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The Legacy of Courtly Love and the Feminine 
Position 

Carin Franzén, Linköping University 
The article discusses the ambiguity of courtly love in pre- and early modern literature as an articulation of power relations, not only between church and court, but also between sexes. The argument is that female writers from this period use the ambiguity of love as a strategy to create points of resistance in a male hegemonic discourse. By taking the theoretical frame from Foucault and Lacan, the article suggests that such a discourse can be read as “a multi-plicity of discursive elements that can come into play in various strategies,” and that women’s participation in this multiplicity reveals a truth about the desiring subject. 

Introduction 
A challenge for every critical analysis of the conditions for subject formation 
is the assessment of the relation between psychic structures and social 
norms. In this article I want to reflect on this relation by looking at the con-
ditions for a feminine subject position in medieval and early modern culture 
where women are clearly subordinated to men, functioning as objects in the 
normative regulations of sexuality and as central signs in the hegemonic 
culture. 

The main purpose is to reassess the legacy of courtly love in medieval and 
early modern women’s writing by using as a main theoretical framework 
psychoanalysis and discourse analysis. By examples from the Comtesse de 
Dia, Christine de Pizan, Marguerite de Navarra, and Madame de Lafayette, I 
intend to show that their appropriation of the idealized version of courtly 
love can be understood as a point of resistance in the hegemonic culture. My 
claim is that this resistance reveals a truth about the desiring subject that can 
be found in the heart of the courtly code itself, but which is most often re-
pressed in favour of a romantic dream of love union. I try to demonstrate that 
this fantasy is met by a critical response in women’s writing due to the spe-
cific ethical dimension of the feminine position in courtly eroticism. 

The application of contemporary theories such as discourse analysis and 
psychoanalysis on the legacy of courtly love could be accused of forcing a 
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modern conception of love and desire on ideas and attitudes which are no 
longer our own. It is my contention, however, that these genealogical theo-
ries (in Foucault’s sense) furnish tools for a deeper understanding of what is 
implied in the old textual material, which can show a difference to a modern 
self-understanding often based on superficial images of the past, e.g., of 
romantic love or women’s exclusion from its historical discourse.1 

As a point of departure, bearing in mind that two perspectives usually de-
scribed as opposed to each other inform this recontexualization of courtly 
love, I will briefly outline the theoretical frame of my reading.2 
Power and Desire 
From a Lacanian perspective it can be claimed that it is the introduction into 
the symbolic that constitutes the speaking and desiring being and its relation 
to others. It is that in which the subject engages itself as human being.3 The 
symbolic is, however, difficult to distinguish from social power relations in a 
given society. It has been claimed that the symbolic seems to situate social 
norms as inherent in the psyche, determining desire and gender identities and 
hence transforming the contingency of norms into a fundamental (and con-
servative) structure.4 

The symbolic in the Lacanian sense of the word could indeed be seen as 
determining desire and concomitant subject positions according to a scheme 
of sexuation with fixed feminine and masculine positions.5 The point in La-
canian theory is, however, that the determining factor is the constitution of 
the subject through “a net of signifiers, whose function is to define a limit, or 
lack, from where desire for what is radically other than oneself can 
emerge.” 6 Social norms must be seen as regulating this desire in a second 
step and only partially because desire continues to be moved by this very 
                                                      
1 According to Foucault a genealogical method “identif[ies] the accidents, the minute devia-
tions—or conversely, the complete reversals—the errors, the false appraisals, and the faulty 
calculations that gave birth to those things that continue to exist and have value for us.” 
Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” in Language, Countermemory, Practice, 
ed. Donald F. Bouchard, trans. Donald F. Bouchard and Sherry Simon (New York: Cornell 
UP, 1977), 146. Genealogy can also be said to characterize the psychoanalytical attention to 
gaps and repressed dimensions in an apparently unbroken continuity. 
2 In using psychoanalytic theory together with Foucault I’m to some extent following Judith 
Butler in The Psychic Life of Power (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997). See also 
Simon Gaunt’s inspiring Love and Death in Medieval French and Occitan Courtly Literature 
(Oxford: Oxford UP 2006). 
3 Jacques Lacan, Des noms-du-père (Paris: Seuil, 2005), 40. 
4 Butler, The Psychic Life of Power, 98, and Antigone’s Claim: Kinship Between Life and 
Death (New York: Columbia UP, 2000), 20–21. 
5 See Jacques Lacan, Le Séminar XX: Encore (Paris: Seuil, 1975), 73–75. 
6 Judith Feher-Gurewich, “Lacan and American Feminism: Who is the Analyst?” in Beyond 
French Feminisms: Debates on Women, Politics, and Culture in France, 1981–2001, ed. 
Roger Célestin, Eliane DalMolin, and Isabelle de Courtivron (New York: Palgrave Macmil-
lan, 2003), 244. 
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limit. Consequently, the social does not coincide with the symbolic. While 
the social is connected to power relations, establishing and maintaining 
norms, the symbolic produces desire that is fundamentally subversive in the 
sense that it bears witness of the limit of every subject position. 

This limit is also central in the Foucauldian discourse analysis. Even 
though Foucault regards psychoanalysis as one of the main Western strate-
gies of knowledge and power, there are evident affinities between the La-
canian theory of the subversiveness of desire and Foucault’s understanding 
of the relations between power and the discourse on sexuality in Western 
cultural history. Foucault is indeed criticizing the psychoanalytic understand-
ing of desire, which he describes as follows: “the law is what constitutes 
both desire and the lack on which it is predicated.”7 He does propose another 
representation of power, “that no longer takes law as a model and a code.”8 
But it is precisely Foucault’s conception of power as a “multiplicity of force 
relations” which can be connected to the psychoanalytic premise of the sub-
versiveness of desire.9 To summarize, in Lacanian psychoanalysis as well as 
Foucauldian discourse analysis, power and desire are moved by each other 
and refer back to each other. And this movement is neither the effect of a 
supreme law nor of an untamed energy but of the limit or lack constituting 
the subject’s relation to the other (or discourse). On a historical level this 
limit or lack is linked to what Foucault in his comment on Nietzsche calls 
emergence, an entry of forces moved by “the space that divides them, the 
void through which they exchange their . . . gestures and speeches.”10 

In what follows I will be focusing upon the voices of female writers as 
emerging on the socio-political arena of love in medieval and early modern 
culture. I claim that they are part of a “multiplicity of force relations” consti-
tuting the Western discourse of love, instead of searching for a female alter-
native where women are supposed to “put into discourse what had remained 
outside the discourse of courtliness.”11 Against the backdrop of a general 
analysis of the historical discourse of love, and especially of the tradition of 
courtly love, I want to assess more precisely how the four mentioned female 
authors articulate and reveal the subversiveness of desire that the hegemonic 
discourse covers up. 

