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Abstract

This thesis investigates the twelfth-century Old French anonymous ro-
mance Partonopeu de Blois in relation to the Greek novel tradition and
the Byzantine world. The study focuses on the erotic narrative in the ro-
mance and articulations of feminine subjectivity. If we read this text in
relation to Byzantine literature, and the Greek novel tradition more gen-
erally, we could see new things in the courtly romance. Through the Byz-
antine relations, the romance constructs room for the female character to
be a desiring subject. The two main Byzantine texts that are compared to
Partonopeu de Blois are, first, Eumathios Makrembolites’ novel Hysmine
and Hysminias, second, the historiographical work the Alexiad, by Anna
Komnene, who was a Byzantine princess and historian. Another text of
importance is Apuleius’ Cupid and Psyche-tale, found in his Latin novel
Metamorphoses or The Golden Ass. Other than these mentioned texts,
other ones are discussed in minor scale, such as Theodore Prodromos’
Rhodanthe and Dosikles, Achilles Tatius’ Leukippe and Kleitophon, Lon-
gus’ Daphnis and Chloe and Andreas Capellanus’ De Amore.

The study is outlined in three analytical chapters, based on different
themes: touch, gaze, and voice. In the first chapter, focus is put on erotic
narratives. In the second chapter, focus is put on the inscription of a fem-
inine desiring gaze into the rhetorical discourse. In the third chapter, fo-
cus is put on the voice, and how speaking is connected to power and de-
sire in the narratives.

If we consider twelfth-century Byzantine literature and the Greek
novel into our reading of Partonopeu de Blois, we could see forms of
feminine agency and power that remain obscure if we do not take them
into account. Through this sort of fusion of literary influences, feminine
subjectivity is articulated in Partonopeu de Blois, which, I demonstrate,
should be seen in relation to feminine voices discernible in the Byzantine
literary context as well.
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Svensk sammanfattning

Den héar avhandlingen undersoker den fornfranska, anonyma elvahundra-
talsromanen Partonopeu de Blois i relation till den grekiska romantradit-
ionen, fran antiken till elvahundratalets Bysans, samt i relation till bysan-
tinsk historiografi. Studien fokuserar pa den erotiska aspekten av berét-
telsen och pa uttryck for kvinnlig subjektivitet. Om vi ldser den forn-
franska texten i relation till bysantinsk litteratur, och den grekiska roman-
traditionen mer generellt, sa kan vi se nya saker i den hdviska romanen.
Genom bysantinska kopplingar skapar romanen utrymme f6r den kvinn-
liga karaktdren att vara ett begidrande subjekt. De tvéd bysantinska huvud-
texter som Partonopeu de Blois jamfors med dr Eumathios Makremboli-
tes roman Hysmine och Hysminias samt Alexiaden av prinsessan och
historikern Anna Komnena. En annan viktig text for studien ér berittelsen
om Amor och Psyke ur Apulejus antika, latinska roman Metamorfoser
eller Den gyllene dsnan. Vidare analyseras dven, i mindre skala, Theodo-
ros Prodromos Rhodanthe och Dosikles, Achilles Tatius Leukippe och
Kleitophon, Longus Daphnis och Chloe, samt Andreas Capellanus De
Amore.

Studien ir disponerad i tre analyskapitel, baserade pa olika teman:
berdring (Touch), blick (Gaze) och rdst (Voice). I det forsta kapitlet ligger
fokus pé att jimfora de erotiska beréttelsestrukturerna i Partonopeu de
Blois och Hysmine och Hysminias. I det andra kapitlet ligger fokus pa hur
texterna skriver in en kvinnlig, begérande blick i den retoriska diskursen
och i beridttelserna. I det tredje kapitlet ligger fokus pé rosten och hur talet
ar kopplat till makt i beréttelserna.

Om vi beaktar den bysantinska litteraturen och den grekiska roman-
traditionen i ldsningen av Partonopeu de Blois, och séledes troligen dven
andra hoviska verk, s kan vi se uttryck for kvinnlig agens och makt som
annars forblir i dunkel. Genom att anvinda sig av litterdra influenser pa
olika sdtt kan verk artikulera kvinnlig subjektivitet, nagot som avhand-
lingen menar géller i bdde den fornfranska och bysantinska elvahundra-
talslitteraturen.
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To a voice of infinite influence,
Anna, my mother

’ ’ , N y , 1
vaoecBoi Tive payu T xal Etepov T duuewv.

Someone will remember us
Isay
even in another time*

! Sappho, fr. 147, quoted from Campbell (1982) 1990.
2 Translation quoted from Carson 2002.
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

‘Ecrire, c¢’est réinventer I’amour’, writes Julia Kristeva in her three-vol-
ume essay on the feminine genius, specifically referring to French author
and artist Colette (1873—1954).> She goes on to state that a subject of
desire has found various descriptions and formulations ever since the
foundations of Western tradition from Plato’s Symposium and The Song
of Songs.* If aesthetic creation ‘mobilises’ sensuous experience in a sim-
ultaneous relationship between desire and language, as Kristeva states,
then love is endlessly in the making, along with language itself.

To compose a setting for an imaginary Byzantium is also to rein-
vent desire and love. In this thesis, I explore the erotic narrative of the
anonymous twelfth-century Old French romance Partonopeu de Blois,
and its possible relation to twelfth-century Byzantine literature, and more
generally to the tradition of the Graeco-Roman novel. Partonopeu de
Blois is a reworking of the tale of Cupid and Psyche, traced back to Ap-
uleius’ ancient Latin novel Metamorphoses or The Golden Ass. In this
medieval tale, Cupid has been replaced by the Byzantine empress, Me-
lior, while the French knight Partonopeu has taken Psyche’s place.

I compare this romance primarily with two Byzantine works: Eu-
mathios Makrembolites’ Hysmine and Hysminias and Anna Komnene’s
Alexiad, but also other ancient and medieval intertexts. In light of its use
of different intertexts, as well as the Byzantine narrative space, the ro-
mance is explored as a reinvention of a feminine subject of desire.

3 Kristeva 2002, 325.
4 Kristeva 2002, 325.
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Feminine Subjectivity
The study sets out to offer an interpretation of feminine subjectivity in
medieval narratives, based on the question: what is a feminine subject of
desire? Reading the twelfth-century literary works, I explore this question
with the help of feminist theorists such as Kristeva, Simone de Beauvoir,
and Luce Irigaray. All three reflect in both similar and different ways on
the gender asymmetry created in patriarchal culture. Beauvoir describes
the modern woman’s situation and its relation to history. Irigaray ex-
plores the potentiality of women’s access to language and desire, by re-
turning to Plato. Kristeva discusses the presence of subjectivity in lan-
guage from different angles, both in texts from different periods and in
gendered, historical contexts. I also find these thinkers useful for a dis-
cussion of feminine subjectivity in the Greek and Latin traditions. In other
words, their writings on women’s subjectivity (or lack thereof) in relation
to language and history offer valuable concepts and perspectives to help
us understand how feminine subjectivity can be interpreted in the works
under scrutiny.

As a point of departure, I take Beauvoir’s description of the diffi-
culty for a woman to speak in a masculine discourse from Le Deuxieme
sexe (1949), which actually draws on subjective experience:

La femme apparait comme le négatif si bien que toute détermina-
tion lui est imputée comme limitation, sans réciprocité. Je me suis
agacée parfois au cours de discussions abstraites d’entendre des
hommes me dire: ‘Vous pensez telle chose parce que vous étes une
femme’; mais je savais que ma seule défense, c’était de répondre:
‘Je la pense parce qu’elle est vraie’ éliminant par 1a ma subjecti-
vité.>

Accordingly, men are not seen as speaking from a special position; theirs
is the objective position. Language is thus masculine: men’s utterances
are automatically interpreted as articulations of truth, and if a woman

5 Beauvoir (1949) 1976a, 16. This anecdote has been described by Toril Moi as “a bril-
liant invitation to consider what it means to be a woman in a sexist world’; Moi 1999,
222.
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articulates a claim to truth she has to deny her sex, her subjectivity. In the
masculine discourse, how can a woman speak?

Beauvoir explains this situation in her own modern world, by look-
ing back in history. Women, she argues, have always been defined as an
alterity to men, as men’s ‘other’, objects opposed to subjects. Beauvoir
reads the situation from an existentialist perspective: to exist is to reach
beyond oneself, to find oneself connected with the world and to create
one’s life in one’s own activity. Yet, women have been denied access to
such a transcendental subjectivity throughout the course of history as we
know it, and have instead been forced into immanent passivity.

Irigaray similarly describes the absence of women’s subjectivity in
history. In Ce Sexe qui n’en est pas un (1977), she argues for the need to
study the tradition, in order to understand the power structures between
men and women:

11 fallait donc y faire retour, pour interroger ce qui fait la puissance
de sa systématicité, la force de sa cohésion, la resource de ses dé-
ploiements, la généralité de sa loi et de sa valeur. C’est dire sa po-
sition de maitrise, et de reprise possible des différentes productions
de I’histoire.’

Regarding the masculine tradition, Irigaray establishes a point of depar-
ture in Plato’s Symposium, but also a possible appropriation of feminine
subjectivity. In her reading of Diotima’s place in the Socratic dialogue,
Irigaray demonstrates how, ever since the foundations of Western culture,
women have been excluded from language. In the dialogue, Socrates ex-
plains the essence of love by re-teaching his wise teacher Diotima’s les-
son. Her thoughts are articulated through his voice; she herself is never
included in the conversation. Hence, the ‘truths’ uttered in the dialogue
are being questioned: ‘Et, en réponse a la protestation de Socrate que
I’amour est un grand Dieu, que fout le monde le dit ou le pense tel, elle

® This does not entail that they present an equal view on feminine subjectivity.
" Irigaray 1977, 72.
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rit. [...] En riant, donc, elle demande a Socrate qui est ce tout le monde’ .8
Women are thus excluded from language, but with Diotima’s laughter in
Irigaray’s reading, this exclusion is threatened, from the subaltern posi-
tion.

However, the interpretation of such exclusion of women from the
Greek tradition can be questioned. The most obvious case to mention in
this regard is probably Sappho, who was already a known and celebrated
poet of the Graeco-Roman world in Antiquity.’ The case of Sappho’s po-
etry of feminine desire brings us to the purpose of this study: to trace a
continuous thread of representations of feminine subjectivity through the
ancient and medieval literary traditions of the Mediterranean world. As
Yopie Prins writes regarding the afterlife of Sappho in English literature,
the ‘moment of oral performance during Sappho’s lifetime is [...] re-
placed by another kind of performativity: it is the performance of tradi-
tion itself that ensures Sappho’s afterlife’.!? In other words, the search for
Sappho’s voice is not so much a quest for the biographical Sappho, but a
tradition of Sappho’s lyric, i.e. the tradition of a feminine voice or a fem-
inine subject of desire. In this study, which does not focus on English
literature, it is demonstrated that Prins’ statement is applicable to medie-
val Mediterranean material as well. Sappho’s poetry, and consequently
her voice, is fragmented in the reception she receives, for which cause
twelfth-century Byzantine intellectual John Tzetzes laments that ‘the pas-
sage of time has destroyed Sappho and her works’ (éneldn mopoavaiopio
70D YpOVOoL £yeydvet | kol f) Zamed kol to Zangodq).!! Yet, as Prins points
out, ‘in this sentence she is named twice as a poet to be remembered: the
name survives in a long tradition of recollecting her scattered frag-
ments’.!? Sappho survives also in the novel genre; Longus is known to
have used lyrics from the Lesbian poet in the composition of his Daphnis

8 Irigaray 1984, 28.

® Regarding the Sappho tradition; see Andreadis 2014.

19 Prins 1996, 37.

! Tzetzes is here quoted from Campbell 1990, 50. The translation is also quoted from
this source, Campbell 1990, 51. Prins also quotes Tzetzes’ lines, see Prins 1996, 37.

12 Prins 1996, 37.
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and Chloe."® In Sappho’s fragments, we trace a voice articulating a fem-
inine subject of desire, perpetually claiming relevance — not least in the
novel tradition upon which we are about to embark.'*

Kristeva connects her analyses of modern literature and her anal-
yses of feminine subjectivity to an ancient and biblical heritage. To write
is to reinvent desire and love continuously through time, as it were. Iri-
garay also formulates a relation between language and subjectivity in this
respect, present ever since Antiquity, on which the Western literary tra-
dition is based, but in a more negative way. Irigaray rather seems to argue
that — up until modern times — women have been doomed to be subjugated
to the language of men, lacking voices of their own. In other words,
women have never formulated desire, their sensual experience is unartic-
ulated. In this sense, women can be considered to have been excluded
from Western culture, as illustrated by Diotima’s inclusion in Plato’s
Symposium — only through Socrates’ mouth.

Yet, with Kristeva — and indeed with Sappho — the view of women
as excluded from language, and by consequence from history, is chal-
lenged. In Colette’s writing, Kristeva traces a way out of the situation
inside which Beauvoir, in her anecdote, describes herself to be trapped.
Colette writes herself out of the position of ‘desired object’, the position
of ‘other’, to instead ‘se confondre seule et uniquement avec le rythme
du monde’, which then leaves us with the inevitable question: with the
articulation of the feminine subject of desire, what remains of love as we
have usually known it?' In her reading, Kristeva finds a changeable de-
sire along with a varied way of writing, new approaches to the world and
others; a transcendent subject in literary representations of feminine de-
sire.!¢ To be sure, Colette places herself in a specific time; the feminine
subject of her writings belongs to the literary development of the modern
period. Nevertheless, this entails that articulations of feminine subjectiv-
ity can indeed be traced in masculine discourse.

13 Hunter 1983, 62 and 73.

14 Regarding Sappho’s unending relevance in the tradition; see Greene 1996a.
15 Kristeva 2002, 110.

16 Kristeva 2002, 109.
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I approach twelfth-century Old French and Byzantine literature
mainly through the lens of Kristeva’s literary readings and theories of
feminine subjectivity. The study has two main aims: the first is to
acknowledge the history of feminine subjectivity as it is articulated in the
literary tradition of the medieval Mediterranean world. The other aim is
to investigate the cultural and literary connections between twelfth-cen-
tury narratives of the Byzantine and Old French courts, through compar-
ative readings. I will demonstrate a possible relation between interpreted
Byzantine narrative features in Partonopeu de Blois, and works from the
Komnenian court. I argue that analysing the relation between these two
literary contexts causes us to challenge previous readings of medieval lit-
erature from two angles. From the first angle, we may acknowledge a
present reception of the Graeco-Roman novel tradition in the twelfth-cen-
tury Old French romance. From the second angle, rather than seeing me-
dieval literature as representations of a masculine discourse, we may in-
stead read the works under scrutiny as articulations of feminine subjec-
tivity in dialogue with, or rather appropriating, the masculine tradition
inside which they are composed.

Partonopeu de Blois and Byzantine Relations

Partonopeu de Blois is a romance that is, as Esperanza Bermejo argues:
‘assez difficile a classer’.!” It is a romance in dialogue with the ancient
world, the courtly world — and, perhaps most importantly, the Byzantine
world. In this study, we will look at the romance’s relation to the Byzan-
tine world, more specifically its literature, to see how these two literary
contexts could have been connected.

Partonopeu de Blois survives in seven manuscripts, three fragments
and thirty-three extracts.!® There are three different versions of the plot.
In the earliest version, the ending features a triple wedding, and in the

17 Bermejo 2001, 223.
18 Eley 2011, 1 and Appendix 1; see also Collet and Joris 2005, 60—62.
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other two a single wedding. There is a continuing part following the ro-
mance, referred to as the Continuation, containing more heroic adven-
tures.!” The Continuation is not discussed in this study, since it does not
pay any real attention to the relationship between Partonopeu and Melior,
which is the focal point for this study. The edition used in my study pre-
sents the story based on the existing manuscripts but with Manuscript A
(Arsenal 2986) as its main source, which is also considered to recount the
original version of the story.?’ I focus on this plausibly original version,
featuring the triple wedding. Regarding the romance’s date, it has been
suggested between the years 1170 to around 1185. In her study on the
romance (2011), Penny Eley describes Partonopeu de Blois as seen ‘as a
series of versions — or editions — of a story that first went into circulation
at the beginning of the 1170s’.2!

For a long period of time, there was no modern edition of the ro-
mance available. The first critical edition was created by A. C. M. Robert
and Georges-Adrien Crapelet in 1834, the second in 1967-1970 by Jo-
seph Gildea, and the third in 2005, by Olivier Collet and Pierre-Marie
Joris.?? The same year, Eley, Penny Simons, Mario Longtin, Catherine
Hanley, and Philip Shaw published the fourth edition: an online edition
entitled Partonopeus de Blois: An Electronic Edition.**

Anthime Fourrier’s chapter on the romance in Le Courant réaliste
dans le roman courtois en France au Moyen-Age (1960) is an important
work to mention regarding the editorial history and modern reception of
the romance. Fourrier made the story available to audiences at a time
when there was no modern edition to hand. Today, the situation has
changed, given the increased number of editions currently available.

19 Eley argues that the Continuation was composed by the poet of Manuscript A (at least
to some extent), i.e. that it is in this way indirectly related to the original version of
the romance, see Eley 2011, 191.

20 Eley 2011, 209; Collet and Joris 2005, 9.

2 Eley 2011, 6. Regarding the later date, around 1182-1185; see Fourrier 1960, 384.

22 Eley 2011, 3-4.

2 Eley et al. 2005. This edition is not, to my knowledge, accessible online.
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The Transmission of Cupid and Psyche
Partonopeu de Blois is clearly influenced by the tale of Cupid and Psy-
che, but theories vary regarding how this story found its way to the ro-
mance poet.>* The tale can originally be found in Apuleius’ (ca. 125 to
after 164 CE) Latin novel The Golden Ass. But how did it get from this
ancient novel to the twelfth-century courts?

Apuleius was born in Madauros and belonged to the Roman culture
of the Second Sophistic.>> He wrote in Latin, yet he had an intellectual
connection with the Greek-speaking world (which indeed was common
among Latin-speaking intellectuals), not least from studying in Athens.
Plato was central to Apuleius’ works. Another important aspect of Apu-
leius’ writings is the Greek literary context of the time, encompassing
many of the surviving ancient Greek novels; for example, Achilles Ta-
tius’ Leukippe and Kleitophon and Longus’ Daphnis and Chloe, both dis-
cussed in more detail below.26

The Golden Ass differs from the Greek novels not only in terms of
language, written as it is in Latin, but also in content. Not only does it
have the distinctive ending, where the protagonist and narrator Lucius
finds himself in devotion to Isis, but in relation to the Greek novels, Ap-
uleius’ Latin one is clearly more comical, rather burlesque — a parody of
the genre.?” The Golden Ass is composed within a Graeco-Roman con-
text, a literary world in which Greek and Latin aesthetic expressions co-
exist. As we discuss the reception of ancient Latin literature in the Middle
Ages, we risk forgetting its close connection with Greek sources. This
differentiating of the Greek from the Latin in studying literary tradition
could, I believe, be an explanation for the challenges ascribed to tracing
the origin of the tale of Cupid and Psyche in Partonopeu de Blois. The
Latin and Greek cultures were not separated from one another during

24 1t has also been described as a version of Paris’ abduction of Helen; see Deveraux
2012, 76; Bermejo 2001; 223. However, I (as many others) find that the Cupid and
Psyche story is a clearer inspiration to the plot; see below.

25 Harrison 2017, 345-346.

26 Harrison 2017, 346 and 352.

27 Regarding Apuleius’ comic aspect, see for example Winkler 1985, 275.
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Antiquity, and especially not during the Second Sophistic, of which Ap-
uleius’ novel is a case in point.

The Golden Ass is the story of Lucius, a young Greek man who is
curious about both magic and sexuality, leading to the misfortune of him
being transformed into an ass. The stories of strong desire and passionate
love between young lovers in the Greek novels can be seen to be ridiculed
in Apuleius’ narrative; desire is comic, lovers are foolish, and obscene
humour is frequent.?® As an ass, Lucius goes through a number of trials
in his attempt to return to his former human shape, ending up in various
unfortunate situations. In the end, Lucius is saved by the goddess Isis, and
thus becomes devoted to her.

However, the plot of transformation into an ass is not exclusively
found in Apuleius’ novel, but also in Greek stories. Graham Anderson
states that the ‘tale has had a scintillating career in the folktale traditions
of East and West alike’.?° Therefore, Apuleius’ story of the ass, the earli-
est surviving source of the Cupid and Psyche story, is part of a shared
Graeco-Roman context of tales. In this literary tradition, we could inter-
pret it as though poets are drawing their material from a shared well of
sources, and then telling versions of them differently, individually. Such
a common ground for narratives from which to draw their motifs can be
described, in Carolina Cupane’s words, as ‘a common narrative koine’,
referring to how different literary traditions share narrative motifs.?? Alt-
hough Apuleius’ novel is different from the Greek ones, partially due to
its parodic dialogue with them, it is nevertheless part of the Graeco-Ro-
man tradition to which the Greek novels also belong, not least due to the
first-person narrative voice.’!

28 Furthermore, Anna McCullough discusses the gender reversals in Apuleius’ novel;
see McCullough 2012.

2 The transformation into an ass is a plot that is found in one shorter Greek version,
possibly composed by Lucian, who was a contemporary of Apuleius, and arguably
in the lost Lucius of Patras’ Metamorphoses; see Anderson 1984, 198.

30 Cupane 2019, 41.

3! Harrison 2017, 353. 1 will return to the first-person narrative voice in the novel from
the Second Sophistic below.
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Was Apuleius’ novel available to the Partonopeu de Blois poet?
Did the poet draw material from this novel in the composition of his ro-
mance? This question has long occupied scholars, since we do not have
‘evidence’ stating that 7he Golden Ass was known during the twelfth cen-
tury. In his study on the reception of Apuleius’ novel, Robert H. F. Carver
demonstrates that it is plausible that it circulated among twelfth-century
courtly French poets, and can be interpreted as having inspired romances.
At the same time, he illustrates the difficulty of drawing any definite con-
clusions regarding twelfth-century knowledge of The Golden Ass.*

Building on Apuleius’ Greek connection, in 1953, Sikko Pieter Uri
suggested that Byzantine connections might have been a source for Par-
tonopeu de Blois.*® This would entail, he argued, that the twelfth-century
poet drew his material from the same Greek tale that Apuleius has been
suggested to have used.** Furthermore, Uri suggests a connection be-
tween Partonopeu de Blois and the now lost Greek tale of Parthenope and
Metiochus.?® He then ultimately locates the Greek and Byzantine connec-
tion in the Indian tradition.®

Before Uri, Partonopeu de Blois had mostly been regarded as in-
fluenced by Celtic sources. In Helaine Newstead’s study (1946) on the
romance’s connections to Marie de France’s lais, she demonstrated how
Celtic folklore plays a large part in the composition of the romance, which
suggests new readings of the Cupid and Psyche connection, namely as a
story located in Celtic tales.?”

32 Carver 2007, 61-107. For the specific case of Partonopeu de Blois; see 94-101.
Gédéon Huet connects the story to folkloric tales, such as those found in Marie de
France; see Huet 1923, 152. However, Huet acknowledges an awareness of the story
of Cupid and Psyche in many literary contexts and epochs, to which Apuleius is also
connected; see Huet 1923, 47.

33 Uri 1953, 88.

34 Uri refers to the suggestion of Apuleius having been influenced by a certain Aristides
of Milete (second century CE); see Uri 1953, 89.

35 Tomas Hégg has contributed substantially to our knowledge of Methiochus and Par-
thenope, see Hagg 2004 and Hégg and Utas 2003.

36 Uri 1953, 94.

37 Newstead 1946. Catherine Hilton also emphasises Marie de France’s connection to
the romance in Hilton 1984. This is also seen in Huet 1923.
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It was argued for a long time that Apuleius was not known in
twelfth-century France, and was thus not a possible source for the ro-
mance poet. It has been suggested that the writings of the sixth-century
Christian author Fabius Fulgentius Planciades, in circulation during the
twelfth century, were a source for the Cupid and Psyche story.® Fourrier
claims this to be possible, and, furthermore, he highlights the knowledge
of Latin and ancient stories discernible in the text: ‘Le poécte de Partono-
peus posseéde, en effet, des connaissances étendues, aussi bien dans la lit-
térature en langue latine que dans la littérature en langue vulgaire’.®

Uri suggests that the Byzantine influence can be explained via the
Second Crusade (1147-1149). Eleanor of Aquitaine (ca. 1122—-1204), fa-
mous for her important role in the literary development of courtly poetry
in the vernacular, accompanied her husband at the time, Louis VII (1120-
1180), on the crusade. Elizabeth Jeffreys has suggested a connection be-
tween Eleanor of Aquitaine’s experience of visiting Constantinople dur-
ing the Second Crusade, and the composition of the romans d’antiquité.*
Accordingly, the poetry composed at the court of Constantinople could
have influenced the first Old French romances. At the court of Blois,
where Eleanor’s second daughter Alix of Blois (ca. 1150-1197) lived
with her husband Thibaut V (1130-1191), there was much literary pro-
duction, including perhaps the composition of Partonopeu de Blois.*' Uri
writes about the couple’s vivid court, ‘where many poets worked’.*> He
suggests that the literary situation in Byzantium relates to the French
courtly literary scene; in Constantinople, new novels were composed at
court and the ancient Greek novels were read continuously.* In order to
fully examine Uri’s theory, and based on E. Jeffreys, it is necessary to say
a few words about the twelfth-century literary scene in Constantinople.

38 Fourrier 1960, 386.
3 Fourrier 1960, 391.
40 E, Jeffreys 1980, 468
41 Eley 2011, 196.

42 Uri 1953, 88.

43 Uri 1953, 89.
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The Greek Novel and the Komnenian Court

During the twelfth century, ancient novels were being read in the literary
circles, and poets composed novels inspired by them, developing the
genre further. Four novels are extant: Eumathios Makrembolites’ Hys-
mine and Hysminias, Theodore Prodromos’ Rhodanthe and Dosikles,
Constantine Manasses’ Aristrandros and Kallithea (in fragments), and
Niketas Eugenianos’ Drosilla and Charikles. Suzanne MacAlister de-
scribes the twelfth-century interest in novels as a combination of imita-
tion and articulating new voices, which was characteristic of the medieval
context:

despite surface impressions, the Byzantine novelists are not at-
tempting a straightforward exercise of imitation. Rather, through
their appropriation and manipulation of the ancient discourse, and
their integration into it of the voices of other diverse discourses,
they create a medium for voicing their own new and special state-
ments which they direct towards a contemporary, twelfth-century,
reading of the ancient novel.**

The use of ancient tradition in the Middle Ages should be regarded from
this perspective: that poetic skill is measured by one’s recognition and
variation of the common literary heritage. In literary circles (known as
theatra), references, allusions etc., to ancient texts were sure to be recog-
nised by listening audiences, articulated in a new way, tailored to each
occasion. The occasion thus adds new meaning to what is said, as the
ancient text is integrated into the twelfth-century courtly context. Ingela
Nilsson, in discussing Byzantine texts in terms of displaying a desire to
communicate with the audience, states: ‘Si nous le considérons du point
de vue de la reception et de I’horizon d’attente des lecteurs, nous voyons
comment sa signification référentielle et culturelle — sa littérarité — est née
de la rencontre entre le texte et son public’.*> The reception of ancient
literature in the Byzantine culture was appreciated by audiences of

4 MacAlister 1994, 278.
4 Nilsson 2014b, 17.
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literary works. Alexander P. Kahzdan and Ann Wharton Epstein describe
the reactualisation of ancient literature as a matter of ‘allusive commen-
tary on current affairs that the literary fiction of the empire masked with
antiquated vocabulary and traditional subjects’, which did not pass unno-
ticed by the receivers.*® By the rhetorical use of allusions and the literary
tradition, we see, to further use Paul Magdalino’s words from his seminal
study (1993) on Emperor Manuel I Komnenos’ reign (1143-1180), an
‘authorial self-confidence’ in literature of the period.*’

For the readings in this study Makrembolites’ novel Hysmine and
Hysminias is especially significant. This novel’s erotic narrative appears
to create a pattern similar to the one in Partonopeu de Blois. In my view,
both texts narrate erotic conduct in comparable ways, in the style of the
ancient Greek novel tradition. However, both narratives also appear to
rework traditional erotic motifs from another angle, by articulating an ar-
guably feminine voice, which I intend to demonstrate in my readings.

Knowledge is scant regarding the author of Hysmine and Hysmin-
ias.*® The novel was possibly composed during the years before the mid-
century.*’ It is the only Komnenian novel written in prose, like the ancient
novels. Hysmine and Hysminias is divided into eleven books, and told in
the first-person narrative voice; Hysminias is the narrator of the text. The
story centres around Hysminias and the female character Hysmine, who
fall in love and flee from their families when Hysmine is betrothed to
someone other than Hysminias. They find themselves on the stormy sea,
and are separated when Hysmine is thrown off the ship as a sacrifice to
Poseidon. After both become slaves to different owners, they find them-
selves united again and thus begin to plan how they may become free. In

46 Kahzdan and Epstein 1985, 140.

47 Magdalino discusses specifically imperial encomia, but he connects these with litera-
ture of the time more generally; Magdalino 1993, 429. Regarding the novels specif-
ically, Magdalino describes the literary production as being composed with a ‘a self-
conscious artistry of its producers’; Magdalino 1993, 396-397. For further studies
on Byzantine poetic self-consciousness, see f. ex. Drpi¢ 2014; Papaioannou 2013.

48 Regarding the uncertainty concerning the author and the name; see Nilsson 2001, 12.

49 Nilsson 2014b, 58-59; Nilsson 2001, 13. For an overview of theories regarding the
novel’s date; see E. Jeffreys 2012, 161-165, where a date is suggested in the 1140s
or 1150s; see E. Jeffreys 2012, 165.
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the end, they receive their freedom, as well as their parents’ approval to
marry.

Another pertinent character is Hysminias’ friend Kratisthenes, who
can be described as a guide to Hysminias in his discovery of desire. In
this study, I look at this sort of male friend in the novel tradition, and its
narrative function in comparison to the poet-narrator in Partonopeu de
Blois.

Theodore Prodromos’ (ca. 1100—1170) Rhodanthe and Dosikles is
another important novel in this study. The novel is composed in the fif-
teen-syllable political verse form.>° I discuss the novel in relation to Par-
tonopeu de Blois, albeit to a lesser extent than the Old French romance in
relation to Hysmine and Hysminias. Prodromos’ novel is dated around the
same time as Hysmine and Hysminias. Prodromos composed his work for
members of the Komnenian court, such as princess and historian Anna
(1083—-1153), her brother John (1087—1143), and his son the emperor Ma-
nuel.>! The novel thus forms part of the same literary context as the other
Byzantine sources studied; namely, Hysmine and Hysminias and the
Alexiad.

In nine books, Rhodanthe and Dosikles tells the story of the young
eponymous couple, who at the opening of the story are being held captive
by pirates. This story is not told in the first person, but by an extradiegetic
poet-narrator, which indeed makes it different from Makrembolites’
novel, but similar to Partonopeu de Blois. In the section below, where
descriptions of masculine beauty are analysed, Prodromos’ novel is im-
portant since Dosikles’ appearance is described by Rhodanthe in detail,

50 The political verse is a Byzantine metric form, which is noted at the earliest at the
beginning of the eleventh century and became common in Byzantine poetry. All the
Komnenian novels are composed in this verse form, except for Makrembolites’
novel, which is prose. For a study of political verse and its origins; see M. Jeffreys,
1974.

! Nilsson 2014a, 36; Magdalino 1993, 423; Barbara Hill describes Anna’s philosophical
circle: ‘She was interested and involved in commentaries on Aristotle, and may have
encouraged and organised the commentators, of whom several are known [...]’; Hill
1999, 169-170. Hill argues, however, that Anna’s role as a patron was probably not
as important as that of empresses (like her mother Eirene Doukaina and grandmother
Anna Dalassene); Hill 1999, 170.
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whereas Hysminias — the first-person narrator — never describes his own
appearance. Thus, Rhodanthe and Dosikles helps us to perceive how ide-
alising the beauty of men from a feminine perspective can be interpreted
during this time.

Just as Hysminias has his friend Kratisthenes, Dosikles gets to
know a fellow captive at the beginning of the novel, called Kratandros.
Kratandros’ function appears to be to mirror in reverse the main romantic
plot. Kratandros tells Dosikles about how his own love adventure ended
in death and misery, which causes Dosikles to recount his own adventure,
and thus the narrative advances. Comparing male friends in the Greek
novel tradition and the poet-narrator in Partonopeu de Blois, Kratandros’
narrative function seems to be the same as the poet-narrator’s in the Old
French romance, who also compares his unlucky situation with the pro-
tagonist couple’s love story.

Princess and historian Anna Komnene’s work, the Alexiad, is also
significant for this study, mainly in order to determine the meaning of
Anna’s feminine authorial and first-person narrative voice at the time, but
partly to ascertain the novel’s connection to other genres. In her work,
probably composed sometime around the middle of the twelfth century,
she writes about her father, Emperor Alexios Komnenos, who reigned
from 1081-1118. Since she writes herself into her text, Anna also con-
tributes to a literary development that plausibly did not pass unnoticed by
the audience of her work. Even if one must interpret her literary 7 as rhe-
torical, Anna’s [ introduces a woman historian into the Greek historio-
graphic tradition for the first time. In my reading of Partonopeu de Blois,
Anna’s work is considered to be an important intertext. Above all, I sug-
gest that the image of her as an author and a powerful, imperial intellec-
tual was possibly known in the West, which might have inspired the poet
in his depiction of Melior in the romance. Likewise, I aim to show that
by reading these two texts in relation to each other, we can make new
interpretations of them, as well as reach a deeper understanding of courtly
literature from this time more generally.

As she writes her father (and family) into the collective memory,
Anna creates, through her own example, access for women to write
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historiography. This work could therefore be regarded, albeit it is also a
confirmation of imperial legitimacy, as forming part of a context in Kom-
nenian literary production more generally, in which literary voices form
a polyphonic context of both imperial appraisal and social critique. This
is comparable to Nilsson’s description: ‘Plusieurs textes comnénes sont
empreints d’un souffle ironique et satirique qui caractérise une littérature
de critique sociale ou de critique de I’autorité.’>?

The context of Komnenian literature thus opens up space for a dis-
cussion about literary subjectivity. In this literary context, one finds tex-
tual individuality in the use of tradition.>® Anna, for example, writes a
work with allusions to both the ancient epic tradition (seen already in its
title’s allusion to the Iliad) and the tradition of historiography.>* Yet, in
doing so she articulates what has never before been uttered: the voice of
a woman historian.

Makrembolites and Prodromos also rework ancient tradition into
their works, not least traits from Greek novels. One of these novels, which

32 Nilsson 2014b, 36.

53 In this context, one could arguably speak of literary subjectivity in poets use of dif-
ferent registers and stylistic variety; Agapitos 2012, 245-248.

54 Georgina Buckler demonstrates the importance of Homer in Anna Komnene’s work;
Buckler 1929, 197-199. The influence of the epic in the Alexiad indeed encourages
us to acknowledge historiography’s relation to other forms of poetic composition,
other literary genres. To this end, I find Panagiotis Roilos’ discussion on transgres-
sions in the Komnenian novels useful, which highlights the novel’s ‘ambivalence
and mediating interconnections’, or ‘the mechanism by means of which novelty
takes place in literary discursive boundaries and enter the territory of another genre’;
Roilos 2005, 19. Moreover, in his study on the medieval Byzantine novel, Roderick
Beaton describes twelfth-century writers to ‘show versatility, in some cases virtuos-
ity, in their exploitation of different language registers’, referring to the choice be-
tween “‘high” and “middle” register, apparently depending on whom they are ad-
dressing’; Beaton (1989) 1996, 14. Regarding these sorts of linguistic experimenta-
tions, Beaton further compares the Byzantine situation with that of the vernacular
romance’s development in the West; Beaton (1989) 1996, 14-15. Regarding the dif-
ficulty of analysing Byzantine texts solely based on linguistic registers; see Agaptios
and Smith 1992, 18-21. Highlighting the literary aspect of the Alexiad could though
be nuanced by considering it to — nevertheless — be a, to use Rae Dalven’s words,
‘invaluable historical document’; Dalven emphasises the importance of Anna’s ac-
counts of the First Crusade and Alexios as an emperor; Dalven 1972, 149 and 152.
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therefore has an important role in this study, is Achilles Tatius’ Leukippe
and Kleitophon. Not much is known about this author, but the novel is
usually dated to the end of the second century CE.>*> Not only does this
suggested date of composition connect the Greek novel with Apuleius but
the first-person narrator is another shared feature between them. As
Kathryn Chew argues, ‘Achilles’ use of a first-person narrator initiates
fundamental changes to the novel’. Moreover, the first-person narrator in
Tatius’ narrative results in ‘the muting of the heroine’s voice’. This novel,
Chew further continues, ‘cleverly maintains the preceding requirements
for the heroine (as object of desire, target of suffering, and keeper of vir-
ginity) while focalising the story through the hero’. >

Another ancient Greek novel that I find significant for my discus-
sion is Longus’ Daphnis and Chloe. This tale differs from the previously
mentioned one in its pastoral character.’” Regarding the author, little is
known but, as Jean Alvares points out, he ‘certainly belonged to the
Greco-Romanizing elite of the high empire and participated in the literary
movement described [ ...] as the Second Sophistic’.*® Tatius belongs there
as well, and, according to Alvares, Leukippe and Kleitophon ‘was proba-
bly written close to Longus’ time’.>® Regarding the Greek novel tradi-
tion’s interest in the progression from boy to man, Alvares goes on to
compare how both novels have a somewhat conflicting relation with the
cultural view of socialisation and paideia:

Both Daphnis and Chloe and Leucippe and Clitophon deal exten-
sively with the protagonists’ maturation and their relationship to
normative erotic experience and Greek paideia [...]. In Daphnis
and Chloe, the protagonists, native Greeks, are saved despite a lack

35 Chew 2014, 95.

56 Chew 2014, 97-98. For a thorough study of gender and gaze in this novel, see Morales
2014. Another similarity between Apuleius’ and Tatius’ novel is the importance of
Platonism; for a mapping of the importance of Platonism during the Second Sophis-
tic, see Fowler 2017.

57 Alvares 2014, 50.

38 Alvares 2014, 51.

3 Alvares 2014, 51.
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of paideia, while the over-sophisticated Clitophon, a Hellenized
Tyrian, becomes a proper hero despite his paideia.®

Apuleius’ The Golden Ass can be regarded in relation to Daphnis and
Chloe, despite the novels’ clear differences. As Alvares argues: ‘Both
present imperfect narrators offering tales of transformation, education,
and even salvation [...], and both narrators show a sort of double perspec-
tive of events’.®! In The Golden Ass, Leukippe and Kleitophon and Daph-
nis and Chloe alike, there is a shared characteristic, namely, in Harrison’s
words, ‘the complex function of the first-person narrative voice’ and a
‘problematizing of the speaker’s identity and voice’.®? These novels all
seem, by these explorative narrative features, to thematise fictionality in
their respective narrative voice’s subjectivity. In the twelfth-century texts
under scrutiny in this study, the same sort of thematising can be dis-
cerned.

Partonopeu de Blois and the Novel Tradition

Uri argues that Apuleius and the poet of Partonopeu de Blois both draw
their material from the same source: ‘the old and new Greek literature’.%?
I will investigate this theory, by comparing the romance with the Greek
novel tradition. Uri’s theory has been rejected by later scholars, although,
I believe, not in convincing ways, a point I will return to below. After
Uri, Partonopeu de Blois has been interpreted as a work belonging to the
Western world, yet with allusions to the Byzantine court.®* The separation
of Partonopeu de Blois from Byzantine literature, and, in consequence,
detaching the medieval French and Greek literatures from each other, is
partly due to the idea of Apuleius belonging to a strictly Latin and West-
ern tradition in its reception. Perhaps the most important contribution of

%0 Alvares 2014, 51.

1 Alvares 2014, 52.

2 Harrison 2017, 353.

83 Uri 1985, 89.

% There are, for example, possible parallels between the romance’s female character
Melior and Maria Komnene; see Eley 2011, 34.
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Uri’s article to the reception of Partonopeu de Blois lies in its awareness
of how the Latin and Greek literatures of the Graeco-Roman world are
closely related to each other. This, according to Uri (and myself), then
continues in the medieval literature of the Mediterranean.

However, there is a problem with Uri’s study, which has led to his
theory being rejected by later scholarship. In her study from 1984, Cath-
erine Hilton gives an explanation of the problems following Uri’s sug-
gestion of the plot’s Eastern origins:

Uri rejects the notion of Celtic influence, regarding the Partonopeu
story as ultimately of Indian origin; unfortunately, his method of
tracing the sources of the romance confuses literary source-study
with folklorism in the search for motifs and tale-types in Greek,
Byzantine and Indian tradition. Needless to say, the same method
of investigation might have led him to Celtic tradition or, for that
matter, to the folklore of almost any Indoeuropean culture.’

Uri does not offer enough detail in his article, through comparative read-
ings, to truly connect these different literary traditions. And, although he
published his article in 1953, the theory of Partonopeu de Blois’ relation
to Byzantine literature has still not been tested by actually reading these
literatures in relation to each other.®

In 1964, Thomas H. Brown examined the possibility of Apuleius
being the source of the Cupid and Psyche story in Partonopeu de Blois,
and identifies two sources for it. In contrast to Uri’s argument, Brown
presents a theory that the tale of Cupid and Psyche is not the result of a
Byzantine connection, but a Latin one. According to Brown, the first
source of the Cupid and Psyche story, from which the poet of Partonopeu
de Blois draws his material, is plausibly Planciades’ writings, in which he
summarises the tale of Cupid and Psyche.®’” Fulgentius’ summary,

%5 Hilton 1984, 10.

% This could be nuanced by adding Megan Moore’s comparative study (2014) of the
Old French romance and Byzantine literature to this discussion, on a more general
level, but not if we concern Partonopeu de Blois specifically; see below.

7 Brown 1964, 200.
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according to Brown’s study, is ‘sufficient to supply or suggest at least the
scenes and descriptions of Partonopeus, which are similar to Apuleius’
“Cupid and Psyche™’.%® The theory of the Celtic influence on Partonopeu
de Blois is rejected and Fulgentius is established as the source of the tale
of Cupid and Psyche. According to Brown, Fulgentius, as we have seen,
gives an adequate account of the tale of Cupid and Psyche for the poet to
write his romance. However, he adds that in fact Fulgentius’ summary is
insufficient:

On the other hand, the author of the French romance may have used
the original itself because Fulgentius refers to Apuleius and his
‘Cupid and Psyche’ at the beginning and at the end of his résumé,
and from this reference our unknown poet may have been directed
to the Latin author’s work. I am inclined to believe that the un-
known poet of Partonopeus de Blois has the original by Apuleius
in his possession when writing his romance. Some details appear in
Apuleius’ ‘Cupid and Psyche’ and Partonopeus, but not in Ful-
gentius’ résumé.*’

Brown’s article argues against the theory of a Celtic origin for the Cupid
and Psyche story in Partonopeu de Blois, by demonstrating a plausible
connection between the romance and Fulgentius, who was known during
this time. Brown also entertains the possibility of a knowledge of Apu-
leius, since Fulgentius mentions him. This would entail that there was at
least one copy of The Golden Ass available to the poet. I have no reason
to object to this theory; indeed, I also find it likely that works of literature
were probably circulating during the Middle Ages of which we have no
remaining ‘evidence’ today. Furthermore, as Carver shows, there are sev-
eral indications in the narrative of Partonopeu de Blois that would tempt
us to interpret the Cupid and Psyche story, from The Golden Ass

%8 Brown 1964, 200.
% Brown 1964, 201-202.
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specifically, to be an influence.” T agree with Cupane, who, in her cri-
tique of the general lack of research investigating how narrative motifs
were exchanged between different peoples in the medieval Mediterra-
nean, offers a fruitful approach to medieval literary motifs:

Artefacts and technology [...] were not the only goods that circu-
lated across the Mediterranean: ports and market-places were
transit points for cultural goods as well. In these and in similar con-
tact zones — knowledge developed beyond the great divides of lan-
guage, ethnicity and religion. Admittedly, this kind of mobility is
far more difficult to identify, which partly explains (but does not
justify) the lack of scholarly attention. To be sure, objects are con-
crete; they still exist and can therefore be touched with hands. The
evidence they offer is tangible, whereas literary motifs are immate-
rial, unsteady entities.”!

Cupane argues that scholars need to understand the literary field as being
articulated orally by voices, transmitted through time and space, usually
without leaving ‘actual evidence’ of their different paths in manuscripts.
The difficulty of detecting the transmission of narratives makes it, in
Cupane’s words, ‘overlooked or at least underestimated’.”” The difficulty
of detecting Byzantine and Greek sources in the twelfth-century French
courtly literary context should categorically not be considered a reason to
neglect possible Byzantine literary relations in the narrative of Partono-
peu de Blois.

70 Carver points specifically to the subsequent activities that Partonopeu follows as he
enters Melior’s palace, the separate meetings that Partonopeu has with his family
back home, i.e. his mother, who also persuades him to brighten up Melior’s bed-
room, the reaction of Melior as Partonopeu violates the rule, the descriptions of Par-
tonopeu’s new residence and, not least, the first erotic encounter. These are all fea-
tures in Partonopeu de Blois that makes it difficult to believe Fulgentius’ summary
to have been the only source for the myth in the romance; Carver 2004, 98—100. Julia
Haig Gaisser (2008) highlights the knowledge of Apuleius during the Middle Ages,
also during the time from which we have no extant copy of his works; Haig Gaisser
2008, 60—61. The oldest copy in which we find The Golden Ass is from the eleventh
century, also known as ‘F’; see Haig Gaisser 2008, 45 and 61.

! Cupane 2019, 40.

72 Cupane 2019, 41.
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Brown traces the possibility that Apuleius might have been known
and read during the twelfth century. His theory is formulated as an argu-
ment against the Celtic theory on the one hand, and against Uri’s Byzan-
tine theory on the other. I find no reason to discredit the possibility of
Apuleius’ novel having circulated in the medieval Mediterranean or the
northern French region.

In their article on Partonopeu de Blois’ relation to Chrétien de
Troyes, Eley and Simons find political conflict and potential marriage
alliances with the Byzantine imperial court to explain much of the story
in Partonopeu de Blois.”® Eley and Simons do not consider the Byzantine
literary connection in their study, but rather argue that:

the romance can be understood as a gifted poet’s response to narra-
tives which are known to have been in circulation, in written or oral
form, by 1170: the roman’s d’antiquité (in particular the Roman de
Troie, but also Thebes and Eneas), lais similar to Guigemar,
Guingamor and Graelent, and the story of Cupid and Psyche.”*

Eley and Simons make a strong case for the connection between the Kom-
nenian court and a political situation in the West, charged with conflict
between the Capetians and the Plantagénets.” Yet, in terms of literature,
these cultures appear separate in their analysis, since the intertextual as-
pect of vernacular works of the time concerns Old French sources alone.

Moreover, Hilton argues that the poet’s use of several traditional
themes and material, common in the genre of the time, ‘situates Partono-
peu in relation to the earlier roman courtois, especially as written by
Chrétien de Troyes’.”® Nevertheless, it seems as though the poet of this

73 Eley and Simons 1999, 322-324. See also Eley 2011, 34. For further analyses of how
the political situation in and with Byzantium may help in interpreting the romance;
see Eley 2011, 210-211 and 158-161. Moreover, Rima Deveraux describes the nar-
rative as a progression towards Western dominance over the East; Deveraux 2012,
101.

4 Eley and Simons 1999, 340.

75 Eley and Simons 1999, 322-324.

76 Hilton 1984, 119.
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romance uses themes that are conforming to the courtly narrative ideals
in ways that question these ideals:

The anonymous author of Partonopeu de Blois, however, did not
merely adopt traditional motifs. In addressing some of the major
concerns of the genre as it was practiced in the late twelfth century,
he used at least one entire romance as a base for his own composi-
tion.”’

In Hilton’s study, Partonopeu de Blois is described as at once similar and
in constant opposition to the works of Chrétien de Troyes, and other re-
lated works, such as the /ais of Marie de France.”

If we return to the question of Apuleius, Eley describes Partonopeu
de Blois as a fusion of sources:

His [the anonymous poet] key innovation was to take the two major
currents that dominated vernacular fiction at the end of the 1160s —
the romans d’antiquité and other narratives based on classical
sources on the one hand; the Lais of Marie de France and stories
derived from Celtic sources on the other — and try to fuse them into
a single work of literature.”

The idea that ‘other narratives based on classical sources’ might be inter-
texts in Partonopeu de Blois suggests the plausibility of Apuleius’ novel
having been known, which may then explain how the Cupid and Psyche
story could have been known from this source as well. Eley further notes

77 Hilton 1984, 119.

78 I suggest that for the allusions to Old French courtly works; see f. ex. Eley 2011; Eley
and Simons 1999; Hilton 1984; Newstead 1946. For my specific discussion, I will
keep my focus on potential Byzantine connections, which results in limiting the anal-
yses to ancient but mostly Byzantine comparisons. Although I think there to be a
clear dialogue between Partonopeu de Blois and Chrétien de Troyes and Marie de
France, which the mentioned scholars demonstrate, I find that, in terms of agency
and focalisation, Partonopeu de Blois stands out, which can be explained by its pos-
sible Byzantine relations.

" Eley 2011, 6
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Apuleius’ ‘unmistakeable echoes’ in Partonopeu de Blois.®* Moreover, in
a footnote before closing his article, Brown mentions the fact that:

Apuleius describes a sumptuous banquet prepared for Psyche upon
her arrival at Cupid’s palace. Invisible servants attend to her needs
and wishes during her stay. The poet of Partonopeus gives a careful
account of a dinner prepared for Partonopeus at Chief d’Oire, and
he also makes frequent reference to the invisible servants who care
for Partonopeus.®!

This description of the banquet, which is not found in Fulgentius’ sum-
mary, suggests that Apuleius was known by the poet.3? The scene in ques-
tion is described at considerable length and is ascribed significant im-
portance in the romance.®?

The footnote would appear to render the suggested influence of Ful-
gentius moot. The Apuleius connection is no argument against a Ful-
gentius connection, yet, the Fulgentius connection is not sufficient to in-
terpret the traces of the Cupid and Psyche story in the romance. A tenta-
tive scholarly agreement admits the possibility of Apuleius as a source
for the Partonopeu de Blois poet — but what does such an agreement en-
tail?

Even though the Apuleian influence is increasingly accepted, the
Byzantine one remains overlooked. Uri suggests that Eleanor of Aqui-
taine’s daughter, Alix of Blois, might have provided the poet with some
Byzantine novel as a source, which is dismissed by Eley as ‘implausible,
not least on linguistic grounds’.®* Needless to say, the linguistic barriers
between the French and the Byzantines were tangible, but they were not

8 Eley 2011, 27.

81 Brown 1964, 202n.12.

82 Brown 1964, 202. See also Carver 2004, 98-100 (referred to above).

8 T discuss Partonopeu’s entrance into the imaginary Byzantine city and palace in rela-
tion to rhetorical ideals and paideia in Soderblom Saarela 2018.

8 Eley 2011, 203n.46. It should be mentioned, however, that Uri based his idea on the-
ories suggesting that the Byzantine source could have been available through Latin
translations; see Uri 1953, 88.
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insurmountable. Recent scholarship demonstrates that, due to relations
between the French and the Komnenian courts during Emperor Manuel’s
reign, knowledge of Greek was not as uncommon as one might think.
Even if knowledge of Greek was unusual in France, people travelled ex-
tensively; if not to Constantinople then often to Italy. Many French peo-
ple came in contact with the language of the Byzantines.®*> Furthermore,
the Anglo-Norman kingdom seems to have had knowledge of Greek, and
French intellectuals such as Abélard and Héloise were said to know the
language as well.® It is true that knowledge of Greek in France was not
as common as was the knowledge of Latin or Hebrew. However, given
the transcultural nature of twelfth-century Mediterranean society, alt-
hough linguistic barriers could be an obstacle for a French person inter-
ested in Byzantium, they were most certainly not insurmountable. As
early as 1982, Carole Bercovici-Huard demonstrated that the descriptions
of Byzantium in Partonopeu de Blois are likely to remind the audience of
the romance of actual travel stories from Constantinople.?” Interest in By-
zantium was substantial at the French courts. In Krijnie N. Ciggaar’s
study (1996) on Western travellers to Constantinople between the years
962 and 1204, she demonstrates the contact between these two linguistic
regions, and France’s interest in the Byzantine world:

The monks often travelled widely. The crusades and larger pilgrim-
ages, which were encouraged by church leaders, were international
expeditions, often dominated by French ecclesiastics and French
nobles. Even French kings sometimes took part in them. Cultural
life was flourishing in the 12th century, and if not at the royal court
in Paris, the more so at the provincial feudal courts of lesser nobles.
An interest in Byzantium as a promised land of love and luxury is
a common characteristic of some of the leading families of the
country.®

85 Boulhol 2014, 77-78, 80.
86 Boulhol 2014, 82.

87 Becovici-Huard, 1982.

88 Ciggaar 1996, 162.
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Beside the nobility, Westerners travelled to Byzantium from many social
classes: ‘The routes to Byzantium were open to all who had the time,
money and in most of the cases permission to travel’.®” The Mediterra-
nean region was filled with transcultural exchange. Literary tradition
should be seen from this perspective; to pin down a specific ‘national’
tradition and culture appears difficult in the premodern Mediterranean
context:

Travellers to Constantinople and other parts of the Byzantine em-
pire came from different backgrounds and undertook their journeys
for various reasons. Royalty and leading members of the nobility
were among them. There were ecclesiastics, wandering monks, am-
bassadors, merchants, pilgrims and many others. A few artists may
have taken the road East. Poor emigrants sometimes tried to flee the
misery at home. Men, women and children, they all travelled to
Constantinople.*

Since we have scant surviving evidence of poor people’s travels to the
East, it is easier to establish the French relations with Byzantine culture
among the nobles and clerics. As Cupane argues regarding our need to
study the cross-pathing literary material in the Mediterranean without re-
lying solely on surviving physical ‘evidence’, so Ciggaar writes that the
surviving evidence of Byzantine artefacts mostly give us information
about wealthy travellers: ‘It was not granted to everybody to receive or
to purchase precious souvenirs. We do not know what the common
French pilgrim or traveller brought home apart from his memories’.”! In
their surveys of premodern history, both Cupane and Ciggaar demon-
strate the need to approach the Middle Ages from new angles, in order to
get a larger picture. Narratological comparisons can, I believe, be a
method that helps us to see history in other ways than by solely relying
on surviving concrete artefacts.

8 Ciggaar 1996, 161.
%0 Ciggaar 1996, 163.
ol Ciggaar 1996, 163.
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In the field of Byzantine literature’s relation to French medieval
romances, Cupane’s research holds a position of fundamental im-
portance. Back in 1974, Cupane suggested that the Byzantine novel Hys-
mine and Hysminias, despite its clear relationship with the ancient novel
tradition, offers a new figuration of Eros that derives from courtly ro-
mances, rather than texts from ancient Greece.”? The proposition that
courtly romances and Komnenian novels share a literary connection is an
important contribution to scholarship dealing with the genre in both of
these fields. As previously mentioned, E. Jeffreys has suggested a con-
nection between the first Old French romances and Eleanor of Aqui-
taine’s visit to Constantinople during the Second Crusade.”® To further
investigate this type of exchange and its literary traces is crucial for this
study. Inspired by E. Jeffreys’ investigation, I have adopted the perspec-
tive of women’s patronage, along with the transcultural connection, in my
readings of articulations of feminine subjectivity in the twelfth century.
Thus, my argument follows these contributions on intercultural relations
in both the romance and the novel during the twelfth century.

