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 It is difficult to read the chansons de geste otherwise than in compari-
son with romance, though that comparison can be undertaken in many 
different ways. In an earlier book, The Chanson de Geste in the Age of 
Romance, I experimented with envisaging it as a dialectical engagement 
over a third, occluded term: that of an inadmissible political reality, the 
point where, as Fredric Jameson puts it, History is what hurts.  More re-
cently, I have approached the relationship between the two genres from a 
different angle in “L’éthique dans Raoul de Cambrai.” It is striking to 
what extent the chansons de geste are impervious to the dominant intel-
lectual interest of courtly literature from the mid-twelfth century on-
wards: namely dialectic, with its formal negotiation of coherence and 
contradiction, and its philosophical engagement with universality (Kay, 
Courtly Contradictions). The world of the chansons de geste seems, by 
contrast, to be committed to individuality, a commitment which con-
firms, although from a different point of view, what Boutet and Strubel 
identify as the Augustinianism of the genre (Littérature, politique et so-
ciété, pp. 39-671). I shall expand on this point later. Romances may dis-
port themselves with dialectical display, typify or contest universal val-
ues in their characters, and embark on allegorical inventions that gauge 
the relative merits of nominalism and realism. The chansons de geste, 
however, insist on the moral uniqueness of each and every agent, and are 
left wrestling with the difficulty of finding unity and coherence in the 
troubled world which results from their acts. 

 
1 Esp. p. 62. James R. Simpson presents an interesting qualification of 
this view (Fantasy, Identity and Misrecognition, ch. 1).  For Simpson, the 
politics of the chansons de geste, grounded in the renunciation of any 
fleshly community, are more Pauline than Augustinian. 
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 When my title evokes “singularity,” this, then, is what I mean by it: 
the perception that the chanson de geste character possesses, or aspires to 
possess, an irreducible uniqueness. One form in which this singularity 
manifests itself in the feudal epic is in the desire for exclusive possession 
of particular goods: a particular estate or woman, for example. As the 
stakes of exclusivity are ratcheted up, it also expresses itself as the desire 
to be the only person living and thus as the desire to kill as many other 
people as possible. One effect of killing, however, is to precipitate 
awareness that one’s own death is the ultimate expression of one’s singu-
larity. It is in dying that one achieves—at the very moment that one loses 
it—the uniqueness one aspired to.2  The awareness that death deprives us 
of a unique being gives rise to a thematics of revenge in which attempts 
are made nevertheless to repair the loss that death has made irreparable. 
That, in essence, is how I shall be developing the concept of singularity 
in relation to the chansons de geste themes of desire and death. 
 What, then, of the term “spectrality”? The concept of spectrality was 
established in theoretical discourse by Derrida in his Spectres de Marx of 
1993; he himself takes it from the opening words of Marx’s Communist 
Manifesto: “A spectre is haunting Europe—the spectre of Communism.” 
Derrida uses it to explore (among other things) the complexity of our 
ethical obligations to the past and the future, given that these are not 
wholly co-present with us, and yet we are connected to them. The term is 
then elaborated in more overtly political ways by Slavoj Žižek and Judith 
Butler.3 Both are interested in the way political systems rely on policing 
exclusions which nonetheless return to haunt them. Such a “return of the 
repressed” forms part of the spectral support of power.  Crucial to the 

 
2 On death as the ultimate mark of singularity, which thereby brands sin-
gularity as impossible since one attains it only as one loses it, see Jacques 
Derrida’s “Donner la Mort,” (esp. ch. 2):  “[. . .] ma propre mort est cette 
irremplaçabilité que je dois assumer si je veux accéder à ce qui m’est 
absolument propre” (p. 47). 
3 See for example Slavoj Žižek’s Introduction in Mapping Ideology as 
well as his Metastases of Enjoyment (esp. ch. 3 “Superego by Default”).  
See also Judith Butler’s Antigone Claim. 
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notion of spectrality in all of these thinkers is that it stalks the limits of 
ontology, revealing the extent to which what we take to be the world of 
being is troubled by the not-yet or the not-now, by something “out of 
joint” that unsettles it.4 By appealing to this concept, I shall be arguing 
that among the effects of the chansons de gestes’ concentration on singu-
larity is the generation of spectrality, whether in the form of an uncanny 
double, the spectralized self, or a revenant from beyond the grave, a 
spectrality that disrupts the ontological assurance of the universe these 
poems portray.  
 This essay is in three parts. The first centres on desire, the second on 
death, and the third on narrative. I shall concentrate on Girart de 
Roussillon as one of the finest examples of the genre—a poem in which 
singularity and its attendant spectres are in maximum tension with the 
aspiration for a coherent, orderly world—but my remarks could be ex-
tended to other chansons de geste such as Raoul de Cambrai, Renaut de 
Montauban, Daurel et Beton, Girart de Vienne, or the Loheren poems.   
 
I 
 
The poem of Girart de Roussillon as we now have it begins with an epi-
sode that may be a later addition to a more ancient core. Europe is being 
ravaged by Saracens, and the emperor of Constantinople proposes to be-

