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Poem Unlimited:
Medieval Genre Theory and the Fabliau

Kathryn Gravdal

The best actors in the world, either for tragedy, comedy, history, pastoral,
pastoral-comical, historical-pastoral, tragical-historical, tragical-comical-historical-
pastoral: scene individable, or poem unlimited.

Shakespeare, Hamlet 11, ii

IKE SHAKESPEAREAN SCHOLARSHIP, medieval fabliau

studies have long been dominated by a preoccupation with ques-

tions of genre and particularly the fate of individual texts that do
not fit standard generic categories. More recently, literary critics have
acknowledged that the path of post rem classification is covered with pit-
falls. It is folly to force texts into categories invented by another era—
whether that of Aristotle or the nineteenth century—since those cate-
gories bear no relation to medieval discursive practices.

Hans-Robert Jauss foregrounds the idea that a single literary work
can be grasped or understood in light of more than one genre.! Jauss
gives the example of Jean de Meun’s Roman de la Rose, in which satire,
parody, and moral allegory intersect. The critic’s question then becomes
that of determining the dominante: the generic system governing the text;
in the case of Jean de Meun, Jauss sees the dominante as the encyclo-
pedic genre.? The notion of the dominant or predominant generic group
presupposes that any text bears within it independent functions (Jauss
calls them constitutives) and dependent functions (termed concomi-
tantes). Jauss offers the example of satire: through the twelfth century,
satire appears solely as a dependent function in texts; only in the thir-
teenth century, with authors like Rutebeuf, does satire take on an inde-
pendent function, becoming the dominant system in texts that can be
grouped together as satires (83).

A binary, intertextual model, however, identifying the text and the
dominant, the historical group of texts to which the text belongs, does
not suffice to account for the strikingly heterogeneous character of many
medieval texts. As Curtius and Auerbach demonstrated in their early
studies of the Christian or mixed style in medieval literature, the ten-
dency to intergeneric composition is characteristic of medieval texts.?
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The discovery that medieval texts are related not just intertextually but
also intergenerically opens the door to the possibility of redefining
medieval textuality.

It is possible to expand the usefulness of the binary conceptualization
of the relation between text and dominant if we theorize it in conjunction
with another theoretical concept, that of the interpretant. The idea of the
interpretant was first articulated by Charles S. Peirce, who moved
beyond binary linguistic paradigms to posit the nature of the sign as
triple, and expressed this by means of a triangular model, composed of a
sign, its object, and the idea mediating between the sign and the object,
their interpretant.’ For Umberto Eco, the interpretant both signals and
triggers a process not of triangulation but of infinite semiosis: ‘‘In other
words, in order to establish what the interpretant of a sign is, it is neces-
sary to name it by means of another sign which in turn has another inter-
pretant to be named by another and so on.”’* Michael Riffaterre rewrote
Peirce’s definition to make it a model for the literary sign: the text stands
for an object (intertext), and the idea to which this relation gives rise is
the interpretant (a mediating intertext).

In my own work on medieval textuality I have found the idea of the
interpretant useful for understanding medieval parody. In that context, I
redefine the sign as the parody (text), the object as the target (text paro-
died), and the interpretant as the third text, fragment of text, or tradi-
tion, which determined the specific direction in which the parody rewrote
the target text.” The triple model enables us to recognize that many
medieval parodies have been marginalized as unclassifiable problem texts
simply because critics did not expect to encounter complex parodic play
in medieval literature. Jauss’s working idea of the dominant, perceived
in conjunction with the interpretant, brings new discursive practices to
light: the two constructs accurately describe not simply medieval parody
but also the medieval “‘problem text.”