I am aware of the problem of working on texts from a period of about 500 
years within only partly comparable contexts, but what I want to propose 
here is to be regarded as a prolegomenon to a deeper understanding of wom-
en’s historical agency inviting a more careful and detailed study of each 
                                                      
7 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: The Will to Power, trans. Robert Hurley (Lon-
don: Penguin, 1998), 81. 
8 Ibid., 90. 
9 Ibid., 92. 
10 Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” 150. 
11 Laurie A. Finke, Feminist Theory, Women’s Writing (New York: Cornell UP, 1992), 33. 
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author in their specific context.12 My intention is not to reconstruct a new 
grand narrative of the Western culture; on the contrary, I want to analyse a 
certain configuration of desire, which insists through medieval and early 
modern culture in order to demonstrate its relation to the interplay of power. 
The Division of Love 
A general feature in medieval and early modern regulations and discursive 
configurations of love is its division into an idealized and a debased form. A 
classical example at the beginning of Plato’s Symposium is the story of the 
two goddesses, which both are named Aphrodite, the Heavenly and the Pop-
ular.13 Emanating from them are two kinds of love related to the body re-
spectively the soul of man, and there is no doubt that one is more valued 
than the other.  The corporeal love is said to desire without discrimination, 
i.e., both sexes. In the realm of heavenly love women have no part and its 
desire is believed to lead to an improvement of both the lover and the be-
loved. 

This division of love and accompanying moral evaluation has insisted 
throughout Western cultural history. During the medieval period corporeal 
love refers to sexual fulfilment, often named folle amour; heavenly love is 
found as the troubadours’ fin’amor, which corresponds to notions as sage or 
parfaite amour during the Renaissance. From the 11th century onwards there 
is also a radical change regarding Plato’s exclusion of the feminine. There 
has been pointed out that the homosocial structure of the early medieval 
society underwent a radical transformation with the emergence of courtly 
love, which supplanted traditional male friendship by a heterosexual 
culture.14 A contributing factor to this change could be that “women emerge 
in both the courtly and the monastic spheres as participants” in public dis-
courses of love, as Jaeger points out.15 He does not, however, seem to 
acknowledge any other consequences of this participation than a reinforce-
                                                      
12 Jaeger proposes a similar approach scanning “a few of the high points” in the history of 
ennobling love from the late Middle Ages to the nineteenth century. His conclusion is that 
courtly love and its influences on the “amatory mode” of this long period is grounded on an 
impossible equation between virtue and passion (or sex) pointed out by various authors from 
the beginning, such as Andreas Capellanus and Christine de Pizan, “as the working out of an 
inevitable program of self-destruction built into this mode of loving.” C. Stephen Jaeger, 
Ennobling Love: In Search of a Lost Sensibility (Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 1999), 
198–213. A psychoanalytic understanding refuted by Jaeger (16–18) of this inherent impossi-
bility in courtly love can however show its actuality and ethical impact even for more modern 
discourses on love, as I will try to show throughout this study. 
13 Plato, Symposium, ed. Kenneth Dover (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1980), 95. 
14 Louis-Georges Tin, L’invention de la culture hétérosexuelle (Paris: Autrement, 2008), 29.  
15 Jaeger, Ennobling Love, 6. It could, however, be the other way around. The central place 
that courtly love attributes to the lady, “place éminente à la dignité de la femme,” to use 
Charles Camproux words, also makes her participation in public discourse possible. Joy 
d’amor: Jeu et joie d’amour (Montpellier: Causse et Castelnau, 1965), 110. 
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ment of the idealized or ennobling figure of love, and its “exclusive mode of 
behaving.” 16 As I will argue, women’s emergence during this period affects 
not only the play of dominations in the hegemonic culture but also central 
aspects of its configurations of love and desire. 

The object of desire in courtly love and its expansion in Western literature 
is indeed the woman, and it is she that henceforth comes to embody the di-
vision of love. Petrarch formulates a revealing example of how love derives 
its double value from a feminine object in his autobiographical work Secre-
tum: “Pro diversitate subiecti amorem vel teterrimam animi passionem vel 
nobilissimam actionem dici posse censeo.” (I think that love can be called 
either the most loathsome passion or the noblest deed, depending on what is 
loved.) It is made clear that the debased version of love is tied to an immoral 
(“infamen”) woman meanwhile the noble one dedicates itself to the rare 
(“rarum”) model of a virtuous woman (“specimen virtutis”).17 

When the object of desire and the sign of the male author’s moral com-
mitment changes into a subject in women writers’ texts from the medieval 
period on, one can note that the divided configuration of love is maintained, 
but used in a different manner. Women writers appropriate the idealized or 
elevated form of love with its concomitant debasement of corporeal love, in 
ways that differ from a passive reception of male desire.18 By looking closer 
at some examples of this transmission of courtly love I want to make clear 
that their appropriation of the idealized version of love can be understood as 
“both an instrument and an effect of power, but also a hindrance, a stum-
bling-block, a point of resistance and a starting point for an opposing strate-
gy,” to quote Foucault.19 

                                                      
16 Jaeger, Ennobling Love, 6. 
17 Francesco Petrarca, Prose, ed. Guido Martellotti (Milano: R. Ricciardi, 1955), 132. Petrar-
ca, The Secret, ed. Carol E. Quillen, trans. William Draper (New York: Bedford/St Martin’s, 
2003), 104. 
18 I am indebted to the feminist approaches, developed especially in the 1990s, in response to 
more traditional historical research literature on courtly cultures, and their assessment both of 
the idea of the “exclusion” of women and of specific oppositional female readings. To men-
tion just the most seminal ones for this study: Jane E. Burns, Bodytalk: When Women Speak in 
Old French Literature (Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 1993), Roberta L. Krueger, Wom-
en Readers and the Ideology of Gender in Old French Verse Romance (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge UP, 1993), Helen Solterer, The Master and Minerva: Disputing Women in French 
Medieval Culture (Berkeley: U of California P, 1995). I reject however the premise shared by 
these authors that the courtly idealization must be criticized as a consequence of women’s 
subjugation, or as Burns puts it, “the courtly lady’s putatively central position within the 
ideology of courtliness actually displaced and marginalized her.” Jane E. Burns, “Courtly 
Love: Who Needs It,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, no 1 (2001): 39. My 
claim is that medieval and early modern women promote idealization—and self-restraint—as 
a strategy to counteract misogyny and maintain a subject position in the distribution of power. 
19 Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 101. 
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Courtly Love 
The regulation of sexuality has been involved in discourses of love since 
Plato, and the idealization of the woman for that purpose is central in the 
courtly tradition. There is, however, no agreement as to why women became 
the object of this idealization when it first appeared in the courtly lyric at the 
end of 11th century. Some scholars claim that it must be due to a short paren-
thesis in the patriarchal order permitting women to administrate and inherit 
feudal property.20 Others suggest that the Christian worshipping of the Virgin 
could be a plausible influence even though the other way around seems pos-
sible as well. Apparent links between the courtly lyric of the troubadours and 
Hispano-Arab poetry has also been noted. The idealized figure of the lady 
has furthermore been conceived as a code for the feudal relation.21 By an act 
of courtesy directed to the lady the vassal—the courtly lover—is in fact 
looking for the protection of the feudal lord, whom his wife hence repre-
sents.22 Courtly love has also been assessed, not primarily as feeling, but as a 
specific form of socialization directing behaviour in medieval courts, a kind 
of “aristophilia” to use Schultz’s expression, influencing European thinking 
about love for centuries.23 More bluntly, Duby points out the necessity of a 
code of behaviour arranging sexual relations between men and women at 
courts where only the elder son could marry. The love code functioned as a 
form of control of young unmarried knights at courts where married women 
and maidens constituted a potential threat to the social order in form of sexu-
al temptations.24 

