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Professor Sargent: I should like to ask Professor Altman for his 
definition of "narrative." 

Professor Altman: I wish I could do that off the record. My definition 
of what constitutes "narrative" is not a definition of what constitutes the 
structure of narrative, a distinction that is essential for an understanding of 
medieval narrative. I am willing to accept a perfectly simple Aristotelian 
definition of narrative, that is "completed change." I am even willing to 
define narrative as simply a series of actions performed by a series of 
characters, but let us stick to the Aristotelian definition, that is, 
"completed change." That notion of "completed change," however, must 
not then be taken as the model for the structure of narrative, as it has in 
the work of most theoreticians dependent upon the Aristotelian model. 

Professor Sargent: I found myself still with a considerable problem in 
reading your most interesting article. On the one hand you discuss a 
declarative, demonstrative, didactic text, the Conques poem, and on the 
other hand you analyze a work of literature, the Chanson de Roland, that is 
sequential, that has a series of actions, some of which generate others, 
which, in turn, generate others, and the sequence I do not think could be 
seriously changed around without totally altering the character of the story. 
I thus have problems with your analogy between the Conques poem and 
the Roland poem, since you apply the work "narrative" to both of them, 
which presents serious difficulty. 

Professor Altman: My conclusions are not unlike your intuitions. The 
narrative in the Conques tympanum appears to us as purely declarative, 
formal, and descriptive, because the narrative is submerged. Yet there is a 
narrative in Conques, just as there is one implicit in every Last Judgment 
scene. We can observe in the lower central area of the tympanum a 
sequence of four tombs, progressing from absolutely closed to fully open, 
with an individual or series of individuals (it is hard to say which) moving 
out of the tomb, eventually being weighed, and then being sent in one 
direction or the other. This is clearly a sequence which involves 
"completed change." Narrative is not absent from Conques; it is simply 
subservient to a rhetorical statement and thus appears to be lacking. 
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On the other hand, in the case of the Roland, declarative statements 
are most often overshadowed by this omnipresent narrative. Yet even here 
each section of the narrative works up to a point where it is brought to a 
stop and forced into a comparative situation (which in turn produces a 
quasi-declarative conclusion). An example that I did not mention in my 
article, but which I think is a useful one, is that sequence of laisses 
similaires stretching from about 93 to about 102 (vv. 1188-1310), when the 
first phalanx of Christians attacks the first phalanx of the Saracens. In each 
laisse, a series of formulas describes the Christian warrior's attack and 
ultimate victory. Then suddenly at laisse 103 the process is reversed; 
Margariz, the apostate, attacks a Christian, Oliver. Now, in the context 
established by the previous laisses, this reversal takes on a special 
meaning. Laisses 93 to 102 have trained us to believe that the attacking 
knight will emerge victorious. The fact that Oliver is the attacked rather 
than the attacker in laisse 103 must therefore mean that he is in danger. If 
laisses 93 to 102 have lulled us to sleep by their extreme repetitiveness, 
laisse 103 awakens us for the first time to the Christians' very real 
predicament. It is thus at precisely this point of increased listener 
attentiveness that God's role as the Christian protector is first mentioned. 
The Christians can count on God's aid; the pagans cannot. The Margariz- 
Oliver battle thus stands as one of many points in the text where the 
narrative impulse gives way to a need for ideological confrontation, where 
the logic of cause and effect is replaced by the principle of 
inclusion/exclusion. 

So, basically, I agree with you; Conques looks one way and the 
Roland looks another, in a sense simply because one is made with a spatial 
medium, while the other is made with an entirely temporal medium. Yet 
each one seems to work toward the spatial, toward the confrontational, in 
spite of the fact that they begin from opposite poles. 

Professor Lock: I have two points. First you mentioned a sequence of 
laisses similaires. How do we know they form a sequence? 

Professor Altman: I hear them one after the other. 

Professor Lock: But the idea that the combats take place in succession 
is only an assumption we make, based on our experience with linear 
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narrative. We make an assumption about the sequence of events or 
consequence, or about causality. 

My second point refers to your statement that the Chanson de Roland 
is time-bound, bound by time. I think you meant by that, "in oral 
performance," because the temporal structure of the poem is, in fact, 
absolutely not linear. There are sequences of pieces of time, with no link in 
between them, just as the laisses operate as individual units, neither 
causally nor temporally related. From our literate, time-bound society, we 
sometimes make assumptions about linear structure, both narrative and 
temporal, in the poem, assumptions which should not, in fact, be made. 

Professor Altman: Let me take those points in order, if I can 
remember the second one by the time I have handled the first. The basic 
problem is the sequence of pesentation and its relationship to the display 
of the created world; that is, whether a display of the created world is to be 
taken sequentially or simultaneously (a problem similar, I might add, to 
that of the rhythmic series in antique and early medieval notions of 
perspective). I would conjecture that time-bound narratives (such as oral 
epics or films, that is, works where one cannot turn back to a previous 
page in order to make a comparison) have a natural propensity for creating 
spatial relationships, in order to permit one to have some type of spatial 
reference point, spatial precisely because the medium itself is not spatial. In 
such works one has to make a compensatory gesture in order to put 
together things which otherwise pass too quickly. It seems to me that this 
is one of the reasons why primary epic very often presents a dualistic 
geography through paired formulas, as I have suggested. This technique 
serves as a mnemonic device for those who are simply unable to turn the 
page back to a previous section. 

Professor Lock: All right, so the laisses similaires, in fact, support a 
visual description; we can think of them as, in fact, simultaneous scenes 
which have to be told in sequence because the poem is presented orally. In 
other words, the laisses similaires give an impression of simultaneity as 
much as is possible within the confines of an oral performance. 

