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“In every movement of poetry, one figure usually emerges to embody the finest qualities of the group. Such a man was Bernart de Ventadorn” (Wilhelm 109). As a troubadour Bernart de Ventadorn was a very talented man who used his feelings and his life experiences to write his poetry. It is because of this that we are able to develop his biography. His honesty and willingness to share all in his text allows us to get to know the man Bernart de Ventadorn as well as use the poetry to learn about his life. 


The troubadours originated in Southern France and wrote most of their poetry in the Occitan language. They are known as traveling musicians who are always moving from court to court serving in many different places. As far as we know Bernart de Ventadorn only lived in four different courts during his lifetime, but that is still a considerable amount. The troubadours are also from many different backgrounds. There are some that come from poor families, such as Bernart, and others that come from nobility. It didn’t matter where you came from, it mattered that you had the talent needed. “…men of all classes met on equal terms, and where the chance of success was little if at all furthered by accidental advantages of birth” (Hueffer 53). It was because of their talents that they were warmly welcomed into the courts of princes and nobles, and were treated very well. “Without any distinct charge or office he partook of the liberality of his protector, half guest, half courtier, but without any of the irksome duties of the latter, and free to come and go where his wayward mood attracted him” (Hueffer 59). They were simply there to be the entertainment, and would sometimes even become like friends with their patrons. They were also often even given gifts that were quite large and extravagant. It all depended on the generosity of their protector. Therefore, they led a relatively easy life full of composing songs and lyrics and being entertainers. 


One of the most important aspects of being a troubadour is that of love, and something called “courtly love”, which was often the theme of many of their songs as well. “Of the many ladies whose praises were sung or whose favours were desired by troubadours, the majority were married” (Chaytor 14). This is very true of Bernart and both of his lady lovers that will be mentioned later on. Both were married, or soon to be married, but were still the women he chose to love and write his songs about. The idea of “courtly love” stems from the fact that the troubadours loved to admire married women. While their husbands were away on business or fighting the wives would find lovers in the troubadours. “The lover was formally installed as such by the lady, took an oath of fidelity to her and received a kiss to seal it, a ring or some other personal possession” (Chaytor 15). This oath was to remain secret, however, which is why the troubadours would use senhal’s, or pseudonyms, when referring to the women so that it wouldn’t be known who they were talking about. However, everyone usually knew the senhals anyway and it ended up not being a private thing. It was these love affairs that were the “muses” for the troubadours. They were able to create so much music through their emotions during these times of love. “It is only because he loves her that he can sing. Hence he would rather suffer any pain or punishment at her hands than receive the highest favours from another” (Chaytor 17). He ends up getting sick over his love for her to the point where he is close to death, but he doesn’t care, because it is the love for her that he has hope and continues to love her, or decides to move to another court and find a new lover. “Bernart accepts the tyranny of Amors, which he sees as an Ovidian god of love shooting his darts of pleasure and pain, and he accepts suffering as the way to greater happiness in love” (Topsfield 113). Therefore, it is the “courtly love” that keeps the troubadours going and keeps them writing their beautiful love songs. Without it so much of who they are would be gone. 
There is no official biography for Bernart. “Of the man himself, we really know only what we can piece together from the cansos, and that is very little” (Wilhelm 109). Therefore, by looking at Bernart’s poetry and making conjectures two biographies have been created for him. The most famous of the two explains how he was born a servants son within the castle of Ventadorn where he grew up. He was very talented and learned how to compose and sing very well and became a musician for the Viscount of Ventadorn. The Viscount had a beautiful wife whom Bernart fell in love with, and she with him. They were able to keep their love a secret for a long time until the Viscount found out, and when he did he locked her up in a tower and sent Bernart away. He then went to the court of the Duchess of Normandy (Eleanor of Aquitaine) whom he also fell in love with. However, King Henry II of England married her and took her away to England with him while Bernart stayed, sad, in Normandy. After she left he had no reason to remain and went to the Count Raymond IV of Toulouse and stayed in his court until his death. Following the Count’s death, Bernart went to a monastic order in Dalon where he spent the remaining years of his life (Wilhelm 110-111). 


Nearly all the facts contained in this biography come from Bernart’s poetry. Following, the facts will be discussed and examples will be found within the poetry. The facts to be explored will be things such as where it says that Ventadorn is his homeland, if he was educated, different places he lived, and the women that he may have loved. All things discussed are only conjectures of his life, but they are the best place to look and the only source available. Unfortunately no biography was ever written down during his lifetime, but thankfully his poetry exists to be explored, and it is very likely that he was writing about himself and his personal experiences. 


His name is Bernart de Ventadorn, but how do we really know that is where he was from? A few of his poems mention Ventadorn in relation to him, one of which is “Be m’an perdut lai enves Ventadorn”. 

