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Summary

The study of medieval literary texts implies a
thorough knowledge of the civilization and mentality of this
historical period in view of understanding the subtle
meanings, ideological resorts and the aims set by writers.
The thesis of the inaccessibility of the medieval text
(chronotope) for the modern writer, shown in the
irretrievable temporal and ideological distance, was tackled
in this doctoral dissertation with the help of the Gadamerian
concept of "fusion of horizons" and thanks to the concept of
Western "tradition” (both in its cultural and literary
dimension). The risk of a strictly poetic reading so as to
preserve the integrity of the text towards any type of
interpretation limits the hermeneutical approach to a mere
textual immanence of the work and deprives it from its
significant dimension. In order to analyze a medieval text
seen as the product of a codification process whose
decodification is possible due to an "intentional element"
(Paul Zumthor) introduced by the author, the scholar has to
continuously relate to the intentional intervention of the
author (be it explicit or allusive) in the economy of the
work, and to the relation that it has with the dominant
ideology of his time. The inexhaustible polysemy of
medieval texts that still arouse the interest of commentators
justifies new interpretive approaches.

In the analysis of Chrétien de Troyes's work, we will
only refer to the four novels on love and marriage (Erec et
Enide, Cliges, Le Chevalier de la Charrette and Le
Chevalier au Lion), exclude Le Conte du Graal (this not
being relevant to the global perspective of the author's
polemic intention driven against the sentimental mentality



of his era) and propose a moral interpretation for his work.
The hermeneutical approach of the thesis tackles both the
moral issue of ambiguity supported by a code of
(adulterous) courtly love in its double literary dimension,
namely social and literary, and the polemic and subversive
position adopted by Chrétien de Troyes and subtlely built
by means of the narrative programme of each protagonist in
his novels. Reputed scholars noted the obvious ideatic
antagonism between novelist and troubadours, but did not
provide an explanation for the writer's preference for
marital love, a tendency that reveals itself under the shape
of a deliberate anti-courtly programme that reunites
Chrétien de Troyes's four novels mentioned above. The
author criticizes, in a subtle manner, the values promoted
by courtly ideology (antisocial adulterous love and
mundane glory obtained in chivalry tournaments)
hyperbolizing them in order to emphasize their
inconsistency as opposed to the fulfilling love within
marriage and the ideal of chivalry perfection (heroic deeds
consecrated to society and spiritualization of the self). If the
novelist's originality cannot be revealed from his sources of
inspiration (in matere) or composition (in conjunture), his
programatic intention to criticize Provence lyricism and
fin’amors ideology that he promotes are highlighted both at
the level of sense (sen) that the author confers to each work
in part, and in the configuration of each protagonist. The
latter, as substitute for the authorial voice, gradually builds
and reveals its profound ego (1’étre), adopting an external
behavior (paraitre) which is apparently favourable to the
mentality of the era. This duality can also be seen in the
process of literary codification of sentimental courtly
ideology which afforded the poets to often unveil their



intentions of social rise. The duplicitary attitude of the
troubadour and the lyricism he generates are a result of the
ambiguous status of marriage in the 12" century, no sooner
officially acknowledged as mystery by the Catholic Church
than in the 13" century by means of the Canon 50 of the
Lateran Council (1215). In the society of the noblemen,
marriage was perceived as an obstacle to the woman's
sentimental fulfillment as this social institution was
regulated by conventional feelings and legal connections,
dictated by mutual sentimental "obligation" of the married
couple. Courtly love, systematically anti-marital and anti-
social, constitutes the expression of a codified axiological
system, founded on values which are opposed to the
Christian ones as can be seen from the treatise De Amore
(Traité de I’amour courtois) by Andreas Capellanus (André
le Chapelain) in 1185. This work which brings together
many conceptions that circulated in that era proclaims the
institution of a new ethics that contests the principles of
moral, theological and social norms of that time (social
equality/ permeability given by sentimental relations;
revaluing of adultery as a generator of virtues, the
substitution of Christian divinity for a pagan one, etc.).

The novel character of Chrétien de Troyes in the
literary context of the 12" century does not only consist in
the permanent contestation of the values promoted by
Occitan lyricism, but also in the denunciation of the myth
of tragic love between Tristan and Isolda which was very
popular in that time. The sentimental conception of the
writer is shown in the ideological commitment expressed in
the poem D ’amors, qui m’a tolu a moi in which the author
takes distance from the myth of Tristan, condemns the fatal
passion provoked by an external agent (the magic potion)



and projects the overcoming of this model of sentimental
relation by proposing the exercise of will of the lucidity in
love as an element for recovery. At the level of texts, the
only concept which might reconcile sentimental passion
and free will is that of action as structuring principle of
discourse. In the economy of the novels, the action is also
shown at the level of the actantial dynamics of the
characters as adventure or trifunctional quéte (spiritual
quest): the borne ("subie™) adventure or the fight of the hero
for himself, the accepted adventure or the fight of the hero
for the other and the sought adventure or the fight of the
hero for the community. This tripartite interpretation that
circumscribes the notion of adventure is not exhaustive as it
mainly insists on the social dimension of the external action
of the hero, while the notion of quéte aims at the internal
dimension of seeking genuine love permanently designed to
enhance the perfection of the self. This moral goal which is
not accessible to the lyrical ego in the troubadour whose
erotic desire (désir) cannot be sublimated in the illegitimate
framework of an adulterous sentimental relation of vassality
is commuted by Chrétien de Troyes to a new paradigm,
namely an acceptable legal and theological framework of
marital love.