Professor Altman: Yes, I would say so. 
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Professor Sturm-Maddox: To follow on from the previous two 
questions, you state that epic narrative is both oral and time-bound, but in 
the discussion last night ["The Paradigmatics of Community in the Oxford 
Roland," paper presented at the seminar devoted to structuralist 
approaches to medieval literature] you talked about establishing a dynamic 
in relation to these oppositions, a dynamic which would recognize the 
sequential nature of the narrative to a greater extent. Some of the 
examples which you listed in your paper, it seemed to me, are perhaps 
more obvious to readers and analysts of a written text than they might 
have been to listeners during a performance. For example, you mention 
the two parallel scenes of Charlemagne, worshipping God, and Marsile, 
seated on a blue throne. To what extent do you think that a medieval 
listener would have been able to pick out such details and make significant 
juxtapositions? Of course, in observing a tympanum one can do the pre- 
reading you are talking about; one can look back over all the details as the 
eye wanders from one place to another and back again; one can pick out 
minor details in a tympanum such as Conques, but in the presentation of 
an epic that particular kind of freedom does not exist. 

Professor Altman: I am not particularly willing to speculate about 
individual perception, but this problem has been dealt with before ad 
infinitum by critics interested in myth and folklore. The problem of 
redundancy is well handled by Levi-Strauss [E.g., in "La structure des 
mythes" in L'Anthropologie Structurale (Plon: Paris). Whether or not an 
individual problem is perceived, whether or not an individual solution is 
perceived, the same structure is repeated so many times that it becomes 
totally redundant within any given mythic or semi-mythic text. A reader 
need not see every piece of it; a poet need not bring it to the fore by 
saying "Christians are right, and the pagans are wrong." We know this, for 
example, from advertisements in which two men ride up, one on a white 
horse, one on a black horse wearing a black hat. We know what that 
configuration means in terms of our own epic texts, so it is not necessary 
that that meaning be stated again and again. For those who are paying 
closer attention to the text, their perception may develop, and a closer 
notion of the particular differences between the two groups may develop. 
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I tend to see the text working in terms of a three-part reading. The 
first, a pre-reading, a phenomenological reaction to the Christians and 
pagans in this particular poem, is perfectly well summed up by the old saw 
that "the Christians are right, and the pagans are wrong." Here one 
notices only a kind of brute difference, such as the fact that the names of 
the one group have something to do with positive attributes and the 
names of the other group have to do with negative attributes. But if one is 
reading reasonably well, it does not take long to see that the pagans do not 
all come from Val Penuse, for example; they come from many places and 
have many attributes which are quite positive and which are shared with 
the Christians. So there is a second step in which one notices a significant 
sharing of attributes, which permits us in a third step to localize the 
differences between the two groups. Now it may well be that some 
individuals will not go beyond that first step, and that well may be enough. 
In other words, the rhetorical thrust of the text is certainly enough for a 
good part of the popular audience. 

Professor Schenck: Several questions, regarding coding, actually, for 
Charles Altman again. The first one is simply for information: On page 8, 
you discuss semes. I presume that you are using "seme" in the greimasian 
sense, where semes are qualities. 

Professor Altman: I meant it in a more general semiotic sense, not 
specifically Greimas's notion. My concept of the term is not significantly 
different from that of other semioticians. 

Professor Schenck: My second question refers to page 20, the section 
entitled "dissimilar entities can be rendered comparable by limitation of 
detail." In discussing Saragossa and other cities in the Roland, you suggest 
that a city need not be elaborately described since only a few details will 
evoke a vision for the hearer. 

It struck me that one might pursue what you have done admirably 
well up to this point, to give connotata and denotata to the sememes that 
are being evoked here in the sense that [Umberto] Eco uses them [A 
Theory of Semiotics (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1976)]. Have 
you given thought as to what denotata and connotata you would ascribe to 
the various cities and characters? 
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Professor Altman: I really have not thought about the problem in 
connection with these cities, but I have considered the general problem to 
some extent. It seems to me that the simplest example of this is the typical 
scene of confronted knights. We have a late example of it in the Carolus 
window at Chartres, but there are many other examples in Rita Lejeune 
and Jacques Stiennon's wonderful compilation of the Legend of Roland [La 
legende de Roland dans l'art du moyen âge (Paris: Éditions Sequoia; Brussels: 
Arcade, 1966)]. There, the typical situation is to have two warriors, one 
with one type of shield and one with another; one with his lance intact, 
piercing the enemy, and the other with his lance broken. Now we know, 
on the one hand, that during this period the Christians and pagans used 
different types of shields. We can therefore easily identify the two different 
knights with the two different groups. Yet, there is relatively little besides 
the denotated material present in this particular opposition. The only 
connotation of the broken and whole lances is that one knight is losing and 
the other is winning. Change that to a common later scene, where a group 
of archers opposes men mounted on horseback, and you have social 
connotation of some importance. The pagans, with bows and arrows, are 
using weapons deemed unsuitable by an upper class which cares mightily 
to maintain its position as an upper class but cannot do so if its advantage 
(fighting on horseback against a foe armed with weapons designed for 
hand-to-hand combat) is lost against a foe that has bows and arrows. At 
this point one can talk about a connotation in which there is a conflation of 
a lower class and a pagan hoard, but the particular example you have given 
I really have not thought about it enough to be able to comment. 

Professor Schenck: It struck me as an interesting point that one might 
pursue. Obviously, the connotata are something that can be derived only 
after one gets to a certain point in the poem. That is to say, a sufficient 
piece of the narrative must be experienced before the connotata become 
apparent since they can only be identified in a given context. In other 
terms, it might be said that the intertextual nature of the connotata 
demands that you have enough of a context to be able to identify them 
correctly. 

Professor Altman: Yes 
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Professor Muller: I want to address my questions to Professor Keller. 
First of all I must confess total ignorance of Basque theater. What I would 
like to know is whether you think this is a truly continuous tradition. In 
other words, were there interruptions, or is the Basque theater in some 
respects analogous to Serbo-Croatian poetry, which, as you know, is still 
viable. I would also like to know whether one can detect within these 
various remaniements, whatever original version there was, other 
indications of medieval mystère concepts. I can think of, perhaps, 
relationships between sermons and commentaries by the fatiste. What 
interests me is the fifteenth and sixteenth century tradition of the mystère. 

Professor Keller: I am glad to answer as much as I can. Because space 
was limited, I could not extrapolate into my article as much as I would 
have liked of the Roland play: this in answer to your last question. I could 
not enter into all of the details of this work to discuss, for example, the 
moralizing elements where there is just an acteur—an unknown 
person—who steps forward and addresses the audience with some general 
views on the matter at that moment. This is very well illustrated by the 
giant Ferragus, for instance, and even by Ganelon or Roland. But given 
the space of Olifant and the size of the play, I could not enter into such 
details in my article. 