In her study (2014) on Byzantine storytelling during the twelfth
century, Nilsson highlights that in Byzantium as well as in the West, one
finds a similar development in narration on a more general scale.”* These
similarities are also discussed by Cupane and Bettina Kronung, who talk
about medieval Mediterranean intercultural literary works in terms of
‘text “networks”, producing entangled versions of the same basic stories
with a marked tendency to proliferation and flexibility’.>> In 2014, Megan
Moore published a comparative study of Byzantine and Old French liter-
ature, with the aim of investigating ‘how [Old French] literature imagines
interactions with Byzantium — from its exotic goods to its cultural prod-
ucts — to permit the articulation of noble identities’.”® Moore explores

92 Cupane 1974, 245. Regarding Hysmine and Hysminias’ relation to the ancient novel
(specifically Achilles Tatius); see Nilsson 2001.

93 E. Jeffreys 1980, 468 (referred to above).

94 Nilsson 2014b, 216

95 Cupane and Kroénung 2016, 4.

% Moore 2014, 6.

39



how female characters are used for political reasons, but also how they
themselves could use politics to attain proper agency.’” Moore’s readings
demonstrate shared literary features between the West and Byzantium,
which may suggest a connection between the cultures. Partonopeu de
Blois is not, though, included in the study.”®

In regard to this ongoing discussion about literary connections be-
tween the French and the Byzantines, the possibility of Apuleius’ novel
having been known in French during the twelfth century raises at least
two questions: firstly, what does this entail regarding the twelfth-century
French courts’ potential reception of the Graeco-Roman novel literature
from the Second Sophistic? Secondly, if we can believe Apuleius to have
been read despite a lack of ‘actual evidence’ that proves this — why is the
suggestion that other novels were also circulating met with automatic
scepticism? In fact, the possibility of Apuleius, as Brown suggests, or
indeed a Greek source, as Uri suggests, having been known during the
composition of the first Old French romances has major consequences for
how these romances should be understood in relation to the reception his-
tory of the ancient novel. Hence, [ examine the issue of whether the Kom-
nenian literature is traceable in the narrative of Partonopeu de Blois, and
thus indirectly the Graeco-Roman novel tradition. I suggest that possibly
Greek and Byzantine novels could have been circulating along with Ap-
uleius.

In 2019, Cupane suggested that Partonopeu de Blois might poten-
tially have been an inspiration for the late Byzantine romances Livistros
and Rhodamne and Kallimachos and Chrysorrhoe.”® Furthermore, I ex-
plore the possibility that the narrative’s origin could have been inspired
by twelfth-century Byzantine novels. In this sense, the romance appears
to be sharing ‘a common narrative koine’, using Cupane’s term.

7 Moore 2014, 32. Melanie McBride makes a similar interpretation regarding the female
characters Lucrece, Melior and Urraque in Partonopeu de Blois; accordingly, the
female characters use different strategies in order to be empowered themselves; see
McBride 2018.

8 The lack of Partonopeu de Blois from this study is remarked upon by Cupane in her
review of it; see Cupane 2016, 375.

% Cupane 2019, 44.
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The question regarding from which sources the Partonopeu de
Blois poet draws his material appears thus to conceal a much bigger issue
regarding the reception of ancient Graeco-Roman novels in the Western
twelfth century. Apuleius’ novel is in Latin, which of course places it in
the Latin tradition. Yet, it was composed in a bilingual literary context,
at once apart from and belonging to the Greek novel tradition. The meth-
odological problems of Uri’s study have, unfortunately, caused modern
scholarship to dismiss his theory of the Byzantine connection. Neverthe-
less, I believe that the approach of reading Partonopeu de Blois as con-
tinuing the novel tradition is worth more substantial examination.

To this end, Cupane’s term ‘narrative koine’ could perhaps be com-
pared to Panagiotis Agapitos’ description of ‘transfer’ in the Medieval
Greek literary context. In his comparative analysis of fictionality in the
East and the West, in Byzantine narratives Agapitos detects ‘references
to the “change” or “transfer” (petafoln, petagpopd) of a purportedly
mythological or historically remote subject [...]".!% He continues:

Especially the second type of intralinguistic ‘translation’ forms part
of a specific mental attitude to language in the context of Medieval
Greek since it refers to the ‘transfer’ of story matter and not the
translation of a specific text.!%!

In this way, Agapitos makes a difference between Old French translations
of Latin stories and Byzantine transfers of story matter. As shall be
demonstrated, transfer of story matter can arguably be traced from the
Greek novel tradition to Partonopeu de Blois. Like this, we will see pos-
sible indications of the Old French romance sharing a ‘narrative koine’
with Byzantine literature.

According to Eley, ‘it is still true to say that this romance remains
very much a poor cousin to the romans d’antiquité, the Tristan romances,
the Lais of Marie de France and the works of Chrétien de Troyes in terms

100 A gapitos 2012, 247.
101 Agapitos 2012, 248.
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of the amount of critical attention it has attracted’.!®? Although research
on this romance has increased, it still lacks the amount of attention that
the other mentioned works have received. Considering the number of
translations of the romance into different languages that were made dur-
ing the Middle Ages, this deficit in modern reception does not seem to
correspond to the great attention that it was given in medieval Europe.!®
In France alone, Partonopeu de Blois was copied during the twelfth, thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries, and then translated into modern French
in two versions during the eighteenth century.!® The story of Partonopeu
and Melior has thus captured a large and widespread audience ever since
its first appearance in the twelfth century. If this romance is a prolonga-
tion of the Graeco-Roman novel tradition, then the reception of Partono-
peu de Blois tells us something about how the continuation of this tradi-
tion has a significant role in the history of French literature.

Comparing Narratives and Tracing Audiences

In this study I explore the ways in which the romance is connected to the
Graeco-Roman novel tradition and the Byzantine world, using a compar-
ative method. The romance is read in light of narratives from the Greek
novel tradition and the Byzantine court to present a new and possible in-
terpretation of the erotic narrative of Partonopeu de Blois.

This comparison also further develops my discussion regarding
feminine subjectivity in twelfth-century narratives. The comparison be-
tween the actual texts focuses on narrative form, as well as on themes
regarding gender, power, and desire. The comparative analyses in the the-
sis are thus made thematically; focusing firstly on the erotic motif of

102 Eley 2011, 5.

103 Translations of the romance survive in English (two versions), German (two ver-
sions), Catalan and Spanish (including a play from the seventeenth century, by Ana
Caro), Italian, Dutch (two versions), Icelandic and Danish (two versions), see Collet
and Joris 2005, 62-63.

104 Collet and Joris 2005, 60—62.
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sexual initiation, then on the matter of gaze, and finally on the matter of
voice. The comparative method will permit a better understanding of
some aspects of the Old French romance, by placing them in relation to
the Byzantine world and Byzantine literary sources. This comparison
might help us to better understand not only Partonopeu de Blois, but also
the Byzantine sources, since the interpretations of Partonopeu de Blois
are inevitably interpretations of the texts with which the romance is com-
pared as well. By comparing these texts, articulations of feminine subjec-
tivity may be discernible in Partonopeu de Blois.

Not unlike twelfth-century Byzantine literature, courtly literature in
France can also be described in terms of combining tradition and varia-
tion, or ancient literary tradition adapted to medieval social contexts. In
his analysis of Andreas Capellanus’ De Amore, composed for Marie de
Champagne (1145-1198), Don A. Monson argues that the text treats so-
cial questions by using different sources. His description can be read
more generally as being about courtly literature’s combination of textual
sources and cultural norms:

These [the sources] comprise two main traditions: that of the ver-
nacular love literature and that of the ideas and practices of feudal
society. The first of these traditions is easily verifiable in the poetic
texts; the latter, that of the non-literary and perhaps even non-verbal
‘social intertext,” is more difficult to pin down, but no less real. To-
gether they make up the non-clerical, vernacular sources that we
have called ‘courtly’. [...] The social problems raised generally
concern conflicts between these traditions or, in some cases, con-
tradictions within one of them.!%3

As we will see, Partonopeu de Blois appears to be an example of the
same combination of traditions. By combining different traditions
within the text, norms and literary motifs are seen from different angles;
the subjectivity of the text is thus perceivable, articulating itself in rela-
tion to cultural and literary topics. Further, Albrecht Classen describes

195 Monson 2005, 239.
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courtly love as mainly dealing with ‘the individual in the social environ-
ment’, rather than ‘pure emotions’.! Love, as a topic, can be used to il-
luminate a variety of matters in the cultural context where the literary
work is composed and performed. Partonopeu de Blois itself can be de-
scribed in terms of having its own tradition, considering its three differ-
ent endings as well as the Continuation, for which reason Eley defines it
as a ‘romance in the making’: as though, never finished, the romance al-
ways remains open for new entries and variations.'”’

Courtly literature is occasional, composed in a context of social
discussions. June Hall McCash describes the appearance of vernacular
romances, /ais, and lyric in terms of ‘a new wave’, that:

will sweep Europe as an integral part of a new courtly culture that
widens the intended audience, patronage, and even the person-
nages of its literary texts to include those who are not warriors
and clerics. The inclusion of women in a central role becomes the
sine qua non of the new literature.!8

Hall McCash further describes women’s patronage to be the distributive
cause of the ideas of courtly love. During this time, she writes: ‘we
begin to see women asserting their roles as preservers of history and as
arbiters of courtly taste’.!® During this period ideas of love are dis-
cussed in the contemporary vernacular literature, and consequently also
themes relating to love; themes of power and the ability to act out one’s
desire. Women play an important role in this moment of literary devel-
opment, both in the West and in Byzantium.

My argument is that we do not only see a similar situation regard-
ing women’s participation at the French and Byzantine courts that is
traceable in the works under scrutiny, but that there is perhaps also a
shared feminine perspective between them, and that there exists a

196 Classen 2004, 3.

107 1 refer to the title of Eley, 2011. For an examination of the different endings; see
Simons and Eley, 1998.

108 Hall McCash 2008, 46.

199 Hall McCash 2008, 49.
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common idea about Byzantine imperial women in the West, defining
these royal women as admirable. This is best outlined by studying narra-
tive perspective (focalisation) and by discussing the audience perspec-
tive.

Speaking of courtly love without considering the oral context of
literature is futile, since the ideas relating to the term ‘courtly love’ be-
long, in Monson’s words, to:

the social milieu in which they originated, the aristocratic circles of
the feudal courts. Whether or not they reflect the social practices of
the courts, they are embodied in a large corpus of vernacular love
literature produced in that milieu, literature in which social consid-
eration play an important role. By far the most pervasive image in
the love lyrics of the troubadours and trouveres, for example, is the
‘feudal metaphor’, which compares the relationship of the lover to
his lady with that between a vassal and his lord. Not without reason,
some scholars have seen in courtly love a ‘feudalization’ of love.!°

Courtly love can be described as a literary motif that deals with aristo-
cratic behaviour and questions of aristocratic identity within feudal cul-
ture.!!!

A comparison between the social context of aristocratic circles in
the Byzantine and Western courts is worthwhile. As Anna Komnene is
an example of a woman who participated in these circles in Byzantium,
then Eleanor of Aquitaine and her daughters Marie of Champagne and

Alix of Blois can be seen as equally important in the West.!!? Every one

110 Monson 2005, 238.

1 According to Georges Duby, courtly love worked as an instruction for young men
into aristocratic culture; see Duby (1988) 2010, 80. Erich Koehler describes courtly
love in sociological terms, according to whom courtly love ‘est compris comme un
facteur d’ordre dans la société’; Koehler 1964, 38. Moreover, Herbert Moller de-
scribes courtly love from its social aspect as well, as an education for young aristo-
crats. Thus, the female part is seen from a masculine perspective, an instrument in
his social learning; see Moller 1960.

12 One could further note that the literary circles of these latter three women were not
completely detached from each other, considering how Marie and Alix were married
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of the courtly women mentioned (Anna included) had acted as patrons to
composers of philosophical and/or poetic works at their respective courts.

Eley presents a theory of Partonopeu de Blois’ origins. The first
version, of around 12,000 verses, was according to her ‘composed in the
early 1170s’, and is ‘closely related to extant manuscript A’.!'* This ver-
sion, along with the Continuation, seems to be linked to the House of
Blois, more specifically to Count Thibaut V and his wife Alix, i.e. the
aforementioned second daughter of Eleanor and Louis VIL.!* Even
though we cannot know for certain who composed Partonopeu de Blois
or to whom the text was attributed, it seems as though the circle around
Eleanor and her daughters can be linked to it, since these three women
were involved in much of the vernacular literature composed during this
time. Eleanor and the Byzantine empress, Bertha of Sulzbach (named Ei-
rene through her marriage to Emperor Manuel), did meet during Elea-
nor’s visit to Constantinople during the Second Crusade, as well as ex-
changing letters with each other while the French camped outside the city
walls.!> Bertha-Eirene was also a patron of poets, and could thus be as-
sumed to have had some literary interest, as well as the other courtly
women mentioned.!'® Ralph V. Turner describes how the women met at
banquets and receptions:

In theory, respectable Byzantine ladies were expected to be seldom
seen and never heard in public. The empress’s quarters in the palace
were under her sole control, guarded by eunuchs, and men were

to two brothers and perhaps also considering how, when Alix’ daughter entered the
Fontevrault convent, her grandmother Eleanor lavished her with gifts. There are no
records of Eleanor having seen her daughters after she divorced Louis VII, however,
perhaps such a gesture could tell us something of a potential bond remaining between
them; see Wir 1999, 136 and 167. In their article on Eleanor’s female descendants,
Miriam Shadis and Constance Hoffman Berman state that the idea of Eleanor not
having seen her daughters after the divorce is ‘probably overstated’; see Shadis and
Hoffman Berman, 2003, 181.

113 Bley 2011, 190. Manuscript A consists of 12082 verses (it is, though, incomplete).

114 Eley 2011, 190-204.

IS B, Jeffreys 1980, 472-473.

16 B Jeffreys 1980, 473; see also M. Jeffreys and E. Jeffreys 1994, 50-51.
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never supposed to enter—not even the emperor, unless with her
permission. Yet in the twelfth century, Byzantine women, except
for unmarried girls, were no longer so secluded as in earlier centu-
ries, and the empress and her guest Eleanor likely joined their hus-
bands in the evening to dine with them in the emperor’s quarters.'"’

The empress and the queen thus appear to have been in contact, although
we do not know the extent or the content of the communication between
them.

With our knowledge of patronesses’ importance to twelfth-century
literary production, the audience perspective is an important aspect of an-
alysing women’s potential reception of the works at hand. Furthermore,
considering the audience’s significant role in the composition of ro-
mances generally, I find Peter J. Rabinowitz’ division of audiences,
which Roberta Krueger uses in her investigation of women readers in Old
French romance, useful in order to analyse the texts’ relation to their au-
diences.!'® Rabinowitz divides audiences into four categories:

1) The actual audience: this consists of the actual people receiving
the work, ‘over which the author has no guaranteed control’.

2) The authorial audience: this is the hypothetical audience, rhe-
torically created by the author (or poet). ‘Since the structure of
a novel is designed for the author’s hypothetical audience we
must, as we read, come to share, in some measure, the charac-
teristics of this audience if we are to understand the text’.

3) The narrative audience: this is the narrator’s imitated audience.
The actual audience must ‘pretend to be a member of the imag-
inary narrative audience for which [the] narrator is [compos-
ing]’.

4) The ideal narrative audience: this audience is idealised from
the narrator’s perspective. It ‘believes the narrator, accepts his
judgements, sympathizes with his plight, laughs at his jokes
even when they are bad’.!"®

"7 Turner 2009, 81.
118 Krueger 1993, 26-27.
!9 Rabinowitz 1977, 126-134.
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By applying the different configurations of audiences concerning a liter-
ary work, I intend to better assess the addressees of Partonopeu de Blois,
and how the narrative can be interpreted within its literary tradition and
context. Most frequently, I will discuss the narrative audience, the autho-
rial audience, and the actual audience. With these methods, the literary
work can be read in its communicative, dialogical aspect. I have chosen
to not always specify the audience category as I go along; only when I
find it to be relevant for the analysis, i.e. when the audience appears to
contain different levels correspondent to Rabinowitz’ categories do I dis-
cuss them as such.

Krueger studies how gender is treated in Old French romance, con-
sidering the significant role that women’s patronage played at medieval
courts and the potentially large group of women consuming the works.!2°
Krueger asserts that one work can have different receptions, depending
on the audience:

Romance’s authorial audience includes both men and women
united in class but divided by gender. This fundamental division
creates a profound split in reception. Noblemen may have shared a
common literary heritage, but [...] their position within it — and its
meaning for them — is not the same.!?!

Krueger’s approach, both to romances in general, and to Partonopeu de
Blois in particular, is useful in the analysis of the texts’ relation to their
courtly contexts, specifically regarding the study of probable women au-
diences. Krueger notes that Partonopeu de Blois displays different views
on love, through elaborations with the audiences:

Far from being a neutral arena, the narrative audience is a sexually
charged arena of conflicting attitudes, political positions, beliefs,
and feelings. The underlying male/female tensions in the authorial
audience are often accentuated within the narrative audience. When

120 Krueger 1993.
121 Krueger 1993, 26-27.
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the Partonopeu narrator laments his lady’s indifference and com-
pares it to his heroine’s ultimate acceptance of her lover, he dram-
atizes the gap that separates the poet’s conception of love and the
woman’s acceptance of it.!??

Joan M. Ferrante studies women’s participation in the literary production
of the medieval period. According to her, romances could have had the
same function as did works of history or hagiography, but their inherent
messages were less overtly propagandistic than other works; ‘therefore
perhaps less threatening, but nonetheless an effective way of making the
same points, even to audiences less receptive to such messages, and mak-
ing them in a language accessible to a much larger audience’.!?* In this
manner, romances can be considered as ways for women to obtain access
to public speech. Another useful aspect to this perspective of medieval
romances is Dennis H. Green’s term ‘sponsorship’ in relation to women’s
participation as co-creators of texts, which is a development of Ferrante’s
discussion of women’s patronage. According to Green, women are often
‘sponsors’ of a literary work through the interactive, dialogical activity
of listening to and thus discussing a romance:

The sponsor of a work can be said to play a creative role in literature
as well as the author himself, but sponsorship plays a much wider
role than this. In the Middle Ages it was one of the few realms
where women were allowed a public voice, even if only indirectly,
an opportunity which enabled them to exercise cultural, and at
times, political influence.!?*

Ferrante’s and Green’s definitions of romance literature as ‘co-com-
posed’ by the women in the audience, along with Krueger’s similar notion
of divided audiences reflected within the works, are important to my ap-
proaches to medieval literature. I read the material at hand as part of a

122 Krueger 1993, 27. This matter is further discussed under the section *The Male
Friend’ in this thesis.

123 Ferrante 1997, 107.

124 Green (2007) 2011, 204.
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conversation, and thus as occasional works that require consideration of
the performative aspect in order to interpret them. Below, I will describe
my theoretical framework and methodological choices more deeply.

Subjectivity in Language and Texts

Beauvoir relates the difficulty for women to speak in a masculine dis-
course to a dialectal situation in which women become men’s negation.
Thus, feminine identity is formed as negativity, as something other than
masculine (or human) identity, and a feminine discourse becomes, in es-
sence, something ‘other’ than the ‘objective truth’.!?* In her description
of her own situation, Beauvoir writes that she could not claim that her
utterance would have been truth, without at the same time erasing her
own subjectivity. In other words, when speaking, she cannot not speak
from a particular, biased, position; and if she claimed to utter the truth,
then that would entail erasing her femininity, and consequently the body
that she inhabits; or, to put it differently, herself.

Beauvoir’s anecdote of the conflict between the bodily experience
of being a woman, and (not) having access to the discourse, presupposes
that feminine subjectivity is created in language — as a gendered discourse
of masculine domination.

In reading the articulations of feminine subjectivity in the literary
works at hand, I consider subjectivity to be a discursive formation in this
sense. But, my main purpose is to show how articulations of feminine
subjectivity can be traced in a masculine discourse in spite of its domina-
tion. The case of Sappho is illustrative; the quest for the voice of her lyric
is not the same as searching for her biographical voice. Prins’ approach
to Sappho is useful in interpreting texts from a time so far removed from
our own, so distant that their personal, biographical aspects are out of our

125 See above.
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reach: ‘Through multiple reconstructions and translations, versions and
revisions, speculations and reinterpretations, Sappho proves to be an im-
itation for which there is no original’.!?¢ Tt is thus a textual voice that
concerns us. However, this does not condemn the corporeal aspect of
speech to irrelevance. Prins argues that Sappho’s survival in translations
is based on her voice being, indeed, present:

What makes Sappho perpetually translatable? Her translatability, I
would like to suggest, is the manifestation of a question about voice
in Sappho’s fragments, as they simultaneously provoke and resist
voicing. More than an accident of textual transmission, the frag-
mentation of Sapphic voice is implicit within the texts them-
selves.!?’

With Sappho’s lyric 7, the feminine voice of her poetry is transmitted
through the ages, although the physical voice of her performances can no
longer be heard.!?® Another example of a woman author who inscribes
her voice into the literary tradition is Christine de Pizan (ca. 1364—1430).
Her writings, not least the allegory Le Livre de la cité des dames (1405),
describe her as reading and responding to the discourse that accuses her
of inferiority due to her sex. In the mentioned text, Christine depicts her-
self, at her reading desk, wanting to read something pleasant after study-
ing. As she reads the cleric Mathéolus, she finds an astonishing misogyny
represented, which in turn, as Bonnie A. Birk writes:

set in motion a recollection of the many works she had encountered
by highly revered and respected men that vilified women in the
most determined and unflinching rhetoric. This in turn set loose an
overwhelming torrent of troubling thoughts and emotions, causing
her to doubt her own judgement regarding women even though her
judgement was clearly grounded in her knowledge of herself as a

126 Prins 1996, 37.
127 Prins 1996, 38.

128 For interesting approaches and readings of Sappho in this regard; see Greene (ed.)
1996b.
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femme naturelle as well as in her observations of women of her ac-
quaintance. She places herself in a position — as an elegantly elab-
orated framing device — of being unable to rise above the convinc-
ing and unrelenting appraisal of all these male ‘authorities’. Her
portrait of despair is complete.!?’

Christine could be described as highlighting the same problem that Beau-
voir describes: how does the female body and voice find a place in a dis-
course that excludes women? Christine writes the experience of being a
woman reader of the literary tradition in her culture. In Le Chemin de
longue étude (1402), Christine describes her own experience of learning;
her eyes seeing, her ears hearing, her body moving. In her dream, she
describes herself finding the Sybil and the road of learning.'*? As she does
in Le Livre de la cité des dames, here Christine also uses female figures
from the literary tradition. By giving literary female figures new meaning
and importance from a feminine perspective, the tradition becomes relat-
able for women in new ways. To quote Birbel Ziihlke: ‘Dans le Chemin,
Christine trace son portrait intellectuel et littéraire, elle réfléchit donc a
son statut singulier de femme écrivain — aspect central de son autore-
présentation’.!3! When we read Christine de Pizan as well as Sappho, we
trace feminine voices in a discourse dominated by men, and thus a literary
feminine subjectivity. By tracing feminine subjectivity in ancient and me-
dieval texts I do not intend to trace the biography of women’s voices, but
rather to historicise the appearance of feminine articulations through
time. The term ‘feminine subjectivity’ as it is employed in my study re-
fers to the voice of the feminine inside the gender system, its discourse or
tradition, not to biological women, or to an essentialist idea of a transhis-
torical and universal female identity. This means that the feminine voice

129 Bonnie 2004, 125-126.

130 Le Chemin de longue étude, 787-1138. As I refer to and quote this text, I always use
Tarnowski’s edition (2000).

131 Ziihlke 1994, 232.
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is articulated within a dominating discourse, but also that its subjectivity
can result from a specific appropriation of its tradition.!*?

In addition, the focus is on twelfth-century romances and novels,
i.e. works to which we cannot ascribe actual individual women as writ-
ers.'*3 Anna Komnene is the exception, who writes herself into her work,
and, not unlike Christine de Pizan, thus writes the feminine voice into the
masculine tradition (in her case, of historiography). The voice of Anna, I
argue, can be analysed in relation to the romances and novels that are the
material of my study. The inclusion of her feminine voice in the Byzan-
tine courtly literary scene should not be interpreted as emerging without
context. For this reason, a consideration of the audiences, along with an
expanded view of authorship during this time, is a key to better explore
the communicative, occasional aspect of the romances and novels at the
courts. Thus, in order to understand the articulations of feminine subjec-
tivity without depending on a biographical view of authorship and his-
tory, I use a perspective on subjectivity that sees it as textual and discur-
sive.

The conception of subjectivity in this study can, in the final analy-
sis, be traced back to Emile Benveniste’s linguistic theories. Benveniste
argues that the speaking subject’s construction inside language deter-
mines what its reality will be. In other words, the speaking subject cannot
separate him- or herself from language, which governs our perceptions of
the world. Benveniste describes the subject as a product of the dialogical
nature of language: inside language, subjected to language, people con-
stitute themselves as subjects, as they position themselves in the world
and in relation to other speaking subjects.!3*

In the same vein as Benveniste’s description of subjectivity in lan-
guage, Kristeva adds the significance of the syntactic predicate. The sub-
jective ego, or I, discussed by Benveniste, is described by Kristeva as

132 ] have taken this view of feminine subjectivity from Kay 1990, 102.

133 Specifically not considering how Hysmine and Hysminias is composed by a male
poet, and regarding Partonopeu de Blois, ascribing it to a female poet would be dif-
ficult considering the male narrator’s voice.

134 See Benveniste 1966, 52, and Benveniste 1976, 259-260.
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positioned in the world through its combination with a predicate: ‘En con-
tact avec le prédicat, le sujet sort de son indétermination; inversement, le
prédicat en contact avec le sujet précise sa généralité’.!3’ Hence, language
loses its impersonal aspect, to instead become closely tied to its specific,
socio-historical situation, on every spoken occasion. By speaking, the
subject makes of him- or herself an actor in the world.

Furthermore, with her concept of intertextuality, Kristeva offers a
perspective that permits an application of linguistic subjectivity to texts.
Accordingly, a text becomes the carrier of a tradition of meaning, which
shapes our understanding of it, in addition to the text becoming an inno-
vator of meaning, as it is uttered and reactualised in a new context.!'*¢

In analysing feminine subjectivity within literary works, and more
specifically medieval romances and novels, I strive for, in Kristeva’s
words: ‘une opération, un movement qui lie, mais plus encore qui con-
stitue ce qu’on pourrait appeler les arguments de 1’opération’.'*” Thus,
the subjectivity of the text does not refer to an individual positioned out-
side it, but to a literary voice in dialogue with an intertextual field.

These intertextual aspects of the text are further supported by Tim
Whitmarsh’s analysis of pothos, or desire, as a metanarrative force in the
ancient Greek novel:

Pothos [...] always creates a space for narrative potentiality: it
marks an absence to be remedied, a gap to be filled, a crisis to be
resolved, a journey to be undertaken. [...] The relationship between
pothos and its satisfaction is one of the most fundamental models
for Greek narrative.!3®

Desire thus operates in ways that are similar to Kristeva’s description of
how the predicate works for the speaking subject. In other words, it func-
tions as a metanarrative force for the plot, in the same way as, according

135 Kristeva 1975, 250.
136 Kristeva 1969, 52.

137 Kristeva 1969, 53.

138 Whitmarsh 2011, 142.
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to Kristeva, the predicate acts to assure ‘une position transcendantale du
sujet de I’énonciation’.'* Similarly to how the predicate situates the (syn-
tactic) subject in a specific situation, or creates the relation between the
subject and the world, so the text can be seen to be ‘plunged’ into lan-
guage. !4

The linguistic view of subjectivity, along with the intertextual per-
spective on texts, creates possibilities to reread the literary subjectivity of
each literary work, or the voice of the text: the movement — pothos, as it
were — that shapes its meaning.

Literary Subjectivity
It is a matter of fact that vernacular twelfth-century poetry and romance
pose methodological problems for the modern reader in search of subjec-
tivity in this textual sense. Paul Zumthor states that ‘la poésie médiévale
posséde un caractere spécifique’, referring to poetic mobility among trou-
badours; namely, the inseparability between textual content and physical
performance.'#! This mobile aspect of medieval texts creates difficulties,
Zumthor argues, since the medievalist has no access to the actual perfor-
mances by which the texts reached their audiences.!*?
that the subjectivity of a medieval text cannot be traced back to an actual
individual, but must rather be read as textual.

Zumthor discerns different types of literary or textual subjectivities,
specifically within the Old French poetic context.!** He makes a distinc-
tion in Old French between ‘personal’ and ‘impersonal’ speech (dis-

This also implies

cours). In the performance, one finds the personal aspect of speech, as in
a poet’s communication of affect. However, the impersonal speech nar-
rates, referring to the past. All medieval narrative texts, Zumthor states,

139 Kristeva 1975, 245.
140 Kristeva 1969, 10.
141 Zumthor 1972, 31.
142 Zumthor 1972, 32.
143 Zumthor 1972, 210.
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are examples of impersonal speech, of which the subjects are merely
nominal, never personal.'#*

However, as we will see, an interpretation of the performative, per-
sonal /ic et nunc characteristic, that Zumthor describes, can be discerned
in the narratives analysed in this study. By the use of ancient rhetorical
concepts, the narratives continuously digress from the listing of events,
in order to create images in the audiences’ minds. In the use of rhetorical
techniques, we find moments in the narratives that can be said to connect
the text to a physical audience; the poet’s communication.

Influenced by Kristeva, Sarah Kay challenges Zumthor’s view of
the impossibility of tracing individuality in medieval texts.!*> Kay writes
that the view of the medieval intertextual field as ‘objective’, as presented
by Zumthor, fails to acknowledge the meaning-making that takes place
in literature responding to a dominant tradition. Instead, Kay further de-
velops Michel Zink’s research on medieval literary subjectivity and his
statement that ‘le Moyen Age est I’époque de la subjectivité’.!4¢ The birth
of the romance language and literature equates to the birth of a literary
consciousness, Zink argues. In translating historical legends, as well as
composing poetry based on folkloric literary motifs, reflections on mat-
ters such as fictionality and the imaginary achieve an increased status in
the poetic work. The 7 of the literary work becomes an individual voice. !4’
Kay, for her part, argues that, in poets’ use of literary tradition, one can
discern elements of ‘autobiography’:

There are manifest differences between indifferently (‘objectively”)
drawing on a common fund of registres, and citing a specific pre-
decessor by name, quotation or allusion. Some troubadours achieve
the status of auctoritates. Invoking them might gradually become
part of the tradition; but initially at least, such invocations show

144 Zumthor 1972, 210.

145 Kay writes about her dependence on Kristeva’s definition of intertextuality in Kay
1990, 2.

146 Zink 1985, 10.

147 Zink 1985, 42.
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something of the specific knowledge and interests of those who cite

them. They provide us with a fragment of ‘autobiography’.!48

The methodological issue described by Zumthor regarding the impossi-
bility of fully understanding the performative literature of the Middle
Ages, is still not easily resolved. Nonetheless, this does not mean that
modern readers cannot discover or delineate subjectivity articulated in the
texts at hand, discerning individual voices within (as well as responding
to) the tradition to which they belong. A text is created by discourse and
simultaneously bound to a social and cultural world that, in combination
with discourse (or tradition), makes meaning out of it. To quote Kristeva,
we could say that, in order to better understand how poetic language is
elaborated, ‘il faut donc risquer de quitter les limites de I’observation lin-
guistique et de prendre appui sur I’expérience du sujet parlant’; thus, lan-
guage is being made simultaneously with subjectivity.!** With Benven-
iste, Kristeva, Zink and Kay in mind, I explore twelfth-century narratives
as subjective voices that co-shape literary tradition.

Rereading Feminine Subjectivity in Courtly Literature
According to the theoretical framework of linguistic subjectivity, devel-
oped into textual subjectivity by Kristeva with the concept of intertextu-
ality, I consider subjectivity to be constructed within language and within
the literary tradition’s mosaic of texts. Furthermore, in contrast to Beau-
voir’s view of history as having excluded feminine voices, I strive to
demonstrate in my readings that feminine subjectivity can be traced in
literary history despite the fact that it is ‘les males qui composent le
codes’.!*? As medievalist scholarship has shown, feminine voices are dis-
cernibly represented in extant sources in various ways.

In her reading of twelfth-century Old French romance literature, E.
Jane Burns finds a paradox regarding women’s access to speaking that is

148 Kay 1990, 6-7.
149 Kristeva 1975, 246.
150 Beauvoir (1949) 1976a, 136.
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echoed in Beauvoir’s description of the experience of the inaccessibility
of language as a woman. In the twelfth-century translation of Ovid’s tale
of the sisters Philomela and Procne in the Metamorphoses, Burns identi-
fies this issue as traceable in the narrative. When Procne’s husband, Te-
reus, requests that (here) Philomena persuade her father that she may ac-
company Tereus to her sister, she responds: ‘My speech, sir, in compari-
son to yours, what could it be worth?’ (Sire, ma parole | Anvers la vostre
que vaudroit?)!>! In Philomena’s line, Burns traces a discussion on femi-
nine subjectivity:

We have here a particularly striking version of what contemporary
feminist thinkers have termed the paradox of the female speaking
subject: a heroine who, even as she speaks, cannot, it seems, escape
primary identification as an object.!>2

Burns appears to interpret this medieval translation of Ovid in line with
the experience described by Beauvoir: a woman cannot speak except
from a position that excludes her subjectivity. Issues discussed in our
modern age were thus, accordingly, already pronounced during the
twelfth century: ‘To ask what her words could be worth implies deference
to another’s evaluation of them, marking herself as an object to be scru-
tinized by a more authoritative subject’.!> In Philomena’s question, we
thus see the representation of experiencing a gendered condition, which
dooms women to speak from an object position, a consciousness of being
seen as the ‘other’.

However, besides the representation of gender inequality in this
scene, where ‘Philomena here becomes, in Irigaray’s terms, necessary
ground for, the complementary support for, a subjectivity that excludes

51 Philomena, 276-277. The translation is quoted from Burns 1993, who quotes these
verses in her discussion; Burns 1993, 1. For the quotations of and references to
Philomena in this thesis, I always use Boer’s edition in Le Livre de Poche’s collec-
tion of Chrétien de Troyes’ works (1994).

152 Burns 1993, 1.

153 Burns 1993, 1.
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her’,'>* Burns asserts that, at the same time, the text represents resistance
to this very inequality. Considering the courtly oral context in which the
text was performed (despite us knowing crucially little, if anything, about
it), the reiterated questions in medieval Philomena’s reappearance, re-
worked from its ancient Latin source into vernacular poetry, encourages
us to reread Philomena’s question:

It is because we as readers know Philomena to be a female character
that we can reread her question as an interrogation of the power
dynamic in male/female relations. The very female body that would
traditionally incite a standardized gender-determined interpretation
of Philomena’s feminine voice can also provoke us to hear in that
voice a forceful alternative response.!

In medievalist scholarship, the notion of an exclusive, masculine dis-
course ruling our past has been challenged, as Burns’ study demonstrates.
Burns shows how feminine subjectivity is perceptible in medieval
sources. Rather than having a modern theory of phallogocentrism defin-
ing the discourse as exclusively masculine, theories from the feminist tra-
dition enable us observe issues with which medieval women might also
have struggled. In this sense, we should not really speak of a clear, pro-
gressive chronology in women’s history, according to which we are now
liberated and enlightened, in contrast to the dark ages. Instead, to histor-
icise feminine subjectivity means that we are changing this chronological
periodisation and progressive view of history, to instead appreciate that
we come from a polyphonic past, a tradition of many voices, which we
are continuing. By searching for liberation from the masculine discourse,
we continue an old tradition, rather than breaking free from it. We reread.

Burns’ approach to Old French romance, along with Kay’s under-
standing of feminine subjectivity in troubadour poetry, are two significant
inspirations for my readings. Kay focuses on the textual voice, rather than
on the biological sex. When she encounters the masculine discourse of

154 Burns 1993, 2.
155 Burns 1993, 3.

59



twelfth-century poetry, she asks: how can a woman speak as a subject
inside a discourse that is inherently exclusive? In her study, Kay finds
responses to the discourse within it, by using it to one’s own advantage. !>
Subjectivity can thus be detected in appropriations of the discourse.

In a way, Kay’s view of feminine articulations within the gender
discourse could seem to be related to Irigaray’s notion of mimicry in the
masculine discourse: ‘Jouer de la mimesis, c’est donc, pour une femme,
tenter de retrouver le lieu de son exploitation par le discours, sans s’y
laisser simplement réduire’.'®” In her analysis of Irigaray’s theory, Virpi
Lehtinen explains that ‘Irigaray uses the other’s text for constructing her
own identity as a woman who expresses herself in the discourse as a phi-
losopher, i.e., with the goal of constructing her writings or her femininity
in the discourse’.!*® This entails that women’s access to speaking derives
from a confirmation of belonging to an excluded position; if women are
good at their mimicry, then they position themselves as speakers on the
outside of the masculine, and thus unattainable, logos.!>® In other words,
Kay’s description of feminine subjectivity is in fact not analogous to Iri-
garay’s theory of mimicry. Irigaray argues that the task for women is not
to construct a feminine /ogos, but rather to bring the entire paradigm into
question. Kay’s analysis of feminine subjectivity within the masculine
discourse does not, as I see it, depend on a utopian vocabulary from which
this masculine paradigm has vanished. Rather, using her approach, one
could read feminine subjectivity as already represented within extant lan-
guage and literature; for instance, in troubadour poetry. In this way, a
historical perspective can quite constructively provide us with an in-
creased understanding of the discourse and tradition of our own times; by
acknowledging the presence of feminine subjectivity within the dis-
course, women are not predestined to occupy a position on the outside, as
Irigaray (and Beauvoir) would describe it. As I shall argue, the literary
tradition demonstrates diversity as far as voices are concerned. I intend

156 Kay 1990, 102 (referred to above).
157 Irigaray 1977, 73-74.

158 Lehtinen 2014, 43.

159 Irigaray 1977, 74.
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to examine the texts’ subjectivity and the pothos that stirs the narratives
and forms these voices.

Needless to say, the gender hierarchy is present in the material of
this study, inherent in the discourse itself, but how is it represented? As
we reread, the focus on narrative perspective and analysing audiences are
two significant aspects of interpreting the texts, and even though I am
indebted to Burns’ and Kay’s studies, I adopt the very concept of reread-
ing from an earlier discussion in scholarship. As already pointed out, an
illustrative example of increased interest in feminine subjectivity is the
research related to Christine de Pizan. Devalorised by literary historians
in the nineteenth century, today she is a star in medieval studies. Joan
Kelly contributed considerably to this ongoing process of revaluing the
tradition of feminine subjectivity in the literary tradition, in her study on
feminist theory before the French revolution, published in 1982.'%° Kelly
discussed the omnipresent masculine viewpoint in the field of history,
and thus proposed a new methodology, supported by literary scholar Su-
san Schibanoff in her response in 1983, that I thus encapsulate in the word
rereading.

Kelly’s scholarly contribution challenges traditional ways of con-
ceiving historical temporality.!®! In her response to Kelly’s article,

160 Kelly 1982. The article was later published in a slightly revised version in Kelly’s
collection of essays; Kelly 1984b. In this thesis, I refer to Kelly’s first version, pub-
lished in 1982, to follow the chronology of Susan Schibanoff’s response in 1983 (see
below). The few changes made in the 1984 version are on a detailed, stylistic level,
and do not change the content of the article’s claims.

In her seminal article ‘Did Women Have a Renaissance’, Kelly argues that courtly
love in the twelfth century was the result of an increase in actual power among aris-
tocratic women, which was then discernible in lyric and romances where courtly
love is represented; see Kelly (1977) 1984a, 22-30. Kelly’s analysis of women’s
participation in aristocratic culture as voices of authority is reasonable, especially
regarding women’s patronage; Kelly (1977) 1984, 2-30. However, one could object
to an idealised reading of courtly lyric and romance, seeing women’s emancipation
and reciprocity in any representation of feminine sexuality, without considering how
the literary works in fact depict courtly love. For a nuanced survey of Kelly’s argu-
ments concerning courtly love in relation to other scholarship; see Cassagnes-Brou-
quet, Klapisch-Zuber, and Steinberg, 2010. In the present thesis, I will present
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Schibanoff describes her approach as ‘multitemporal’, defying traditional
historiographical periods. Instead Kelly ‘creates her own era, 1400-1789,
which supersedes all the others’.!6? She, Schibanoff continues, ‘dismisses
these accepted schemes and devises one that more closely reflects female
experience in the past’.!®* Thus, Kelly’s article is a critique of her own
field, claiming that it does not acknowledge the tradition of feminist
thought before the French revolution, which she argues has a much longer
tradition — beginning with Christine de Pizan.'®* If feminist women ap-
pear at all in historical records, she argues, it is with an individualist focus
that neglects the wider context.!®> Schibanoff describes the multitempo-
rality of Kelly’s approach as a reconceptualisation of the past that ‘min-
gles our present with this past and this past with our present’.!%® In fact,
Kelly argues that the historian studying women’s history before the
French revolution has to perform a practice not unlike Christine de Pi-
zan’s own reading:

To this day, every feminist who has followed Christine de Pisan has
had to pass through a particular crisis of consciousness, which she
described with as much self-awareness as Petrarch brought to his
inner struggles with a dawning modern ethos. Unlike the male hu-
manist, however, Christine could not draw on classical learning to
guide her toward her new intellectual position. She had to oppose
what seemed and still seems to be the overwhelming authority of
the learned on women’s inferiority. !¢’

Kelly’s view of Christine de Pizan’s writing as a ‘first attempt at women’s
studies’ manifests the multitemporality of the historian’s reading, linking

literary readings that simultaneously acknowledge women’s potential access to lit-
erary composition, and the masculine tradition and discourse that they must adjust
to.

162 Schibanoff 1983, 320.

163 Schibanoff 1983.

164 Kelly 1982, 4-5.

165 Kelly 1982, 5.

166 Schibanoff, 1983, 320-321.

167 Kelly 1982, 13.
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Christine de Pizan to her own scholarly practice.!®® In rereading historical
texts, Schibanoff notes the difficulty for feminists who, in her words,
have ‘dual scholarly identities’:

Many of us were conventionally trained not to read ourselves and
the present into the past we studied. [...] I learned, for example, that
the querelle des femmes was merely a literary game; to find in it
any evidence of serious feminist opposition to misogyny was to
read into it my particular modern sensibility. Many of us, I think,
believed that we were learning to see the past accurately and objec-
tively and that, with sufficient practice, diligence, and, above all,
rigor, we would ultimately attain the professional scholar’s chro-
nistic vision. !¢

Against this ‘chronistic vision’, Schibanoff (and others), in her (their)
feminist critical practice, ‘adopted a methodology in which “reading
into”, or rereading, is a central tenet’.!’® Today, Christine de Pizan is a
widely studied author in the field of French literature, and her writings on
women’s perspectives and issues are recognised in our modern era.

Christine de Pizan is famous for defending women, for example in
the debate against Jean de Meun’s part of Le Roman de la rose. Further-
more, she writes herself into her work; a woman reader devastated and
burdened by, but also appropriating and recreating, the masculine literary
field. In the aforementioned Livre de la cité des dames, the first-person
narrative voice, Christine, rereads and re-evaluates women throughout
history for a contemporary public, but also for the women before, as well
as after, her own time (tant les passees dames, comme les presentes et
celles a avenir).!”! As she rereads the literary tradition, Christine could be
described as performing a different feminist practice than that perceived
in the modern view of women’s emancipation as a progressive move-
ment, culminating in our time.

168 K elly 1982, 20.

169 Schibanoff 1983, 322.

170 Schibanoff 1983, 322.

7! Le Livre de la cité des dames, XIX. 1 quote Richard’s edition ([1997] 2016).
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Thus, the increased modern desire to highlight Christine de Pizan
as the first feminist is understandable. However, a modern individualist
perspective on feminist thought, projected onto an era before the French
revolution, might run the risk of not seeing the longer tradition of articu-
lations of feminine subjectivity. Such a criticism against Kelly’s approach
has been presented by Judith M. Bennett, who argued in 1997 that we
should appreciate the continuity of women’s history; while one can in-
deed acknowledge the ‘changes in women’s experiences’, this is not the
same as seeing these as ‘fransformations in women’s status’, Bennett
stresses, and she continues:

Kelly’s model of an inverted synchronization between women’s
history and traditional history provided a critical guide. Yet, alt-
hough Kelly explicitly challenged some of the basic assumptions of
traditional history, she did not fully reject its periodization. Kelly
sought to change evaluations of great divides, not the idea of trans-
formation per se.!”

In line with Bennett, I agree on the relevance of speaking about a conti-
nuity of feminine subjectivity in literary tradition. To be sure, I do not
claim, in my readings of twelfth-century works, to trace feminism in any
modern sense of the term. As will be noted, the narratives are far too
complex and polyphonic to ascribe them an absolute (anachronistic) po-
litical stance, such as modern feminist views. However, I do think that a
broader understanding of feminine subjectivity in the Middle Ages might
help us to appreciate subsequent periods, when more obvious feminist
opinions are discernible. Burns, Kay and Krueger demonstrate this plus
longue durée of the history of feminine subjectivity in their previously
mentioned research.

Furthermore, Burns, Kay, Krueger and Helen Solterer wrote an ar-
ticle in 1996, in the wake of Kelly and Schibanoff, discussing the combi-
nation of feminism and the discipline of Old French studies. Similarly to
Kelly and Schibanoff, Burns et al. acknowledge a need to challenge the

172 Bennett 1997, 74-77.
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discipline, which forces them to approach the issue of multitemporality.
In their article, their identity as women readers in the field of medievalism
is described as connected to the instability of medieval texts and their
receptions, the so-called mouvance of Old French literature. Against this
backdrop, they also criticise the quest for a universal, transhistorical, fe-
male identity:

When we investigate the medieval text, we find not the stable pres-
ence of fixed documents but a textual tradition characterized by
variants and mouvance. The search for ‘medieval women’ turns out
to be a tricky enterprise, plagued by the perils of essentializing
‘woman’ and of idealizing our foremothers as powerful or of por-
traying them as victims.!”

The anonymity of vernacular romance forces the critic to search for
women’s voices from a different angle, which generates a specific chal-
lenge for the medievalist, compared with scholars who work with more
recent periods. This need, Burns et al. argue, places the scholar of Old
French literature who is interested in women’s issues in a peculiar posi-
tion within the field:

We also face resistance within the institution of medieval studies,
as traditionally constituted, where any avowedly contemporary the-
oretical or political position embraced by the critic is frequently re-
jected as ‘anachronistic’. From this last perspective, the feminist
medievalist is something of an oxymoron, a scholar at odds with
her discipline.!”

Kelly, Schibanoff, Burns et al. show in their respective discussions that,
as a consequence, their readings of feminine perspectives on the mascu-
line discourse through history cause them to cross-examine their own
fields.

173 Burns et al. 1996, 227.
174 Burns et al. 1996, 227.
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In this study, I will reread Partonopeu de Blois, Hysmine and Hys-
minias and the Alexiad in order to understand these works in their twelfth-
century contexts as well as in the literary tradition. Relating Partonopeu
de Blois to the Graeco-Roman tradition as well as to the articulations of
feminine subjectivity also requires that one takes the audience into con-
sideration. Who were the women being addressed and who listened to
these stories?

There are several ways to assess the contours of a courtly audience
of women. In her study (1997) on women’s participation in courtly liter-
ature, Ferrante studies correspondence to and from medieval women. In
this material, she finds that:

women’s authority, political and intellectual, is recognized by the
men who work with them, that women collaborate and cooperate
with men in politics, religion, and scholarship as colleagues, that
their friendship and support is valued and trusted.!”>

In her study, Ferrante shows how women were involved in intellectual
life in the Western Middle Ages, including the composition of poetic
works.

Ferrante has also studied medieval women and education, looking
at both historical records of women from the period and literary exam-
ples.!’® One of the literary figures whom she discusses in this context is
Melior, the female protagonist of Partonopeu de Blois. Ferrante argues
that Melior is a representation of learned women, which appears to relate
to an actual situation in which women’s status as learned was increasing.
There are examples of women from the twelfth century who received a
notable education. It also seems as though these women were esteemed
for their education. Examples of learned women who were known for
their literary patronage are the aforementioned Eleanor of Aquitaine and
her daughters Alix of Blois, who was probably involved in the

175 Ferrante 1997, 10.
176 Ferrante 1984, 9—42.
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composition of Partonopeu de Blois, and Marie de Champagne.!'”” Both
of these daughters seem to have known at least Latin.!”® In addition, the
famous Héloise (in the correspondence with Abélard) was described as
an expert not only in Latin, but also in Hebrew and Greek, as seen above
—and praised for it.!” I agree with Ferrante that Melior is to be interpreted
as the representation of a learned woman, worthy of praise for being an
intellectual.

Furthermore, Melior’s knowledge seems to reflect an actual ap-
praisal of learned women in the twelfth-century Western European con-
text: ‘the educated woman [...] can command the respect and attention of
the male establishment, and the educated heroine [...] can elicit the sym-
pathy of the audience’. Ferrante argues that the twelfth-century educated
woman is seen sympathetically, which is especially demonstrated in lit-
erature: ‘In this period, at least’, she concludes, ‘we are meant to root for
the brilliant heroine’.!*° In this study, I argue that Melior’s character is a
combination of two typical female characters from the Greek novel: the
chaste protagonist and the antagonist seducer. By combining these two
characters into one, the romance is able to create a new sort of female
character: a protagonist female seducer, able to desire without losing her
honour. The possibility of Partonopeu de Blois being based on the
Graeco-Roman novel tradition carries consequences for how we read the
literary situation and tradition of feminine subjectivity. Thus, the inter-
pretation of the romance is based on an audience focus, as described
above.

Returning to Ferrante’s study of women’s correspondence, one
finds a collective identification among women regarding their sex, ‘even
as they perform the functions of men “virilely.” They seem to identify
with other important women, to be alert to women’s history and

177 Regarding Alix’ potential involvement in Partonopeu de Blois; see Eley 2011, 190—
204.

178 Ferrante 1984, 10-11.

179 Ferrante 1984, 14. In her article, she also mentions Hildegard of Bingen as an exam-
ple of a learned and praised woman.

180 Ferrante 1984, 34-35.
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problems’.!8! Ferrante shows that, like Kelly and the scholars after her
have done, medieval women appear to have perceived a continuity be-
tween themselves and women in the past: ‘Even though the actions of
particular women may be dropped from official memory within a few
generations, their names are often preserved in texts written for
women’.!82

In order to trace feminine subjectivity, we need to reread the past,
as Kelly did in 1982, confronting the historical field within which she
operated. Rereading the tradition of feminist thought in Christine de Pi-
zan was an act of broadening our perceptions of history, which improved
our understanding of articulations of feminine subjectivity in a literary
context different from our own.

Medievalism is, furthermore, a field where studies on feminine sub-
jectivity continue to reconfigure our perceptions of the past — from having
seen it as an exclusively masculine tradition, to instead acknowledging
its complex polyphony and mosaic of voices. In this study, I illustrate
how feminine subjectivity can be traced in Partonopeu de Blois, Hysmine
and Hysminias and the Alexiad, which encourages us to reexamine the
literary tradition and to connect the Graeco-Roman novel tradition to the
emergence of romances in Old French.

If we recognise the Graeco-Roman novel tradition as existing
alongside the clerical tradition of the church fathers, which we do by ac-
knowledging Apuleius’ novel to have plausibly circulated, then we
should indeed acknowledge the possibility that other novels, namely
Greek and Byzantine ones, were also known at French courts, possibly in
Latin versions or retold orally.!8? The recognition of Apuleius in Partono-
peu de Blois urges us to reread twelfth-century romances and novels. As
a result, we may hear new voices, through the Graeco-Roman novel tra-
dition.

Considering the primary sources’ diversity of ancient and medieval
languages, the citations from them in the following literary analyses are

181 Ferrante 1997, 11.
182 Ferrante 1997, 11.
183 Regarding Apuleius in the High Middle Ages; see Carver 2007, 61-107.
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accompanied by translations into English in the main text. After each
source’s first citation, I refer in a footnote to the edition and translation
that I have used (throughout, if not otherwise stated). Considering the
lack of English translations of Partonopeu de Blois, those translations are
mine. Citations from secondary literature in French are not translated into
English but kept in their original, with the aim of not losing their original
formulations and accuracy.

The analysis is outlined thematically from three angles: firstly, by
focusing on the romance’s erotic narrative in relation to erotic learning in
the Greek novel tradition. This is accomplished in the section thematised
as ‘touch’. Secondly, I continue by examining articulations of feminine
desire in relation to rhetorical models. This section is thematised as
‘gaze’, since the rhetoric of vision is discussed along with readings of
looking vs. being observed. Thirdly, and lastly, I further discuss the ar-
ticulations of a feminine voice in the narratives. This section is thematised
as ‘voice’, since here I focus in more details on the feminine voice’s func-
tion, both as female characters’ voices within the fabula, and at a broader
level regarding literary subjectivity. The reexamining of tradition dis-
closes articulations of feminine subjectivity, as we will see.
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Chapter 2

TOUCH

Embroidering Desire on the Tissue of Tradition

This chapter discusses how representations of desire in the Greek novel
tradition are preserved in Partonopeu de Blois. In the context of the chiv-
alry underpinning the Old French romances, configurations of desire and
love ‘centers attention on the male lover-hero’, as Kay puts it, ‘who alone
can embody chivalry. “Courtly love” emphasizes a link between love, its
social setting (the court), and its ways (courtliness) [...]".!** Accordingly,
representations of desire are linked to social conduct, and more specifi-
cally to the ideals to which the knights at court aspired. Furthermore,
Krueger writes that:

Chivalry imposed constraints on both men and women who would
conform to courtly ideals. The ideal of the perfect knight dictates
that the best knight wins, necessitates that many men be losers [...].
Ladies may wait as passive objects while knights fight to take pos-
session of them [...] Romance misogyny sometimes scapegoats
women as the arbiters of a system in which men compete for scarce
sexual and material resources and private needs must be sacrificed
for public obligations.!'®3

Regarding the way in which romances pay attention to the male lover-
hero, as Kay puts it, and how ideals of chivalry indeed focus on the cheva-
lier (as the word itself tells us), women are placed in a position of passiv-
ity, waiting to be ‘taken’ by the most valiant knight. Based on Beauvoir,
we could therefore argue that the lady is trapped inside a masculine uni-
verse.!3¢ How is feminine desire articulated within frames of courtliness?

184 K ay (2000) 2004, 84.
185 Krueger (2000) 2004, 143144,
136 Beauvoir (1949) 1976b, 504.
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In this chapter, I will construct an interpretation of Partonopeu de Blois
that suggests courtly representations of feminine desire.