It has also been assumed that the courtly code functions as a compensa-
tion for women’s social status. Kelly-Gadol claims that the more or less tol-
erated courtly adultery gave women a relative freedom within marital con-
straints.25 There has however always been a debate regarding the nature of 
                                                      
20 See Camproux, Joy d’amor, 95–111, Joan Kelly-Gadol, “Did Women Have a Renais-
sance?,” in Becoming Visible: Women in European History, ed. Renate Bridenthal, Claudia 
Koonz, and Susan Stuard, 2nd ed. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 1987), 182; William D. Paden, 
ed., The Voice of the Trobairitz: Perspective on the Women Troubadours (Philadelphia: Penn-
sylvania UP, 1989), 11. 
21 See C. S. Lewis, The Allegory of Love: A Study in Medieval Tradition (Oxford: Oxford UP, 
[1936] 1958; Roger Boase, The Origine and Meaning of Courtly Love: A Critical Study of 
European Scholarship (Manchester: Manchester UP, 1977); Álvaro Galmés de Fuentes, El 
amor cortés en la lírica árabe y en la lírica provenzal (Madrid: Cátedra, 1996); Sarah Kay, 
Courtly Contradictions: The Emergence of the Literary Object in the Twelfth Century (Stan-
ford: Stanford UP, 2001). 
22 See Erich Köhler, “Observations historiques et sociales sur la poésie des troubadours,” 
Cahiers de civilisation médiévale, no. 7 (1964): 44. 
23 James A. Schultz, Courtly Love, the Love of Courtliness, and the History of Sexuality (Chi-
cago: Chicago UP, 2006), 7–80. See also Jaeger, Ennobling Love, 200. 
24 George Duby, Dame du XIIe siècle, vol. 1, (Paris: Gallimard, 1995), 111–12. Duby is refer-
ring to aristocratic family structures in northwestern France that do not fully apply to the 
South where the phenomenon of courtly love first appeared. 
25 Kelly-Gadol, “Did Women Have a Renaissance?,” 180–81. 
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this relation. Courtly love can be conceived as an invitation to extra-marital 
sexual relations, as a direct logical consequence of a system of arranged 
marriages, but it can also be conceived as a code of social refinement, which 
transforms a relation where women are inferior into a game where she is 
superior.26 

The coexistence of satiric verse in the literature of courtly love where the 
lady is reduced to a body and love to sexual acts shows nevertheless that the 
courtly code was not unambiguous.27 In this sense the courtly code is nothing 
new but a continuity of the classical division of love, which is also funda-
mental in the Christian tradition where Eve stands for man’s perdition and 
Mary bears the promise of his salvation. It has been claimed that courtliness 
is “yet another ruse of sexual usurpation thoroughly analogous to that devel-
oped in the early centuries of our era by the fathers of the church.”28 The 
ambiguity of love seems indeed to be an expression of a specific male power 
and its desire. 

The use of this configuration of love by women writers is nevertheless al-
so a fact, and I would like to understand it, as a first approach, in the per-
spective Foucault makes possible when he claims that resistance “is never a 
position of exteriority in relation to power” and that it can play different 
roles “everywhere in the power network.” 29 Even though the idealization of 
the lady in courtly love can be regarded as a ruse by the hegemonic culture 
as to keep women subjugated, its discursive impact remains dialogical. It is 
evident that women writers appropriate the code as a discursive relation 
where subject and object positions become interchangeable. Let us start with 
a quotation from a female troubadour, the Comtessa de Dia, who composed 
these lines probably at the end of the 12th or the beginning of the 13th centu-
ry:30 

Estat ai en greu cossirier per un cavallier qu’ai agut, e vuoil sia totz temps saubut cum eu l’ai amat a sobrier. Ara vei qu’ieu sui trahida car ieu non li donei m’amor, don ai estat en gran error en lieig e qand sui vestida.31 
                                                      
26 Leo Spitzer, “L’amour lointain de Jaufré Rudel et le sens de la poésie des troubadours,” in 
Études de styles, trans. Éliane Kaufholz et al. (Paris: Gallimard, 1970), 105–06. See also 
Jaeger, Ennobling Love, 90–91. 
27 Jean-Charles Huchet, L’Amour Discourtois: La ‘Fin’Amors’ chez les premiers troubadours 
(Toulose: Privat, 1987), 25. 
28 Howard R. Bloch, Medieval Misogyny and the Invention of Western Romantic Love 
(Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1991), 196. 
29 Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 95. 
30 Paden, The Voice of the Trobairitz, 14. 
31 “I have been sorely troubled / about a knight I had; / I want it known for all time / how 
exceedingly I loved him. / Now I see myself betrayed / because I didn’t grant my love / to 
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In this stanza of one of the four cansos attributed to the Comtessa de Dia a 
feminine version of the courtly code is articulated. Even though the lady 
admits that her “gran error” was her refusal—“ieu non li donei m’amor”—
this is at the same time the condition of fin’amor. It is rather obvious that 
what is at stake in these lines is the rules of the courtly code, which per defi-
nition implies avoidance of the sexual act. Hence the lady “en greu cossirier” 
does not complain so much about the betrayal of the lover as of the betrayal 
of the courtly love code as such. It is significant that the conditional form in 
the poem’s last stanza forever postpones the lady’s desire to have her lover 
in her bed: 

Sapchatz gran talan n’auria qu.us tengues en luoc del marit ab so que m’aguessetz plevit de far tot so qu’eu volria.32 
Since the poem starts with the complaint of the lover’s betrayal of the court-
ly code this desire becomes purely rhetoric, and in spite of its open sensuali-
ty it seems formulated as to keep the lady’s position as idealized and unat-
tainable intact. 