The novel Cliges, designed by the exegesis in terms
of anti-, neo-, hyper- or simili-Tristan and considered to be
a polemic literary creation addressing the Tristanian legend,
assimilates the myth under discussion and resemantizes it
under a new shape, gradually deconstructing it and
surreptitiously moving it according to the principle of
translatio studii et imperii, in a chronotope which is
familiar to the audience. Thus, the author does not openly
contest the tragic passion of the two characters, but



criticizes it in a subtle manner through a strategy of
subversive overcoming, avoiding the problem of adultery
and recentering the sentimental plot to suit the model of
marriage. The topos of fallen love and the denunciation of
courtly-specific lyrical motives (unidirectional love, the
erotic ritual of the troubadours, the perpetuation of the
feeling resembling joy of the contradictory desire which is
unceasingly supported by the refusal of the Lady to declare
her love to the poet, the essentially secret character of
adulterous love, the vassalic contract between poet and his
Lady "sovereign", a motive called "don contraignant™, etc.)
are the metatextual resorts that determine the drafting of the
novel Cliges; in Chrétien de Troyes's vision, the unshared
passion becomes truly (self)destructive. Marking the
ideological grids necessary to the apprehension of the
sentimental issue (in the long soliloquial and analytical
episodes centered on love), the author signals another
anomaly of the poetry of Provence: the lack of the first
stage in the erotic process, namely falling in love (Occitan
poetry - although abundant in psychological torments -
renders only the evolution of the lyrical ego until the
ultimate stage of love). In view of an efficient
circumscription of the novel's problematics (the ambiguity
of the relationship status between Cligés and Fénice,
considered to be both adulterous love and legitimate
passion), we proposed the concept of meta-Tristan as an
attempt of (incomplete) overcoming of the logic of
Tristanian myth.

The only novel in which love does not transcend is
Le Chevalier de la Charrette or Lancelot, whose action is
subscribed to the structuring concept of fin’amors. In the
lack of a scheme for the erotic path (conditioned by the



existence of a crisis for the couple) necessary to the
sublimation of desire, the process of personal development
of the self is irremediably abolished. This novel is a rebours
(goes against the grain) and can be singled out by an
inversion of the already consecrated rapports between the
poet and his Lady in literature, by the impairment of the
feudal rapports of vassality for the sovereign (the
usurpation of monarchic authority), by the deterioration of
sacrosanct chivalric virtues in the medieval imagery and by
the contestation of Christian theological virtues. The
protagonist, inconsistent from an ontological and
psychological viewpoint refuses to leave the old paradigm
which was tributary to the doctrine of courtly love, a system
which lacked any perspective and was doomed to fail. From
a self-destructive propensity and growing a sick love,
Lancelot seeks fulfillment in love, deconstructing himself
as archetype of the ideal knight. Thus, the hero
unconsciously fights against himself, in a perpetual
regressive movement which has a negative impact on the
Arthurian universe as a whole. The novel depicts the
immediate exigency of an axiological mutation triggered by
the stale and potentially destructive character of the
fin’amors doctrine which requires a revalorization and a
submission to new constraints.

The protagonists of the last two novels analyzed,
Erec et Enide and Yvain ou Le Chevalier au Lion (Yvain or
the Knight of the Lion), promoters of auctorial conscience,
fuse chivalric adventure and the quest of genuine love in
the horizon of self perfectioning. The action is triggered by
a crisis of conscience which generates an ontical
transmutation by means of a complex metanoic process and
through this - a reorganization of Arthurian universe. This



type of palimpsest novel is revealed under the shape of
healing rewriting: the salvaging function of the hero's acts
both at an intradiegetic level, and at an extra literary one.
The capacity of restructuring the fictional world is supplied
to the hero by his exceptional status of knight involved in a
marital and sentimental relationship. The prototype of the
marital couple engaged in an affair and functioning as a
landmark for the audience casts a new spell on the erotic
imagery of the era due to the novel character of the perfect
equality between the female and male character, due to the
reestablishment of the balance between étre and paraitre
and especially to its exceptional progress (Erec and Enide
are crowned by King Arthur) that make legitimate and
reinvest the Christian mystery of marriage in collective
mentality.

The Erec-Enide couple that starts an identitarian
quest orientated towards self-perfectioning aims at
overcoming the self and invalidates the erotic ideal
promoted by the Occitan love code and reinvests the space
in the novel through the sacramental character of the
legitimate relation conditioned by the perfect cooperation of
the two characters.

Chrétien gives Yvain a redeeming mission, that of
moral healer of a desacralized society, contaminated by
vices and populated by grotesque mythological characters.
The protagonist incarnates the perfect compromise between
chivalry and marital love (which are apparently
irreconcilable), delimitating from the conception of a
chivalric society (that evolves in a strictly mundane horizon
which is tributary to the ancient systems of values) and
installing a model of moral and spiritual perfection of the
Arthurian hero. Due to the identitarian mutation with a



curative role (the episode of revelatory madness), the
external dimension of the character (paraitre) that initially
overcomes essence (étre), defined by decayed nature at a
theological level vanishes so as to generate temporarily a
substitute under the shape of paraitre (“Le Chevalier au
Lion”) and its therapeutic and protecting role. The two
facets of the knight's personality are given perfect balance
along with the apprehension of the new ethical system
articulated by Christian principles (altruism, empathy,
humbleness, etc.), shown in the process of re-building of
the self and through the identitarian regain of his old name
(Yvain), reinvested with new valences.
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