Your first question is much more relevant to what intrigued me, since 
I am interested in particular in how far back the Rolandian matter itself 
can be traced. The oldest preserved manuscript of the text dates from the 
end of the eighteenth century, but Hérelle has traced performances of the 
different Basque plays back to 1634, to a play à sujet tragique, a Saint 
Jacques. The second one is Sainte Elisabeth de Portugal, and the third 
one—imagine—is Oedipe, so we move in a totally different direction here. 
Hérelle maintains that there is absolutely no interruption between the 
Middle Ages and the modern Basque theatre. 

Professor Muller: There are parallels in the realm of the French comic 
theater. In the seventeenth century, again, there is the Retour du Bon 
Temps, straight out of the sottie tradition of the fifteen-sixteenth century 
. . .  An isolated case here, but important. I agree that this type of 
survivance is much more common than ordinarily assumed. 
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Professor Keller: Hérelle substantiates the sujet comique much better 
than the sujet tragique, strangely enough. The sujet comique has especially 
well-documented performances in the seventeenth century. It seems likely, 
then, that the Basque region has contiually performed such mystères since 
the Middle Ages. 

Professor Wolfgang: I would like to return again to the Roland. 
Professor Altman, on page 23, you discuss a long description which 
juxtaposes Baligant and Charlemagne. You say that this clearly establishes 
the lord of "Arrabiz" as a "worthy foe of the emperor of Christendom," 
but that such "is not the only function of this laisse." I do not see that you 
stated any other function of the laisse in your discussion. Could you 
elaborate on what you had in mind here? 

Professor Altman: One of the functions is certainly to show similarities 
between the two combatants, but then I go on in the rest of the paragraph 
to suggest another function: to outline the specific differences between 
these two characters, differences recognizable only by the confrontation of 
the two passages, transforms of each other. 

Professor Wolfgang: Showing similarities and outlining differences are 
not different "functions" of a laisse; they are the means that accomplish 
the function. It seems to me that function is expressed by the theme, 
motif, or, quite simply, the subject matter of the laisse: laisse 228 
"functions to" establish Baligant as a worthy foe of Charlemagne. When 
you say that "another function . . .  is to outline the specific differences 
between these two characters," you seem to me to be saying that the 
means are the ends, that the tenor is the vehicle, that the poem that uses 
similarities and differences is a poem about similarities and differences. It 
seems that you elevate terms of description to the level of subject matter. 

Professor Altman: I think not. 

Professor Wolfgang: What, then, is another theme of the laisse in 
question? I still see only one; the establishment of Baligant as a worthy foe 
of Charlemagne. 

Professor Altman: I distinguish between two types of motif within the 
theme. There are the shared elements, numerous and, in many cases, 
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formulaic repetitions,  as  I point out in a note.  But there are  also 
differences which are not simply shared elements of description. 

Professor Wolfgang: I think that all of the material within this laisse 
shows Baligant as a worthy adversary of Charlemagne, and that that alone 
is the subject matter. The details then reinforce the subject matter. They 
do not become the subject matter. 

Professor Altman: I understand your point, but what I am saying is 
quite different. I feel that in this laisse certain details are similar, in order 
to set up an opposition of the same type as the one that was set up in the 
lance attack series I mentioned before. 

Professor Wolfgang: Well, the details seem to take over the material. 
The stylistic terms somehow become subject matter in themselves. I do 
not think the medium becomes the message, at least not in medieval 
French epic. 

Another question presents itself on p. 17, where you discuss linearity 
and non-linearity. What do these terms add to our understanding of time 
in this particular part of the poem? Would not the term parataxis serve 
equally well? Do we need other terms here to express these ideas? 

Professor Altman: I am not quite sure what other words you are 
talking about. I have used as few of those "evil" other words as I could 
and still remain methodologically sound, but I would certainly agree with 
you that the claims that I have made are closely related to the claims that 
Auerbach and others have made about parataxis. On the other hand, I 
think that the notion of parataxis, which is tantamount to a notion of 
compartmentalization without connectors, is not the same thing as a 
notion which permits one to describe structure. The notion of parataxis is 
basically a stylistic notion, and it does not set up relationships between the 
compartments. What I am trying to suggest is that certain relationships are 
established between compartments by parallelism. The first council scenes, 
for example, are presented in such a way as to invite comparison, far 
beyond simple parataxis. 
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Professor Wolfgang: One can certainly use more than one term to 
describe structures, and I think that parataxis is at least one notion that 
permits you to do so. But my point is that you seem to be throwing away 
the older terminologies as if they cannot say certain things. Yet the older 
terminology is not just a device; it describes an effect that we experience. 
Simultaneity and stasis are worthy critical words which deserve not to be 
abolished because of current trends. 

Professor Altman: Indeed, I hope to have used the "older 
terminology," as you call it, to the utmost rather than abolished it. 

Professor Wolfgang: Fine. 

Professor Crist: I have a question for Professor Woods. Last night we 
discussed informally the presence of a mini-cycle on the surface level of la 
femme: objet de la quête within the epic, seen in Parise la Duchesse. At that 
point I think we turned to other subjects, but I would like to ask you if 
you could, very rapidly, sketch how Parise la Duchesse would fit in. Do you 
see her functioning in the same way as I? 

Professor Woods: There is a female disguised as a man who does take 
warrior action in Tristan de Nanteuil, a poem of the cycle which fits the 
pattern better, perhaps, than Parise la Duchesse. 

Professor Crist: And we know, of course, that is very important in the 
Faerie Queen. It is almost a renaissance topos. 

Professor Woods: There is another poem I would like to work on that 
is not part of the Nanteuil cycle but is thematically and structurally similar, 
Jean Bodel's Chanson des Saisnes. In this poem, Sébile is the central female 
figure, comparable to Aye in unifying the work, although she is a Saracen. 
However, in contrast to the Aye poet, Bodel's awareness of genre 
distinctions is explicit: in the first few laisses he not only describes 
characteristics of the various "matières" but also tells us which genre he is 
choosing. The generic issue is therefore as much the focus in the 
exposition as any plot or character information, and this heightened 
literary self-consciousness is an important difference which must be taken 
into consideration in further study of the transformed epic genre, 
especially in relation to the function of woman and the thematics of love. 
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Professor Cook: If I could sort of pursue a question along similar 
lines, your résumé gives the impression that you have considerable 
confidence in the terms "epic" and "romance" as generic descriptors. I do 
not think that it is entirely true. Would you like to comment on that? 