 
4 The quality of being “out of joint” is discussed by Derrida (Spectres, p. 
42) and taken up by Ernesto Laclau (“‘The Time is Out of Joint’”).  My 
presentation in this paper of ontology unsettled by a spectral “out-of-
joint-ness” is heavily influenced by Žižek’s The Ticklish Subject.  For the 
definition of ontology used here, see Žižek’s Enjoy Your Symptom!:  “on-
tology pertains to the ‘discourse of the Master’ [. . .].”  The discourse of 
ontology is thus sustained by an ‘indirect speech act’:  its assertive sur-
face, its stating that the world ‘is like that,’ conceals a performative di-
mension, i.e., ontology is constituted by the misrecognition of how its 
enunciation brings about its propositional content” (p. 98).  The use made 
of death, ontology, and “out-of-joint-ness” by all the thinkers cited here 
is ultimately indebted to Heidegger.  
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troth his two daughters and heirs to the king of France Charles Martel 
and his powerful baron Girart so as to enlist their help to defend Rome. 
Together, Charles and Girart help drive back the invaders. Girart then 
attends the emperor’s court and the negotiations are concluded: Charles 
is pledged to take the older sister, Berte, and Girart will take the younger 
one, Elissant. Upon inquiry, however, Charles is dissatisfied with this 
apportioning and insists on taking the daughter he judges to be the most 
beautiful, Elissant, even at the cost of breaking his oath. He offers Girart 
the inheritance of both by way of compensation. Girart is furious at being 
dishonoured and perjured by the king. He eventually accedes but only on 
condition that he should hold his land freehold, quit of any obligation to 
Charles. 
 The king’s behaviour throughout this scene is motivated by the de-
termination to mark the extent of his power. He is determined that he 
shall be the one to choose, that he should be able to override whatever 
Girart undertook in Constantinople:  “ ‘Per mon cap, co dis Carles, tot en 
devis. / Se Girarz lai partit, eu cai causis’ ” ‘ “By my head, I make the 
decision, says Charles. / If Girart apportioned there, I choose here” ’ (ll. 
369-70). He suspects Girart of having made the deal so as to secure the 
more desirable sister for himself and is resolved to undo it even before 
the two princesses have arrived. His satisfaction is thereby double: he 
acquires the bride of his choice and, just as gratifyingly, prevents Girart 
from having her.  
 It is the nature of the marital bond that it forms a unique tie. Each of 
the two princesses from Constantinople is represented as having been 
exclusively bound to each of the men. That the sexual bond with a 
woman marks a unique individuality is familiar from Ami et Amile, 
where two otherwise identical friends are differentiated by carnal union 
with their respective partners. In Girart, just the promise of such a bond 
is enough to mark exclusive possession in the eyes of the Church, repre-
sented in these quotations by the Abbot of Saint Denis, the Bishop of 
Soissons, and the Pope:  
 

«Don», co respont l’abaz de Saint Denis, 
«Ceste autre est ta muilliers que tu plevis [. . .]» (366-67)  
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«Seiner, Carles nos quert fole auchaison, 
Qui la muiller Girart quert c’on li don.» (382-83) 
 
«Mais vai, pren la muillier que as plevie, 
E leisse Girart conte aver s’amie.» (394-95) 
 
“Sir,” responded the Abbot of Saint-Denis, “this other 
woman is the wife you pledged [. . .].” 
Lords, Charles is starting a crazy cause against us when he 
asks us to give him Girart’s wife.” 
“Go and take the woman to whom you have pledged and 
let Count Girart keep his beloved.” 
 

The resolve to have one woman rather than another is thus an index not 
only of superior power but also of one’s singularity. Unique to Charles is 
to be the fact of his marriage to Elissant. A medieval example of the tro-
phy bride, she is to be the emblem of her husband’s position. By depriv-
ing Girart of her and consigning him to union with the sister he has dis-
carded, Charles likewise brands Girart with a particular identity: that of 
subordinate.  
 Girart’s countermove is calculated likewise to reinforce his own 
status. He rejects Charles’s offer of wealth that concerns neither of them 
personally: the cities of Rome and Constantinople that are the legacies of 
the two sisters. Instead, his demand that he should hold Roussillon free-
hold, when previously he had held it in fief from Charles, is a tit for tat 
move designed to ensure that the king does not assert himself at his ex-
pense:  “ ‘Non vuel quel reis meillort dont eu sordei’ ” ‘ “I don’t want my 
loss to be the king’s gain” ’ (l. 456). The anchoring of his identity to this 
particular territory is, of course, enshrined in the title, Girart de 
Roussillon, by which the song is known. Girart’s claim to exclusive 
rights over this land is tantamount to depriving Charles of such rights. As 
with Charles’s demand to marry Elissant, possession is directly equated 
with position. Possession ensures the position of the one who possesses 
and (just as emphatically) of the one dispossessed. That Charles subse-
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quently feels galled and mortified by this dispossession will be one of the 
major motors of the plot. His first act of war against Girart will be to 
claim the castle back and, when unsuccessful, to take it by treachery. 
 Both Charles’s move to strip Girart of his bride and Girart’s to de-
prive Charles of seigneurial rights show how, for both men, a greater 
value attaches to a possession achieved in defiance of regulation or con-
straint. Members of the clergy object to Charles’s overturning of his 
sworn word, but Charles insists on marrying the woman of his choice, 
not of his bond. His singular power expresses itself in showing his will is 
supreme, ranking even above his word. Indeed, we could argue that it is 
the pleasure of flouting a sworn agreement which enhances Elissant’s 
attractions to him and strengthens his resolve to have her.  When the 
Pope urges him to stand by his oath, Charles rises to the challenge with a 
retort: “ ‘Per  mon cap, co dis Carles, abanz es mie; / E cele c’an donet, a 
Girart sie’ ” ‘ “By my head, said Charles, she is mine and let the one they 
gave me be Girart’s” ’ (ll. 396-97).  The position to which he lays claim 
in taking Elissant is defined by his capacity to flout the authority of the 
Church that would deny her him.  
 A similar point can be made about Girart’s countering move. By de-
manding to hold his lands freehold, he releases himself from the multiple 
obligations that previously (albeit confusedly) bound him to the king.5 
Thus while, from one point of view, one could say that he exacts allodial 
status as the price for marrying Berte, it would be just as true to say that 
marrying Berte is the price he pays in order to achieve greater autonomy. 
Like Charles, he positions himself as the man who owes service to no 
one, and it gives him especial satisfaction that Charles should be the per-
son to whom he no longer owes it. For example, when Charles asks him 
to cede him entry to the castle of Roussillon, Girart exults that he is no 
longer bound to provide hospitality nor attend court: 
 

«Bernart, tu t’en iras au Carlon trat, 
                                                 
5 For reflections on the complexity of land tenure in Girart, see ch. 2 of 
Linda M. Paterson’s The World of the Troubadours, esp. pp. 20-21, 24-
25, 27-28.  
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E dijaz me lo rei per qu’en debat; 
Car eu tien en aleu tot mon ducat. 
Ne irai a sa cort de tot estat. 
Mais ne me sai de ses tan estragat 
Qu’eu rende le castel per tau foudat.» (764-69) 
 
“Bernart, go to Charles’s tent and tell the king from me 
why I refuse: because I hold my whole duchy as freehold. 
I’ll not go to his court all summer. I’m not so mad, I am 
sure, as to yield up my castle for such folly.” 