Within the context of modern literature, critics have posited two
types of literary interpretants: the lexematic interpretant, which is a
single word, and the textual interpretant, which is one identifiable text.?
As a reader of medieval literature, however, I would posit a different
type of interpretant, the one that functions most regularly in the medi-
eval text: the generic interpretant. The generic interpretant would be that
genre other than the dominant, other than the obvious generic system,
the idea of which is suggested by the relation between the text and its
genre. The generic interpretant indicates the palimpsest, as it were, the
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paradigm underlying the apparent deviations of the problem text. Most
commonly, these ‘‘deviations’’ are of four types: character and setting;
sociolinguistic register; meter; and autonomy or length of episodes.

The notion of the interpretant may enable the modern reader to
understand better the specifically intergeneric nature of all medieval lit-
erature, that alterity which the Aristotelian model of genre can never
grasp or describe. The mixed text is the sign, the sign which points to its
object, the dominant, and the interpretant is the generic system that
mediates or accounts for the apparently anomalous relation between the
problem text and its genre (that category into which it does not neatly
fit). To rewrite Peirce’s definition: the interpretant is the generic group
mediating between a text and its dominant generic system. The text
stands for its genre, and the idea to which their particular relation gives
rise is the interpretant genre.

Among the most vexed critical disputes over genre are those sur-
rounding the ‘‘problem fabliau.”” The availability of standard, clear
definitions of the medieval fabliau in medieval scholarship, might sug-
gest that the genre is not problematic: Bédier defined the fabliaux very
simply as ‘‘contes a rire en vers,”’ a definition substantially accepted by
Per Nykrog.!'® More recently, Willem Noomen lists necessary criteria:
fabliaux must be short, narrative, and cast in rhymed octosyllabic verse;
must consist of an autonomous episode, and their agents must be human
beings.!! But the apparent serenity of these definitions is cruelly mislead-
ing, as the following two cases will show.

The anonymous 12th-century Richeut is a 1,318-verse text in Old
French, composed late in the 12th century.'? The outrageous tale of a
prostitute named Richeut and all her clients can be summarized as a
three-part story. First, the life of Richeut, the prostitute and mater of the
tale: she manages to become great with child, then goes out to visit her
wide clientele, which includes a bourgeois, a knight, and the local priest,
to compliment each on his virility and ask for child support. Upon his
birth, Samson, Richeut’s splendid son, becomes the hero of the narra-
tive. Samson’s enfances, as Joseph Bédier termed this portion of the nar-
rative, describe his instruction in the liturgy, grammar, music, dialectics,
equestrian arts, sonnet-composition, playing the harp, reciting /lais
bretons, counting money, cheating at dice, drinking, and sexual seduc-
tion. In the second part, Samson leaves his mother in search of aventure.
A cynical womanizer and arriviste, his conquests include the corruption
of a monastery and the seduction of an abbess who is subsequently
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reduced to becoming a jongleresse. The final part of the text relates Sam-
son’s return to the sein maternel. Needless to say, there is as much trick-
ery, sex, food, money, and obscenity in Richeut as in any uncontested
fabliau.

The debate over the generic status of the Richeut is long and acri-
monious. Méon first published Richeut in his 1823 collection of fabliaux,
but Montaiglan and Raynaud did not include it in their receuil of 1872."
In 1895 Joseph Bédier classified it as the oldest fabliau, stating that it is
the model of the fabliau genre (40, 306). Next, Lecompte, in his 1913 edi-
tion, argued that it could not be considered a fabliau because of its
unusual strophic form: a tail-rhyme strophe (2, 3, or 4 octosyllabic verses
followed by one short 4-syllable verse, and an 8a 8a 4b 8b rhyme scheme)
perhaps derived from Latin liturgical chant.' In 1921 Edmond Faral
returned to Bédier’s opinion that Richeut was the first fabliau in the
French language. ' But in 1957 Per Nykrog excluded it from the fabliau
genre, calling it both a cor:te and a petit roman burlesque (255). Philippe
Meénard, in his 1983 study of the fabliaux, relegates Richeut to an appen-
dix of “‘contes apparentés.’’'® In 1986 Charles Muscatine argued that
Richeut should not be mingled with the ‘‘true fabliaux,’’ but conceded
that it includes a fabliau which begins at verse 985 and concludes the
text.!” In 1988 a new edition of Richeut was published by Philippe
Vernay, who stated that, because of its form, ‘‘Richeut n’appartient pas
au genre des fabliaux” and concluded that the text remains ‘‘inclassa-
ble’’ (84).

