Receiving Orpheus in the Middle Ages:
Allegorization, Remythification and
Sir Orfeo

JEFF RIDER

Tiss ARTICLE HAS THREE purposes The first 1s to consider two
kinds of response to myth, which I will call “allegonzauon” and
“remythification,” whose 1nterplay sustains a myth, keeping 1t alive
through ume The second 1s to illustrate these two kinds of re-
sponses with examples drawn from the medieval reception of the
Orpheus myth and, in particular, through a study of a medieval
remythification of the Orpheus story, Sir Orfeo, and modern critical
allegorizations of that remythification The third purpose 1s to in-
dicate the role and significance for lterary interpretation of the
mervedleux or faene 1n the medieval author’s remythification of the
story

The response to myth which I am calling allegorization consists
of two moments ! The first moment 1s the perception of the ex-
planatory or paradigmatic power of a narrative—a recognition of 1t

'“Allegorization” 1s an obvious term for the counter-process to “remythificauion” (for this
term, see below) and has been used 1n a similar way by Karlfnied Froehlich to describe ‘a
method [which had already been] practiced for centuries 1n hellenistic scholarship” when 1t
was taken over by Chnisuan exegetes and which aimed at making texts “reflecung a much
older culture and state of consciousness’ useful and relevant to the interpreter’s present
(* ‘Always to Keep the Literal Sense in Holy Scripture Means to Kill One’s Soul’ The State
of Biblical Hermeneutics at the Beginning of the Fifteenth Century,” in Earl Miner, ed,
Luterary Uses of Typology from the Late Middie Ages to the Present [Pninceton Princeton UP, 1977}
20) Some peopie will prefer to retain the term “allegoresis” for this counter-process, the two
terms are synonymous and the use of one or the other 15 largely a matter of taste “Allego-
Tzation” seems to me clearer and more descriptive for an Enghsh audience An important
and useful discussion of allegorization s to be found 1n Morton Bloomfield’s essay, “Allegory
as Interpretation,” New Laterary History 3 (1971/72) 301-17
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as myth Thus general perception s followed, 1n a second moment,
by the discovery and elaboration of a particular meaning We move
from a feehng that “this seems to mean something” to an assertion
that “this means that” What permits us to move from the first
moment to the second 1s the discovery or choice of a context and a
code which will enable us to produce a meaning In the case of Sir
Onrfeo, for example, some critics have thought that the poem 1s best
read 1n a Chnstian context and explain it 1n terms of Chnistian
history and doctnine Other cnucs prefer to read the poem in a
Celtc context and decode it using Celtic mythology Yet others read
the poem 1n historical, philosophical or poetic contexts

Once we have chosen a context, its corresponding code helps us
to produce or elaborate a meaning and assign a place and a value
to the narrative within the chosen context This allegonzation, how-
ever, 1s not an 1solated endeavor It asserts, at least imphaitly, the
general merit of the chosen context and code and their power to
produce meaning and organize a body of narratives To claim that
a poem receives its best meaning—or its true meaning—when 1t 1s
read 1n a particular context 1s at some level an attempt to annex or
capture that poem for that context The more texts a given context
1s able to explain and orgamze—annex and capture—the more
powerful, comprehensive and vahd 1t proves itself to be Differ-
ences of opinion between critics about the meaning of a particular
narrative are thus the concrete and punctual manifestations, the
flash points, of a larger, more general confhict between cntics over
the most appropnate basic contexts and codes for the allegonzation
of texts

The assertion of the general validity—or perhaps even the uni-
versal vahdity—of an interpretational code and context effectively
elevates that code and context to the level of ideology It asserts that
our way of making sense out of things 1s best because 1t best cor-
responds to the reality of the texts The proof? Our way of making
sense out of things explains and organizes more texts, and does so
1n a better way, than yours What makes this claim 1deological 1s 1ts
more or less understood but unexpressed consequent we therefore
legiumately have, or ought to have, more authority and power than
you 2 To say that a text means this or that, then, 1s also to argue for

2Ths 15, to be sure, a rather unsophisticated definition of 1declogy More elegant formu-
lations are provided by 1) Jurgen Habermas (in Knowledge and Human Interests, trans Jeremy



Orpheus 1n the Middle Ages PLL 345

the value of one or another interpretational context and code, one
or another way of determining meaning and thinking about the
world

If, in the Middle Ages, for example, most allegorizing took place
within a Chnistian context and used a Chnistian code, this was both
an assertion of the value of Chnistianity as a semiotic system and a
world view and a reflection of Chnistianity’s semiotic and 1deolog-
ical predominance The elaboration of a Chrisian meaning from
a classical myth was a demonstratuon of the power of Chrnistian
doctrine and history to create meaning The elaboration of mean-
ing 1n other contexts and according to other codes, moreover, was
difficult, dangerous or at least problematic, because Christianity
was both hegemonic and impenahst Other contexts did, of course,
exist in the Middle Ages—neo-Platomc philosophy comes immeds-
ately to mind—but these contexts had to esther estabhish some, not
infrequently uneasy, relationship with the dominant Christian con-
text or exist “underground ”

What 1 am calling allegorizauon others might prefer to call
simply interpretation 1 would rather reserve “interpretation”

J Shaptro [Boston Beacon, 1971} 311)

From everyday experience we know that 1deas serve often enough to furnish our actions
with justifying motives in place of the real ones What 15 called rationahzation at this level 1s
called 1deology at the level of collective action In both cases the manifest content of state-
ments {our interpretation our kind of interpretation, makes better sense of this text than
yours) 1s falsified by consciousness’ unreflected tie to interests [therefore we can legitimately
speak with more authority than you], despte 1ts illusion of autonomy [it 1s simply a matter
of the objectively best interpretation of the text],

by 2) Paul Ricoeur (in Hermeneulics € the Human Sciences, ed and trans John B Thompson
[Cambridge Cambridge UP, Panis Editions de la Maison des Scaiences de F'Homme, 1981]
80) “the concept of 1deology [1s to be] understood as an allegedly disinterested knowledge
[the best meaning] which serves to conceal an 1nterest [our authority and power] under the
guise of a rationahsation [we legitimately enjoy more authonty and power because our
meaning 15 the best],” by 3) Terry Eagleton (in Luterary Theory An Introduction [Minneap-
olis U of Minnesota P, 1983] 14) “By ‘deology I mean, roughly, the ways in which what we
say and behieve [our interpretational context and code are better than yours] connects with
the power-structure and power-relations of the society we live 1n [therefore we legitimately
have superior authority]”, and by 4) Samuel Weber (in “Capitalizing History Nates on the
Pobtical Unconscious” Dracrstics 13 [1988] 22) a system of thought 1s “ideological” when it can
be seen as “pracucing ‘strategies of containment, that 1s,  drawing hnes and practicaing
exclusions {our code and context vs your code and context] that ulumately reflect the
particularities—the partiabity and partisanship—of special interests [us] seeking to present
themselves as the whole [the profession] ” See also Lowis Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological
State Apparatuses,” in Lensn and Philosophy and Other Essays, trans Ben Brewster (London
New Left Books, 1971) 121-73
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to designate a general activity, however, whose two species are the
interpretation of allegory and allegorization I can define the dis-
tinction I have in mind 1n the following way Literary discourse, we
beheve, points—or at least once pointed—to a first, more or less
obvious, referent 1n the same way as ordinary language and, ad-
ditionally and more or less directly, to a second referent, an “else-
where” This second referent 1s at least part of what makes a text
“hterary” and 1s the locus of the text’s true significance When we
feel that a text points more, rather than less, directly to 1ts second
referent, we call the text allegorical When we feel that 1t points less
to 1ts second referent, so that that referent 1s not immediately dis-
cernible, we feel the need to interpret, to locate the text’s elsewhere
on the basis of indications provided in the text By the interpreta-
tion of allegory, then, I mean the enunciation of an allegorical text’s
“obvious” second meaning By allegorization 1 mean the interpre-
tive response to a discourse that 1s not percewved to be allegorical,
but 1s nonetheless felt to project another meaning or another level
of meaning beyond the hteral Allegorization 1s the process by
which we try to speafy that second meaning 3 Myth always pro-
vokes allegonzation insofar as 1t 1s always felt to have a meaming
beyond 1ts first, ostensive one, but never has an obvious second
meaning At the opposite extreme we find “reahstic” texts which,