Professor Woods: Yes. In my analysis of genres, I made certain 
assumptions about epic and romance as hypotheses to take to the text, but 
I later found Charles Altman's differentiation between single-focus and 
dual-focus narrative much more useful than the traditional differentiation 
between epic and romance. Aye is obviously a chanson de geste that starts 
in the baron révolté tradition, with the first laisse describing Charlemagne's 
court, where good and evil are predetermined with reference to the 
families of Ganelon and Charlemagne. But we are soon deflected from this 
world of epic certainties, and that is the problem I wanted to study. 
Although the Saracen king does play a rôle in the epic conflict as one of 
Aye's suitors and protectors, I used the term "romance" to describe his 
actions since, unlike the others, the love theme dominates his pursuit of a 
bride. I then came to the conclusion that this "romance" figure deserved a 
separate designation not only because he is associated with love but also 
because his story creates its own linear narrative pattern and is told from 
his point of view. These qualities of narrative place the Saracen's love 
quest within the single-focus category and thereby complicate the generic 
picture. Once the love theme and single-focus narrative pattern are 
identified structurally within an epic slot, the term "romance" is no longer 
of value in analyzing the text, as it confuses the issue by association with 
an independent and diverse literary tradition. 

Professor Cook: So that even though you used the fairly traditional 
term "worlds"—epic world and romance world—in fact you are talking 
about function, now, in good structuralist fashion. 

Professor Woods: Yes. 

Professor Keller: Mr. Chairman, do I function here only as an object, 
or may I also function as a subject? 

Professor Calin: Subject. Subject. Subject Keller has the floor. 
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Professor Keller: Professor Woods, I would like to return to a 
question raised earlier with regard to the evolution of literature. Some 
years ago, I wrote an article "La Conversion de Bramimonde," in which I 
studied, in particular, the approach of Christianity to the pagan world: how 
the attitude of the Christian world slowly shifted to a more "humanistic" 
view of the pagans. That change was complete by the second half of the 
twelfth century. Following Borg, you date Aye d'Avignon around 1200, that 
is, at a time when the pagans were not always the enemy. The conversion 
of Bramimonde was a first step in that direction. Then, in the course of 
the twelfth century, contact with the pagans became so intense, especially 
due to the crusades, that there is nothing surprising in that a male Saracen 
converts to Christianity and worships a Christian lady. 

What I would like to bring into focus here and which you could 
perhaps have stressed more in your article is that we have a blending of 
the two genres which takes place in the second half of the twelfth century 
and continues steadily through the thirteenth century. In the Fierabras, 
discussed in my article, there are two pagans, a brother and sister, who 
convert to Christianity and help the Christians in their most dangerous 
moments. In the second half of the twelfth century, romance certainly was 
dominant, and in order to save something of the old epics authors had to 
infuse material from the romances. Huon de Bordeaux is the prime 
example of this phenomenon. It is absolutely logical that the two genres 
merged, so that what we see at the beginning of the thirteenth century is 
no longer the old epics. We should really refrain from calling them epics, 
even if they show an opposition between Saracens and Christians. It is 
useless—indeed impossible—to untangle these two genres in the thirteenth 
century. 

Professor Woods: I agree that Huon de Bordeaux is an example of the 
merging of epic and romance qualities in one poem. I am interested in 
studying such poems so that we can understand both genres better and 
possibly define a new one. We can explain why, historically, these genres 
were incorporated, but my goal is to approach the problem of the meaning 
of the interrelationship of epic and romance in one text. Is there not a 
meaningful interpretation of this incorporation? 
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Professor Keller: There are factors which should be taken into 
account. For instance, the audience is now principally composed of 
aristocratic readers, so works which deal with courtly material will have a 
much broader appeal. A poet has to sell his product to a wide audience 
throughout the thirteenth century. 

Professor Woods: In a way, then, this kind of poem goes beyond both 
epic and romance. Aye is a work that presents a noble class which has lost 
the ability to prove its dominance in society solely through warfare, and it 
deals with the problem of how to get on with this life in a changed 
economic and social situation. [See Erich Kohler, L'Aventure chevaleresque, 
trans. Eliane Kaufholz (Paris: Gallimar, 1974).] After the Saracen king 
restores order to the community, he does not stay in the kingdom but 
returns to his island realm, thus allowing the previous epic hero's son to 
take over. There is no place for this "Savior" in the political and social 
structure of this community even after his conversion and marriage. The 
wars that open the poem also close the poem when the son takes over, so 
there is no ultimate resolution of the conflict despite the contribution of 
this hero from outside the comunity. The poem looks at problems, 
exposes them, but does not resolve them. 

Professor Keller: What you are saying is similar to what Professor 
Calin said in his presentation this morning when he explain Lancelot in 
Freudian terms. When Lancelot steps into the cart, he enters another 
world. Are we not in this way also stepping into another world here? 

Professor Woods: Yes. and is that not also considered a romance 
quality? 

Professor Keller: Definitely, but is it necessarily a quality of 
aristocracy? 

Professor Sturm-Maddox: This is an interesting critical problem that 
many of us are going to have to face in the near future, for genre 
preoccupations are basically preoccupations of modern criticism. We often 
worry a great deal about the category which best describes a text, but from 
a structuralist perspective genre relates to intertextuality. Each reader has a 
set of expectations based on his familiarity with a range of texts, so that he 
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identifies or, to use Professor Altman's term, he pre-reads certain kinds of 
texts in certain ways. 

Now, there are different kinds of intertextuality. Once these 
expectations are operative, there can be relationships of imitation, of 
transformation, or of transgression. [A detailed discussion of intertextuality 
in medieval cyclical narrative was offered by Donald Maddox and Sara 
Sturm-Maddox in a paper on "Intertextual Discourse in the William 
Cycle" at the Discussion Session on the Old French William Cycle 
sponsored at the December 1977 Modern Language Association 
Convention by the American-Canadian Branch of the Société Rencesvals.] 
It seems to me, then, that there are two ways in which one might focus 
what you are doing. One approach is to examine the reader's basic sets of 
expectations. The other approach is to straight literary history: into what 
kinds of categories do we tend to put these texts? 