If we were to take as a given and a point of departure the intergeneric
nature of the medieval text, the so-called anomalous features of Richeut
could be studied as the intersection of conflicting generic codes. While
the dominant of Richeut is clearly the fabliau, how do we determine the
interpretant, the mediating genre accounting for Richeut’s extended
length, number of characters, and the presence of two characters in
recurring episodes?

In the case of Richeut, the same medievalists who recognized the
fabliau as the text’s dominant also identified, however unwittingly, the
palimpsest of its interpretant. It was Bédier who first described that text
as an epic ‘“‘enfances’’ (307). Faral then argued that Richeut is remi-
niscent of the chanson de geste, especially of those genealogical chansons
contemporaneous to its approximate date of composition in the latter
part of the twelfth century (261). Both Bédier and Faral exclaimed over
the fact that Richeut tells first of the parentage of its hero, his birth and
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education, then his moment of truth when he must choose between
clergie and chevalerie, and his final conquest. Muscatine admired its
““mock-heroic’’ structure (161). Finally, André Vernet has recently sug-
gested that the extant text is but one part of a cycle of the menestrel
Richeut: Vernet has discovered two other fragments of the cycle, includ-
ing one that appears to be a moniage Richeut.

The author of Richeut, then, rewrites the fabliau dominant, giving it
a consistent new direction through the systematic use of a generic inter-
pretant: the genealogical chanson de geste. The epic interpretant
accounts for the length of this problem fabliau as well as the extended
roles played by the two main characters, Richeut and Samson.

Yet another recalcitrant fabliau is Douin de Lavesne’s thirteenth-
century Trubert.' This case is unlike that of Richeut: it is not obvious
that Douin’s text actually belongs in the fabliau category. The story’s
opening closely resembles the fable of the ‘“Boy and his Pig.”’® Trubert
is a poor boy from the woods, but he evolves into a trickster hero as he
journeys to the court of Burgundy where he manages to cuckold the
duke, rape the duke’s daughter, become a knight, and ride into battle.

Douin’s text is 2,986 lines, a key element in the taxonomic battle over
Trubert: can such a long text be classed as a fabliau? In 1823, Méon
counted Trubert in, but in 1838 Amaury Duval counted it out, calling it a
roman and complaining that Douin misrepresented his own text when he
referred to it as a fabliau.?' In 1904 Jakob Ulrich declared Trubert the
first Schelmenroman, or picaresque novel; another German medievalist,
Frederick Manoine, entitled the text Trubertroman in 1930.% In 1957
Nykrog rejected Trubert, calling it a roman a rire (15). Jean Rychner
reclaimed it yet again in 1959, protesting the practice of defining
the fabliau on the basis of modern norms, and in 1966 Omer Jodogne
pleaded with medievalists to honor Trubert with its rightful place in the
fabliau category: ‘‘c’est un fabliau incontestable.’’* Roger Dubuis tried
to put Trubert away in a new genre, in 1973, calling it a roman a tiroirs.*
Guy Raynaud de Lage retrieved it with a new edition in 1974, stating that
Trubert is a fabliau quite simply because its author says so. Unfortunate-
ly, during that same year, the editor contradicted himself in a separate
article, arguing that the hero is a fabliau character even though the text is
not a true fabliau.? The most recent full-length study of Trubert, Badel’s
Le Sauvage et le sot, replaces the text in the fabliau genre.?® Ménard’s
1983 study begs the question of Trubert’s genre, repeatedly trying to put
the question to rest by calling it ‘‘a special case,”’ ‘‘a very special case
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that must be considered separately,’’ and ‘‘a very particular case,’”’ but
never actually settling the matter (27-28, 33-34, 250). Muscatine feels that
only separate episodes of Trubert could be admitted into (what he terms)
the canon of true fabliaux (19). Trickster that he is, Trubert has baffled
critical expectations of a standard fabliau.