35Fr DE Schleiermacher defines “allegorical interpretation” in a similar way (in “The
Hermeneutscs Outhne of the 1819 Lectures,” trans Jan Wojcik and Roland Haas, New Literary
History 10 [1978] 6)

First of all, 1t 1s not an interpretation of an allegory, where the only purpose is to understand
the figurauve meaning without reference to whether there 1s truth at the base of 1t or not
Examples of allegories would be the parable of the sower, or the story of the rich man
Rather, allegonical interpretation begins with a presupposition that the meaming 1s lacking
in the immediate context, and so one needs to supply a figurative one With this supposition
one 1s unsatisfied with the general principle that every speech can have only one grammatical
meamng The dissausfaction anises, perhaps, from the correct assessment that an allusion 1n
a text does pont to a second meaning, one who does not comprehend 1t could completely
follow the whole context, but would sull be missing one meaning situated within the dis
course

For further discussion of allegorical interpretation and its distinction from allegory, see
Bloomfield 301-02, 30811, Maureen Quulligan, The Language of Allegory Defining the Genre
(Ithaca Cornell UP, 1979), “Aliegory, Allegoresis, and the Deallegonzation of Language
the Roman de la Rose, the De Planctu Naturae, and the Parlement of Foules,” 1n Morton Bloom-
field, ed Allegory, Myth, and Symbol (Cambnridge Harvard UP, 1981) 16386, Ernst Hell-
gardt, “Erkenntmistheoreusch-ontologische Probleme uneigenthcher Sprache in Rhetorik
und Allegorese,” in Walter Haug, ed , Formen und Funktionen der Allegonie Symposion Wolfen
buttel 1978 (Stuttgart Metzler, 1979) 25-37, and Reinhard Herzog, “Exegese—Erbauung—
Delectatio Beitrage zu einer christhchen Poetik der Spatantike,” Haug 52-69
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we feel, insofar as they are indistinguishable from, and may pass
for, historical texts, have no second meaning—although they may
have a more or less obvious rhetorical purpose

Remythification also consists of two moments 4 Its starting point
is an exisung allegonzation and an 1maginative perception or in-
tuitive projection of all the potential meaning which that allegon-
zation necessarlly demes or ignores It then proceeds to a
reelaboration of the allegornized matenal which moves beyond the
allegonization and renders it inadequate This remythification does
not seek to imbue the matenal with a particular new meaning—this
would 1n effect be but one more allegorization—but to make 1t
more meaningful It starts from a feehng that “this means more
than just that” and produces a new narrative that “just means”

The process of remythification 1s 1n many ways indistinguishable
from the process of any literary creation To the degree that there
1s a difference, 1t hes in the dehberate working against an inter-
pretive tradition which 1s involved 1n remythification Any author
may of course write against such a tradition, but the power of that
tradition 1s present to the author of a remythification 1n a partic-
ularly urgent way Sir Orfeo was, as we shall see, a remythization of
the Orpheus tale which clearly surpassed and undid the allegorical

*I borrow the term “remythificauon” from an arucle by Hans Robert Jauss, “Allégone,
‘remythisation’ et nouveau mythe Réflexions sur la capuvité chrétienne de la mythologie au
Moyen Age,” in Mélanges d'hustowre btterare, de bngusstique et de philologie romanes offerts a Charles
Rostamng, ed Jacques de Caluwé and others (Liege I'Association des Romanistes de I'Uni-
versité de Liége, 1974) 469-99 Daniel Parion uses the similar term “remythologization” to
describe this process, a process which he hinks to the emergence of the merveilleux in meds-
eval hterature see his Le Mervelleux dans la hitérature francaise du moyen ige (Pans PUF,
1982) 34-35

As will become clear, 1 hope, in the course of the arucle, I have found Jauss's “reception
theory” to be a useful and powerful means of thinking about the fate of texts through ume
1 am unable, however, to entrely accept the model of hermeneuuc practice 1t sets up, whose
goat 1s 2 “fusion” of the “horizons” of the text’s author/audience and of the modern reader,
especially when, as in some versions of this hermeneuucs, the goal is to hear the “small voice”
which sull “speaks” to us through the text I do not think that such fusions are possible or
that a text has a stable, unchanging meaning for all its readers Neither do 1, however, go all
the way to the other extreme of the “reader-response” camp and declare that the text exsts
only as 1t 1s constituted n the mind of the reader A text may have no objective, deterninable
and eternal meaning, but 1t does have a stable structure which resists our attempts to
appropniate 1t and, through its resistance, enlarges our structures of understanding On
these 1ssues, see Bloomfield 311-17, Hans Robert Jauss, “The Alterity and Modermity of
Medieval Literature,” trans Timothy Baht, New Luterary History 10 (1978/79) 181-229, and
Toward an Aesthetsc of Reception, trans Timothy Bahu (Minneapolis U of Minnesota P, 1982),
and Jane P Tompkins, ed, Reader-Response Crisasm  From Formahsm to Post-Structurabism
(Balumore Johns Hopkins UP, 1980)
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readings which had become associated with the story to that point
and did so, interestingly, by recasting a Chrnisniamized classical myth
as a Breton lay

Remythization and allegonzation are forever involved 1n a tug-
of-war which might be described 1n terms of a struggle between
freedom and authonity or played out between the notions of mul-
tivocal, equivocal, and univocal 5 Remythization 1s always subver-
sive If 1t 1s successful, it undoes existing allegonzations and
restores to the myth 1ts full aura of provocative meaningfulness It
removes the myth from the context in which and for which allego-
rization has captured 1t and denies that that context and 1ts atten-
dant code have any particular power or ment as semiotic systems
It undoes the work that has been done, destroys an existing order
and contests the ability of any context or code to comprehend and
control the meanmingfulness of myth

The threat which remythification posed was recognized by a
number of churchmen 1n late anuquity and the Middle Ages They
were wary of the pagan myths even when they had been suitably
allegonized, given a fixed place and a known value in the Chnistian
context Why, asked Theodoret, should Chnistians bother about the
“troubled and muddy trickle” of Greek myth when they had readily
available to them “the hmpid fountain” of scripture? “It 1s indeed
not night,” wrote Gregory of Tours, “to recount false fables or to
pursue the wisdom of philosophers which 1s imimical to God, lest we
be sentenced to eternal death by the Lord’s judgement Percev-
ing that all such fables are built upon sand and are rushing towards
ruin, let us rather turn to the divine miracles of the Gospel "¢

SWaiter Haug and Maureen Quilhgan write similarly about allegory and allegorical 1n-
terpretanon Haug observes that “allegory and allegoress belong together, the one can't be
thought without the other’ (“Einleitung zum ersten Tag,” in Haug 7) and Quilligan notes
that although “attitudes toward reading pecubiar to allegoresis are inappropriate for reading
allegorical narratve, the two seem to go hand 1n hand at least historically Where there 1s a
resurgence of one, there 1s a resurgence of the other’ (Language 280-81)