“Be m’an perdut lai enves Ventadorn

Friends don’t expect me back to Ventadorn

tuih mei amic, pois ma domna no ma’ma; 
since my lady doesn’t love me.

et es be dreihz que ja mais lai no torn


She glowers at me

c’ades estair vas me sauvatj’ e grama


vents scornful anger

ve’us per que’m fai semblan irat e morn
so it’s meet I not return.

car en s’amor me deleih e’m sojorn!

Only one thing causes her complaint: 

ni de ren als no’s rancura ni’s clama.

that I love to live to love her” (Apter 96). 

This poem not only shows that he is from Ventadorn, but it also shows how the topic of most cansos is love. Each of his poems mentions a woman that he loves. In this one she doesn’t love him and he’s very upset and doesn’t want to return to Ventadorn again because of the pain it will cause him. He is talking to his friends in Ventadorn, which also shows that Ventadorn is not simply a place he went and fell in love with a woman, but is a place he has spent a considerable amount of time in, where he made friends and lived for a substantial amount of time. 


In “Be m cuidei de chantar sorfir” Bernart talks about how he was taught to sing and love by a gentleman of the court in Ventadorn. 

“Ventadorn er greu mais ses chantador,
Ventadorn will hardly be without a singer 









henceforth,

que’l plus cortes e que mais sap d’amor
since the most courtly man and the who 









knows most about love

m’en essenhet aitan com eu n’apren. 

has taught me as much of it as I have 








learned” (Apter 106-107). 

Since Bernart started singing and performing in Ventadorn before he left to explore and work at new places we know that he must have been from Ventadorn because of this poem. It was in Ventadorn where he learned how to sing the way he did, and where he learned about love from someone who saw potential in him to become a troubadour. 


This next poem is one that is not composed by Bernart de Ventadorn, but instead by another troubadour of his time, Peire d’Alvernhe. In his satire “Chantarai d’aquestz trobadors” he talks about a number of different troubadours, including Bernart, who he teases by stating different facts about each of them. What he says about Bernart is as follows: 



“And the third is Bernart de Ventadorn,



A hand’s breadth less than Guiraut de Bornelh;



His father made an excellent serf, 



Bearing his handbow cut from brush,



And his mother warmed up the ovens



And gathered together the twigs” (Wilhelm 111). 

This explains how his father and mother were servants and that he is, therefore, a servant’s son. It is assumed that they were servants at the court, and that it was because of Bernart’s musical talents that he was recognized and offered a position as a court musician. It is unknown if this poem was making up things about Bernart and the other composers, or if the facts were actually true. Most people do believe, however, that the facts were true, and that Peire d”Alvernhe was teasing them about things they might not want the world to know about them. Even if it is true and he was a servants son he was very lucky to have been recognized for his talent and been given the job he had. 


In regards to schooling it is believed that he did attend school and was well educated. “Evidently, either at Ventadorn or at school, Bernart acquired an education; his poems repeatedly tell us he could read and write…and suggest he could even read Latin” (Apter 26). In many of his poems he mentions different names and items that would contribute to the assumption that he received an education. It is also believed that he was schooled in law as well, because of different phrases and words that he incorporates into his poems that would mean he knew and was taught enough about the law to know things regarding the law that he wouldn’t otherwise know. 

It is already known from the past poems that he was taught to sing by a gentleman at the court of Ventadorn. “Lo tems vai e ven a vire” is another source that proves that he was taught music and went to a school for music. 

“Ja mais no serai chantaire

I shall never again be a singer

ni de l’escola n”Eblo,


no of the school of Sir Eblo,

que mos chanters no val gaire

since my singing is hardly valued,

ni mas voutas ni mei so;

nor my trills, nor my melodies.

ni res qu’eu fassa ni dia,

I do not know anything that I could do 









or say

no conosc que pros me sia, 

that would be any good to me,

ni no’i vei melhuramen.

nor do I see improvement” (Apter 195). 

He mentions that he won’t sing at Sir Eblo’s school of music anymore, which means that he did sing there and was a student of music there. He also talks about how his singing isn’t valued, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t valued to the school. He feels that the woman he loves isn’t valuing his singing because she just laughs at him, which deeply hurts him. 


Once Bernart had gone to school and became a court musician he had grown up a little and had begun to learn about love and women. Throughout all his songs it is evident that he knew a lot about love since nearly all his songs revolve around the topic of “courtly love”. Needless to say he had a lot of experience with love, which he got from a number of different relationships with different women at the court. From his biography it is known that the two most important of his lovers were the wife of the Viscount of Ventadorn and Eleanor of Aquitaine who later became the Queen of Normandy. Which also shows that he had a very high standard for the women who would be privileged enough to be the one he fell in love with. 