Even though Richeut and Trubert have both been marginalized as
problem fabliaux, they represent two different types of cases. I believe,
as I have argued in Vilain et Courtois (113-40), that Trubert is an exam-
ple of a medieval parody that has not been recognized as parody and has
therefore been categorized as a problem text.

What can account for Trubert’s extended length, complex plot, noble
characters and courtly setting, the recurring appearance of several prin-
cipal characters in a series of scenes, and the story’s closure in marriage,
as well as its sexual trickery? If Trubert’s dominant is the fable, or per-
haps we should say the fable-type fiction so popular in twelfth-century
France, where are we to look for its interpretant? ¥ The same critics who
fought over the fate of Trubert recognized the ghostly profile of its inter-
pretant. Duval, Ulrich, Manoine, Nykrog, and Dubuis: all five refer to
the text as a roman. More specifically, its interpretant is the trickster
romance, newly popular in the thirteenth century (see Gravdal, 120-22).
The trickster hero and the importance of scandalous tricks in Trubert are
clearly identified by R. Howard Bloch: ‘‘The poet as trickster culminates
in the figure of Trubert, who participates in practically every mode of
scandal. . . .’

When we read Trubert as a text whose dominant is fable and whose
interpretant is trickster romance, the presence of explicit sexual tricks
and obscene language in a courtly setting and romance format can be
examined as the conflicting codes or registers which indicate the presence
of the interpretant. In Trubert, Douin rewrites the fable through the
mediating genre of trickster romance. As early as the fourth verse of his
text, the well-known ‘‘en fabliau doit fables avoir,”” Douin recognizes
and underscores the intergeneric nature of medieval textuality. The poet
himself alludes to the presence of a genre within the genre.

Intergenericity is the medieval body we continue to stumble over,
bury, then inadvertently exhume. The notions of the generic dominant
and the interpretant may serve to elucidate more than one type of prob-
lem text, for that label has not been confined to fables and fabliaux.
Such anomalous texts may conceal a system of mixed composition that is
not ‘“‘problematic,’’ one that reveals the intergeneric nature of medieval
literature.
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The preceding discussion, as a theoretical prolegomenon to further
study of the problem text, may prove useful in re-viewing other groups of
problem texts. While the simple tripartite model appears most apt to
describe problem texts of the early Middle Ages, texts belonging to the
late medieval period, such as those discussed in this volume by Roberta
L. Krueger and Anne Berthelot, doubtless admit of more than one inter-
pretant. Eco’s understanding of the interpretant as the liminal moment
in a process of unlimited semiosis in which every interpretant is itself a
text, with an interpretant of its own, may generate new insights into such
textual production (68-69, 71-72).

As a tentative and rudimentary working definition of the medieval
problem text, I propose the following: The problem text is that text in
which the generic interpretant is unusually pronounced or overdeter-
mined. Apparent anomalies in the key taxonomic pattern of the domi-
nant—elements such as length, tone, sociolinguistic register, character or
setting—point to the generic interpretant in a particularly visible way. It
is the visibility or prominence of the interpretant that has caused such
texts to be labelled negatively.

Like Polonius, who tended ultimately to put his finger on the truth in
spite of his obsessive preoccupation with definitions, so too have past
critics, by dint of their anxiety over post rem classification, allowed us to
arrive at a closer understanding of medieval signifying practices.
Polonius’s effusive exclamation in the epigraph, ‘‘poem unlimited,”
sends us off, paradoxically, in two directions.? It points forward to
Eco’s twentieth-century vision of unlimited semiosis. It also returns us,
in a most uncanny way, to the intergeneric nature of medieval literature.

Columbia University
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