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1.  The central concern of the seminar will be the interaction of 
literature and society in the Middle Ages as specifically illustrated by 
the impact of cultural perspectives on the form and matter of medieval 
narrative literature. This interaction, resulting in changes in the 
literary forms and in the image of the past and present which they 
posited—for they were taken as historistic—is of great significance in 
understanding the importance of medieval narrative literature as a social 
and cultural phenomenon, on the one hand, and as an artistic force on the 
other. 

In approaching the subject, the aim of the course will be two- 
fold:  (1) to gain specific insights into the mode of existence of 
medieval narrative literature; and (2) to identify assumptions which still 
obtain in our own time, but in a less obvious way, as regards the inter- 
action of art and society.  In short, we will study medieval narrative 
literature for its own sake and in its own context, but with the under- 
standing that this knowledge can play an important role in elucidating 
the origins of modern assumptions regarding the role of art in society. 

The medieval mind was not detached, as we try to be, from its 
representations. What could be thought, and, most importantly, named 
in words, did not constitute an abstraction, but, on the contrary, an 
important and tangible part of the experience of present, concrete 
existence.  Johannes Scotus Eriugena identified the knowledge of the thing 
with the thing itself when he said, "the knowledge of the things that are, 
is the things." Saint Thomas Acquinas pushed the idea still further when 
he said:  "nothing is known except truth—which is the same as being." 
It is for this reason that in art, and other areas of expression, things 
were represented in terms of the life experience of the object repre- 
sented—basing all judgments as to the value and truth (i.e., reality) 
of the object represented on the participatory experience. Or, in the 
words of Chrétien de Troyes' King Bademagus of Gorre: "Le voir m'an 
aprendront mi oel" ("my own eyes will teach me the truth of the matter"). 

After a brief examination of the philosophical and artistic bases 
of the theory of participatory perception, the course will examine the 
influence of this mode on narrative forms. Beginning with the 
peregrinatio ad locus sanctus, as exemplified by the fourth century nun 
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Egeria, we will then look closely at such narrative genres as the Old 
Norse and Old Irish prose sagas and the Old French chansons de geste. 
The connection between the peregrinationes and the epic narratives is not 
one of form—although Leo Spitzer did try to make a case for such a link 
in speaking of the "epic style" of Egeria's Itinerarium—but of mode. 
Egeria offers a clear insight into the theory and practice of particip- 
atory perception. 

In treating the narrative forms, care will be taken to distinguish 
between what I call "first-phase" narrative forms—primarily epic and 
saga—and "second-phase" forms where the distinction between epic and 
romance, for example is less clear.  The first phase, in Old French, Old 
Norse, and Old Irish, is relatively brief in duration.  It is not simply 
a prelude to the second phase, however, but a vital precondition to the 
existence of a narrative tradition with a specific social function.  The 
second phase narrative, characterized by a broadening of focus (and 
purpose), carries forward the basic themes and events of the first phase, 
but never the form.  Second-phase narratives explicitly reject the forms 
of the earlier phase as falsifying the truth of the matter treated.  The 
difference between the two phases thus lies primarily in the different 
degrees of literary consciousness they manifest.  On the one hand, the 
first phase, principally concerned with situating the action in a context 
of immediate reality, is characterized by a high degree of interaction 
between life and literature, literary fact and artifact.  The second 
phase, on the other hand, while still very much preoccupied with the 
truth or reality of the events recounted, nonetheless shows a good deal 
more concern with the literary context of the narration.  Esthetic and 
moral concerns thus play a large part in this phase. 

Although the course will concern itself with such narrative forms 
as romance and chronicle, the epic, especially in France, will be studied 
for the insights it offers into the transition from first-phase to second- 
phase narration.  The reworkings of the Song of Roland, for example, 
illustrate these changing modes strikingly, as do the changing patterns 
to be observed in the Guillaume cycle and the cycle of the rebellious 
barons. 

