “Knightly Masculinity, Court Games and Material Culture in Late-me‑
dieval Portugal: The Case of Constable Alfonso (c. 1480–1504)”, Gender and History 28 (2016), no. 2, p. 394.
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E fi-ls ben ferir al tauler,
	 e fon jogatz.
		  (vv. 45–62)

when I was playing for a big stake
and the preliminaries were all in my favour
until the game was laid out:
when I looked at it, it wasn’t of any use anymore,
it had changed on me.

But she reproached me:
“Sir, your dice are small”
“And I will double the stakes:”
Said I “Even if they gave me Montpellier,
I wouldn’t resign!”
And I lifted her board a little
with both arms.

And after having lifted the board,
I threw the dice,
and the first two were good points
and the third was loaded.

And I had it hit the board well,
and it was game.

One of Guilhem’s more interesting procedures in the quoted passage is the 
ambiguity of the word tauler, used for poetic imagery, which means both “table 
[for playing]” and “apron.”25 This is not a sophisticated metaphor, of course, but 
it is done with the full awareness of both the poet and the recipient: the trouba‑
dour directly foreshadows the “game for a big stake”, which is a description of 
sexual impotence and its overcoming. The phallic allusions in the description 
of the dice, “two light and even, one loaden”, and their rolling after the “table/
apron” is lifted, are more than clear. The statement loses none of its ironic per‑
spective, equally important in the construction of the troubadouresque model of 
masculinity.

Another ludic theme, taken directly from the life of chivalry—the game of chess—
was used by Bernat d’Auriac in [S’ieu agues tan de saber e de sen…], using similar 
allusive literary procedures as the Duke of Aquitaine:

25	 Bec, Burlesque et obscénité, p. 30.
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Aisso-n volgra, ses mal entendamen,
ab ma domna jogar en sa maison
un joc d’escacs, ses autre companhon
que non s’anes del joc entremeten,
e qu’ieu-l disses un escac sotilmen
en descubert, car plus bel joc series.
Pero volgra, car sa onor volria,
que quand fora nostre joc afinatz,
qu’eu remazes del joc vencutz e matz.
		  (vv. 19–27)

I would like — don’t misunderstand me —
to play with my Lady, in her home,
a game of chess, without anyone else,
who might interfere with our game,
and I would like to lose to her discreetly,
unnoticed, into this most beautiful of games;
But I would also like to, since it owes its triumph to me,
when our game is over, give her check and mate. 26

In both Guilhem de Peitieus’ and Bernat d’Auriac’s texts, a similar pattern can 
be observed: in order to win, the troubadour must first lose. Thus, the game is 
a reflection of an erotic situation characteristic of fin’amor, in which the Knight, in 
order to win the Lady and consummate a relationship with her, agrees to humili‑
ation, which is, as it were, to draw the woman into a trap. This trap is, in the case 
of the Duke of Aquitaine, temporary sexual impotence, while in Bernat’s case it is 
submission to a chess game, which will find its revenge no longer in a board game, 
but in an erotic one. The chess metaphor is thus on point here, not only because 
of the importance of this pastime to chivalric education and leisure activities at 
the courts, but also because of the rules of the game itself, in which it is not un‑
common to have to sacrifice the queen—the strongest figure—in order to win the 
game. Similarly, troubadours sacrifice some part of their masculine pride in order 
to eventually, through a series of gestures and rhetoric, win over a woman and thus 
achieve joi, and in the process give the necessary evidence of masculinity to gain rec‑
ognition in the chivalrous world.

It should also be added that similar, erotic-folkoric imagery of chess-playing—
though with an emphasis on a woman’s, not a man’s, joy—appears in Flamenca, in 
a scene of a meeting between Guilhem’s two comrades-jongleurs and Flamenca’s 
two court ladies:

26	 Ibid., p. 46.
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	 E poissas ne mena
Cascuna-l sieu: Ot ac Elis,
De Margarida fon Claris.
Van s’en els bains per deportar
E podon la-s ben solassar.
Cambras y a bonas e bellas
Don ja non cal eissir punzellas
Oimais Alis ni Margarida,
Si-s volon, car gen las evida
Jovens et Amors de son joc.
E pos n’an aizina ni luec,
Fera-l, so-m cug, ben mal laissar;
Al mein lo pogron ben taular
E per aventura-l jugueron.
Conssi que fos, tan gasaneron
Ques amix han bos e cortes;