 
The jewel in the crown of singularity to which both characters aspire is to 
rise above obligations to others into absolute autonomy. 
 In these opening scenes of the chanson, however, each man’s bid to 
secure position through undisputed possession achieves only limited suc-
cess. Charles has miscalculated in staking his uniqueness on Elissant. 
When Girart agrees to the match, he stipulates that he should have the 
right to come to her defence should Charles fail to treat her as he should.  
 

«Pois Carles est tan lieus c’on le mescret, 
Se midonne fai tort ne enneleit, 
Qu’eu li poisse ajudar de tot son dreit.» (527-29) 
 
“Since Charles is so fickle as to be untrustworthy, if he 
does any harm or injury to my lady, then I must be allowed 
to come to her aid when justified.” 
 

This condition on Charles’s exclusive possession of his wife rapidly 
opens into an emotional chasm. It seems he may have been right all along 
in his suspicion that there was a love match between Elissant and Girart. 
Although she becomes empress, she acknowledges her preference for 
Girart. She even interprets his marriage to Berte as evidence of his love 
for herself: “ ‘Vos m’avez fait reïne, e ma seror / Avez pres a muillier per 
meie amor’ ” ‘ “You have made me queen, and have taken my sister as 
your wife for love of me” ’ (ll. 578-79).  Her dissociation of love from 
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marriage serves her own purpose as she assures Girart that she loves him 
more than father or husband (l. 586). Thus although Girart seems on the 
face of things to have given up Elissant for Berte, in fact, he has gained 
the affection of both women and Charles that of neither.6 The anchoring 
of singularity in the uniqueness of the marriage bond is thus an aspiration 
which Charles has failed to realise.  
 A similar reservation affects the vesting of identity in the uncontested 
control of territory. Just as Girart imposes conditions at the very moment 
of Charles’s taking possession of Elissant, so the king stipulates a limita-
tion on his exclusive claim to Roussillon, namely that he should continue 
to exercise his ancestral right to hunt in the surrounding woodland (ll. 
500-02).  This stipulation, minimal as it may appear, provides the lever-
age for subsequent lengthy reconsideration of the legality of Girart’s self-
styled independence (an issue on which the text itself is confused7). More 
pragmatically, it also provides the opportunity for Charles to approach 
and attack Roussillon castle. It is as he stands in the valley looking up at 
the fortress that his resolve to seize it for his own takes shape (ll. 680-
89). Before long, this desire has mushroomed into the determination to 
strip Girart of everything he has. Too long, Charles thinks, he has served 
merely as the means of Girart’s elevation (l. 1781): 
 

«Ne cuidaz de sa terre ne le despuel! 
Ne laiserai estar vilan dinz suel, 
Ne arbre doumescer que ne veruel,  
Qu’en secerunt les brances e pois li fuel.» (1791-95) 
 
“Don’t let him imagine I won’t despoil him of his lands! 
I’ll not leave a single peasant standing in his own house, 

                                                 
6 See Gaunt’s “Le pouvoir d’achat.” 
7 A reason for the confusion may be that the text hesitates between seeing 
Girart as bound to Charles by vassalic law (based on homage and service 
in return for a fief) or merely by the looser oath of fidelity.  See Hackett’s 
“La féodalité.” 



Singularity and Spectrality… 

 
22.1-4 

19

nor a single fruit tree that I don’t lock away so that its 
branches and leaves wither.” 

 
What was initially a minor reservation on Girart’s ownership has opened 
out into a full-scale assault upon it. 
 The egoistic assertion of uniqueness and mastery by each of the two 
principal characters has thus met with only limited success. And this 
conclusion is indicated, on different grounds, by the way their very desire 
for singularity leads to their experiences converging. For each man con-
ceives his fortunes and status only in relation to the other. The parallel-
ism whereby bride is offset against castle and stipulation against stipula-
tion sexualises the theme of land tenure just as it represents women as 
objects of ownership and control, so that each of the two men seems 
driven by identical urges, even though their motives may originally have 
been distinct. Each man’s attachment to his wife seems, at this stage, to 
have little content beyond the territorial, and conversely, in the early 
parts of the war at least, sexual cupidity and the desire for land go hand 
in hand. Charles’s attacks on Roussillon appear as an expression of sex-
ual jealousy and failure—he is referred to, for example, as a cuckold (l. 
1465)—while Girart’s disdain for him is exultant. Fouque explicitly as-
similates Charles’s treachery over Roussillon to his perjury over his en-
gagement (ll. 2002-05).  
 Thus the selfsame moves which conduce to singularity generate 
similarity, an outcome Charles acknowledges with horror: “ ‘Eu non(c) ai 
plus de lui fors la corone’ ” ‘ “I have nothing more than him except the 
crown,” ’ he says bitterly when the marriage negotiations are concluded 
(l. 566).8 The more he resists parity with Girart (“ ‘[. . .] non soufre par 
en sa reion’ ” [l. 648]) the more it forces itself upon him: “ ‘Segnor, eu e 
Girarz em dunt egau?’ ” ‘ “My lords, are Girart and I then equal?” ’ (l. 
1778). His efforts to distinguish himself from Girart have resulted only in 
                                                 
8 Charles’s comment is odd since, on the face of it, this seems a rather 
major difference.  Is he threatened by the notion that Girart is fully his 
“peer” (see next quotation) or does he see the crown as merely an empty 
symbol compared with the more substantial possession of land?  
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levelling the differences between them. Henceforth the two are bonded 
together like unholy twins. It is in this fact of doubling that we see the 
first signs of spectrality in the text.9