While there will not be time to study all of the works that would 
lend themselves to the concerns of the course, there will be time to 
trace the developments described above in the epic narrative and to read 
several romances and one chronicle. The romances and chronicle will 
serve to suggest the usefulness of the perspective in studying the broad 
range of second-phase narrative.  As described below, this aspect of the 
course will be complemented by a term-length, individual research project. 

2.  The first two weeks of the course will be devoted to a 
cultural and intellectual introduction to the period. Readings in such 
works as Erwin Panofsky, Renaissance and Renascences in Western Art; 
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Henry Kraus, The Living Theatre of Medieval Art; Walter Ullman, The 
Individual and Society in the Middle Ages; M.L.W. Laistner, Thought and 
Letters in Western Europe; R.W. Southern, The Making of the Middle Ages; 
Erich Auerbach, Literary Language and its Public in the Latin Middle 
Ages, will offer an intensive, but necessary foundation for the main 
concern of the course.  Lectures, slides, and discussions will constitute 
the basic format of the introduction.  The same format will be used 
throughout the course, although students will be required to take a 
progressively more active role later on in planning and directing dis- 
cussion sections designed to tie-in their own research project with the 
main themes of the course.  The background readings undertaken in the 
first two weeks will be continued and supplemented by each student 
according to the requirements of the research project he or she chooses. 

In order for students to obtain the maximum benefit from the 
intensive introduction, they must have read at least a certain number of 
the primary texts (see attached bibliography) before their arrival. 
Accordingly, when reviewing applicants, I will be particularly concerned 
to find students motivated enough to agree to read as many of the primary 
texts as possible prior to the start of the seminar. These works will, 
of course, be re-read during the course, and it is hoped that the dual 
experience of having first read the works more or less gratuitously, 
and then of having to re-read them within the context of a carefully 
structured course, should offer testimony to the pedagogical value of 
organizing literature courses according to well-defined and enunciated 
concepts of literature. 

A reading knowledge of French is required for the course, some 
familiarity with Old French is desirable, but not indispensable. For 
those prospective participants whose major field of interest is German 
rather than French, it will be possible to substitute one or two Middle 
High German narratives for one or two of the Old French texts.  The basic 
concepts of the course hold true for both traditions. 

During the first two weeks of the course, students will be asked 
to submit an outline for a term-long research project whose purpose will 
be to allow them to explore and extend the concepts of the course using 
primary and secondary works of their own choosing (suggestions will be 
offered in a master bibliography distributed at the beginning of the 
course). The research project will be entirely individual, but will be 
worked out in consultation with the seminar director.  Each week students 
will be scheduled to meet with the director for a conference during 
which progress, problems and subsequent steps will be discussed and 
reviewed. As mentioned above, students will be asked to give reports to 
the class as a whole on their research project and its relationship to 
the course. Such reports should be animated presentations rather than 
written statements read to the class. They should be designed to elicit 
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discussion on the part of the other students in such a way that these 
reports, and the discussions, will constitute an on-going colloquium on 
the ramifications of the course as reflected in individual research 
projects.  Ultimately, the research project will culminate in a paper, 
30-50 pages in length. 

In conjunction with the research projects and discussion, I hope 
to invite medieval scholars in the fields of literature, history, and art 
to give talks and lead discussions on a fortnightly basis. 

3.  The theoretical and practical concerns of the course as 
outlined in the previous two sections should make clear that the seminar 
is designed to demonstrate how a study of medieval narrative literature 
can offer insights into the way in which literature and art have func- 
tioned to reveal man and his world to himself.  One might argue that this 
might be better accomplished by studying modern literature purely and 
simply.  Modern literature itself, however, has, in choosing themes and 
settings from the more remote past, shown that it is often more effective 
to view one's self and one's situation by distancing one from the familiar. 
This is the paradox of the familiar being better seen in an unfamiliar 
context. It is my own experience that undergraduates become fascinated 
with medieval literature when it is presented to them in precisely the 
conceptual and problematic terms postulated by such a seminar. 
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