Professor Woods: Although I started with traditional assumptions 
about genres, I also tried to figure out what audience expectations would 
have been for this poem by looking at how other poems were summarized 
or mentioned in it: les Quatre Fils Aymon is mentioned, for example, in the 
opening scenes to situate the quarrel between hero and traitor within an 
old family feud, and, of course, the treason of Ganelon is known in both 
the Saracen and Christian communities. It seems, then, that there is an 
attempt to set in motion expectations for a chanson de geste as the 
audience is directed to view the action of Aye in terms of the action of 
these other poems. [References to romance also provide a literary context 
for assessing audience expectations, especially in the Saracen community. 
We note a comparison by a Saracen of Aye to Helen of Troy, for example, 
and an association between the Arthurian realm and Ganor (vv. 3771- 
3772). The audience is guided toward a romance view of exotic pagans 
rather than toward an image of the evil opponents of Christian crusaders.] 

I am also interested in the impact that performances of songs within 
the poem have on the movement of the narrative. One epic performance 
in particular has a striking effect on the action: the hero is on a crusade, 
the only event that could have separated him from his wife. While he is 
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absent, his wife is abducted to Ganor's Saracen kingdom. The hero, far 
away and obviously having a good time, hears a song about wifely 
devotion and suddenly remembers his wife. A pilgrim, who just happens to 
have traveled in Ganor's kingdom, arrives and tells the hero of his wife's 
plight, and the hero immediately sets out to rescue her. The action, then, 
is propelled very directly by the performance of this poem within a poem, 
and that may indeed be what the audience expects to happen to them as a 
result of listening to Aye. 

Professor Cook: In other words, Professor Woods, as structuralists, 
literary historians or no, we must work empirically. An empirical approach 
to the chansons de geste means embracing the great mass of epic texts 
from the period under discussion. They are not the old epics described by 
Professor Keller. Whatever they turn out to be, we have to give them 
more attenion, because that is where this intertextuality comes from, not 
from lost texts of the eleventh or first half of the twelfth century. 

Professor Kibler: Something I have noticed—and I guess it has struck 
most everyone else—is that there tends to be a monolithic understanding 
of chansons de geste derived almost uniquely from studying the Chanson 
de Roland. Yet we have so many other texts that are so different. The 
Roland stands out as different from all the others, yet we establish binary 
relationships and paradigmatic structures based on the Song of Roland and 
then show how all the others do not fit. Maybe we should start looking at 
them and see how they fit and say that the Song of Roland, on the other 
hand, might be the exception. 

Professor Sargent: Hear, Hear! 

Professor Altman: That is an extremely good point, and I am glad to 
have it come up. It seems that structuralist criticism is often no more than 
interpretation of a favorite text raised to the level of theory, and that is 
not a fair operation. I agree with you entirely. 

On the other hand, the structures operative in the Roland are often 
quite visible in other texts— not just literary texts—in this period. By the 
same token that we must expand our interest in the chansons de geste to 



Société Rencesvals Meeting   219 

more than the standard canon of a dozen or so, we must also study 
narrative forms which are not necessarily literary or which are only 
partially literary. By this I mean the many illustrations which include within 
them literary texts or which reformulate literary texts. One which I 
mentioned is a fascinating reworking of the Utrecht Psalter—it is in 
Utrecht now, but it was originally done in Reims—in which the last line of 
the first Psalm is set between two absolutely parallel, juxtaposed thrones. 
This last line, the only one in the entire Psalm which breaks down evenly 
into an a part and a b part directly opposed to each other, is what you see 
when you first read this Psalm. The actual text of the Psalm is reworked, 
so that the same type of structure which I see underlying the Roland 
remains visible. The same is true in many different media, and it would be 
a shame if we were to expand our knowledge of other chansons de geste 
but not recognize the need for a full understanding of other narrative 
forms, including non-literary or only partially literary narrative forms. 

Professor Kibler: I agree totally with that, and you have done a good 
job in this direction. Professor Nichols said the same thing this morning. 
We need to go in both directions, and it is encouraging that we are finally 
starting to do that now. 

Professor Keller: I would just add a little note to that idea of a corpus 
to be constituted: we should also take into account the younger versions of 
the Song of Roland. 

Professor Cook: Of every text we have of it. 

Professor Keller: Every text preserved. Even in the Venice protohistoire 
du Roland d'Oxford, manuscripts, it is surprising how much romantic 
material is inserted. The expansion of the belle Aude episode came 
immediately as an opportunity to go off in all directions. 

Professor Allen: It would be appropriate to mention here that book 
you are writing on that subject, the complement to Aebischer's Préhistoire 
[Paul Aebischer, Préhistoire et protohistoire du Roland d'Oxford, Bibliotheca 
Romanica, Series Prima, Manualia et Commentationes, 12 (Berne: 
Francke, 1972)] will be a very useful study for us. 



220   Olifant / Vol. 5. No. 3 / March 1978 

Professor Crist: To go back to the question of genre expectations and 
follow along on some of the things that were said, the constitution of a 
corpus is extremely important. From time to time I have been plunged 
into Baudouin de Sebourc, which has about as many untied ends as a 
Spanish shawl. All those poems from that time need to be analyzed. This 
is the job of several lifetimes, alas. When we get into this question of 
genres, if you look at Greimas's work, for instance, he started by taking 
Propp's very genre-specific formulas and boiled them down into a formula 
which can then be applied to all types of narration. Now the last medieval 
epic that I encountered opened with the sight of a great big metal thing 
floating overhead and some lightning shots coming out to a smaller object 
down below, which was finally caught in a force and drawn in. Of course 
you know that I am talking about the beginning of "Star Wars." At that 
moment, without having to read the text that was on the screen before 
me, I knew precisely how the film was going to end. What I could not 
presume was the presence of an imperilled princess. But indeed it is the 
capture of that princess which generates that whole epic text, and it is an 
epic text. It is a fascinating epic text because the villains are clad in white 
metal, which is a non-human thing. You can go on to all kinds of fasci- 
nating structuralist things. The heroes, with no protection, stand in hails of 
terrifying electric bolts or laser beams, but they do not get touched while 
what they fire goes right through the metal of the enemy. That is precisely 
epic exaggeration, and I would like to see someone study it further. (Not 
I; I have freshman papers to read and all that stuff.) That whole idea of 
what is epic and then what is romance shows that "Star Wars" is not a 
romance text. It is not a romance text because it is, to use Professor 
Altman's term, a double focus text. We know from the beginning that 
those guys are going to lose. We do not know how, but we know, by golly, 
that they are going to lose. And we also know that the weakest person— 
this is another kind of epic theme which is connected with the Pauline idea 
of the folly of God drawn out literally—the weakest person, the boy who 
did not want to be involved in the beginning, ends up by giving himself 
over to the "Force" and blowing up that great big metal ball. 