…
Et aissi lur gaugz entiers.
		  (vv. 6448–6483)

and then each took
her own: Otto had Alice,
Clari belonged to Marguerite.
They went to the baths for their pleasure
and there they could amuse themselves.
There were nicely appointed chambers there
which they would not have to leave as girls
henceforth, neither Alice nor Marguerite,
if they wished, for charmingly Youth
and Love invited them to play their game.
Since they had both place and opportunity,
it would be wrong, I think, if they gave up;
at least, they could take the first steps
and, with good fortune, finish the game.
As it was, their winnings would be great
for they had good and courtly partners;

…
and this was the full pact they made. 27

27	 Flamenca, ed. F. Zufferey, transl. V. Fasseur, Paris 2014. For English translation: The Romance of Fla-
menca, transl. E.D. Blodgett, London 1995.
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As Carvalhal and Guimarães Sà point out, “courtly games provided opportuni‑
ties to compete with other men and reaffirm one’s masculinity in a setting where 
visions of masculinity often included imagined enemies as well.”28 This phrase is 
true both of tournaments or other games of a strictly military nature and of show‑
downs of a literary nature—with the only caveat being that this imagined enemy 
of the troubadour was not only the lauzengier, “the one who would interfere with 
the game” of Bernat d’Auriac’s canso, but also the Lady herself—at the same time 
his greatest friend.

Caillois notes that the essence of the game “…is therefore always a question of 
a rivalry which hinges on a single quality (speed, endurance, strength, memory, skill, 
ingenuity, etc.), exercised, within defined limits and without outside assistance, in 
such a way that the winner appears to be better than the loser in a certain category 
of exploits”29; at the same time, their goal is primarily pleasure, enjoyed by all playing 
parties. In the world of troubadours, this pleasure takes the particularly important 
and appreciated form of joi. This is why one can venture to say that trobar expresses 
a phenomenon that should be described as the Joy of Play—satisfaction of the joi 
from engaging in a series of rhetorical games, played out through poetic creation 
and the playing out of literary fin’amor scenarios.

Both the irony of the troubadours and their Joy of the Play appeal to that of the 
chivalric values least often referred to in literature—franchise. Ernst Robert Curtius, 
in his sketch on the chivalric ethos, noted that.

The peculiar charm of the chivalric ethos consists precisely in fluctuation between many 
ideals, some of them closely related, some diametrically opposed. The possibility of this 
free interplay, of freedom to move within a rich and manifold world of values, must have 
been an inner stimulus to the courtly poets.30

In the context of the role of ludicity in the formation of the troubadours’ model 
of masculinity and appreciation of freedom, it is also necessary to mention their 
ambivalent attitude towards jongleurs. After all, the joglar is another ludic figure 
with whom the concept of play is immanent in its structure. On the one hand, poets 
treated itinerant minstrels with disdain, if not contempt, because of their inferior 
social position and the fact that they were mere artisans, performing, transmitting 
and distributing the texts of trobar artists. On the other hand, the jongleurs were 
that link of oral transmission without which the troubadours would not have been 
able to function on such a scale in courtly culture. Moreover, they enjoyed freedom 
which the troubadours apparently envied and sought to aspire to. This can be seen 
in the satirical tenso between Uguet the troubadour and Reculaire the jongleur:

28	 Carvalhal, dos Guimarães Sà, “Knightly Masculinity”, p. 398.
29	 R. Caillois, Man, Play and Games, transl. M. Barash, Chicago 2001, p. 14.
30	 E.R. Curtius, European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages, transl. W.R. Trask, Princeton 2013, p. 535.



Michał Sawczuk388

Scometre-us vol, Reculaire:
pois vestirs no-us dura gaire,
de paubretat etz confraire
als bons homes de Leun;
mas de fe no-m semblatz un,
que vos etz fols e jugaire,
e de putans cortejaire.

N’Uguet, auzit ai retraire
Qu’uns temps er, so m’es vejaire,
que l’aurfres e-l gris e-l vaire
n’iran ab lo fum tot un;
per qu’ieu non ai mon estrun
en aver, dont sui burlaire
e chascuns degr’aissi faire.
		  (vv. 1–14)

I challenge you, Reculaire;
Since your clothes don’t last long,
you are a brother in poverty
To the Poor of Lyon.
But you don’t seem like one in belief
for you are a fool and a gambler,
and a suitor of whores.