 It may seem paradoxical that promotion of uniqueness should gener-
ate an uncanny duality. Yet if we retrace the steps we have taken thus far, 
we see how it comes about. I have argued that Girart de Roussillon seeks 
to anchor the singularity of identity in unique possession. Insofar as the 
desire to possess is at the same time, and just as emphatically, the desire 
to deprive someone else, then it requires there to be a partner whose 
function it is to be dispossessed.10  If such a person did not exist, he 
would need to be invented; his very being is tainted, or diminished, by 
the way it is fantasmatically determined. Each of the two male protago-
nists, Charles and Girart, is forced into this role by the fierceness of the 
other’s desire. Each is condemned to assume the envious gaze of one 
who has not directed at the other who has. Each is, as it were, de-realised 
by this animus which requires that he be nothing but a defeated threat to 
the other’s enjoyment and thus, at the same time, the condition of it. He 
ceases to be represented as the source of his own emotions and desires, 
becoming instead the locus of the frustrated will projected onto him.  
  The constantly conjured threat that the other is poised to deprive one 
of enjoyment does not just diminish the other, making him in some de-
gree less than himself, it also spectralises the self. Probably the securing 
of identity in exclusivity is an impossible goal since, as we have seen, it 
makes the self dependent upon the gaze of a desiring other. Each man, 
having pinned his sense of mastery to unique possession, at once, as we 
have seen, finds that possession slip from his grasp. Charles finds he 
cannot have exclusive control over Elissant; Girart cannot prevent his 
castle being betrayed. Each of them is effectively deprived of unlimited 
enjoyment of his good by the other’s limiting stipulation and even more 

 
9 In his study of Anseïs de Cartage, Simpson presents another example of 
the obscene, spectral double (Fantasy, Identity and Misrecognition, p.  
94). 
10 This analysis of spectralisation closely follows Lacan’s “La fonction 
du bien,” although Lacan himself does not use this term.  
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so by the need to expend himself in defence of his good against the other. 
All are sufferers in the spectral confrontation whereby the condition of 
one’s enjoyment is, at the same time, a brake on it. Each man pays for 
this deadlock with a diminution of his being.   
 The legal makeup of the world in this poem is complex and confus-
ing, but perhaps it could also be argued that the person who seeks to ex-
tricate himself from the bonds of law condemns himself to a degree of 
spectrality. The clergy in this poem, at least, maintain that identity results 
not from exception but from subjection, the theme of the Pope’s sermon 
in laisse 5 (l. 63): ontology is constituted within a signifying order. But 
even if each of the male protagonists does not acknowledge the law as 
transcendent and reckons instead to anchor his being in possession, he 
fails.11  That failure taints not just his power to possess but his status and 
the very nature of his being.  
 The theme of the desire for possession does not leave the poem after 
these opening scenes. There are many later reminders of Charles’s sexual 
jealousy and extensive debates over Girart’s entitlement to his estates, 
but as the ratchet of animosity between the two heightens, desire to re-
duce the other to destitution and, preferably, to deprive him of life as well 

 
11 I owe to Mary Jane Schenck the observation that what the protagonists 
seem most vehemently opposed to is the claim of law to be transcendent. 
This would be the case with the attempts at regulation by the clergy in 
this text. Under customary or common law, by contrast, individuality is 
indexed to individual possession and not to universal subjection. Within 
such a framework, the characters’ claim to advance their position through 
possession would be an exercise in power which exploited the law but 
did not transgress it (for more on customary law, see her paper in this 
volume). However, the influence of customary law in the Midi was less 
than in Northern France or England as a result of the greater persistence 
there of (transcendent) Roman law. There is, then, some doubt as to how 
the characters are positioned relative to the law—a confusion echoed in 
the poem: do they flout it or merely exploit it?  I am very grateful to Pro-
fessor Schenck for her informative and collegial contributions to my ar-
gument.  
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rises to prominence. It is accompanied by a new plot line, only hinted at 
in the opening scenes, which tells of long-standing enmity between 
Thierry, close advisor and brother-in-law of Charles, and Girart’s family. 
Girart’s father Drogo had previously driven Thierry into banishment and 
poverty, during which he was forced to work as a carpenter. At the first 
pitched battle between Charles and Girart, at Vaubeton, Thierry kills Gi-
rart’s father and his uncle Odilon, who is the father of a whole series of 
cousins including the much admired Fouques and the sinister Boson. 
Peace is secured only by Thierry going into exile a second time, but 
when he returns after the due term, Boson and his friends murder his 
young sons and then Thierry himself at a quintain. The desire to avenge 
this murder results in the wave of vendetta so characteristic of chansons 
de geste of this type. In the next section of this essay, I will examine how 
this radical raising of the stakes to life or death inflects the treatment of 
singularity and spectrality in the poem.   
 
II 
 
 From the time of the first capture of Roussillon, antagonism between 
the two principals grows ever harder and more deadlocked. Girart mis-
trusts the king for his treachery; he wants revenge for the death of his 
father and uncle; he wants restitution of his and Fouques’s lands; eventu-
ally he falls prey to the blind urge to destroy, burning down a church 
where Charles’s men had sought sanctuary and killing the monastic 
community there too (ll. 6190 ff.). Although he has moments of being 
more conciliating and listening to the wise counsel of Fouque, he ends up 
succumbing to Boson’s more belligerent advice. Boson’s words incite 
him to undertake the final battle against Charles, buoying him up against 
desperate odds with the hope of stripping the king of everything he has, 
although in fact it will be Girart himself whom the battles reduces to total 
destitution: 
 

«Eisi poden Carlon getar de cant; 
Non preizerai sa gerre puis mige un gant; 
Toz n’er deseritaz e sui enfant.» (6864-66)  
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“In this way we can drive Charles from the field. I shan’t 
reckon his warring as much as a glove. He will be utterly 
disinherited by it, and his children too.” 
 

Reciprocally, Charles’s antagonism to Girart hardens into the desire to 
deprive him first of Roussillon itself and then of all his other lands. An-
ger over Thierry’s death provokes him to confiscate Fouques’s fief, bribe 
Girart’s vassals into his own service, and rejoice in the war in which Gi-
rart will be utterly despoiled. Soon his only objective in life is Girart’s 
death: “ ‘Non amerai le conte seu non vei mor[t]’ ” ‘ “I shall never love 
the count until I see him dead” ’ (l. 5521). Finally he wants to compound 
death with dishonour:  
 

«S’eu tenie Girart de Rossillun 
Eu lo ferie pendre con un lairon 
A sordeiors garcons de ma maison.» (6720-22)  
 
“If I held Girart de Roussillon I’d have him strung up like 
a thief by the worst wretches in my household.” 