“Theodoret 1s quoted and translated by John Block Friedman, Orpheus in the Middle Ages
(Cambridge Harvard UP, 1970) 35, Gregory of Tours, Libn miraculorum, Patrologia launa
71 (Pans Garmier Freres, 1879) 705 Gregory's full remarks show, however, a certain am-
bvalence typical of the classically educated Chrisuan Having wnitten that we should aban-
don false fables and the philosophers “lest we be sentenced to eternal death,” he continues

Wherefore I, fearing God and desiring to make known certain miracles of the saints which
up to now have lain concealed, do not wish to bind or twist myself in these nets 1 do not
recount the flight of Saturn, the wrath of Juno, the disgraceful couphings of Jove, the
intractabihity of Neptune, the scepters of Aeolus, or Aeneas wars, shipwreck and reign 1 say
nothing of Cupid’s mission, of delightful Ascanius, of Dido’s wedding, tears or savage death,
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There was something seductive and dangerous about these myths,
something which made certain churchmen doubt they would stay
allegonzed, stay 1n their assigned place in the Chnistian order The
old wine might undergo secondary fermentation and burst the new
wineskins Antique gods too might be resurrected

The fifteenth-century prose adaptation of the late thirteenth or
early fourteenth-century Ovide moraksé offers a singularly bald 1l-
lustration of what I mean by allegorization

By Orpheus and his harp one should understand the persons of our Lord
Jesus Christ, son of God and Father, omnipotent in his divinity, and the
glorious Virgin Mary 1n her humanity He played his harp so melodiously
that he drew forth from hell the saintly souls of the saintly fathers who
had descended there through the sin of Adam and Eve And by the
harp of the aforementioned Orpheus one should understand twenty-two
well-tuned and harmomnious strings on which our aforementioned Lord
Jesus Chnst played while in this world By ten of these strings one should
understand the Ten Commandments of God’s law and by the other twelve
strings are signified the twelve articles of the faith of our Lord and Sav-
our Jesus Chnist 7

King Alfred’s translation of Boethius’s account of the Orpheus
story 1s an equally clear example of remythification Boethius’s
story of Orpheus begins thus

“Long ago the Thracian poet, Orpheus, mourned for his dead wife
With his sorrowful music he made the woodland dance and the rivers

of Pluto’s sad gate, of Proserpinas disgraceful rape, or of Cerberus’ triple head I do not
repeat what Anchises related, the ruses of the Ithacan, Achilles shrewdness or Sinon’s hies
1 do not pubbsh the counsels of Laocoon, the feats of Amphitryonides, or Janus struggle,
fhghts or fatal encounter 1do not present the Eumenides, the forms of various monsters nor
the fabricauions of the other fables which this author [Virgil one supposes] erther menda-
ciously made up or described 1n herow verse Perceving that all such fables

On the objections and admonitions of the churchmen, see Jean Seznec, The Survwal of the
Pagan Gods, trans Barbara F Sessions, Bolingen Senes 38 (New York Pantheon, 1953)
87-91, Fnedman 35-36, Winthrop Wetherbee, Platonism and Poetry in the Twelfth Century
(Pninceton Princeton UP, 1972) 20, Paule Demats, Fabula Tras etudes de mythographae antique
et medievale (Geneva Droz, 1973) 37-55, and Poinion 34

’C De Boer, ed , Ouvide morahse en prose (Amsterdam North Holland, 1954) 264 On the
Oude morahse (5 vols , ed C De Boer [Amsterdam North Holland P, 1936]) and its prose
version, see Joseph Engels, Etudes sur I'Ovnde morakise (Groningen Wolters, 1945), Demats
61-177, and Friedman 124-26 These texts are netther so silly nor so simple as this quo-
tation makes them sound Their treatments of Orpheus begin with rather sensitive and
relatively long accounts of the story 1n which we learn the words of Orpheus’s song 1n hell
there 1s remythification here as well
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stand sull He made the fearful deer e down bravely with the fierce hons,
the rabbit no longer feared the dog quieted by his song

“But as the sorrow within his breast burned more fiercely, that music
which calmed all nature could not console its maker Finding the gods
unbending, he went to the regions of hell "8

Alfred translates these lines as follows

Once on a ume 1t came to pass that a harp-player hved 1n the country
called Thracia, which was in the kingdom of the Crecas (Greeks) The
harper was so good, 1t was quite unheard of His name was Orfeus, and
he had a wife without her equal, named Eunidice Now men came to say
of the harper that he could play the harp so that the forest swayed, and the
rocks quivered for the sweet sound, and wild beasts would run up and
stand sull as 1f they were tame, so still that men or hounds might come
near them, and they fled not The harper’s wife died, men say, and her
soul was taken to hell Then the harpman became so sad that he could not
live 1n the midst of other men, but was off to the forest, and sate upon the
hills both day and might, weeping, and playing on his harp so that the
woods trembled and the rivers stood still, and hart shunned not hion, nor
hare hound, nor did any beast feel rage or fear towards any other for
gladness of the music And when it seemed to the harper that nothing 1n
this world brought joy to him he thought he would seek out the gods of
hell and essay to win them over with his harp, and pray them to give him

back his wife ©

Alfred’s version 1s more than twice as long as Boethius’s and 1s far
more detailed The king begins the story before Eurnidice’s death
and her death 1s one of the elements of the story Alfred better
crrcumstantiates the poet’s mourning (he went to the forest, sat on
the hills day and mght, wept), he 1nsists on Orpheus’s marvelous
musical gift, twice describing scenes which testify to the poet’s
power, and he 1s generally more concerned with imagery, with plot
and with the pathos of the episode It is true that he preserves the
Boethian moral (“whoever 1s conquered and turns his eyes to the

¥Anicius Manhus Severinus Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy, bk 3, poem 12, trans
Richard Green (Indianapols Bobbs, 1962) 73, Latun text Phulosophie consolatio, ed L
Bieler, Corpus Chnstianorum, Senes Latina 94 (Turnhout Brepols, 1984) 63

King Alfred’s Version of the “Consolations” of Boethws, trans Walter John Sedgefield (Oxford
Clarendon, 1900) 116 OE text King Alfreds Old Englsh Verswn of Boethtus “De consolatione
philosophiae.” ed Walter John Sedgefield (Oxford Clarendon, 1899) 101-02 Both the por-
uon of the OE text relating the Orpheus story and Sedgefield’s translation of 1t are printed
by ] Burke Severs, “The Antecedents of Sir Orfeo,” in Studies in Medieval Literature in Honor
of Professor Albert Croll Baugh, ed MacEdward Leach (Philadelphia U of Pennsylvania P,
1961) 188-90 and n3, 203—04



Orpheus in the Muddle Ages PLL 351

pit of hell  loses all the excellence he has gained”) but the story
here 1s much less at the service of the moral than 1n Boethius’s
version One feels that Alfred enjoyed the story for its own sake,
that in rewriting it he was responding more to a narrative impulse
than a didactic or allegorical one The story meant more to him, or
at least as much to him, as the moral

It 1s logical and intellectually appealing to suggest that these
processes of allegorization and remythification alternate through
ume, a peniod of allegonzation being followed by a period of re-
mythification Thas 1s the model some scholars have used to explain
the reception of classical myth 1n the Middle Ages and Renais-
sance reduced to skeletal narratives, “wrenched and cannibahzed
to fit into the Chnistian message” in the Middle Ages, the myths
were remythified 1in the Renaissance ! This model perhaps has
merit at the level of broad historical generahzation at which these
scholars are working, but 1t does us a disservice, I think, insofar as
it obscures the complex interplay between these two processes and
suggests that all medieval allegonization was Christian and reduc-
tive