Sir Uguet, I have heard it said
that at one time, as it seems to me,
orphrey, grey squirrel fur, and vair
will go up in smoke altogether
That is why I do not set my mind
on wealth, which I mock,
and everyone should do the same.31

In the quoted tenso, the troubadour appears as “a defender of the established 
social and moral order, reproaching the jongleur for his disorderly life.”32 This 
one, in turn, perhaps associated with the Waldenses (“Poor of Lyon”), rejects the 
accumulation of wealth, both by the chivalric state and the clergy, while indulg
ing in pastimes that by no means make his poverty an evangelical poverty. From 

31	 Bec, Burlesque et obscenité, p. 32. For English translation: N’Uguet, Reculaire, I challenge you, Reculaire, 
http://trobar.org/troubadours/1-hit/reculaire.php (accessed: February 18, 2025).

32	 Ibid., p. 31.
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Uguet’s words, we learn that Reculaire, following the example of Rutebeuf—another 
medieval poet who made freedom an important element of poetic self-presenta‑
tion—pawned his coat in order to have money for gambling, to which the jongleur 
responds as follows:

N’Uguet, ben sai, s’ieu moria,
qu’atretan me-n portaria
so’l plus rics reis que-l mon sia;
per qu–ieu sec mas volontatz,
e jogui ab los tres datz,
e pren ab los cons paria,
et ab bon vin, on que sia.
		  (vv. 22–28)

Sir Uguet, I know well that if I were to die,
I would take with me
as much as the richest king in the world.
So I follow my inclination,
and I play with the three dice,
and take my pleasures with pussy
and with good wine, wherever it may be.

Surprisingly, it may be that it is the life of a jongleur, not a troubadour, that is 
much more in line with the model proposed by Guilhem de Poitiers. Reculaire 
pawns his possessions, indulges in worldly pleasures and despises the accumulation 
of wealth—he represents franchise, freedom and independence, which for chivalry 
was often an unattainable ideal due to social conditioning.33

Although the tenso is ultimately non-conclusive—both the troubadour and the 
jongleur insist on their points—it seems that the latter’s argument, coinciding with 
the chivalric idea of largesse, is more convincing than the former’s unexpected ref‑
erence to fin’amor:

Reculaire, ieu son drutz
de tal, si dir o ausava
qu’es la genser qu’om mentava.

33	 The longing for the jongleur’s lifestyle made some troubadours, although coming from a chivalrous 
background, eager to abandon their settled lifestyle and, following their example, wander, whether 
following their patron, like Raimbaut de Vacqueiras, or making journeys from court to court entirely 
on their own, like Cercamon, whose very nickname—“the Strider”—indicates his “nomadic” nature. 
See R. Nelli, Ecrivains anti-conformistes du Moyen Âge Occitan, vol. II: Hérétiques et politiques, Paris 
1991.
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N’Uguet, et ieu vauc si nutz
que si laire m’encontrava
no-m tolria si no-m dava.
		  (vv. 43–48)

Reculaire, I am the lover
of one, if I dare say so,
who is the noblest ever spoken of.

And I, Sir Uguet, am so despoiled,
that if a thief met me,
he wouldn’t take but what he gave me.

The three elements, therefore: an ironic perspective, an appreciation of free‑
dom and a commitment to games, form what Dragonetti described as the esprit 
de jonglerie:

One of the fundamental dimensions of court literature was the spirit of “jonglerie” that 
animated it from the 11th to at least the end of the 13th century and made poetic language 
the magic tool of all mirrors that reflect their own story.
Thus, the development of vernacular language, the flowering of which was made present in 
the element of rhythm and music, is accompanied by a kind of merriment, where laughter 
revolves from swagger through buffoonery to mockery or persiflage, while language does 
not waive its rights to the power of play and joy that it creates.34

It seems that this spirit, which infiltrated the world of chivalry from the com‑
mune, is the addition that creates the troubadouresque masculinity on the basis 
of chivalric and courtly masculinities. The world of chivalry did not require se‑
riousness in all walks of life, but it did place certain limits, set by its traditional 
functions (war, defence of the faith, loyalty to the senior) and the courtly super‑
structure (and therefore the ability to function in the cultural community). The 
fortune of the troubadours was to have the special tools of poetry and music to 
build some distance from these boundaries and to draw as much as possible 
from what they valued most: the joi and joven. I purposely do not write about 
transgressions and subversions, because the Occitan poets themselves co-cre‑
ated this system; however, the spirit of the jovenes expressed through literature 
was the component of their masculine identity that allowed them to distinguish 
themselves from the rest of the chivalry and aristocracy and create what, follow‑
ing Foucault, can be called a “society of the discourse.” Ludicity, permanently 

34	 R. Dragonetti, Le gai savoir dans la rhétorique courtoise. Flamenca et Jaufre de Poitiers, Paris 1982, p. 13.
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present alongside the troubadours, became a significant part of their model of 
masculinity.