It is always possible to speculate about what kind of sexual relations 
women and men actually had in medieval society, but the configuration of 
the lady as an inaccessible other, with the concomitant impediments to the 
love union, is as striking in the poems by the Comtessa de Dia as in her male 
counterparts.33 The Comtessa de Dia’s poem articulates a dialogical relation 
to rather than a deviation from the norms of courtly love. If she uses “the 
more straight-forward speech of conversation” as Bogin once argued, the 
poem is nevertheless a song—a canso—performed at court as a response to 
and a part of an ongoing discourse of love.34 The poem does not change the 
essence of the code as a social play where love and power are intrinsically 
connected, or as Shapiro points out: “The trobairitz liberally employ, as do 
their masculine counterparts, the lexicon of feudalism tempered by that of 
economic exchange, connoting the status of a love relation as a kind of pact 
and a means of exchange.” 35 When the object of the courtly lexicon changes 
                                                                                                                             
him; I’ve suffered much distress / from it, in bed and fully clothed.” Songs of the Women 
Troubadours, ed. and trans. Matilda Tomaryn Bruckner et al. (New York: Garland Publishing, 
1995), 10–11. 
32 “Be sure I’d feel a strong desire / to have you in my husband’s place / provided you had 
promised me / to do everything I wished.” Ibid. 
33 See Marianne Shapiro, “The Provençal Trobairitz and the Limits of Courtly Love,” Signs 3, 
no. 3 (1978): 568. 
34 Meg Bogin, The Women Troubadours (New York: Paddington Press Ltd, 1976), 14. Bogin 
claims that women poets in the Middle Ages “do not worship men” (ibid.), which in my view 
must be seen as en expression of the lady’s position. 
35 Shapiro, “The Provençal Tobairitz and the Limits of Courtly Love,” 568. 
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into a subject the interplay of power and love is even more put in the fore-
ground, disclosing not a dominating system but a negotiation on the social 
arena as much as on the symbolic level. A similar connection between love 
and power can be seen in another aristocratic woman’s appropriation of the 
courtly love code about two hundred years later. 
Strategic Appropriations 
Christine de Pizan (1365–1430) has been called the first professional female 
writer in France. She began her professional career as a courtly poet, but 
soon turned towards prose and allegorical writing with a more obvious polit-
ical dimension.36 Even though she never questions the hierarchal ground of 
the feudal society as such, her assessment of medieval misogyny is of a new 
and radical kind.37 It has been claimed that she seeks “the establishment of a 
courtly love system that allows men and women to approach each other 
equally.” 38 Her critique of the misogynous aspects of famous romances such 
as Le roman de la rose (ca 1230–1270) does however not imply a change of 
the courtly asymmetry between the lovers. What she seeks in her reworking 
of the courtly love code is rather related to the potentiality of idealization. 
The author seems in fact very conscious of the strategic potentiality of ideal-
ized love within a misogynistic tradition, even though she also points to it as 
a “parlor game.” 39 

Christine de Pizan’s specific appropriation of courtly ideals can be gener-
ally felt in her famous allegory Le Livre de la Cité des Dames (1405). In the 
opening scene the narrator Christine, sits in her study cabinet and decides to 
read a book by an author named Matheolus, which she has heard is written in 
respect of women. Reading it she discovers however a paradigmatic example 
of misogyny revealing to her that none of the other books she was studying 
previously contradicts its defamatory language: 
                                                      
36 Charity Cannon Willard derives this shift to Christine’s participation in the debate over 
Jean de Meun’s part in Le roman de la rose, in Christine de Pizan: Her Life and Works (New 
York: Persea Books, 1984), 73. See also Barbara K. Altmann, ed., The Love Debate Poems of 
Christine de Pizan (Florida: The UP of Florida, 1998), 4. 
37 See among others Earl Jeffrey Richards, “Christine, Courtly Diction, and Italian Human-
ism,” in Reinterpreting Christine de Pizan, ed. Richards (London: The U of Georgia P, 1992), 
263–64. 
38 Sidney E. Smith, The Opposing Voice: Christine de Pisan’s Criticism of Courtly Love 
(Stanford: Stanford UP, 1990), 40. 
39 Altmann, The Love Debate Poems of Christine de Pizan, 31. Richards claims “that Chris-
tine’s poetry hardly served courtly ideals but instead called them profoundly into question, in 
part because Christine probably viewed courtly ideals as outmoded from a humanist perspec-
tive,” in Earl Jeffrey Richards, Christine de Pizan and Medieval French Lyric (Gainesville: 
UP of Florida, 1998), 17. Considering that humanists as Dante and Petrarch essentially based 
their configurations of love and women (i.e., Beatrice and Laura) on the courtly love code we 
are confronted with a more complex transmission rather than with a rupture with something 
“outmoded.” 
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Mais la veue de ycellui dit livre, tout soit il de nulle auctorité, ot engender en moy nouvelle pensee qui fist naistre en mon courage grant admiracion, pensant qu’elle peut estre la cause ne dont ce peut venir que tant de divers hommes, clercs et autres, ont esté et sont si enclins a dire de bouche et en leurs traictiez et escrips tant de deableries et de vituperes de femmes et de leurs condicions.40 
Christine’s reading causes her distress, but it is also at this moment the alle-
gory begins by the construction of a city of ladies aimed to defend and pro-
tect women against misogyny. The following explication, given to Christine 
by the allegorical figure Reason as to why misogyny (with its depressing 
effect on the female reader) is an “error,” and of the necessity of such a city, 
could also be read as a description of the decrease of the courtly ideals dur-
ing the later Middle Ages:41 

Si saches que pour forclorre du monde la semblable erreur out tu estoies encheute et que les dames et toutes vaillans femmes puissent dorenavant avoir aucun retrait et closture de deffence contre tant de divers assaillans, lesquelles dites dames ont par si lonctemps esté delaissees, descloses comme champ sanz haye, sanz trouver champion aucun qui pour leur deffence comparust souffisemment, nonobstant les nobles hommes qui par ordenance de droit deffendre les deussent, qui par negligence et nonchaloir les ont souffertes fouler, par quoy n’est merveille se leur envieux ennemis et l’oultrage des villains, qui par divers dars les ont assaillies, ont eu contre elles victoire de leur guerre par faulte de defence.42 
The Cité des Dames is hence constructed as a defence in the form of an alle-
gory of idealized women, which all function as counterarguments against 
misogynistic representations. Christine de Pizan’s critique of the misogynous 
                                                      