It would be closer to the truth to say that these two processes
coexist and are constant It 1s undoubtedly true that new narrative
and successful interpretauon are each a goad to the other and it
may likewise be true that one or another of these tendencies may be
clearly dominant 1n a certain place at a certain ime If one had
parucularly good information, one might even be able to follow a
particular chain of allegonzauon and remythization through a se-
ries of writers At any moment of time, however, and with respect
to any traditional tale, one will find examples of both processes At
almost exactly the same moment that the Orfeo poet was remythi-
fying the Orpheus story, for example, Pierre Bersuire was allegor-
ically reducing Ovid’s version to a series of oral extracts !! While we

'%John Warden, Introduction, Orpheus The Metamorphoses of a Myth (Toronto U of Tor-
onto P, 1982) xu Stmilar models or conceptual frameworks for the reception of classical myth
in the Middle Ages can be found 1n Seznec 11-219, in Kenneth R R Gros Louss, “Robert
Henryson's Orpheus and Eurydice and the Orpheus Traditions of the Middle Ages,” Speculum
41 (1966) 649, and 1n Jauss, “Alkégorie ’ Poiron, on the other hand, locates the beginmings
of “remythologizauion” in the Middle Ages (34-35)

For the history of the Christian reception of the Orpheus legend 1n antiquity and the
Middle Ages, see Gros Louts 644-46, Fnedman 13-145, Penelope Doob, Nebuchadnezzar’s
Children (New Haven Yale UP, 1974) 164— 207, Eleanor Irwin, “The Songs of Orpheus and
the New Song of Christ, Warden 51-62, and Patricia Vican, “Sparagmos Orpheus among
the Chnistians,” Warden 63--83

"'On Bersuire's treatment of Orpheus, see Friedman 126-32 and Doob 174-75, 182-83
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critics have apphed ourselves to allegorizing Sir Orfeo over the last
few decades, Rilke, Cocteau and Anouilh, to name only three, have
remythified the tale

Separate and disunct 1n our analysis of them, allegorization and
remythification are 1n reality so closely intertwined that 1t 1s some-
umes difficult to disunguish them WS Anderson has recently
shown that Owvid’s story of Orpheus was “quite consciously”
intended to contrast with Virgil's 12 One might suggest that we have
here a remythification of a remythification, but 1t would make more
sense, 1 beheve, to see Ovid’s remythification as implying an
intermediate—unrecorded and perhaps relatively incomplete—
allegonzauion of Virgil's version Ovid, that 1s, allegonzed Virgil's
story 1n his mind and then wrote his version against his own alle-
gorization

Precisely the opposite operation occurs in Bersuire’s allegonzing
Reductorrum morale (1325-37) A single sentence will suffice to 1n-
dicate the general nature of this work “Or let us say that Orpheus
1s a sinner who, by the bite of the serpent, that 1s, by the temptation
of the devil, lost his wife, that 1s, his soul, when she was indiscreetly
collecung flowers, that 1s, applying her mind to the flux of
temporaba'® Thas 1s, to be sure, a reductive Christian allegonza-
tion, but the key word here 1s the first one, “or” Bersuire allegonzes
the myth 1n several ways and, although each allegory 1s equally
Christian and reductive, the existence of several allegorizations of
the same myth 1s significant It imphes that Bersuire 1s remythify-
ing the tale for himself between each allegornizauon “It means
this,” he tells us Then he says to himself, “but it means more than
jJust this” “Or,” he tells us, “it means that”

It 1s especially instructive to consider the treatment the Orpheus
story recewves in Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy and Fulgentius’s
Mythologues (both sixth-century) These two approaches to the myth
had enormous influence on subsequent medieval treatments of it
Neither allegorization, 1t should be pointed out, 1s Chrisuan, and
although both works abbreviate the tale and find a particular
meaning 1n 1t, 1t 1s difficult and perhaps ultimately misleading to
call them reductive

'2WS Anderson, ‘The Orpheus of Virgil and Ovid flebrle nescio quid,” Warden 25-50

3petrus Berchonius [Pierre Bersuire], Reductorrum morale, bber XV, cap n-xv “Oudsus
morahzatus” ed Joseph Engels (Utrecht Instituut voor Laat Latyn der Ryksunmersiteit
Utrecht, 1962) 147, translated 1in Fresxdman 128
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Of the two, Fulgentus’s approach comes closest to the common
notion of a “medieval reduction” of myth He summarized the story
in three sentences and then continued “Now this legend 1s an
allegory (designati) of the art of music For Orpheus stands for
oreafone, that 1s, matchless sound, and Eurydice 1s deep
Judgement 7 !4 He 1s, up to this point, reductive and allegorical
What follows however 1s an analysss of the two stages involved 1n the
acquusition of all the arts and of the “ratio” or purpose of each stage
of each art The end result 1s a complete, albeit brief, description of
a program of education in the arts

Boethius’s account of Orpheus, taken out of context and 1n and
of itself, might also seem to be a typical medieval reduction and
allegonzation of the myth He begins 1t at a point after Eurydice
has died and abruptly kills off Orpheus after he has lost his wife
for the second time “Orpheus looked back at Eurydice, lost her,
and died” Boethius also, lest our interpreuve thoughts wander,
begins his account by wniting, “Happy 1s he who can look into the
shining spring of good, happy 1s he who can break the heavy
chains of earth,” and ends with the moral mentioned above !5 As
Winthrop Wetherbee has made very clear, however, Boethius’s po-
etic rendering of the tale “has an undertone of suppressed feeling
which s at odds with [its]  ostensibly exemplary purpose ” “Con-
ceived by Philosophy as an admonitory exemplum, 1t also gives
eloquent expression to the very impulse 1t 1s intended to curb
[and] one 1s left feeling that the tension between the philosophical
context and the poetic interplay within it has not been fully
resolved "' Taken by 1tself the account appears to be a reductive
allegonization, but within the context of the Consolation 1t functions
as a subversive remythification

Wilham of Conches’s treatment of the myth makes us especially
aware of the shortcomings of an unnuanced notion of a common,
Chnistian, reductive reception of antique myth 1n the Middle Ages
Wilham’s allegorizauon of the myth 1s psychological and moral
rather than Chnstian For him, Orfeo represents the sage or phi-
losopher, Eurydice 1s natural desire He uses the myth, as he writes,

'*Fabius Planciades Fulgentius, The Mythologies 3 10, 1n Fulgentius the Mythographer, trans
Leshe George Whitbread (Columbus Ohio State UP, 1971) 96 Latin text Matalogiarum him
tres in Opera, ed Rudolph Helm (Leipzig Teubner, 1898) 77 On Fulgentius's treatment of
myth, see Whitbread 1-11, 1537, and Demats 36-37, 55-60

*Boethius, trans Green, 73-74, Latun text, 63-64

"*Wetherbee 78-79, 122
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to show that “it 1s not possible either to know or to esteem the
highest good while one’s efforts and attention are directed towards
temporal matters” When he has finished his interpretation, aware
that 1t differs significantly from Fulgentius’s, he wrtes,

If anyone, reading Fulgentius, should note that he explains this fable 1n
another way, let not that person therefore condemn our explanation dif-
ferent explanauons of the same matter are discovered according to the
different considerations [with which 1t 1s approached] This diversity of
explanations 1s a cause for rejoicing rather than apprehension, so long as
each explanauon 1s free from self-contradiction '7

These remarks are interesting for three reasons First, we note
that the rule which hmits interpretation 1s that of noncontradiction,
a logical rule, rather than the Christian rule of orthodoxy Second,
William 1s aware of Fulgentius’s allegorization of the poem, 1s aware
that he 1s working against 1t, and this imphes that Wilham has
himself remythified the tale before wriing a new allegorization of
it, just as Ovid had to allegonze Virgil's version before he could
remythify it Third, Wilkam foresees and even calls for an endless
seres of allegorizations of the tale which in turn imphes an endless
number of remythifications