I say this as sort of an encouragement to people to branch out in that 
kind of study. And, of course, everyone knows that all cowboy films, up to 
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and including "Shane," are epics with romance elements. My point is that, 
in thinking about Aye d'Avignon, at that time something does happen, and 
I am wholly in agreement with Professor Woods, as I am with Professor 
Altman. The Roland in the Oxford text is a hapax legomenon, if I can apply 
that term to it. The typical Roland of the Middle Ages is V4, which has the 
twenty-four Aude lines expanded to six hundred and fifty something, I 
think. This is the kind of thing that we should really be concentrating on, 
instead of les chefs d'oeuvre as typical. A chef d'oeuvre is such precisely 
because it is atypical. And there we get back to that notion of écart. but I 
think that our vision of "Star Wars" is very similar. 

Professor Calin: I am going to take the privilege of imitating Professor 
Keller for just one second and becoming a subject rather than object—in 
my case a subject rather than fulcrum—to confess to Professor Crist that I 
taught a course on modern romance this last term which began with 
Barbey d'Aurevilly and ended with "Star Wars." I did commit the heresy of 
including it under "romance" rather than "epic," but I think that our 
vision of "Star Wars" is very similar. Whatever particular archetypes or 
patterns we call romance or call epic brings us back to the genre problem. I 
would like to make a case, however, that we not prevent works like Aye 
d'Avignon or Huon de Bordeaux from being called epics simply because our 
recent critical tradition, i.e., romantic and post-romantic criticism, tends to 
think of epic as highly serious and political: Paradise Lost and Wordsworth, 
for example. If you are an Italian and your tradition includes as epic 
Boiardo, Ariosto, and Tasso, there is nothing at all wrong in late chansons 
de geste being considered epic. On the contrary, it is something like the 
Roland which is the anomaly and which cannot fit in anywhere. The 
problem is one of semantics, but I think it is also the problem of a new, 
modern, freer sense of literary history, which can also help our critical 
stance. 

Professor Cormier: I am glad to come to the Société Rencesvals 
meeting and find that Darth Vader (the embodiment of evil in "Star 
Wars") lives. First of all, to pursue Professor Crist's thoughts, or perhaps 
to contradict, I am not really sure I know what "epic" is, and I am looking 
for a definition. Nor am I sure I know what "romance" is, and we are still 
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seeking a good definition for that "genre" as well. I have in preparation an 
essay—after I have seen "Star Wars" a couple more times I will finish 
it—comparing the libretto of The Magic Flute and "Star Wars." I would 
argue that "Star Wars" is certainly not an imitation; rather, it is a reflex. It 
reiterates the givens of Romance, just as The Magic FLute, with all its 
giddy dualism, reiterates, on perhaps the most refined level, the 
quintessence of romance. (cf. N Frye, The Secular Scripture.) 

What is epic? I think Professor Calin's point is very well taken. I am 
now reviewing a book by D. Maskell (The Historical Epic in France, to 
appear in Clio) on the epic in France betwen 1500 and 1700. Not once 
does he mention the the Roland or Beowulf or The Cid. He is interested in 
Ronsard, Chapelain, Desmarets, Tasso, Boiardo, Ariosto, etc. And this is 
really yet another kind of epic. No one here has mentioned the Táin Bó 
Cúailnge ("The Cattle-Raid of Cooley"). In Ireland, you have yet another 
type of epic. Perhaps the word should be put aside in favor of heroic 
narative and heroic poetry—which may be begging the question anyway! 

Professor Altman: I would like to make two comments about that. 
One is to identify the man whom I perceive to be the goat in this 
discussion, though he has been the hero to many: Northrop Frye. Frye's 
notion of romance conflates many of the things which we, in our use of 
the terms epic and romance, see as separate. We, as people working in the 
French domain in this country, have a very hard time because we are 
dealing with colleagues whose idea of romance is formed by Frye, and 
Frye's definition includes many of those confrontational aspects that I tend 
to associate with dual-focus narrative. 

Now, one obviously cannot shunt Northrop Frye aside. He is an 
institution. On the other hand, it is possible to understand the way 
narrative functions, not by starting with terms borrowed from historical 
genres but by beginning with the basic building of narrative: 
transformational relationships, very simple relationships which make 
meaning. It seems to me quite possible to conceive these in such a way 
that one can devise very carefully described systems of meaning which are 
different and which, at different points in their history, epic and romance 
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approximate. But because the terms romance evolve independently of the 
way in which structures of meaning evolve, I see no way of developing a 
theory of genres which would be based directly on a history of genres and 
the terms that are consequent to it. 

Professor Mickel: But that starts at an end of the spectrum which 
would lead us to a similar predicament of having a definition of epic and 
romance coming out of late nineteenth century scholarship. I do not think 
we can get any closer that way than we are. 

Professor Altman: We can, if the notions that we present are not 
diffuse and poorly defined, such as the notions of epic and romance given 
by late nineteenth century scholarship tend to be. 

Professor Mickel: They just have a more modern vintage of 
perspective that would be just as modern as that perspective was twenty- 
five years ago. We need to be rereading it. 

Professor Altman: Perhaps. 