 
Whereas in the early stages of the war the balance of success fell more 
Girart’s way than Charles’s, now it is Charles who gets what he wants. 
Girart is not literally hanged but he is ruined, stripped of his social iden-
tity, and widely believed to be dead.  
 Earlier I argued that in the opening scenes of the poem the characters 
aspired to a singularity of position that was guaranteed by exclusive, un-
disputed possession. As the narrative develops, this notion of a position 
secured by possession persists and is still linked with territory, but its 
association has shifted from being with sex to one with death. The en-
joyment of possession, formerly shot through with sexual desire, now 
thrills to surging violence. The singularity at stake is that of the unique 
life threatened—as it threatens others—with extinction. One man’s desire 
to occupy a singular position becomes the desire to dispossess another 
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man utterly—to deprive him of everything that constitutes his symbolic 
identity and reduce him to a spectre of his former self.  
 This violent spectralisation of the other as the price of one’s own 
singularity takes a different form, however, when the characters weigh 
their responsibilities towards the dead in their own camp, for now the 
emphasis is placed on the fact that the dead person is irreplaceable, that 
is, on his singularity. If Girart answers to the deaths of his father and 
uncle, Drogo and Odilon, killed by Thierry, Charles takes up the cause of 
Thierry, assassinated by Boson and his associates.  
 There are two principal reactions to the death of a relative in the 
chansons de geste, mourning and revenge, and the balance between the 
two in any particular poem could serve as a way of dividing one sub-
group of the genre from another. The purpose of mourning, as Derrida 
puts it, is to seek to ontologise the dead: that is, to translate their absence 
into a symbolic presence, one carefully woven into the fabric of our so-
cial life.12 Scenes of lamentation, obsequies and entombment, the conse-
cration of the dead as heroes or even as saints: all these processes, length-
ily described in some chansons de geste, are forms of incorporation 
whereby the dead are laid to rest in reality by being integrated symboli-
cally into our own sphere of being.  
 There are virtually no cases of such mourning in Girart de 
Roussillon. Instead, there is an overwhelming preoccupation with re-
venge, and revenge involves a far more troubled relation to the dead. It 
brings out more disturbingly than mourning the difficulty which we ex-
perience in accepting the fact of death, the loss of a loved one, and the 
implications which it has for our own mortality. True, the practices of 
mourning deny death as much as they commemorate it—by establishing 
the dead in a place like our own, such as a tomb to be visited, and by 
calling upon them there or addressing a cult to them—but this contradic-

 
12 See Derrida: “[Le deuil] consiste toujours à tenter d’ontologiser des 
restes, à les rendre présents, en premier lieu à identifier les dépouilles et à 
localiser les morts” (Spectres, p. 30). 



Singularity and Spectrality… 

 
22.1-4 

25

tion is exacerbated in the case of revenge.13 By exacting vengeance on 
behalf of the dead, the living agent places himself in the role of the dead 
man retaliating at the violence he underwent. Retaliation, although it is 
offered as retribution, is at the same time a repetition of the very wrong it 
sets out to punish and thus reiterates the offender’s act as much as it iden-
tifies with its victim. The trauma of loss is not repaired but reinforced as 
the avenger impossibly assumes the places of other men.  
 Thus when Boson kills Thierry, he acts on behalf of his father and 
uncle (“E per paire e per oncle en pres venjance” [l. 3477]), thereby in-
curring the enmity of Thierry’s nephews, Uc and the sinister threesome 
of Aimon, Aimer, and Andefrei (ll. 3484-85, 3492-93). Girart’s baron 
Folcher kills Andefreit, prompting Aimon and Aimeri to exact vengeance 
for their brother: 

 
«Ui, Andefre(n)t cons, fraire, chars amis, 
Si cel qui vos a mort s’en torne vis, 
Ja Deus ne nos ajut ne Saint Denis.» (5972-74) 

 
“Alas, Andefret, brother, dear friend, if the one who killed 
you escapes with his life may God or Saint Denis never 
come to our aid again.” 

 
Some 2000 lines later, Uc will finally succeed in killing Boson, only to 
die immediately as he is avenged by Boson’s brothers Gilbert and Fou-
que (“Lai prestrent de lor fraire vengeisun” [l. 7137]). Gilbert in his turn 
is at once struck down by Charles’s men. If mourning seeks to ontologise 
the dead, such passages show how, by contrast, in vengeance the dead are 
spectralised. Acts of revenge call attention to the impossibility of laying 
the dead to rest. They continue to haunt and infect the actions of the liv-
ing. Even more than our fellow who has been dispossessed is spectral-

                                                 
13 The fundamental unacceptability of death is the insight elaborated by 
Freud in his Totem and Taboo and elaborated in much of Derrida’s recent 
writings (e.g., “Donner la Mort,” Politiques, and Spectres). 
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ised, the man violently and unacceptably bereft of life maintains an ac-
tive but unseen presence. 
 A particularly striking case of this spectralisation of the dead occurs 
with Odilon, who receives his death wound some while before he actu-
ally dies and so lingers on between life and death while those around him 
prepare to avenge him. As he drifts from life, Girart addresses Odilon as 
if he were already dead, overriding his obvious preference for reconcilia-
tion and anticipating the vengeance he will exact for his loss: 
 

–Eu coment amerai rei tant felon? 
Teuris, sen consellers de sa maison,  
A mort m’at mes mon paire, lo duc Draugon, 
E mees lo ton cors, qui mare fon.» (2997-3000) 
 
“How could I love such a felonious king? Thierry, his 
privy counsellor, killed my father Duke Drogo and now he 
has killed you too, alas for you.” 

 
 Unlike the mourner who seeks to weave together the gap caused by 
death in the symbolic fabric, the avenger tears it wider. Suffering is in-
creased not assuaged.  Because each vengeful deed eliminates a further, 
unique person from the order of being, at each turn a further set of rela-
tives and friends are called upon to take revenge. Thus vengeance 
spreads pulling more and more individuals into the teeth of its infernal 
machine. People who initially were quite distant from the original crime 
are drawn in. As the poem advances, the older generation of warriors is 
gradually killed off. Only youths remain, but the memory of the deaths to 
be avenged nevertheless seems never to be dimmed. The narrator de-
scribes how youths at the battle of Civaux identify especially strongly 
with Thierry’s young sons, murdered at the quintain: 
 

Li plus vielz n’a trente anz ne pel an chane. 
Aiqui fun remenbrade la quintane, 
E la mors as dous fiz Teuri d’Ascane, 
Per que la ire aeine e li maus greine. (5859-62) 
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The oldest of them is not yet thirty, with no white hair as 
yet. There they remembered the quintain and the death of 
Thierry d’Ascane’s two sons so that their anger waxes and 
their grief grows. 