40 “But just the sight of this book, even though it was of no authority, made me wonder how it 
happened that so many different men—and learned men among them—have been and are so 
inclined to express both in speaking and in their treatises and writings so many devilish and 
wicked thoughts about women and their behaviour.” Christine de Pizan, La Città delle Dame, 
ed. Patrizia Caraffi and Earl Jeffrey Richards (Rome: Carrocci editore, 2004), 42; The Book of 
the City of Ladies, trans. Earl Jeffrey Richards (New York, Persea Books, 1982), 4. 
41 The courtly love code as a moral and social control form looses its discursive impact in late 
medieval courtly culture. “Toute bonnes coustumes faillent,” according to Christine in a letter 
to her tutor Eustache Deschamps. Christine de Pizan, Œuvres poétiques II, ed. Maurice Roy 
(Paris: Firmin Didot, 1886), 298. See also Lori Walters, “Fathers and Daughters: Christine de 
Pizan as Reader of the Male Tradition of Clergie in the Dit de la Rose,” in Reinterpreting 
Christine de Pizan, 63. 
42 Christine de Pizan, La Città delle Dame, 54, “So that from now on, ladies and all valiant 
women may have a refuge and defence against the various assailants, those ladies who have 
been abandoned for so long, exposed like a field without surrounding hedge, without finding a 
champion to afford them an adequate defence, notwithstanding those noble men who are 
required by order of law to protect them, who by negligence and apathy have allowed them to 
be mistreated. It is no wonder then that their jealous enemies, those outrageous villains who 
have assailed them with various weapons, have been victorious in a war in which women 
have had no defence.” Christine de Pizan, The Book of the City of Ladies, 10. 
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tradition also makes explicit the relation between defamatory language and 
social domination, and it is from this perspective one must understand why 
she warns women from getting into the domain of passionate love: “celle 
mer tres perilleuse et dampnable de fole amour” (the dangerous and damna-
ble sea of foolish love).43 It is in this domain women lose their idealized po-
sition and turn into an “infamen” object to use Petrarch’s expression. In oth-
er words it is not courtly love as such but once more the betrayal of the code, 
which causes a debasement of love and its object. If the condition for male 
desire to come through is “fole amour” women have to repudiate it or con-
tinue, as is pointed out by Febvre, to give a style to love, “un style à 
l’amour.”44 In other words, if courtly sublimation of passion and idealization 
of the object of desire are ennobling forces, on a social level they form a 
defence against misogyny. 

Christine de Pizan uses idealization and the concomitant renunciation 
paradigm inherent in the courtly love code as a discursive strategy, which 
from a psychoanalytic point of view can be said to give imaginary support to 
a feminine subject position. In other words, if the courtly code’s “elevation 
of woman to the sublime object of love equals her debasement into the pas-
sive stuff or screen for the narcissistic projection of the male ego-ideal,” as 
Žižek claims, medieval female writers nevertheless appropriate this “male 
ego-ideal” for their own purposes.45 Simply speaking, in the domain of “fole 
amour” women are doomed to lose because of their social subordination, 
while courtly love gives them symbolic power in a moral and psychological 
game where they have a lot to win. 

Women’s promotion of the courtly ideal—the repudiation of passionate 
love—in a feudal society is not a sign of gender equality. On the contrary, 
this kind of female virtue is a product of a male hegemonic social and cul-
tural order, and one of its evident functions is to develop the moral perfec-
tion of men. That is also to say that women in courtly love are reduced to 
objects in a process of cultural refinement. The point is nevertheless that this 
process bears witness of a distribution of power where women participated 
and transformed a male fantasy into a dialogue between the two sexes. In 
fact, medieval and early modern women writers defending the elevation of 
love cannot be reduced to either “passive tools” or “instruments” of the 
                                                      
43 Ibid., 404; trans. 202. 
44 Drawing on Huizinga’s The Autumn of the Middle Ages (1919), Febvre talks of courtly love 
as an ethical revolution transforming (male) sexual and aggressive drives into virtues such as 
honour, courage, and fidelity. He underscores that this transformation was the double work of 
religion and courtliness, where aristocratic ladies took an active part in giving a “style à 
l’amour.” Lucien Febvre, Autour de l’Heptaméron: Amour sacré, amour profane (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1944), 209–10. Translation here and in the following by the author, if not indicat-
ed otherwise. 
45 Slavoj Žižek, The Metastases of Enjoyment: Six Essays on Woman and Causality (London: 
Verso, 1994), 108. 
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courtly love code.46 They appropriate the code by turning it “against those 
who had once used it,” as Foucault puts it.47 This can be sensed in the 
Comtessa de Dia’s complaint of the betrayal of her lover as well as in Chris-
tine de Pizan’s critique of “those noble men who . . . by negligence and apa-
thy have allowed them to be mistreated.” In this discursive appropriation the 
feminine position in the courtly love code not only introduces a social reality 
perforating the symbolic and literary conventions of the code, it also reveals 
an inherent impossibility in the courtly code’s regulation of sexual relation. 

This impossibility could, as Jaeger suggests, be understood as a destruc-
tive solution to “the unsolvable problem of reconciling virtue and sexual 
passion,” which he imagines “fails tragically as an ethic of love relations.”48 
From a genealogical point of view this failure points, as we will see, never-
theless, to an impossibility of sorts in the interplay of social and cultural 
dominations. 

It is not only Christine de Pizan who warns women from “the dangerous 
and damnable sea of foolish love.” Her attitude reflects without doubt the 
feminine position within courtly love, which Fevbre terms “idéal nega-
tive.”49 It means simply put that unfulfilled desire is introduced as an ideal of 
love, but it responds to what seems to be a psychological and social fact in 
Western history of love, i.e., a woman who doesn’t want to become “in-
famen” must refute love. If this is a “tragic” position (and from a modern 
point of view it probably is),50 its maintenance by medieval and early modern 
women writers can be regarded as a strategy in a certain cultural context, but 
also, and this my main point, as a revelation of a truth which can be found in 
every sexual relation, as it is understood by psychoanalytic theory. 
Dialogues of Love 
Lacan describes love as a specific solution to the constitutive lack in every 
subject formation which the other is supposed to fulfil, and this imaginary 
wish for plenitude is manifest in dreams as well as in literary configurations. 
From this psychoanalytic point of view courtly love responds more precisely 
to the subject’s lack by creating an object of desire which is inaccessible. In 
Seminar XX Lacan talks of courtly love as “an altogether refined way of 
                                                      