Professor Robbins: One element behind your paper ultimately, 
Professor Altman, is that the process of what I would call naïve reading is 
very different from the process of oral hearing on certain levels. Most of 
us, when we are not studying a text, do not actually look back and see 
what was said on the page before. We were just talking about "Star Wars." 
It is not necessary to go back and see that film again. As soon as any scene 
is mentioned, we play it in our minds. The text is not really time-bound: at 
any point after a real-time performance a phantom performance is created. 
Any linear experience—music, oral story-telling, film—depends for much 
of its impact on this. An awareness on our part as scholars, or critics, that 
that is going on can help us, then, to read the code of the text even better 
by continually comparing, so to speak, what the text is doing at this 
moment with what has so far been built up. 

Professor Altman: I am sympathetic to what you say. I would, 
however, warn against the notion that this is a linear, cumulative process. 
It seems to me that in fact it is not. Professor Crist gave an example last 
night, which I will not imitate because I do not have the bass voice he 
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does, but it was a melody that drops at a certain point. It is related to a 
word which indicates a falling, and yet later in the text the same melody 
occurs without that word occurring. It is clear that a notion of internal 
connotation is operative here. That is, when we hear this falling of the 
voice again, it now has not only the denotation of falling as a voice, but 
the connotation of falling in general. That is one way in which we are not 
simply replaying: we are adding to the work. But the addition is still 
relatively cumulative. What I have called intratextual rewriting goes far 
beyond that, in that it presents the same thing again in order to erase part 
of what has been given, in a certain sense. 

Professor Robbins: Do you think that it can be erased? 

Professor Altman: No, in one sense it cannot be erased. From a 
phenomenological point of view, it cannot be erased, and we will 
remember battles ad infinitum in a text such as Roland, no matter what 
else we might do with the text. But, on the other hand, the fact that two 
groups are involved in very much the same kind of operation permits us to 
erase that part of the operation they share. 

A very simplistic example is the soap commercial, in which there are 
two washing machines. There are also two boxes on top of the washing 
machines. One of them is brown with no name on it, while the other is 
clearly marked "Duz" or "Tide" or "Biz" or the name of some other 
soap. Similar shirts, both dirty, are thrust into each of the two washing 
machines. What is going on here clearly has nothing to do with the wash- 
ing machines or the shirts or the two arms of the individual that presents 
them. All of the things that are similar are to be subtracted out, in order 
to point out the difference between the "Duz" which does and the "brown 
wrapper" which just does not cut it. It seems to me that this kind of 
intratextual rewriting, which on the one hand reenforces certain elements 
but which, on the other hand, structurally subtracts others out, is part of 
the way all texts make meaning. Conversely, it is part of the paradox of 
textuality, that we retain a phenomenological sense of repetition. Thus in 
American Westerns, for example, we retain a structural notion of the good 
versus the bad, neglecting all the shared elements. Even the force of this 
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simple structure, however, cannot remove an impression of violence. That 
tension between the phenomenological reading, which is a cumulative one, 
and the structural reading, which is a subtractive one, is a very important 
aspect of the process of reading in general. 

Professor Robbins: One can make a distinction between cumulative 
and additive. There is, in fact, an additive component just as strong as a 
subtractive, and what you are doing is building up different series of 
emblematic structures. After one has seen the commercial between the 
two kinds of soap, one is left not with just the similarities or just the 
differences, but a sort of multiple collation of them, a sort of third state. Is 
that what you mean when you talk about the third level of reading, this 
sort of total grasp of the situation? 

Professor Altman: I do not recall using precisely that expression, but 
certainly what is involved at that third level is a structuring of different 
patterns. Only through awareness of specific similarities do we discover 
specific differences. 

Professor Sargent: I should like to propose a caveat with regard to the 
way that we see medieval scenes. It is a question of the visual rather than 
the temporal. I think that we should bear in mind the fact that in popular 
entertainment we are accustomed to seeing things sequentially, as they 
happen: thing A happens, pulled by thing B,- pulled by thing C, and so on. 
We have also seen film strips, a sequence of frames in which the action 
jumps ahead in steps. I think we then may quite unconsciously fall into the 
habit of reading a medieval scene in that way, assuming without 
questioning that it is sequential. It might be sequential, as in, for example, 
the painting everyone has seen of the decapitation of St. Denis [Jean 
Malouel and Henri Bellechose, Crucifixion with the Last Communion and 
Martyrdom of St. Denis (c. 1416)]. First he is seen in his prison cell 
receiving communion from the hands of Christ Himself. Then he is on his 
knees with the executioner raising his sword. Then his body is shown on 
the ground with the head detached. 

But to return to the Conques tympanum, these four coffins, the first 
one empty and the next three having people getting out of them, are not 
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necessarily sequential, though they may be. They may simply be 
simultaneous, differing only because of the exigencies of the physical space 
the artist had to fill, just as the Pediment of the Parthenon represents 
various bodies, some of them partially recumbent, some of them sitting, 
some of them standing. These are not necessarily the same body in 
different stages of getting up; they may simply be artistic representations of 
human forms in various positions because of the space available. I am not 
disagreeing with your interpretation of that part of the tympanum, but I 
am saying that there is another possibility which I think we should 
consider. 

Professor Altman: The point is well taken. The reason why I 
confronted the problem of simultaneity in this paper is that in both the 
Roland and the Conques tympanum we are given material which is literally 
present in one form (sequential in the Roland, simultaneous in the 
Conques tympanum), yet in each case, we are also able to interpret it in 
the opposite fashion. We can interpret the Roland as simultaneous, and we 
can interpret Conques as sequential. Now the fact that both forms seem 
particularly good at setting up situations in which we can read in either way 
must have something to do with the aesthetics of this particular art, and it 
seems to me that not to consider both ways is a mistake. But I would also 
add that there are many indications of movement in the Conques text 
which are not difficult to read as sequential. Take, for example, the fact 
that, in the middle register, many of the heads are turned toward the 
central Christ, hands are being held, and individuals are apparently leading 
individuals behind them. All of that suggests a pilgrimage. Professor 
Nichols has dealt with this problem very well: the extent to which the 
pilgrimage itself is a relationship between simultaneity and sequentiality 
[Stephen G. Nichols, "The Interaction of Life and Literature in the 
Peregrinationes ad Loca Sancta and the Chanson de geste," Speculum, 44 
(1969), pp. 51-77]. And that is also the reason why, at Conques, full front 
faces are mixed between the profiles of that register, so that we are not 
permitted to see this as simply a pilgrimage moving in a single direction. 
We are also forced to stop and see the people looking straight out at us at 
the same time. Likewise, there is hand-holding and drawing in the area of 
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transitivity in the bottom middle, but I think that is enough to give you an 
idea of my position. 