 
Whole families are wiped out. This is what eventually happens on Gi-
rart’s side at least. First the generation of Girart’s father is killed, then his 
cousins, all except for Fouques and his sons. Even then it is necessary for 
an agreement to be reached that there should be no more vengeance on 
either side, so that the king will desist from plotting against Girart’s life: 
“ ‘S’il unt mort vostres paires e vos les lor, / Non devez refreschir tam 
vielle iror’ ” ‘ “If they killed your fathers and you theirs, / you should not 
seek to revive such old grievances” ’ (ll. 8243-44).  The last act comes 
when Girart’s knight hears him celebrate the feudal splendour of 
Roussillon. Fearing that Girart will set in motion the spiral of violence, 
he murders his sole surviving child so that he will have no future to 
which to answer for the past. 
 In the opening scenes of the poem, each of the two protagonists uses 
the law, or rather abuses it, to lever himself into a situation of autonomy. 
Appeal to law remains a constant of the poem throughout its long course. 
Notably, Charles uses it to inculpate Girart for Thierry’s death. Charles 
insists that he will hold Girart accountable for the murder unless he for-
mally exculpates himself.  We may suspect, as do many of Girart’s ad-
visers, that the law is invoked here merely as a cloak under which to ex-
tend the reach of the king’s vengefulness. Some favour his complying 
with Charles’s summons, but he never does. Moreover, although when 
each man consults in council peaceable conclusions are usually reached, 
the actual encounter between representatives of the two sides always re-
sults in a more warlike posture being adopted. There seems to be an un-
derlying inevitability about the recourse to arms rather than to the courts. 
That the doves should have their say at some length in the council scenes 
only underlines the triumph over them of the hawks. As the story goes on 
and becomes more complex, for both parties grounds for grievance and 
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for mutual accusations of treachery multiply. Eventually there is so much 
wrong on both sides that appeal to law becomes unthinkable: 
 

–Quant m’ai(s) traï, dist Carles, e me renege, 
Pois dis qu’en [fera] dreit, son gant me pleg[e]! 
Non derie per ren demi jor treg[e] 
Tros non lairai d’onor sol une leg[e]!» (5566-69) 
 
“He has betrayed me and denied me,” says Charles, “and 
then he says he will settle with me fairly in court and let 
him pledge me his glove! I wouldn’t give him so much as 
half a day’s truce before I’ve stripped him down to his last 
league of land!” 

 
 As in the opening scenes, then, we find the protagonists situating 
themselves in relation to the law but athwart its prescriptions in a posi-
tion of elective isolation. Their defiance extends also to sacrilegious acts 
on both sides, placing themselves outside the law of God. In thus except-
ing themselves from regulation, they teeter on the brink of madness. Gi-
rart is reproached by Fouque for having always been “fols e fel e 
forsenaz” ‘crazy and violent and out of his senses’ (l. 5320). His self-
imposed singularity has led beyond exclusion from the world of the law-
abiding to exclusion from that of sense. Jarring with the symbolic princi-
ples and expectations of those around them, no longer enframed within 
intelligibility, the characters themselves are “out of joint.” Their crazed 
behaviour disrupts the ontological ground. In their insistence on singular-
ity they have condemned themselves to spectrality. 
 I have argued, then, that the switch in emphasis from desire to death 
as the plot of Girart gathers momentum confirms the link between singu-
larity and spectrality that was established in its opening scenes. The de-
sire to dispossess the other utterly, to expel him from life and the sym-
bolic order that confers consistency on it, spectralises the other. The de-
sire to avenge the dead, and thus to maintain their fantasmatic agency and 
reiterate the act of their death, is to make oneself the agent of the reve-
nant. To place oneself outside the law of man and God is to condemn 



Singularity and Spectrality… 

 
22.1-4 

29

oneself to madness and expose the ontological order as “out of joint.” In 
the final section, I shall consider the wider implications of these findings 
for the narrative texture of the chansons de geste. 
 
III 
 
 If we try to gauge the narrator’s attitude to singularity, it is clear that 
it inspires in him a degree of horror. The “out-of-joint-ness” of his char-
acters lends itself to stigmatisation as mad and as evil, but despite this 
there are ways in which he endorses the value of uniqueness. The narra-
tor may sympathise with the text’s spokesmen for equal symbolic subjec-
tion to hierarchical rule, but he has difficulty envisaging a medium of 
mediation that would successfully integrate singulars to a generality. We 
have seen how regulation is unreliable given that laws are open to being 
flouted or exploited. Money is even less desirable as a common measure. 
Both Girart and Charles are tempted to dissolve the uniqueness of a hu-
man tie in the generalising flow of wealth, a temptation implicitly re-
proved as unworthy. Thus when Charles’s barons try to tell him that Gi-
rart was not necessarily guilty of Thierry’s murder, his mind keeps re-
verting to a different grievance, the theft by one of Girart’s men of his 
property, as though one loss could substitute for the other. In the same 
way, when Girart finds he cannot absolutely hold Charles himself re-
sponsible for the deaths of his father and uncle, he slips sideways into 
blaming him for the confiscation of his lands, as though this loss formed 
some common measure with his bereavement. The stamp of human indi-
viduality cannot, then, be exchanged in some universalising currency.  
 Before considering the implications which this commitment to singu-
larity, however troubled, has for the narrative of Girart de Roussillon, it 
would be helpful to say more at this point about the term “singular.” A 
singular can be equated with a “particular,” that is, with one in a series: a 
one plus one plus one plus one…and so on, constituting a group such as a 
genus. The particular, in this sense, is the correlate of the universal, and 
that correlation provides the basis of its intelligibility. We recognise a 
particular man in relation to other men and as part of the species “man.” 
In the Aristotelian ontology which holds sway in academic circles at the 
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time when the chansons de geste were composed and is reflected in 
courtly literature, that species is itself intelligible as part of the genus 
“animal.” That is, Aristotle recognises a knowledge of individuals only 
insofar as they are already subsumed to the abstract. But the “singular” 
can also be conceived in a way that does not form part of a series; it is 
not part of a sequence of one plus one, it is just a one that either is or is 
not. In this sense of “one,” an individual man is utterly unique.  He is not 
posited with reference to the universal. Theologians claimed that our 
knowledge of God and God’s knowledge of us is a knowledge of singu-
lars in this sense. One of the tasks medieval philosophy will set itself in 
the late thirteenth century will be to find ways of accounting for such 
knowledge within a properly philosophical framework; Aristotelian epis-
temology will be progressively dismantled as it is adjusted to fit with 
Augustinian Neoplatonism.14 In endorsing the singular value of the hu-
man individual, however problematic, the narrator of Girart de 
Roussillon can be seen as gesturing towards the Augustinian turn which 
will come about in later medieval thought, although of course he does so 
in a way that is utterly at variance with medieval academic discourse.  
 Even with a “bolt-on” Neoplatonic extension to their Aristotelian 
conceptual framework, medieval thinkers concede that the unique neces-
sarily poses a challenge to the medium of language. Language is a con-
ceptual universal order that cannot recognise the individual as such. The 
singular is always “out of joint” with respect to it. The question needs to 
be asked, then, how far can a text really engage with singularity at all? Is 
it not inevitably effaced in favour of particularity that is then thematised 
as unique, that is, predicated with the universal quality of uniqueness?  
The answer to this question is obviously “yes” to some extent. That is, 
the individuality that finds its way into representation is one that has been 
subjected to the conceptual order and effaced in favour of abstraction.15 