46 Jaeger, Ennobling Love, 101. 
47 Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” 154. 
48 Jaeger, Ennobling Love, 213. 
49 Febvre, Autour de l’Heptaméron, 210. 
50 It is not sure though that fulfilment of desire is a general solution to “the romantic dilem-
ma” pointed out by Jaeger (213). As Freud describes it, resistance to sexual satisfaction in-
creases the value of love and vice versa: “It can easily be shown that the psychical value of 
erotic needs is reduced as soon as their satisfaction becomes easy.” Sigmund Freud, “On the 
Universal Tendency to Debasement in the Sphere of Love,” in Standard Edition, ed. and 
trans. James Strachey, vol. 11, Five Lectures on Psycho-Analysis, Leonardo da Vinci and 
Other Works (London: Hogarth, 1957), 187. 
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making up for the absence of sexual relation by pretending that it is we who 
put an obstacle to it.”51 By this somewhat provocative formula Lacan is criti-
cizing the imaginary dream of union as a completion with one’s “other half,” 
as we find it for example in Aristophanes’ discourse in Symposium, but it is 
of course intended to be widely applicable.52 

Yet Lacan’s analysis of the courtly code describes only one element in the 
courtly love discourse. He makes very clear that he is talking of male desire: 
“For the man, whose lady was entirely, in the most servile sense of the term, 
his female subject, courtly love is the only way of coming off elegantly from 
the absence of sexual relation.” 53 As we have seen, women nevertheless ap-
propriate the idealized position attributed to them in this refined game in 
other ways than as passive receivers of male desire, or as instruments of its 
configuration of desire. They may use it as an imaginary support for subject 
positions in a social order where they are usually designed as objects (of love 
or of trade), but also in discursive relations that reveal not only the difficulty 
of reconciling virtue and sexuality but also the impossibility inherent in eve-
ry dream of love as union, which I want to indicate by some examples from 
another female writer reworking the legacy of courtly love. 

Courtly love is a main topic in Marguerite de Navarra’s L’Heptaméron 
(posthumously published in 1559), and it is the elevated, neoplatonic form of 
love that the author seems to defend in her collection, even though she does 
so in a dialogical way.54 Neoplatonism inspires the Renaissance version of 
courtly love, and it continued to propel the ideology of chastity with its ac-
companying sublimation of love. In a male hegemony this configuration of 
love also functions as a point of resistance, a part of the interplay of power 
relations, as in Marguerite de Navarra’s often commented tenth novella, 
where the courtly setting is evident.55 The zealous knight Amadour—a name 
that combines troubadour with lover—visits the court of the Comtessa Aran-
da and falls in love with her young daughter Floride. For many years Ama-
dour serves her according to the courtly code but his aim is from the begin-
ning to possess the young lady even though he is aware of the social differ-
ence between them. When he confesses that he urges for more than courtly 
love Floride asks what it is that drives him ”de chercher une chose dont vous 
ne sçauriez avoir contentement, et me donner un ennuy le plus grand que je 
                                                      
51 Lacan, Encore, 65. Lacan, Feminine Sexuality, ed. Juliet Mitchel and Jacqueline Rose, 
trans. Jacqueline Rose (London: Macmillan, 1982), 141. 
52 Plato, Symposium, 112. 
53 Lacan, Encore, 65; Feminine Sexuality, 141. 
54 The love theme is assessed by Febvre in Autour de l’Heptaméron. 
55 Febvre sees the tenth novella as representative of the conception of love in the entire collec-
tion. Ibid., 191. Cholakian proposes a biographical interpretation, which in my view reduces 
the discursive impact of the author’s appropriation of the courtly code, claiming that the 
novella shows how “Marguerite comes to terms with her conflicted emotions.” Patricia F. 
Cholakian, Marguerite de Navarre: Mother of the Renaissance (New York: Columbia UP, 
2006), 38. 
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sçaurois avoir” (To seek that which can give you no satisfaction, and to 
cause me the greatest sorrow).56 Amadour answers by acting out his desire 
and tries to rape her. Eventually Floride’s husband, whom she has been 
forced to marry, as well as her lover die and she chooses to end her own days 
in a convent, “prenant pour mary et amy celuy qui l’avoit delivée d’une 
amour si vehemente que celle d’Amadour, et de l’ennuy si grand de la com-
paignie d’un tel mary.” (Thus she took Him as lover and as spouse who had 
delivered her from the violent love of Amador and from the misery of her 
life with her earthly husband.) 57 The lady’s choice is a paradigmatic solution 
to feminine subjugation in medieval and early modern society, but Margue-
rite de Navarra, like her precursor Christine de Pizan, uses the elevation of 
love, or spiritual love in this case, as something more than a social protection 
against rape and sexual abuse.58 

In the case of L’Heptaméron the courtly code is deployed in a dialogical 
way in the discussions to each novella, where the so-called devisants play 
out their judgements of what has been narrated. Regarding the tenth novella  
the female audience is, for example, asked (by Parlemente who is usually 
seen as representing Marguerite herself) to “diminuer un peu de sa [Floride] 
cruauté, et ne croire point tant de bien aux hommes” (be less harsh, and not 
to have so much faith in men).59 In other words, the courtly code is con-
ceived as a convention in need of a more concrete or pragmatic experience 
of love and power. Paraphrasing Foucault one can say that the renaissance 
queen puts courtly love into a process impeding it to work as a general sys-
tem of domination.60 Her playful use of the code can nevertheless be related 
to what Lacan calls the ethical dimension of courtly eroticism. 

In an article Lacan compares the contemporary writer Marguerite Duras 
with Marguerite de Navarre pointing to “cette charité sévère et militante” 
(the severe and militant charity) at the core of both author’s works.61 Interest-
ingly enough Lacan derives this “charity” of sorts to the renunciation para-
digm, i.e., the negative ideal determining the feminine position within the 
courtly code. In Seminar VII, he defines the ethical function of courtly eroti-
cism in terms of specific techniques, counteracting “the purposes of the 
pleasure principle.”62 In other words, he relates the ethics of courtly love to a 
                                                      