Professor Nichols: If I could just append something to what Professor 
Altman just said, I think it is important, in terms of the tympanum of 
Conques, to remember that the medieval path, the road that came onto 
the parvis, brought one down onto the parvis facing the tympanum. 
Generally, one arrived at the end of a day's march, just as the sun was 
setting and shining onto the tympanum, so that it is really a kind of 
epiphany. I just happened by accident to arrive at that moment, and it is a 
real revelation. One is full face to the tympanum, which at that time of day 
catches the sun's full rays. It is very moving, and I think it was so 
designed. I was with an art historian who had some observations to make 
about the way in which the tympanum happened to be structured a little 
more shallowly than, say, the tympanum at Moissac, precisely to 
encourage this kind of perception. So I do think that is terribly important. 

In terms of simultaneity and the coffins that Professor Sargent was 
talking about, I think we have to go back to Adolph Goldschmidt's four 
volumes, Die Elfenbein Sculpturen [Berlin: Cassiner, 1914-19], and think of 
those ivory plaques which originally just had the crucifixion, onto which a 
Last Judgment was subsequently added. There is a kind of "super 
elevation of connotation," a kind of "piling on" effect. (I have not used 
that term of Ecco's in my writing, but I have not found a better one yet. I 
agree to some extent with Professor William Paden in his paper last night: 
I am a little nervous about all of this jargon we are getting into, especially 
if we are trying to write to our friends the historians and the art historians, 
who are unfamiliar with many of the terms we now use as a matter of 
course.) 

I do not think there is any way, even with the small ivory carvings, to 
take everything in simultaneously. One takes in the fact that there is a 
complex scene, but not all the details. A key to how we are to read these 
scenes may be seen in the fact that, at least in the complex crucifixion 
scenes of extended connotation (i.e., with the key allusions from Genesis 
to Last Judgment), the central, unifying image, that of the crucifixion, is 
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always in the center or near it (centrality of principal image is also a 
feature of tympani structuring). 

The observer is therefore solicited to start in the middle of the scene 
and work outward; often the superelevation of connotation begins with the 
central image itself. Thus, the serpent coiled around the base of the cross 
makes us read the cross as lignum vitae, as well as the first tree, now seen 
not simply as the tree of the fruit of knowledge, but the tree of death now 
intra-textually rewritten to be the tree of life. As one's reading of the 
scene proceeds sequentially, with detail after detail of the cosmic story 
being unfolded until the moment when we reach the bottom of the carving 
where the open coffins with people getting out of them are presented, we 
realize with growing conviction that the whole story is at once sequential 
and simultaneous. The conception occurred simultaneously at the moment 
of the creation of the universe (I am not speaking theologically but from 
the viewpoint of the general eleventh century perception), while the 
realization of the conception has been worked out sequentially in time, and 
that is what constitutes the Historia of man, still situated somewhere on 
the spectrum of events between Christ's Passion and the Last Judgment. 

If I could abuse your patience for one more question: I do not know 
why you want intratextual rewriting to be a subtraction. I agree with you 
about the phenomenological notion of a continuing sort of thing, but can 
you make over-writing an adding on? Rather than subtracting, it does not 
go away, as you pointed out. It is added onto, or over-written, if you want. 
I like your idea of intratextual rewriting (which is why I used it in my talk 
this morning), but I would not like it so much if I had to see it as an 
erasing. I see what you mean: because there is a new connotation being 
added, that, to some extent, erases the old connotation, but we still know 
what it was, and if it really is erasing, then we lose the tension, and I think 
the tension is important. You have to see the progression that is taking 
place in Roland, and we will not see the progression if we do not 
remember where we started from, or these other people. That is the only 
objection I would make. 

Professor Altman: The objection is well taken, but I believe that the 
use I was making of the term "subtraction" leads very much in your 
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direction, which is to say that the process of subtraction remains quite 
visible, so that the possibility of a tension persists. Iwas suggesting a 
tension between an additive function and a subtractive function; you are 
perhaps suggesting a tension between a naked presence and acumulative 
presence. The important thing is that some tension be recognized. 

Professor Nichols: Well, it is sort of your fault, because last year you 
brought it up, quite rightly I think, in what I was talking about [Olifant, 
Vol 4, No. 3 (March 1977), pp. 174-75]. You said you really wanted to see 
this as kind of a translatio, and I liked that. I got to thinking about it. In 
translatio you have a movement away from the old space to the new space, 
but you still have the old space there. In fact, very frequently, as we find 
in actual accounts of translationes, a saint may be moved from an original 
tomb to a new, more prominant spot in the church, and someone else is 
placed in the original spot, now sanctified by the original presence of the 
principal saint. I was reading recently, in Raoul Glaber, I think, of a 
rebuilding of a church in which the bishop in charge of the work moved 
the patron saint's body to a new, more prominant site and then had 
himself buried upon his death in the original tomb. In other words, he sort 
of translated himself into the mouvance of the patron saint with the result 
that he himself came to be worshipped as a saint very soon after his death. 

Professor Altman: I might add that I too have been thinking about 
that interchange last year, and I must say I was delighted to be able to read 
it six months later. I hope that someone will get some good out of this one 
read six months from now, thanks to our friend, Professor Allen. 

Professor Calin: I think now it is probably time to bring the meeting 
to a close. The Société Rencesvals meeting next year will be chaired by 
Professor Gerard Brault. People who are interested in presenting a paper 
should write to him at the Department of French, The Pennsylvania State 
University, University Park, Pennsylvania 16802. 

I also want to thank the three speakers and comment on the fact that 
their interests, or the interests they presented, reflected in their papers, 
are three of the major orientations, after all, of chansons de geste research: 
relationships between literature and the other arts, prolongments of 
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medieval themes in modern literature, and practical criticism of medieval 
texts. The discussion we have had has been one of the best in years. 
Thank you. 