In her description of the modern woman’s situation and character-
istics, Beauvoir compares women to nature, mastered by civilisation
(which functions as a symbol for the masculine). In this masculine uni-
verse, women have ambiguous feelings towards men: masculine domina-
tion forces women into immanent passivity; yet, in order to render their
existence valuable in such a situation, women transform the trapped po-
sition inside which they finds themselves into having a transcendent di-
mension: ‘vassale de I’homme, elle se croit son idole; humiliée dans sa
chair, elle exalte I’ Amour’.'¥” In Le Deuxiéme sexe, women are described
as co-creators of the gender hierarchy into which they are born. They take
on the role as the man’s ‘other’; however, since women indeed are, as
Beauvoir writes, existing, transcendent beings, they take on this role ac-
tively.

Although Beauvoir’s analysis of woman as other is pertinent, I read
the situation of being ‘the other’ in a medieval literary universe quite dif-
ferently. To be sure, as Kay and Krueger among others have pointed out,
the courtly, literary and social world focuses on men and masculine ide-
als, but instead of using Beauvoir’s analysis of woman’s situation and
assessing feminine subjectivity as negativity, helped by Kristeva’s anal-
yses, I acknowledge femininity to be plural and creative, and thus unsta-
ble and undetermined by a governing masculine order.'®® Thus, with the
vocabulary available in erotic literary traditions, Partonopeu de Blois
constructs what, inspired by Kristeva’s formulation, one might define as
an alphabet of feminine sensuality.'®’

In order to highlight this aspect of the medieval configurations of
feminine desire and love, and to assess the erotic narrative regarding fem-
inine subjectivity, the erotic encounter between Partonopeu and Melior is
analysed in relation to Hysmine and Hysminias and to the ancient Greek
novel tradition.

137 Beauvoir (1949) 1976b, 504.
188 Kristeva 2002, 558.
189 Kristeva 2002, 561.
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As a frame, I take the scene that narrates the first meeting between
Partonopeu and Melior in the Old French romance. Partonopeu has be-
come lost in the Ardennes, finds an empty ship, and is transported to the
enchanted city of Chief d’Oire. Here, he enters a palace, is served an
abundant dinner by invisible hands, and then goes to a bedroom to sleep,
which becomes the scene of the sexual encounter. This scene takes place
in darkness. A stranger (Melior, presented further below in the narrative)
enters. The two have intercourse, which could, arguably, be described as
a sort of rape scenario.!”® After the intercourse has taken place, Melior
introduces herself to Partonopeu, telling him that she has arranged the
event. [ will present a detailed reading of this scene, paralleled with Hys-
minias’ erotic awakening in Hysmine and Hysminias, which occurs pro-
gressively through three erotic dreams. The scene from Partonopeu de
Blois is compared with these dreams.

I also take into consideration the importance of the Latin tradition
for the Old French romance, and especially the Cupid and Psyche story,
regarding Partonopeu de Blois.'"”' The presence of this myth in the ro-
mance is obvious and appears to be consciously chosen in its composi-
tion. However, I argue that the singularity and ‘uncourtly’ character of
the erotic narrative can be better understood in light of the Greek, rather
than the Latin, tradition.

The Cupid and Psyche story is used as a background for my reading
of the erotic scene in Partonopeu de Blois. Partonopeu is transported from
his homeland to the enchanted city of Chief d’Oire. In The Golden Ass,
the erotic scene has the following composition:

Finitis voluptatibus, vespera suadente concedit Psyche cubitum.
Iamque provecta nocte clemens quidam sonus aures eius accedit.
Tunc virginitati suae pro tanta solitudine metuens, et pavet et hor-
rescit et quovis malo plus timet quod ignorat. lamque aderat

190 Kay has described the scene as ‘a scene whose clumsy violence is quite disturbing’;
Kay 2001, 280.
191 Brown 1964, 5-6.
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ignobilis maritus, et torum inscenderat, et uxorem sibi Psychen fe-
cerat, et ante lucis exortum propere discesserat.!*?

When the pleasures were over, at the evening star’s urging Psyche
retired to bed. Then, when night was well advanced, a dulcet sound
impinged upon her ears. Now being all alone she feared for her vir-
ginity. She trembles and shudders, and fears worse than anything
the thing that she is ignorant of. Now her unknown husband had
arrived, had mounted the bed, had made Psyche his wife, and had
quickly departed before the rising of daylight.!*3

The Cupid and Psyche narrative seems to be an undeniable intertext for
Partonopeu de Blois, but the Old French romance amplifies this scene
considerably. The Latin novel narrates the events. The narrative, how-
ever, leaves out information regarding the events taking place, and in-
stead rather invites the audience to imagine the scene for themselves. In
contrast, in Partonopeu de Blois, the narrative goes into detail about what
takes place. In the romance, there appears to be considerable interest in
erotic narrative, which seems different compared with the Cupid and Psy-
che tale in Apuleius’ novel. If one instead compares Partonopeu de Blois’
erotic narrative to Byzantine and ancient Greek sources, there are several
salient parallels to be found.

With the comparison between Partonopeu de Blois’ erotic narrative
and those from the Greek novel tradition, the amplification of the erotic
scene, as along with the explicit violence in Partonopeu de Blois, can be
interpreted differently than the courtly love described above. Further-
more, Melior’s resistance as well as her agency can be interpreted in
terms of a fusion of two female literary figures from the Greek novel tra-
dition: the chaste maiden protagonist and the experienced seducer. By
combining these two figures into Melior’s character, she can be con-
ceived as both a desiring and a narrative agent, at the same time as she

192 The Golden Ass, V.4. Throughout the thesis, I quote J. Arthur Hanson’s edition
([1989] 1996).

193 Hanson’s translation of Apuleius is quoted throughout the thesis; see Hanson (1989)
1996.
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can claim the status of a chaste, ideal, maiden. In this way, I argue that
Partonopeu de Blois can be read as a configuration of feminine subjec-
tivity. Its use of different traditions blended together forms an alphabet of
feminine sensuality, as it were.

Boy Becomes Man: An Erotic Education

I will start by comparing Partonopeu’s initiation into love to Hysminias’
similar initiation, in order to demonstrate similarities regarding the male
characters’ erotic experiences, which, in the next step, have consequences
for the stories’ representations of feminine subjectivity.

In Hysmine and Hysminias, the initial meeting between the lovers
takes place at the novel’s beginning, at a banquet. Hysminias is chosen to
be the new herald from his home city Eurykomis to the city of Aulikomis.
He is received at the house of Sosthenes. At the banquet, Sosthenes’
daughter, Hysmine, serves Hysminias the wine:

"Hkev ovv 1) mopBévoc koi mapatidepévn pot 1o motiprov Xaipoig’
omeydvploey: dymd 88 dkovoag ovdEV eimov, GAL Emov ped’
noovi|g 6omg, 6Tt Kol T0 Ekmmpa LdAa TEPTVOV Kol TO TOUA YAVKD
Kol 10 Ddmp S1818&¢ Kol péha yoypdv, Gv odTt yévorr’ dv 1dvtepov
avdpi Sy dvT kol kKowpatovpéve kai (Sovrt.!*

So the girl came up and, placing the cup beside me, whispered,
‘Welcome’. I heard her, though I made no reply but drank with
great pleasure, because the cup was very delightful and the wine
very sweet and the water clear and very cold: nothing can be more
agreeable than this for a man who is thirsty and very hot and
sweaty. !’

194 Hysmine and Hysminias, 1.8.3—4. Throughout this thesis, I always quote Miroslav
Marcovich’s edition; Marcovich 2001.

195 Throughout the thesis, if not otherwise stated, I quote Jeffrey’s translation from
her collection of translations of the Komnenian novels; E. Jeffreys 2012.
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They continue eating. Then, Hysmine comes back to serve Hysminias.
She develops her flirtatious and erotic advances by touching him in vari-
ous ways and whispering in his ear. She is the erotic initiator. Hysminias’
reaction is rather passive. Being the narrator, he tells us what Hysmine
does, but he does not mention that he himself makes any active response
to her conduct, no advances in return:

"Hkev odv 1} mapOévog koi &m° Epe kod péia Bpayeio poviy “Eyelg’
eNoiv ‘€€ VOOV TaPHEVOL TV KOAIKA® Kol TOV T TadTNG £l
TOV EUOV €mtéeike Kol mPocenEOAPey £’ OG0V £YD TOD TOUATOG
gmvov: €Yo 6’ Mpubpimv, vi) Tovg Beovg, kal tdy’ dv Kol dnéoKoya
TpOG avTnV, &l un oM yevécsOon 1O mpdypa vevouka. Ty odv
gtpepopneda kol maly dmivopev. "Hkev 1 kOpn KipvdGE pot Kai
TPOVTEIVETO TO TOTNPLOV, EYD O’ EE€TEVaL TNV YETpaL AaPETv: Kol THG
pev koAkog €hapounv, 1 & ovk dmeondto T®V THG TapOBEVOL
YEWPDV: M yap pot mopbévog kol mapetiBeto TO mOTNHPOV KOd
TOPOKATETYEV OOTO: Kol T@ UEV oyNUoTL TapeTifeTo, Th 6 dAnbeiq
kateiyev. "Epig oOv &v xepoi, kai yelp mapBévon k6png vikd yeipo
KNPLKOC avdpOc TapHévon. %

So the maiden came and said to me, in a very quiet voice, ‘You are
receiving the cup from a maiden with the same name’. And she
placed her foot against mine, and kept it there for as long as I drank
from the cup. I blushed, by the gods, and I might have made a joke
of'it, except I thought that this had happened accidentally. Then we
ate once again and then we drank again. The girl came up, she
mixed the wine for me and held out the cup. I held out my hand to
take it and grasped the cup, but she did not let it out of her maidenly
hands. For the maiden both offered me the cup and kept hold of it
and though she was apparently offering it, in reality she was hold-
ing on to it. So there was a contest between our hands, and the hand
of the virgin girl is victorious over the hand of the virgin herald.

This passage narrates how Hysmine catches Hysminias off guard. He
does not seem prepared for the erotic advances that Hysmine is secretly
making. Hysmine’s control and agency, alongside Hysminias’ surprised

196 Hysmine and Hysminias, 1.9.1-14.
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reaction, are two features that will be repeated in the dreams that Hys-
minias later has but, as we shall see, in these dreams he responds differ-
ently. MacAlister describes the psychological element of Hysminias’ pro-
gress from the primary initiation by Hysmine, towards dreaming and be-
coming enflamed with desire. In contrast to ancient novels, where desire
is an instant effect of an external force, as Eros’ weapons, Makrembolites
rather creates an erotic narrative focusing on the internal process of de-
sire:

We know that love in the typical ancient novel is instant, and is
brought about through the intrusion of a nonhuman force (a god or
chance). But in Makrembolites’ discourse an oneiric appearance of
Eros (3.1) only triggers in the reluctant Hysminias a sexual aware-
ness of Hysmine. This awareness is then transformed into love by
way of another dream, which occurs on the same night and which
has a specifically erotic content (3.5—7). The psychological element
that occurs as a result of the first dream, then, generates the second,
and it is the physical element apparent in the second, rather than the
alien speech intrusion of Eros — the nonhuman force — that provides
the primary impulse for Hysminias’ love.!?’

In addition, Nilsson argues that in Makrembolites’ novel, touch is ‘the
trigger of the love story’. It is important to note, as Nilsson remarks, that
it is the female character’s touch that ‘awakens the desire and eventual
love of the hero’.!® As touch could thus be seen as replacing the ancient
model of an external, divine force as a trigger of desire, we see how this
new force of desire creates a space in which the focus on the couple’s
agency and psychological aspects appears to increase. As will be dis-
cussed below, this sort of erotic narrative, which enhances the role of
touch, results in feminine erotic agency.

197 MacAlister 1996, 135-137.
198 Nilsson 2017, 249.
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Before Hysminias’ erotic dreams are narrated, he and his friend
Kratisthenes observe a painting in a garden, in which Eros is depicted.!®
Hysminias is afraid of the sight of Eros, seated on ‘a lofty throne, that is
brilliant and truly imperial’ (dippov OpdUEY VYNAOV KOl AUTPOV Kod
dvtog Poaoctikov).2? His slaves surround him. Kratisthenes explains to
Hysminias that the man is Eros, armed with a sword against men and fire
against women, making humans and animals his slaves.?’! Hysminias re-
acts by saying: ‘May I never know him!” (Mnd¢ ywvdokorrd por)**? He
keeps this hostile attitude towards Eros until the three dreams of concern
subsequently change it.2> Below, I will offer a close reading of these
dreams in relation to Partonopeu’s erotic awakening in the Old French
romance.

Subjugating to Eros: Partonopeu’s Fright and Hysminias’ First
Dream

In the first dream, Hysminias recalls the armed and imperial Eros whom
he saw in the painting mentioned in the quotation above. This dream is
described as terrifying. In it, he sees a large crowd, each person holding
a torch in one hand, expressing servitude by placing the other on their
breasts. After this sight, Hysminias sees Eros seated on a golden throne,
and his voice sounds like thunder when he says: ‘Bring to me the upstart,
the one who is free, who does not fear my dart, [...] who is embarrassed
by my nudity, [...] who spurned my beloved Hysmine and whom the gods
love for his chastity’ (ITpog Mudg tOv dvvdotny, TOv EAedBepov, TOV W)
@pioocovtd pov to BEAOG, [...] TOV aicyLVOUEVOV OV TNV YOUVOGLY, [...]
OV TV €unv @iy Youivnv aioydvavia, ov ©g chepove @AoDot
0coi).204

199 For an analysis of the painting as well as its relation to the first dream, see Nilsson
2001, 103-107.

200 Hysmine and Hysminias, 11.7.1.

20V Hysmine and Hysminias, 11.11.

202 Hysmine and Hysminias, 11.11.3.

203 Nilsson 2001, 105.

204 Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.1.3.
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This dream, in which Eros’ tyranny over his enslaved subjects is
described, not only correlates with Partonopeu’s fear of Melior at the be-
ginning of the sexual scene in Partonopeu de Blois. 1t is also comparable
at a broader level to the entire narrative of the Old French romance. Me-
lior is the emperor’s daughter, but the emperor himself plays no direct
part in the romance. He is present only indirectly, in her speech about
him. After Partonopeu has broken the rule that Melior has declared re-
garding their relationship (i.e. he has seen her without her permission as
in the Cupid and Psyche story), she explains her noble lineage. She is the
emperor’s daughter, impressively educated and considered to be her par-
ents’ single heir. Regardless of Partonopeu’s possibly idealised chivalry
or prowess, Melior is politically more powerful than her lover. Her role
appears similar to the domna in troubadour poetry, masculine in terms of
status and with ‘masculine powers such as making war, appearing in court
and granting territories’, to quote Kay’s description of the domna.?*> Me-
lior’s role needs a more in-depth discussion, to which I return below;
however, she indeed imposes authority on her lover. In the Byzantine
space where Partonopeu now finds himself, Melior is the ruler.?%

In the twelfth-century Byzantine context, Eros is reactualised as a
common figure in literature and art. He is also connected to Emperor Ma-
nuel; ‘literary interest in Eros and literary celebration of the emperor be-
came fused’ in poets’ minds, writes Magdalino.?°” In her analysis of Hys-
minias’ reaction to the painting of Eros in the garden, Nilsson writes that
‘he interprets the painting according to its apparently Byzantine imperial
context: the despot on his throne’.2%® Greek novel tradition is thus fused
together with the twelfth-century Byzantine court. Magdalino further ar-
gues that ‘the concept of Eros the King was all but fully formulated in

205 Kay 1990, 92.

206 Robert Hanning interprets their asymmetrical relationship as that between a poet and
his audience; Hanning 1981, 18. The matter of Melior’s relation to storytelling is
discussed below.

207 He is here specifically pointing at Manganeios Prodromos; see Magdalino 1992, 200.

208 Nilsson 2001, 104.
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Byzantine court rhetoric of the 1150s’.2®° He continues by highlighting
how Emperor Manuel was compared to the god of love: ‘The imperial
court at this time was a milieu where the emperor, Manuel Komnenos,
was openly referred to as the BaciAevg v Epmtwv and compared to the
ancient Greek god of love’.2!% In the Byzantine context, Eros is connected
to the emperor.

However, in Partonopeu de Blois, Melior’s father is absent from
the story except through Melior’s words. Partonopeu is present at the
Byzantine palace precisely because the emperor is not there: Melior has
brought Partonopeu to her so that they can be married, and he can be
crowned emperor. She explains that he must follow her command.?!! Me-
lior explains that the emperor was determined to give her a solid educa-
tion; that there would be no other heir but her. Since Melior appears to
represent a version of Cupid, this tale could thus be interpreted as woven
into an existing political view of Eros. In Byzantium, Eros was connected
to the imperial figures of the Byzantine court. Melior, in the role of Cupid
(or Eros), is not only the god of love, but also the Byzantine empress. In
Partonopeu de Blois, the merging of mythological connotations with the
imaginary, which can be traced in Byzantine sources, appears to represent
at once a combination of contemporary politics and culture in Constanti-
nople, and the literary heritage from the ancient Greek novel, as we shall
see. Considering that the romance was intended to be read at French
courts, Melior’s character seems, at any rate, to play with an existing,
vague image of the Byzantine imperial court. Let us continue examining
how the sexual scenes of the Byzantine and Old French texts play out.

Hysminias’ first dream is a figuration of fear of Eros, or desire. The
scene of the passage takes place in the middle of the night. Hysminias
sees Eros’ slaves carrying torches in their hands. In Partonopeu de Blois,

209 Magdalino 1992, 202.

210 Magdalino 1992, 202.

211 Tote Besance est mes empires, | Vos en serés et rois et sires | Se mon consel volés
tenir, | Qui legiers vos ert a soufrir, Partonopeu de Blois, 1337-1340. As previously
mentioned, throughout the thesis when Partonopeu de Blois is cited, I quote Collet
and Joris’ edition (2005). The translations are my own. Moreover, this passage is
further discussed below.
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a similar scene takes place, as though it is a reversed mirror to that of
Hysmine and Hysminias. In the Old French passage, Partonopeu has been
led into a bedroom by candelabras: ‘But as soon as he has drawn [the
quilt] to his ears the lights go out. The bedroom turns very dark. The child
does not feel safe at all’ (Mais quant 1’a trait vers ses orelles, | Cierges
estingnent et candelles; | La cambre devient molt oscure. | Li enfes point
ne s’aseiire).?!? In the darkness, Partonopeu is so afraid that he cannot
sleep: ‘He cannot fall asleep; instead his fear keeps him awake’ (N’a nul
talent de somellier; | Peors I’atorne al vellier).2!3 The scene is set in such
a way that it reminds us of Hysminias’ first dream. Both scenes contain
candles, nocturnal darkness, fear, and sleep or insomnia — both narratives
go on to describe the presence of that which induces fear. Hysminias fears
‘Eros, the emperor, that terrifying figure’, and Partonopeu fears ‘some
demon’ who might attack him.?!* Both Hysminias and Partonopeu face a
potential threat from someone mightier than themselves. Hysminias’ fear
plays out in a dream, but Partonopeu’s experience takes place in an im-
aginary palace in Chief d’Oire, built especially for him.?!> The magical
setting of Partonopeu de Blois blurs the boundaries between dream and
reality, which further relates it to the dream scene in the Byzantine
novel.216

After these similar scenes, there follows, in both stories, the intro-
duction of a woman in the two protagonists’ minds. Hysminias has al-
ready met Hysmine, but Partonopeu has not yet been introduced to Me-
lior, and thus the lady who comes to his mind is anonymous.

22Partonopeu de Blois, 1113-1116.

2B Partonopeu de Blois, 1117-1118.

214 Que vif maufé li corent sore, Partonopeu de Blois, 1120.

215 1 casteaus est ci por vos fés, | Li bors et tos 1i beaus atrés ; | Por ¢o fu fais en cest
bel liu | Qu’en eiissiés deduit et giu, Partonopeu de Blois, 1731-1734. Regarding the
vagueness of Chief d’Oire in the narrative; see Cerndkova 2019, 56. Regarding Chief
d’Oire’s connotations to Byzantium along with other places, real or legendary; see,
besides Cernakova 2019, also Bermejo 2001, 232-238 and Kay 2001, 279.

216 Kay interprets the fantasy aspect of the erotic scene from a psychoanalytic perspec-
tive in Kay 2001, 279-284.
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In both novels, the passages begin with more fear. In Partonopeu
de Blois, this fear is not caused by Eros’ thunder-like voice, in contrast to
the case of Hysminias in the Byzantine novel. Yet, Partonopeu’s fear is
also channelled by what he hears. As Partonopeu hears someone ap-
proaching his bed with small steps, the narrative describes how he be-
lieves this to be a demon, and that he thus wishes he had never been
born.!7 The narrator explains, however, that it is not a demon, but a
woman.?!® In this way, the narrator manifests himself as having more in-
formation than Partonopeu about what is happening; he knows that the
present stranger is a woman. In contrast to Partonopeu, the narrator does
not represent a state of fear, but rather talks about the events in erotic
terms. [ will return to the narrator’s role in relation to the Greek novel
tradition below, connecting him to ‘the male friend’ character in the
Greek novel tradition.

In Partonopeu de Blois, Melior is also described as being unaware
of what is taking place. At the same time as Melior is the seducer (being
a version of Cupid), she is also described as ignorant in terms of love.
Where Apuleius does not go into detail regarding how the event plays
out, the narrative of Partonopeu de Blois describes it as though Melior
and Partonopeu are experiencing the same fear and lack of knowledge."”
In both stories’ nocturnal scenes, the protagonists are afraid of a potential
threat. In fear, they both lie still, as if defeated by a menacing force of
some kind:

Hysmine and Hysminias Partonopeu de Blois

‘Eyon 6’ eilkéunv éhesvidg, OAog En pais se sont geii grant pose ; | 11
gvipopog, Olog dpwvog, Olog le crient tant que parler n’ose.??!
vekpOg kai katd yRv keipevog.?20

217 A une part se traist del lit, | Defors soi en laisse petit. | I crient que ce ne soit maufés
| Et dist que male eure fu nés, Partonopeu de Blois, 1125-1128.

218 Mais ce est une damoisele, | Quels qu’ele soit, u laide u bele, Partonopeu de Blois,
1129-1130.

219 Mais el ne set mot que i soit, | Car el ne I’ot ne ne I’i voit | N’encore ne 1’a pas sentu,
Partonopeu de Blois, 1133—1135.

220 Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.1.4.

22! partonopeu de Blois, 1137-1138.

82



I was dragged along pitiably, quite
trembling, quite dumb, quite dead,
and lay on the ground.

Peacefully they lie there, neither
of them makes a big move. Par-
tonopeu is so afraid that he does
not dare to speak.

After this part of Hysminias’ dream and the initial part of Partonopeu’s
seduction, the female characters, who were previously introduced in each
respective narrative, now begin to speak. In Partonopeu de Blois, Melior
feels Partonopeu’s foot and screams. In Hysmine and Hysminias, Hys-
minias hears a voice speaking to Eros. Although the passages begin dif-

ferently, the female characters’ acts of speaking share similar narrative
functions. Their utterances have a soothing effect on the male characters,
who are afterwards reassured of being secured from evil. Another shared
feature in the narratives is that both female characters claim the male ones
to be slaves, or subjects to authoritative rule:

Hysmine and Hysminias

Youwiov’, eeioat, ‘Boacired, o
gué: 0 oot TOVTOV
dovhoypaonow’. Kai mpog v
napBévov O Pacireds: ‘Awd o€ Kol
opyicOny, o o Kol

Stodldocopar’.???

‘Spare Hysminias, spare him for
my sake, emperor; I will enroll
him in your service’. And the em-
peror said to the maiden, ‘It is for

222 Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.1.4-5.
223 Partonopeu de Blois, 1143-1154.

Partonopeu de Blois
‘Comment!” fait ele, ‘qui es tu? |
Qui t’a en mon lit enbatu? | Igo
que est, virgene Marie? | Qui est
ici? Sui jo traie? | Et tu qui iés, va,
fole riens? | Cis roiames est trestos
miens. | Comment ossas sains
mon congié¢ | En ma cité metre ton
pié, | En la cité ne el castel, | Sains
mon congié, sains mon apel, | Et
em mon lit ensorquetout? | Certes,

j’en sui marie mout’.??

‘What is this?’, she says, ‘who are
you, who took a place in my bed?
Virgin Mary, what is all this?
Who is this? Am I betrayed? And
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your sake that I was angry, so for you, who are here, now explain

your sake I receive him back in fa- yourself to me. How dare you take

vour’. one step without my permission
into my city, into my castle, with-
out my permission, without me
calling you — and most im-
portantly into my bed? To be sure,
I am very upset by this’.

In the Byzantine narrative, Hysmine tells Eros that she will subjugate
Hysminias into slavery, which according to E. Jeffreys is ‘ostensibly
analogous with French and Provengal concepts of servitude in the Court
of Love’.22* Women’s speech appears as a statement of power; arguably,
the female characters could be interpreted as representations of the
courtly domna. E. Jeffreys connects the Komnenian novel to Western
courtly lyrics, in which the desiring courtly man is supposed to subject
himself to his lady.??* In this sense, in Hysmine’s as well as in Melior’s
characters, we can see an appropriation of a feminine role in courtly cul-
ture. Courtly ideals demand that the man subject himself to his desired
lady. By speaking, Hysmine subjugates Hysminias to Eros. As the courtly
domnas frighten and astound men in troubadour lyrics, Hysminias and
Partonopeu are faced in these passages with women who impose author-
ity over them as well. The female characters, in both passages, manifest
authority over the male characters.

The speeches in the two quoted passages differ markedly in tone.
In the request that Hysminias shall be spared, uttered by Hysmine, the
female character is described as calm, whereas Melior, in the passage
from Partonopeu de Blois, is portrayed as confused and upset. This con-
trast could perhaps be explained by comparing the female characters’ re-
spective control, or lack thereof. In fact, Melior’s tone already implies
that her character is the representation of something beyond the authority
of the stereotypical domna. The authority that she claims for herself has

224 E, Jeffreys 2012, n.67.
225 See also Cupane 1974,
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already been disrespected by Partonopeu, which could be said to manifest
a powerlessness in the symbolic feminine position of the ideal of courtly
love: the desired lady has power over her desiring man, but only seem-
ingly. The discrepancy regarding message and tone in Melior’s speech,
quoted above, can be read as a manifestation of this powerlessness. Based
on Beauvoir, the passage can be read as an exposure of the entrapment
that women are caught up in, inside the masculine universe: ‘vassale de
I’homme, elle se croit son idole’, as it were — except that Melior seems to
represent a lack of such a conviction.

In Makrembolites’ novel, the passage relates how Hysmine is in
dialogue with Eros, the terrifying emperor in Hysminias’ nightmare. In
his response, Eros says that he felt anger for Hysmine’s sake. Accord-
ingly, Hysmine caused Eros to demonstrate his authority over Hysminias,
and now she causes him to stop. Hysmine is thus described as controlling
the situation, and seems to hold sway over the almighty Eros. As he is
about to be subjected to slavery, the formerly chaste Hysminias is now
saved. He is not really under Eros’ command; indirectly he is under Hys-
mine’s governance, at least in his own dream.

In contrast, Melior is described as lacking control. Her speech is
filled with questions and concerns, as a response to the experience of hav-
ing her integrity disrespected. Considering Melior’s connections to Cu-
pid, as well as the suggested connection to Eros in the imaginary of Byz-
antine culture, Partonopeu’s touch could be perceived as an act of defi-
ance against the god of love himself. Partonopeu has disrespected Me-
lior’s authority and entered her bed without permission. He should have
sought her authorisation, and could thus be described as being under her
command (or as being her slave), something that he himself says, a couple
of verses below.??°

Even though the female characters’ speeches differ in tone, the con-
sequences in both passages seem to correspond with each other. The two

226 Faire poés vostre plaisir | De moi detraire u detrencier; | Del tot sui en vostre dangier.
| Tot ligement vos doins mon cors | A laissier ci u geter fors, | Et vos doins bonement
congié | De moi ocire sains pechi¢ | U de moi faire oster de ci | Se n’en volés avoir
merci, Partonopeu de Blois, 1228—1236.
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boys have been introduced to Eros’ power. Frightened, they subject them-

selves to it. In both passages, the two female characters assure the male

characters of their safety:

Hysmine and Hysminias

‘H & €060¢ AoPopévn pov Tig
YeWPOs  €Eavéotnoe,  Bappeiv
gmurpéyooco.??’

She immediately took my hand
and made me stand up, telling me
to be confident.

Partonopeu de Blois

Molt 1i est vis que bel parole; | A
paine lait que ne I’acole??8

Her fine words assure him of it
[that she is not demonic], he
makes an effort to keep from em-

bracing her.

Eros leaves and Hysminias’ first dream is over. The compared passages
in Partonopeu de Blois and Hysmine and Hysminias show similar pro-
gressions in the male characters’ respective first erotic experience; from
fear to comfort.

Paideia and Masculinity: Partonopeu’s Erotic Explorations and
Hysminias’ Second Dream

In Hysminias’ second dream, his erotic knowledge has advanced. With
this progression, his view of Hysmine changes. It is noteworthy that, as
the male character becomes further initiated into the erotic experience,
the female character transforms into more of an object that Hysminias
aspires to possess.

Hysminias’ friend Kratisthenes falls back to sleep, and so does Hys-
minias. First, he dozes off into a dream, in which he finds an occasion to
respond to the previous day’s banquet. In his dream, Hysminias finds
room for agency; henceforth, he challenges Hysmine’s advances. He
thinks about how he will respond to Hysmine’s initiatives the next time
they meet, not only reciprocally, but even more fiercely:

227 Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.1.5.
228 partonopeu de Blois, 1161-1162.
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Trv quépav €neBipovv delv: mvelpomdOlovy TV Tpamelav Kol TV
Youivny  xipvodoav, “Av  OAyn’ Aéyov  ‘TOV  dAKTLAOV,
avtiOMProeton yevvardtepov. AAL’ E0Anye yx0éc. Noi OABETo kai
néAwv. "Av Ay, OMPnoetor €l 8 ov OAlyel, OMPrceTaL. AV TOV
6O TOVTNG EMBNON LoV T@ TOd1, TOTV OO0V YD TPOCEMIONGM®
tov  €tepov-  av  ‘Xaipowg® eimm, “Exoatovtéd<kic> yoip’’
dkovoet "%

I longed to see the day; I went into a dream about the banquet and
Hysmine mixing the wine, saying, ‘If she squeezes my finger, she
will be squeezed more firmly in return. But she did squeeze it yes-
terday! Very well, let her squeeze it yet again; if she does, she will
be squeezed; but if she doesn’t, she will still be squeezed. If she
puts her foot on mine, I’'ll add my other foot to the two already
there. If she says, “Welcome”, she will hear, “A hundred times wel-
come”[’].

In his dream, Hysminias seems to elaborate upon the events that occurred
during the day. He has had his first erotic dream, discussed it with Kratis-
thenes, been made aware of Eros’ tyranny, and now he decides to chal-
lenge Hysmine regarding the role of seducer. It appears that Hysminias
sees Hysmine’s approaches as challenges. She was in control, a desiring
subject who seduces a desired object. Being initiated into Eros’ mysteries,
Hysminias is described as having decided to fight for the position that
until now has been held by Hysmine. In his dream, we read Hysminias’
decision to take control of the erotic relationship. This is part of his edu-
cation from childish innocence to manhood, of his pursuit of paideia.

In her study on how the ancient Greek novel describes the passage
from childhood to adolescence, Sophie Lalanne describes paideia as a
masculine virtue. It is the child’s educative journey towards adolescence,
which is a constitutive factor in cultivating an existent idea of the perfect
man. In the Greek novel, Lalanne finds this education to manifest the
complex process of the individual in his adaptation to a social and cultural

229 Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.4.2-3.
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context. She argues that Greek novels are sources composed by men (as
almost all ancient sources are), which means that they are inclined to de-
scribe the making of a man in society, which is essentially founded on his
power.?*® Lalanne reads Greek education in relation to the social context
of masculine dominance, which in turn genders erotic experience. Ac-
cordingly, one finds an asymmetry between the sexes in the ancient Greek
context, which is reflected in the novels. The masculine perspective that
1s described could thus be seen as destabilised, as we further read the
twelfth-century narratives under scrutiny. Considering the importance of
touch in the novel, being in Hysmine and Hysminias, as Nilsson defined
it, a trigger for the erotic plot, the erotic experience in this narrative is not
solely surrounding the male character. In MacAlister’s analysis, Makrem-
bolites’ story has transformed the erotic discourse compared with ancient
novels; in this twelfth-century narrative, desire is awoken internally, in-
stead of being the sudden effect of an external, divine force. As Hysmin-
ias discovers Eros and begins the process of maturing into a man, the
narrative tells of a resistance to viewing this erotic process from the mas-
culine perspective that Lalanne describes in her analysis of the ancient
novel, by means of including Hysmine’s part in the process. It is through
Hysmine’s touch at the banquet that Hysminias’ sexual awareness is
aroused. In other words, the (authorial) audience is told about ser sexual
awareness, her desire, before Hysminias’ desire is awoken.

Returning to Hysmine and Hysminias, Hysminias’ new knowledge
of desire results in a power struggle with his beloved: ‘If she drinks from
the cup before me, I'll drink the whole girl down myself. If she holds the
goblet back, I’'ll grab hold of her hand as well as the goblet’ (dv
TPOEKPOPT] Hov Tod ToTnpiov, dANV €kpognow TNV KOPNV avTdHS: GV
Eméyn TV  KOAMko, kol TNV YEpa THG KOPNG T TOTNPI®
ovvepelkvoopot-).2*! With Hysminias relating his new motivation to
Kratisthenes’ previous response to his dream, we see that something has
changed in terms of reciprocity. ‘You are in love’ (Epdc), Kratisthenes

230 Lalanne 2006, 183.
B! Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.4.3-4.
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says to Hysminias, and continues by praising his luck in loving someone
who loves him back.?*? In Hysminias’ dream, we see that the matter of
mutuality between the lovers has become a matter of battle. Hysminias
has been instructed in love, transformed from child to adolescent, and has
been educated into pursuing a masculine identity.

In Partonopeu de Blois, up until now the male character has gone
through the experiences of fear, submission and relief, not unlike Hys-
minias’ experiences before his second dream in the Byzantine novel. Af-
ter this, the Old French narrative focuses on the moment after Partonopeu
has given a speech of submission to Melior, which could be viewed as
parallel to the moment when Hysminias is described as becoming a slave
in Hysmine’s speech to Eros.?3* After his speech, Partonopeu sighs
deeply, which Melior hears.?** Thereafter, we learn that she is instantly
filled with sympathy for him.?*> Partonopeu is (continuously) referred to
as a child (enfant), which could be interpreted as his lack of paideia.

The text then describes Melior as feeling sorry for Partonopeu, re-
gretting that she has been cruel: ‘She almost asks him to forgive her for
having mistakenly treated him badly. She sobs, her tears fall. She weeps
and sighs and feels regret’ (Por poi ne li crie merci | De ¢o qu’a tort I’avoit
laidi. | A caudes larmies, tenrement, | Plore et sospire et s’en repent).23¢
As in Hysmine and Hysminias, Melior’s remorse could be interpreted as
meaning that Eros regrets his brutal speech. Partonopeu has subjected
himself to Melior, and her position as his tyrant does not seem to corre-
spond with the feelings that she is described as having. If, before, her

232 Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.3.3. This specific passage as well as the overall matter
is discussed under the section ‘The Male Friend’.

233 _ Dame, fait il, n’en irai pas. | N’en puis aler, que trop sui las; | C’en est la fins, n’en
puis partir. | Faire poés vostre plaisir | De moi detraire u detrencier; | Del tot sui en
vostre dangier. | Tot ligement vos doins mon cors | A laissier ci u geter fors, | Et vos
doins bonement congié¢ | De moi ocire sains pechi¢ | U de moi faire oster de ci | Se
n’en volés avoir merci, Partonopeu de Blois, 1225-1236 (see above).

234 A cief de piece si sospire, Partonopeu de Blois, 1240.

235 Quant la dame ot le lonc sospir, | Li cuers il commence a fremir. | De I’enfant a molt
grant pitié, Partonopeu de Blois, 1243—1245.

236 partonopeu de Blois, 1248-1251.
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character evoked connotations of the courtly domna, powerful in relation
to the knight who desires her, the narration of her inner thoughts and per-
ceptions now disrupts this stereotypical image. Based on Mieke Bal, we
could say that the text thus presents a feminine view of the presented
event, that the woman is the focaliser. To present a certain, selected per-
spective within the narrative is unavoidable; the ‘subjective nature of sto-
rytelling is inevitable [...]. Perception [...] is a psychosomatic process,
strongly dependent on the position of the perceiving body [...]”.2*” If Par-
tonopeu’s previous reactions could be compared to the desiring charac-
ter’s need to submit to Eros in the Greek novel tradition, then Partonopeu
de Blois, in its suggested elaboration of this tradition, humanises not only
Eros, but also a current courtly feminine stereotype. This stereotype is
thus the perceiving body — the domna is humanised, turned into a woman.

Partonopeu’s conduct can be understood through Duby’s perspec-
tive on courtly love as an instructive matter for young men in aristocratic
culture. In his dialogue with Melior, Partonopeu learns behaviours of re-
straint and submission.?3® Yet, this conduct is not performed for long, and
Melior will consequently lose her powerful status between them in the
erotic scene. Thus, similarly to how Hysmine’s agency can be read as a
response to the erotic narrative of masculine paideia, following Lalanne’s
discussion on the ancient Greek novel, so we can see that Melior’s per-
spective and agency also seem to offer a counter-perspective in conflict
with courtly, erotic expectations.

Because of Melior’s empathetic reaction, the link between her and
the god of love, who stirs the desire of others, is severed. So too is her
connection with the image of a passive receiver of desires: Partonopeu’s
submissive speech implies an underlying idea that the courtly lady must
reject the lover’s propositions.?® Instead, through her empathy, Melior is
turned into a character with a complexity of its own, unconditioned by
the male character’s perception.

237 Bal (1985) 2009, 145.

238 See n.233.
239 The lady in courtly lyric is, to quote Moller, ‘never a marriagable girl but a woman
already married to a man of high social status’; see Moller 1960, 42.
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Next, we shall see that not only are Hysminias’ thoughts described
in progressively more aggressive terms as the erotic progression ad-
vances, but Partonopeu’s behaviour also becomes more and more aggres-
sive. Partonopeu is discreet at first, described as lying still, fearing that
he might make a bad move, considering that Melior is refraining from
giving him any indication that his advances are welcome.?** However, it
seems as though Partonopeu’s caution has its limits. The passage then
describes how he decides to touch Melior, regardless of her signals. In-
stead, the narrative presents him as acting rather carelessly in this respect.
Correspondingly, in Hysmine and Hysminias, Hysminias has also reached
a point in the narrative where he not only meets Hysmine’s advances with
more aggressive ones, but he also proclaims that he will no longer be
mocked for his virginity, nor will he fear Eros’ wrath:

Hysmine and Hysminias
Ovkétt tov Bopov veéém tod

"Epwrocg, 0VKETL
Katovewdistncopat Tov Taphévov,
OVKETL oV cOPPOVA
KatelpovevOfcopal kol TOAL

omoca viy tov "Epota ménovoa.
‘Av 10 Tpdseopa Tf} vukti {ntnon,
ocvykoymOnoopal T Tapbéve,
Kol  vApovpov  tov  Umvov
avaknpvEn TomTik@de. 24!

I won’t put up with Eros’s wrath
any more, I won’t be reproached

Partonopeu de Blois

Vers li se traist, et mist se main |
Sor son costé, soef et plain. | Tant
I’a trové plain et craset, | Por poi
que trestos n’en remet. | Tant I’a
soef et cras trové | Que tot en a le
sens torblé. | Quant la dame a se
main sentue, | Od repentaille le
remue. | Tot soavet en estraignant
| L’a reboutee sor I’enfant. | Vers
lui se torne, et dist : ‘Laissiés! |
Grans folie est que vos caciés’. |
Li enfes auques s’en vergonde, |
Ne desist mot por rien del
monde®*?

He moves towards her, and puts
his hand on her waist, soft and

240 i enfes gist grant piece en pais | Et crient que nel tiegne a mavlais, | Quant ele s’est
en pais tenue, | Se il vers li ne se remue, Partonopeu de Blois, 1263—1266.

241 Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.4.7.
242 partonopeu de Blois, 1267-1280.
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any more for my virginity, I won’t
be made fun of any more for my
chastity, and all the other things,
by Eros, that I have put up with. If
she is looking for what is appropri-
ate for the night, I will go and
sleep with the maiden and I will
proclaim in poetic manner that
sleep is sweet.

smooth. He finds it so smooth that
he cannot lift his hand from it, it is
simply too sweet and tender, and
causes him to lose all his senses.
As the lady feels his hand, she
feels regret and pushes it away.
Softly, she lifts his hand off her-
self, and turns towards the child
and says: ‘Stop that! Great mad-

ness hides inside you’. The child
feels so ashamed of this that he
cannot say a word.

In comparing these passages, we see that the male characters’ attitudes
differ from each other. Hysminias, on the one hand, expresses arrogance
towards Eros, claiming firmly that his chastity and virginity shall no
longer make a fool out of him. Rather, the narrative presents him as think-
ing about how he will be able to sleep with Hysmine. Partonopeu, on the
other hand, is described as acting according to his own desires, as expe-
riencing pleasure from touching, but then as being rejected and feeling
ashamed. At this stage he is, so-to-speak, still an enfes.>**

This passage from Hysmine and Hysminias takes place in-between
waking and sleeping; as a mix between the dream’s imaginary fantasy
and reflections on real situations to come. With his achieved erotic edu-
cation, Hysminias’ masculine identity is constructed within a patriarchal
culture. Partonopeu has not yet reached this point in his transformation
from boy to man. In the passages discussed below, we will see in the

243 One must remember that Hysminias’ arrogance is expressed in his dream, whereas
Partonopeu is in Melior’s palace, in a vulnerable position. She has already told him
that this is her palace and her city, thus explaining her superior position in relation
to him, and his attitude should probably be interpreted accordingly. That being said,
the fact that he is still a child in the process of becoming a man should be considered
the main reason for his shame, as it fits an overall erotic progressive pattern. Par-
tonopeu has indeed been introduced to Eros and is his slave, one could say, just as
Hysminias is. Therefore, his shame is conquered by the desire that he feels from
touching Melior, and he thus continues, regardless of her will. But this matter is
further discussed in the analysis of Hysminias’ third dream.
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progression of Partonopeu’s conduct, how passive shame is turned into
erotic agency. With this progression, the narrative attains a more violent
character, which could be interpreted as a progression similar to that in
the Byzantine novel. In other words, the following part of the narrative
shows how Partonopeu grows up — as Hysminias has done through his
erotic awakening — and that he subsequently learns to defeat his beloved.

Progressively, as the male characters in both stories evolve into de-
siring men, their perceptions of their desired maidens transform. In the
narrated progressions from boyhood to manhood, both female characters
seem to change shape in the male characters’ eyes. As the male characters
begin to identify themselves as desiring subjects, so do the female char-
acters appear to be perceived by them as objects to conquer. It seems,
then, as though both narratives depict a similar sort of gender construc-
tion; not only regarding the change from boyhood to manhood, but also
in the female characters’ progression towards being objectified by the
male characters.

It should be stressed that, at this point, the objectification of the
female characters is interpreted from within a traditional narrative pat-
tern: the male character desires a female character. However, in both
cases, this sort of interpretation of the female characters’ role in this tra-
ditionally asymmetrical structure must be nuanced, which has been men-
tioned already. Both Melior’s and Hysmine’s agency can rather be inter-
preted as operations of response to this traditional erotic motif of gender
asymmetry, which we will see as we focus on them more specifically.

Fighting the Maiden: Partonopeu’s Violence and Hysminias’
Third Dream

In the following passage of Hysmine and Hysminias, Hysminias falls
asleep, and has another dream about the banquet that had previously taken
place, at which Hysmine initiated erotic contact. At the banquet in his
dream, Hysmine approaches him with the cup, just as it happened in re-
ality. However, this time, Hysminias gazes at her with desire:
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PG dug &’ fKev 1| KOPN KIpVAHGA, Koi SANV oty Toig OQOAALOIG
pov katémvov, OAnv  €Eeppdeovv, OANV TPOC TNV Yuymv
énePifalov. ‘H 0¢ pot ‘Adfe’ onoi ‘10 mompov’. 'Eyd 0& maiwv
ATEVAS EMPOV TNV EkTeived 8’ duwg TV ¥elpa AaPeiv kol Tig
napBévov OAPo TOV ddkTvAOV Kol TOV TOOO T@ MOdl WOV
npocemOAiPo, ‘Xaipoig® dvmoyiBvpicag Tij kdpn AenTOV Kai olov
gxelvn mpoey10Hpilev: 110’ 00K AVIETMEY 000’ AVTEOPATEVY, GAL’ G
€€ aidodg mMpubpaiveto. Tpogail mowkiior cvvnBwg mepi TNV
tpamelav: €yd 0’ dANOdg Etipwv Tov dvepov, kol dhog kat’
dvelpov €TpePounv: Tpoen d€ pot kol moolg kol opBaipnod kai
yoyfic Youivn mapbévog, mpo¢ fiv kai poOVNV  ATEVEGTEPOV
EPAemov. 24

the girl came towards me, mixing the wine, and I drank her down
completely with my eyes and I quaffed the girl entirely, and I took
her entirely into my soul. And she said to me, ‘Take the cup’. And
I gazed at her intently again, and stretch out my hand even so to
take it, and I squeeze the maiden’s finger and press her foot with
mine, whispering quietly to the girl “Welcome’, just as she had
whispered previously; she made no reply, she did not react but
blushed as if from modesty. The customary variety of food was
spread around the table, and I paid true honour to my dream and
was thoroughly fed in my dream; the maiden Hysmine, to whom
alone I turned my gaze so intently, was food and drink for my eyes
and soul.

This passage describes Hysminias as contemplating the previous night,
when he experienced Hysmine to be in control of the situation. In the
passage in which Hysmine serves Hysminias wine in reality, there is no
mention of Hysminias’ gaze.?*> Hysmine’s actions are described without
any mention of his observations of them. This time, however, Hysmine’s
actions are seen through a masculine gaze. The passage describes how
Hysminias drinks her in with his eyes and gazes at her intently, an act that
is followed by physical advances. Now, Hysminias utters the words that
were previously uttered by Hysmine: this time, 4e tells her ‘welcome’. In

244 Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.5.2-4.
245 Hysmine and Hysminias, 1.9, see above.
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her reaction, we see an expression of modesty: Hysmine articulates no
words, but instead her face turns red.

This could be put in relation to Tatius’ ancient novel Leukippe and
Kleitophon. During the initial meeting between the main characters,
Kleitophon sees Leukippe at a banquet and describes how he cannot keep
from looking at her, and that he does not care to eat since she is his ‘entire
meal’, a passage to which Makrembolites clearly makes reference in the
twelfth-century novel.2*¢ In her analysis of Leukippe and Kleitophon,
Morales highlights that the Greek tradition’s female characters seem to
represent an apparent power over the male characters, due to their
beauty’s strong effect on them. This power, however, Morales continues,
is not real. Even if it has an effect on the male characters, it leaves the
female characters without any actual power. Similarly to how other fe-
male characters represent beauty in the ancient tradition, Leukippe is not
empowered by the way in which men are struck by her beauty, or as Mo-
rales puts it: ‘Power is not just the ability to have an effect on someone,
it is the capacity to control that ability, to use it if and when a person
wants to, and for its effect to be a desired effect. Leucippe is not given
this capacity’ .24’

After being introduced to Eros, Hysminias seems to have become
more similar to Kleitophon in Tatius’ novel, than he was previously.
Kleitophon is sexually experienced, initiated into the pursuit of methods
to fulfil his desires. And in Makrembolites’ novel, Hysminias has at this
point uttered his decision to face Hysmine’s advances with more aggres-
sive ones of his own. Rather than Hysmine’s actions having an impact
upon him, Hysminias’ control seems to increase as the narrative empha-
sises the impact of his gaze on Hysmine.

With the narrative focalised through Hysminias’ perception, the
power that Hysmine previously held before is now lost. She responds to
Hysminias’ actions with silence and modesty, as though the agency that

246 Leukippe and Kleitophon, 1.5.3. Throughout this thesis, I always refer to and quote
Vilborg’s edition (1955). Regarding the allusion in Hysmine and Hysminias; see
Nilsson 2001, 228.

247 Morales 2004, 162.
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she had before is unavailable now that she is faced with his new agency.
Morales describes a similar situation in Leukippe’s case. The power of
her beauty is beyond her will or control: ‘Sometimes the narrative makes
the men active subjects in the viewing process, at other times they sur-
render agency to their eyes and to external forces’.2*® Either way, the nar-
rative reflects a masculine perception. The female characters are either
objectified, given a passive role in the narrative, or they are held account-
able for their beauty’s effect on men, as Morales points out: ‘Leucippe is
denied control over her potent beauty and her powerful eyes, yet she is
held responsible for their actions’.>*° In Hysminias’ progression towards
erotic knowledge, the narrative describes the new experience of gazing.
Hysminias directs his gaze at his beloved. The gaze gives him agency and
control of the situation, as well as of her.

Through this masculine focalisation, we see how a gender hierarchy
gradually establishes itself, along with the male character’s progression
towards becoming a sexual, adult man. As the scene at the banquet is now
told through Hysminias’ eyes, in his dream, we see it as a part of his uni-
verse — the masculine universe — where Hysmine is given a new role. In
his masculine perception, Hysmine is relegated to a subservient position,
which, however, does not correspond with her role and position in the
previous scene, which took place in daytime’s reality.

As the dream continues, the banquet comes to an end and people
retreat to bed. Hysminias then sees Hysmine by his bed, and he makes
new advances. In Hysminias’ dream, Hysmine is reluctant to accept these
advances, due to her virginity:

Kot o1 myv Youivnv mept v «Aiviiy 6pd v €unyv, fiv undév
aidecteilg OAag Epérkopot Toig xepot, kal T KAivy mapakadilo:
"Epwg yop dvaideiog matip. H &’ aideiton p&v g mapOBévog Kot v
un melbopévny ta mpdTo KoBvmokpivetal, vikdtor 6’ OUmG O
napBEvog avopog, &L kKol Tpo TG EURG TaTNG XEWPOS € "Epmwtog
frnron.??

248 Morales 2004, 164.
249 Morales 2004, 164—165.
20 Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.5.7.
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But I see Hysmine by my bed and without the least shame I draw
her by the hand and sit her beside me on the bed; for Eros is the
father of shamelessness. But the girl, being a virgin, is abashed, and
at first pretends to be reluctant but finally is overcome, as happens
to a virgin when with a man, for she has been defeated by Eros even
before the touch of my hand.

According to Hysminias’ narration, Hysmine’s virginity causes her to
pretend that she is not persuaded by his advances, but that afterwards, she
is overpowered. Hysminias’ dream appears as a counter-factual story;
Hysmine reacts unwillingly towards erotic advances, as if she does not
admit to being defeated by Eros. Yet, as we saw previously in the narra-
tive, Hysmine made the initial erotic advances that caused Hysminias to
dream about her and Eros in the first place. Previously, Hysminias was
described as lacking power in relation to Hysmine, whom, in his first
dream, he found to be in collaboration with Eros. Now, Hysminias nar-
rates a different story. The male character is described as seeing himself
as a man (avopog) who defeats a maiden, or girl (mapBévoc). Hysminias
now seems familiar with erotic affairs. In the text’s generalisation of their
identities into ‘man’ and ‘girl’, we see a reflection of the gender situation
more generally: the man acts, and the woman is defeated. The scene could
be interpreted as mirroring Beauvoir’s description of how the general
gendered situation is reflected in a heterosexual relationship:

C’est la différence de leur situation qui se refléte dans la conception
que ’homme et la femme se font de ’amour. L’individu qui est
sujet, qui est soi-méme, s’il a le gout généreux et la transcendance,
s’efforce d’¢élargir sa prise sur le monde: il est ambitieux, il agit.
Mais un étre inessentiel ne peut découvrir I’absolu au cceur de sa
subjectivité; un étre voué a I’immanence ne saurait se réaliser dans
des actes. [...] il n’y a pas pour elle d’autre issue que de se perdre
corps et ame en celui qu’on lui désigne comme I’absolu, comme
I’essentiel.>!

251 Beauvoir (1949) 1976b, 540.
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Hysminias is described as grabbing Hysmine by the hand, and drawing
her towards him. He is a subject, in need of transcendence. Hysmine is
reactive, defeated, passive. However, as the narrative is told from the
male character’s point of view, inside his erotic dream, the asymmetrical
situation that is put on display must be interpreted as the male character’s
subjective experience. Hysmine is an illusion in this scene, created in the
mind of Hysminias. Hence, although the narrative can be read as a reflec-
tion of Beauvoir’s analysis of the heterosexual asymmetry in her modern
world, it is merely a reflection of the world according to a masculine per-
ception of it. As we have already seen, the masculine perspective in the
erotic narrative is faced with a counter-perspective and feminine desire.
In this sense, the text can be said to illustrate the asymmetrical gender
hierarchy that Beauvoir describes, but rather than reproducing it, this hi-
erarchy is destabilised.

The dream continues with a description of Hysmine’s appear-
ance.?? After the physical description, an advancement of the action fol-
lows, ending with Hysminias reaching climax. The final passage of the
sexual scene in Partonopeu de Blois will be read in relation to this pas-
sage of Hysmine and Hysminias.

In both stories, the female characters put up intense resistance. Both
Hysmine and Melior try to protect their bodies from invasion. Both Hys-
minias and Partonopeu defy the female characters’ resistance; instead,
they continue their aggressive advances. While Hysminias does not suc-
ceed in penetrating Hysmine, Partonopeu does manage to penetrate Me-
lior. However, considering that Hysminias ejaculates, his erotic experi-
ence is comparable to the one in Partonopeu de Blois. After the sexual
act is finished, there is a similar description in both narratives of the heart
of the desiring character as beating fast and hard. A remarkable addition
in Partonopeu de Blois is that a representation of the female character’s
sexual experience is included in the narrative.

252 This description is discussed below in relation to the description of Partonopeu’s
beauty.
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In the first part of the scene, Hysminias and Partonopeu act simi-
larily. They put their hands on the female characters’ bodies:

Hysmine and Hysminias

Antopon TG xepdc, 1 6 Emyelpel
GLVAYEWY vtV Kol
TEPIKOADTTTEYY €1 TO YLTOVIOV*
AL Buog K& TovTe ViKd.??

I touch her hand and, although she
tries to withdraw it and conceal it
in her tunic, nevertheless I prevail.

Partonopeu de Blois

S’estent 1és 1i tant con est lons. |
Coardement ra se main mise | Vers
le bele qui le justise. | La france I’a
soufert en pais, | Et il s’en traist un
poi plus pres, | Et el li dist: ‘Lais-
siés, ostés!’, | Et il I’estrainst par
les costés?>*

Afraid, he once more puts his
hand on the beautiful one, who
lets him. The noble one suffers it

silently, and he draws himself a
little closer to her, to which she re-
sponds: ‘Stop that! Away from

me!” And he takes hold of her
waist.