Wilham’s particular treatment of the myth 1s ulumately a reduc-
uve allegonzation, but 1t takes place within a broad vision of the
processes under discussion Wilham sees myth as a breeding
ground for interpretation He will reduce a myth to a single mean-
ing, but with the understanding that an endless number of such
reductions 1s possible He views allegorization as a way of reahzing,
of speaifying and using, some of the meaning generated by a myth,
but 1n no way seeks to reduce or captivate the myth’s generative
power He 1s a husbander of myth and his vision of allegorization as
part of a process of endless semiosis, of endless specific remythifi-
cauons and allegorizations, has something of the subversiveness of
remythification about 1t One 1s tempted to coin another term to
describe Wilham’s work, something like “reallegorization”

7William’s allegonization of Orpheus 1s printed in Edouard Jeauneau, “L'Usage de la
notion d'integumentum a travers les gloses de Guillaume de Conches,” Archwes d’hustoere doc-
trinale et hiterasre du Moyen Age 32 (1957) 45—47 For Wilham's treatment of myth, see also
Friedman 104—09, Wetherbee 3648, 92-98, and Peter Dronke, Fabula Exploratsons into the
Uses of Myth in Medieval Platonusm (Lerden Brill, 1974) 13-78
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Let us turn now to St Orfeo as a particularly brilhant example of
remythification It 1s impossible to know exactly what versions and
treatments of the Orpheus myth the Orfeo poet knew, but it 1s clear
he or she was well-versed in the Orpheus tradinon The poem
(written before 1330) 1s roughly contemporary with the Ouvide mor-
absé (1291-1328) and Bersuire’s Reductorium morale (1325—-37) and
the poet 1s clearly writing against the tradition of reductive Chris-
tian morahzation represented by these two works It seems hkely
that the poet was famihar with the allegorical traditions 1naugu-
rated by Fulgentius and Boethius, perhaps he or she knew the
latter 1n Alfred’s translation. The poet tried, 1n any event, to re-
store a mythical ambivalence and meaningfulness to the tale and
most critics have thought his or her efforts were successful

The most fundamental and important element 1n the remythi-
fication of the tale was the poet’s decision to rewrite an allegorized
(and 1increasingly Chnistiamized) myth as a Breton lay The poet
tells us what this means to him or her at the beginming of the
poem In the first four hnes the poet writes that lays such as the one
he or she will tell were narrative and musical compositions

We redepP oft & findeP y-wrute,
& Pis clerkes wele 1t wite,
Layes Pat ben 1n harping

Ben y-founde of ferh Ping 18

In hne 13 the poet writes that these lays were “wrougt,” in 16 that
they were “maked,” and 1n 17-20 that, 1n the old days, when kings
heard of any marvels they took their harps “& maked a lay & gaf
it name” (20). At the end of the poem, the poet once again returns
to this topic and tells us that this lay was “made  / & nemp-
ned . after be king” (599-600) by Breton harpers when they
“Herd hou Pi1s meruaile bigan” (598) “Gode 1s pe lay,” the poet
adds, “swete 1s Pe note” (602).

'8All references to the poem and quotations from it are to and from the version recorded
in the Auchinleck Ms as printed in A | Bliss, ed , Sir Orfeo, 2nd ed (Oxford Clarendon,
1966) The first thirty-eight hines of the poem are missing from the Auchinleck Ms and have
been reconstructed by Bhiss on the whole question of the prologue, see Bliss xv, xivi-xbvui,
and EC Ronquist, “The Powers of Poetry in Sir Orfeo,” Philological Quarterly 64 (1985)
114 n12
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What 1s stressed and valued 1n this description of poetic activity
1s not the invention of a plot or narrative hne—the kings and harp-
ers who created the lays were simply reporting or reacung to the
marvels they had heard told to them—but the composition of the
lay, the choice of words and notes which will commemorate the
marvel The poet emphasizes the artistry which goes into the lay’s
composition and suggests that his or her position 1s hike that of the
royal and Breton harpers of yore our poet too has heard a marvel
and (re)made a lay

In rewriing the allegorized myth as a lay, the poet brought
together a number of mythic paradigms First, of course, there was
the classical paradigm where a story of unconsolable human loss
was played out on a stage divided between earth and Hades In
Chnistian allegorizations of the myth, this paradigm had been as-
similated to the Chnistian story of loss and redemption, Orpheus
had become either a figure of Chnist (and, thereby, a figure of all
Chnist’s other figures) or a sort of Everysoul, and the stage divided
into thirds with the addition of Paradise/Heaven Into this already
complex masque the Orfeo poet incorporated the Celtic paradigm
of a successful journey to the Otherworld—neither Hades, nor
Hell, nor Heaven/Paradise, but 1n some ways like all of them !¢ In
his or her stress on poetic artistry, words and music, and its power,
the poet also shows an awareness of the Fulgenuan tradition of
allegorization and, finally, in Orfeo’s renunciation of the world,
suffering 1n the wilderness and trrumphant return we can detect a
similar awareness of the Boethian tradition

The end result of all this 1s a hybnd super-myth Sir Orfeo may be
interpreted, at least partially, in a number of different contexts and,
mythically overdetermined as 1t 1s, cries out for interpretation Yet
the various paradigms interfere with one another and effectively
eliminate the possibility of a comprehensive allegorization of the
poem in any one context Let me give a few examples of this in-
terference

*One should compare here the 1deas of Patrizia Grnimald: who discerns in the poem “ an
elaborate system of parallels to Celti folklore and mythology, Chrnisuan morality, and polit-
ical ethics’ and suggests that the poem has a particular meanming in each of these three
contexts (“Sir Orfeo as Celtic Folk-Hero, Christian Pilgnm, and Medieval King,” Bloomfield
147-61) Porron hkewise remarks that “such a tale makes us understand the syncretsm of
the marvelous imagination” which combined “antique sources  with behefs of the period,
with Germanic legends (the nide of the Elfking) as well as with Celtic legends (the carrying
off of a queen)” (44-45)
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The conflict between the fairy king and Orfeo, first of all, which
one might expect to resolve itself violently, 1s worked out instead 1n
music The harper hero echoes the Briton harpers who composed
the lay, and the poet, 1n a sense, becomes the hero of his own poem.
The self-referentiality of the poem 1s vastly increased by this, and
the poet seems to be leaning in the direction of Fulgenuan allego-
nzation The hero’s harping, however, also opens up the lay to a
series of Chnistian and musical associations David the harper,
David as Christ, Chnist the musician, Christ the harp, Orpheus as
Christ, Chnist as the new Orpheus, harmony as unversal order or
as the harmony of soul and body, music as spiritual striving, as
grace, as eloquence, and so on. These associations cast an inter-
pretive hght on the whole poem Heurodis 1s Eve, lost beneath a
tree, she 1s the soul, Chnst’s bride, the fairy king 1s the devil, the
serpent, and so on 20

As part of his lay-1ic1zation of the tale, the poet introduced Celtic
matenal into the myth and quite effectively created a “fairy atmo-
sphere” throughout much of the poem The fairy king’s first visit
to Heurodiss 1n her sleep, the obscunty of his motives and methods
in abducting her, the fairy hunt, nde and dancing 1n the wilderness
all help to create the impression of a marvelous world beyond our
apprehension, which touches on ours but by and large escapes us
The introduction of this Celtic material—both splendid and grue-
some, fearful and charming—and particularly the substitution of
the fairy king and faerie for the serpent, Dis and Hades, also,
however, interferes with and prevents a Christian allegonzation

