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Arthurian Fictions and Intertextual Referentiality


In her first book, Arthurian Fictions: Rereading the Vulgate Cycle, which initiates an extensive career in the examination of French Medieval Literature, E. Jane Burns takes a new and seemingly uncharted approach to analysis of the Lancelot-Grail.  The book goes through all five stories in the Cycle chronologically, looking first at authorship, then allegorical devices and finally historical authenticity.  Woven throughout these discussions is a focus on the repetitive nature of the narrative structure.  Burns suggests a new mode of criticism, or rereading, that hones in on such repetitions as key to understanding the self-referentiality of the Cycle (and the individual stories within the Cycle.)  This self-referentiality is then used to dispute some of the common scholarship regarding the transcendent nature of the Grail stories.


For my research, I primarily focused on the 3rd chapter, “Fictions of Meaning and Interpretation,” which deals, more specifically, with disproving the supposed allegorical nature of the dual narrative structure in The Quest of the Holy Grail.  Burns begins by looking at some of the traditional criticism of people like Pauphilet, who views the Quest from the typological allegorical mode.  Pauphilet’s work details a kind of “substitutive” allegory, in which particulars of the narrative serve only as vehicles for larger concepts.  The author would, in this scenario, decide on the moral lessons first and then simply insert them into the format of the romance.  The readers, then, would be expected to extricate the moral lessons from the story.  Burns argues that this kind of thinking effectively turns the adventure story into a nonstory, presupposing a kind of empty narrative shell that requires interpretation in order to derive meaning.  


The interpretations in the text are given explicitly by hermit figures who appear throughout the narrative to offer insights about previous action in the story.  As common analysis holds, these interpretations are the primary vehicle for moralizing or typological allegory.  However, Burns argues that such “interpretations” are often simply references to either earlier stories in the Vulgate Cycle, earlier episodes in the Quest itself, or the Bible.  She purports:


Rather than guiding us to a transcendent meaning, the narrative of the Quest immerses 
us in a series of interrelated texts... We as readers are here seduced into following one 
narrative thread after another with the promise that they will reveal a hidden senefiance.  
But instead of leading to a mode of unitary transcendence, these narrative shifts constitute 
a form of pluralism (Burns 64).

This use of one text or story to compliment or “interpret” another is more closely related to the tropological mode of allegory, used originally to reconcile the New and Old Testaments.  One element foreshadows the next, but neither is considered a fictional abstraction of the other.  Thus, Burns concludes, hermits’ pronouncements are able to turn the story back on itself, serving a more of a literary function (as opposed to moralizing or interpretive.)


Burns certainly makes a compelling case for a rereading of the Grail stories.  However, at times it seems that she is too quick to dismisses the scholarship of her predecessors.  Perhaps, since it was her first book, she hoped to offer something more revolutionary so as to distinguish herself from her peers.  While pushing the boundaries of commonly held (and sometimes outdated) beliefs is generally a good thing in the academic world, sometimes there is also a happy medium between extremes.  A complete dismissal of typological allegory seems a bit rash, especially considering it really was the dominant means of interpreting secular literature in the Middle Ages.  Allegory, particularly in terms of moralizing, is undeniably present in the Quest alongside the intertextual referentiality that Burns describes in her work; the two modes of analysis do not have to be mutually exclusive.
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