In this first passage, neither Hysminias nor Partonopeu make very aggres-
sive advances. Both passages begin with a focus on the hand, which is
then followed by the woman’s resistance, followed in turn by defiance
against that resistance.

Afterwards, the advances in both scenes present a more intense,
physical character. Hysminias kisses and nibbles Hysmine’s hand. She in
turn pulls away. He then makes more erotic advances, taking hold of her
neck and kissing her mouth. Hysmine then seems to act ambiguously. She
withdraws her lips while simultaneously biting and kissing him. Hysmin-
ias moves on to kiss Hysmine’s eyes: being the source of love, this indi-
cates another intensification of his advances.

As for Partonopeu de Blois, the passage is different not only in be-
ing shorter, but also regarding the fact that Melior’s resistance in large

253 Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.7.1.
254 Partonopeu de Blois, 1282-1288.
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part consists of her speaking. She closes her thighs, to which Partonopeu
responds by embracing her. Once again, a physical move is followed by
another, intensified, move. Melior protests verbally, but Partonopeu
draws her body towards his. She protests again, and he presses his entire

body against hers, at which she again protests.

Hysmine and Hysminias

"Epélkopot tavtny mepi 10 yeIA0C,
KATOQIA®D Kol KATOOOKV®D TUKVA:
N O dvrepéiketor kol  OAn
ovotéAdetat. [lepumtdoocopon kol
OV TpdymAov Kol T yeiln Ttoig
yelleov EmriOnu Kol euUAnpatov
TNP® Kol Katactalm oV Epwta:
N & VmomAaTTopéV) GUVAYEWV

avtd  OdKveL HOv TO  XETAOG
EPOTIKDG Kol  VTOKAEMTEL  TO
QiAnua. Tovg O0pBaAOVG

Katepilnoo kol Olov &ig TNV
Yyoynv aviuncdunv tov Epota-
deOapOg Yop Epwtog Tyn.>?

I draw it up to my lips, I kiss it, I
nibble it incessantly; she pulls
away and curls up on herself. I
clasp her neck and set my lips on
hers and fill her with kisses and
exude passion. She pretends to
withdraw her lips but bites my lip
passionately and steals a kiss. |
kissed her eyes and suck all pas-
sion into my soul, for the eye is the
source of love.

255 Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.7.1-3.
236 partonopeu de Blois, 1289-1295.
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Partonopeu de Blois

Et ele ferm ses gambes lace, | Et il
estroit a soi I’enbrace. | ‘Mar le
faites, dist ele, sire’, | Et il vers soi
le trait et tire. | ‘Ne faites, sire’,
fait la bele, | Et il vers li tot sa-
chantele. | ‘Laissiés, sire, fait ele,
ester! 236

She keeps her thighs well closed,
and he throws himself around
her. “You act badly!’, she says,
but he keeps on pulling her to-
wards him. ‘Stop it!’, the beauti-
ful one says, and he presses his
entire body against hers. ‘Stop it,
let it be!’, she says.



Both passages describe — however differently in terms of perception and

narrator — erotic situations where physical advances occur progressively;
one act is followed by an intensified act, and so on. The female characters
protest — although Hysmine’s behaviour is narrated as equivocal; we
must, however, remember that the scene takes place in Hysminias’
dream, and so her behaviour should be interpreted as his fantasy.
Although the following passage of Hysmine and Hysminias con-
tains more descriptions than the one from Partonopeu de Blois, they still
seem to share structures in terms of the erotic scenes’ respective progres-

sions:

Hysmine and Hysminias

INvopon kol mepl T0 otépvov Ti|g
Kopng: 1N O aviéxetor  pdAo
vevvaiog Kol OAN cuoTEALETOL KOl
OA® ocopatt  meplreyilet  TOV
HOOTOV G TOAG AKPOTOALY, Koi
YEPGCL KOl TPOYNA® Kol TOY®VL Kol
YOOTPL TOVG LAGTOVG KATOPPATTEL
Kol TEPLPPATTEL KOl KAT®OEV pEV
avéyer ta  yovata, ¢ @ €E
GKpOTOrE®C O€ THG KEPOAARG
axpoforiletl 10 ddKpLOV, LOVOVOD
Aéyovoa: “H @uh®dv poioydf pov
T0i¢  dGKpvowy, 1 U QUGDV
okvioel tOov moiepov’. Eyad o0&
piAov v Mrtav  aidovpevog
avtéyopor Puondtepov kol HOALG
VIK®, Kol VIKOV NTTAHoL Kod OA0G
apprdvopar. Apo yop 1 xeip mepl
OV T KOpNG HooTOv, Kol
xoovotng OAn mepi TV UV
Kapdiov Enéppevoey.?’

257 Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.7.3-5.
258 Partonopeu de Blois, 1296-1304.

Partonopeu de Blois
il entent as genols sevrer. | ‘Or est
anuis, fait ele, a certes’. | I li a les
cuisses overtes, | Et quant les soies
i a mises, | Les flors del pucelage
a prises. | Flors 1 dona et flors i
prist, | Car ainc mais tel deduit ne
fist, | Nel n’ot sofert ne il n’ot fait
| Onques encor rien d’itel plait.?>®
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Then I find myself at the girl’s
chest; she puts up a stout re-
sistance, curls up completely and
defends her breast with her entire
body, as a city defends a citadel,
and fortifies and barricades her
breasts with her hands and neck
and fists and belly; and further
down she raises her knees as she
shoots off a tear from the citadel

He tries to open her thighs. ‘Now
is a bad time, trust me!’, she says.
He opened her thighs. And as he
there put his own, he took her vir-
ginity’s flowers. His flowers he
gave her, and her flowers he took.
Never had he felt either such joy,
or such suffering, nor would any-
thing please him ever again this
much.

of her head, all but saying, ‘Either
he loves me and will be softened
by my tears, or he doesn’t love me
and will shrink from battle’. I am
rather ashamed to be defeated and
so I persist more violently and at
length I am almost victorious but
find defeat in my victory and am
utterly undone. For the moment
my hand got to the girl’s breast
lassitude invaded my heart.

Both Hysmine and Melior protect their bodies from being attacked. Hys-
mine’s body is associated with the fortress of a city under invasion,
which resonates with Melior’s first reaction to Partonopeu’s presence in
her bed.?*® She bemoans her fate and says that he may end his advances
— either from love or the lack thereof. This utterance forms Hysmine’s
first verbal resistance in this scene. Hysminias’ response is shame, which
has been Partonopeu’s reaction to Melior’s rejections several times.
However, as in the case of Partonopeu, this does not cause Hysminias to
stop. Instead, like Partonopeu, Hysminias intensifies his advances.
Ashamed, he is narrated as trying more eagerly to defeat Hysmine. Com-
pared to Partonopeu’s unresponsiveness to Melior’s protests, Hysminias
appears arrogant towards Hysmine’s. Perhaps this is best seen in the

259 “moMg ducpdmoly’ compared to: Comment ossas sains mon congié | En ma cité metre

ton pié, | En la cité ne el castel, | Sains mon congié¢, sains mon apel, | Et em mon lit
ensorquetout?, Partonopeu de Blois, 1149—1153 (referred to above).
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emphatic expression of his active agency in going against her will: ‘but
I’ CEyo 8¢).

In the last passage, Partonopeu’s satisfaction is described. The final
verses of the passage from the previous quotation are repeated, in order

to make the subsequent discussion clearer:

Hysmine and Hysminias

"HAyovv, MBdpovv, Kowvov tva
TpoOUOV ETpepov, NUPALVOUNY THV
Oy, gpoiBaxilopmv v yoyny,

mv ioyov gyavoounyv,
Evobpevounv 10 odpa, £nciyetd
pot 10 doOua, TUKVOV

KOTETAAAETO LOL TO TEPIKAPOIOV,
kol Tig  6dvvn  yhivkdlovoa
KaTEMESpapE LoV TO EAT Ko olov
omeyopyahoe, kol Ohov  pe
KOTEGYEV dppntog Epmg
avekAdintog, depactog Kol Tl
némovlo, viy tov “Epwta, olov
ovdémote TémovOa. 260

I was in pain, I was in anguish, a
strange trembling came over me,
my sight was dimmed, my soul
softened, my strength weakened,
my body grew sluggish, my breath
choked, my heart beat faster and a
sweet pain poured over my limbs
with a kind of tickling sensation
and an ineffable, unspeakable, in-
expressible passion took posses-
sion of me. And I experienced, by
Eros, what 1 had never experi-
enced before.

260 Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.7.6-7.
261 partonopeu de Blois, 1300-1307.

Partonopeu de Blois

Les flors del pucelage a prises. |
Flors i dona et flors i prist, | Car
ainc mais tel deduit ne fist, | Nel
n’ot sofert ne il n’ot fait | Onques
encor rien d’itel plait. | Trestot le
soefre en pais la lasse ; | S’ele rien
dist, c’est a vois basse. | Li cuers
li muet molt et volete. !

His flowers he gave her, and her
flowers he took. Never had he felt
either such joy, or such suffering,
nor anything of such pleasure,
ever. As for her, she keeps her ex-
perience silent. If she says any-
thing, it is in a quiet whisper. In-
side, she feels her heart beating
hard and vividly.
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The passages reveal two quite similar descriptions of an erotic experi-
ence. For both male characters, the sexual experience appears to be some-
thing new. Hysminias is described as having experienced something that
he never had before, as is Partonopeu. Sexual satisfaction is expressed
similarly in the two stories, i.e. via a vocabulary of suffering; they are all
described as suffering: Hysminias, Partonopeu — and Melior.

Like Hysminias, Melior does not speak of her sensation. Instead,
the text presents her heart as beating passionately within. The description
of her reaction seems to carry an ambiguous significance. Considering
that the analysed scene can be described in terms of rape, one could in-
terpret her racing heart, suffering and silence as expressions of an upset
state. In this sense, the scene could be viewed as Partonopeu engaging in
conduct to be condemned. However, her reaction could also indicate a
reciprocity present in the narrative. Considering the descriptions of the
male characters’ respective feelings of satisfaction in the two narratives,
Melior’s pounding heart could also be interpreted as a representation of
sexual satisfaction. The scene in Partonopeu de Blois is no dream. The
female character is thus not the creation of the male character’s imagina-
tion; she is really present in the scene. In the Old French romance, the
narrative makes room for both characters to be described as experiencing
the sexual event, from two different points of view. And as we have seen,
generally, the sexual passage shifts in terms of focalisation: at one mo-
ment we see the situation from Partonopeu’s perspective, and the next
from Melior’s.

If the dream in Hysmine and Hysminas can be read in accordance
with the idea of women in medieval literature being given object roles in
relation to men, Hysmine could be interpreted as an instrument for the
male narrator and protagonist’s progression, and the woman can be read
as a symbol in a masculine narrative.?%? If so, the erotic scene in

262 Ferrante describes Melior’s proper love in the narrative but, fundamentally, her char-
acter appears, in Ferrante’s interpretation, to function as an instrument through
which male characters can experience love: Partonopeu as Psyche discovers love in
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Partonopeu de Blois can be read in terms of Kristeva’s description of
how, in the development from courtly lyric into narratives, the symbolic
figure turns into a living body, responding to what happens with a poten-
tially counter-perspective.?* The symbol speaks, so-to-speak.

Melior’s perspective is present in Partonopeu de Blois in a way that
complicates the interpretation of the story. In Hysmine and Hysminias,
the narrative also reaches beyond Hysminias’ dream. Hysmine exists be-
yond Hysminias’ nocturnal fantasies, having agency of her own. We will
return later to the articulations of these feminine voices.

Partonopeu’s name surely evokes connotations of the Greek word
for maiden: parthenos. However, just as Hysminias exclaims that he is
no longer chaste, as he awakens from his erotic dream, so Partonopeu also
completes his childhood in this passage. He is no longer enfans after hav-
ing been introduced to Eros, or the Byzantine empress. Compared with
the erotic passage from Apuleius’ The Golden Ass, the Greek novel tra-
dition adds another, novel light to this initiation.

The narratives appear to follow a traditional pattern: a man desires
a woman, who wants to remain chaste. One might say that we see the
‘narrative koine’, from which Partonopeu de Blois draws its erotic motif:
the Greek novel tradition. Yet, the pattern leads to an asymmetrical rela-
tionship, in which the man is the desiring subject and the woman is the
desired object, not unlike Beauvoir’s analysis of the situation of men and
women in her own time, which she sees as created through history.

In the following chapters, I would like to deepen the discussion re-
garding this traditional pattern, demonstrating them as being, in both nar-
ratives, under negotiation, nuanced, and even — I venture — questioned.
Both narratives can be interpreted as portraying feminine agency and de-
sire, despite the fact that there seems to be no room for either of these in
the traditional gender asymmetry.

Before focusing more specifically on the female characters, first we
will look more closely at the role of the male friend in the Greek novel

and through Cupid, and the narrator criticises his lover, ‘through Melior’; see Fer-
rante 1975, 86—87.
263 Kristeva 1983, 358-359.
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tradition, in relation to the narrator of Partonopeu de Blois. By looking at
the roles of the narrator and his male friend in the narratives, we might
find help to understand the common narrative structures of the stories, as
well as the complexity of the narrator of the Old French romance.

The Male Friend

The narrator of Partonopeu de Blois illustrates how the romance fuses
different genres together. In her analysis, Matilda Tomaryn Bruckner
writes about how the narrator shifts between representing the typical
courtly lyric persona and the rhetorically skilled romance narrator.?%* The
narrator, according to Bruckner, combines ‘the subjective engagement of
lyric and the objective stance of romance’.2% Lori Walters also argues
that, in Partonopeu de Blois, the ‘basically lyric construct of a man’s un-
requited love for a woman produces a major force fuelling the process of
poetic continuation’.%¢ Walters writes that this romance, along with the
later Le Bel Inconnu, ‘represent an intermediate stage in the evolution of
the first-person narrative’ in the context of Old French romance, between
Chrétien de Troyes and Le Roman de la rose.*®’ Thus, it is relevant to
examine the role of the narrator, considering that its fusion of the lyric
and romance genres makes for new ways of telling stories.

The narrator compares his own affection for a desired, but rejecting,
woman to the story that he is narrating.?*® The first-person experience of

264 Bruckner 1993b, 111.

265 Bruckner 1993b, 111.

266 Walters 1992, 229.

267 Walters 1992, 230.

268 Moreover, as Simons and Eley write, Partonopeu’s friend Gaudin also compares his
unlucky love situation with that of Partonopeu at the end; Simons and Eley 1998,
193. However, this comparison is not entirely equal to that of the narrator, since
Gaudin does not seem to desire Melior or focus on their relationship, but rather ap-
pears to lament the end of their companionship and his lack of lady to marry in gen-
eral. In this sense, Partonopeu and Gaudin’s friendship rather resembles the sort of
male friendship that one finds in the epic genre, such as Roland and Olivier’s
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unrequited love is an accelerator for the intradiegetic plot to advance. In
the following section, I would like to add the role of another literary fig-
ure whose function can be compared to Partonopeu de Blois’ narrator,
namely the friend of the male protagonist of the Greek novel tradition,
who tells the protagonist about love and sometimes about his own expe-
riences.

In the passage depicting the erotic initiation, discussed above, the
role of the Partonopeu de Blois narrator could be put in relation to Hys-
minias’ friend, Kratisthenes, in Makrembolites’ novel. Kratisthenes is
Hysminias’ helper as well as advisor in his erotic progression.?®® He
meets Hysminias’ ignorance regarding desire with ease and amusement,
or rather, as Nilsson puts it, ‘with a patronising attitude’.?’® In relation to
the friend with whom the protagonist can conduct a dialogue (a typical
character from the Greek novel tradition), the narrator in the Old French
romance seems to take the same narrative function. In both Hysmine and
Hysminias and Partonopeu de Blois, the presence of a more mature voice,
who laughs at the ignorant boy’s fears, can be interpreted as reflecting an
audience that is familiar with the nature of the story they are hearing,
being a story of the initiation into love, or adulthood. It can reflect the
authorial audience, thus constituting the illusion of wink between the ma-
ture friend and the imagined receiver. In this sense, the friend in the nar-
rative gives the impression of being the audience’s friend. For an actual
audience to appreciate the friend’s full function, they would need to be
familiar with the narrative pattern in which the friend, or mature voice
more generally, is usually found — perhaps thus the Greek novel.

So, Kratisthenes is Hysminias’ friend and erotic pedagogue. Hys-
minias wakes Kratisthenes up after his nightmare (the first dream), and

friendship in La Chanson de Roland, f. ex. The narrator’s function appears, I argue,
more in line with the male friend of the Greek novel tradition. For a study on friend-
ship in courtly literature deriving from Roland and Olivier’s friendship; see Kane
2018; for a study on Roland and Olivier’s friendship in the Old French chanson com-
pared to the German Rolandslied; see Buschinger 1986.

269 Nilsson 2001, 256.

270 Nilsson 2001, 257.
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the latter reacts with fear at the sight of the devastated Hysminias. ‘I am
ruined, Kratisthenes’, Hysminias tells him. ‘Hysmine destroys me, Hys-
mine saves me. Eros has emptied his entire quiver into my soul, he has
burnt up my entire heart. [...] I am no longer chaste’ (Eyo & “QAmAew’
ginov ‘KpaticOevec: Youivny péméivotv, Yopivny pe odler dinv
eapétpav "Epag éekévmcé pov katd Woyfic, OAnv pov Ty Kopdiov
gvémpnoev. [...] odkétt mapOévoc[’]).2’! Hysminias goes on to explain
how his life has changed now that he is Eros’ slave. Rather rhetorically,
Kratisthenes asks how this has happened: ‘How is it that, from being en-
tirely chaste and a herald of Zeus and entirely virtuous, everything you
now breathe out is Eros, having been initiated spontaneously and yourself
become an instructor?’ (O 8¢ ‘I1d¢ oVt®’ enoiv ‘€5 dlov mapbHivou Kai
KNPLKOG A10¢ Kai HA0V MPPOVOg GAoV avarveig pot tov "Epmta, pootng
a0 TORATOG YEYOVAS Kai HAog diddokarog;”)?’? Kratisthenes’ question im-
plies that Hysminias must have been initiated into Eros’ mysteries by his
own making.

In Leukippe and Kleitophon, the male protagonist Kleitophon’s
friend, Kleinias, also talks about love as a matter of self-instruction. In
the passage where Kleitophon is described as having an awakening inter-
est in Leukippe, Kleinias responds that his situation seems promising due
to them both being young.?’® Kleitophon asks his friend how to proceed:
‘But what do I say? What do I do? How can I reach my beloved? I floun-
der in ignorance of method’ (11 Aéyw; ti mOW®; TOG dv THYOUU THG
gpopévng; ok oida yap &ya tac 0660vg).2’* Kleitophon expresses a desire
to know what path to follow, and Kleinias tells him that he can only learn
this on his own: ““Don’t look to learn this from anyone else,” says Klein-

ias: “This god is a self-taught scholar™ (‘Mn&év’, einev 6 Khewiag, ‘mpog

2V Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.2.3—4.

272 Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.3.1.

273 Leukippe and Kleitophon, 1.9.

274 Leukippe and Kleitophon, 1.9.7. Throughout this thesis I always quote John J. Win-
kler’s translation in Reardon’s collection of the ancient Greek novels in English
translations ([1989] 2008).
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todto (Rter mop’ dAAov pabelv: avtodidaktoc Yhp Eotiv O 0g0g
copothc’). 27°

In Hysmine and Hysminias, Kratisthenes and Hysminias have con-
versations of the same nature. Hysminias expresses doubt regarding what
is happening to him, and Kratisthenes assures him that he will know when
he needs to.?’® As Morales argues, in the ancient novel, Kleinias ex-
presses ‘the impetus of sexual stimulation and the release of climax’ to
reach ‘a “point of no return™.?’” In this passage, Kleinias compares sex-
ual stimulation to pregnancy and childbirth, ‘to depict the birth of desire’.
As Morales notes, Tatius makes an allusion to Plato’s description of Soc-
rates as midwife, ‘delivering wisdom from men’s souls’. Kleinias ‘re-
claims [Platonic] imagery and philosophy, only to describe, with a comic
juxtaposition of images and registers, erotic ejaculation’.?’”® As Nilsson
further shows, in taking its inspiration from Leukippe and Kleitophon
(and other ancient novels), Hysmine and Hysminias uses Platonic refer-
ences to associate philosophy with (discussions of) desire, something that
Komnenian novels do generally.?”” We will come back to Platonic repre-
sentations of desire below.

With this in mind, let us now return to Hysmine and Hysminias, and
Hysminias’ fear after his first dream. After Hysminias has told Kratisthe-
nes about his newly experienced devastation, he repeats the events of the
dream, to which Kratisthenes responds that what he has experienced is
desire: “What you have experienced”, he said, “is nothing out of the or-
dinary. You are in love; you are not alone in this but share the experience
with many mortals™ (O & ‘Ovdev koawvov’ enot ‘mémovBag. 'Epdg: o0
1ovoc, dALa cOv modloig Bpotdv-[’]).2%° He further says that Hysminias
is especially lucky, since Hysmine loves him in return: ‘And you are

275 Leukippe and Kleitophon, 1.10.1. As Nilsson writes, Kleinias does proceed after this
with methodological advice anyway; Nilsson 2001, 257.

276 Nilsson 2001, 257.

277 Morales 2004, 155.

278 Morales 2004, 155.

279 Nilsson 2001, 183—184.

80 Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.3.3.
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fortunate in matters of love, for your beloved is so beautiful and so com-
pletely responsive, and you have Eros at your service’ (kai t0 mpOg
EpmTag eVTVYETS, Epmpévny Eyov oDt KaAnv kol OAnv épdooav kol
vnpétv tov "Epwta).28!

As he hears the events of Hysminias’ dream, Kratisthenes is said to
stop being worried about his friend. From Kratisthenes’ relaxed attitude,
the audience can be assured that Hysminias is not in danger, but rather
that the narrative is relating a traditional erotic plot.?$? Hysminias is learn-
ing about love and desire. Kratisthenes seems to understand that Hysmin-
1as has been introduced to Eros, and the audience has understood it with
him.

As Nilsson argues, there is an important difference between Hys-
minias and Kleitophon in this regard: ‘while Kleitophon’s aporia is con-
cerned with what to do in order to make the girl fall in love, Hysminias
is just utterly at loss about what to do at all’.?%3 Kleitophon asks about
what method to use, whereas Hysminias is described as experiencing an
existential crisis: having given up everything that he was, he has now be-
come Eros’ slave.

As Morales writes in her analysis of Leukippe and Kleitophon,
Kleitophon has had sexual relationships with prostitutes before falling in
love with Leukippe.?3* This, she continues, creates an inequality between
them. She is responding to David Konstan, who writes that the peculiarity
of the Greek novel is:

that the protagonists are invariably a young boy and a young girl,
both of free status and eligible for marriage, and each equally en-
amored of the other. This pattern of symmetrical or reciprocal love,
in which the attraction is both mutual and between social equals,

B Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.3.3-4.

282 Regarding the audience and the apparent ‘wink’ from the ‘friend’ to them; see above.
283 Nilsson 2001, 257.

284 Morales 2004, 152—153.

110



has a profound effect on the entire structure of the novel and gives
it its raison d’étre or informing principle.?8>

Morales instead argues that the fact that Kleitophon is experienced estab-
lishes ‘a crucial asymmetry between Clitophon, the sexually experienced
man, and Leucippe, the sexually inexperienced parthenos’ 2% In contrast
to this noted asymmetry however, in the twelfth-century novel, Hysmin-
ias has never had an erotic experience, and has another reason for his
aporia than Kleitophon, whose search for Kleinias’ advice is more goal-
oriented than Hysminias’ search for Kratisthenes’ advice. Hysminias is
depicted as expressing his need for guidance due to his overall despair.

This difference causes the friends’ respective reactions to be differ-
ent as well. In the quoted passage from Hysmine and Hysminias, Kratis-
thenes calms Hysminias by telling him that he is fortunate to feel desire;
he desires someone so beautiful, who desires him back.?®” In Leukippe
and Kleitophon, Kleinias responds to Kleitophon that he can be reassured,
considering that he and Leukippe are both young, which gives him an
advantage with the maiden, and he continues: ‘let her feel sure that she is
loved, and soon enough she will imitate your love with her own’ (épacfat
TGTEVGAT®, Kol ToEmg og ppfoetan). 288

It seems as though the points of departure thus differ from each
other in the two narratives. Kleitophon is described as desiring Leukippe,
and he is thus advised to manipulate her into desiring him in return. Hys-
minias is described as desiring Hysmine, who already desires him back,
of which the (authorial) audience is made aware, after their initial meeting
where Hysmine serves Hysminias at dinner in a seductive manner. I will
come back to Hysmine’s desire but, from his reaction to his dream, we
could interpret Hysminias’ fear as being caused by a mere lack of erotic
knowledge.

285 Konstan 1994, 7.

286 Morales 2004, 153.

287 Hysmine’s desire was made evident in the initial meetings between the lovers, during
which she initiates erotic contact between the two.

8 Leukippe and Kleitophon, 1.9.6-7.
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As already mentioned, the friend’s role as coach regarding ques-
tions of desire has a parallel in the narrator of Partonopeu de Blois. Wal-
ters argues that the narrator in fact advances the plot by comparing his
own erotic situation with Partonopeu’s.?®® Bruckner also highlights ‘the
narrator’s own virtuoso performance in rhetorical play’, as an experimen-
tation with different genres and styles.?°

The narrator’s attitude towards Partonopeu as he is introduced to
the ‘Byzantine’ palace, and his first erotic encounter, is similar to Kratis-
thenes’ relaxed reaction to Hysminias’ dream. Partonopeu also has to be
initiated into matters of desire on his own, similarly to how Kleinias in
Leukippe and Kleitophon refers to Eros as a self-taught scholar. Partono-
peu’s lack of knowledge of desire makes him comparable to the male
characters in Greek and Byzantine novels. Their inexperience is part of
an erotic motif; spontaneously, one needs to learn what desire is, as Klein-
ias tells Kleitophon in Leukippe and Kleitophon. Partonopeu de Blois can
accordingly be described as a story about Greek erotic education, or rep-
novels’ resentations of paideia. It is a courtly narrative about the end of
knight Partonopeu’s being parthenos: Greek novel tradition encounters
Old French romance in this éducation sentimentale.

By touching the intruder in the darkened bedroom, Partonopeu is
said to understand that the stranger is a woman; as he hears her scream,
his fears transform into lust. In addition, the narrator affirms this turn
from fear to desire. He makes a speech that praises Melior as well as
women who desire in general: ‘May God bless all women, and make them
love without being uncourtly. And may all have one who is loyal and does
not love any other man’ (Deus [totes dames] beneie | Et face amer sans
vilonie, | Et a cascun une en acort | Qu’a nul autre home ne s’amort).*!
Not unlike Kratisthenes’ response to Hysminias’ dream, the narrator of
Partonopeu de Blois declares how lucky a man who desires someone is,

289 Walters 1992, 230.

290 Bruckner 1993a, 37.

P Partonopeu de Blois, 1255-1258. Regarding the word “vilonie’ in relation to court-
liness, Kathryn Gravdal’s study on the vilain in relation to the courtois in medieval
literature shows how the literature of the time played with these sorts of social cate-
gories; see Gravdal 1989, 5.
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if the desired one returns his feelings. Even though the narrator in Par-
tonopeu de Blois speaks from a masculine perspective, wishing for ‘each
man to have one who has no other man’, he recognises reciprocity, the
female counterpart’s own desire — as does Kratisthenes. In Leukippe and
Kleitophon, it seems that asymmetry between the lovers is taken for
granted, just as it is described in the code of courtly love and its evolution
into allegory, as Kristeva describes it.>*? For instance, Kleinias responds
to Kleitophon’s plea for advice by assuring him how easy it is to make a
young maiden imitate the feelings that one expresses to her (rather than
addressing the importance of her own feelings corresponding).2”> How-
ever, as we have seen, the analysed twelfth-century narratives rather sub-
vert this order of love and desire. Both Kratisthenes in Hysmine and Hys-
minias and the narrator of Partonopeu de Blois seem to praise the erotic
situation in which a woman desires on equal terms.

However, in the Byzantine novel, Hysminias is the narrator,
whereas the narrator of the Old French romance is an extradiegetic poet,
who compares his desire to the desire of his intradiegetic protagonist.
Kratisthenes functions as a support to Hysminias’ erotic progression, but
he does not compare his own situation with that of Hysminias. In order
to place Partonopeu de Blois more broadly within the Greek novel tradi-
tion, I will digress a little bit, by adding Prodromos’ twelfth-century novel
Rhodanthe and Dosikles into the discussion. Thus, we may more clearly
see the Old French romance narrator’s similarity to the stories of unsuc-
cessful love told by male friends from the Greek novel tradition.

Storytelling between characters is a common feature in the novel
tradition. At the beginning of Rhodanthe and Dosikles, Kratandros, a fel-
low captive along with the two lovers and main characters, asks Dosikles
to tell him his unlucky fate. Dosikles asks that Kratandros begins; and the
new friend thus tells him about how he lost the woman whom he loved,
Chrysochroe, due to a failed attempt to abduct her so that they could

292 As lyric turns into longer narrative, love becomes represented along with its social
consequences; see Kristeva 1983, 362—-363.
293 gpaicOat TOTEVGATM, Kol Toéme oE pupnoetal, Leukippe and Kleitophon, 1.9.7.
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marry. When they were caught in their attempt to escape by Chrys-
ochroe’s servants, she was killed, and he was accused of the killing. Hav-
ing managed to escape death after the trial against him, Kratandros fled
and was captured by pirates at sea.?** The fate of Kratandros can be read
as a contrast to that of Dosikles, who, unlike Kratandros, succeeds in ab-
ducting his beloved and later marrying her. And, as Kratandros asks for
the story of Dosikles’ fate, the audience is given the background to the in
medias res opening of the novel as a whole. In this sense, the function of
Kratandros corresponds to the function of the narrator of Partonopeu de
Blois. Two contrasting love stories take place simultaneously: one is
happy and one unhappy. The comparison between these fates is used as a
device to advance the intradiegetic plot in both stories respectively.

Later in the story, still captives, Rhodanthe and Dosikles are sepa-
rated from each other. Dosikles then bemoans his situation. Kratandros
thus compares his unhappy situation with that of Dosikles, in an attempt
to cheer him up:

Tavtov kayd Témova TaTong Toig Tdbois: | KopNg EAAMY g0YEVODC
kol TapBévou | (Exelg Eyvoxmg £ Euod Xpvocoypdvny)- | téBvnkev
1 Toig cvvOpuvPeioa TV Kapav: | EKAavca TV Bavodoav mg Expnv
KAdew, | dneEevabnv cvyyevodg cuvavAiog, | eilmv, ¢iAng yiis,
UNTPOTATP@OOV YEVOLS: | OV pnv Bavate v képnv Huenyduny. |
[...] | Meumtdc pév obv 60 tod pikpoyidyov Opacovg, | kdv dduev
¢ téBvniev 1 o1 mopbévoc: | Eym 6’ dpa TpouavTic gipl cot, Eéve, |
100 (fjv PodavOnv xoi Prodv, kaddg pev obd | (mdg yop
dmolevydeica 100 Aocuhéog;), | (fiv 8 odv Sumg Evaxpov, g
oipat, Biov.2%

I suffered the same affliction in similar circumstances, | when I was
captivated by a well-born maiden | (you have already heard from
me about Chrysochroe); | the girl died when her head was crushed;
| I wept for the dead girl as I should, | I absented myself from gath-
erings of my kin, | from my friends, from my dear land, from my

294 See Rhodante and Dosikles, 1.168—178, 1.195-205, and 1.409-424. When I refer to
and quote Rhodanthe and Dosikles, 1 always use Conca’s edition (1994).
295 Rhodante and Dosikles, V1.446-453, V1.465-470.
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ancestral clan; | but I would not have responded to the girl with
death. | [...]] You are to be chided for your petty spirit, | even if we
grant that your maiden is dead; | but I, stranger, am a prophet for
you, | that Rhodanthe survives and lives, not happily | (how can she,
when separated from Dosikles?), | And so she lives, I conjecture, a
tearful life.°

In his speech, Kratandros compares his unhappy fate with that of his
friend; not only does he cheer Dosikles up with hopeful prophecies, but
he also lets the audience know that Rhodanthe most certainly lives.

In Partonopeu de Blois, the narrator compares Partonopeu’s access
to Melior’s voice and body. After having explained that Partonopeu en-
joys Melior’s stories at night, he continues:

Douce et soef a le parole, | C’est une riens qui molt m’afole; | Co ai
de m’amie et nient plus, | Par tant m’i tieng et pens et mus, | Et
Dameldex, qui ne menti, | Me doinst qu’el m’aint si con j’aim li |
Et qu’a moi pere se francise, | Car ce n’ert ja que autre eslise. | Par-
tonopeu a son delit, | Li parlers de lui molt m’ocit | Car il a tos biens
de s’amie; | Jo n’en ai riens qui ne m’ocie. | Il ne le voic, mais a
loisir | Le sent et en fait son plaisir. | Je voi la moie et n’en fag rien;
| Je n’en ai le mal et il le bien.?’

Her speech is soft and sweet. This is one thing that drives me crazy
— I receive that from my lover, and only that! Her voice holds me
captive; she is in my thoughts. But, I wish that God who does not
lie would grant me that she loved me as I indeed love her; and that
she would show herself to me, for, there is no one else whom I
would ever choose. Partonopeu has his pleasures. Talking about
him really kills me. He does not see her, but he can touch her and
draw pleasure from her. As for me, I watch my lover and it does not
change anything. I am miserable and he is lucky.

Kratandros is not the narrator of the novel, but his function is similar to
that of the narrator of Partonopeu de Blois: the protagonists’ love

296 For the translations of Rhodanthe and Dosikles, 1 always quote E. Jeffreys 2012.
27 Partonopeu de Blois, 1865-18880. Regarding Melior’s storytelling; see below.
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situation is compared with that of a commenting voice, whose personal
story is less happy than that of the main characters.

Perhaps the technique of the narrator in Partonopeu de Blois could
imply a common narrative motif in Byzantine and Old French twelfth-
century literature: a voice that compares or explains the desire of the main
character, and thus helps to advance the plot. Perhaps we can speak of a
transfer of story matter, from Byzantium to Western vernacular romance.
In this regard, the intermediate stage of first-person narrative develop-
ment in French literature, as Walters describes it, can be explained by
defining the Partonopeu de Blois narrator as something of a ‘pseudo-in-
tradiegetic’ character: a fusion between the intradiegetic friend and the
extradiegetic narrator. The narrator’s way of explaining to his audience
Partonopeu’s progression in the erotic scene as something not to be
feared, but rather to be seen as forming part of an erotic motif, by the way
in which the fabula is told in relation to the narrator’s personal life, argu-
ably places this Old French romance within the erotic Greek novel tradi-
tion.

The Female Seducer

In the erotic scene discussed, Melior could be interpreted as not only play-
ing the role of the traditionally chaste heroine of ancient and medieval
novels or the Western courtly lady, who is desired by the desiring man,
who is unable to reach her. Although she is both a chaste virgin and the
romance’s heroine, Melior is at the same time a seducer. This aspect of
her character ‘precludes her playing the part of the young woman who
has to learn about love’, as Eley argues; although she may be a virgin
when she meets Partonopeu, she has the necessary knowledge of erotic
matters.?”® In the following section, my aim is to show how Melior’s role

2% Eley 2011, 38. Regarding Melior’s narrative function as an erotic instructor; see Eley
34-35.
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in the seductive scene is a dual one: she plays two stereotypical women
at the same time.?” More precisely, I will discuss Melior’s combination
of two female characters from the Greek novel tradition. By adding the
Greek novel to the interpretation of Melior’s character, her detachment
from the typical courtly lady can be explained.

In her study on Leukippe and Kleitophon, Morales describes Melite
as the novel’s antagonist. The antagonist is secondary to the plot, she ar-
gues: ‘This is not Melite’s novel, we do not expect the narrative climax
to be the celebration of her marriage’.3% The sexually experienced
woman is a cliché, common in the novel genre. Not only does Melior’s
name resemble Melite’s, but her characteristics are similar as well. Melior
is no widow, she is unmarried. Yet, since her father is gone, she is left on
her own. Her characteristics can be compared with Melite’s, considering,
as Morales highlights, that ‘Melite is wealthy, powerful, from the city,
married and though young, relatively experienced’.?"!

Melior is neither married nor sexually experienced, which could be
explained by the fact that she is indeed not the story’s antagonist. Melior
is not the sidekick to the protagonists, she is a protagonist herself. Unlike
in the ancient novel, in the Old French romance it is Melior’s marriage
that becomes the narrative climax.

Another female seducer from the ancient Greek novel tradition is
Lykainion from Longus’ Daphnis and Chloe. Lykainion is a married
woman who offers herself to the protagonist Daphnis, so that he can have
his first sexual experience with her instead of with the woman he loves,
Chloe. Lykainion leads Daphnis far away from Chloe, and tells him the
following:

299 Adding to this, a similar analysis can be made regarding the duality of Hysmine’s
character, considering her to be an erotic initiator at the same time as she is firm in
her chastity. However, given that she in fact remains chaste in the narrative, she
nevertheless fits the category consisting of female, chaste protagonists of the Greek
novel tradition.

300 Morales 2004, 220.

301 Morales 2004, 220; Leukippe and Kleitophon, V.11.5-6.
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nadnTy, &y 8¢ yapilopuévn toic Noueog ékeivaig S186Ew’ 302
Daphnis, you’re in love with Chloe: I found this out from the
Nymphs last night in a dream. They told me how you wept yester-
day and told me to rescue you by teaching you how to make love.
This isn’t just kissing and embracing and doing what the rams and
he-goats do. It is a kind of leaping that is sweeter than theirs, for it
takes longer and gives a longer pleasure. If you want to get rid of
your troubles and try out the pleasures you are searching for, come
and give yourself to me as a pupil, and I will give you a lesson, as
a favor to those Nymphs.3*?

Daphnis is happy to hear Lykainion’s offer. He threw himself at her feet
‘and begged her to teach him, as soon as possible, the skill that would
make him able to do what he wanted to Chloe’ (mpd t@v TOODV
Katameomv TV Avkaiviov ikétevev 0Tt Tdytota dddgat v t€xvny, o
fic © PodAreton Sphoet XAomv), and offers to pay Lykainion with fresh
cheese for her trouble.3** Lykainion therefore ‘found Daphnis even more
of a goatherd (and more generous too) than she expected’ (ebpodca 6¢ 1)
Avxkaiviov aimolkny aeBoviav olov 00 TPOGEIOKNGEVY, PYETO TUOEVLELY
1OV AGeviv TodTov 1OV Tpdmov), and she begins to instruct him.3% If we
compare the following passage with the discussed erotic passage in Par-
tonopeu de Blois, we can see the progressive similarities in the Old
French narrative and the description of Daphnis’ erotic experience:

392 Daphnis and Chloe, 111.17.1-18.1. Throughout this thesis, I always quote Michael D.
Reeve’s edition ([1982] 1986).

303 Throughout this thesis, I always quote Christopher Gill’s translation in Reardon
(1989) 2008.

304 Daphnis and Chloe, 111.18.1-3.

395 Daphnis and Chloe, 111.18.3.
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She [Lykainion] ordered him to sit beside her, just as he was, to kiss
her, in his usual way, and as often as usual, and, as he kissed her, to
embrace her at the same time and lie down on the ground. When he
had sat down, kissed and lain down, and she discovered that he was
capable of action and was swollen with desire, she lifted him up
from where he was lying on his side, slipped her body underneath,
and guided him skillfully on the road he had been searching for
until now. After that, she did nothing exotic; from then on, nature
herself taught him what had to be done.

As we saw in the passage from Partonopeu de Blois, the sexual scene
advances gradually, along with progressively greater aggression. As Par-
tonopeu reaches the point where he no longer listens to Melior’s objec-
tions against his conduct, in Daphnis and Chloe, the narrative also
reaches a point where the woman’s instruction has no further impact; the
man acts spontaneously. He is a self-taught scholar, to use the description
that Kleinias gives of Eros, in Tatius’ novel. Even though the two ancient
novels differ — Melite is not explicitly a teacher, like Lykainion — one can
still, as Morales points out, expect that ‘the reader who comes to Leucippe
and Clitophon with knowledge of Daphnis and Chloe might anticipate
Melite to be not only a sexual predator, but a pedagogue and a figure of
authority”.3” The sexually initiated woman can thus be read as a known
type for the reader of ancient novels, which explains the similarities be-
tween Melite and Lykainion.

306 Daphnis and Chloe, 111.18.3—4.
307 Morales 2004, 221.
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There are two significant reasons for acknowledging the potential
connection between this sort of female seducer in the ancient Greek novel
and Melior in Partonopeu de Blois. The first is that it can be useful in
interpreting the presence of sexual violence in the scene. The second is
that it implies that the narrated events can be explained while taking into
consideration Melior’s desire and agency.

Regarding the violence, Daphnis and Chloe has been interpreted as
ascribing the maiden’s pain as an essential component of the man’s de-
sire. Since she is married, Lykainion has already experienced all the pain
that Chloe has not, and she was thus not hurt by their intercourse. After-
wards, Daphnis wants to immediately teach Chloe what he has learned,
so Lykainion tells him the following:

&t Kol TaDTA o€ Oel pabeiv, Adevi. £yd yuvi TuyXavovco TémovOa
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aipa pun @oPndfc, GAL Wviko v meiong avTHV GOl TUPUGYELV,
dyaye avtnv gig Todto 10 Ywpiov, tva kdv Poron undeic dkovon
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You’ve still got this to learn, Daphnis. Because I happen to be an
experienced woman, [ didn’t suffer any harm just now (long ago
another man gave me this lesson and took my virginity as his re-
ward). But if Chloe has this sort of wrestling match with you, she
will cry out and weep and will lie there, bleeding heavily. But don’t
be afraid of the blood; when you talk her into giving herself to you,
lead her to this spot so that if she cries out, no one can hear her, and
if she weeps, no one can see her, and if she bleeds, she can wash in
the spring. And remember — I made you a man before Chloe did.

In Daphnis and Chloe, the initiating sexual experience is thus described
as painful for the woman; to learn about desire is to learn about inevitable
suffering. With this perspective in mind, the twelfth-century stories’

308 Daphnis and Chloe, 111.19.
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gender roles in the respective scenes might be explained in terms of a
narrative structure based on a masculine perspective. Simon Goldhill ar-
gues that there is a ‘pervasive imagery linking violence and penetration
throughout Greek culture, and the pervasive imagery associating the wed-
ding-night with violent seizure and even death’.?® Daphnis learns that
violence is a part of sexual conduct, which presupposes expectations of
resistance from his female counterpart. This imagery, Goldhill argues,
can be traced not only in all other novels, but also in various different
sources: ‘across different registers of Greek the assumption of the pain of
defloration, its association with male violence, the presence of blood, and
the fear of the woman, is a commonplace, and validated as such’.3!°

The ideal female character is chaste. However, as Goldhill also ar-
gues, just as this common link between sex and violence is represented in
Daphnis and Chloe, it is also presented in a humorous fashion, and should
not be interpreted as normative. The cruel descriptions of Lykainion’s
lesson draw ‘on an extensive and multiform tradition’, as we have seen,
for which reason Goldhill interprets the passage to function as an ‘ironic
exaggeration rather than a fresh and questioning perception of male sex-
uality’.3!! Lykainion’s lesson can thus be interpreted as a pastiche of
erotic representations in Greek culture. The novel can be said to represent,
in Goldhill’s words, a “manipulation of and within the terms of patriarchal
narrative’ >

If we return to the twelfth-century narratives, we see that, while
Hysmine in Hysmine and Hysminias remains chaste, Melior in Partono-
peu de Blois does not: she has her virginity taken through Partonopeu’s
use of force. Differently from Melite’s role in Leukippe and Kleitophon,
or Lykainion’s role in Daphnis and Chloe, Melior is not an antagonist of
the story, but a protagonist. She is at once the desired lady who is ex-
pected to be chaste, and the older instructor. Partonopeu de Blois can be
said to fuse together these two literary roles from the Greek novel

3% Goldhill 1995, 35.
310 Goldhill 1995, 39.
311 Goldhill 1995, 39.
312 Goldhill 1995, 39.
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tradition, in order to create a combination of a desiring agent and chaste
protagonist, embodied in only one female character.

In addition, in their nocturnal space of sexual meetings, Melior
could be said to represent chastity, albeit having lost her virginity. In the
medieval context, sexuality is seen as discernible not only in acts, but also
in mind and in vision, as a heritage from the late ancient Christian think-
ers. For example, Andreas Capellanus defines love as ‘an inborn suffering
which results from the sight of, and uncontrolled thinking about, the
beauty of the other sex’ (Amor est passio quaedam innata procedens ex
visione et immoderata cogitatione formae alterius sexus).>!* Vision forms
part of sexual desire and experience, and thus the woman who is desired
by a man can, as a result of his mere gaze, have her chastity questioned.’!*

By portraying a woman’s seduction in the darkness, Partonopeu de
Blois can be interpreted as playing with different definitions of chastity
in medieval culture; if the female character seduces the male character in
the dark, she may avoid exposure to masculine desire, which threatens
her chastity. At the same time, Melior can be read as similar to the chaste
maidens in ancient Greek and Byzantine novels, who may awaken the
male character’s desire, but nonetheless reject his advances. Being the
romance heroine, the ideal of chastity is represented in Melior’s charac-
ter, in the scene of their (unchaste) intercourse. This can be seen in rela-
tion to the Greek novel. Morales describes the ancient novels as contain-
ing ‘an interest in what virginity and chastity are. [...] The ancient novels
invite an active interrogation of virginity and chastity as much [...] as a

313 De Amore, 1.1.1. Throughout this thesis, I always quote P. G. Walsh’s edition, as well
as his translation into English; see Walsh (1985) 2002.

314 Howard Bloch discusses how the church fathers would deem ‘the view of woman as
the source of evil’ on the one hand, while also defining the woman as ‘the symbol
of the union of the soul with Christ’, which shows how the mere sight of a woman
was seen as charged with great risk, or potential; see Bloch 1991, 68. Eley also notes
how Partonopeu, through the Psyche allusion, cannot experience the suffering that
originates at the sight of the beloved, that Capellanus writes about in De Amore; see
Eley 2011, 38.
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celebration of them’.3!> T will come back to the question of darkness and
Melior’s version of Cupid, but first I will turn to some observations re-
garding her and Melite’s respective agency.

As mentioned above, we can observe similar characteristics when
comparing Melior to Melite. They are both from a city, powerful,
wealthy, and a little older than the male character whom they approach.3!¢
Eley writes that of all the French and Latin sources from which Partnopeu
de Blois would have drawn inspiration: ‘Nowhere in the network of texts
with which he [the poet] engages is there a model of a love-affair between
a very young man and an older woman’, and she continues further below
by stating that, compared with other sources: ‘Melior [...] is quite explic-
itly characterised as being older than Partonopeus’.3'” Melior thus stands
out in the French courtly context — but not if we consider the Greek novel.

In her analysis of Leukippe and Kleitophon, Morales finds that
Melite is described (as is Leukippe) in terms of rhetorical elements, but
the difference is that, when the narrative presents a masculine gaze upon
her, ‘Melite is shown looking back’.3!® As she sees Kleitophon, Melite

315 Regarding this described interest, Morales further notes that the novels take pleasure
in the fantasy of potential rape; Morales 2008, 53—54. Moreover, Lynda Garland
describes the twelfth-century Byzantine novels to ‘display simultaneously a regard
for chastity and decorum and an enjoyment of erotic innuendo and description [...]’;
Garland 1990, 64. Furthermore, regarding rape as a theme in narratives, Gravdal
discusses the poetic play with sexual violence in the Old French romances. In her
reading of Chrétien de Troyes, Gravdal finds that a ‘striking tension underlies his
use and presentation of sexual violence’; Gravdal 1991, 67. As the knight learns to
protect women in the Arthurian romance, Gravdal argues that the text ‘aestheticizes
rape as a formulaic challenge’; Gravdal 1991, 67. We could thus note that both the
ancient and Byzantine novels as well as Old French romances bring topics such as
sexuality, chastity, and rape to light from different angles, which might tell us some-
thing regarding the literary circles’ interest in discussing conditions of these matters.
The female character’s alternatives appear to be chastity or rape; she is forced to
passivity. This passivity can arguably, however, be interpreted as challenged through
Melior’s character, as I argue in this thesis.

Eley writes that Partonopeu’s young age is unusual for twelfth-century French ro-
mance generally; Eley 2011, 19 and 22.

317 Eley 2011, 32-33.

318 Morales 2004, 222.

316
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desires him instantly; as a reversed mirror to Kleitophon’s first view of
Leukippe, Melite ‘eats’ him with her eyes:

10 p&v obv deimvov Mv molvteréc: 1 88 deamrtopévn TGV
TAPOKEWEVAOV, OC doKEV €abiev, 00K NOVVATO TLYETV OAOKAT POV
TPOPRC, TavTa 0¢ EPAené pe. [...] 1 Og, ‘Tlolov yap dyov’, Epn, ‘pot
molvTeLES 1} moiog olog TILMTEPOC THig GTig yemg; ™!

The meal itself was lavish, but she barely touched the food in front
of her and only seemed to eat. She could not take in real food but
was wholly focused on me. [...] And she [said], ‘What rare venison,
what vintage rarer still, could satisfy me like the vision of you?’

Kleitophon describes how Melite desires him and gazes upon him: ‘His
explanation of Melite’s behavior reinforces the active nature of her de-
sire’, Morales writes.*?° Kleitophon is described as objectified by Melite.
Compared with how Kleitophon initially desired Leukippe, this scenario
could be interpreted as a reversal of the situation. As Morales argues, the
presence of Melite in the text complicates the entire novel and subverts
the gender roles portrayed within it:

Through the figure of Melite the text constructs a female viewing
subject, a factor which complicates readings of Achilles which fo-
cus exclusively upon the male gaze and its objectification of the
female characters. There is a place in this narrative for a ‘voyeuris-
tic moment’ controlled by a woman. However, it is significant that
the narrative perspective is not upon the object of Melite’s gaze; we
still have no glimpse of Clitophon’s physical appearance. The focus
is upon Melite’s looking, not on what she looked at.*?!

In terms of gaze and desire, Melite can be described as similar to Kleito-
phon. Yet, in the novel, her role is to be antagonist rather than protagonist,
whereas in Partonopeu de Blois one may argue that the seductress cliché

319 Leukippe and Kleitophon, V.13.3-5.
320 Morales 2004, 222.
321 Morales 2004, 223-224.
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is fused together with the chaste maiden, and thus becomes the female
protagonist. Through the role of the female seducer, combined with the
role of Cupid in the tale of Cupid and Psyche, Melior becomes the em-
bodiment of a feminine desiring subject, which in turn complicates the
narrative as a whole. This, however, does not mean that there is no female
antagonist seducer, comparable to the ancient novel, in the Old French
romance. In the section below, I suggest that this role is taken by Partono-
peu’s mother, Lucrece.

Lucrece: Mother, Seducer and Antagonist

One can speak of an antagonistic female seducer in Partonopeu de Blois,
but in an indirect fashion. Partonopeu’s mother Lucrece, sister to the king,
is described as suspicious of the mysterious Melior, whom she hears
about when Partonopeu visits his home after a year abroad. She is de-
scribed as wanting her son to instead marry the king’s niece, and therefore
starts arranging their marriage. However, Partonopeu goes back to Chief
d’Oire for another year. When he comes back, Lucrece and the king to-
gether arrange a love potion to unite Partonopeu with the king’s niece, so
that he will stop seeing Melior. The potion is strong, and Partonopeu is
swept up by desire for the king’s niece.3?? At first, he forgets Melior at
the sight of the new woman in front of him, and the two become a cou-
ple.3?3 Later, however, his new beloved one mentions Melior.’>* Thus,
Partonopeu immediately remembers her again; the ruse of the potion
fades and he returns to his senses.*?> He leaves the girl and runs off, curs-
ing the trickery of his mother, the king and the girl.>?® Partonopeu thus

322 Partonopeu de Blois, 3919-4004.

323 La damoisele a esgardee | Et Melior tot olbliee. Partonopeu de Blois, 4005-4006.

324 Par grant sens vos avons conquis. | Jetés estes de le baillie | La bele fee, vostre amie,
Partonopeu de Blois, 4048—4050.

325 Quant cil ot s’amie nomer, | Un poi se prist a porpenser, | Et en I’angoisse del porpens
| Li est bien revenus ses sens, Partonopeu de Blois, 4051-4054.

326 Le roi, se mere, et lor mestrie | Maudist et se novele amie, Partonopeu de Blois,
4061-4062.
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leaves his home, and returns to Melior, who still dwells in the imaginary
Byzantine space. His mother again acts as an obstacle to Partonopeu and
Melior’s relationship later, when, together with the bishop of Paris, she
convinces him to lighten up the bedroom.??’

Regardless of the mother’s intentions, her role in the narrative can
be interpreted as that of an opponent, struggling against the desire of the
protagonists. Her narrative function is, thus, to be an antagonist to the
protagonist couple.’?® With the arrangement of the seductive potion,
mixed in order to trick Partonopeu into taking another lover than the nar-
rative’s female protagonist, Partonopeu de Blois could be said to place
the antagonist role of the female seducer elsewhere than in the sexually
experienced, somewhat older woman. The antagonist female seducer in
this story is Partonopeu’s mother, with the help of the king’s niece. The
narrative structure taken from the Greek novel tradition can thus be rear-
ranged, so that female seduction is not doomed to take on an antagonist
role.

By using different aspects of the Graeco-Roman erotic tradition and
of twelfth-century Byzantine literature, we see the possibility of reading
Partonopeu de Blois as a narrative of feminine desire. Makrembolites’
erotic narrative differs from ancient configurations of desire by turning
sexual awakening into an internal process triggered by the other’s touch,
in contrast to the traditional approach of an external force imposing a
sudden attack on the subject; thus, the narrative not only presents the fe-
male character as having agency and power to influence the male charac-
ter in new ways, but also opens up new possibilities of representing fem-
inine desire. Hysmine is the erotic initiator in Makrembolites’ novel, who
arouses Hysminias’ sexual awakening with her seductive actions. If we
read the erotic narrative of Partonopeu de Blois in relation to this erotic,
Byzantine narrative, then Melior’s seductive actions and the representa-
tions of her desire could be understood as forming part of the literary
development of the novel and romance genres, which articulates feminine
subjectivity based on variations of ancient narrative sources. The

327 Partonopeu de Blois, 4344—4416.
328 McBride 2018, 11.
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romance can thus be understood as the story of a female character in need
of transcendence, who reaches out for that which she yearns for. Thus,
the narrative can be read as constructed out of an alphabet of feminine
sensuality, written into the language of the Greek erotic tradition.
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Chapter 3

GAZE
Inscribing Feminine Desire into Masculine

Rhetoric

This chapter aims to understand how the tradition of erotic narrative con-
nects with ideals of rhetoric originating in the first centuries CE; how
rhetorical techniques of ekphrasis and enargeia apply to the erotic literary
discourse. This backdrop will help us to understand the possible effect on
the audience of listening to Anna Komnene’s long description of crusader
Bohemond, in which she paints a picture of his beautiful appearance. The
argument is that the twelfth century is a time during which a feminine
perspective enters into the Graeco-Roman rhetorical tradition, with
Anna’s work and the novel Hysmine and Hysminias, as well as Partono-
peu de Blois. The chapter also adds a description of masculine beauty
from Rhodanthe and Dosikles. In this way, my aim is to demonstrate how
the Alexiad could be read in relation to the novel and romance genres,
and with what insights such a reading could contribute. I think that if we
read these intertexts as relating to each other, we can gain an increased
understanding of the romance and novel of the twelfth century, and do
new interpretations of how feminine subjectivity is articulated in the nar-
ratives.

