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The Romance of the Rose was one of the most important works of medieval
vernacular literature, exerting a profound impact on subsequent French literature
for the next two hundred years and influencing medieval English, Italian, and
Dutch literature as well. This study addresses the reception of the Rose by
French-speaking readers from the late thirteenth to the early fifteenth century. The
main emphasis is on a study of the manuscript tradition as a guide to the variety of
ways in which the poem was read, interpreted, and appreciated during this period.
Such evidence as readers’ annotations and glosses, textual variants and rewritings,
and manuscript illumination is used to construct a picture of the milieux in which
the Rose was read, the interests and concerns of its readers, and the different ways in
which they reacted to and reshaped the poem. The discussions of the manuscript
tradition are complemented by a detailed examination of the use of the Rose by two
important French writers of the fourteenth century: the monastic author
Guillaume de Deguilleville and the courtly poet Guillaume de Machaut.

The importance of the Rose has long been recognized, as have the interpretive
difficulties it presents. This is the first study, however, to examine systematically
the evidence of the manuscript tradition, offering analyses of individual versions of
the poem. It brings to light much previously unpublished material. It also
demonstrates the value of manuscript analysis for the study both of medieval
literature and of the ways in which the medieval audience read and interpreted
texts.
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