 
14 This account is taken from Bérubé (La connaissance de l’individuel).  
A similar problematic is explored by Lacan (Séminaire, XX, 1972-1973).  
See also Žižek (Looking Awry, p. 132). 
15 “Premier effet ou première destination du langage:  me priver ou aussi 
bien me délivrer de ma singularité. [. . .] Je ne suis plus jamais moi-
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In the chansons de geste “singularity” could be said to be a “concept” 
that is elaborated in its relation to the further concepts of desire and 
death, but I want to stress that I have not been talking just about 
“themes” that form part of the “representation” of the text. What I am 
trying to describe is rather a certain disruption of representation, its limi-
tation, since the singular is precisely what cannot be accommodated in 
the symbolic fabric but, rather, deforms or disturbs it. This is why the 
singular and the spectral go hand in hand. Precisely because the unique 
cannot be signified in language but only sensed or experienced, it is con-
demned to spectrality; the spectral, in its conjuring of uncanny doubles 
and returns, is representation’s compromise with the unrepresentable 
uniqueness of the individual. What is remarkable about the chansons de 
geste is that, unlike medieval philosophical discourse, they are true to the 
problematic of singularity since their narratives are imprinted throughout 
with its disruptive effects. 16

 As in other chansons de geste, the most obvious feature of narrative 
in which the “out-of-joint-ness” of its ontology imprints itself in Girart 
de Roussillon is the use of the laisse. The story proceeds in a faltering 
way with rifts, overlaps, and occasional glimpses of alternative pathways. 
When Charles first calls on Girart to cede Roussillon to him, Girart is 
initially gracious, inviting the king to treat Girart’s property as though it 
were his own (l. 750). On second thoughts, however, when his men warn 
of Charles’s potential treachery, he defiantly asserts his exclusive control 
of his estate; to admit Charles to Roussillon would be mad (ll. 768-69). 
The volte-face in Girart’s responses between these two laisses marks a 
reversal from an initial impulse towards social cohesion grounded in 
shared resources to a resolve to defend singularity grounded in exclusive 
possession. The abruptness with which he plumps for the latter causes a 