Faerie was never hell 1n medieval hiterature and faines were never
devils 2! There was, 1t 1s true, a certain uneasiness about their
identification, but the uneasiness itself indicates a distinction Heu-
rodis 1s not dead, she 1s not 1n an after- or underworld, the king of
faerie 1s not a serpent or devil There 1s some parallelism and a
high degree of contrastive tension between Hades, hell, and the

*See Michael D Bnstol, “The Structure of the Middle Enghsh Sir Orfeo,” Papers on
Language and Literature 6 (1970) 341-47, Friedman 189-90, Doob 165-207, Michael Masi,
“The Chnistian Music of St Orfeo,” Classical Foba 28 (1974) 1-20, Edward D Kennedy, “Sir
Orfeo as rex inutibss” A le Medsaevale 17 (1976) 94—102 and David Lyle Jeffrey, “The
Exiled King Sir Orfeo’s Harp and the Second Death of Eurydice,” Mosax 92 (1976)
48-58

*10On this point, especially with respect to Heurodis’s abduction, see Dorena Allen, “Or-
pheus and Orfeo The Dead and the Taken,” Mednum Aevum 33 (1964) 10211, and Ron-
quist 101 For a more general overview, see CS Lewis's chapter on “The Longaev” in The
Duscarded Image (Cambridge Cambndge UP, 1964) 122--38
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faene of the lay, a tension many readers would like to resolve One
cannot do so, however, ssimply by calling the fairy king Dis (or the
devil) and his kingdom Hades (or hell) The substitution of faene
for Hades/hell effecuvely suspends the Christian mterpretation of
the poem

A Celuazing allegorization of the poem 1s equally 1nsufficient
The Chnistian, Fulgentian, and Boethian associations are too
strong, and the poet actively iromzes and undercuts his or her
Celuc matenal The fairy atmosphere which the poet creates so well
actually begins to dissipate when Orfeo finally enters faere This
1s not to say that the description of the fairy king’s country and
stronghold 1s not without its splendor nor that the forecourt of
horrors 1s not without 1ts effect, but somehow that which 1s con-
cretely reahzed for us, described 1n terms that, 1n spite of the vivid
pictures they paint, are nonetheless common terms, 1s less fairy-like
than that which, ghmpsed, hes beyond our imaginaton When the
ternble fairy king 1s ulimately overcome on a point of etiquette, the
dissipation of this atmosphere 1s complete

The obscunty of the fairy king’s motives in abducting Heurodis
and his doing so without trace or clue also effectively undo the
quest mouf which we might otherwise expect to find 1n the poem
Orfeo cannot go 1n quest of her since he does not know where to
look and has every reason to believe that she 1s 1naccessible to him
(he cannot, that 1s, find her through an internal quest, hke a grail-
seeking kmight) 22 When he does discover her, moreover, 1t 1s by
chance—or fate, or through grace, or per adventure, depending on
one’s onentation. But if Orfeo does not go 1n quest of Heurods,
why does he leave the court and go into the wilderness® The poet
perhaps took this element over from Alfred’s translation of Boet-
hius, but the same poet also made Orfeo a king Orfeo not only
abandons his fellow humans out of sorrow (as in Alfred’s rewrite),
he abandons a kingdom Orfeo’s being a king 1n the lay may enable
or encourage us to identify him with David or Christ, but 1t also
puts him 1n a rather bad hight a king who puts private loss before
the public welfare We are thus goaded 1nto searching for an alle-
gorical explanation for this abandonment. Heurodis must be more,

22That Orfeo does not, and cannot, leave his city to search for Heurodis has also been
noted by Gros Lous, “The Significance of Sir Orfeo’s Self-Exile,” Review of Enghsh Studses ns
18 (1967) 245-46, and Doob 184
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somehow, than a wife She must represent __ (fill in the blank
according to your preferred context)

The poet’s remythification of his or her matenial at this funda-
mental level, the superimposition of classical, Christian and Celtc
paradigms, leaves us with the feeling that the poem needs to be
interpreted and with a vanety of mutually interfering frameworks
within which we might interpret 1t Most, perhaps all, modern
critical reactions to the poem have been attempts to discover the
best or most appropriate framework or context for interpretation
Swr Orfeo has thus been said to have been modeled upon—to be
most intelligible in—such diverse contexts as the myths of Orpheus
and/or Proserpina, the Irnish aithed or abduction story or other
Celuc myths, the expulsion and return model of folklore, the rex
inutiles mouf, and the Christian model of redemption 23

The poet’s remythification of the tale involved more, however,
than the decision to rewrite the allegonzed myth as a lay The poet,
in fact, stresses and takes most pride 1n his or her composition of
what we might call the “surface” of the poem, its textual quahties
At this level, too, the Orfeo poet had sigmficant success Modern
cntics have unanimously praised the poet’s “structural patterning
and attention to significant detail [which] reveal conscious hterary
effort,” his or her use of “analogical patterns of repetition and
variation to develop meaning,” and his or her “strong feeling
for symmetry and balance,” all of which “reinforce the reader’s
impression that his [or her] poem 1s a consciously crafted work 724
Critics have found the arust’s deft touch 1n elements as small as the
repetition of words or phrases, as large as the poem’ structural
dwvisions, and as basic as the “dynamic [which governs] the

See GV Smithers, “Story-Patterns in Some Breton Lays,” Medium Aevum 32 (1953)
85-88, Severs 187-207, Constance Davies, “Classical Threads in Orfeo,” Modern Language
Review 56 (1961) 161-66, Howard Nimchinsky “Orfeo, Guillaume, and Horn,” Romance
Philology 22 (1968/69) 2, Bnistol 345-47, Friedman 190, Thomas B Hanson, ‘ Sir Orfeo
Romance as Exemplum,” Annuale Medwaevale 13 (1972) 152-54, Peter | Lucas, An Inter-
pretauon of Sir Orfeo,” Leeds Studies 1 Enghsh 6 (1972) 2-3, Jean Frappier, “Orphe et
Proserpine ou la lyre et la harpe,” Melanges de langue et de biterature medievales offerts a Pierre
le Gentil (Paris Societe d’Edition d’Enseignement Superieur Reuns, 1973) 277-94, Doob
172-203, Masi 3-7, Kennedy 88-110, Feliaity Riddy, “The Uses of the Past in Sir Orfeo,”
Yearbook of Enghsh Studies 6 (1976) 15, Grimaldi 147-61, and Vicart 74-76

“*Lucas 2, Mary Hynes-Berry, “Cohesion in King Horn and Si Orfeo,” Specubum 50 (1975)
666-67, Riddy 8, and Seth Lerer, Arufice and Arustry in Sir Orfeo,” Specubum 60 (1985)
107
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poem’s iterary structure and meaning,” and these critucs have done
an astonishing job of demonstrating the poem’s nch and comph-
cated textuahty 25

The conscious artifice they have discovered 1s evidence of the
poet’s desire to remythify the tale, to complicate 1t, give 1t a dense
texture, increase its self-referenuiabity To do so, the poet sacrficed
the allegonzation’s clear reference to a “higher” lesson 1n favor of
references on a horizontal, textual level 26 Here we see the subver-
siveness of remythification The clear Chnistian, ethical, psycholog-
ical, or philosophical moral has been sacnficed to the ambivalent
story, intellectual and ethical order to text

Drawn by the poet’s provocative mixture of mythic paradigms,
fascinated by the poem’s dense textual patterming, wanting to save
and make useful the imaginative productions of a previous culture,
we modern cnitics like Boethius, Fulgentius, Wilhiam, and Bersuire
before us, have allegonized Our impulse to allegorize 1s a response
to, and evidence of, the remythification 1n Sir Orfeo of the Orpheus
story We feel that the story has grown beyond the older or obvious
allegonzations, that new possibilities have been reahzed We feel
that we need new allegones to account for those new possibilities
and to bring the poem closer to us, to make 1t useful 1n our culture
Like Boethius, Fulgentius, Wilham, and Bersuire, we look for con-
texts within which we can specify and decode, reahze and use, the
potent but equivocal significance we sense in the poem 27