In texts of rhetoricians from the first centuries CE, a distinction is
discernible between, as Ruth Webb writes, ‘a plain statement of facts
(“narration”) and a narration with enargeia’, a distinction between
‘diégésis and ekphrasis’.3?° Enargeia’s effect is to create an intended im-
agery in the mind of the listener, to arouse emotions, and to persuade.®°
According to Quintilian’s description, enargeia can be explained as the
connection between oration and sight:

329 Webb 2016, 88.
330" Webb 2016, 88.
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He [Quintilian] shows how important the ability to ‘place before
the eyes’ was for the orator who wished to make his audience feel
involved in the events of the case. More than that, he explains how
the orator should achieve enargeia through the use of mental im-
ages (phantasiai). The way in which he describes this harnessing of
the power of the imagination provides the missing link between lan-
guage and sight and explains a great deal about how enargeia was
thought to work.3*!

The aim of the rhetorician aspiring to enargeia is to make the audience
feel close to the narrated events and, thus, in evoking emotional engage-
ment in the listener, the rhetorician can persuade him or her.

Enargeia is connected to ekphrasis. Both these rhetorical devices
stand in contrast to a purely informative narration. Rather than adding up
events in a story, ekphrasis evokes a visual image of an event or object in
the mind of the audience. It thus aims to engage the audience with what
is being told, but the rhetorician’s ability to engage with it is equally im-
portant:

This openness of history, its availability as matter for manipulation,
also underlines the irreverent re-imaginings of the classical tradi-
tion [...]. One particular manifestation of this attitude towards the
past is the habit of reading for the sensation of being plunged into
the scene or transported back into the moment [...]. This habit of
responding imaginatively to the written or spoken word forms a vi-
tal part of the background to the teaching and use of ekphrasis in
rhetorical contexts [...].%3?

The ability to make an audience respond emotionally to a beautiful scene
or object, thus attests to rhetorical skill. In this sense, articulation in itself
can affirm status and power.*3® In his reading of Lucian, Goldhill finds

31 'Webb 2016, 88.
332 Webb 2016, 19.
333 See Goldhill 2001, 161.
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‘something of a materialist model for the effect of beauty on a person,
and [...] the contrast between proper looking, proper speech, and mere
seeing’.33* Seeing is thus not looking, and the level of cultivation, or the
capacity of looking, is articulated through educated speech.

To Look is to Desire

In the novel, looking at a beautiful other relates to rhetorical ekphrasis
and enargeia. As Goldhill notes in his reading of Leukippe and Kleito-
phon, Kleitophon cannot stop imagining Leukippe in his mind after hav-
ing seen her: ‘because of desire “Impressions of Leucippe face me all the
time”: mavtote Agvkinnny eavtalopot. Now @avtalopot and the noun
eovtaocio, normally translated “impression”, are central terms in Stoic
(and other materialist) theories of vision [...]”.3° In Kleitophon’s descrip-
tion of the effect that looking at Leukippe has on him, he can be described
as an ‘expert viewer’ in Hellenistic society: ‘sophisticated, educated, cul-
tivated’.33¢ Articulation and gaze thus go hand in hand, linked together as
two essential components in the making of a cultivated man during the
period of the Second Sophistic.

The ideal of rhetorical mastery in antiquity is a masculine one. In
the competitive hierarchy between rhetoricians, winners and losers are
defined in gendered terms: the worse the speaker, the more effeminate.®3’
Kleitophon — being the narrator of the story — explicitly uses the word
phantasia in mentioning his internal imagery of Leukippe, which shows
that he knows how to appreciate beauty, creating the scene as though
Leukippe was indeed in his presence: ‘Phantasia is the central term for
the impact the external world makes on the viewing subject and produces

334 Goldhill 2001, 161.

335 Goldhill 2001, 168.

336 Goldhill 2001, 168.

337 See Gleason 1995. Gleason describes for example how ‘the rhetorical skill was con-
sidered a definitive test of masculine excellence’; Gleason 1995, 160.
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articulate reaction’.?*® In his utterance, Kleitophon ‘evokes a theoretical
perspective on the eye’s work’ 3%

Considering the importance of the rhetorician (and the audience)
being able to visualize that which is described in words, the darkness in
the tale of Cupid and Psyche, as it is composed in Apuleius’ The Golden
Ass, could be said to stand out.>*" In this story, Cupid enters the dark bed-
room and makes Psyche his wife. The audience of the story, as well as
the character Cupid, are aware that Psyche is beautiful. Psyche’s beauty
is, after all, the reason why she finds herself in the castle in the first place.
However, the darkness hinders Psyche from looking at Cupid; in other
words, she is prevented from appreciating his beauty. She is hindered
therefore from desiring him back; consequently, she is obstructed from
the discourse of desire, from obtaining her own erotic education, or pur-
suing paideia. More generally, this erotic scene is not narrated as recip-
rocal; Psyche appears to lack both agency and influence regarding the
turn of events as they first meet. Her lost virginity is rather described in
terms of a violation.>*!

Yet, the narration continues by stating that these frequent visits paid
by Cupid to Psyche are pleasurable to her, as she grows accustomed to
them.3*? Perhaps one could thus see in this relationship the difference be-
tween cultivated appreciation and mere indulgence, in comparison to
Goldhill’s description of how, in Lucian, there is a difference between the
eye of the educated man and that of the poor man: the educated man ac-
tively looks, the poor man passively sees. As Cupid has the ability to look

338 Goldhill 2001, 168.

339 Goldhill 2001, 169.

340 To be sure, darkness is a well-known theme in erotic narratives in the Greek context,
but in consideration of sight’s importance, the theme opens up the possibility to nar-
rate desire in different ways from the conventional rhetoric of vision.

341 <At once voices-in-waiting in the bedchamber cared for the new bride whose virginity
was ended’ (Statim voces cubiculo praestolatae novam nuptam interfectae virginitatis
currant), The Golden Ass, V 4.

342 “This happened thus for a long time, and, as nature provides, her own condition through
constant habituation won her over to its pleasure’ (Haec diutino tempore sic agebantur.
Atque, ut est natura redditum, novitas per assiduam consuetudinem delectationem ei
commendarat), The Golden Ass, V 4.
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at Psyche, he is able to desire her. Psyche, for her part, enjoys the encoun-
ters with her strange lover, to which she has grown accustomed, but she
is not described as desiring him. It is only after she has brought light into
the bedroom that she becomes aroused. After having looked at him, Psy-
che experiences desire.

When Psyche violates the prohibition of seeing Cupid, she is sepa-
rated from him and must strive to have him returned to her life. During
this time, Cupid is passive, remaining secluded. One could say that when
Cupid is active, Psyche is passive, and vice versa. Reciprocity in the novel
is present in the sense that both characters seem to desire one another, but
not simultaneously. Reciprocity is thus represented as turn-taking; one
desires the other, and then the other way around. One is subject and the
other is object. As represented in the narrative of Cupid and Psyche, rec-
iprocity is constructed as the constant interchange between these roles. In
this sense, pothos, as Whitmarsh analyses it in the Greek novel, can be
interpreted as stirring the Latin novel’s plot. Accordingly, the plot is mo-
tivated by ‘multiple modes of desire’.**?

Furthermore, pothos can be considered as relating to enargeia, in
the sense that it creates a narrative desire in the audience’s imagination.
According to Whitmarsh, pothos creates ‘a space for narrative potential-
ity’, which energeia can also be said to do in the minds of the audience.>**
The Cupid and Psyche story, as it is narrated in Apuleius’ novel, is com-
posed in the manner that Whitmarsh describes in his study of the ancient
Greek novel: in the narrative, pothos works as ‘a metanarrative force, a
cipher for the romantic plot’.3* It is the desire, or the yearning for what
is absent, that stirs the narrative onwards towards satisfaction, and desire
is aroused by the sight of the other.

Apuleius’ disputed Platonism could further explain this narrative
construction. In his seminal article on Plato’s definition of love, Gregory
Vlastos argues that, according to Plato, the individual in love is

343 Whitmarsh 2011, 139.
344 Whitmarsh 2011, 142.
345 Whitmarsh 2011, 142.
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egocentric.>*® Eros is evoked by beautiful persons as well as by imper-
sonal objects or projects; one loves ‘holy-images’; unrecognising them as
desiring subjects themselves, Vlastos argues, or as persons worth desiring
for their own sake.’*’ The importance of Platonism in The Golden Ass is
well-known.**® Moreover, the use of light in the Cupid and Psyche story,
in order to look at (and desire) an object, can also be connected to the
ocularcentrism of ancient Greek tradition. Ocularcentrism has always
shaped Greek literature, Morales argues.’* Accordingly, vision plays a
significant role in ancient Greece. In Leukippe and Kleitophon and in The
Golden Ass, sight is of crucial significance. In Morales’ analysis, as the
act of looking is turned into narration, it tends to result in a masculine
gaze fixed on an objectified woman. Looking is gendered.>>°

In the Cupid and Psyche tale, we could describe the act of looking
in similar terms. Looking means having control over the gaze. The one
who looks objectifies the other. Cupid sees Psyche, but she is not allowed
to see him. Their relationship depends on him objectifying her, and her
not objectifying him. When Psyche lights up the room she in turn objec-
tifies Cupid, and is filled with desire:

Tunc Psyche, et corporis et animi alioquin infirma, fati tamen sae-
vitia sumministrante viribus roboratur, et prolata lucerna et arrepta
novacula sexum audacia mutatur. Sed cum primum luminis

346 In his article, Vlastos emphasises how Plato’s theory of love becomes tricky when
concerning the love of persons: “What we are to love in persons is the “image” of
the Idea in them’; Vlastos (1969) 1981, 31. Regarding Vlastos’ analysis of Plato’s
egocentric love; see Dypedokk Johnsen 2016, 16.

347 Vlastos (1969) 1981, 32. F. C. White argues on the contrary, that one finds the view
of loving people for their own sake in Plato’s theory; White 1990, 397.

348 Harrison describes the Cupid and Psyche-tale in The Golden Ass as echoing Plato’s
dialogues, stating that the tale appears as modelled on the Symposium and Diotima’s
lesson to Socrates: ‘Here is an inserted tale in which a woman gives an account of
love and the soul, Cupid (Cupido/Amor) and Psyche (wvy#, soul), a Platonic model
for the narrative frame’; Harrison 2000, 225. Moreover, Carl C. Schlam writes that
one can interpret in Apuleius’ narrative recollections of Platonic ‘myth’, referring to
Plato’s descriptions of love in the Symposium and Phaedrus; Schlam 1992, 95.

349 Morales 2004, 8-9.

350 Morales 2004, 24.
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oblatione tori secreta claruerunt, videt omnium ferarum mitissimam
dulcissimamque bestiam, ipsum illum Cupidinem formosum deum
formose cubantem. Cuius aspectu lucernae quoque lumen hilara-
tum increbruit et acuminis sacrilegi novaculam paenitebat. At vero
Psyche tanto aspectu deterrita et impos animi, marcido pallore de-
fecta tremensque desedit in imos poplites et ferrum quaerit abscon-
dere, sed in suo pectore. Quod profecto fecisset, nisi ferrum timore
tanti flagitii manibus temerariis delapsum evolasset. lamque lassa,
salute defecta, dum saepius divini vultus intuetur pulchritudinem,
recreatur animi.>>!

Then Psyche, though naturally weak in both body and spirit, was
fed with strength by the cruelty of Fate. She brought out the lamp,
seized the razor, and in her boldness changed her sex. But as soon
as the bed’s mysteries were illumined as the lamp was brought near,
she beheld that wild creature who is the gentlest and sweetest beast
of all, Cupid himself, the beautiful god beautifully sleeping. At the
sight of him even the light of the lamp quickened in joy, and the
razor repented its sacrilegious sharpness. But Psyche was terrified
at this marvellous sight and put out of her mind; overcome with the
pallor of exhaustion she sank faint and trembling to her knees. She
tried to hide the weapon — in her own heart. And she would certainly
have done so, had not the blade slipped out and flown away from
her reckless hands in its horror of so atrocious a deed. She was now
weary and overcome by the sense of being safe, but as she gazed
repeatedly at the beauty of that divine countenance her spirit began
to revive.

As Psyche takes action to look at her mysterious lover, she is described
as acting against her sex. Her act is thus bold not merely in consideration
of the contract between her and Cupid, but more broadly considering that
she acts beyond gendered expectations. The text then explains what Psy-
che indeed sees, after which it lets us know how Psyche responds to the
same sight that the audience is supposed to visualise inside his or her
mind. Psyche’s act of looking awakens her spirit, yet her reaction implies
an inability to handle the beauty she sees. Her corporeal reaction

331 The Golden Ass, V.22.
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illustrates an uneducated reaction to the sight of beauty. Psyche indeed
sees and, thus, desires, but she seems unable to appreciate what she sees
in a manner fitting to a cultivated man. Her acts go against her sex, the
text tells us. Yet, Psyche remains a woman who does not perform the
behaviour of educated desire that was idealised during the time of the
Second Sophistic, the period during which Apuleius’ novel was com-
posed.

As Cupid now transforms from a desiring subject into a desired ob-
ject, he leaves Psyche. In terms of Vlastos’ argument regarding Platonic
love, we could say that their love is egocentric. To look signifies a power
struggle over the status of subject in relation to the other. This in itself
implies an unwillingness to be objectified. Therefore, considering sight
as a gendered issue, as it is practised in rhetoric during the first centuries
CE, we see the presence of a gender hierarchy, favourable to men and
unfavourable to women.

Yet, as Whitmarsh underlines in his study on the ancient Greek
novel, in any one narrative — however normative — more than one per-
spective can often be discerned. Multiple modes of desire motivate the
plot.3>2 In Apuleius’ novel, Psyche sees and desires the man in her bed-
room. Her journey towards having him restored to her presence can be
read as though she is fantasising; as though she is picturing the beloved
object in her mind, and yearning for what she has lost. As the novel’s
audience is encouraged to engage emotionally with what they are hearing
from a skilful performer, they may share the yearning along with the nar-
rative agent. They see the potentiality of satisfaction along with her: the
reunion with Cupid. In Apuleius’ novel, many perspectives take turns in
being dominant — multiple modes of desire coexist. With the Psyche char-
acter, one finds the articulation of a feminine desire that functions as a
metanarrative force. However, the story is indeed normative in terms of
a masculine ideal, establishing a hierarchy in regard to the characters’
cultivation of their respective gender identity. Psyche sees and desires,
yet she lacks control over her gaze in a sophisticated sense. Unlike

352 Morales also discusses the ancient novel as phenomenological rather than teleologi-
cal or normative; see Morales 2008, 43.
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Kleitophon in Tatius’ novel, who explains his phantasia explicitly, and
can thus be interpreted as representing a desire belonging to educated the-
ories of vision, in Apuleius’ novel, Psyche loses her self-control.

Appropriating Femininity

As already noted, in Partonopeu de Blois, the conventional gender roles
of the Graeco-Roman tradition more generally are elaborated, and the
gender roles of the Cupid and Psyche story in Apuleius’ novel specifi-
cally, are reversed. Melior takes the role of Cupid, and Partonopeu that
of Psyche. The romance’s gender shift transforms Melior into the narra-
tive agent, through being a desiring subject, if we allow ourselves to read
the Old French romance with the help of Whitmarsh’s reading of pothos
in the ancient novel. Accordingly, Melior’s desire is the main cipher for
the romantic plot. Analogously with Cupid, Melior brings her beloved to
her magical palace. She seduces him, by arranging the encounter between
them to take place. Partonopeu, similarly to Psyche, is not allowed to see
his lover. Nevertheless, when he visits his homeland, Partonopeu’s
mother (the king’s sister) and the bishop of Paris convince him to break
Melior’s rule and light up the bedroom.*>* This adds a political layer to
the adaptation of the myth; the mother and the bishop could be viewed as
symbols of the French monarchy and church, who both mistakenly con-
sider Melior, the Byzantine empress, to be of demonic nature. They are,
however, proven to be wrong. As a punishment, Melior does what Cupid
does to his disobedient beloved: she ends the relationship. In accordance
with the Psyche allusion, Partonopeu then searches for his beloved, de-
siring to revive their relationship. In the end, they marry, and Partonopeu
is accepted as the new ruler of the narrated imaginary Byzantine space,

353 In Apuleius’ tale, Psyche is encouraged to light up the room by her jealous sisters.
Furthermore, the lack of Psyche’s razor in the twelfth-century romance has been
explained in terms of it not suiting a courtly text. According to Carver, ‘one could
excuse the absence of a “razor” in the poem by an appeal to chivalric values — the
notion of Partonopeu drawing a blade on a sleeping woman might have seemed in-
congruous’; Carver 2007, 98.
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in comparison to the way in which Psyche is married into the divine world
in the ancient myth.>**

Without studying textual details, it is quite clear that, by the use of
myth and gender-role reversals, Partonopeu de Blois becomes a narrative
that encompasses feminine agency and power, both erotic and political.**
The reworking of the Cupid and Psyche story, in this elaborated fashion,
should be considered in terms of how a text, by means of its creation, is
assimilated into a space, both physical (a courtly space) and intertextual
(a voice inside a literary tradition). By imitating, or reactualising, tradi-
tion, meaning is produced with and in the making of the literary product.

By elaborating the Byzantine erotic narrative, such as the one in
Hysmine and Hysminias, and the Cupid and Psyche story (probably trans-
mitted to the poet through The Golden Ass), Partonopeu de Blois be-
comes a story of reciprocity between the main characters. Partonopeu is
a desiring subject comparable to Hysminias in the Byzantine novel, and
Melior is a desiring subject comparable to Cupid in Apuleius’ novel. As
suggested, Melior becomes a desiring subject by the fusion of two literary
figures into the same character: the chaste maiden and the female instruc-
tive seducer, both of whom are present in the Greek novel tradition. Due
to ideals of chastity, which were vital during both ancient and medieval
times, the female protagonist is required to resist the desiring, male, pro-
tagonist’s erotic advances. Arguably, this explains the violence in the
erotic scene in the Old French romance. However, Melior’s arrangements
enabling their intercourse to take place and her suggested erotic instruc-
tions complicate the text and invite us to reinterpret both the female char-
acter’s apparently chaste behaviour and the romance’s perspectives on
ideals of chastity and women’s prescribed passivity, which are transmit-
ted through literary tradition.

Partonopeu’s and Hysminias’ respective acts of desire turn their fe-
male counterparts into their opponents: they advance their erotic actions
by pushing against the female characters’ resistance. In both narratives,

354 Deveraux interprets the romance as describing ‘the beneficial effects of Western
domination’ in the relations between the East and West; see Deveraux 2012, 76.

335 See also Bruckner 1993b, 123.
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the maidens need to be defeated before the male characters can achieve
sexual satisfaction. In this sense, one may argue that the act of defeating
the maidens constitutes an integral part of both stories” male characters’
sexual satisfaction.

The erotic passage in Partonopeu de Blois could perhaps best be
described in terms of a paradox. As the sexual activity ends, Melior’s
described heartbeats could be read either as analogous to Hysminias’ and
Partonopeu’s reactions, as sexual satisfaction, or they could be read as the
expression of an oppositional, disapproving reaction. The scene can be
explained with reference to the Greek novel tradition, which explains not
only Melior’s approval of Partonopeu’s violent behaviour, but also her
guidance of it as well. At the same time, the narrated scene displays sex-
ual violence from the feminine perspective. As Partonopeu touches Me-
lior, his sensation of desire is described, but so is her internal unwilling
reaction. Let us look at the verses again:

Vers li se traist, et mist se main | Sor son costé, soef et plain. | Tant
I’a trové plain et craset, | Por poi que trestos n’en remet. | Tant I’a
soef et cras trové | Que tot en a le sens torblé. | Quant la dame a se
main sentue, | Od repentaille le remue. | Tot soavet en estraignant |
L’a reboutee sor I’enfant. | Vers lui se torne, et dist : ‘Laissiés! |

Grans folie est que vos caciés’.?*¢

He moves towards her, puts his hand on her waist, soft and smooth.
He finds it so smooth that he cannot lift his hand from it — it is
simply too sweet and tender, and causes him to lose all his senses.
As the lady feels his hand, she feels regret and pushes it back. Softly
she lifts his hand from her, and she turns towards the child and says:
‘Stop that! Great madness hides inside you’.

As suggested, the erotic narrative of Partonopeu de Blois can fruitfully
be interpreted as connected to the Greek novel tradition. Without such a
consideration, I believe that the dual character of Melior’s conduct leaves
the receiver of the work with questions. It is through these intertextual

356 Partonopeu de Blois, 1267-1278.
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connections that the scene becomes an erotic situation of reciprocity. The
Graeco-Roman literary tradition offers some erotic narrative models, but,
as we have seen, the medieval narratives under scrutiny create variations
on these models, in their reception of the ancient novel, responding to the
same tradition that, one may argue, determines their respective composi-
tions. In this way, tradition is transformed at the same time as it is pro-
longed.

Kristeva suggests that, as the courtly love code evolves from poetic
to narrative form, love loses its abstract aspect and instead becomes more
violent and possessive.*’ Accordingly, the desired object is given in-
creased narrative space, which might explain how, in the quoted passage,
the female character is given a perspective of her own. The form of a
narrative, as opposed to lyric, makes it possible for multiple modes of
desire to coexist; as Whitmarsh puts it regarding the ancient Greek novel:
several perspectives and wills can be articulated inside one story. In con-
trast to how women can be interpreted as symbols in courtly literature,
narratives make it possible to give the female character agency and inten-
tion.38 This possibility, gained with the narrative romance form, can be
argued to add a new sort of ‘realism’ to the story, considering how the
multiple perspectives may present reactions and feelings that seem to un-
dercut feelings of objectification; with the narrative, women’s role as
symbol is thus destabilised, by imbuing the symbol with embodied sub-
jectivity in the narrative.

In the quoted passage, the desired lady’s reaction to the man’s erotic
advances is articulated, not as a part of a social game or expected conduct,
but as an inner thought: she feels regret, od repentaille, and then acts ac-
cording to her contemplation. The feminine object, which we can trace
back to the ancient literary tradition, is here animated by flesh and blood.
Partonopeu de Blois’ approach to narrating Melior’s view of the event

357 Kristeva 1983, 358-359.

358 Regarding women as symbols in courtly literature, Ferrante writes about the instru-
mental aspect of love, for the man: ‘Lyric and romance poets are concerned with the
effect of love on the man [...]. Love can provide a man with a new and nobler iden-
tity and inspire him to great deeds [...]’; Ferrante 1975, 65.
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turns the female character into the focaliser. The perception is dependent
on Melior in this scene; hers is the perceiving body, to use Bal’s formu-
lation.?*® The lady is now presented as a human being rather than an ob-
ject of masculine desire, affected by the acts done to her.

Thus, the narrated heartbeats, following the act’s conclusion, can
be read as the expression of a distressed reaction to the previous violence.
Perhaps the way of nuancing the traditional violent narrative of the liter-
ary tradition, through the psychological aspect of Melior’s reactions to it,
could explain something of how the romance’s (actual) audience might
have received it. ‘“The degree to which one is familiar with what one sees
also influences perception’, to quote Bal.>*° The alternation between per-
spectives in the erotic scene could be interpreted as the representation of
an experience that is shared by women during the time of the romance’s
composition, which might mean that this common experience could have
been recognised in the female character’s articulated repentaille, by a po-
tential (actual) audience of women.

That being said, Melior’s final heartbeats could, or rather should,
be read as an indication of her experience of having been appreciated.
Moreover, as a version of Cupid, she arranged for the event to take place
and tells Partonopeu that everything that happened was according to her
arrangements and plan.3¢!

The romance seems to introduce several perspectives at once, com-
municating with an audience where matters of sexuality could have been
viewed differently, depending on the gender of the listener in the audi-
ence. Partonopeu can be said to represent a man who desires a woman in
a courtly context, and Melior can in turn be described as representing a
woman living in a culture of masculine violence, as well as a desiring
subject within a tradition dominated by men. Yet, with Rabinowitz’ the-
ory of audiences in mind, we could see that by presenting both the mas-
culine and feminine perspective, the authorial audience is required to

359 Bal (1985) 2009, 145,
360 Bal (1985) 2009, 145,
361 Partonopeu de Blois, 1308-1414.
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understand both the male and female character, in order to understand the
narrative.>®2

As Beauvoir explains the asymmetric relationship between a man
and a woman in heterosexual relationships, love is described as always
implying a specific dualism between a subject and an object.?®3 As a sub-
ject, the woman finds herself frustrated due to her prescribed immanence.
From her object position in the world, she offers herself to what she de-
sires rather than aspiring to obtain it herself. The woman therefore dou-
bles herself into a masculine subject and a feminine object.*** Accord-
ingly, the woman desires man’s desire (of her). Irigaray argues that
women, determined by a discourse dominated by men, find themselves
becoming inverted mirrorings of the subject, a negation.>®> Women, ac-
cordingly, take a mimetic position.’®® Arguably, Melior’s ambiguous
character can be better understood in the light of these modern theories
of femininity, in the sense that she appears to perform femininity, appro-
priating the feminine role within the gender discourse. She seems to rep-
resent an object of desire for Partonopeu in his initiation into love, which
corresponds to the erotic Greek novel tradition as well as the courtly code:
she is the chaste maiden protagonist, who awakens the male protagonist’s
desire and then rejects his advances. She also represents a subject who
arranges intercourse with her desired object, which in turn corresponds to
the Cupid and Psyche myth, translated into the Latin tradition, and to the
female seducer of the Greek novel tradition. The imitation that Irigaray
describes can thus be interpreted in the case of Melior’s agency in the
scene. She appears as the subject’s reversed mirror image, however, in
fact this is nothing but an act; her performance is a method to achieve her
own aims.

Melior thus appears to represent a subject position that normally
excludes women, at the same time as remaining the representation of an

362 Rabinowitz 1977, 126-134.
363 Beauvoir (1949) 1976b, 519.
364 Beauvoir (1949) 1976b, 520.
365 Trigaray 1977, 76.

366 _ehtinen 2014, 92.
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object of desire, according to prescribed gender norms. She may also be
interpreted as actively arranging her own passivity, in relation to her be-
loved. As already suggested, the female character can be interpreted as a
fusion between the chaste female protagonist of the Greek novel tradition,
and the more experienced, female seducer from the same tradition. It
seems as though Melior acts in accordance with these two roles, which in
combination make her both the protagonist of the story and its desiring
agent. In this sense, the romance can be described as producing a femi-
ninity that exists in the literary tradition, but in the conscious use of its
stereotypes, it formulates a new perspective on how one should perceive
the tradition itself. By imitating circulating motifs and narrative struc-
tures, Partonopeu de Blois can be said to expose a gender hierarchy that,
from a feminine perspective, is seen in an unfavourable light.>¢” In other
words, Melior can be read as taking two positions at the same time: a
masculine and a feminine position of subject and object.

Yet, although Melior is essentially the desiring agent in the story,
this does not prevent Partonopeu from also being presented as a desiring
character. As we have seen, in the bedroom scene, Partonopeu’s desire is
also described, as is his erotic agency. Masculine desire, in Beauvoir’s
view, coincides with his transcendence. A man does not see himself as an
object. For him, being means activity and subjectivity, reaching beyond
oneself.3%® From this perspective, Partonopeu is arguably interpretable as
a subject who is unaware of himself as being objectified. Accordingly,
from Partonopeu’s perspective, he is the subject in the duality of love as
it is described by Beauvoir. Nevertheless, considering his role and func-
tion in the overall narrative, it is Melior who has the subject position. By
acting according to her desire, Melior reaches beyond herself, and ad-
vances the story. In the Old French romance narrative, we thus see mul-
tiple modes of desire stirring the romantic plot. Yet, there appears to exist
a hierarchy in terms of the modes’ importance in the narrative

367 This can be seen in Gérard Genette’s description of “pastische’, according to which
a literary work can imitate a traditional style and thus expose this tradition from
another angle, by mere reactualisation; see Genette 1982, 107.

368 Beauvoir (1949) 1976b, 521.
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progression. Thus, in its operation within different intertexts and con-
texts, this medieval narrative seems to demonstrate the equality between
subjects that Beauvoir described as desirable, but which she could not see
in a world where the fixed positions between object and subject determine
men’s domination over women. The articulation of Melior’s subjectivity
in the romance can be interpreted as a matter of gender subversion: Par-
tonopeu is a desiring masculine subject in the text, but Melior is not an
object of immanence. As they are both desiring subjects, the gender hier-
archy embedded in the style imitated by the romance is destabilised.

According to Beauvoir, women’s purpose is to capture men’s gaze;
their beauty indicates the passivity of immanence.*® By imposing dark-
ness, both Cupid and Melior refuse their respective beloved ones the abil-
ity to objectify them. Neither Partonopeu nor the audience has any
knowledge of Melior’s beauty. Melior’s subject position is based on both
her agency and her ability to prevent objectification.

Compared with the use of the domna in Western medieval repre-
sentations of women’s power, Melior does not manifest a detachment
from femininity. In fact, she appears to appropriate the role of a passive
courtly woman. The reciprocal relationship between Melior and Partono-
peu could perhaps be described in terms of sexual difference. As a con-
trast, the domna is considered comparable to men in terms of power only
because she lacks femininity. She transcends her femininity, so-to-speak.
Melior, I believe, should not be interpreted as lacking femininity. Her role
as a courtly lady is not really threatened. Thus, her arrangement of the
sexual encounter can be interpreted as being composed within the dis-
course of erotic conduct: Partonopeu must be the initiator of their inter-
course. Her initiation is concealed during the time when they have inter-
course, both from the male character and from the audience of the ro-
mance. The courtly lady is not ideally a desiring agent, in the sense that
she ought not to respond to the lover’s praise or requests. Ideally, the
courtly lady is passive.

369 Beauvoir (1949) 1976b, 521.
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Hysmine in Hysmine and Hysminias has agency, as does Melior.
Melior can be said to be an agent in the narrative due to how she embodies
Cupid from Apuleius’ The Golden Ass. Hysmine and Hysminias also
makes gender inversions compared to its main ancient influence Leukippe
and Kleitophon. In Nilsson’s comparison of the two novels, she finds that
Kleitophon and Hysminias ‘find themselves in different situations in the
openings of the novels: Kleitophon falls in love at first sight and slowly
convinces Leukippe to fall in love with him, whereas Hysminias has to
be convinced by Hysmine, Kratisthenes, and even Eros himself*.7° Hys-
mine seems to take the role of the desiring subject in relation to Hysmin-
ias. As Nilsson points out: ‘The traditional roles seem to have been re-
versed, the heroine Hysmine acts like the hero Kleitophon’.37!

By being the erotic initiator, Hysmine is the narrative agent who
advances the plot. This seems astonishing in relation to the social context
of gender hierarchy during the Middle Ages. Hysmine takes the subject
position in relation to Hysminias, and he plays the role of object in terms
of sexual conduct; he is harassed by two women, ‘whereas Hysmine is
never threatened by another man’.3”? In this regard, Hysminias can be
read as being oppressed. Yet, in many ways, Hysmine is also forced to
suppress her sexual agency. To quote Adam Goldwyn, any ‘attempt to
express her sexuality is met with strong rebuke’.>”> Even so, she does
express her desires to her lover, something that makes her ‘unique among
all the heroines of the Byzantine novel’.?’* Hysmine seems to be the very
opposite of Leukippe and Kleitophon’s female character Leukippe. Hys-
mine and Hysminias’ use of ancient tradition enables the elaboration of
gender roles and feminine agency. Hysmine is in some ways an adapta-
tion of the male character in Leukippe and Kleitophon, which creates a
subversive gender shift in the narrative. Yet, all the while adopting a

370 Nilsson 2001, 250.
371 Nilsson 2001, 250.
372 Nilsson 2001, 250.
373 Goldwyn 2018, 119.
374 Goldwyn 2018, 119.
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seemingly ‘masculine’ agency, Hysmine needs to adjust to a situation
where this agency is not accepted, concealing it from her parents.

In studying the Komnenian novels’ adaptation of the ancient Greek
ones, Corinne Jouanno finds Hysmine and Hysminias to be playing with
the dominant ideology in ways that expose an existing discrepancy be-
tween norms and practice: ‘The gap between ideology and practice was
indeed very striking at Byzantium’.3”> She argues that Makrembolites’
work can be read ‘as an allusion to, and even a protest against, this gap
between Byzantine norms and actual way of living’.3”¢ In Hysmine’s in-
itiation of her relationship with Hysminias, one can see that her behaviour
does not correlate with social expectations. Her father has commanded
her to serve the wine, which she does. However, even as she does what
he demands, there is another scene taking place simultaneously, of which
her parents have no knowledge. Silently, as has been noted, Hysmine
communicates her erotic desire to Hysminias by using tactility, playing
with his hands.?”” Jouanno describes this way of narrating two activities
at once in terms of the novel’s recognition of social codes, as well as
reluctance to obey them: ‘The novelist often seems to deride the conven-
tional, stereotyped character of the social code, to which one usually paid
mere lip-service’.3”® Ideological expectations appear to affect how Hys-
mine acts in the narrative. She obeys her father’s command but, never-
theless, her will appears to also affect how her agency works; making
erotic advances towards the object of her desires.

As already suggested, the gender subversion in the narrative of Par-
tonopeu de Blois, represented in the female character Melior, can be seen
as a result of elaborating upon the literary tradition. As a version of Cupid,

375 Jouanno, 2006, p. 162.

376 Jouanno, 2006, p. 162.

377 “For the maiden both offered me the cup and kept hold of it and though she was
apparently offering it, in reality she was holding on to it. So there was a contest
between our hands, and the hand of the virgin girl is victorious over the hand of the
virgin herald’ (9] ydp pot mapBévog kol mopetifeto TO TOTNPLOV KOl TOPAKATEXEV
avTd Kol @ pév oyfuatt Tapetifeto, TH 8 dAnOein koteiyev. "Epic ovv &v yepoi,
Kot yeip mapOEvou koOpNG VKA ¥Elpa KNPLKOG Avopog mapbévov), Hysmine and Hys-
minias, 1.9.2-3. (see above)

378 Jouanno 2006, 162.
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Melior holds a subject position in the narrative. She is both a desiring and
a narrative agent. Her agency can be described as constructed through
appropriations of feminine conventions. Her desire is represented in fem-
inine rather than masculine terms. She never quite transcends her femi-
ninity; she does not reject the femininity into which she was born, but
rather uses it instrumentally in order to gain control.

The same could be said of Hysmine. Although she is an active char-
acter, a desiring subject, she acts from within a gender discourse where
passivity is prescribed for women. In the Komnenian novels, Jouanno ar-
gues, there is not ‘a single case of a masculine woman’.>” The Komne-
nian novels are, accordingly, composed within a conservative context,
enhancing the traditional roles between men and women. Goldwyn writes
that: ‘as the romances were written by men and often narrated by the men
within the story, the true interiority of the women experiencing these ad-
vances remains unknowable’ .38 It is indeed, as we have seen, Hysminias’
path towards knowledge about Eros that is the most clearly narrated erotic
motif in the novel. It is his refusal to heed Hysmine’s resistance against
him, his conquest over her, that makes him a man — it is a way for him to
perform masculinity.?3! The room for Hysmine’s agency is thus limited,
not only by her parents’ rule but also by Hysminias’ masculine behaviour
towards her. Yet, she is still described as expressing her sexuality and
acting according to her own desires. Indeed, in the novel one finds mul-
tiple modes of desire, and Hysmine’s desire exists simultaneously with
the desire of Hysminias. As a woman, she appears to need secret strate-
gies in order to act according to her desire. Jouanno argues that Hysmine
is not a masculine woman ‘although she shows herself rather more enter-
prising than her male counterpart, and several times distinguishes herself
by her acuteness’.*3? The acute and enterprising role that Hysmine is de-
scribed as having, I would like to stress, is constructed by means of ap-
propriations of femininity; it is not in spite of her femininity that Hysmine

379 Jouanno 2006, 162.

380 Goldwyn 2018, 123.

381 Goldwyn 2018, 123.

382 Jouanno 2006, 151-152.
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embodies these qualities, but because of her active and subversive use of
it in the narrative. In the passage discussed above, in which Hysmine is
represented as a character who makes erotic advances, she is described as
doing this by appropriating the feminine role into which she was born.
The female character orients herself within a limited social sphere; Hys-
mine can be interpreted as a subject in a gendered social structure, where
the agency that she exhibits does not seem to be allowed or suitable.

Partonopeu de Blois and Hysmine and Hysminias can both be read,
with feminist theory, as at once reflecting and challenging both the social
order and relations of power in courtly culture. From Irigaray’s perspec-
tive, in a social order of men, femininity is produced as the subject’s ne-
gation, or from Beauvoir’s perspective, women desire what men desire:
they desire to be desired (objects). Even if this form of patriarchal power
relation indeed finds expression in twelfth-century narratives, Melior and
Hysmine both seem to represent reactions against it. Both female charac-
ters seem to act according to a transcendent desire. They are both literary
representations of women affected by a gender discourse that is inherent
in the literary tradition, but both manifest a certain complexity in terms
of their agency, which nuances the asymmetry. Among the female char-
acters, the passive role of the chaste woman is manifested as a perfor-
mance, a cultural construct. Melior and Hysmine both act as chaste maid-
ens within their communities, concealing their sexual agency.

So, Melior and Hysmine both have agency in their respective nar-
ratives, which might defy literary conventions and social expectations.
Both these characters exemplify how a feminine subject position can be
written in a literary tradition and social context that conventionally does
not really acknowledge it.

By elaborating upon traditional literary roles, both Partonopeu de
Blois and Hysmine and Hysminias seem to create new possibilities for the
female protagonists to act in the narratives. However, the behaviour that
we have interpreted as subversive performed by the female characters is
met with resistance in both stories. In the next section, I will add Anna
Komnene’s description of Bohemond to the analysis, along with the de-
scription of Partonopeu’s beauty in the romance, in order to examine how
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the Alexiad combines the feminine gaze with rhetorical discourse. Then,
the analysis is positioned in relation to a discussion on representations of
the objectifications of men in Partonopeu de Blois and its suggested in-
tertexts Hysmine and Hysminias and, to some extent, Rhodanthe and
Dosikles.

Speaking of Beautiful Men

In the texts under scrutiny in this thesis, feminine perspectives prove to
be important for the texts on a broader level. In this section focus is put
on the objectification of men as related to esteemed rhetorical discourse.
As the feminine gaze is articulated, it can be seen as changing rhetorical
conditions. From being a masculine domain, a feminine voice is created
in the discourse of rhetoric. I believe that Anna Komnene’s authorial
voice is significant for this literary situation of the twelfth century.
Through the combination of rhetorical knowledge and the entrance of the
author’s personal voice, a feminine ego is written into the literary tradi-
tion. This could be put in relation to the presence of feminine subjectivity
in courtly romances and novels, in which feminine voices define the nar-
rative pothos.

In the records of her father’s deeds, Anna Komnene describes Bo-
hemond, the Norman crusader who posed a great threat to Alexios Kom-
nenos and the Byzantine Empire during the First Crusade.*®* In her de-
piction of the emperor and Bohemond’s meeting, Anna gives a lengthy
description of the latter’s appearance. I present the passage (almost) in
full, since the length in itself is relevant in the discussion concerning how

383 Bohemond’s beauty is described at length although he can be interpreted as, with
Buckler’s words, ‘for Anna the fons et origo malorum in the Crusade and its after-
math [...]"; Buckler 1929, 469. Yet, indeed, a worthy ‘antagonist’ to Alexios ought
to have been a worthy contestant (Buckler uses the formulation ‘the two great antag-
onists’, referring to them; Buckler 1929, 472). Moreover, Emily Albu argues that
Anna praises Bohemond to such an extent that she ‘implicitly places Bohemond over
even her beloved father [...]"; Albu 2000; 165.
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twelfth-century narratives make room for feminine perspectives of mas-
culine beauty:
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384 The Alexiad, 13.10.4-5. Throughout the thesis, I always quote Dieter R. Reinsch and
Athanasios Kambylis’ edition (2001).
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The appearance of this man was, to put it briefly, unlike that of any
other man whether Greek or barbarian seen in those days on the
Roman soil. The sight of him inspired admiration, the mention of
his name terror. I will describe in detail the barbarian’s characteris-
tics. His stature was such that the towered almost a full cubit over
the tallest men. He was slender of wait and flanks, with broad shoul-
ders and chest, strong in the arms; overall he was neither too slen-
der, nor too heavily built and fleshy, but perfectly proportioned —
one might say that he conformed to the ideal of Polyklitos. His
hands were large, he had a good firm stance, and his neck and back
were compact. If to the astute and meticulous observer he appeared
to stoop slightly, that was not caused by any weakness of the verte-
brae of the lower spine, but presumably there was some malfor-
mation there from birth. The skin all over his body was very pale,
except for his face which was pale but with some colour to it too.
His hair was light-coloured and did not go down to his shoulders as
it does with other barbarians; in fact, the man hade no great predi-
lection for long hair, but cut his short, to the ears. Whether his beard
was red or of any other colour I cannot say, for the razor had passed
over it closely, leaving his chin smoother than any marble. How-
ever, it seemed that it would have been red. His eyes were light-
blue and gave some hint of the man’s spirit and dignity. He breathed
freely through nostrils that were broad, worthy of his chest and a
fine outlet for the breath that came in gusts for his lungs. There was
a certain charm about him, but it was somewhat dimmed by the
alarm his person as a whole inspired. There was a hard, savage qual-
ity in his whole aspect, due, I suppose, to his great stature and his
eyes; even his laugh sounded like a threat to others. Such was his
constitution, mental and physical, that in him both courage and love
were armed, both ready for combat.3%

In light of the discussion above, Anna Komnene’s detailed description of
Bohemond’s appearance should be seen as part of the tradition of ancient
rhetoric; to express the act of looking and desiring proved admirable
skills. Added to this, the activity of looking and thus desiring can be seen

385 Throughout the thesis, I always quote Sewter’s translation ([1969] 2003).
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as metanarrative forces of desire in The Golden Ass. The ideals of rhetoric
during the time of the ancient novels presumed that a good orator had
proved himself to be masculine, whereas a bad orator was effeminate,
feminine. Maud W. Gleason finds that:

The rhetorical performer embodied his civilization’s ideal of culti-
vated manliness. The young men who consciously studied his [Fa-
vorinus’] rhetorical exempla unconsciously imitated the gestalt of
his self-presentation. The result was, for many generations, the
smooth-flowing cultural reproduction of the patterns of speech,
thought, and movement appropriate to a gentleman.*3°

The performative aspect of the rhetorical tradition is worth pinning down
explicitly. As literature was mainly expressed orally, the corporeality of
the text was part of the transmission of literary tradition. Paideia is
achieved by speaking:

Those who pursued paideia may have acquired their linguistic com-
petence [...] initially by reading, but they had to display it by speak-
ing. [...] educated men [...] did not display their level of culture by
owning books, or even by having read books owned by others, but
only by having absorbed books so completely that they could ex-
hale them as speech.??’

To speak the language of the learned and of tradition, is in this sense —
i.e. the merely physical sense — a masculine activity. Anna Komnene
places herself inside this tradition, preserving and renewing ancient liter-
ary and rhetorical ideals.

The quoted passage, in which Bohemond’s beauty is described, can
be explained in terms of enargeia and ekphrasis. As Anna writes that
Bohemond’s appearance inspired admiration, and then continues by giv-
ing a description of it, she proves competence in rhetorical ability to cre-
ate imagery inside the mind of the audience, to arouse his or her emotions,

386 Gleason 1995, xxiv.
387 Gleason 1995, xxiv.
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and to render Bohemond present in the minds of the audience, by the use
of imagination. As Leonora Neville writes regarding Anna’s choice of
writing herself into her historical text, we note how the princess con-
sciously performs a masculine activity: ‘[...] Anna was engaging in what
were considered masculine activities in her culture. By participating in
the Greek tradition of historiography, she performed a masculine rhetor-
ical discourse — she wrote like a man’.3%8

Not only does Anna thus perform a masculine activity in her act of
writing, but, in the description of Bohemond’s appearance, she composes
a digression in an ekphrastic style, painting a picture of a man for her
audience to imagine. As she describes him as though he were a statue in
the ideal of Polyklitos, Bohemond is rhetorically turned into a work of
art, an object to behold — something beautiful to appreciate. Throughout
the passage, the audience is encouraged to experience conflicting emo-
tions about the alarming crusader: he arouses at once terror and admira-
tion, and the beholder of Bohemond, according to Anna, discerns spirit
and dignity, by looking at his blue eyes. Also, it is hinted that Bohe-
mond’s charms are intertwined with the threat that he poses.

Is this ekphrastic passage of Bohemond’s appearance an example
of when Anna, to echo Neville, writes like man? Considering the corpo-
reality of performing rhetoric in the literary tradition, I find the question
in itself rather obsolete. As Neville writes herself:

it seems that Anna did not want to speak consistently as a man
throughout her history. Writing pseudonymously would have al-
lowed her to compose her history in a uniformly masculine narra-
tive voice. Anna rejected this option in favor of trying to be both
‘woman and historian.” Sporadically throughout the Alexiad, Anna
breaks with historical practice to speak with a voice her culture rec-
ognized as female.*

388 Neville 2016, 61.
389 Neville 2016, 61.
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Anna can be said to cross the boundaries of gendered expression, per-
forming at once masculine and feminine discourse.**® However, consid-
ering the performative aspect of literary composition, she can switch be-
tween ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ discourse only to a certain extent. After
all, in the flesh, Anna is a woman: her body is female as is her physical
voice. Aware of her own body and voice, Anna still does not write under
a masculine pseudonym, as Neville points out. She chooses to establish
an autobiographical ego in her text, even though the historiographical
models that she uses in her own literary composition have always been
those of men.

As she applies the rhetorical ideals of ekphrasis and enargeia to her
description of Bohemond, Anna can be said to effect a kind of gender
subversion. In her text, the feminine voice objectifies a male body. Her
audience is urged to visualise this man in front of their eyes. As the female
eye is in charge of the gaze, it is indeed the female eye that is looking,
and a female voice is articulated. This passage is an example of a text
within which the feminine has a subject position in relation to the other,
the masculine. As she takes on the tradition of rhetoric in her Alexiad,
Anna does not ‘write like a man’, since she is not one. As she writes her
own autobiographical voice into the literary tradition, Anna creates a fem-
inine subject position within a masculine discourse, which, considering
the question of her ‘masculine writing’ in modern reception, appears to
risk resulting in a masculinisation of her voice. In the question of whether
Anna writes like a man, the previously discussed anecdote of Beauvoir’s
experience of speaking as a woman, and her voice’s relation to objective
truth finds an echo: as we discuss and understand Anna as an author and
historian in masculine terms, it appears as though her subjective, feminine
voice becomes erased.

However, Anna still uses traditional rhetorical ideals in her descrip-
tions, a discourse to which she — a female body — has no given place as a
subject. There is not really any feminine voice in the tradition that she

390 Anna not only performed masculine discourse by, e.g., writing historiography, but
she also arguably performed ‘feminine discourse’, such as that of grief; see Neville
2016, 61.
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can use as a model. As Anna describes Bohemond’s beauty in her text,
and her perception of it, the audience is positioned within her perception.
The effect in the audience is to visualise the man’s beauty within their
minds, from the perspective of a woman speaker. The premise of ancient
rhetoric’s competitive discourse, i.e. the greater the speaker, the more he
proves himself to be masculine, and vice versa, is subverted in Anna’s
ekphrastic description. She follows traditional rhetorical models, yet, alt-
hough proving great skill, she does not perform masculinity. With her
text, Anna disrupts the hierarchy that deems poor rhetorical execution to
be effeminate.

In the next section, I apply the discussion about women’s gaze on
beautiful men to the romance and novel genre. Anna’s work of history
was not written in a vacuum, but arguably during a time of flux — a time
when articulations of feminine desire can be found in various sources.

Byzantine Sexualisation: Partonopeu’s Beauty

In Partonopeu de Blois, the objectification of men does occur and, fur-
thermore, it has a narrative function: it moves the plot forward. Based on
Whitmarsh, one could speak of a feminine pothos as a metanarrative
force. To demonstrate how representations of feminine desire drive the
story towards an ending, I will focus on the objectification of male char-
acters through women’s gaze upon them.

At the beginning of Partonopeu de Blois, after the narrator’s pro-
logue, Partonopeu is introduced in the narrative as the king’s nephew. In
the description of our hero, Partonopeu appears as a chivalric ideal man,
pleasing for women to gaze upon. The narrator explains the boy’s beauty
as soon as he introduces the knight into the story. Simons and Eley argue
that the lengthy description of Partonopeu’s beauty and good qualities
imply homoerotic undertones.>! This, they write, is seen especially in the
passage underlines the king’s love for him: ‘The king loved him with a
love greater than the one he had for his own son’ (Li rois 1‘amoit de tel

31 Simons and Eley 1999, 44.
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amor | Que nis [le] fil de sa moillier | N avoit il de nient plus cier).>*? This
passage will be studied in detail below. According to Simons and Eley,
the king’s love and the description of Partonopeu’s beauty sexualises
him: ‘When the poet reaches the description of his hero’s lips he uses
elements which definitely belong in a female, rather than male, portrait,
and are also overtly erotic’.’%3

Uniquely, in Partonopeu de Blois in comparison to French courtly
literature, the male hero is described as having lips that are /evrete and
vermellete, contoured and red. As Simons and Eley point out, the dimin-
utives ‘are a common feature of descriptions of mouths and lips, but in
other texts they are only applied to women’.’** Considering how gender
roles are reversed in the romance’s use of the Cupid and Psyche story,
Partonopeu de Blois could also be said to reverse gender roles in its de-
scription of beauty. Based on Simons and Eley, we can also note that the
‘overt feminization and sexualization’ in the description of Partonopeu’s
physical nature has no counterpart in the descriptions of the one character
who is comparable to Partonopeu regarding objectification; namely, Me-
lior’s younger sister Urraque.’®> Melior’s appearance, in turn, gains no
significant attention at all.

As we have seen, the description of Partonopeu in which he is at
once feminised and sexualised has homoerotic implications, according to
Simons and Eley, and they argue that this makes Partonopeu’s sexual ori-
entation ambivalent: ‘The content and articulation of the male portrait
[...] seem to be designed to keep the reader guessing about the precise
sexual orientation of the hero during the initial phases of the opening ad-
venture’.3%¢ Due to the male character’s apparent sexual ambiguity, they
see the function of the scene of intercourse to be an assurance of his het-
erosexuality: ‘Hence the explicit nature of the bedroom scene has to show

392 Partonopeu de Blois, 538-540.

393 Simons and Eley 1999, 45.

394 Simons and Eley 1999, 45.

395 Simons and Eley 1999, 45-46. Regarding the Spanish connotations in Urraque’s
name; see Simons and Eley 1998, 194—195.

396 Simons and Eley 1999, 47.
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that, despite his youth and inexperience, Partonopeu is instinctively and
univocally heterosexual’ .3’

Simons and Eley suggest that it is the intertextual echoes of the ro-
mans d’antiquité, which they trace in Partonopeu’s Trojan heritage and
in other passages of the romance more generally, that create the connota-
tions of homoeroticism in Partonopeu de Blois. By considering that, on
several occasions, the romance is a reworking of the romans d’antiquité

and specifically of Eneas, they argue that the audience:

cannot have failed to remember the conversation in which Lavine’s
mother forcefully accuses all Trojan men of having homosexual
tendencies (Eneas, I1. 8567-95). The prologue’s detailed tracing of
the ancestry must surely have planted a few seeds of doubt in their
minds about the young man’s sexual orientation.?%®

While acknowledging the connotations that the Trojan link might evoke
in the audience, the description of Partonopeu’s beauty does not in itself
imply uncertainty regarding heterosexuality. The passage that possibly
manifests homoerotic implications is the one that describes the king’s
feelings towards him, yet in this passage, Partonopeu is placed in an ob-
jectified position. Any possibly homosocial traits, or homosexual desire,
of his own are nowhere to be found in the text. He is observed from afar,
desired by men, perhaps — but his own desire remains unknown to the
audience, at least until the bedroom scene previously discussed.
Furthermore, if the bedroom scene, as extraordinary as it is in the
French courtly context, is connected to the Greek novel tradition and its
reactualisation in Byzantium during the twelfth century, then Partono-
peu’s beauty could be interpreted from another angle.**® The passage that
describes Partonopeu’s beauty, as pleasing as it might be to a homoerotic
discourse, does not describe his sexual orientation as unclear. In fact, it

397 Simons and Eley 1999, 47.

398 Simons and Eley 1999, 43.

3% Simons and Eley emphasise how unusual Partonopeu de Blois is in the context of
French courtly romance due to its graphic and detailed scene of intercourse; see Si-
mons and Eley 1999, 42.
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does not describe his sexuality as having any orientation at all. It is only
with the discovery of Eros in the darkened bedroom, and with the loss of
his virginity, that one could interpret Partonopeu as being introduced to
the god of love and thus gaining knowledge of his sexuality for the first
time.

Simons and Eley make a remark worth examining further regarding
the ““come-to-bed” eyes’, suggested in the description of Partonopeu’s
eyes as ‘souprendans’.*®® These captivating eyes indicate an activity in
the passage. But this trait could be considered in relation to Leukippe’s
beauty as captivating in Leukippe and Kleitophon (according to common
descriptions of female characters in the Greek novel tradition). Leukippe
represents striking beauty, but she has no control over her beauty’s power.
Leukippe’s beauty might have agency in this regard, but she does not.*’!
The same could be said about Partonopeu’s eyes, which seem to have an
effect on their observer.

Instead of seeing this passage as an illustration of homosexual
tendencies in Partonopeu, it could be considered as an implication of the
possibility that this romance could be directed towards an (actual) audi-
ence divided in gender. The male character is objectified and sexualised,
and could have pleased women, or amused them in a humorous manner;
it may have pleased an audience of women who are otherwise used to
stories in which only the female sex is objectified and sexualised. The
passage states it explicitly, as the narrator inserts the claim that there is
nothing for a woman to complain about regarding Partonopeu’s looks:
‘The lady can do nothing but enjoy it’ (N’a qu’amender el damoisel).*"?
As Simons and Eley observe, the female character Melior’s appearance
is not described at all, and regarding her sister they note how ‘the actual
physical description of Urraque is, if anything, /ess overtly feminine than
the portrait of the hero’.*** From the perspective of attraction, the female

400 partonopeu de Blois, 560. in their article they quote the word as spelled ‘sospren-
dans’; Simons and Eley 1999, 45. The spelling in the quote above is drawn from
Collet and Joris’ edition (2005), as stated above.