56 Marguerite de Navarre, L’Heptaméron, ed. Nicole Cazauran (Paris: Gallimard, 2000), 152; 
Marguerite de Navarre, The Heptameron, trans. Paul Chilton (London: Penguin Books, 2004), 
147. 
57 Ibid., 157; trans., 152. 
58 The near connexion between courtly and spiritual love in medieval culture is a main argu-
ment in Jaeger, Ennobling love, 6. See also Febvre, Autour de l’Heptaméron, 212. 
59 Marguerite de Navarre, L’Heptaméron, 158; The Heptameron, 152. 
60 Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 92. 
61 Jacques Lacan, “Hommage fait à Marguerite Duras, du ravissement de Lol V. Stein,” 
Cahiers Renaud-Barrault 52 (1965), reprinted in Autres écrits (Paris: Seuil, 2001), 196.  
62 Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire VII: L’éthique de la psychanalyse (Paris: Seuil, 1986), 182; 
The Ethics of Psychoanalysis. Book VII, trans. Dennis Porter (London: Routledge, 1992), 152. 
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sublimation of pleasure and sexual drives, which (forever) postpones the 
imaginary wish for completion, or “le don de merci, ‘the gift of mercy’”, 
which can only be accorded by the lady provided the lover promises to do 
everything she wishes, to paraphrase the Comtessa de Dia.63 

Another example of a female transmission of the courtly code’s negative 
ideal, which can give us a more profound understanding of the kind of ethics 
at stake in the courtly code, is Madame de Lafayette’s La Princesse de 
Clèves, which she allowed to be published anonymously in 1678. The novel 
pays homage to L’Heptaméron by taking as its frame the court of Henri II, 
i.e., the Renaissance queen’s nephew; we also find a reference to de Na-
varre’s “stories” in de Lafayette’s novel. The renunciation paradigm is here 
clearly incorporated by the heroine, who after her husband’s death does not 
marry the Duke of Nemours, although she is passionately in love with him, 
and there are no legal or moral obstacles to that relation. Žižek has suggested 
that it is the predominance of the pleasure principle, or a will to keep an in-
ner peace against passion or jouissance, which directs her renunciation.64 If 
the pleasure principle is a main motive in the heroine’s refusal it is still relat-
ed to Lacan’s definition of the main function of courtly eroticism as “the 
pleasure of experiencing unpleasure.”65 This is also what Febvre before him 
describes as the ethical revolution in western cultural history: the introduc-
tion of unfulfilled desire at the centre of the conception of love.66 Most of the 
romances told in the courtly tradition display the impediments to love not as 
its immanent condition but as a narrative device whose telos is a romantic 
happy end. As we have seen, female medieval and early modern writers are 
more sceptical of this solution, or just more realistic. I want to wrap up my 
reflection on the legacy of courtly love and the feminine position with a 
closer look at Madame de Lafayette’s novel. 
Points of Resistance 
One can understand the princess’ refusal as an illustration of l’amour-propre 
or a will to keep an inner peace against passion. Madame de Lafayette illus-
trates this when she writes that it is “l’intérêt de mon repos” (my anxiety for 
my own peace) that is the reason to as why she refuses to give her love to the 
only man she loves.67 

According to Freud love is basically always turned towards the self, and 
he presents feminine narcissism as exemplary in this respect. The most 
common types of women, he claims, are not interested in loving but only to 
                                                      
63 Ibid. 
64 Slavoj Žižek, On Belief (London: Routledge, 2001), 75. 
65 Lacan, L’éthique de la psychanalyse, 182; The Ethics of Psychoanalysis, 152. 
66 Febvre, Autour de l’Heptaméron, 210. 
67 Madame de Lafayette, La Princesse de Clèves, ed. Marie Pérouse (Paris: Hatier, 2003), 
177; The Princess of Clèves, ed. and trans. John D. Lyons (New York: Norton, 1994), 104. 
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be loved. He underlines that narcissism in these cases often functions as a 
compensation “for the social restrictions that are imposed upon them in their 
choice of object.”68 For a man the (social) freedom to choose his object is 
much higher, which can explain why the object love with its accompanying 
overvaluation dominates his position. This leaves him with a narcissistic 
need: “A person who loves has, so to speak, forfeited a part of his narcis-
sism, and it can only be replaced by his being loved.” 69 If it is not replaced, 
the narcissistic need probably causes pain even though not always as lethal 
as in the case of the princess’ husband Monsieur de Clèves, when it becomes 
clear that his wife loves another man: “M. Clèves ne put résister à 
l’accablement où il se trouva. La fièvre lui prit dès la nuit même” (Monsieur 
de Clèves was overwhelmed by this grievous blow. That same night he was 
seized with a fever).70 He dies shortly after, probably more due to the narcis-
sistic wound than the fever itself. 

On the other hand, in the novel, female narcissism, or amour-propre, and 
repudiation of passionate love, is played out in opposition to another domi-
nant configuration of love in the 17th century, gallantry, as conflict between 
male power and female resistance. This resistance is however produced by a 
social order where a woman’s condition is marked by social subjugation, and 
marital constraints.71 In the aristocratic tradition love and marriage has fur-
thermore always been seen as separate even though the Christian ideal made 
a lot to introduce love as a duty between husband and wife, and it is clearly 
promoted by the Princess’ mother who, in the lineage of Christine de Pizan, 
warns her daughter against the perils of love: 

Elle lui contait le peu de sincérité des hommes, leurs tromperies et leur infidélité, les malheurs domestique où plongent les engagements, et elle faisait voir, d’un autre coté, quelle tranquillité suivait la vie d’une honnête femme, et combien la vertu donnait d’éclat et d’élévation à une personne qui avait de la beauté et de la naissance, mais elle lui faisait voir aussi combien il était difficile de conserver cette vertu, que par une extrême défiance de soi-même et par un grand soin de s’attacher à ce qui seul peut faire le bonheur d’une femme, qui est d’aimer son mari et d’en être aimée.72 
                                                      
68 Sigmund Freud, “On Narcissism: An Introduction,” in Standard Edition, ed. and trans. 
James Strachey, vol 14, On the History of the Psycho-Analytic Movement, Papers on Meta-
psychology and Other Works (London: Hogarth, 1957), 89. 
69 Ibid., 98. 
70 Lafayette, La Princesse de Clèves, 160; The Princess of Clèves, 94. 
71 Jean-Michel Pelous, Amour précieux, amour galant (Paris: Kliencksieck, 1980), 91; Joan 
DeJean, Tender Geographies: Women and the Origins of the Novel in France (New York: 
Columbia UP, 1991), 96. 
72 Lafayette, La Princesse de Clèves, 15–16. “She told her how insincere men are, how false 
and deceitful; she described the domestic miseries which illicit love-affairs entail, and, on the 
other hand, pictured to her the peaceful happiness of a virtuous woman’s life, as well as the 
distinction and elevation which virtue gives to a woman of rank and beauty. She taught her, 
too, how hard it was to preserve this virtue without extreme care, and without that one sure 
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The fact that the princess’ husband really loves his wife and seeks the same 
love in her is perhaps a sign that points to a more modern, i.e., bourgeois 
ideal of love, which will come to dominate from the 19th century.73 In Mad-
ame de Lafayette’s novel the courtly legacy is still alive, which can explain 
the lucidity in the author’s analysis of its alternatives, gallantry and mar-
riage. Let us listen to the explanation of her refusal given to her lover, the 
Duke de Nemours: 