25Lerer 93 See, in addition to the studies mentioned 1n notes 20-24, DM Hill, “The
Structure of Sir Orfeo,” Medseval Studes 23 (1961) 136-53, John Block Friedman, ‘Eurydice,
Heurodss, and the Noon-day Demon,” Speculum 41 (1966) 22-29, James F Knapp, “The
Meaning of Sir Orfeo, Modern Language Quarterly 29 (1968) 263-73, Lewis ] Owen, “The
Recognition Scene 1n Str Orfeo,” Medim Aevum 40 (1971) 249-53, Dean R Baldwin, “Fairy
Lore and the Meaning of Str Orfeo,” Southern Folklore Quarterly 40 (1977) 129-42, and
Robert M Longsworth, “Sir Orfeo, The Minstrel and the Minstrel's Art,’ Studies in Philology
79 (1982) 1-11

260n the question of the medieval texts referentiaity and “vertical” and “honzontal”
dimensions, see Erich Auerbach, Mimesis The Representation of Reabty in Western Luerature,
trans Willard R Trask (Princeton Princeton UP, 1953) 73--74, Bloomfield 307-08, Peter
Haidu, “Repeution Modern Reflections on Medieval Aesthetcs,” Modern Language Notes 92
(1977) 875-87, and Quilbigan, Language 232-41

For complete discussions of the poem’s and the poets self-referenuahty, see Ronquist 100,
110-12, and Lerer 94, 10609

*"Thus has always been the task of both allegorical interpreters and remythifiers Compare
Fnedman “Each age has fashioned Orpheus in its own image, giving him new attnbutes,
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What makes Sir Orfeo so remarkable 1s the degree of cntical
response 1t has generated, the high praise 1t has earned, and the
almost utter lack of accord among cnitics as to 1ts interpretation
The poem seems to be remythified with each reading, each reading
makes us feel that the previous one, even yesterday’s, was inade-
quate This leads one to beheve that Sir Orfeo 1s 1n some way a
radical remythification, a seminal remythification, by which I mean
a remythification for which we possess no adequate interpretational
context

The source of Sir Orfeo’s ability to escape contextualization and
remythify wself at every reading 1s, I would suggest, faene, what
others might call the merveilleux Faerie should not be confused with
Celtic mythology, folklore or the Celtic Otherworld It 1s an ambiv-
alent, ambiguous sort of tertium quid which first appeared 1n the
twelfth century and resulted from the literary use of Celuc mate-
rials in the essentially Chnistian and classical tradition of medieval
lterature These Celuc matenals did not retain their old signifi-
cance 1n their new settings, but neither were they easily assimilated
there There was no context for faenie and this 1s what made 1t
valuable to medieval authors seeking to establish a new, secular,
vulgar hiterary tradiion Faerie 1s the source and distinguishing
trait of Arthunan romance, 1n particular, and Sir Orfeo 1s an ex-
ample of what we might have called, had 1t developed, mythological
romance

We sull have no adequate context for faerie today The fairy
king’s abduction of Heurodis 1s the very heart of Sir Orfeo, but the
many attempts to determine the meaning of these elements—and
of the enture poem—by reference to various mythic paradigms or
interpretational contexts have failed to produce agreement among
critics about the king’s nature or motives, the nature of the poem’s
faerie matenal, or the poem’s significance 28 There 1s rather an

emphasizing certain of his deeds at the expense of others, and even changing the course of
the narrative to make the Orpheus myth conform to the values of the day” (1), Bloomfield
“one of the basic functions of allegory [1e allegorical interpretation] 15 to make hterary
documents relevant Allegory, 1n this sense, 1s the method of modernization, that which
has made, makes or keeps modern those hterary documents of the past which can bear such
a load of continual remnterpretation’ (301-02), and Ronquist “in all our versions we are
trying to understand Orpheus,  to tell his story n a form that wili effectively make 1t
known, both immediate and comprehensible” (99)

“*For various interpretations, see Davies 161, 163, Knapp 266-67, Bnstol 345, 347,
Fnedman, Orpheus 189, 190, Lucas 4, 6, Doob 178-79, Hynes-Berry 655, 664, Kennedy
104, 105, Baldwin 129, 134-36, Vican 74-76, Ronquist 10810, and Lerer 105
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endless number of interpretations—and this should give us pause
Can all these interpretauons be nght® Are none of them night? If
we keep working at it will we eventually get the nght one?

Our desire—and our 1nability—to reach an agreement on these
questions are a direct result of our attempt to interpret the poem
within a Romantic, historicist model of interpretation, and provide
excellent evidence of this model’s shortcomings Within this model,
as 1t was enunciated by Fr D E Schleiermacher and W Dilthey, the
interpreters task 1s “the obverse of an act of discourse, 1n that one
must come to grasp the thought which was at the base of the
discourse,” “to reconstruct the inner source of the signs which
strike our senses,” “the process of recognizing a mental state from
a sense-given sign by which 1t 1s expressed ” “It 1s the primary task
of interpretation,” according to Schlerermacher, “not to understand
an ancient text in view of modern thinking, but to rediscover the
onginal relationship between the writer and his audience "?° The
Interpreter 1s to recognize, reconstruct, grasp the author’s thought
on the basis of 1ts externalization and concretion 1n a text, and 1s to
do so 1n the way the author’s oniginal audience did

When we are dealing with hiterary texts, poems and fictions, our
situation as Interpreters i1s even more complicated because, as |
mentioned at the outset of this article, we assume that most hterary
texts have a referent other than and 1n addition to their ostensive or
obvious one Within the Romantic, historicist model of interpreta-
tion, then, we are to recognize and reconstruct—in the way the
onginal audience did—not only the author’s first or obvious mean-
ing, but his or her second, figurative meaning, the “elsewhere”
which 1s the text’s true or essential reference, as well

In their corporate response to Sir Orfeo, however, modern critics
have demonstrated that 1t 1s possible to understand a literary text—
to mmagnatwvely construct the “elsewhere,” the thought or mental
state which 1s 1ts true referent and rawsson d’etre—in a pracucally
infinite number of enurely plausible ways They have also demon-
strated that it 1s not possible to choose between or hierarchize these
different imaginative constructions 1n any compelling way We can-
not convincingly choose the accurate reconstruction of the authorial
thought among the potentially infinite number of imaginative con-

29chlerermacher 2, 56, W Dilthey, “The Development of Hermeneutics,” in Selecled
Writings, ed and trans H P Rickman (Cambndge Cambndge UP, 1976) 247, 248 Sec
Bloomfield 30102, 314-15
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structions There 1s 1n fact cause for doubting that any such re-
construction is possible I can never know a past moment the way
those who expernenced 1t as a present moment did, and no text,
therefore, can be “present” to me as it was “present” to them
Interpretation, within the Romantic, historicist model, thus comes
to resemble a Greek comedy where critic after criuc steps forward
in the role of the alazon, the swaggering boaster, to announce a
truth which 1s instantly undercut by the ability of the text, in the
role of erron, to produce other truths