401 Morales 2004, 164.

402 Partonopeu de Blois, 564.

403 Simons and Eley 1999, 46.
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characters do not appear to be very interesting. Thus, the actual audience
needs to acknowledge the feminine gaze on a masculine desired object,
as the authorial audience seems to denote those that would find objectifi-
cations of men pleasing. In order to understand the narrative, the actual
audience needs to recognise this gendered vision, from a feminine per-
spective.

I suggest that the Byzantine aspect in interpreting Partonopeu’s
physical description is also important to consider in this context. Con-
nected with the argument above, the sexualised feature of Partonopeu’s
appearance could imply an intertextual relation to Byzantine literature. In
order to back up this argument, the scene where Partonopeu’s beauty is
described will be put in relation to Hysmine and Hysminias as well as to
two other previously mentioned works composed at the Komnenian
court; namely, Theodore Prodromos’ novel Rhodanthe and Dosikles and
Anna Komnene’s Alexiad.

The third erotic dream of Hysmine and Hysminias, in which Hys-
minias is initiated into love, describes Hysmine’s appearance. This pas-
sage narrates the acceleration of Hysminias’ desire for Hysmine; he fan-
tasises about making erotic advances. The description of Hysmine’s looks
is positioned within the erotic discourse of Hysminias’ dreams. As in the
case of Partonopeu, Hysmine’s eyes are described as lively:

Hysmine and Hysminas

dppOg pélawva, ipig O oyfipa 1
KOTO GEANVNV UNVOEONG: Oppa
péEAQY, Yyopyov Kol pédo odpov:
0 KOKAOG oOT® KoTO HEPOC
O&Hvero: kol MV TO oyfina Toig
00B0ALOTC KoOVoees | HOAAOV
KUKAOELOEG! n mepl v
EmPrepapidoa  Opi§  movVTEADC
guelatveto kol Mv O THC KOPNG

405 Partonopeu de Blois, 557-560.

Partonopeu de Blois
Les sorciols a noirs et voltis, |
Delgiés et grailles et traitis. | Les
iols a gros, vairs et rians, | Bien
envoisiés et souprendans.*%3
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O0POUALOC dvtwg "Epwtog
Katomtpov. 04
His eyebrows are black and
Her eyebrows were black, curved curved, fine and narrow. His eyes
like a rainbow or a crescent moon; are big, lively, laughing; filled
her eyes were black, lively and with charm and joy.
very bright and her eyeballs had a
certain sharpness and her eyes
were cone-like in shape, or rather
circular. The lashes on her eyelids
were quite black, and the girl’s
eyes were truly a mirror for Eros.

The description of Hysmine is more concrete than the one in the romance
in terms of the shape and sharpness of her eyes. However, both Hysmine
and Partonopeu are said to have black and curved eyebrows, a description
that does not seem to be a matter of significance in other Old French ro-
mance sources of the time, except in the description of Camilla in Eneas
— which indeed is noteworthy in the present comparative analysis.**¢ In
Komnenian sources, dark and curved eyebrows are a common feature in
descriptions of a beautiful face. In Anna Komnene’s Alexiad, for exam-
ple, when she describes her father Alexios, she mentions his brows: ‘His
dark eyebrows were curved, and beneath them the gaze of his eyes was
both terrible and kind” (uélatva pév yap 1 00pdg Exatépwbev ékvptodto,

404 Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.6.1-2.

406 Tn Chrétien de Troyes’ works, eyebrows are mentioned in two cases: in Perceval,
where one finds: ‘Les sorcis bruns et large antr’oil’ Perceval, 1777, and in Philo-
mena, where the eyebrows are described as ‘Large antr’oel, sorciz aligniez’, Philo-
mena, 147. Black eyebrows do occur, however, in Eneas. In the description of Ca-
milla, one finds her to have ‘les sourcis noirs et bien deugiés’, Eneas, 4078. The fact
that Partonopeu, who is blond, has explicitly black and curved eyebrows is to my
eyes a possible implication of how Byzantine literary connections might explain
erotic beauty descriptions in Partonopeu de Blois, and possibly Eneas — the relation-
ship between this romance and the Byzantine novels indeed needs further investiga-
tion. The verse in Perceval is transcribed from M¢la’s edition and the verse in Philo-
mena is transcribed from Boer’s edition (as stated above), both found in the collec-
tion of Chrétien de Troyes’ romances (1994). The verse in Eneas is transcribed from
Petit 1997.
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0 68 690uAUOG DTekddnTo PALoccLPOV dua Kol fipepov &vopdv).*07 It is
worth mentioning that melaina means not only ‘dark’ but also ‘black’,
considering other descriptions of eyebrows as black in colour, including
the one in Partonopeu de Blois.

In both Hysmine and Hysminias and Partonopeu de Blois, the eyes
are described as lively and happy.**® If we compare these descriptions,
the captivating power of Partonopeu’s eyes seems to correspond with
Hysmine’s eyes being ‘a mirror for Eros’.*% Partonopeu’s ‘come-to-bed’
eyes, to use Simons and Eley’s formulation, could thus be considered in-
tertextually connected to Hysmine and Hysminias, where Hysmine’s
erotic eyes are represented in Hysminias’ erotic dream.

Furthermore, to have captivating eyes implies a relation with a be-
holder who is being captivated. The eyes must indeed captivate someone
who looks at them. As Morales states, in her analysis of vision in ancient
Greek literature, to capture someone’s gaze is not in itself an act of power.
It does not imply that the beautiful woman (considering the gender aspect
of vision) has any control over the effect that she has on others. The de-
scribed discourse of vision in ancient Greek literature is then also af-
firmed in Beauvoir’s explanation of women’s beauty as an indication of
passivity; in relation to the masculine gaze, women’s beauty results in the
asymmetrical subject-object duality, as it is described in modern cul-
ture.*! With both mentioned descriptions of vision; its role in ancient
culture, and its role in Beauvoir’s description of her modern culture in
mind, the traditional gender dynamic in relation to the gaze and objecti-
fication is faced with — in Partonopeu’s ‘come-to-bed’ eyes — a subversive
shift of power. Partonopeu is accordingly a passive object. The purpose
of his beauty could arguably be described as being faite pour arréter le

regard, to use Beauvoir’s words.*!!

497 The Alexiad, 111.3.2.

408 yopyov and audpoév Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.6.2., compared to ‘vairs et rians’,
Partonopeu de Blois, 559.

409 "Epmtog kétontpov Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.6.3., compared to ‘souprendans’,
Partonopeu de Blois, 560.

419 Beauvoir (1949) 1976b, 521.

41 Beauvoir (1949) 1976b, 521.
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In the discussed novel and the romance alike, the descriptions move
on, from focusing on the eyes, towards focusing on the face. In both sto-
ries, the characters are said to be pale, but with blushing cheeks. Hys-
mine’s ‘cheeks were white, unblemished white where there was no mix-
ture of red; the centre was red, red that was separated off and imprinted
there’” (ITapeld Aevkn|- 10 Aevkov dxpatov, £¢ ooV ovk NpvBpaiveto: 10
pécov £pudpdv- 10 Epubpdv Siecmacpévov kai olov diecmappévov).?
Partonopeu’s ‘beautiful face is pale and blushing, long with fine and clear
contours’ (Bele face a, blance et rosine, | Longe et traitice, et clere et
fine).*!3 This could further be positioned in relation to Anna Komnene’s
description of Bohemond in the Alexiad, where the Norman is described
as being entirely pale, except for having some redness to his face.*!4

After the descriptions of blushing cheeks in Hysmine and Hysmin-
ias and Partonopeu de Blois alike, both stories’ passages describe the
characters’ mouths:

Hysmine and Hysminas Partonopeu de Blois

To otopa ocoppétpog diéppnkrtal: Bouce a petite, grosse levrete, |
10 mOAL THG copkog TV xelhéwv Toute alumee, vermellete. | Les
déppittal, kol Guem Tt YetAn dens avoit blans et menus, | Molt
eowiooetal. Eimoig idmv podov bien assis et bien ve[n]us ; |
EKOATyar v képnv Ttoig yeilecl. Basse a le bouce a bien bai-
Xopog 086vtmv Aevkdg, cvototyiov  sier.*!6

QEPOV  €VAPUOGTOV KOl TPOG TO

YETLOG dvdAoyov, ®G TaphEvor Toig

yeileotv olcovpovpevor.413

Her mouth was parted evenly, most
of the flesh from her lips was
pressed back and both her lips were

His mouth is small. His lips are
flaming red. His teeth are white
and tiny, very well set and very

412 Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.6.3.

413 Partonopeu de Blois, 561-562.

414 70 ypdpo KT TO EALO LEV AU AEVKOTOTOG, TO 8¢ TPOCHONOV HETd TOD Agvukod
émupoodto, the Alexiad, 13.10. (referred to above).

415 Hysmine and Hysminias, 111.6.3-4.

416 Partonopeu de Blois, 565-569.
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tinted red. Seeing her you would say alluring. His mouth is situated
that the girl had crushed a rose with well on his face so that it is easy
her lips. The chorus of her teeth was  to kiss it.

white, set in harmonious ranks and

appropriate to her lips and were like

maidens guarded by her lips.

These are obviously sexualised descriptions. The redness in both pas-
sages carries an erotic undertone. Their mouths’ respective sizes are mod-
est; Hysmine’s is proportionate and Partonopeu’s is small. This applies
to a feminine ideal originating from the Roman world and early Byzan-
tine times, where one sees that women’s mouths are small and closed.*!”
The lips, however, are vividly described in both passages. In Hysmine
and Hysminias, we read that ‘most of the flesh of Hysmine’s lips’ is dis-
cernible, and that both lips are tinted red. Partonopeu’s mouth is described
as flaming red. As Simons and Eley note, ‘the diminutive is identified
[...] as a marker of female sensuality and sexuality, [...] also commonly
used in the descriptions of breasts [...].”#!8 Both characters’ lips correlate
with a norm of modesty, due to their mouths’ modest sizes, and are sex-
ualised in terms of the colour of their lips, which imply carnal undertones.

From the mouths and lips there follows a reference, in both pas-
sages, to the characters’ teeth. They are said to be white and well placed
in their mouths. Hysmine’s teeth are ‘set in harmonious ranks’ and ‘ap-
propriate to her lips’, and Partonopeu’s teeth are very well set. In both
passages, their mouths are described in terms of their availability to be
kissed — but in a contradictory manner. While Hysmine’s teeth are ‘like
maidens guarded by her lips’, Partonopeu’s mouth is situated on his face
in a way well fitted for kissing. Both Hysminias’ and Hysmine’s virgini-
ties remain throughout the narrative. Partonopeu and Melior both lose
theirs. The access to Hysmine’s and Partonopeu’s respective mouths can
be said to reflect the stories’ sexual scenes, as we have seen. Hysmine’s
virginity is protected, even when it is threatened by erotic temptation.

417 See, for example, sculptures of women from Late Antiquity and the early Byzantine
Empire, on which mouths were ideally small; Kalavrezou 2012, 515.
418 Simons and Eley 1999, 45.
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Partonopeu’s virginity is lost in his initial meeting with Melior, who thus
has clear access to his mouth.

However, although the description of Partonopeu’s appearance
seems to carry sexualising as well as feminising implications, which the
potential connection to the description of Hysmine may further indicate,
the idea of him as feminised should be nuanced. In Hysmine and Hysmin-
ias, the narrator is Hysminias himself. His perspective is omnipresent in
the narrative, even though a feminine perspective can be discerned in his
retelling of female characters’ agency and speech. This means that the
narrative is not structured in a way that naturally gives space for a de-
scription of Hysminias’ appearance, given that he does not gaze upon
himself. However, if one takes other descriptions of beautiful men in
Komnenian narratives into consideration, we get another picture, as for
example in Theodore Prodromos’ novel Rhodanthe and Dosikles.

The main characters have been separated during their adventure. In
the passage that interests us, Rhodanthe talks about her beloved Dosikles’
appearance to her friend Myrilla. The description that she gives might
imply that descriptions of beauty do not necessarily have to do with spe-
cific gender codes in a Byzantine context. To describe someone as desir-
able and beautiful seems simply to be a convention in the Komnenian
courtly context, regardless of gender.

ZOUTATPIOTNG EVYEVG veaviag, | KAjow AoGuKAfig, e0TPENTg TV
10éav, | GptL yvodoav Avatélhov TV Yévuv | kol T0 TpdcwToV
0QLAS nsptcr?,(pwv | TpAdTOIC toDXOLQ 101 émyvabidiots, | Tpiyag
npoioymv, @ 0Oeoi, koAdg ideiv | (olov 1O Bocrpuxoaﬁsg) n o0&
EavBOTNG — | TEPAOTIOV TO KAAAOG 1 & OAN Ypda — | VLEP AdYOV TO
Oaupoc 1 8¢ Aevkotng — | NAlKov gig EkmAn&v: 11 6° €puBpoOTNC — |
apnyoavov 1o ypipa. Ti xpn pot Aéysw | KOpng, mapelds, OQPVOG,
yelhovg méPL, | THC TETPOY®VOL, THG KEKOVOVICUEVNG, | TG
Kumapitto Euyyevodg NAKiag, | dPOV EKeivev Kol cpupdv, XEpdV,
n6dwv; | Ko pev 1 yelp, A0 moAA®D kaAAmv | Otav €vipyet
QLOIKAG Kvouuévn | (EpuBpd pev v €vépyelav Ay, | €pd
0’ 6umg, Mupiddia, kol i yop whbw;), | Euod tpoyniov yvnoimg
nptNuéVN. | Kadov to yethog, dALL unyv kol 10 otopa | dtov o8 kol
Kvoivto kol @OEyyowtd T | kohodvta Kol yeA®dVTA Kol AodVTH
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e, | tatatol 10 kdAAog avtoig nAikov. | T1 pot ta ToAAd kol ti pot
nakpoOg Adyog; | @cod Tig v dvtikpug ) thoo TAdots. !

There was in my country a noble youth, | Dosikles by name, comely
in appearance, | with his beard just blooming on his chin | and his
face gracefully surrounded | by the first down on his jaw, with hair,
ye gods, beautiful to see | (how it curled!); the blond hue — | its
beauty is amazing; his whole complexion — | incredible beyond de-
scription; his witeness — | quite astonishing; his redness — | alto-
gether impossible. What should I say | of his eyes, his cheeks, his
eyebrows, his lips, | his sturdy, well-proportioned figure | close kin
to cypress, | his shoulders, his ankles, his hands, his feet; | his hand
is beautiful, but much more beautiful | when it has made advances,
moved by forces of nature | (I blush to speak of advances, | but yet
I am in love, Myrilla, and what have I to lose?), | and it is clinging
enthusiastically to my neck. | His lips are lovely, but so too is his
mouth; | and when they move and make sounds, | calling and laugh-
ing and kissing me, | oh indeed how great is their beauty. | But why
should I go on and why should I speak at length? | His whole bear-
ing was that of a god.

Dosikles is depicted as desirable and beautiful, but he is not feminised.
During a time when, as Jouanno writes:

Byzantine women in reality enjoyed a relative freedom, had mani-
fold rights and activities, especially in economic matters, and those
belonging to the highest court aristocracy could even be actively
involved in politics.*?°

Rhodanthe and Dosikles could have worked as ‘an expression of nostal-
gia’, and the novel could perhaps exemplify how changing times cause
‘fantasies about the security of traditional gender identities [...] to in-

crease’.*?!

419 Rhodanthe and Dosikles, VI1.213-38.
420 Jouanno 2006, 161.
421 Jouanno 2006, 161.
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In the novel, Rhodanthe is abducted: both by her lover Dosikles,
and by a robber. Jouanno argues that Rhodanthe is characterised by
‘weakness and submissive attitude’, and that Byzantine writers’ sexism
‘appears clearly in the use of the abduction motif’.#?> The claim that
Rhodanthe and Dosikles is subversive is thus not particularly convincing.
Instead, it seems as though Prodromos’ novel is an example of a Byzan-
tine adaptation of Greek novels’ nostalgia for a past governed by patriar-
chal ideals.*** To be sure, as Goldwyn argues, the abduction theme and
lack of consent are not categorically stated in negative terms in the novel,
but the protagonist Dosikles himself ‘not only contemplates raping
Rhodanthe, he even tells other people that he had considered it’.*>* In-
deed, Rhodanthe’s agency and her own desires can hardly be described
as moving the plot forward. Nor are they taken into account in Dosikles’
rape deliberations, as Goldwyn further writes: ‘he even refers to himself
as a rapist, thus affirming his own knowledge of and indifference to her
withholding of consent.”#*

Yet, Rhodanthe’s direct speech seems, nevertheless, to imply the
presence of a feminine perspective in the novel. In the quoted passage,
Rhodanthe explains the beauty of her beloved. In describing his physical
appearance, she expresses desire and longing for Dosikles. This could be
seen as a representation of feminine desire as being present in the novel,
something with which women in the audience could probably identify.*26

422 Jouanno 2006, 152.

423 Jouanno 2006, 152.

424 Goldwyn 2018, 88.

425 Goldwyn 2018, 88.

426 Nilsson describes Rhodanthe’s desire to reach after and touch Dosikles (which could
be described in terms of transcendent desire); see Nilsson 2017; 249. Another exam-
ple of when Rhodanthe’s direct speech could be read as subversive is when she asks
Dosikles to save her from Gobryas, who is trying to rape her. Rhodanthe flees the
rapist and runs to her lover, to whom she says: ““Save me,” she said, “from the brut-
ish barbarian, | save, Dosikles, your dear maiden, | rescue me from the robberly brute.
| You have destroyed me; make haste, indeed I am ruined”” (kai ‘c®cov’ einev €k
Tupavvov PapPdapov, | cdoov, AocikAels, TV OIANV oot TapBévov: | Amdomacov pe
Anotputic Topavvidoc. | Amdrecdc e onedoov, §| v oxouny.’), Rhodanthe and
Dosikles, 111.290-293. In this passage, one could argue that Rhodanthe
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Descriptions of feminine desire given from a feminine gaze open
up possibilities for the audience to identify with the female character. In-
deed, in the Greek novel tradition, desire is often aroused with the gaze,
and thus enters the soul, as Plato also puts it.*?” Hence, the experience of
desire arouses motions in one’s soul; it stirs the subject.

In his readings of consent in medieval erotic narratives, Goldwyn
discerns a lack of feminine perspective in Chrétien de Troyes’ Le Cheva-
lier de la Charrette, which is contemporary with Partonopeu de Blois.**®
After the scene describing Lancelot and Guinevere’s sexual encounter,
Goldwyn discusses how only Lancelot’s perspective is presented, alt-
hough both are indeed present in the narrated scene: ‘It is his desire that
is sated, his pleasure that is described, and his pains [...] that rises to the
threshold of narratability. Her sexual experience, her pleasure, her emo-
tions, remain unnarrated’.*>® The lack of representations of feminine de-
sire consequently creates a lack of knowledge regarding the woman’s
consent overall. Her lack of emotions and experience creates a narrative
in which identification with the female part in the erotic relationship is
challenged. How does one see things from a perspective that is never ar-
ticulated? Goldwyn continues to explain that:

whereas Lancelot’s every move, every adventure, every struggle is
narrated in detail, about her [Guinevere’s] journey he writes: ‘Mes
que valdroit se je contoie | Ne ses gistes ne ses jornees?’ (But why

acknowledges that her position is quite hopeless: her agency seems nowhere to be
found. Instead, she asks her first abductor, on whom she thus depends, to save her
from her second abductor. Dosikles” own retelling of his abduction of Rhodanthe
has been described as having a ‘narcissistic focus on himself’, which ‘underscores
the lack of reciprocity and consensuality’; Burton 2000,386.

427 An example of this is, of course, the prologue to Longus’ Daphnis and Chloe: ‘For
certainly no one has ever avoided Love, and no one will, as long as beauty exists,
and eyes can see’ (TavTog yop ovdeic Epmta Epuyey fi pedEetan, péypig av kdAlog 1
Kot d@Baipol PAénwo), Daphnis and Chloe, prol.4. Plato writes about desire’s
travel from sight to the soul, and Heliodorus picks up the same thematic, see Goldhill
2001, 170-171.

428 Regarding Chrétien de Troyes in relation to Partonopeu de Blois; see Eley and Si-
mons 1999; Hilton 1984.

429 Goldwyn 2018, 133.
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bother relating her journeys by day and her rests at night?).43° The
seeming innocuousness of this rhetorical question, however, both
elides women’s experiences generally and, perhaps more signifi-
cantly, rules out the possibility that women can be subjects of nar-
rative at all. Though her adventures parallel Lancelot’s in signifi-
cant ways, his can be the subject of romance even as hers can be
easily dismissed in two lines.*’!

The lengthy description of Partonopeu’s beauty should be read in this
context. Indeed, his beauty is not a narration of the female character’s
experience, yet the description of him explains Melior’s actions: why she
chose him and why she arranges the beauty contest at the end, which will
be discussed further below. Bruckner sees a bond between the romance’s
poet, the narrator and Melior:

Like the romancer, Melior is a creator of fiction, as she arranges
Partonopeu’s story to bring him to Chef d’Oire and entertain him
during his sojourn. Like the narrator, she tells him stories of ancient
times [...] and even contemporary French history [...]. Both the
narrator and Melior are lovers whose love generates romance fic-
tions; both seek to use fictions to invite and control the response of
a beloved.**?

Accordingly, the female character appears in a sense to be connected to
the narrator and the actual poet, which as a consequence links the ro-
mance’s perspective and voice to her.** In contrast to the lack of possi-
bility for female characters to be narrative subjects, which Goldwyn dis-
cusses regarding Chrétien de Troyes, Partonopeu de Blois can thus be
interpreted as a narrative in which feminine subjectivity is found. It is the
feminine gaze that is at play here — women can do nothing but enjoy the
sight of the knight, as it were. The description of Partonopeu’s beauty

430 Goldwyn 2018, 134. Goldwyn quotes David Staines’ translation (1990). For the Old
French verses 6414-6415; see Méla’s edition (1994).

41 Goldwyn 2018, 134.

432 Bruckner 1993b, 112.

433 See Hanning 1981.
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follows patterns from the Greek novel tradition, as we have seen. The
composition of the passage, i.e. an ekphrastic passage that digresses from
the informative stating of events, is structured according to a model found
in Byzantine novels; moreover, it uses idealised features such as those
also found in the Alexiad, such as black and curved eyebrows and pale
skin with blushing cheeks. The ekphrastic description leads the audience
to envision Partonopeu in front of their eyes, in all his beauty. As the
narrator adds that Partonopeu’s appearance is pleasing to the woman’s
eye, the (authorial) audience is consequently, one could argue, defined at
an early stage in the story as consisting (at least in part) of women. The
imagined women in the (authorial) audience are thus seemingly supposed
to envision the described man in their minds and to draw pleasure from
the image. As in the Greek tradition, desire is transported through the eye
to the soul. Hence, by describing masculine beauty and women’s pleasure
at the sight of it, the text writes a feminine experience of pleasure into the
narrative, an experience of seeing as a woman. One could, consequently,
speak of a bond between Anna Komnene’s ekphrastic description of Bo-
hemond and Partonopeu’s described beauty in the Old French romance,
perhaps through the Komnenian novels. Drawing a red thread between
these literary works, we could speak of the articulation of a shared lan-
guage for the feminine gaze.

Compared with the description of Partonopeu’s beauty, we find
many similarities to it in Prodromos’ novel, which are worth noting. The
two passages share a similar composition. Firstly, there is a presentation
of the young men and a notion of them both being thoroughly beautiful.
Secondly, as Partonopeu’s character is described, there follows a descrip-
tion of his hair, and in Dosikles’ case a description of his beard. Thirdly,
the men’s skin is in both passages is described as shiningly white. Dosi-
kles’ skin also has a hint of a blush, something that Partonopeu is also
said to have in a following verse. Fourthly, both descriptions focus on the
area around the eyes, either before or after the descriptions of the eye-
brows. The faces are later described as being proportionate, and so are
their bodies. In both passages, the bodies form a good harmony: the
shoulders, the hands, the feet. A certain focus is directed towards their
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hands. Both men’s lips are said to be good for kissing. Both men’s bodies
are impeccably complete. Dosikles has the look of a god, and Partonopeu
is said to be perfect.

In the Byzantine context, the description of masculine beauty does
not seem to be a matter of feminisation. The male character is objectified
and eroticised, beautiful for a woman to look at. In Partonopeu de Blois,
the narrator mentions that his appearance is enjoyable for a lady. Dosi-
kles’ beauty is described through the voice and perspective of his beloved
Rhodanthe. His beauty, as well as the desire and longing expressed for
him, are articulated from a woman’s perspective. Partonopeu’s sexuali-
sation seems not only unusual in its French context, as Simons and Eley
argue, but also, it appears that the passage is an expression of feminine
desire, that could, possibly, be further connected to Komnenian literature.

As already mentioned, the narrator explicitly comments on Par-
tonopeu’s beauty, describing it to be pleasurable for women to look at.
Also, when Partonopeu has broken the rule and brought light to the bed-
room, and has, consequently, been banished from Melior’s palace, his
appearance is once again described as beautiful in women’s eyes. As the
women at the court come to criticise and shame Melior for her unchaste
conduct, they circle around Partonopeu:

Les dames s’aproisment al lit, | Si ’ont esgardé un petit. | Apres cel
poi I’esgardent [miés]: | Molt par ert beaus se il [fust] liés. | Aprés
le revont esgarder | Por sa beauté miols aviser. | Com plus 1’avisent,
miols lor plest.**

The ladies approached the bed and looked quickly at him. Then they
looked at him more carefully. They rejoiced at the sight of his
beauty. Then they looked at him again, to better acknowledge his
beauty. The more they saw it, the more they took pleasure from it.

Bruckner notes the remarkable number of variations of the verb esgarder
(to look) in the passage, and she states more generally that when ‘it comes

434 Partonopeu de Blois, 4847-4853.
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to descriptions of beauty in this romance, Partonopeu, not Melior, is the
primary object of our agreeable contemplation’.**> It seems as though
Partonopeu is not only the object of Melior’s desires, but that he holds a
more general object position in the romance. Partonopeu is Melior’s ob-
ject of desire but, more than that, he is in general an object to observe,
both for other women and for men. Further, the passage can be described
as mainly narrating the act of looking; the text narrates women occupied
with perceiving. The women are narrated as gazing. Partonopeu, once
again, is the object of the story. In the passage, we see women appreciat-
ing beauty.

In Apuleius’ novel, we saw that Psyche does not have the compe-
tence that would be required, by esteemed rhetorical ideals, to appreciate
the object of her desires in a controlled manner. As she sees Cupid for the
first time, she is described as losing her self-control, as swooning and
being ‘paled with enervation; her knees buckled’ (marcido pallore defecta
tremensque desedit in imos poplites).**¢ Although Psyche’s desire works
as a metanarrative force, moving the story onward as she searches for
Cupid’s return, the narration hardly describes her as being in control in
any sense. She acts according to her desire but, nevertheless, she follows
the paths that are already mapped out for her; if not by Cupid in his initi-
ation of their relationship, then by Venus’ conditions for accepting Psy-
che’s reunion with her son.

Compared with Psyche’s desire, desire is described differently in
Anna Komnene’s work of history. Of course, Anna does not write that
she desires Bohemond; however, her ekphrastic description of his appear-
ance can be said to position itself within a rhetorical discourse in which
admiration of beauty and expressions of desire are expected. Anna places
herself within a sophisticated, rhetorical discourse of articulation and ad-
miration of beauty, a tradition of practices such as ekphrasis and enar-
geia. As she writes in this rhetorical tradition, which can be traced back
to antiquity, she is writing a woman’s eyes into the pursuit of education
or paideia.

435 Bruckner 1993b, 129.
436 The Golden Ass, V.22.
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Objectification: Embodiment and Refusal

In Apuleius’ ancient story, Psyche is said to fall in love after having been
wounded by Cupid’s weapon. After being struck by his arrow, she is
‘more and more enflamed with desire’ (Tunc magis magisque cupidine
flagrans Cupidinis).**” As she looks at him, Psyche desires Cupid: now,
desire becomes a matter of reciprocity. Cupid leaves at the point when
his relationship with Psyche becomes mutual in terms of desire: he re-
fuses to be objectified. Objectification appears to signify a loss of control
in the relationship; Cupid’s rule is violated. As Psyche is transformed into
the subject who catalyses narrative progression, her gaze is described,
along with her erotic advancements.**® As she objectifies Cupid, he pun-
ishes her by leaving her: ‘I shall punish you merely by leaving’ (te vero
tantum fuga mea punivero).*3° As previously mentioned, the egocentrism
that has been suggested to form Plato’s theory of desire can, arguably, be
traced in this scene. She places her desire in Cupid, whom one might de-
scribe, based on Vlastos, as a ‘holy-image’ for Psyche’s love.**® Psyche

7 The Golden Ass, V.23.

438 ‘Insatiably, and with some curiosity, Psyche scrutinised and handled and marvelled
at her husband’s arms. She drew one of the arrows from the quiver and tested the
point against the tip of her thumb; but her hand was still trembling and she pushed a
little too hard and pricked too deep, so that tiny drops of rose-red blood moistened
the surface of her skin. Thus without knowing it Psyche of her own accord fell in
love with Love. Then more and more enflamed with desire for Cupid she leaned over
him, panting desperately for him. She eagerly covered him with impassioned and
impetuous kisses till she feared about the depth of his slumber’ (Quae dum insatiabili
animo Psyche, satis et curiosa, rimatur atque pertrectat et mariti sui miratur arma,
depromit unam de pharetra sagittam et puncto pollicis extremam aciem periclita-
bunda trementis etiam nunc articuli nisu fortiore pupugit altius, ut per summam
cutem roraverint parvulae sanguinis rosei guttae. Sic ignara Psyche sponte in Amoris
incidit amorem. Tunc magis magisque cupidine flagrans Cupidinis, prona in eum
efflictim inhians, patulis ac petulantibus saviis festinanter ingestis, de somni men-
sura metuebat), The Golden Ass, V.23.

439 The Golden Ass, V.24.

Yet, this can be nuanced regarding Psyche, who desires desire itself. Psyche’s desire
can also be interpreted as that which Irigaray reads in Diotima’s lesson, i.e. that it is
not teleological. I suppose Psyche’s desire is a combination of Vlastos and Irigaray:
she desires desire, but nevertheless, she finds an object for that desire in the shape

440
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ceases to be an object of Cupid’s desire. Instead, she directs her desire
towards him, after having seen him and been struck by his arrow: there-
fore, she loses him.

In Partonopeu de Blois, as we know, the case is reversed. Partono-
peu is the one with the lantern. He lights up the bedroom and sees Melior.
By comparing the perspectives of the characters Melior and Cupid in the
moment before the room is lit up, we can see that Melior’s feelings are
noted, whereas Cupid’s are not.

The Golden Ass
Nox aderat et maritus aderat
priusque Veneris proeliis velitatus
altum in soporem descenderat.*4!

Partonopeu de Blois
Parmi le cambre en vient la bloie;

| De son ami a molt grant joie. | De
son mantel est desfublee, | Lés son
ami est acostee.**?

Night came, and her husband The blond one enters the bed-

came, and after skirmishing in
love’s warfare, he dropped into a
deep sleep.

room, pleased in the presence of
her lover. She undresses her coat
and lies besides her lover.

In Partonopeu de Blois, Melior’s perspective is highlighted; she enjoys
her lover’s presence. Even though the events in both narratives take place
in an almost equal manner, Melior’s perspective is focalised in Partono-
peu de Blois, which Cupid’s is not in The Golden Ass. The medieval ro-
mance frequently offers the feminine perspective in sexual matters, as it
does here, which enhances the idea that the male character’s activity has
effects on other people; namely, on the woman towards whom he directs
his actions.

In the quoted passage from Partonopeu de Blois, the emphasis is
on Melior’s nudity. The event continues, described from Partonopeu’s

of the god in her bed. Thus, as Vlastos argues, when desire and love concerns people,
one runs the risk at slipping into objectifying one’s beloved (see above).

44 The Golden Ass, V.21.

42 Partonopeu de Blois, 4505-4508.
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perspective. Before lighting up the room, he makes sure that Melior is
naked: ‘“When Partonopeu has touched her and is assured that she is en-
tirely naked, he throws the quilt off and looks at her in complete bright-
ness’ (Quant Partonopeus 1’a sentue | Et seit qu’ele est trestote nue, | Le
covertor a lonc jeté, | Si I’a veiie od la clarté).*** Subsequently, the narra-
tive highlights his gaze on her naked body: ‘Having discovered her naked
body he looks at her; he can observe her and be amazed at how he has
never seen such beauty’ (A descovert nue le voit, | Mirer le puet et veoir
bien | Q’ainc ne vit mais tant bele rien ).+

Like Psyche in The Golden Ass, Partonopeu finds himself in a sub-
ject position. He observes Melior for the first time, and now sees her en-
tire appearance. However, compared to the myth of Cupid and Psyche,
Melior is no god. She knows magic, but explains that the authority and
magical powers that she did have are all lost due to his betrayal.**> Fur-
thermore, before explaining how she arranged for Partonopeu’s arrival,
and the consequences of his betrayal, Melior reacts by losing conscious-
ness, se pasme.**° In contrast to Cupid’s reaction to Psyche’s actions, Me-
lior faints; her reaction is non-verbal but corporeal, and thereafter Par-
tonopeu understands that he has acted badly.**’ She does not speak to
Partonopeu, but her body can be interpreted as the representation of ex-
pression. When Melior finally tries to speak, she immediately begins to
cry: ‘The lady fainted several times and said repeatedly that she was
damned for being born. And when she began to utter words again, she
returned instead to crying’ (La dame s’est sovent pasmee | Et dist sovent
que mal fu nee; | Et quant recommence a parler, | Dont est regieres al
plorer).*8

Melior regains the ability to speak after this, but her primal reaction
appears to be an experience of not being able to formulate her response

443 Partonopeu de Blois, 4509-4512.

444 Partonopeu de Blois, 4514-4516.

45 1 discuss Melior’s magic below. Her magic is part of her education and could also be
seen as the art of storytelling; see Ferrante, 1984; Hanning 1981.

446 Partonopeu de Blois, 4517.

47 Cele se pasme et cil entent | Qu’il a over molt folement. Partonopeu, 4517-4518.

448 Partonopeu de Blois, 4535-4538.
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in words. The devastation described in Melior’s reaction is expressed in
a non-verbal sense; her language seems to consist of her bodily, physical
expressions. As the audience knows from the verses above, Melior is na-
ked in this scene. In the light, she is exposed, and her control is lost. Her
body is unprotected from Partonopeu’s gaze and desire. Compared with
the passage in The Golden Ass, Melior’s corporeal reaction is specific to
Partonopeu de Blois.**

In Partonopeu de Blois’ passage with the lantern, Melior goes
through the same shift from subject to object as Cupid does in Apuleius’
novel. Partonopeu lights up the room and observes her from head to toe.
Her beauty is now for his eyes to behold. Like Cupid, Melior reacts with
unease at being objectified but, unlike Cupid, her reaction is described as
a bodily expression.

These differences could be interpreted as though Partonopeu’s be-
trayal, as well as his and Melior’s relationship, are depicted according to
the code of courtly love: a knight desires a noble lady. Although Melior
reacts reluctantly to this turn of events, it seems as though the story af-
firms a dominant gender hierarchy in which the man is subject and the
woman is object. In other words, with his lantern, Partonopeu reestab-
lishes the social order and his own superior, masculine position. The text
could further be seen as participating in a French feudal discourse. Par-
tonopeu’s mother, who is the French king’s sister, and the Bishop of Paris
are the ones who convince Partonopeu to illuminate the room and it is
they who give him the lantern:

C’est la mere Partonopeu | Qui molt entent a proier Deu | Qu’en
France retiegne son fis, | [...] | Mande I’evesque de Paris | Qui molt
est sages de sermon | Et molt seit bel dire raison.*>°

449 Kay discusses the significance of Melior’s invisibility and exposure in an analysis
inspired by Jacques Lacan: ‘[...] Partonopeu is _forbidden to look at Melior from the
place from which she sees him. And it does indeed turn out that, to paraphrase Lacan,
“what he looks at is not what he wants to see” [...]"; Kay 2001, 281-282. However,
I think that we also need to acknowledge how the feminine perspective is focalised
and what this could tell us.

40 Partonopeu de Blois, 43454347, 4350-4352.
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It is Partonopeu’s mother who prays extensively to God that she
shall have her son back to France [...], she sends for the Bishop of
Paris, who is very wise and can give counsel, and who knows well
how to speak reason.

If we consider the royal mother and the bishop to be symbols of feudal
society, then Partonopeu can be interpreted as acting badly — yet, accord-
ing to courtly conduct.

Furthermore, the tension between Melior’s bodily expression,
along with her agency, and the more conventional courtly adventure in
the romance, could be seen in terms of an entanglement of two imaginary
spaces. A courtly French space — based on a strong gender hierarchy of
masculine superiority — encounters an imaginary, imperial Byzantine
space, in which feminine subjectivity is articulated. When Partonopeu
objectifies Melior, one could view it as though a masculine order replaces
a feminine one. With the courtly gender hierarchy reestablished, one
could speak in the terms of how the available vocabulary is masculine,
standing in opposition to women’s bodily expression. According to this
view, and based on Ann Rosalind Jones’ discussion about modern French
feminism, the newly established power dynamic between Partonopeu and
Melior, along with Melior’s bodily reaction, could be explained by stating
that the courtly ‘discourse [...] is another means through which man ob-
jectifies the world, reduces it to his terms, speaks in place of everything
and everyone else — including women’.**! Interpreting Melior as not hav-
ing access to verbal articulations to express herself, as she finds herself
trapped inside the masculine discourse that is established by Partonopeu’s
subjectivity and gaze, her body is now the source of her expression,
through which we can read her resistance against objectification.

In Hysmine and Hysminias, the subversive feminine behaviour is
counterattacked as well. After Hysminias has been introduced to Eros, he
approaches Hysmine and her advances differently. This has already been
seen in the sequence of his first erotic dreams. From having been afraid

431 Rosalind Jones 1982, 248.
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and modest, he now defies Hysmine in his mind, by stating that, by out-
braving them, he will respond to her advances. Afterwards, he has a
dream in which he uses force, trying to take her virginity. Not unlike the
desire represented in Kleitophon’s love for Leukippe in Tatius’ ancient
novel, Hysminias sees Hysmine as prey, a carnal object to be pos-
sessed.*?

Hysminias’ new approach to Hysmine has effects on her. Jouanno
describes it as an ‘apparent metamorphosis’. Hysmine ‘unexpectedly be-
gins to act more in accordance with the rules of female propriety’ after
having shown herself ‘in an extremely brazen fashion’, before Hysmin-
ias’ initiation into love.*>
way of looking at Hysmine.

While lying awake, unable to sleep, Hysminias hears a noise in the
garden outside, and jumps up. There he sees Hysmine, so he runs to
her.*>> He takes hold of her body and hugs her, to which she responds
with modesty and fear. Hysminias says:

This metamorphosis ‘reflects the boy’s new
2454

Koi pndév aidecbeic dhaig yepaoi v KOpMV KATAGKOV KATEPIANGA-
N 0 & aidodg kai BduPovg ‘Ti mdoyels;” dvékpale: “Thg dvardeiog
10D KpLKOC YR & ‘OVSEV’ €lmov ‘EALO TATY EpmTOC TNV TIKPAV

0TV Kol YAuKkuTdtny pot mafnoty’ 43

Completely unabashed I clasped the girl with both hands and em-
braced her. She, out of modesty and fear, burst out, ‘What has come
over you? This is shameless for a herald!” ‘Nothing,” I said, ‘except
the bitter-sweet experience of love’.

Hysminias’ new experience of desire can be interpreted as causing Hys-
mine to respond with modesty and fear, displaying passivity according to
social norms.

452 For an analysis of the sexual conduct as violent assault; see Goldwyn 2018, 118-126.
453 Jouanno 2006, 159.

454 Jouanno 2006, 159.

45 Hysmine and Hysminias, IV.21.

456 Hysmine and Hysminias, IV.21.2-3.
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Hysmine’s shift in behaviour should be interpreted with considera-
tion for Hysminias’ perspective as narrator. After explaining his behav-
iour to be the result of experiencing love, Hysminias continues to em-
brace Hysmine:

Kol wédAv katepilovyv adtiv, kol Aty cuvéselyyov kol OANV
gilkov pOg Eavtdv, Kol Tpog TV Yoy petePifalov, kol Toig
doKTVAOLG KaTEOAPOV, Kol OANV KaTEdOKVOV, Kol OANV AveppOPOLY
10i¢ yeileot, kai GAog OANV M¢ K1TTOC cLVETOV KLTApLTTOY.+

And I embraced her again and clasped her again and held her very
close to me and quite transported her into my soul and squeezed her
with my fingers and nibbled at her and quaffed her with my lips and
altogether was wound round her like ivy round a cypress.

As he has now been introduced to love, Hysminias describes Hysmine as
being transported into his soul. These descriptions of the male character’s
view of his beloved have similarities with Beauvoir’s description of the
woman in love who merges into the existence of her lover, le sujet sou-
verain.**® Hysminias continues: ‘I was entwined with the girl, T was
rooted in her, and I sought to unite our being and I wanted to devour her
completely and gulp her down’ (cuvendexounv tfj K6pn, cvvepprlodunv
avTl] Kol TV evov €0ftovy KotvdcacHot kol j0edov OANV Kataeayelv
Kol ANV avtiv katepevyeshar-).*” As a parallel to how Beauvoir de-
scribes the woman in love as inessential in relation to her beloved, losing
herself in him, Hysminias describes his desire to devour Hysmine com-
pletely and transport her into his own soul.

But, Hysmine does not merge into Hysminias’ existence. The uni-
fication of the lovers into one identity, which Hysminias seems to expe-
rience as he describes himself as rooted in Hysmine, is the description of
his perspective only. After the quoted passage, Hysminias kisses

47 Hysmine and Hysminias, IV.21.3.
458 Beauvoir (1949) 1976b, 540.
459 Hysmine and Hysminias, IV.21.4.
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Hysmine, and as he does so, she bites him: ‘As she is clasped to my mouth
she bites my lips, and planted her teeth firmly on my lips’ (‘H d¢ pot
YEVOUEVT TTEPL TO OTOUA OAKVEL LoV TO XETAOG KOl TOVG OOOVTAG VTG
dhovg toig dpoic kateputevoe yeileot ). *” Thus, Hysmine seems to act
ambiguously. She responds modestly to Hysminias’ new erotic behav-
iour. It seems as though Hysminias gazes upon Hysmine differently, if
we compare it to his previous, erotically inexperienced observation.
Based on Goldhill’s aforementioned reading of Lucian, Hysminias previ-
ously saw Hysmine whereas now he actively /ooks at her. It is as though
his new way of objectifying her consequently means that she is now (from
Hysminias’ perspective) obliged to internalise his objectifying view of
her.

The reality is, though, that this in fact never happens. Hysminias is
hurt by Hysmine’s bite: ‘I was in pain, I compressed my lips and seemed
to sigh; she said, “Do your lips hurt? But my soul was pained too when
you so precipitously spurned my love at my father’s banquet”™ (Eyo &’
dAynoag cuvécyov anTd kol olov dotévata, 1) 8 ‘Alysic T xeiln;” enoiv-
‘GAL” Aynoa Kayd TV yoyny, 61e Lov Tadta Koi 6V TOV EpMTO TPOTETMG
gmi Thc 0D Tatpog Tpanéing éEepaviicag’).*! In contrast to Hysminias’
view of her as the passive object of his desires, Hysmine appears to pun-
ish Hysminias for not having responded well when she directed her de-
sires at him. This scene creates a narratological complexity in terms of
focalisation. Hysminias is the narrator of the text, recounting his memory
of the event. He explains the pain in his lip from Hysmine’s bite: what
the (narrative) audience perceives is indeed what Hysminias himself per-
ceives. Yet, in his narration, Hysminias responds to Hysmine’s conduct
by not acknowledging her agency in the arts of seduction. In other words,
Hysminias does not confess Hysmine’s desire in his own interpretation
of, or perspective on, the event. Bal describes focalisation as ‘the rela-
tionship between the “vision”, the agent that sees, and that which is
seen’.*? In this case, the vision is Hysminias’ retelling of the event in the

460 Hysmine and Hysminias, IV.22.1.
461 Hysmine and Hysminias, IV.22.1.
462 Bal (1985) 2009, 149.
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garden, and the agent that sees is indeed Hysminias; however, that which
is seen is something else. In this scene, Hysmine’s desires are also seen,
as is her agency, and through these two factors, Hysminias’ incompre-
hension when responding to them is seen as well. The (authorial) audi-
ence thus perceives that which Hysmine perceives; they are made aware
of that which Hysminias appears not to comprehend. Hysmine’s advances
were made in secrecy at her father’s banquet, and as she receives Hys-
minias’ kiss, she bites him as a response to his own modesty. Hysmine is
an active agent in their relationship, but her agency appears to work cov-
ertly, and seemingly without Hysminias’ awareness as well.*** Thus, the
(authorial) audience sees more than the narrator Hysminias sees; in fact,
they see the vision that Hysmine, the other agent, sees. Through this way
of narrating Hysmine’s perspective, feminine desire is seen as an active
force in the narrative, arousing the male character’s reactions, at the same
time as the female character remains chaste and free from public shame.

Hysmine repeatedly acts subversively, in terms of defying expected
feminine behaviour. Hysminias is introduced to Eros and subsequently
sees Hysmine differently; he is indeed a desiring subject and, from his
perspective, Hysmine is his desired object. This representation of desire
in the novel could be understood with the help of Irigaray’s reading of
Diotima’s speech in Plato’s Symposium. In her reading, love is described
as a mediator between two subjects, rather than a subject’s aspiration for
a desired object: ‘elle [Diotima] faisait de I’amour le médiateur d’un
devenir sans objectif autre que le devenir’.*** On the one hand (and con-
forming to a Platonic erotic tradition), Hysminias narrates from an ego-
centric perspective. On the other hand, the object of his desires is a desir-
ing subject as well, independent of his objectification.

Partonopeu de Blois is situated within a literary context where rep-
resentations of feminine desire appear more rarely than representations
of masculine desire. In his courtly treatise De Amore, Andreas Capellanus
writes about how desire is constructed internally in one’s mind, via sight.

463 Goldwyn 2018, 119.
464 Trigaray 1984, 39.
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In his treatise, he describes desire’s sensation from a strictly masculine
perspective:

Quod autem illa passio sit innata, manifesta tibi ratione ostendo,
quia passio illa ex nulla oritur actione subtiliter veritate inspecta;
sed ex sola cogitatione quam concipit animus ex eo quod viridit
passio illa procedit. Nam quum aliquis videt aliquam aptam amori
et suo formatam arbitrio, statim eam incipit concupiscere corde;
postea vero quotiens de ipsa cogitat, totiens eius magis ardescit
amore, quousque ad cogitationem devenerit pleniorem. Postmodum
mulieris incipit cogitare facturas, et eius distinguere membra su-
osque actus imaginari eiusque corporis secreta rimari ac cuiusque
membri officio desiderat perpotiri.*®3

I can demonstrate by a clear argument that the feeling of love is
inborn. A careful scrutiny of the truth shows that it arises not from
any action, but solely from the thought formed by the mind as a
result of the thing seen. When a man sees a girl ripe for love and
fashioned for his liking, he at once begins to desire her inwardly,
and whenever subsequently he thinks about her, he burns with love
for her more each time, until then he reaches the stage of more de-
tailed reflexion. After that he starts thinking of her several attrac-
tions, contemplating her different parts; he begins to picture the role
he can play and pry into her body’s hidden features. He longs to
exercise the functions of each part.

Capellanus describes desire to be the result of one’s imagination, after
having seen someone who is perceived as desirable.* The tradition of a
rhetorical appreciation of beauty can be found in this passage, as well as
the connection between masculinity and appreciating beauty. A man sees
a girl who is ready for love; his desire is increased as he thinks about her;
about her body and the functions that her body might have, as soon as he
obtains it. Although the female part in this passage is aptam amoris, ripe
for love, she is described throughout as a receiver of his desires. Her body
is described from an external perspective, seen as an instrument for the

465 De Amore, 1.1.8-10.
466 To be sure, the text’s dialogical form turns the treatise on love complex as a whole.
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pleasure of the lover. Not unlike Goldwyn’s analysis in his reading of
Chrétien de Troyes’ Le Chevalier de la Charrette, in Capellanus’ descrip-
tion of desire, women’s experience remains unknown. The description of
desire is the result of a masculine gaze.

After the bite and his reaction to it, Hysminias goes on to confront
Hysmine’s chastity, claiming it to be merely modest behaviour:

[‘]Ei 8¢ pot kévipov QEpelg MG LEMTTO Kol QUAATTEL TO QiUPAov
Kol TANTTELS TOV TOD PEAMTOG TPLYNTNYV, EYKAPTEPNGM TQ GIUPA®,
TOV €K TOD KEVTPOL TOVOV DOEE® Kal TPVYNG® TOD UEAITOG: OV YAp
HE OTEPANGEL TOVOG YALKVTNTOC WEATOG, MOmEP 0oVd  dkovOa
POdoL kwAVoEeL pe.” Kai iy Epilovv avtny kol wdAty cuvEOPov
Kot TL Opav Emexeipovv EpoTik@TEpOV: 11 & ‘AAA’ oVK €0TO GOl
10010, VI| TV Youivnvy’ onociv: &ya & ‘Ovk dvnow, vi TOV
Youwiov’ dviéheyov. Kai fv &pig mop’ Muiv Zo@pocivyc Koi
"Epotog, £ un 1 Aidad v Zoepocvvny ékeiviy £0éhet kaAeiv*®’

[‘]If you are waving a sting at me like a bee and are guarding your
hive and are lashing out at the honey thief, I will take over the hive,
put up with the pain from the sting and harvest the honey. For the
pain will not deprive me of the honey’s sweetness, as the rose’s
thorns do not turn me away from the rose’. And so I kissed her
again, and I crushed her once more and I made a more amorous
advance. ‘By Hysmine’, she said, ‘you won’t get anywhere with
that’. ‘By Hysminias’, said I, ‘I’m not going to give up’. And so we
had a contest between Chastity and Eros, unless you might call
Chastity Modesty’.

In his recognition of the erotic game between the two, Hysminias still
does not acknowledge the agency of Hysmine. In his utterance, it is
merely the presence of Hysmine’s beauty in front of his eyes that is the
cause for his temptation. Hysmine’s part in the erotic dialogue is, in his
view, passive; she exposes herself to him, and he chases after her. In

467 Hysmine and Hysminias, IV.22.3-4. 1 discuss the erotic scene in Partonopeu de Blois
in relation to this passage, and erotic violent conduct in the Greek novel, in
Séderblom Saarela 2016a.
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Hysminias’ perspective, he never ceases to be the agent between them,
pursuing the object of his desires. In his utterance, Hysminias expresses
the satisfaction that he wants to obtain, regardless of her resistance or the
akantha rhodou so-to-speak, ‘the rose’s thorns’. Yet, as we have seen,
Hysmine’s desires are pursued by activity. Her desiring agency, however,
seems not to fit Hysminias’ masculine gaze, thus he defines their dynamic
differently. In other words, Hysminias can be interpreted as considering
Hysmine to be aptam amoris, a beloved object (ripe for love), whereas
with her bite and confrontation, Hysmine can be interpreted as accusing
Hysminias for not having seen her erotic activity, or for not having seen
her as a desiring subject.

In both Partonopeu de Blois and Hysmine and Hysminias, female
characters resist the male characters’ objectification of them. Melior loses
her power and control when Partonopeu sees her in the bedroom. She then
refuses the objectified role, and banishes him from her city, similarly to
how Cupid leaves Psyche after she has lit up the bedroom in Apuleius’
novel. In Makrembolites’ novel, Hysmine is also seen through a mascu-
line gaze, but she does not confirm his objectification of her. Instead, she
acts according to her own desire, as though she does not recognise Hys-
minias’ objectifying, and thus pacifying, gaze.

Melior loses her subject position in the Old French romance after
Partonopeu has lit up the bedroom, but then she takes it back by breaking
up their relationship. As discussed above, in Melior one finds a combina-
tion of different feminine roles in one character. Furthermore, as Bruck-
ner writes, Melior’s:

laments correspond to the desired image of the lady in love, alt-
hough she also appears as the haughty, rejecting domna feared by
the lover. This is the role she plays the morning after Partonopeu’s
betrayal and continues to play in public, despite her regrets and
change of heart, in order to shield her true feelings from court gos-
- 468

sip

468 Bruckner 1993b, 125
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Melior’s behaviour can thus be described as a conscious play with exist-
ing feminine stereotypes. Like Hysmine, Melior appropriates cultural
norms of femininity, and uses them to her own advantage. Neither of
these two characters ever denies the femininity of their gender; they do
not gain power or agency by transcending it. Instead, Partonopeu de Blois
and Hysmine and Hysminias work differently to articulate configurations
of feminine subjectivity.

Through the subversive agency of Melior’s and Hysmine’s respec-
tive behaviours, the masculine discourse within which these characters
are created is altered. Melior and Hysmine desire the male characters in
their respective narratives. In these texts, feminine subjectivity can be
traced in the female characters’ bodily expressions. In the multiple modes
of desire that are simultaneously at work in the novel and the romance,
the hierarchy of masculine discourse is destabilised.
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Chapter 4

VOICE
Making Space for Her Story

In an oration written by Byzantine intellectual Michael Psellos (1018—
1078), to be performed by empress Theodora (981-1056), we read: ‘Do
not be amazed that I will speak words somewhat superior and indeed loft-
ier than the nature of a woman [KkpeitTov Tt TH|g TOD OMAc0c PVoEMG Kol
oyniotepov]’.*®? As Stratis Papaioannou writes, ‘Theodora must begin
by acknowledging that lofty speech, worthy of the topic, audience, and
occasion [...] cannot in fact be proclaimed by a woman. She is by nature
incapable of such discourse’.*’" In the speech, Papaioannou traces a strat-
egy for a woman to transgress her inherent discursive inferiority: ‘Only
through royal status and studied manners — the mixing of feminine traits
[...] with masculine qualities [...] — can Theodora assume the role of
speech-maker, which normally belongs to a man.’#’! In her study on Anna
Komnene, Neville finds the same sort of rhetorical gender transgression:
‘While some aspects of her self-presentation in the prologue model Anna
on male historical others, others draw on ideal models of female behavior,
casting her as a devoted daughter and loving wife’.*”?

The sentiment that there is an inherent inferiority in women’s
voices ‘is a topos of Byzantine writing’, Papaioannou argues, ‘supported

469 Selention Proclaimed during the Reign of Queen Kyra Theodora = Or. min. 1111,
as transcribed and translated in Papaioannou 2013, 215, which was the only version
accessible to me. Photius (ca. 815-893) describes Pamphile’s writings from the first
century CE, which were a collection of anecdotes (touching on the history genre for
sure), in similar terms, i.e. that there is an inherent inferiority in women’s speech;
see Papaioannou 2013, 215.