 
même, seul et unique, dès que je parle” (Derrida, “Donner la Mort,” p. 
61).  
16 Though the discourse of poststructuralist writing on the same topic 
does, of course, labour precisely to capture the “out-of-joint-ness” of 
singularity as is amply witnessed by any of the writings of Derrida or 
Lacan cited in this paper.  
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shadow of incoherence to fall across the narrative at this point as though 
the challenge to representation of the singular introduced a hitch in its 
textual consistency.  
 In a subsequent contention over Roussillon, when Charles seems to 
be sure of overpowering Girart’s forces and capturing the fortress but is 
unexpectedly repelled by Boson, the overlap in the narrative of two 
laisses quasi-similaires can again be read as a textual response to singu-
larity. Charles is determined to eliminate Girart absolutely from existence 
and claim Roussillon as his own. The first laisse (451) presents his attack 
as an immediate success: Girart is on the point of flight. But a rally led 
by Boson with fresh troops, saves him, and instead it is Charles that is 
defeated. The second laisse (452), however, takes us back to the heat of 
Charles’s onslaught, presenting Girart’s situation as desperate. Once 
more Boson supervenes; this time the laisse concludes with Girart jubi-
lant at the king’s defeat. Just as the protagonists are locked together in 
violence, so too the textual process is violent and unsettling. The parallel-
ism of language brings out how the more each man seeks to establish 
himself at the other’s expense, the more his identity merges with that of 
his opponent. Each of the two stakes his singularity on the prospect of 
driving the other out of existence, and each, in consequence, is sucked 
into the spectrality to which he reduces the other. The laisses reflect this 
paradoxical, irrational situation. Much as Girart and Charles are spectral 
doubles of each other, the second laisse serves as a kind of revenant, or 
spectral repetition, of the first. The narrator allows the consistency of his 
narrating to be disturbed to the point where you almost ask yourself if 
you have missed something and have to do a double take. The out-of-
joint-ness of the characters is carried through as a textual effect.  
 I could multiply examples of such laisses (the finest are maybe the 
death of Odilon, which is bound up with the miracle of the standards, and 
the murder of Thierry). The point is that the struggle for co-presence of 
narrative fragments constantly undermines narrative as totality, translates 
the singular will into the singular narrative moment, and confirms the 
problem of its integration to a social world or symbolic norm. Between 
the lesions in the laisses lie the traces of spectral insurgences that trouble 
the poem’s ontological coherence. 
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 On a larger scale, the disruption of textuality by singularity and spec-
trality is effected by what I have called “counter-narrativity” (Chansons 
de Geste, ch. 2). This comes about when there is a competition for ex-
pression between the narrative strands in a poem, one of which, the 
dominant narrative, succeeds in making the other, the counter-narrative, 
appear fragmented and half-submerged. Like the struggle for personal 
dominance at the level of character, this narrative phenomenon is an ef-
fect of power. It is especially common in epics of revolt and related 
chansons de geste: poems such as Renaut de Montauban, Raoul de Cam-
brai, Daurel et Beton, or Orson de Beauvais. In Girart, the instances of 
counter-narrative which I have discussed in the past are the strands asso-
ciated with the two sisters who spend most of the text in the slipstream of 
male aggression but who nonetheless come increasingly to represent the 
means whereby the textual world can be pulled into coherence around the 
two poles of reformed monarchy and sanctity (Chanson de Gestes, ch. 7).  
Although Berte is initially despised by everyone except the narrator and 
his ecclesiastical characters and features only fragmentarily until the very 
end of the poem, she ends up as the most significant figure within it. 
When a counter-narrative becomes dominant, what we see (in the terms I 
am using here) is the passage from spectrality to ontology. Something 
which was, to start with, “out-of-joint” with respect to the text’s sym-
bolic framework of intelligibility comes to determine that framework. I 
should like to add to my previous account of Berte by showing how her 
story as a counter-narrative figure  connects with that of Thierry.  
 Thierry too is a counter-narrative hero in Girart de Roussillon; the 
fragments of his life story are scattered and apparently insignificant. He 
really only assumes importance as a character once he is dead. He is 
never much more than a ghost haunting the major narrative strands. The 
only way he surfaces is as a shadowy presence in someone else, for in-
stance in the will to power of Girart and Charles, whose reciprocal en-
mity he provokes and fuels. His final spectral appearance is as the model 
for his grandson (the offspring of the marriage between his daughter Au-
pais and Girart’s nephew Fouque) who is named Thierry after him and 
like him entrusted with the fief of Ascane.  
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 In this counter-narrative of Thierry, the inseparability of singularity 
and spectrality is perhaps at its clearest and most ethically disturbing. 
Thierry cannot be made fully present in the narrative, but nor can he be 
laid to rest. The symbolic loss his death has caused haunts the endless 
surge of violence that I have already described as occupying the poem’s 
dominant narrative. The resistance of the singular, and of the spectral, to 
narrative integration is indicated by the way the narrative constantly 
harks back to his death, repeating it under the guise of avenging it, unable 
(until the end of the poem) to pull away from it, forward, into closure. 
Even the poem’s temporal progression is hobbled, since the fact of 
Thierry’s having been killed on an Easter Monday serves to attract other 
major events to that day.  The second loss of Roussillon, for instance, 
takes place on Easter Monday (l. 6414), and Girart’s return to France 
from exile coincides with the end of Holy Week (l. 7803).   
 The poem’s ending offers a variant on this repetitiveness when Gi-
rart’s narrative repeats that of Thierry. The extent of the repetition is un-
canny. Like Thierry, Girart is exiled from his lands; destitute, he is re-
duced to ignoble labour; then, hard on his return to society, his young son 
is murdered. The major divergence between their stories comes in their 
respective denouements. Thierry is assassinated, whereas Girart voluntar-
ily removes himself from human existence into piety: a choice which 
involves dying to the world in order to embrace salvation. In taking this 
course, he is for the first time modelling himself not on male behaviour 
but on that of his wife, Berte, who is already way ahead of him on the 
path to sainthood.  
 Until this point, spectrality has seemed an obscene by-product of 
male power and violence. It has emerged, as we have seen, in the desire 
for exclusive possession of goods and for the exclusive occupancy of 
positions of privilege, in the wake of violent acts and in relation to the 
urge to transgress, and in the desire to utterly eradicate everyone else 
from life. On these terms, the singularity to which male characters aspire 
may scarcely seem to be desirable:  absolute singularity will ultimately 
entail the death of the very subject that desired it. Berte’s decisive influ-
ence on Girart’s rerun of Thierry’s narrative, however, marks the point 
where the uniqueness of one’s own death can be reread as the uniqueness 
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of one’s own salvation. It is thus the point where the spectral counter-
narrative, the “out-of-joint-ness” of singularity within the secular sym-
bolic framework, passes into a transcendental, Augustinian ontology. 
From this now dominant narrative perspective, it is the ontology of the 
everyday that appears as spectral and insubstantial. 
 Almost certainly, like the opening scenes, the Christian ending repre-
sents a late addition to the legend. It forms a pendant to them:  the desire 
voiced in the opening scenes for possession as an index of position being 
countered with the will to ground identity in renunciation. Girart and 
Berte opt for symbolic death in a place apart where they will become the 
objects of a cult, so there is a sense in which they undergo the processes 
which I earlier described as being those of mourning. Their purpose, as I 
said, is to repair the absence of the dead as a presence within the sym-
bolic fabric. Although edifying, this ending shows a certain bad faith in 
permitting the characters to reap the benefits of individual salvation 
without actually dying first. Although avoiding the path of revenge is no 
doubt a good thing, we may fairly ask ourselves, I think, what right they 
have to follow that of mourning without the deficit caused by an actual 
death?17

 Nevertheless, the poem’s ending represents an interesting conclusion 
to what I have been arguing is a thought experiment that dispenses with 
the conventional mechanisms of thought. Like other epics of revolt, Gi-
rart de Roussillon stays true to the premise of human singularity. The 
poem maintains uniqueness as symbolic limit and does not compromise 
with its unrepresentability except through the disturbing proliferation of 
spectres. If in its final scenes the narrator finds a justification for singu-
larity in the uniqueness of salvation, this solution only underlines the 
extent to which singularity is disturbing so long as it remains in the secu-

 
17 A similar avoidance (or at least prolonged postponement) of death is 
found in other chansons where the singular hero achieves salvation, as 
for instance in the various Moniage poems.  Unless we include the pro-
tagonist of Garin le Loheren as a saint-in-waiting when he dies, Renaut 
de Montauban is perhaps unique in allowing its hero to be murdered in 
the cause of his salvation. 
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lar domain: in the spectral deadlock of desire and death which has occu-
pied virtually all of this magnificent poem.  
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