Paul Ricoeur has proposed a way out of this endless rony
through a new model for interpretation, a model which explains
the endlessness of modern critics’ work on Sir Orfeo and casts those
critics 1n a positive role Ricoeur begins by asking “What happens
to discourse when 1t passes from speaking to wnting?” and then
observes that

at first sight, wnung seems only to introduce a purely external and ma-
tenal factor fixation, which shelters the event of discourse from destruc-
tion In fact, fixation 1s only the external appearance of a problem which
is much more important, and which affects all the properties of
discourse The distanciation [between the medieval author and the
modern cntic, for example] 1n which this [Romantic, historiast] herme-
neutics tends to see a sort of ontological fall from grace appears as a
positive component of being for the text, it charactenstically belongs to
interpretation, not as its contrary but as its condiion The moment of
distanciation 1s imphed by fixation 1n wniting and by all comparable phe-
nomena n the sphere of the transmussion of discourse Writing 1s not
simply a matter of the matenal fixation of discourse, for fixation 1s the
condition of a much more fundamental phenomenon, that of the auton-
omy of the text A threefold autonomy with respect to the intention of the
author, with respect to the cultural situation and all the sociological con-
ditions of the production of the text, and finally, with respect to the
onginal addressee What the text signifies no longer coincides with what
the author meant, verbal meaning and mental meaning [elsewhere
Ricoeur refers to these as “textual meaning” and “psychological mean-
ing"] have different destimes Thus first form of autonomy already imples
the possibility that the ‘matter of the text’ may escape from the author’s
restricted intentional horizon, and that the world of the text may explode
the world of 1ts author What 1s true of psychological conditions 1s also true
of sociological conditions, even though he [or she] who 1s prepared to
liquidate the author 1s less prepared to perform the same operation 1n the
sociological sphere The pecubanty of the hterary work, and indeed of the
work as such, 1s nevertheless to transcend 1ts own psycho-sociological con-
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ditions of production and thereby to open itself to an unlimited series of
readings, themselves situated 1n socio-cultural contexts which are always
different In short, the work decontextuabizes 1tself, from the sociological as
well as the psychological point of view, and 1s able to recontextualise wself
differently 1n the act of reading It follows that the mediation of the text
cannot be treated as an extension of the dialogical situation For in dia-
logue, the vis-a-v1s of discourse 1s given 1n advance by the setting 1itself,
with wniting, the onginal addressee 1s transcended The work itself cre-
ates an audience, which potentially includes anyone who can read 3¢

Having suggested that Romantic, historicist hermeneutics and
their quest for onginal meaning overlook the essential character-
istic of the hterary work—its ability to decontextuahze itself—
Ricoeur asks,

If we can no longer define hermeneutics 1n terms of the search for the
psychological intentions of another person which are concealed behind the
text, and 1f we do not want to reduce interpretation to the dismanthng of
structures, then what remains to be interpreted? I shall say to interpret
1s to exphcate the type of being-in-the-world unfolded n front of the
text what must be interpreted 1n a text 1s a proposed world which 1
could inhabit and wherein I could project one of my ownmost possibib-
ties Through fiction and poetry, new possibihties of being-in-the-
world are opened up within everyday realty Fiction and poetry intend
being, not under the modality of being-given, but under the modahty of
power-to-be Everyday reality 1s thereby metamorphised by what could be
called the imaginative vanations which hterature carnes out on the
real Ulumately, what I [understand] 1s a proposed world [which]  1s
not behind the text, as a hidden intention would be, but :n front of 1t, as that
which the work unfolds, discovers, reveals Henceforth, to understand 1s to
understand oneself 1 front of the text It 1s not a question of imposing upon
the text our finite capacity of understanding, but of exposing ourselves to
the text and receving from it an enlarged self, which would be the pro-
posed existence corresponding in the most suitable way to the world
proposed As a reader, I find myself only by losing myself Reading
mtroduces me into the imaginatve vanations of the ego 3!

Ricoeur’s model—in which interpretation appears as a search for
greater self-understanding rather than as a quest for an author’s
intended meaning—suggests a new way of situating modern
cnucal reactions to Sir Orfeo and a new science of interpretation
Modern cntics’ interpretations of the medieval poem here appear

3Ricoeur 139, 91
3 Rwoeur 141-44
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as the projection and articulation of those critics’ “ownmost possi-
biliies” By exposing themselves to the poem and saying what 1t
means to them, these critics enlarge their self-understanding To
the degree, moreover, that they share a worldview or sense of the
world with others, their efforts to increase their self-understanding
will enable others to do so as well The process of interpretation 1s
therefore endless, but not imtless or without rigor It 1s endless
because there may be as many interpretations as there are 1nter-
preters, 1t 1s not hmitless or without ngor, however, because 1t al-
ways takes place 1n front of the same object the text of Sir Orfeo
This model also gives us a framework to understand and resolve
disputes about textual vanants between manuscripts there 1s a
conflict of interpretation because the interpretations have taken
place in front of (shghtly) different texts and because only one of
the texts and one of the interpretations 1s putatively authortative If
our goal, however, 1s no longer conceved to be the reconstruction of
an authonal meaning, but the exemplary articulation of an 1n-
creased self-understanding, the question of “authoritative” texts
and interpretations ts simply set aside That two shghtly different
versions of a text lead to different interpretations 1s in fact a sign of
how interpretation may be simultaneously endless and yet limited
and ngorous There would be more cause for alarm 1if different
texts led to the same interpretation

Ricoeur’s model also suggests the possibility of a new science of
interpretation, a new hermeneutics, which would study the means
by which texts provoke interpretation Such a science would not
seek to interpret texts, but to understand the conditions under
which such interpretation takes place It would allow us to recu-
perate the author, not as the originator of meaning, but as the
craftsman or craftswoman of an object to provoke interpretation,
whose success would be measured, not by the profundity of his or
her thought, but by the vaniety and degree of interpretation his or
her work produced One of the first steps for such a saence, one
supposes, would be the 1dentification of texts that have been 1nex-
hausubly provocative of interpretation, and Sir Orfeo would un-
doubtedly find 1its place among them Sir Orfeo would 1n fact be a
paradigmatic text for such a science, and 1its creator would un-
doubtedly be recognized as a master craftsman or craftswoman

This brings me back to the marn spring of the poem, faerie and
its king The different interpretations of these elements are, 1n
hght of Ricoeur’s model, all “night” insofar as they are rnigorous
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elaborations of possibihties different critics expenience upon reaa-
ing the text(s) The number and vanety of the interpretations,
however, suggest that faerie and 1ts king are important elements,
perhaps paradigmatic elements, for a science which studies the
means by which texts provoke interpretation They might well be
said to represent or emblematize the obscure impetus to interpret,
the text calling interpretation 1nto being, “ac neuer we nist whider pa
come” The fairy king’s abducuon of Heurodis might thus be seen as
the representation of the allegonization, the capture and reduction,
of myth, which 1s eventually iberated and brought back to full hfe
through the arust’s efforts Faene 1s thus the representation of
interpretive power which must destroy artistic harmony and a full
aura of potentual meaning in order to reveal them and thereby
achieve a greater understanding, the power the artist must 1n turn
overcome 1if he or she 1s to lead him or herself (and others) out of
the wilderness and the poem from the sterile frozen state 1n which
the unmastered 1mp of interpretation would captivate it Thus 1s the
lesson of faerie 1t 1s not a secret realm of hmutless resources, but
only the gaudy obverse of the common realm The poem has no
resources beyond itself, the interpreter no resources beyond him or
herself The rest, as a harper would say, 1s silence.

Ths artcle developed out of a paper delivered at the 1983 M/MLA meetung 1n a session
sponsored by the Old and Middle Enghish Language and Literature section and organized
by Winthrop Wetherbee on the topic “Medieval Enghsh Literature and the Classical Trads-
tion” I would like to thank Mary Frances Zambreno, E C Ronquist, Winthrop Wetherbee,
Peter Allen and SunHee Kim Gertz for their generous and helpful comments on earher
versions of this article
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