470 Papaioannou 2013, 216.

471 Papaioannou 2013, 216.

472 Neville 2016, 37. Neville connects Anna’s self-presentation to Psellos’ speech for
Theodora; see Neville 2016, 36.
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by a well-established tradition, amplified by both Graeco-Roman conven-
tion and Christian morality’.4"3

In the French context, women are also positioned in the secular,
political sphere, but, as we have seen, Ferrante notes in her study on cor-
respondence involving medieval women that these ‘women are of neces-
sity aware of themselves as women, even as they perform the functions
of men “virilely””.#’* Indeed, as Green notes in his survey on women
readers and authors in the Middle Ages (in the West), women are seen as
inferior based on the presumption found in the Christian tradition, accord-
ing to which they are weaker at the intellectual, ethical and physical lev-
els, as well as marginalised in terms of learning.*’> Women authors there-

fore seem to work around this general idea of themselves as inferior:

women’s self-deprecating admission of ignorance to suggest in-
stead a higher source of inspiration, their claim to act as a medium
for God’s message, their ambiguous position, at once inferior, but
also superior to the spiritual directors involved in their writing, and
finally their writings as a form of public teaching, traditionally for-
bidden to their sex.*’

As in the case of Byzantium, in the West we see a prevailing idea of
women’s inability to achieve men’s standard in speaking and writing, the
idea of an inherent inferiority that women need to transgress in order to
find their voices. Ferrante also notes that ‘women who exercised secular
power could also rise above their sex by virtue of their official roles’.*””
The body of the woman is thus described in negative terms when it comes
to speaking — the female body and access to speech make for a combina-

tion that is not natural.

473 Papaioannou 2013, 216.

474 Ferrante 1997, 11 (see above).
475 Green (2007) 2011, 220.

476 Green (2007) 2011, 220.

477 Ferrante 1997, 68.
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Yet, this does not mean that women did not take part in textual pro-
duction. One can, on the contrary, speak about women ‘readers and writ-
ers [having] shaped the course of French literature from its inception’, as
Krueger writes, ‘although their history is a fragmented one that includes
silence and engagement, marginalisation and empowerment, convention
and originality, fragmentation and continuity’.*’® This chapter discusses
Partonopeu de Blois in terms of these kinds of relations: women’s speech
as caught between marginalisation and empowerment. How can feminine
subjectivity fit into a discourse that excludes women, that defines women
as inferior speakers by nature?

Between Marginalisation and Empowerment

Melior, the female protagonist of Partonopeu de Blois, can be interpreted
as a representation of a feminine voice that differs from Psellos’ speech
to Theodora; Melior never acknowledges her speech to be something be-
yond her sex. As Papaioannou argues regarding Theodora’s described ‘in-
ferior nature’ in Psellos’ oration, it ‘represents one approach in rhetorical
contexts; women may speak authoritatively as long as they admit to their
natural limitations and submit to the moral expectations of men’.#7 It is
thus at the expense of their own gender that women, within the rhetorical
discourse among the learned (in this case specifically in Byzantium), may
claim authority and access to speech. ‘Within the horizons of such con-
straints’, Papaioannou writes, ‘female voices can be expressed almost ex-
clusively from a male perspective’.*3® Melior seems to represent some-
thing different from this masculine perspective, as we will see. Rather
than representing a misogynistic view of authority based on admitting the
idea that women were inherently inferior by biology, Melior appears to

478 Krueger 2000, 10.
479 Papaioannou 2013, 217.
480 Papaioannou 2013, 217.
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represent feminine expression from another angle, or more specifically,
from a feminine perspective.

Melior’s Magical Storytelling

Melior imposes authority on the male character, Partonopeu. She is a
learned ‘Byzantine’ imperial woman. In this chapter, we will look at how
she uses her speech in order to claim authority. Bruckner argues that Me-
lior’s knowledge and imperial status seems to be a human embodiment
of the common ‘Celtic model’ of fairies found in /ais; the powerful
woman is not, in this romance, from ‘the other world’:

Melior is Empress of the Byzantine Empire, an exotic and fabulous
world to be sure and a source of considerable power with twenty-
five kings under Melior’s sovereignty; but it is not the Other World
of Celtic myth, situated on a supernatural plane. As represented in
the romance, Byzantium operates according to the same feudal hi-
erarchies as contemporary France. Furthermore, Melior’s powers
are not the ‘natural’ endowment of a fairy, but rather the result of
hard work and years of study.*?!

Chief d’Oire is an enchanted city that appears to represent an imaginary
Byzantine city.**? Constantinople was certainly a city to which many peo-
ple travelled during the twelfth century. In her study on Western and Byz-
antine relations, Ciggaar finds that people travelled to the metropolis for
various reasons:

Among travellers to Byzantium and the Byzantine world one can
distinguish several categories. These would include ambassadors
and pilgrims (lay persons and ecclesiastics), refugees and fugitives,
mercenaries and merchants, artists (in particular writers) and schol-
ars, and finally the many crusaders who travelled from all over

481 Bruckner 1993b, 123.
482 See Cernakova 2019; Deveraux 2012; Bermejo 2001; Bercovici-Huard 1982.
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Western Europe to Jerusalem and who often stopped over at Con-
stantinople or elsewhere on Byzantine territory.*®3

With this real situation in mind, where ‘crusaders, laymen and clerics,
soldiers and private people, men and women, and even children, trav-
elled’, the ‘realistic’ aspect of Melior’s magic — being the result of years
of study — could be connected to the existing cultural intersections during
the period, rather than being a pure fantasy.*3* Considering how the Med-
iterranean Middle Ages appear to have been filled with cultural exchange,
something that the many travellers to Constantinople exemplify, Byzan-
tine women in general were possibly known in the foreign public image
as learned, and perhaps Anna Komnene in particular.

In the romance, Melior tells Partonopeu that she often amused her
father by performing miracles:

Et j’en ai tant fait maintes fois | Et mervelles de tels endrois | En
mes cambres priveement, | Que se ce fust devant la gent, | Par tot
en fust la renomee*®

And many times I have achieved [miracles from my scientific
knowledge], and marvels in the space of my private chambers. Had
I created this in front of everyone, then I would soon be known as
the most esteemed.

Moreover, she explains to Partonopeu that she has kept these activities
private:

Mais n’en vuel estre decriee. | Quant nos estiemes a sejor | Et
plaisoit a ’empereor | Que li feisce aucun deduit, | Si me mandoit a
mienuit | Et mes maistres ensamble od moi | En se camber tot a

secroi.*8¢

483 Ciggaar 1996, 21.

484 The quotation is from Ciggaar 1996, 21.
45 Partonopeu de Blois, 4609-4613.

46 Partonopeu de Blois, 4614-4620.
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I did not want to be discredited. When we had leisure and it would
amuse the emperor that I performed some entertainment, he would
have me come to the privacy of his chamber along with my masters.

As has been suggested by both Ferrante and Hanning, Melior’s described
entertainment can be understood as her competence in storytelling.*’
Again, the romance thus paints a scenario of gender reversal; in this case,
it is not women who partake in the composition of courtly romances in
the roles of patrons or sponsors (in Green’s terminology) to a male poet,
but rather, the male character has the receiving function in this story, and
the female character is the poet. Hanning argues that ‘Mélior’s art is here
clearly equated with that of a composer of chivalric romance, and her
father functions as its commissioning patron’.*3® In this understanding of
her character’s relation to the act of storytelling, and consequently to the
composition of the romance itself, Melior can be read as a representation
of a woman storyteller, a woman poet. With its female protagonist, the
romance thus creates a representation of a woman speaking in front of an
audience of men.

Yet, even though Melior is the representation of a skilful storyteller,
the need to keep her literary performance a secret can also tell us some-
thing about the reception of women’s access to performing as poets or
storytellers in public. But, not unlike Krueger’s description of women’s
access to speech during this time, Melior’s ability to create magic in the
emperor’s chambers can be understood as a perception of the female char-
acter’s speech as admirable and powerful — but also as forced into silence,
marginalised.

The romance gives several indications of the unfavourable position
of women in masculine discourse. For example, in another passage,
where the narrator defends women and blames clerics who discredit
them:

487 Ferrante 1984, 32; Hanning 1981, 18.
88 Hanning 1981, 18.
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Cil clerc ont des dames mesdit, | S’en me[n]tent molt en lor escrit.
[...] N’a si bon clerc ne si proisant | El siecle, se si bien parlant, |
S’il les dames voloit blasmer | Et a moi d’eles desputer, | Jo n’en
preisce a lui estrif | Et nel feisce tot restif. 4%

Clerics who blame women tell plenty of lies in their writings [...]
There is no cleric — no matter how esteemed or eloquent he may be
—who, would he intend to blame women and debate them with me,
I would not dispute until he lost his breath.

Both Melior and the narrator of the romance express a defiant attitude
towards men in different ways; after the initial meeting and subsequent
sexual encounter between Partonopeu and Melior, she tells him that men
mock women with whom they have had sexual intercourse: “You men
really know how to mock and disparage us after you have got what you
desired’ (Car vos gens savés tant de gas | Que quant vos avés fait vos sés,
| Al departir nos en gabés).*® Considering that Melior can be interpreted
as forming a connection with the narrator and the romance poet himself,
as Bruckner argues, the combination of how Melior expresses the idea of
herself as marginalised in the discourse, and how the narrator explicitly
accuses misogynistic texts of lying about women, which he wants to dis-
pute, together could be interpreted as forming an argument in the text
against misogyny.

Ferrante links Melior’s knowledge to a context in which the ‘enthu-
siasm for education in the twelfth century is real’, and where an idea ex-
isted about knowledge, saying that it ‘can provide wonderful powers,
sometimes magical’.**! She connects fictional women in romances to a
general discussion about actual learned women of the Middle Ages.
There are indeed examples from the twelfth century of women who re-
ceived a notable education.*? In addition to studying historical women,

489 Partonopeu de Blois, 5487-5496.

490 Partonopeu de Blois, 1318-1320.

491 Ferrante 1984, 34.

492 Ferrante focuses specifically on Héloise, Hildegard of Bingen and Marie de France.
Green also writes about learned women authors in Green (2007) 2011.
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Ferrante also uses literary sources, indicating that these women were es-
teemed for their education. One of these sources is Partonopeu de Blois.

In the continuation of her speech about her magical skills, Melior
explains that she made the room change size:

La faisoie par mon savoir | La cambre croistre et grant paroir. | Tant
par ert grans, ce lor ert vis, | Que tot proprendoit le pais. | Dedens
faisoie tel clarté | Con enmi un bel jor d’esté*?

There, using my knowledge, I made the room grow and seem large.
I made it so large that it seemed to them that it covered the entire
country. Inside the room, I created such brightness that it seemed
as though I had placed there a beautiful summer’s day.

In Melior’s description of her great knowledge, it is clear that rhetoric is
an important factor. As a representation of the effects of rhetoric, Melior
says that she can make the room grow at will, as well as making warriors
appear and disappear:

Et puis faisoie cevaliers | Venir armés sor los destriers, | Mil u .ij.
mil a mon Plaisir | Et entr’aus mesler et ferir. | Ja ne verés plus dur
estor | Ne plus meslé qu’estoit li lor. | Tant con moi plaisoit se mes-
loient | Et puis a nient repairoient***

Then I had armed knights coming, mounted on their destriers — one
or two thousand, whatever I felt like. And I had them throw them-
selves at each other in fierce battles. You will never see a fight as
brutal or intense as theirs. They fought each other for as long as I
wished, and then they returned to nothingness.

Although Melior describes herself as exceptionally powerful, her abilities
seem to remain within the frame of the other’s imagination.*>> As though
she was giving a description of the effects of ekphrasis and enargeia,

493 Partonopeu de Blois, 4621-4626.
494 Partonopeu de Blois, 4627-4634.
495 Ferrante 1984, 32.
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Melior can be interpreted as explaining the powers of rhetoric, being able
to create visions inside the minds of her listeners. As Ferrante points out:

One cannot help thinking that the poet is describing the powers of
the creative artist here, the one person who can actually make
worlds appear and disappear at will, particularly since Melior also
tells stories to her lover to entertain him.4

Indeed, when Partonopeu experiences the beautiful new city and life with
his lover, the narrator describes how Melior entertains him with stories at
night: ‘He went to the chamber’s bed, where he found Melior to his pleas-
ure; there he found great enjoyment and laughter. It is not strange that he
experienced such joy, for the blond one knows so well how to tell stories’
(En le cambre est al lit alés. | Od Melior a son delit ; | Assés 1 jue, assés i
rit, | Et n’est mervelle s’il a joie, | Car tant li seit conter la bloie).*’

In line with Hanning’s analysis, we can understand Partonopeu to
symbolise the involved romance audience, whose active interpretative
practice as listeners to a romance forms an essential part of the meaning
of the story. Meaning is thus made dialogically, on every occasion that
the narrative is told and heard. If Melior represents the poet who creates
wonders and marvellous worlds in the imagination of the listener, then
Partonopeu rather adds a sort of cynical realism to Melior’s enchantment,
exemplified in his choice to bring light to the bedroom and thus break the
magical world that Melior has created. Hanning writes that: ‘Partono-
peu’s act of involvement, interpretation and desire for clear understand-
ing permanently deflates Mélior’s illusions, re-establishes the social di-
mension of the romance’s world [...]”.**® In this sense, Partonopeu is at
once Melior’s lover and audience.*”

Partonopeu is described as taking pleasure from Melior’s storytell-
ing, yet he interrupts it with his lantern. Melior’s knowledge seems to
correspond with an actual appraisal of learned women in the twelfth-

4% Ferrante 1984, 32.
7 Partonopeu de Blois, 1856—1859.
498 Hanning 1981, 18.
499 Hanning 1981, 17.
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century Western European context. According to Ferrante ‘the educated
woman [...] can command the respect and attention of the male establish-
ment, and the educated heroine [...] can elicit the sympathy of the audi-
ence.” Thus, the educated twelfth-century woman is seen in a positive
light.>% At the same time, in Partonopeu de Blois, we could interpret a
reaction against accepting educated women into the male establishment.
Melior can indeed be interpreted as the representation of an admirable
storyteller and intellectual, yet her use of speech deals with an enforced
marginalisation: she performs as a poet in private, defends herself against
the slander that she expects from men after the sexual intercourse, and
has her entire story disrupted by Partonopeu’s choice to objectify her with
his lantern, as seen above. In Melior’s character, we thus see how desire
and power relate to speech. Thus, when it comes to Melior’s access to
speech, she finds herself caught between empowerment and marginalisa-
tion.

A Feminine Authorial Voice
As Neville argues, scholarship has perceived Anna Komnene in a fashion
that is at odds with how Anna describes herself. Rather, subsequent per-
ceptions of Anna might ‘have been shaped by the cultural challenges she
faced in writing history as a woman’.>°! It seems as though, to the Byz-
antines, Anna was known for being an intellectual, which differs from the
modern view of her as being an ambitious woman of intrigue.’*?

Anna writes herself into a literary discourse in which she has no
‘natural’ place. Since she is a woman, her entrance into the tradition of

00 Ferrante 1984, 34-35.

301 Neville 2016, 92.

502 Neville 2016, 92-93. Although she was the first-born child of Empress Eirene
Doukaina and Emperor Alexios I Komnenos, her brother John became the ruler of
the empire after their father’s death. It has been assumed, mostly due to Niketas
Choniates’ records, that Anna Komnene tried to stage a coup against her brother
after their father’s death, so that she could inherit the throne. This idea has only
recently been questioned — for a long time, Anna was perceived as a woman of in-

trigue.

194



historical writing is in itself an act of defiance against the belief in
women’s inferiority as speakers. Neville describes Anna’s need to com-
bine the ideal of the history genre and the ideal of her gender at the same
time. In a genre dominated by men, Neville argues that Anna’s way of
balancing identities — woman on the one hand and historian on the other
— has had an effect on her modern reception as well. Accordingly, the
modern reception has ‘not recognized [...] Anna’s vigorous efforts to
look like a good woman while participating in a male activity [...].5%}

Writing a work of history in Anna’s case is performative, in the
sense that it does something in its mere act of writing historiography it-
self. The very writing of history, as a woman in the twelfth century, is in
itself a gender transgression.’** Anna is described as writing like a man
due to her use of masculine rhetorical models and her way of placing
herself inside the masculine discourse. Yet, we can instead see that her
voice itself changes the meaning of the discourse by including women
and femininity through the performative act of uttering it. In other words,
Anna’s use of literary tradition and the masculine discourse does not erase
her gender; rather, she fundamentally changes the meaning of rhetorical
skill and competence, the very order of the tradition, and thus tradition
itself — by including herself in it through the act of writing.

Women were involved in the creation of literature, both fiction and
history, during the twelfth century. Anna stands out as being the first
woman historian; however, her voice is only one of many feminine voices
in literary sources of the time. Her historiographical work is best under-
stood when it is not seen as composed separately from such a context.
The Alexiad was written at a time a time during which literary subjectivity
was under development and women were active interpreters within the
courtly audiences. I believe that, if we read Partonopeu de Blois in rela-
tion to Anna Komnene, we can reach deeper understandings of courtly
women’s participation in romance compositions as well as appreciating
that there existed an idea of the court at Constantinople as a space for
powerful women. In the following section, I will discuss Anna’s way of

303 Neville 2016, 15.
304 Neville 2016, 15.
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writing herself and women into the tradition of historiography in relation
to Partonopeu de Blois, and more specifically to Melior’s speech in the
romance. Intellectual Byzantine women, and Anna specifically, could
have worked as a source of inspiration for the romance, composed as it
was within a culture that esteems learned women. Through the connec-
tion to Anna, [ believe that Partonopeu de Blois creates a speaking female
character who can escape the misogynistic premise, according to which
women are able to speak only if they affirm their gender as inferior; as if,
in order to speak, their female body would be something they needed to
transcend.

Educated Daughters

The following scene in Partonopeu de Blois portrays Melior’s verbal re-
sponse to Partonopeu’s act of lighting up their bedroom. After her non-
verbal reaction, discussed in chapter 3, Melior regains her ability to speak
and tells Partonopeu about herself. This passage is compared with Anna’s
presentation of herself in the prologue of the Alexiad.

The Alexiad Partonopeu de Blois
tadTo 08 Oleyvokvia &y® Avva, Je fui fille 'empereor | Qui fu
Buydtp p&v  1dv  Paociléwv casés de ceste honor. | De Cos-

Ake&iov kal Eipnvng, mopovpog
VUG te Kol yévvnua, ov
YPOUUATOV OVK BLOPOC, GALY Kol
10 EMvilew &g dicpov
gomovdakvio. Kol PNTOPIKHG OVK
aueAetnTOg  &yovco Kol TOG
APIOTOTENIKOG TéYVag )
avareCapévn kol tovg IMAdtwvog
dtAdyovg kol tOV vodv Amd TG
TETPOKTVOG  TAOV  padnudtov
nokdoaco (0l yap €EopyeicOon
ToDT, Kol 00 meplovToroyio TO
npaypa, 6ca 1 POOIC Ko 1) TEPT TOG
EMOTALOG omovdT| 0é0mwKe Kol O
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tantinoble fu sire; | Quanqu’i
apent fu son empire. | Molt fu
cremus et molt amés | Et molt fu
ricement casés. | N’ot un seul
home en tot le mont | Tant feist
ne tant eiist I | Fors seul le fier so-
dant de Perse, | Car se ricoise est
trop averse. | Mes peres par argu
fu cers, | Des ¢o que fui petis en
bers, | Qu’il n’avroit nul autre oir
que moi. | Si prist grant cure et
grant conroi | De moi afaitier et
garnir | Por I’empire par sens
tenir. | Maistres oi buens et de



Ocdc Gvwbev émePpdfevoe kai O
Ka1pog cuveloveyke)

I, Anna, daughter of the Emperor
Alexios and the Empresse Eirene,
born and bred in the purple, not
without some acquaintance with
literature — having devoted the
most earnest study to the Greek lan-
guage, in fact, and being not un-
practised in rhetoric and having
read thoroughly the works of Aris-
totle and the dialogues of Plato, and
having fortified my mind with the
tetrakus of sciences (these things
must be divulged, and it is not
boasting to recall what Nature and
my own zeal for knowledge have
given me, nor what God has appor-
tioned to me from above and what
has been contributed by circum-
stance) [...].

grant pris | Et je molt bonement
apris. | Maistres oi de grant essi-
ent | Par foies bien plus dun cent.
| Deus me dona gracie d’aprendre
| Et d’escritore bien entendre.>%

I am the emperor’s daughter, to
whom I owe my honour. He was
regent of Constantinople, so vast
was his empire. He was much
feared and much loved. And he
was very rich; not a single man in
the entire world would have had
his power or wealth, except for
the proud Persian sultan, since
his fortune is extremely great.
Having thought of it well, my
parents were certain that from
when I was but a baby, there
would be no other heir but me. So
they put much care and consider-
ation into refining me and em-
powering me to hold the empire
by using my intelligence. I had
good and distinguished teachers
and I learned a lot and well.
Many teachers I had, sometimes
many more than a hundred, God
graced me to become learned and
to become very wise through
writings.

In the Alexiad, Anna introduces herself by referring to her powerful par-
ents and solid education. Her legitimacy as the work’s author is claimed
by a description of her great knowledge of Greek literature, with refer-
ence to Aristotle, Plato and Pythagoras. Anna thus describes herself as

305 The Alexiad, prol.1.2.
306 partonopeu de Blois, 4559-4580.

197



being solidly educated in the Greek literary canon of men thinkers, and
places herself in their tradition by writing in a traditional Atticising
Greek, and in the genre of historiography.

By comparing Anna’s presentation of herself as a legitimate author
with the passage in the Old French romance where Melior presents her-
self to Partonopeu, we can see that both ‘the distinguished Anna’ and ‘the
honoured Melior’ owe their gratitude to their imperial home, which in-
troduced them to the wonders of learning. Like Anna, Melior is described
as an emperor’s daughter. Anna refers to herself as honoured or
distinguished, a self-image that also resonates in Melior’s speech.

Moreover, Anna emphasises her privileges in her self-description,
which Melior also does in the speech that she gives to Partonopeu: in both
passages, learning is explained by their imperial upbringing. Melior had
many distinguished teachers.””” Anna thanks her fortunate circumstances
for her education. This privilege is also, in both texts, described as due to
God’s grace.

One could speak of a certain paternal identification in both
passages. Fostered by their parents, the two speaking voices could be
interpreted as linking learning with the connection between father and
daughter. This could indeed, one could argue, be read in relation to the
view of an inferiority inherent in the female sex, as though the act of
writing or of speaking — by nature — is not something that women can
pursue; thus, a connection with the father is required. In this sense, an
erasure of the feminine in both Anna’s and Melior’s voices can be seen
as a strategy to articulate one’s voice as a woman — but, as will be
demonstrated, this explanation is not sufficient to interpret either case.

Claiming authority by alignment with the father echoes Beauvoir’s
utopian descriptions of an androgynous world at the end of Le Deuxieme
sexe, describing the need for fraternité.>*® Beauvoir depicts a world in
which girls are raised on equal terms with boys, and with both their

507 Moreover, Melior’s knowledge has been argued as possibly alluding to interests that
Manuel Komnenos was known to have; Becovici-Huard 1982, 122.
508 Beauvoir (1949) 1976b, 645 and 652.
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parents as role models. According to Meghan Burke, this is not a
representation of a desire to make women similar to men, or to erase
sexual difference. Instead, Beauvoir is interpreted as creating a new
utopian space, by using masculine terminology.’® In speaking the
language of men, Beauvoir transforms the concept of fraternité, and
forces it — by her performative act of writing it — to include women into a
tradition from which they have been excluded. Anna writes about the
importance of her mother as well as her father, which will be analysed
more deeply below. Moreover, in the Old French romance passage,
Melior tells Partonopeu that both her parents decided the shape of her
upbringing. There is no trace in these texts to suggest that this authority
comes from ‘transcending’ one’s sex. Neither the voice of Anna nor that
of Melior affirms the idea of being inferior by nature, due to their female
sex. Rather, they include themselves into the sphere of learning by
defining themselves as daughters.*!

Modest Storytellers

As already mentioned, Melior’s magical entertainment in her father’s
chambers has been connected to the act of storytelling. Moreover, her
storytelling forms part of her lustful activities with Partonopeu. Further-
more, the representation of storytelling in the romance could be posi-
tioned in relation to the social occasion of literary performance in the
twelfth century, in both the East and the West. The passage where Melior
speaks about her ability to create miracles in the privacy of her room,
discussed above, could be compared with Anna’s description of her father
Alexios’ storytelling. Anna describes her father’s ways of telling war sto-
ries for their circle’s amusement. Based on Ferrante’s and Hanning’s
analyses, we could read Melior’s ability of magical entertaining as meta-
phors for storytelling, while, simultaneously, we could also read it as in-
spired by Anna’s description of Alexios’ storytelling. As already seen,

309 Burke 2018, 4.
510 For Anna’s way of balancing between being a good historian and a good daughter,
which was a difficult combination; see Neville 2016, 43—-60.
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Melior describes her ability to make the room change size, to make it

bright, and then have armed knights enter, whom she made to fight each
other in intense battles.’'! In the same vein, Anna describes Alexios’ sto-
ries from battle:

OLYYVOEMG O€ TOAATC 0DONG TV HEV PEVYOVTWOV, TV O SIOKOVTI®V
POavovcty avdic Etepot TkvOar oV Paciiéa, kai ¢ mapaypuo
EMOTPOQPEIC TANTTEL TOV SUDKOVTO, OVK OOTOV O& HOVOV, GAAG Kol
dAlovg, ¢ oi TOTE cVuTaPOVIES SevicTavto, Aveiley. €ig 08 Tig
2x0Ong Nwkneopov tov Aoyévny €& omobiov ebdcac mAnttey
gueldev, Ov 0 avToKkpaTmp Beacduevog Tpog TOV Atoyévny Epdvet:
‘Opa kol Ombev, Nkneope’: 6 0& YopydS EMOTPAPEI TANTTEL
aOTOV KaTd THS dyemc. kol ¢ ToD PacIAE®G €V | VOTEPOIC YPOVOLS
M YoLUEVOL NKOVOUEV, OVOETOTE TAYOG TOODTOV 1| TEPLOESIOTNTA
avopog €0edoato, Kol ¢ ‘el un’, enotv, ‘€ym v onpaioy Kotelyov
Kat’ Ekelvny v NuUépav, HIEP Tag 1diag Tpiyag TANEag dv Zkhooag
avelAov’, oV mePLOLTOAOYDV. TiG Yap TocoDtov €ig Eoyatov
TamevOTNTOG HAooEV; AL Yap O AOYOG Kol TAV TPAYUATOV 1)
@Vo1G aOTOV Nvaykale Kol T Kot adTOv TPOg UG KUKAOBEY TOVG
oikelovg ovT@® £€viote EkAoAelv kol TodTO TOP’ MUDV TOAAL
Braldpevov: mpog 0 Tovg EEmBEV 0VOEIC TV AMAVI®MV HKOVCEV
VIEPKOUTOV TL TOV avtokpdtopa dinyoduevov.’!?

In the great confusion, with some fleeing and others chasing, other
Scythians again caught up with the emperor, who quickly wheeled
round and hit the pursuer who was closest to him. Nor was he the
only one to be killed by the emperor; according to the evidence of
eyewitnesses, others met the same fate. One Scythian came up on
Nikephoros Diogenes from behind and was about to strike, when
the emperor saw him and shouted to Diogenes, ‘Look out! Behind
you, Nikephoros!” Turning swiftly Nikephoros hit hard at the man’s
face. In later years we have heard Alexios tell that story; never, he
said, had he seen such agility and speed of hand. ‘If I had not been
holding the standard that day,” he went on, ‘I would have killed
more Scythians than I have hairs on my head’ — and he was not
bragging. Was there ever a man who took modesty to such degrees?

S Partonopeu de Blois, 4621-4634 (see above).
312 The Alexiad, VI1.3.11.
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However, when the conversation and the subject of discussion com-
pelled it, he would sometimes tell of his adventures to us, his rela-
tives, in our own circle, especially if we put much pressure on him
to do so. But nobody ever heard the emperor say anything boastful
in public.

Not unlike how Anna describes a battle of intense confusion, Melior de-
scribes how she creates intense battle in the romance.’!? As already seen,
Melior defends her choice of keeping her stories inside her private cham-
bers due to the risk of being discredited.’'* In the quoted passage from
the Alexiad, Anna defends Alexios’ choice of telling his adventures to his
relatives in their own circle, due to his reluctance to brag in front of eve-
rybody, which in turn could be compared to Melior’s reluctance to create
miracles in front of the people. In her prologue, Anna also expresses fear
of the public’s suspicion: ‘Now that I have decided to write the story of
his life, I am fearful of wagging and suspicious tongues: someone might
conclude that I am glorifying myself” (dAAd kol tog €xeivov mpdhEelg
TPOEAOUEVT] GLYYPAPELY OES0KA TO VOOPODV T€ KOl VTOTPEYOV, U TOTE
Aoyioartd tig To tod £pod TaTpdg GLYYPAPOLGOVY TO £aVTHG ématveiv).’!?
Thalia Gouma-Peterson argues that Anna thus describes herself as be-
longing to the ‘most important rooms of the imperial palace’: ‘By placing
herself in this space, both physically and symbolically, at the beginning
of her text, Anna establishes the importance of her own life, which she
will press forward in terms of both physical and chronological detail’.>!¢
The fear of being miscredited expressed by Melior in Partonopeu de Blois
could be interpreted in relation to Anna’s expressed fear of suspicion, or
women’s access to speech seeming to be problematised and questioned
by a general opinion.

513 Et entr’aus mesler et ferir. | Ja ne verés plus dur estor | Ne plus meslé qu’estoit 1i lor,
Partonopeu de Blois, 4630—4632 (see above).

514 En mes cambres priveement, | Que se ce fust devant le gent, | Par tot en fust la re-
nomee, | Mais n’en vuel estre decriee, Partonopeu de Blois, 4611-4613 (see above).

515 The Alexiad, prol.11.2.

316 Gouma-Peterson 2000, 110.
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In the passage from the Alexiad, Alexios’ speech is quoted in
Anna’s description. It is as though Anna describes the scene for the audi-
ence to imagine, hearing Alexios’ words spoken through her voice to
evoke the feeling of Ais having been present. In this sense, the passage
can be understood as having the effect of ekphrasis, recreating Alexios’
storytelling in the audience’s mind. There is thus a difference between
this and the Old French passage, since Melior tells Partonopeu about how
she, not anyone else, created magic. Melior tells about her storytelling (if
we agree on interpreting the magic as such) indirectly, mentioning only
its effects. In fact, Melior tells about the effect of enargeia in her audi-
ence, compared with the quoted passage from the Alexiad, which could
be read as narrating such a rhetorical practice. In this sense, Melior can
be interpreted in relation to both the Alexios figure from Anna’s narra-
tion, and Anna herself, who tells her story. Once again, Melior can thus
be read as connected to the narrator and the romance poet; her described
storytelling in private could be read in relation to Alexios’ retold story-
telling, but even more so in relation to Anna, the rhetorician.

Thus, it may be suggested that, by reading Partonopeu de Blois in
relation to the Alexiad, we could see Melior’s character as the represen-
tation of a powerful authority that, with her (imaginary) Byzantine aspect,
forms another kind of character than those which may be found in other
works of courtly literature.

Powerful Women

As mentioned in the example of Psellos’ speech to be given by Theodora,
women who speak must work around the idea that they do not have the
ability to speak on the same terms as men. Indeed, from Anna’s way of
appropriating the history genre and ideal rhetorical models, along with
linking her education to her imperial upbringing, she could at first glance
be seen as excusing the inferiority of her sex by compensating for it with
her closeness to her father. She can hence be read as applying the
rhetorical discourse, in which ‘women may speak authoritatively as long
as they admit to their natural limitations and submit to the moral
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expectations of men’, as Papaioannou writes.’!” Within these discursive
frames that trap women in an inferior position, feminine voices are almost
exclusively expressed from a masculine perspective.’'® Within these
frames, Anna can be described as writing like a man. Yet, I would like to
stress that there is a difference between what Psellos does in his oration
to Theodora, and what Anna does in her Alexiad. Anna does not erase
femininity in her self-presentation as being competent on masculine
terms. In this respect, it is noteworthy that Anna emphasises the women
role-models who, along with her father, have been important to her.
Gouma-Peterson argues that Anna ‘forcefully establishes her maternal
genealogy as a model and organising image for her own social relations
and authorial production, in spite of the fact that throughout her text she
is careful to remind us that she is her father’s devoted daughter’.>!” By
linking herself to the women in her family, Anna thus establishes her
authorial identity: she is the daughter of the emperor — but not least of a
line of mothers.

In one passage in particular in the Alexiad, Anna writes that, during
her childhood, she used to observe her mother reading books at the dinner
table: ‘Many a time when a meal was already served I remember seeing
my mother with a book in her hands’ (uépuvnpon thg untpog kol Paciiidog
TOAAGKIG GpicTov mpokeévou PBiProv &v yepoiv eepodong?° The pas-
sage continues with a description of the veneration that the young Anna
had for her mother’s reading of dogmata and philosophy. Therefore,
Anna writes in her text, she once asked her mother how she dared to con-
sume such abstract and intellectual words:

Kai pot moArdkig Bovpalew émmet kol Bavpalovoa Epnv ToTe TPOG
avTV: ‘TAOS aTO0EY TPOG T0G0VTOV DYog AmEPLeVaS; EYYE TPEU®
Kol 008’ AKkpolg MGV AmOTOAU® TOOTOV Emaiev: TO Yap TAVVL
BewpnTikdV T€ KOl VoEPOV TOD AvOPHS, (G Pacty, TAryyov TapéyeTal
101G AVOytvdoKovoy’. 1) 88 pedidcaca Epn: ‘Emoivetnv oida TV

517 Papaioannou 2013, 217.

518 Papaioannou 2013, 217.

319 Gouma-Peterson 2000, 109.
520 The Alexiad V.9.3.
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detMav Ttovtnv: kol o0d’ avTy dtpépag taig PiProig TavToIg
TPOCELL, GAL OUmG amocmdchol ToVT®Y oV dvvapal. b O€ pHot
HIKPOV Avapevov kal taig dAlaig Eykoyaca BiPAolg Tpodtepov Kol
g To0TOV dmoyevon NOVTTOS . ETpGE Hov TV Kapdiav 1 TOV
pnbéviov pviun kol domep eig méAayog ALV dmynudtov
guméntoko’?!

It often occurred to me to wonder at this, and as a result I once asked
her: ‘How could you of your own accord aspire to such sublimity?
For my part, I tremble and dare not consider such things even in the
smallest degree. The man’s writing, so highly abstract and
intellectual, makes the reader’s head swim’. She smiled. “Your
reluctance is commendable, I’'m sure’, she replied, ‘and I myself do
not approach such books without a tremble. Yet I cannot tear myself
away from them. Wait a little and after a closer look at other books,
believe me, you will taste the sweetness of these’. The memory of
her words pierces my heart and plunges me into a sea of other
reminiscences.

In her description of her mother’s reading, Anna initially describes a fear

of appropriating the masculine tradition, and then she ridicules this fear.
Her mother’s reading is at first described as hubris: Anna herself (§ymye)
would never dare to study such venerated subjects, especially the theories
and intellectual affairs of men (tod dvdpdc).?> The passage is framed by
rhetorical markers indicating that the scene is not part of the informative
staple of events, but that it should rather be considered a digression. Be-
fore writing about her mother’s reading habits, Anna introduces the

321 The Alexiad V.9.3.

522 This could, moreover, be compared to Christine de Pizan’s use of her autobiograph-
ical voice. Jacqueline Cerquiglini-Toulet describes Christine to ‘reprend a la fois des
images masculines de I’écriture, la forge, par exemple, mais auxquelles elle ote leur
caractere sexuel masculin pour les adapter a sa situation de femme’; Cerquiglini-
Toulet 1994, 83. She can thus be described as appropriating the masculine discourse
to utter her own voice. In the passage where Anna Komnene describes her mother’s
reading of men’s texts, we could see the same sort of appropriation, where a woman
turns the language and tradition that have not set out to include her, into her own. In
the prologue, we have seen that Anna hade indeed turned the masculine tradition
into her own.
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passage by saying that she will digress from her narrative, and that rhet-
oric allows her to: ‘I will digress here for a moment — the law of rhetoric
will not grudge me that privilege’ (4AAQ TUL pKpPOV TOPASINYHCOUAL:
8i8wot yap pot todto vopog pnropikdg).>>* Thus separated from the main
plot of her historical account, the passage works as an ekphrastic image
from Anna’s childhood. The audience of the Alexiad is invited into young
Anna’s perception, to see, after dinner has been served, her mother hold-
ing a book. The audience is placed in a concrete, informal, setting, and
Eirene is described as holding a book in her hands — the text thus de-
scribes this mother-daughter relationship in a concrete way, leading the
audience, who sees the admirable mother through the young girl’s eyes,
to identify with the girl. An experience of being a young girl is written
into a tradition dominated by men.

Yet, the reader is also invited to see the scene through adult Anna’s
eyes, as she writes about her reaction to the memory that she describes.>**
The scene at the dinner table, as it is described in the text itself, has the
effect of enargeia. Through the use of rhetoric, the scene depicting the
mother’s reading writes the body of growing up within a masculine dis-
course: the fear of men’s books and the experienced exclusion from them.
The audience is invited to identify with these described feelings, to see
the discourse through the eyes of the excluded. The narrative audience,
based on Rabinowitz’ categorisation, can be interpreted as taking Anna’s
modest rhetorical markers literally; as she describes her mother’s piety,
piety and modesty can appear as that which the narrative audience appre-
ciates. The authorial audience, however, can be interpreted as taking into
account also Anna’s voice and eyes; the autobiographical account that
also depicts the woman author at work. The actual audience must, as Rab-
inowitz argues, understand the authorial audience in order to understand

523 The Alexiad, V.9.3. The passage then concludes with Anna saying that the law of
history obliges her to continue her narration: ‘But the law of history forbids me: we
must return to the affairs of Italos’ (6AAG pe Beopdg iotopiag dneipyet: EvOEv ot Kol
TPOG T kaTd TOV Ttodov dvatpeyétw 6 Aoyoq), The Alexiad, V.9.3.

524 This could be seen in comparison to Christine de Pizan’s descriptions during the
process of discovering the path of learning in Le Chemin de longue étude. Both Anna
and Christine write their perceptions and bodies into their respective works.
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the text in question. Thus, using her autobiographical voice in her text,
Anna imposes her experience as a girl facing high literature on her audi-
ence.

In this way, Anna’s anecdote can be compared to Beauvoir’s pre-
viously discussed anecdote, in which a man tells her that her opinion is
the result of her sex. As Anna’s notion of the girl’s access to the mascu-
line tradition is told as a story, more specifically as a dialogue between
herself and her mother, the experience can be described as a philosophical
dialogue, using Moi’s words from her discussion on Beauvoir’s anecdote:
‘The dialogue is the form or the genre closest to the heart of the kind of
philosophy that proceeds from ordinary language’.*> Anna’s description
of fear against masculine texts can be compared to Beauvoir’s description
of irritation when faced with the man’s utterance, according to which her
voice can articulate only the voice of the ‘other’. Both Anna and Beauvoir
thus use their own identities in order to question their position as ‘other’
in relation to men.>?¢ The passage in the Alexiad not only describes ven-
erable respect towards literature, but also a defiant approach to the fear
that it imposes. Eirene’s smile, as a reaction to young Anna’s comment,
could be interpreted as a response to the idea that the sphere of learning
and rhetoric is inaccessible to women due to their ‘nature’. In her discus-
sion on Beauvoir’s anecdote, Moi describes the effects of turning ‘one’s
own experience into a philosophical example’:

To speak is to participate in the production of meaning. What [
mean by my words will be taken as partly constitutive of what the
words mean in the language. Fundamentally, it follows from this

525 Moi 1999, 219.

526 This could, furthermore, be compared with Christine de Pizan’s use of her own au-
tobiographical voice in her writings. Cerquiglini-Toulet describes how Christine
uses the feminine identity and position that the literary tradition forces upon her, to
her own advantage by exploiting this feminine condition to construct a narrative per-
sona; Cerquiglini-Toulet 1994, 81-82. Cequiglini-Toulet writes that Christine thus
positions herself within a global tendency of the fourteenth century, however, as we
can see in Anna Komnene’s writings, this way of forming an autobiographical, fem-
inine voice can be traced already in the twelfth century.
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that my usage exemplifies the meaning of a word as well as anyone
else’s usage.>’

As they write themselves and their personal experiences into their texts,
both Beauvoir and Anna bring new meaning to the tradition and dis-
course, from which they seem to be excluded. Indeed, as Gouma-Peterson
notes (and Anna writes herself), the Alexiad is not only a work of history,
but also Anna’s autobiography.>?® At the same time throughout her work,
the historian establishes that she is writing the truth.>2° Both Beauvoir and
Anna can thus, in their respective writings, be seen as defining themselves
as speaking subjects, albeit without renouncing their feminine identities.

All that being said, the worship of men’s writings that Anna de-
scribes in this passage from her childhood has already been nuanced in
her prologue, as discussed above. Although Anna describes her childhood
fears of approaching the masculine tradition, she has already distanced
herself from this very fear earlier in the same text. As we have seen, in
her prologue Anna describes herself as having read esteemed authors
such as Plato, Socrates and Pythagoras. Thus, she assures her reader of
her distinguished education and ability to understand abstract theories
and intellectual affairs, formulated by men before her. In the reminis-
cence of her childhood, Anna describes her mother to be her inspiration
in daring to incorporate difficult literature into the Alexiad — a work that
in itself, indeed, can be said to symbolise a woman’s fearlessness towards
the masculine tradition.>3°

527 Moi 1999, 227.

328 Gouma-Peterson 2000, 107.

529 Gouma-Peterson 2000, 119. Moreover, this can also be seen in light of Christine de
Pizan. Cerquiglini-Toulet describes her to ‘s’inscrit dans un paradigm des défenseurs
et martyrs de la vérité’, and argues that Christine thus places herself in the tradition
of Aristotle and Socrates (for proclaiming monotheism); Cerquiglini-Toulet 1994,
80.

530 This interpretation should be put in consideration of Dalven’s emphasis on admirable
piety in the passage, and the passage as relating to Eirene’s overall admirable mod-
esty; Dalven 1972, 65. However, this should then in turn be seen in the light of
Anna’s way of proving her literary knowledge and education through the, with Ne-
ville’s words, ‘vocabulary and textual fabric of her writing’; Neville 2016, 35. The
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When Anna claims authority by inscribing her own authorial ego
into her historographical work, as well as by defining herself as closely
connected to her parents, we might say that she uses the same strategy as
Beauvoir does in her appropriation of the word fraternité. Anna writes
within an exclusively masculine tradition. By placing herself in that
tradition, describing herself in her text as its author, she appropriates a
masculine discourse, placing herself within it. By writing her feminine
voice into the masculine tradition, Anna fundamentally changes this
tradition through the performative act of writing.

In the Alexiad, we see that Anna makes her world androgyne in
Beauvoir’s sense.”®! She describes herself as being brought up with the
expectations of learning on masculine terms, by both her parents. In the
Alexiad, Anna could be interpreted as identifying with both of them.

Anna attributes authority to women role-models. She repeatedly
describes the intelligence and political influence of her mother and
grandmother in the text. In one particular passage, she describes how her
father Alexios made his mother, Anna Dalassene, an equal ruler to him-
self, while he was absent from the court during warfare. The situation is
described as though the power was indeed transferred to the women’s
quarters. As if aware of the controversy of such a statement, Anna pre-
vents the (narrative) audience from blaming the emperor for it, as she
underlines the intelligence of the women in her family:

Kol v 1O Tpdypo SAoG TolodToV- EKEIVOC PV Yap oyfipa Bactieiog
glyev, 1 8¢ v Pociieiov adtqv- Kai 1 nev 0ecpobétel, Sipkel 10
v, EMpuTdvevey, O 0& TAG S101KNGELS EKEIVIG Kol TAG £YYPAPOLS
Kol TOG AypAPOVG, TAG HEV YEPl, TOC 0& povais Enecppayile, Kai,
¢ obtm ye @avar, dpyavov fiv adti] Pociieiog, od Pactrevc.
NPEcKETO Yap &9’ Gmacty, oi¢ 1 piTnp Swayvoin koi | Sropicete, kai

text not only speaks, but it also does, so-to-speak. The modesty that Anna describes
in admiration of her mother is thus combined with an overall defiance against that
which, as she is faced with it, a woman should be modest about.

331 Beauvoir, (1949) 1976, 645.
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oy’ ¢ UNTpl pévov KatameldEoToTog fv, GAAL Yop Og EEGpY®
Bacikiic dmoTAUNG TaNTN TPOGETKE TOV VODV- 32

I can sum up the whole situation thus: he was in theory the emperor,
but she had real power. She was the legislator, the complete organ-
izer and governor, while he confirmed her arrangements, written
and unwritten, the former by his signature, the latter by his spoken
approval. One might say that he was indeed the instrument of her
power — he was not emperor, for all the decisions and ordinances of
his mother satisfied him, not merely as an obedient son, but as an
attentive listener to her instruction in the art of ruling.

As we can see, then, governing here is not considered to be the exclusive
privilege of men, something that is also the case in Partonopeu de
Blois.>3? In the romance, Melior tells her lover that he will be the ruler in
the official sense, if he obeys her. Being her parents’ only heir, Melior is
the true ruler of the Empire. She needs a husband, for which reason she
has brought Partonopeu to her palace: ‘The entire Byzantium is my em-
pire; you shall be its king and sire, if you wish to follow my lead, which
will not be a demanding task for you’ (Tote Besance est mes empires, |
Vos en serés et rois et sires | Se mon consel volés tenir, | Qui legiers vos
ert a soufrir).** Partonopeu is in this sense comparable to Alexios in the
quoted passage from Anna’s text. He is an instrument for the woman, so
that, in fact, she can act as ruler.

If the feminine voices in Byzantine discourse are, as Papaioannou
describes them, almost exclusively a reflection of the masculine idea of
feminine inferiority, then Anna’s Alexiad represents something different,
a feminine voice that does not seem to conform to the limits of men’s
expectations. Instead, Anna’s literary voice appears to define a different
view of gender, as she ascribes herself the same legitimacy as men au-
thors have, by informing us about her own erudite learning and experi-
ence of reading. Although she depicts herself as well-read in the

332 The Alexiad, 111.7.5.

333 Gouma-Peterson describes that Anna Dalassene was seen as a matriarch in the text;
Gouma-Peterson 2000, 114.

534 Partonopeu de Blois, 1337-1340.
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masculine tradition, she also writes about her corporeal experience as a
young girl who feared it. As she describes Empress Eirene to be an edu-
cated exemplar during her upbringing, portraying the childhood vision of
her mother with a book in her hands as they sat at table, she does not write
the feminine voice from a masculine perspective. Rather, using rhetorical
techniques, she invites her audience to envision that which she herself
saw as a child; thus, she invites her audience to see with the eyes of a
young girl, as well as the eyes of a woman who remembers that young
girl’s experience.>*

If we read Partonopeu de Blois in relation to Anna’s Alexiad, 1 be-
lieve that we could increase our understanding of the time’s literary situ-
ation, and what the romance genre was able to articulate. The speeches
uttered by the female protagonist Melior could be read in relation to
Anna’s writings; her way of presenting herself and her legitimacy as an
author. In her speeches, Melior claims authority and power in relation to
her lover; as she speaks, she gains control in her relationship, and the
directives that she utters progress the romantic plot: her speech defines
the relationship rules, it banishes Partonopeu from her city, and it will
then have him win her hand in marriage — which we will see subse-
quently. Melior’s proposed marriage arrangement entails an equality be-
tween her and Partonopeu, with them both being influential parties in the
Empire.

Melior echoes Anna’s feminine voice, her ego (éym), as it were,
written into a masculine tradition. As she defines herself as the speaker
of her historical record, Anna’s ego holds a subject position in relation to
her audience (7u).7*¢ Thus, by writing herself into her text, Anna writes a

335 In Christine de Pizan’s Le Chemin de longue étude we could see a similar occurrence
of narrating a young girl’s experience and perspective, as in the closing of her text
where her mother wakes her up from her long dream of learning, described as
amazed that young Christine is still in bed although it is so late (Ja estoye bas
desjuchee | Ce me sembloit, quant fus huchee | De la mere qui me porta, | Qu’a I’'uys
de ma chambre hurta, | Qui de tant gesir s’emerveille, | Car tart estoit, et je
m’esveille), Le Chemin de longue étude, 6395-6398.

536 Indeed, this alludes to Benveniste’s description of language subjectivity; Benveniste
1976, 259-260.
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feminine voice into the genre of history. Melior appears to channel a sim-
ilar feminine voice in her speeches. The feminine voice is a representation
of power, yet, at the same time, it acknowledges an experience of mar-
ginalisation. In the space between marginalisation and empowerment,
feminine subjectivity finds space for articulation.

Speech as a Struggle

As mentioned above, the narrator of Partonopeu de Blois accuses
misogynistic clerics of telling lies in their writings when they blame
women for bad conduct. The narrator can thus be said to play a polemical
role in relation to others in the sphere of writing. In the prologue, the
narrator defies clerics who write in Latin, thus making their writings
inaccessible to many: ‘These clerics say that it is of no use that I write
about ancient times since I do not write in Latin, and that [ am just wasting
my time’ (Cil clerc dient que n’est pas sens | Qu’es[c]rive estoire d’antif
tens | Quand jo nes escris en latin, | Et que je per¢ mon tans en fin).>3’ He
further states that what he does, as opposed to what the accused clerics
do, is accessible for everyone to hear, see and draw meaning and
examples from.>38 With these sorts of extradiegetic digressions from the
narrative, the narrator defines a conflict between himself and the clerical
discourse. Adding the claim that his story will be accessible for everyone
to find meaning in, as well as the claim that misogynistic clerics lie in
their writings, the narrator becomes the configuration of a stance in
opposition to a masculine literary discourse. The romance thus appears to
distance itself from this discourse through the narrator’s voice. The
narrator represents, it seems, a different voice from the apparently
misogynistic one of clerics.’

337 Partonopeu de Blois, 77-80.
538 Et cil i partent seulement | Qui od els sont al giu present; | Mais al mien deduit par-
tiront | Tuit cil qui ’oront et veront. | S’en pora 1’on traire tos tens | Et grant exemple

et grant sens, Partonopeu de Blois, 89-94.
3391 discuss this also in Séderblom Saarela 2016b.
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In Hysmine and Hysminias, one also finds a critical view of the
masculine discourse. The protagonists have become slaves; after having
been separated since Hysmine had been thrown into the sea during their
adventure, they are now reunited, but can show affection only by
pretending to be brother and sister in front of their masters. While
deliberating upon their unfortunate fate, and how to find a solution,
Hysmine argues that Hysminias must show affection for her mistress
Rhodope, who desires him. Hysminias, however, does not want to be
affectionate with anyone but Hysmine, which he explains by articulating
his passion for her: ‘The fiction and pretence of passion for Rhodope I
reject; on you alone, Hysmine, and your graces have I bestowed all my
eyes’ (Tov 6¢ ye mpog Poddnmy Epwta kol péyxpt TAdouatog Okvd Kol
oKNVig: ool yap, Youivn, povn kai xapiot 6oic dGAovg Exapioduny Tovg
0pBarpovc).>4? Hysmine responds: ‘I do not respect passion with words
alone, because I hate the profit that brings me a penalty’ (o0 yYA®con puovn
10V Epota oéfouat, Tt kol kEPSOG od Cnuiag pot TpdEevov-). ! For
fear of being punished, Hysmine wants to remain chaste and instead try
to persuade Rhodope to grant them freedom. Hysminas responds to her
by quoting Euripides’ Medea, claiming that women become vile when
they are mistreated in bed:

., e STAy- X SoeL 10 OF - | xd
Kayon L Tpoc avtnv: ‘Kav ovoest 10 O0fijAv Ogpudtepov, kav
@VoEL TPENTOV, GALL Kotd TV Tpaymdiav | dtav <8’> &g govnv

NOKNUEVN KVpT, | 00K E6Ttv GAAN OpTV pinpovatépa’ >+

I said to her, ‘Even if the female sex is more ardent, and more
changeable by nature, nevertheless, as the tragedy says, | When she

is wronged in the marriage bed, | there is no mind more
bloodthirsty’.

340 Hysmine and Hysminias, 1X.22.3.

541 Hysmine and Hysminias, 1X.22.4-5.

542 Hysmine and Hysminias, 1X.23.1.; E. Jeffreys, 2012, p.253, n.282. Furthermore, 1
discuss this and the following passage also in Soderblom Saarela 2016b.
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In his use of ancient tragedy, Hysminias can be interpreted as making use
of the tradition in order to win his argument with Hysmine, by claiming
her sex to be vicious and dangerous. Hysmine responds to his accusation
by also quoting an ancient tragedy, this time Sophocles’ Electra:

‘H &’ dALd pikpov Dmoceonpuia v mopeldv ‘Makdptov pot” enot
‘10 T®V AvOpAV Atpentov Kol PO EpmTog BEPUNY YupOTEPOV. |
Ti yap pe Avmel 1000°, Otav Ady® Bovav | €pyolst cwbd
KaEevéykmpan kAéog; >+

Her cheeks quivered slightly as she said, ‘Blessings on men’s
constancy and their cold good sense in face of passion’s fire. | Why
should this upset me, when I die in word | but am saved by action,
and carry off the glory?’

As mentioned in the discussion on Anna Komnene’s transformation of
the tradition in which she participates, by the mere act of writing as a
woman, the female character ventriloquises the ancient tradition into her
own mouth and, in repeating it, the tradition is transformed into her own
words: the tradition established by men — the ancient tragedies — becomes
accessible for her to use. In the mere citing of ancient tragedy, we see
articulations of subjectivity; Hysmine takes Sophocles’ words and turn
them into her own, through her voice.

In both Partonopeu de Blois and Hysmine and Hysminias, we see
the idea of tradition as an area of struggle between men and women. Yet,
we also see a reaction against a masculine, in fact misogynistic, discourse.
Both texts deal with language. As we have seen, Melior’s access to
speech can be read as an instrument of power in her relationship with
Partonopeu: by speaking, she states the conditions of their relationship as
well as her status as powerful.

Hysmine’s relation to speech appears a bit more complicated. As
noted above, in Hysmine and Hysminias, both main characters ‘pay mere
lip-service’ to chastity, as Jouanno puts it, in their ‘outward sign of

543 Hysmine and Hysminias, 1X.23.2.; E. Jeffreys 2012, 253, n.283.
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modesty’.>** We can see an example of such conventional modesty when
the lovers are released from slavery and reunited, celebrating with a feast
in a priest’s house in the presence of Hysmine’s parents. Hysminias has
recounted their adventures, and the priest then turns to Hysmine, asking
her to complement his story with her own. Hysmine however, refuses to
speak, by referring to modesty:

‘H 8¢ mpdg avtdv: ‘Deioar yAwoong €ung, mpog ATOAA®VOG
Yothipog: | YAdoon (yap) mapBeviki aiddg tor mpookadildvet. |
Mndg yap o¥T® TAVTOALOG €NV, O TOV TATEPQ U] GPITTEWY KO TV
untépo  mEPLPPOVEIV: oyn TmoapBévolg KOGUOG Kol YAMGONG
Ped®D’ .3

Spare my tongue, by the saviour Apollo; for modesty inhibits my
maidenly tongue. I would never be so bold as to alarm my father
and shock my mother. Silence and sparing speech are a maiden’s
adornment.