These women aren’t ever really mentioned by name in his poems, but it can be assumed from the facts that the texts are referring to them. Throughout his poetry he had a lot of senhals he would use to refer to someone without using their real name, and in many of his poems he would do so for these two women. The first woman he fell completely in love with was the wife of the Viscount of Ventadorn, which is accounted in “Gent estera que chantes” in the following: 

“Gent estera que chantes,

It would be well that I were singing

s’a Mon Conort abelis,

if it were pleasing to my Comfort,

mas eu no cre que’m grazis

but I do not believe that she would welcome 








anything from me

re que’lh disses hi’lh mandes, 
that I might say or send to her, 

car trop n’ai faih lonc estatge

because I have much to long abstained

de vezer lo seu cors gen

from seeing her person which is fine

avinen e d’agradatge;


gracious and pleasing;

e lais m’en, si Deus be’m do,

and I desist from it God grant me good,

pel meu dan e pel seu pro;

to my pain and to her benefit;

Mas fals lauzenger engres

but false, malevolent slanderers

m’an lunhat de so pais,

have banished me from her country,

que tals s’en fai esdevis

and such a one becomes a spy,

qu’eu cuidera que’ns celes

whom I would have thought would hide from us

si’ns saubes ams d’un coratge.
if he knew us both to be of one heart. 

e car me don espaven, 

And because he makes me terrified,

vau queren cubert viatge,

I go seeking a hidden route

per on vengues a lairo 

by which I may come like a thief 

denan leis, ses mal resso;

before her, without bad repercussion” 








(Apter 136-137). 

It is believed that after the Viscount of Ventadorn found out that Bernart and his wife had been having a secret relationship he locked his wife up in a tower and he sent Bernart away. In the poem the senhal for his lover is “Mon Conort (my Comfort)” and he is talking about how he was sent away from her and can’t go back to her because there are people looking out to make sure he doesn’t return. He obviously still loves her and is upset that she is most likely upset at him because he hasn’t come to see her, but it is because he was sent away from Ventadorn. This is one poem where the entire thing is a reflection of something that was happening in his own life. He is using his unfortunate situation to create poetry. 


After he was sent away from Ventadorn and away from his love he soon found a new love in Eleanor of Aquitaine, who later married king Henry II and became the Queen of Normandy. There are two songs that he obviously mentions her in, “Lancan vei per mei la landa” and “Pel doutz chan que’l rossinhols fai”. The first of which reads are follows:

“Faihz es lo vers tot a randa,

The verse is made to the end

si que motz no’I deschapdolha, 
so that not a word in it is out of place

outra la terra normanda,

beyond the Norman land

part la fera mar prionda; 

across the wild deep sea;

e si’m sui de midons lonhans, 
and if I am far from my liege lady,

vas se’m tira com azimans

the beauty, whom God defend

la bela cui Deus defenda. 

draws me toward her like a magnet.

Si’l reis engles e’l ducs normans
If the English kind and Norman duke

o vol, eu la veirai abans

wills it, I shall see her before

que l’iverns nos sobreprenda.

winter should overtake us. 

Pel rei sui enges e normans, 

For the king’s sake I am English and Norman, 

E si no fos Mos Azimans, 

and if it were not for my Magnet, 

Restera tro part calenda. 

I would stay until Christmas is over”








(Apter 174-175). 

Once Henry had married Eleanor they left for Normandy leaving Bernart in England. From this poem it could be assumed that the King didn’t know that Bernart and Eleanor were having a relationship, and if he did it didn’t bother him and he knew that Bernart knew he was going to be marrying her anyway, so she would be Henry’s. Again, Bernart uses a senhal for his lady calling her “Mos Azimans (my Magnet)” instead of using her real name. It is the situation that leads to the belief that it is Eleanor he is talking about, and it is she he loves but has been taken away from.


In the last poem to be discussed here Bernart mentions the Queen of Normandy (Eleanor of Aquitaine) again, but this time calls her by name. Throughout the entire song he talks about his love for this woman and all the many wonderful attributes she has without ever mentioning who he is talking about until the very end when he says:

“Huguet, mos cortes messatgers,
Hugh, my courtly messenger,

chantatz ma chanso volonters

sing my song willingly 

a la reina dels Normasns. 

to the queen of the Normans” (Apter 214-215). 

He actually mentions her by name telling this messenger to go and sing to her the beautiful words he’s been using to describe her and feelings about her. This song seems very forward since he’s actually mentioning her by name and talking about his feelings about her. It is because of this poem that it is absolutely known that he was in love with the Queen of the Normans. 


Bernart de Ventadorn was one of the greatest well-known troubadours of today. The majority of his poetry, and a few of his songs have survived throughout time to give a taste of what it was like to be a troubadour. There is no actual biography available for him, but thanks to his openness with his emotions one can be pieced together through his poetry. He has led a life like that of a typical troubadour full of love that would never last. It was his talent that secured him a privileged place in life, and it is his talent that keeps him alive today. 
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