Bibliography

Sources

Flamenca, ed. F. Zufferey, transl. V. Fasseur, Paris 2014.
La Chanson de Roland, ed. I. Short, Paris 1990.
Song of Roland, transl. Ch. K. Scott-Moncrieff, London 1919.

References

Bec, P., Burlesque et obscénité chez les troubadours. Le contre-text au Moyen Âge, Paris 1984.
Boase, R., The Origin and Meaning of Courtly Love: A Critical Study of European Scholarship, 

Manchester 1977.
Caillois, R., Man, Play and Games, transl. M. Barash, Chicago 2001.
Camproux, C., Le Joy d’amor des troubadours, Montpellier 1965.
Carvalhal, H., dos Guimarães Sà I., “Knightly Masculinity, Court Games and Material Culture 

in Late-medieval Portugal: The Case of Constable Alfonso (c. 1480–1504)”, Gender and 
History 28 (2016), no. 2, pp. 387–400.

Curtius, E.R., European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages, transl. W.R. Trask, Princeton 2013.
Dragonetti, R., Le gai savoir dans la rhétorique courtoise. Flamenca et Jaufre de Poitiers, Paris 1982.
Duby, G., Guillaume le Maréchal ou le meilleur chevalier du monde, Paris 1986.
Duby, G., Les trois ordres ou l’imaginaire du féodalisme, Paris 1978.
Heers, J., Fêtes, jeux et joutes dans les sociétés d’Occident à la fin du Moyen Âge, Paris 1971.
A History of Virility, ed. A. Corbin, J. Courtine, G. Vigarello, New York 2016; Polish transl. His-

toria męskości, vol. 1: Od starożytności do oświecenia. Wymyślanie męskości, ed. G. Vigarello, 
transl. T. Stróżyński, Gdańsk 2020.

Huizinga, J., Homo ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Culture, London 1980.
International Medieval Bibliography Online, Leeds, Brepols, https://www.brepols.net/series/

imb-o (accessed: January 19, 2025).
Jeanroy, A., Les chansons de Guillaume IX, duc d’Aquitaine (1071–1121), Paris 1913.
Keen, M., Chivalry, New Haven 1984.
McNamara, J.A., “The Herrenfrage: Restructuring the Gender System, 1050–1150”, in Medi-

eval Masculinities: Regarding Men in the Middle Ages, ed. C. Lees, Minneapolis and London 
1994, pp. 3–30.

Murray, J., “Masculinity and Male Sexuality in the Middle Ages”, in Oxford Bibliography On-
line in Medieval Studies, https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-
9780195396584/obo-9780195396584-0251.xml (accessed: January 19, 2025).



Michał Sawczuk392

Nelli, R., Ecrivains anti-conformistes du Moyen Âge Occitan, vol. 2: Hérétiques et politiques, 
Paris 1991.

Poly, J.-P., Bournazel E., Mutation féodale (Xe–XIIe siècles), Paris 1980.
The Romance of Flamenca, transl. E.D. Blodgett, London 1995.
Sawczuk, M., “Flamenca i Radość Gry w świecie trubadurów”, Terminus 24 (2022), no. 3, 

pp. 259–286.
Skoczylas, Ł., “Hegemoniczna męskość i dywidenda patriarchatu. O społecznej teorii płci kul‑

turowej Raewyn Connell”, Refleksje 4 (2011), pp. 11–18.

Michał Sawczuk
 	�niezależny/independent scholar
 	�michal.a.sawczuk[at]gmail.com
 	�https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3670-1111

Michał Sawczuk is a  romanist and a  medievalist, a  translator of medieval Romance literature. Awarded a  PhD 
in literary studies at the JU Doctoral School in Humanities, graduated from Inter-faculty Individual Studies in 
the Humanities (JU) and Medieval studies (Paris-Sorbonne). Recipient of the scholarships and research grants of 
MNiSW, NAWA and French government. His research interests include history and culture of Occitan linguistic 
domain, contemporary reception of medieval literature and neomedievalism. Most important publications: Męskie, 
żeńskie w średniowiecznej poezji kobiet w języku oksytańskim, Kraków 2025; “Ciało wobec dyskursu dwornego 
w średniowiecznej poezji kobiet języka oksytańskiego”, Pamiętnik Literacki 113 (2022), no. 2; “Chronologia, kalen-
darz i datowanie Roman de Flamenca – próba bilansu”, Terminus 25 (2023), no. 3.

This research received no specific funding.