Thus, the narrative stresses the female character’s passivity in conversa-
tion.>*® In the Komnenian novels, we see representations of difficulties
‘in keeping with the ideal of virginal modesty’.>#’ Put in another way, the
novels could be described as balancing dominant norms and ideals by
simultaneously resisting them. From this perspective, Hysmine and Hys-
minias is an example of a literary work in which a culture of masculine
dominance is challenged, by means of reflecting a feminine experience
through the male narrator’s voice.

In the quoted passage, Hysmine actively confirms Byzantine femi-
nine ideals, opting to remain silent when the priest wishes her to speak.
Her father, Sosthenes, does not approve. It thus seems as though a di-
lemma is described in Hysmine’s situation. She can either disobey cul-
tural norms or disobey the priest and her father’s wishes. Sosthenes is

344 Jouanno 2006, 162.
545 Hysmine and Hysminias, X1.11.2.
346 Jouanno 2006, 145.
347 Jouanno 2006, 145.

214



angry at his daughter’s apparent hypocrisy; norms mean nothing if they
are not put into practice, he says.>*® Hysmine’s reluctance to speak in
front of the priest and her father could be seen as a representation of dif-
ficulties in keeping with dominant ideals of women’s silence.

If we add the consideration of Anna Komnene’s authorship (along
with her and other women’s patronage) to the described play on double
meaning in Hysmine and Hysminias, then Hysmine’s silence, combined
with her provocative agency, can be interpreted as a depiction of a femi-
nine perspective on the cultural context of the twelfth century. Neville
argues that Anna consciously uses a masculine discourse: ‘Anna knew
she was unusual and developed her own ideas about what a history writ-
ten by a woman should look like’.>* She also points out that Anna con-
sciously transgressed certain norms by writing as a woman: ‘She knew
that history was written by men, and she can be counted on to have
thought through how her history might be different’.>>°

Although Anna’s writing is arguably one of a kind in the twelfth-
century context, it can be read as an illustration of courtly women’s situ-
ation. On the one hand, she embodies (aristocratic) women’s increased
access to education, and her text can be interpreted as an expression of
the idea that women deserve to be listened to on equal terms with men.
Yet, on the other hand, Anna embodies conventional feminine ideals, and
she indeed highlights ‘feminine virtues’ in the Alexiad. She is arguably
the most prominent example of a woman intellectual of her time, living

548 She was silent, and only wept. Sosthenes gazed at her intently, casting fierce looks
at her, and said, “It is not a silent tongue that is the definition of chastity, but appro-
priate actions and seemly behaviour. You had no modesty when you behaved so
badly, yet you are now ashamed to speak of it. I would pray most devoutly, Apollo,
for her to be ashamed to act rather than to speak’™ (‘H &’ éciya kai pdvov €ddaxpoev:
0 8¢ ye Z0c0évng dtevidg idmV Tpog adTv Kol devov To1g dppacty vofiénmv, ‘Ov
YAGOONG o1yT|” PNGL ‘Th|g SOPPOSHVIG Op0og E0TiV, AAA’ EpymVv KOGUIOTNG Kol Hfovg
gVmpémelo. Toi & oidm¢ PEv odK v TpaTTovoy KukdG, singiv &8 aioydvr. Euoi 8
€0KTAOTOTOV, ATTOALOV, 0idelioBan TadTV TpdTTey paAlov | AaAelv’), Hysmine and
Hysminias, X1.12.3-4.

549 Neville 2013, 196.

350 Neville 2013, 196.
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under a gender hierarchy that ascribes different qualities to women and
men.

This double nature, in the act of confirming a gender norm at the
same time as transgressing it, can also be traced in Hysmine and Hysmin-
ias. By the end of the story, both Sosthenes and the priest of Apollo want
Hysmine to tell her adventures. As Nilsson writes, her contribution to the
retelling of the lovers’ adventures is significant for the entire novel to be
complete. The narrator is Hysminias, and up to this point the story has
not included anything that he himself has not experienced. As Nilsson
puts it, the ‘significance of Hysmine’s speech is further underlined by her
unwillingness to tell it, the priest of Apollo has to exhort her twice before
she, trembling, starts to speak’. Compared with Leukippe and Kleitophon,
in which Leukippe also tells her adventure, ‘Leukippe narrates only part
of her story herself, since Kleitophon has already told most of it, “edited”
according to his own judgement’, Hysmine’s speech is required if the lis-
teners — including the narrator Hysminias and the audience — are going to
see the whole picture.’>! In other words, the narrative creates a yearning
for Hysmine’s speech. Both Hysminias and the audience desire Hys-
mine’s voice to be heard; thus, they want to have a conclusion to the story.
In this sense, the feminine voice works as a metanarrative force, to speak
with Whitmarsh; Hysmine’s story is now the object of Hysminias’ as well
as the audience’s desire.

The priest, the father, the lover, and the audience — all are waiting
for Hysmine to finish the story. Compared with Leukippe and Kleitophon,
the narrative of Hysmine and Hysminias depends on Hysmine to fill in
the gaps. Hysminias, the narrator, has no knowledge of Hysmine’s expe-
rience; she is the only one who can tell it. In a context where women seem
to some extent to have gained entrance into the field of literature and
learning, we may trace a certain symbolism in the importance accorded
to Hysmine’s voice. She is the only one who is able to articulate her ex-
perience. The male narrator does not have the required vocabulary. The
narrative depends on Hysmine’s story, which further indicates the

551 The quote is from Nilsson 2001, 246-247.
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significance of the feminine perspective for the novel to be written at all.
As Nilsson describes it: ‘The suspense is hinted at in the very expression
“fill out the crescent”, which is a metaphor for the novel’s gradual reve-
lation of “the whole truth™’.3>2 Hysmine’s story is a narrative within the
narrative; it is the narration of a woman’s storytelling in front of an audi-
ence. Anna Komnene’s voice, written into the Byzantine literary field,
could be read as intertextually related to the novel and more specifically
to Hysmine’s speech. The novel might in this way have been an intertext
— along with ancient historical and philosophical works — from which
Anna draws inspiration, or vice versa, depending on the dating of the
novel.>> At any rate, her autobiographical voice in the Alexiad should
arguably be read as intertextually related to the polyphony of the novel
genre, where feminine voices find articulation. In turn, both Anna’s and
Hysmine’s voices might have offered ways for the feminine voice in Par-
tonopeu de Blois to be uttered.

Hysmine, ‘drenched with perspiration and tears and with faltering
tongue and breath catching at her voice, kept her eyes fixed intently on
the ground and said’ (‘'H 6¢& mepippeopévn mokvois idpdaot Kai ddKkpuot kol
] YA®GOT SLHaPTAVOVCH Kol TV QOVI)V TOPUKOTTOUEVT T@ dcOuatt
Ko dBAovg Tovg 0pBatuovg dtevdg i YT Tpocepeidovoa)’> to her listen-
ers that Hysminias ‘has told you everything that happened as far as the
ship, the sea and the storm’ (‘“Tda pév on puéypt vnog kol Boldoong kai
KAMdwvog glpntar’ enoi “tdde tavdpi-[’]).>> In his speech, Hysminias
has explained that Sosthenes had announced that Hysmine would be mar-
ried off to someone other than him, and that he and Hysmine had thus
escaped from Eurykomis. They had fled on a ship, but to make a sacrifice
to Poseidon the crew later had to throw Hysmine into the sea:

332 Nilsson 2001, 246-247.

533 For discussions on the history genre’s relation to fiction, see Agapitos 2012; Nilsson
and Scott 2007.

554 Hysmine and Hysminias, X1.13.1.

555 Hysmine and Hysminias, X1.13.1.
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Kinpovpedo todto, kai fv 6 kifijpog émi v Youivny mecmv.
‘Excpevoovatot toivov €ni v 0dAacoay, kail vnvepiov gvdvg T
Baldaoon yapiletal. To &8 €peEng avafrodoay Tavtny 6pd, TG Jd’,
oDK 01da Vi) TO PPIKTOV &KEivo KAddVIov, vi) Tov Iocelddva. kai
TV TPV dovAeiav, vij OV AmdAlmva kol 10 ThHg éAevbepiag
YALKD.3%6

We cast lots for this and the lot fell on Hysmine. So she is cast into
the sea and immediately restores calm to the sea. Subsequently I
see her still alive, how I do not know, by that dreadful storm, by
Poseidon and bitter servitude, by Apollo and the sweetness of free-
dom!

Thus, Hysminias explains to the audience what happened to Hysmine,

and she confirms it. As she then tells her story, Hysmine adds her expe-
rience to Hysminias’ report:

Emel &’ €EecpevdovnOny eic OdAacoay, deApiv £l vATOV e dExETOL,
T01g KOpaol KLBoT®v Kol OAog KoLEMSG vnyouevog: &ym o’
EmevOUNV HEV YOUVT TG Onpi Kol TOTG KOUAGLY EKVKOUNY Kol
pog TV Bdhaccav iAlyylov kol Tpodg TOV Tod Onpdg eoPov v
Yoy domapartouny adthv. Eiyov d¢ cmtipa tov Ofpa kai tov
vInpéTNV EAoyiouny €xBpdv- Eppritov OV cmTiipa, TOV £X0pov
€pilovv, Kol MG COTAPL PHEV GLVETAEKOUNV aVT®: Emel € ONp O
owtp, ENTOLV PLYETV: AAL’ 00K £€0appovV Toig KOUAGL, Kol HunV
KotakAvdmviCopévn kai Aoyiopoic kol kopact koi Onpi.>’

When I was cast into the sea, a dolphin takes me on its back as it
plunges through the waves and swims on lightly. I, in my naked-
ness, rode on the wild beast, confused by the waves and made dizzy
by the sea, and in my fear of the beast my soul was quite torn apart.
The creature was my salvation, yet I thought my benefactor was my
enemy; I was terrified of my saviour but I loved my enemy and I
entwined myself around him as though he were my saviour. Since
my saviour was a wild beast, I sought to escape from him, but I

556 Hysmine and Hysminias, X1.7.1-2.
557 Hysmine and Hysminias, X1.13.2-4.
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dared not trust the waves, and I was buffeted by my thoughts and
the waves and the creature.

Compared with Hysminias’ storytelling, we can see that Hysmine not
only adds new information regarding what happened to her, but her
speech offers a scene with much more description than Hysminias’
speech did, which was rather a recapitulation of the events. Hysmine’s
speech enables the audience to identify with her position by its use of the
durative aspect. The events are placed one after the other in a simultane-
ous temporality. The durative aspect places the audience in the moment
of the told event. If translated with emphasis on this temporality it could
read: ‘But I, in fear of the beast in my nakedness — being thrown around
by the waves, feeling dizzy from the sea and feeling terror in face of the
beast — my soul was being torn apart’.>*® Compared with Hysminias’ ver-
sion, here we see a subjective experience of the events previously told.
Hysmine does not only add events to Hysminias’ version; he who is at
once the character in the presence of the priest and Sosthenes, and the
narrator of the novel as a whole. She also tells the audience what he did
not know and thus has not told. She also adds her perspective on the ad-
ventures that she has experienced. The durative aspect of her speech
places all the events in one single scene. Hence, her speech can be read
as an ekphrasis rather than an informative narration. The speech can be
described as painting a picture of Hysmine’s inner experience, which the
audience — both her intradiegetic audience and the novel’s actual audi-
ence —is invited to see before their eyes, and thus to engage in the feelings
described. The passage can be read as a rhetorical case of enargeia, cre-
ating the effect in the audience of becoming involved in what they hear.
The priest asks Hysmine to tell her adventures ‘so that the narrative
persists eternally and the miracle does not fade’ (iv’eln 10 omynua
aioviCov kai pn @Bivov 10 tepatodpynua).’>® The word used for

558 My translation, for the purpose of putting emphasis on the temporal aspect in the
original.
559 Hysmine and Hysminias, X1.12.2.
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narrative, diegema, ‘implies a structured, although not necessarily writ-
ten, narration’, as Nilsson points out: ‘the story of Hysmine and Hysmin-
ias is by now, so to speak, “becoming a book™.%%* The use of diegema
works as ‘a signal to the reader, subverting the effect of the fictionally
oral discourse: the narration that will come (Hysmine’s story) is the miss-
ing part of the nearly finished book’.¢!

Hysmine moans in front of the priest and the father when she is
asked to speak. She can be seen to represent a simultaneous act of con-
forming — subjugating herself to existing norms — while disobeying and
discreetly performing independent agency. Like Anna Komnene, Hys-
mine illustrates a woman’s balance between a social structure imbued
with gender hierarchy and the claiming of her own will and desire within
this structure. Her agency, combined with her reluctance to speak, could
be read as a discrepancy between social expectations and feminine
agency. When her father commands that she speaks, she is forced into
what Irigaray describes as woman’s resort to femininity as defined in a
masculine discourse. According to Irigaray, women’s social inferiority:

se renforce et se complique du fait que la femme n’a pas acces au
language, sinon par le recours a des systémes de représentations
‘masculins’ qui la désappropient de son rapport a elle-méme, et aux
autres femmes. %2

The father in the narrative could thus be interpreted as an incorporation
of social authority, forcing the woman to speak a language that is predi-
cated upon her exclusion, due to her femininity.

However, in her speech, Hysmine describes her experience, as we
have seen, articulating her own perspective on what has happened, and
thus she makes the language forced upon her into her own. The (authorial
and narrative) audience knows that a dolphin saved her, but Hysmine’s
episode — as she tells it — has a durative temporal aspect. In Hysmine’s

360 Nilsson 2001, 247.
361 Nilsson 2001, 248.
562 Trigaray 1977, 81.
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speech, the experience of the female character’s fear, confusion and de-
sire is represented for the audience through her perception. The novel’s
audience is thus required to identify with the female character. The nar-
rative as a whole demands the female character’s experience in order to
be completed. In this sense, the feminine experience is essential for the
story to exist. From a Kristevan perspective, this could be seen as a rein-
vention of language and gender, as the novel writes the experience of the
feminine subject into the tradition.

Feminine subjectivity is further represented through Hysmine’s
corporeal behaviour. Her agency can be interpreted as a feminine lan-
guage that has transcended the masculine discourse, rather than having
no access to speaking at all. Hysmine and Hysminias displays a contem-
porary use of literary tradition, renewing the novel genre by borrowing
and creating new variations out of well-known patterns. Margaret Alex-
iou writes that Makrembolites, by his conscious borrowings and personal
innovation, ‘was clearly familiar with many of the ancient romances, but
he has chosen to alter the whole perspective’.’®* The Komnenian litera-
ture’s impact on Partonopeu de Blois can perhaps be traced in these sorts
of alterations of perspectives, which, as I have shown, can be read as ar-
ticulations of feminine subjectivity. To understand Partonopeu de Blois,
I think we would benefit from recognising intertextual relations between
twelfth-century Old French and Byzantine literature. The novel and ro-
mance discussed here are different in many respects, but they all employ
an alteration of perspective.

Melior as une de nos and Partonopeu’s Desired Body

In Partonopeu de Blois, Melior’s speech functions at the end as a
metanarrative force, similarly to how Hysmine’s story is needed to com-
plete the plot in Hysmine and Hysminias. As noted above, in the Old
French romance the narrator gives a detailed description of Partonopeu’s
beauty. Furthermore, he motivates the choice to do so: ‘Before the book

363 Alexiou 1977, 36.
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is finished it will be demonstrated why I commend his beauty so much.
For he not only had good qualities but they happened to be a great rescue
for him’ (Avant el livre ert bien mostré | Por coi je lo[e] tant se beautg, |
Car od ¢o qu’il ot bones mors | Li fist se beauties grant socors).’** The
end of the narrative gives the explanation for the stated importance of
Partonopeu’s beauty: he must win a beauty contest.

The final tournament, the winner of which gets to marry Melior and
be crowned Byzantine emperor, has taken place. Partonopeu and the Per-
sian sultan have fought a final battle, which Partonopeu has won. How-
ever, the wealth of the sultan is then considered among the courtly judges,
who express doubts regarding whom they should name winner. One of
the men, Ernoul, presents a political argument for the choice of Partono-
peu, claiming that his Christian faith makes him more reliable (the sultan
would, however, convert if elected).’®> The narrative then tells us that
Melior hears her name being mentioned, and that she consequently wants
to come to her own rescue.’®® She therefore enters the men’s discussions,
answering Ernoul: ‘You say that my will does not concern you’ (Ernol,
fait ele, dit avés | Que mon voloir n’i esgardés).’®” Expressing the im-
portance for a woman to choose a husband, Melior’s speech continues:
‘But choosing a husband is a definite choice, which will remain for eter-
nity. Therefor a lady must look far and wide for the one to whom she
chooses to give herself” (Mais segnor prendre est cose estable, | A tos tans
doit estre durable; | Si doit dame molt esgarder | A cui el se doit se
doner).>®® Melior’s utterance clearly opens up a discussion about mar-
riage from a woman’s point of view. In comparison with the judges’

364 Partonopeu de Blois, 579-582.

365 Mais eslisons le bon Frangois | Qui est estables en nos lois. | [...] | Se ma dame m’en
set mal gré, | N’i esgart pas sa volenté, | Ains i esgart, al dire droit, | Itel qui trestornés
ne soit, Partonopeu, 10251-10252, 10259-10262. It is possible to interpret this as
meaning that Ernoul, who plays the role of a wise confidant to Melior, argues for
Melior’s desire but using a political argument.

566 Mais Melior, qui s ot nomer, | Se volra vers lui escuser, Partonopeu de Blois, 10267
10268.

367 Partonopeu de Blois, 10269-10270.

368 Partonopeu de Blois, 10281-10284.

222



concern about how Melior’s marriage will influence politics and alli-
ances, her speech deals with the same topic, but from a different angle.
This passage exposes how political marriage alliances affect the spouses
involved. Explicitly, the female character utters concerns regarding
women’s conditions. In Melior’s utterance, agency is ascribed to the bride
in the marriage. As the men try to marry her off, Melior talks about the
bride’s active choice of a man. In her analysis of the romance, Bruckner
finds it to ‘keep in motion the interplay between male and female
power’.>® Not only does the narrator ‘frequently picture himself in his
interventions as identifying with ladies, their point of view, their actions,
and their values.”>’° But, more generally, Bruckner argues:

that the romancer’s experiments in fiction, as inscribed in his text,
are not limited to esthetic effects, that his play with the crossing of
history and romance, truth and fable, gender and genre, leads, on
the one hand, to the self-empowering of romance as its own source
of authority and, on the other, to romance as a powerful tool for
change in the (dis)course of history, as it shapes vernacular soci-
ety’s views of itself.>”!

One might thus interpret the recognition of women’s inclusion in feudal
marriage arrangements as not only a case of elaborating new ways of nar-
rating, but also as a way of discussing the courtly culture within which
the romance was composed. Considering the performative aspect of chiv-
alric romance, the audience’s reactions and interpretations of the narra-
tive are required in the construction of the romance’s meaning.>’? Thus,
it is worth noting, as Hanning writes, that in ‘the unusual unfolding of its
plot Partonopeu de Blois presents its hero’s career as almost literally the
creation of its heroine’.’”3 As previously stated, Partonopeu has the role
of the object of desire in the romance on a general level, which could be

369 Bruckner 1993b, 150.
570 Bruckner 1993b, 150.
57! Bruckner 1993b, 150.
572 Hanning 1981, 16.
573 Hanning 1981, 17.
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read as a comic twist by an (actual) audience, who would expect the op-
posite. It could also be read in relation to Melior’s role as storyteller and
to her link to the narrator and the romance poet; as she defines Partono-
peu’s career, she can be interpreted as composing a counter-story in the
courtly context. In a way, in this romance, the female character can be
said to create the male protagonist’s feudal advancements, from knight to
ruler. Also, as previously stressed, the female character can be interpreted
as creating stories. With Melior’s perspective on marriage, as seen here,
the romance again narrates a feminine perspective; perhaps to an actual
audience of women, but at any rate arguably to an authorial audience that
is denoted as hearing Melior out as well as desiring (including in the sense
of narrative pothos) her wish to be granted. Thus, the actual audience,
regardless of gender, is required to sympathise with the woman about to
be married off.

In Melior’s speech, an apparent parody of gender roles can be said
to appear, as she talks about the necessity of having an attractive husband.
She proposes a beauty contest to choose the winner:

Assés a li Frangois bonté, | Mais ne 1’ai veii desarmé. | S’il est assés
beaus, bien otroi | Que j’aie lui et il ait moi; | Si non, si s’en voist
od les Frans | Et me remaigne li sodans. | Assés me vient miols a
plaisir, | Por qu’il se vuelle convertir.>’*

The Frenchman is beautiful, but I have not seen him unarmed. If he
is really handsome then I will accede to your choice. Then I will
have him, and he will have me. If not, then let him part with the
French, and I will be with the sultan. I would find this way much
more pleasurable, assuming that he would like to convert.

Partonopeu’s extraordinary beauty has already been established in the
narrative, and Melior has said that she did choose him especially because

574 Partonopeu de Blois, 10285-1292.
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of it.>”> Therefore, the beauty contest seems to be a strategic move for her
to make, which the audience can be assumed to know. Melior continues
her speech by pointing out the honour of her men, asking them to obey
her command:

Ernol, entendés a m’onor, | Et vos trestot, por Deu amor, | Car ja
escir ne m’en verés | De quanque vos esgarderés; | Et vos, Corsolt,
par quel raison | N’i avés dit ne ol ne non? | Desploiés, kieles, cel
savoir!>7

Ernoul, and all of you, respect my honour, for the love of god! For
you can be sure that I will not disapprove of whomever you may
choose. And you, Corsolt, why have you not said yes or no? Unfold
your famous wisdom!

This passage is comic; Melior’s utterance links together the noble men’s
famous wisdom with her carnal desire for Partonopeu. The utterance rid-
icules the political discussion and emphasises the importance of acknowl-
edging women’s desire in marriage arrangements.

The fact that Partonopeu’s beauty has already been described is sig-
nificant for the interpretation of this passage. In this regard, the audience
has more information than the powerful men in the story. The audience
knows that Partonopeu’s beauty is outstanding, and that Melior knows it
as well. The comic aspect of the scene is in this sense developed at the
men’s expense: Melior is playing with them, in alliance with the narrator,
to the audience’s amusement. Therefore, her recognition of the men’s
wisdom can be interpreted as being said with a comic twist — they are
indeed not as wise as they might think they are. In her speech, Melior
convinces her men to do as she wishes by flattering them: “You always

575 De vos disent tantes bontés, | tant buenes mors, tantes beautés | Et ensement la gen-
telise, | Que sempres fui de vos souprise. Partonopeu de Blois, 1365—-1368, and: Qar
toute beautés vos abonde, | Et tant avés de gentelise, | Ja ne lairai ne vos eslise, Par-
tonopeu de Blois, 1498—1500.

576 Partonopeu de Blois, 10293-1299.
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judge so truthfully’ (Ja soles vos jugier si voir).’”” Melior continues in her
speech, and emphasises their own desire to be the same as hers:

Tans dis con dura li tornois | Vos oi dire mainte fois | Li quels en
estoit vostre eslis. | Ne sai s’en estes resortis, | Mais mien vuel
eiissiés cangié, | Car j’ai tot autre part gaitié;>’®

I have heard you many times during the tournament saying who
would be your choice. I do not know if you have changed opinion,
then you would have changed my will. But I do not think so.

Significantly, the speech nevertheless finishes emphasising the im-
portance of following Melior’s demands: ‘However, it would be inappro-
priate of you to not respect what I am asking of you’ (Mais lait vos ert
d’aler ariere | De vostre dit par ma proiere).’” The final emphasis is
placed where it was at the beginning of the speech: on the female charac-
ter’s own opinion regarding her marriage. This could be seen in the light
of Irving Singer’s description of courtly love. Accordingly, in its poetic
representations of extramarital desire, courtly love worked as an ‘attempt
to recommend the value of sexual courtesy and individual choice in an
area of life that had been controlled by economic, political, and largely
impersonal considerations.>®® Thus, the narrative can be interpreted as ad-
dressing an issue familiar to people at court.

The men decide that Melior can see the knights unarmed, so that
she will know, based on her vision, which one to choose.’®!' As previously
noted, Partonopeu de Blois can be read as referring to a view of love as
transmitted through vision. As aforementioned, in the tradition the

577 Partonopeu de Blois, 10300.

578 Partonopeu de Blois, 10301-10306.

579 Partonopeu de Blois, 10307-10308.

80 Singer 1984, 29.

381 Alés en la tor a secroi, | Si viegne a vos cascuns par soi, | Si vos dient priveement |
Co qu’il taisent devant le gent, | U tot avant, se vos volés, | Les voiés avant desarmés,
| Que par vos iols saciés de voir | Le quel vos volrés miols avoir, Partonopeu de
Blois, 10343-10350.
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privileged perspective is usually masculine; in the case where it is human,
the observed object tends to be a woman.*®? Thus, gender hierarchy is
affirmed through the gaze. In this sense, Partonopeu de Blois represents
a view of desire (transmitted in this tradition through the Cupid and Psy-
che myth) in which the judges’ explicit decision to give Melior control
over the gaze materialises as a gender subversion. Thus, resonating with
ideas that connect the gaze with desire, Melior says explicitly that, to her,
physical appearance is important:

Si ne voel pas que soit celé | Que jo tir molt a le beauté. | Molt vuel
que cil soit beaus et gens | Qui de moi fera ses talens | Et qui m’avra
tote ma vie.>83

I do not wish to hide the fact that I attribute much importance to the
aspect of beauty. I really want him, who will fulfil his desires with
me and have me for all my life, to be beautiful and of good quality.

If desire is stirred by looking, then Melior’s speech could be interpreted
as a manifestation of (courtly) women’s right to desire. Unlike Beauvoir’s
description of women embodying a double nature in their desire — desir-
ing to be desired by the masculine subject — or Irigaray’s theory on
women’s inability to express themselves in masculine discourse, the
woman’s speech in Partonopeu de Blois expresses transcendent, femi-
nine desire.

The ability to articulate a feminine subjectivity in this way can be
related to the Byzantine narrative space as an androgynous world. Ac-
cording to Beauvoir, identity is based on norms, one’s body, and the sur-
rounding world. In an androgynous world, Beauvoir describes women as
not being forced into passivity by the world around them. There, they are
not driven by a sense of impotence, nor oriented towards passivity.*** One

382 For examples of how this can be seen in literature, see the cases of Andreas Capel-
lanus and the Greek ocularcentric aspect of erotic narrative above.

83 Partonopeu de Blois, 10355-10359.

84 Beauvoir (1949) 1976b, 645-646. In this sense, Melior’s upbringing in relation to
both her mother and father is relevant, since it is by having both men and women as
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could argue that the imagination of a Byzantine space in the romance rep-
resents a comparable view of androgyny to the courtly French audience.

More precisely, the story’s setting in a Byzantine space could imply
that the authorial audience is indicated to imagine the Byzantine world as
one in which women possess authoritative positions, and where feminine
desire finds pronunciation. The narrative explicitly states that Melior’s
behaviour is an act of gender subversion: ‘“But do not act surprised by
this”, she tells the men, “for is this not the case for anyone of you when
he has to choose one of us?””’ (Si ne vos en mervelliés mie, | Car si coisist
cascuns de vos | Quant il doit prendre une de nos).’%> The way in which
Melior is described as including herself in the deliberations among the
men about their choice of emperor seems to be a way of introducing a
feminine perspective on marriage arrangements into the narrative. By re-
ferring to herself as a woman in terms of belonging to a group — une de
nos — Melior can be read as an illustration of the situation for women at
court more generally, when it comes to marriage.

Moreover, addressing women’s unfavourable social conditions is a
recurrent theme throughout the narrative. Another speech worth mention-
ing is after the scene of intercourse, where Melior defends her honour:
‘After you have had your pleasure, you leave us with mockery. But I will
not be mocked if was taken by you; no harm shall come my way if I did
as you pleased’ (Que tant vos avés fait vos sés, | Al departir nose n gabés;
| Mais jo n’en doi estre gabee | Se jo de vos sui alumee, | N’a moi n’en
doit nus mals venir | Se jo ai fait vostre plaisir).’*® Furthermore, when
Melior begins to speak after her devastating reaction to Partonopeu’s be-
trayal, she blames herself for the trouble in which she finds herself:
““Alas!”, she says, “I am such a fool for having betrayed myself! I am
now dishonoured by my own making. I was too fast with my mission,
thus now I am put to shame[”’]” (‘Lasse, fait ele, con par sui fole! | Con je

rolemodels that the girl grows up in an androgynous world, in Beauvoir’s descrip-
tion.

85 Partonopeu de Blois, 10360-10362.

86 Partonopeu de Blois, 1319-1324.
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me sui par moi traie | Et con sui par mon fet honie! | Trop me hastai de
mon servise, | Par tant me sui a honte misse[’]).°%” From these examples
in combination with Melior’s speech regarding the decision of her hus-
band, we see that not only does she address the situation for women in
marriage arrangements, but in terms of sexuality more generally.

Returning to the passage of marriage deliberations, we see that,
aware of Partonopeu’s beauty, Melior then says that she will accept the
men’s judgement of the two contestants’ beauty: ‘He, whom they choose
as spouse, shall have been judged by my eyes to have my heart. So as
long as the judges do their part, I will do mine and follow their will” (A
cui que il facent acuel, | Od mon cuer jugeront mi oel. | Por quant les rois
pas n’en forspart | Que jo n’ensive lor esgart).”® Not unlike the observa-
tion that characters in Byzantine novels seem to pay mere lip-service to
following social norms, Melior seems to address the social structure in
which women are being married off for political reasons, at the same time
as she arranges for her own desires to influence the decision in her favour.

In preparation for the contest, the sultan’s noble men remove his
armour. The judges observe him and praise him for his beauty. Partono-
peu is unarmed, and described as dressed only in a tunic, due to the
heat.’®® He places himself in the middle of the gathering so that everyone
can see him. The judges have never seen such a beautiful man.>*® This,
however, could also be seen in light of the feminine gaze discussed in
chapter three. If we read this compared to the Greek novel tradition, we
see that Partonopeu’s undressed position echoes Daphnis’ body in the
eyes of Chloe, in Longus’ ancient novel. In the beginning of Daphnis and
Chloe, Chloe has already started to desire Daphnis, after having seen him
bathe:

87 Partonopeu de Blois, 4540-4544.

88 Partonopeu de Blois, 10365-10368.

589 Partonopeu ot eii caut, | Desfublés fu en un bliaut, Partonopeu de Blois, (10393
10394).

3% Que onques mais devant cel jor | Si bel home veii n’avoient | Cil qui 1’esclection
faisoient, Partonopeu de Blois (10400—-10402).
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gneioe 82 avTovV Kai Aovoachor maAy kol Aovopevov £1de Kai
idodoa fjyato kol anfijAbe moAlv énavécaca, kol O Emaivog MV
Epwrog apyn.>*!

She also persuaded him to have another bath; and as he bathed, she
watched him, and after watching she touched him; then she went
away, thinking again how handsome he was. And that thought was
the beginning of love.

In the progression towards also having Daphnis discover love’s effects
on people, a beauty contest takes place between him and the coweherd,
Dorcon, of which Chloe is judge, and of which the winner will give her a
kiss.>*? Although Dorcon boasts about being bigger than Daphnis and
having food and wine to offer, Daphnis wins after speaking of his sweet
mouth to kiss. Chloe thus kisses Daphnis, and he is introduced to love
and caught with desire.*® With this scene in mind, the beauty contest in
Partonopeu de Blois can be seen as yet another feature from the Greek
novel tradition — an articulation of feminine desire.

Returning to the beauty contest in the Old French romance, and
Partonopeu’s undressed, exposed position before the courtly observers,
we could compare Melior to Chloe’s desiring gaze in Longus’ novel. The
men do not see that Melior’s heart, at the sight of her beloved, starts beat-
ing so hard that she almost loses her breath. The narrative describes how
she has to keep herself from running to him and embracing him and end-
ing up in a situation where she must excuse her bad behaviour.>** It thus
seems as though the beauty contest is a pleasurable event for her. While
in Hysmine and Hysminias, Hysmine follows commands when she serves
Hysminias the wine, and at the same time she makes erotic advances

! Daphnis and Chloe, 1.13.5.

392 Daphnis and Chloe, 1.15.4.

393 Daphnis and Chloe, 1.16-17. Daphnis mouth, fitted for kissing, can be put in relation
to Partonopeu’s mouth described as well-positioned for kissing as well, as seen
above.

394 A Melior li cuers trassaut, | Por poi I’alaine ne li faut. | A grant paine s’est retenue |
Qu’el ne li est seure corue | Pour lui baisier et acoler | Et son mautalent pardoner,
Partonopeu de Blois, (10407-10412).
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without anyone seeing them, here, Melior performs appropriate social
conduct at the same time as she is described as not feeling the appropriate
feelings; described as experiencing erotic pleasure while the political ar-
rangements are taking place.

Partonopeu wins the beauty contest and is asked to tell everyone
about his origins, which he does. Lohier, the French king, then adds to
his story, explaining the deeds that Partonopeu has performed. In com-
parison to the structure of Hysmine and Hysminias, Partonopeu and the
king are repeating events and information that are already known to the
romance’s audience. Then, the text describes Partonopeu as turning his
gaze toward Melior and sighing discreetly so that no one except her hears
it.>>> Not unlike Hysmine and Hysminias, here both Melior and Partono-
peu express their respective passion, but conceal it from the other people
present. In Hysmine and Hysminias, Hysmine serves wine to her father
Sosthenes, her mother Panthia, and Hysminias, the herald, at the banquet.
In doing so, in the presence of her parents, she expresses her desire dis-
creetly to Hysminias: ‘I hold out my hand to take the cup and she presses
my finger’, Hysminias says, ‘and as she does so she moans and breathes
a gentle sigh as if from her heart’ (ITpoteive Vv yeipa AaPeiv, 1 0& TOV
daktvdov EmOAiPel pov kai OAPovca oTével Kol Uonpo AETTOV MG €K
kapdiog puod).>®® In the same vein as both Melior and Partonopeu con-
ceal their respective passions — A Melior li cuers trassaut and Partonopeu
envers s'amie regarda | tant sospire’®’ — Hysmine conceals her moans
and sighs. In both stories, one thus finds what Jouanno describes as a
literary play on double meaning. All the characters are socially modest,
and described as concealing their erotic desire.

The narrator’s description of the extraordinary beauty of Partono-
peu in his introductory passage has a function for the plot, being a prep-
aration for the final beauty contest. Partonopeu’s introduction into the
narrative establishes him as an object of desire, which, in a way, could be

395 Envers s’amie regarda; | Tant sospire celeement | Que nus ne mes li ne I’entent, Par-
tonopeu de Blois, (10538-10540).

396 Hysmine and Hysminias, 1.11.3.

397 Partonopeu de Blois, 10407 and 1053810539 (see above).
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considered to be his major function in the narrative structure; his role in
the narrative is to be Melior’s object of desire.

Partonopeu de Blois and Hysmine and Hysminias differ in terms of
what is required for the stories to be completed, but the narrative struc-
tures are similar: Hysmine’s speech is needed for the novel to be finished,
whereas Partonopeu’s beauty points to the romance’s happy ending.
Moreover, if Hysmine’s speech could be interpreted as going against the
gender hierarchy, so can the description of Partonopeu’s beauty be inter-
preted as a form of gender subversion. The objectification of Partonopeu
suggests that the romance’s main perspective is feminine.

Letters, Language and Love

In Makrembolites’ novel, when the protagonists are enslaved, they act as
though they were brother and sister, as we have seen. Before this charade,
however, Hysminias is not aware of Hysmine’s presence. He sees her and
believes her to be a slave girl, one whom he does not know, but who
resembles his beloved. Another slave girl hands him a letter, which re-
veals Hysmine’s identity.>*® The letter reveals that Hysmine is alive and
in his presence, as well as letting Hysminias know that her virginity is
preserved for him.>%°

In Partonopeu de Blois, Partonopeu also receives letters during the
time when he is separated from his beloved. After he has left his home-
land, due to his anger towards his mother for her manipulative scheme to
have him light up the bedroom, he attempts to commit suicide in the
woods. However, Melior’s sister, Urraque, finds him there. She and her
relative Persewis, along with Urraque’s subjects, transport him to her is-
land Salence. There, the two maidens take care of him in order to restore

398 Hysmine and Hysminias, IX.8-9.

399 Margaret Mullett discusses the letters found in Byzantine fiction, including Hysmine
and Hysminias, and compares them with the ancient novel and epistolary traditions
and actual love-letters in Byzantium; Mullett 1999, 7.
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his strength and spirit. They also prepare him for the final tournament
during which he must win Melior’s hand. As Urraque looks after Par-
tonopeu, she hands him fictional letters, saying that they come from Me-
lior:

Sovent li fait faus briés venir | Qui molt li dient son plaisir | Con s’il
de Melior venissent; | Molt I’en haitent et aliegissent. | Par ce qu’il
a tant ses aveaus, | Molt en amende et devient beaus.®"

Often, she had false letters handed to him that were pleasurable to
him, as though they had come from Melior. They had him much
recovered and made him feel better. Since he took so much joy from
them, they helped him a great deal and recovered his beauty.

In both these stories, one finds a play taking place in terms of fictionality.
Hysmine and Hysminias’ act that claims them to be brother and sister, is,
furthermore, also described as plasma, a creation or fiction.®°! Similarily,
Urraque’s fictional letters help Partonopeu to recover. Fiction can be in-
terpreted as comparable to a sculpture, and the poet is the artist at work.
As Hysminias reads the letter written by Hysmine, he does not know
whether he should believe the letter or ‘reality’:

OBt pév ovv giye 10 MOTOMOVY, 0D MGTEVEWY TOIG YPAUUAGLY OV
oLVEY®POVUNV TOIG TPAYLOCL, KOl TOIG TPAYHOCL TOTEVEW E0EA®V
00 cuVEY®POVUNV TOTG Ypdupact: 10 HEV Yap On yYpauuo meifewy
gudyeto v mondioknv Yopivnv elvar xoi 1 Youivng 10
EMoTOMOV: OAOV Yap dpdpa TO Ko’ NUAG AVETAATTETO: TO O€ TOD
TPAYUOTOG KOVOV Kol DTEPUEYA 0D GLVEXDPEL LOL TIGTEVEW T
yphppor. 502

These were the letter’s contents, but while I had faith in what was
written I could not accept the facts, and while I wanted to have faith
in the facts I could not accept the letter. For the letter strove to

600 partonopeu de Blois, 6207-6212.
601 See for example Hysmine and Hysminias, 1X.16.
802 Hysmine and Hysminias, 1X.10.1-2.
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persuade me that the serving girl was Hysmine and the communi-
cation came from her, since it described all our affair, but the nov-
elty and magnitude of the situation did not allow me to believe in
the letter.

In Hysminias’ reaction, we see how the written word conflicts with plau-
sible ‘truth’. The strangeness and magnitude of the effect that the written
word would have on his concrete reality, the text says, does not allow
Hysminias to be persuaded by it. Yet, the text is indeed telling the truth,
and Hysminias must accordingly adjust his view of reality. In this sense,
Hysminias’ situation and perspective are moulded by reading text and, in
the same way, text can be read as shedding new light on reality.

In the same way, Urraque’s letters to Partonopeu adjust the situa-
tion in question: Partonopeu recovers the strength that he needs, and this
enables him to return to Melior. Thus, with the help of Urraque’s fictional
letters, the narrative can return to the track it has been pursuing, and con-
clude itself in a fashion customary for a chivalric romance. Hanning in-
terprets Urraque, along with Melior, as controlling the story; their control
over the narrative progression ‘represents two models of romantic art-
istry, and the work moves from one mode to the other thanks to Partono-
peu’s decision to become an active participant in his ‘romance’ once he
has been drawn into its spell by the artist’s skill’.®? As Partonopeu reads
Urraque’s letters, he recovers. He is thus an active interpreter of what he
reads; he is imagining Melior, and feels better as he does so. Again, the
rhetorical effect on the receiver is illustrated in the text; Partonopeu, the
reader, engages in that which he reads and is affected by it. In considera-
tion of Partonopeu’s breaking of the illusion of Melior’s ‘story’, as he
lights up the bedroom, Hanning reads Urraque’s fabrication to be — in
contrast with Melior’s — a realistic story that never becomes disenchant-
ing:

Partonopeu’s act of involvement, interpretation, and desire for clear
understanding permanently deflates Mélior’s illusions, re-

603 Hanning 1981, 18.
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establishes the social dimension of the romance’s world, and calls
into being, as it were, a new kind of artist, Urraque, whose gifts are
less sensational but finally more attuned to the exigencies of the
imperfect world in which hero and artist live. We can thus read the
climax of the romance, at one level, as a complimentary figuring
forth of the audience it is in the process of creating.5%4

As Hysminias searches for an understanding that is applicable to his re-
ality, after having read the text (1® ypaupott) of the letter, Urraque can
be read as the interpreter’s search for an understanding of how to apply
literature, or text more generally, to his or her reality. As Partonopeu re-
turns East, the rest of the narrative concerns the tournament, the winner
of which will marry Melior. Thus the narrative returns to a chivalric story
that is more faithful to the genre, compared with the marvellous erotic
darkness of Melior’s ‘story’. Both Hysmine and Hysminias and Partono-
peu de Blois can thus be said to incorporate reflections on fictionalisation
within the narratives.

The narratives in both stories could further be said to depend on
feminine perspectives, as seen above. The narrator in Hysmine and Hys-
minias needs the female character’s story in order for the novel to be
completed, and the narrator of Partonopeu de Blois makes the objectifi-
cation of the male character an essential factor for the narrative progres-
sion. Partonopeu’s beauty initiates the story: it is the reason why Melior
chooses him. It also ends the story: it assures his victory. In other words,
Partonopeu’s knightly deeds are secondary in relation to his status as an
object of desire. Partonopeu’s agency does not really seem to affect the
turn of events. Melior’s narratological subjectivity moves the story for-
ward: she chooses him, takes him to her and into her bedroom, and she
makes him the final winner of the tournament. Only his beauty matters in
the plot’s key events.

It thus appears as though the female characters’ speech not only
carries significance in itself in both Partonopeu de Blois and Hysmine
and Hysminias, but the narratives also appear to discuss fiction on a

604 Hanning 1981, 18.
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metalevel. In Hysmine and Hysminias, Hysmine sends Hysminias a letter
to give him new information about the actual situation, and in Partonopeu
de Blois, Urraque aids Partonopeu’s recovery by her composition of fic-
tional letters. Moreover, the letters can be compared to the narrative and
rhetorical practice in terms of how the letter inherently evokes desire in
its receiver, an image inside his or her imagination. Margaret Mullett de-
scribes the letter in the following way: ‘The idea of separation stems nat-
urally from the connexion of letters with friendship. Letters are the means
of maintaining presence in absence, of carrying on a conversation at a
distance, of conjuring up an illusion of presence’.®%> Accordingly, we see
the connection between the letter and the narrative pothos and the rhetor-
ical practices such as enargeia. With these aspects in mind, we see liter-
ary composition being accomplished within the fabula in the Old French
romance and the Byzantine novel alike. The narrated letters could be in-
terpreted as reflections on fictionality, of the poetic creation’s relation to
the ‘real world’. Within these two stories, women fill the role of active
storytellers, proving themselves to know the art of erotic composition. As
both Hysminias in the Byzantine novel, and Partonopeu in the Old French
romance, are active interpreters of stories and letters, we could read their
interpretations as reflections of an audience interpreting a feminine
voice’s storytelling. In both narratives, women express themselves in
writing, and — as narrated in both stories — by doing so, they have an effect
on their reality. Perhaps, in both stories’ respective letters, we could in-
terpret a reflection of the appreciation of women’s participation in the
making of courtly literature.

The Courtly Knight and the Tongue of Eros

At the near end of Partonopeu de Blois, at the tournament, Partonopeu is
reunited with the French. He has saved the French king Lohier, and is
praised for it: “The French admired him greatly, they praised him much
for all his deeds. They saw very well that he was French, but he responded

605 Mullett 1981, 79.
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to them in Greek’ (Li Frangois 1’ont molt esgardé, | Molt I’ont de tote rien
loé. | Bien lo rest vis qu’il est Frangois, | Mais il lor respont en grijois).%
The shift in language can be interpreted as Partonopeu having been as-
similated into Melior’s court, an imaginary Byzantine space of women
storytellers. To analyse this linguistic shift further, we could add Charis
Messis and Nilsson’s description of the discursive character of emotions:
‘Each culture defines in its own way the emotional baggage of erotic and
amorous feelings and emotions, exploits its various contents differently,
and emphasizes some of its aspects and manifestations’.®”” We could see
how the narrative presents the Greek erotic tradition as being fused into
Old French romance, by observing Partonopeu’s new language. Thus,
Partonopeu’s erotic experience and emotions can be interpreted as a prod-
uct of the erotic discourse traced in the Greek and Byzantine novel.

Since he has been introduced to Eros, as was seen in the second
chapter of this thesis, he is no longer an enfes. Like Hysminias in
Makrembolites’ novel, Partonopeu is ouketi parthenos, no longer chaste.
We thus see language as being intertwined with desire; Partonopeu’s love
for Melior is discernible in his choice of Greek language as he addresses
the Westerners. Partonopeu has read Urraque’s (Greek) letters, and pre-
viously he has enjoyed Melior’s (Greek) stories in the darkness of their
bedroom. In Partonopeu’s mouth we could possible trace the notion of
metafora or ‘transfer’ that Agapitos describes regarding the Medieval
Greek literary context.®®® The erotic narrative of the Greek novel tradi-
tion, the story matter, is transferred to French romance, which seems, fur-
thermore, to be symbolised in the mouth of the French knight. By his
choice of language, Partonopeu can be interpreted as embodying the
Greek erotic tradition.

Partonopeu is reassured from reading the false letters, recovered
from his desire to see Melior again. His choice of addressing the French
by speaking Greek can be interpreted as related to his overall assimilation

606 partonopeu de Blois, 8709-8712.
607 Messis and Nilsson, 2019, 159-160.
608 Agapitos 2012; 247-248 (see above).
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into the new culture of Besance — Melior’s culture.®®® In Besance, femi-
nine desire is combined with women’s power and access to speech. In
this culture Partonopeu’s love is made. Thus, Urraque’s letters and Me-
lior’s storytelling can be interpreted as effecting Partonopeu profoundly:
he now speaks their tongue. In her study on representations of Byzantium
in the romance, Bercovici-Huard writes that: ‘I’auteur sait créer une at-
mosphére de luxe et de richesse a séduire le lecteur médiéval, mais il se
sert du merveilleux byzantin — ou la merveille nait de la simple observa-
tion du réel’.°!* The Byzantine narrative space in itself contributes to ef-
fect the imagination of the audience. The use of this narrative space along
with different literary influences thus makes it possible for the poet to
create something new, a subjective voice. Bercovici-Huard argues that
the play on connotations to the real Byzantium is one of the poet’s major
innovations:

Notre auteur a la volonté de méler la réalité et fiction, poésie et
données géographiques réelles. C’est 1a une des orignialités du ro-
man qui échappe ainsi au merveilleux traditionnel et a 1I’exotisme
documentaire.°!!

I agree. As we have seen, we can read Partonopeu de Blois as a narrative
that fuses influences from the Graeco-Roman novel tradition with possi-
ble views at courts of Byzantine imperial women. Combined, the ro-
mance articulates a voice of its own, a feminine voice.

Based on Kristeva’s description of the desiring subject’s endless
reinvention of itself in the tradition, we could interpret Partonopeu’s new
language in terms of his erotic experience having been mobilised in a
continuous relationship between love and language. The romance can be
read as reproducing the ‘emotional baggage’ of the Greek novel tradition,
transferred into Old French romance verse.

609 In the romance, *Besance’ is used to describe Melior’s empire. For a recent and rel-
evant study of this word in the romance; see Cernéakova 2019, 48.

610 Bercovici-Huard 1982, 125.

611 Bercovici-Huard 1982, 117.
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Returning to the role of erotic education in the Greek novel, we see
that not only has Partonopeu learned about desire, but he is also, as one
could interpret it, now familiar with Greek rhetoric, as it is seen in his
choice of Greek language: ‘Paideia [...] makes the man’, as Goldhill puts
it: ‘A Greek education is an education in Greekness, in becoming a
Greek’.o12

The erotic reciprocity in Partonopeu de Blois seems inevitably con-
nected to the Komnenian literature and Greek novel tradition, combined
with the reworking of the Cupid and Psyche story from Apuleius’ The
Golden Ass. As we have seen in the present chapter as well as chapter
three, feminine desire can be interpreted as the romance’s main narrative
pothos, created from patterns of traditional erotic narratives, as seen in
chapter two. We can thus see that to write is to reinvent desire or love.

612 Goldhill 2001, 158. It could, however, be worth mentioning that the Byzantines rather
referred to themselves as ‘Romans’, and Constantinople was often called ‘New
Rome’.
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Chapter 5
CONCLUSION

In this study, I have explored possible connections between Old French
romances and Byzantine literature by focusing on the anonymous,
twelfth-century Partonopeu de Blois in relation to Eumathios Makrem-
bolites’ Hysmine and Hysminias and Anna Komnene’s Alexiad. The main
purpose has been to demonstrate the presence of feminine subjectivity in
these medieval narratives. The texts are indeed different from each other,
regarding both form and content, yet they appear to articulate feminine
subjectivity in similar ways, which can be explained by the intercultural
relations between the Western vernacular romance and the Byzantine
novel and tradition more generally.

I have approached the material with a narratological focus, aiming
to understand the occasional aspect and function of the texts — what they
in fact do, and with whom they may communicate. The audience perspec-
tive has thus played an important role in the interpretations of the ro-
mance and the novels, and their connections.

The theoretical question underpinning this study is whether and
how feminine subjectivity can be articulated when women are defined as
the ‘other’ in a discourse shaped by masculine domination. My point of
departure is Simone de Beauvoir’s description of the difficulty for a
woman to speak in such a discourse in Le Deuxieme sexe, in which she
nevertheless also creates a space for her own voice through the practice
of writing itself. In this study, I apply this feminine subversion of the
position of the other to Anna Komnene, whose historiographical voice
changes the rhetorical and historiographical tradition by introducing a
feminine authorial ego. Anna writes her own experience into the literary
canon — her perspective and memories as a girl of her admiration for her
mother. At the same time, throughout her work, the historian establishes
that she is writing the truth. As she ‘speaks’, we could thus say that she
ceases to inhabit the position of ‘other’. Anna places herself within the
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dominant masculine tradition, claiming her utterances to be stating objec-
tive truth, yet she never defines herself as detached from her female sex
or deprived of subjectivity.

Furthermore, in this study, I have demonstrated how the feminine
voice that we find in the Alexiad can be brought into relation with the
romance and novel genre that is under development during the twelfth
century in the West and Byzantium. In the Byzantine Hysmine and Hys-
minias, Hysmine is a character whose desire propels the plot forward,
regardless of Hysminias’ eventual comprehension of it. Moreover, with
her speech, the narrative creates a scene in the minds of the audience by
using rhetorical techniques such as ekphrastic descriptions and enargeia.
The speech tells of her experience of helplessness at the hands of vio-
lence, something of which the male character has no knowledge, and thus
no ability to articulate himself. The novel balances the Greek novel tra-
dition with its own, medieval world. Hysmine can be interpreted as the
representation of a woman who desires and pursues her desire in action,
but who also has to conceal both this desire and her agency.

To be sure, the Alexiad is indeed something different from Hysmine
and Hysminias. Anna Komnene’s work is not a novel, but a text about
Emperor Alexios’ reign. Yet, in the transgressive act of writing a history
as a woman, Anna also writes down the experience of being educated in
the Greek canon of men thinkers, and the experience of being a young
girl who is afraid of approaching this body of work. In this historiograph-
ical work about her father, Anna describes her women role models; how,
as a young girl, she saw her mother reading, thus inviting her audience,
in their imaginations, to see that which she describes herself as seeing in
her own memory. Thus, the text, through the description of her mother
self-assuredly holding a book in her hands after dinner has been served,
invites the audience to identify with a woman in her upbringing. The text
also invites the reader to observe the crusader Bohemond through a fem-
inine gaze. His physical description can be interpreted as appearing
through the narrator Anna’s memory, composed in the traditional rhetor-
ical style of beauty.
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In Partonopeu de Blois, we seem to find traits similar to both Hys-
mine and Hysminias and the Alexiad, as well as to other intertexts dis-
cussed in the study. In this romance, the heiress of the Byzantine Empire,
Melior, can be interpreted as the central character in the story, consider-
ing that her desire is the crucial motivation for the plot. On the one hand,
this is constructed by working the Cupid and Psyche story into the main
plot by means of a gender reversal, but, on the other hand, Melior can
also be read from a Byzantine angle. If we read the romance’s female
character in relation to Byzantine representations of the imperial family
— such as Anna Komnene the intellectual, Anna Dalassene the woman
ruler, and Alexios the storyteller — we may better understand the Old
French romance and the potential views and knowledge of the Byzantine
court among the romance’s audience.

Also, the narrative finds a way to represent the female protagonist
as a desiring and loving agent whom I define in terms inspired by Julia
Kristeva’s and Luce Irigaray’s theories of feminine subjectivity and its
relation to language. Furthermore, if we read Partonopeu de Blois in re-
lation to the Greek novel tradition, Melior’s character can be interpreted
as simultaneously incorporating two figures from the Greek novel: the
instructive, seductive antagonist, and the chaste, maiden protagonist. Ra-
ther than being trapped in a feminine role that resists erotic advances to
guard her chastity, Melior can be interpreted as acting according to social
expectations of chastity at the same time as she is the desiring agent who
seduces her chosen beloved object. The narrative thus creates a new sort
of female character: the combination of a narrative subject and a feminine
subject of desire. The same can be seen in Hysmine in the Byzantine
novel, who displays a new sort of subjective agency in comparison with
the female protagonist of the Greek novel. Hysmine and Hysminias and
Partonopeu de Blois are both narratives that present desiring female char-
acters in comparable ways.

By reading the twelfth-century Old French romance in relation to
Byzantine literature, we are given new opportunities for interpretation;
from this intercultural perspective, Partonopeu de Blois seems to tell us
things that we were not previously able to hear. By challenging the idea
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of literature as belonging to an isolated linguistic and geographical field,
we can better understand medieval women’s literary activity at various
courts, as well as the articulation of feminine subjectivity in the narratives
at hand.

This study takes one step towards a better understanding of the
transcultural situation in the twelfth-century Mediterranean world
through comparative readings. Nevertheless, we need further investiga-
tions in this vein in order to develop a wider and more elaborate picture
of the circulation of medieval literature. Partonopeu de Blois was a me-
dieval best-seller. The romance played an important role in the literary
scene of medieval Europe and demonstrates our need to continue inves-
tigating the Old French and Byzantine literary traditions’ relation to each
other. For, as we have seen, it seems that the Greek novel not only has a
considerable influence on the shaping of new novels in Byzantium, but
also on the creation of the vernacular romance in the West.

Through rereadings, we detect the presence of feminine subjectiv-
ity and voices that were able to co-shape and respond to the dominant
masculine tradition, inside which they were articulated. In this sense, re-
reading can remedy historical amnesia and work as a reinvention of love
and desire.
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