M. de Clèves était peut-être l’unique homme du monde capable de conserver de l’amour dans le mariage. Ma destinée n’a pas voulu que j’aie pu profiter de ce bonheur; peut-être aussi que sa passion n’avait substisté que parce qu’il n’en aurait pas trouvé en moi. Mais je n’aurais pas le même moyen de conserver la vôtre, je crois même que les obstacles on fait votre constance.74 
It is when the princess for the first time openly can meet with the duke and 
declare him her love that she points to “the obstacle” as the condition for his 
as well as her husband’s love. If she had loved her husband his love would 
have diminished; if she gives her love to the duke he will stop loving her. 
This is an insight that the dominating discourse on love covers up by creat-
ing an inaccessible object or representing the aim of romance as a love un-
ion. Madame de Lafayette’s appropriation of the courtly code’s negative 
ideal—unfulfilled desire against consummation—also illustrates Lacan’s 
famous formula from Seminar XX: “there’s no such thing as a sexual rela-
tion.”75 By stressing the negative ideal she is, in contrast to her mother as 
well to her husband and lover, criticizing the dream of a love union, but she 
also points out women’s social condition in a patriarchal social order. If the 
heroine gives her love away she will indeed become a female subject in the 
most servile sense of the term. Her mother’s will, “which is to love her hus-
band and to be loved by him,” is no alternative either because she simply 
does not love her husband. She was married to him as an object of trade in 
the aristocratic negotiation of power. 

It could be claimed that it is the mother—or the aristocratic society 
through the mother—who constrains the daughter’s possibility to love, and 
                                                                                                                             
means of securing a wife’s happiness, which is to love her husband and to be loved by him.” 
Lafayette, The Princess of Clèves, 8. 
73 See Gérard Genette, “Vraisemblance et motivation,” in Figures II (Paris: Seuil, 1969), 72. 
DeJean argues in Tender Geographies (116–17) that Madame de Lafayette defends this new 
conception of “love marriage” against the aristocratic tradition, which to me seems more of a 
modern reader’s whish than an account of the ambiguous representation of love in the novel. 
74 Lafayette, La Princesse de Clèves, 176. “Monsieur de Clèves was perhaps the only man in 
the world capable of keeping his love after marriage. My fate forbade my enjoying this bless-
ing. Perhaps, too, his love only survived because he found none in me. But I should not have 
the same way of preserving yours; I believe that the obstacle you have met have made you 
constant.” Lafayette, The Princess of Clèves, 103. 
75 Lacan, Encore, 17. 
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the Princess asks indeed her lover “pourquoi ne vous ai-je pas connu devant 
que d’être engagée?” (Why did I not know you before I was married?)76 Yet, 
what the author actually depicts—the impossibility of love—is inherent in 
the heroine’s very whish for another solution to the tragic ending. It appears 
to be a rhetorical question as she has already pointed to the vanity of this 
whish by revealing the inevitable decrease of passion had she acquiesced. 
Whereas the husband’s as well as the duke’s love for the princess is formed 
by overvaluation she knows that the condition for this kind of love is her 
own refusal. The heroine’s attitude can be seen as emblematic for the very 
point of resistance in premodern women writers’ appropriation of courtly 
love. 
The Feminine Position 
Confronted with the ambiguity of love, and its division of the object into 
elevation and debasement, which is also claimed by Freud to “characterize 
the love of civilized man,” it seems rather clear that women in medieval and 
early modern Europe appropriated the elevated version as a protection 
against social and psychological debasement.77 It can provide “women with 
the fantasy-substance of their identity whose effects are real,” as Žižek 
claims.78 The creation of such an identity nevertheless displays the entan-
glement of power and love in social life, as in Comtessa de Dia’s version of 
the courtly code at the end of the 12th century. Her poems articulate, rather 
than a deviation from the norm, a critique of the betrayal of the courtly code 
that discloses its dialogical structure as a social play where love and feudal 
relations are intrinsically connected. It is an appropriation taken further by 
Christine de Pizan’s reworking of courtly love about two hundred years lat-
er. Her transformations of courtly literature are clearly related to the potenti-
ality of idealization, which can be generally felt in Le Livre de la Cité des 
Dames, an allegorical city constituted by virtuous women functioning as 
counterarguments against misogynistic representations. The use of idealiza-
tion as a discursive strategy giving an imaginary support to a feminine sub-
ject position can also be connected to the courtly legacy during the Renais-
sance, and the neoplatonic sublimation of love. In the case of L’Heptaméron 
the courtly code is nevertheless deployed in a dialogical way, especially in 
the discussions to each novella. Paraphrasing Foucault one can say that the 
Renaissance queen puts courtly love into a process impeding it to work as a 
general system of domination while Madame de Lafayette stages the power 
relations involved in a court where “l’amour était toujours mêlé aux affaires 

                                                      
76 Lafayette, La Princesse de Clèves, 178; The Princess of Clèves, 105. 
77 Freud, “On the Universal Tendency to Debasement in the Sphere of Love,” 184. 
78 Žižek, The Metastases of Enjoyment, 108. 
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et les affaires à l’amour.” (Love was always mingled with politics, and poli-
tics with love.) 79 

The feminine position in the legacy of courtly love is hence marked by a 
negative ideal, which points to the limit or lack determining the subject’s 
relation to the other. In a Lacanian perspective this is actually the case for 
everyone who must find a place in the symbolic, which constitutes the sub-
ject through a net of signifiers. To use Žižek’s description of the subject, it is 
“the empty place of the structure”, which also explains why its integration 
into the symbolic resists general systems of domination.80 Every position, be 
it masculine or feminine, is marked by “a certain left-over which cannot be 
integrated into the symbolic universe.”81 Another term for this “left-over” is 
desire. But if the male position in a patriarchal hegemony covers up the lack 
by creating an object—the idealized or debased woman—for his desire, the 
feminine position is the impediment to this imaginary dream of fulfilment 
and of union. 

Literary discourses come after the always-incomplete integration into the 
symbolic and often serve to cover up power relations as well as the subject’s 
constitutive lack, but they can also function as revelations of these predica-
ments of social life. Considering the examples we just looked at, the femi-
nine position in the courtly tradition is more lucid than their male counter-
parts in this respect. This may certainly be due to women’s social conditions 
during the medieval and early modern period, i.e., a critical perspective can 
be derived from their subordination, which also constitutes the ethical and 
political dimension of the feminine position in courtly love. 
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