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Richard Coeur de Lyon is one of only three surviving Middle English narratives to directly address
the crusades as historical events. Of the two other extant texts, Godeffroy of Boloyne is a fairly straightforward
translation of its French source, and Capystranus has no apparent surviving precursor. Consequently, Richard
Coeur de Lyon is rather unique, in that its direct historical sources in Latin and Anglo-French are easily
identifiable (the Itinerarium Peregrinorum et gesta regis Ricardi and the Estoire de Guerre Sainte) and yet it
follows neither very closely at all. Moreover, its heroicising of Richard and wholesale rejection of foreigners,
both Christian and non-Christian, suggests the construction of a highly insular identity that contrasts
interestingly with a number of other Middle English texts, particularly those belonging to the Charlemagne
cycle. In the form that it has come down to us, however, it owes as much to fantasy as it does to history. This
paper seeks to disentangle some of these elements, contextualise them, and discuss the significance of what was
included, what was excluded, and what was invented.



Although the earliest extant text is incomplete, forcing editors to rely on later versions to compile a
complete narrative, the poem can still be profitably examined as a whole. Its apparent continued popularity over
time suggests a need for a shifting understanding of its significance. Examining the narrative strategies
employed with reference to the changing political situation in medieval England allows us to think critically
about the purpose of Richard Coeur de Lyon and its potential reception by various imagined English audiences.
Of particular interest is the interplay of fantasy and reality within the poem, and its reflection in crusade
chronicles, medieval epics, and Middle English romances. Not only how the fantastical elements manifest in the
narrative, but also to what extent they reflect the ambitions and fantasies of those politically, militarily, and
religiously empowered in medieval English society. Such texts have recently been described as “recovery
romances”, imaginary and surrogate reconquests of lost Christian lands and holy places, which is an intriguing
notion.

The intersection of fantasy and reality in crusade historiography has the potential to cast light on the
intent of medieval writers, the expectations of their patrons, their beliefs and their hopes. Where it is evident
that a fantasy narrative has been deliberately chosen that light is particularly bright.
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