THE UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO

FANTASTIC WORLDS:

THE WORK OF AFFECT IN MIDDLE ENGLISH ROMANCE

A DISSERTATION SUBMITTED TO
THE FACULTY OF THE DIVISION OF THE HUMANITIES
IN CANDIDACY FOR THE DEGREE OF
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH LANGUAGE AND LITERATURE

BY
HANNAH MCCURDY CHRISTENSEN

CHICAGO, ILLINOIS
JUNE 2018



© 2018 Hannah M. Christensen



for my dad
“the crops are in, and the harvest done”



Contents

N 4L i - Uod TSP PTUPPTTS v
ACKNOWIBAGMENLS.......eeeeee ettt e et e e e s re e teeneeaseesaeesseeneenreeneeans vii
a0l (U Lot A To] o TSRS OP PSRRI 1
Chapter One

Affect and the Limits of FOrm in Sir AMAadace .........cocoviiiiiiiiiiie e 21
Chapter Two

“Neggh forlorn”: Enclosure and Errancy in Sir Degar...........ccccooiiiiiniieieninieneieesese e 55
Chapter Three

The Potential Bodies 0f HAVEIOK the DaNe...........ccooiiiiiiiiiiieece s 90
Chapter Four

Transforming Affects in The King Of TArS .....cccoiveiiiie e 129
(000 - TSR UP PRSP 170
BIDHOGIAPNY ...t 177



Abstract

This dissertation revisits a set of Middle English romances of the thirteenth and
fourteenth century to ask what motivates their forms. In the verse romance Havelok the Dane,
readers are given three signs of the dispossessed Havelok’s royal heritage: a bright light that
shines from his mouth, a birthmark in the shape of a cross on his shoulder, and the entrance of an
angel who identifies him as prince of Denmark. Ultimately, however, his subjects recognize his
nobility from his face, which resembles that of Birkabeyn, the former king. Why does the
romance linger on these elaborately fantasized signs of his heritage when the most effective
proof turns out to be the simplest? Any answer that maps narrative onto ideology sidesteps the
seething narrative pleasures of such tangents. Such seemingly inconsequential reiteration is
common in romance, a genre that reliably rejects ordered causality in favor of prolific repetition
and elaboration of crucial narrative moments. From Patricia Parker to Jacques Lacan, critics have
long noticed that the episodic forms of romance are characterized by a deferral of closure;
romance makes conventional its very rejection of teleology, endorsing a form marked
specifically by its meandering, open-ended embrace of possibility.

The narrative conventions of romance set themselves purposefully at odds with
ideological narrativity, producing a space wherein expansion is privileged over explanation. But
what does such radical openness accomplish? My dissertation interrogates the productive
capacity of extended moments of integration, literary spaces that narrate the transition between
the comprehensible and the strange. Todorov, in a very different literary context, called these
moments “the fantastic”: hesitations that arbitrate between a familiar world and the unknown.
Affect studies, with its emphasis on the way that actors receive and interpret the world, offers a

model that resembles Todorov’s fantastic on the scale of the body rather than that of the narrative



world. I use both concepts as resources to map romance’s commitment to dilated interstices
between sensual experience and articulable understanding. This dilation, | argue, offers the
writers of romance a way to play out political possibilities that rejects allegory and direct
narrative causality, dwelling instead in the deliberately artificial space of the narrative’s
formalizing constructs. Romance is crucially oriented around the moment at which the
predictable becomes unpredictable; it focalizes the relation of form to content in a way that
offers up a distinct discursive mode.

In each of the four chapters of “Fantastic Worlds,” I consider a single romance in Middle
English as a case and examine how the distention of moments of narrative intensity alienates
recognizable cultural forms. Romance interrogates political possibility by setting its own formal
expectations, of dilation and delay, at odds with predictable structures—forms of closure, forms
of comprehensibility, forms of cultural presumption. The collision between the articulable and
the persistently strange offers a new archive for affect theory’s attention to literary spaces of
intensity and atmospheric contingency. Further, attention to such effects illustrates how romance,
typically understood as simple or propagandistic, can in fact produce complex and compelling
ethical scenes, crafting a world that allows for—and more importantly, produces—possibilities

opposing the determinate, categorical shapes of ideological expectation.
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Introduction
On the Threshold

This dissertation proposes romance as a genre of radical affect: characterized by instants
of intensity that concretize and embed fundamental narrative openness and so suggest a spectrum
of infinitely variable cultural scenes and interpretations. By and large, | sidestep questions of
romance as a category or mode and inquire instead into its motivating forms. What does romance
do, uniquely, and how does it achieve its ends?

Critics have long categorized medieval romance by means of a set of generic imperatives.
Happy endings; magic; nobility or royalty; warfare; heterosexual relationships: all are plot
markers that may or may not characterize the romance, what Helen Cooper calls “the memes of
romance,” as “a good story composed of motifs that are already familiar is the most mind-
engaging form that there is, and . . . romances are the very best such stories.”* But identifying the
genre of romance by such plot motifs does not necessarily produce a cogent set of cases. John
Finlayson remarks that “anyone reasonably familiar with Middle English fictitious narratives
will be aware that the only thing which many of them have in common is the fact that the
personae are aristocratic.”? “But happily,” Melissa Furrow notes, “frustration with the fluidity of
the category . . . has not resulted in an abandonment of the very idea of the genre of romance

altogether.”® If plot motifs cannot provide the connective node (others have suggested) perhaps

Unless otherwise noted, all translations or transliterations in this and the following chapters are
my own.

! Helen Cooper, The English Romance in Time: Transforming Motifs from Geoffiey of
Monmoouth to the Death of Shakespeare (Oxford, 2008), p. 4; my emphasis.

2 John Finlayson, “Definitions of Middle English Romance” [Part 1], The Chaucer Review 15
(Summer 1980): 45.

3 Melissa Furrow, Expectations of Romance: The Reception of a Genre in Medieval England
(Cambridge, 2009), p. 58.



romances have something stylistic in common rather than something categorical. In this vein,
romance has been envisioned transhistorically as a generic mode, as in Patricia Parker’s
comment, ““Romance’ is characterized primarily as a form which simultaneously quests for and
postpones a particular end, objective, or object. . . . ‘Romance’ is that mode or tendency which
remains on the threshold before the promised end.” It is this latter definition, or rather this large-
scale insight into the tendencies of romance, that provides what | see as a useful window into the
contours and complexities of romance as a form.

What is the nature of the “threshold” to which Parker refers? Understanding romance as a
deferral of a promised end—as does Parker or, more tangentially, Jacques Lacan, who describes
the “techniques” of courtly love as “techniques of holding back, of suspension, of amor
interruptus”—suggests that its delays and detours are substantively structured by their distancing
of an idealized object; that structurally, what creates the form of romance is the relation between
that which is not yet achieved and that which defers its achievement.s Indeed, for Lacan, the
shapes not just of the detours but of the object itself are irrelevant; the Lady, the object of courtly
love discourse, is for Lacan articulated as a “vacuole,” a structuring absence.® What matters is
not the object or the shape of what prevents the subject from achieving it, but rather the very
tension between the object and its deferrals. However, on Parker’s account, the deferral is the
substance of the romance; the detour, the sidestep, the deer that darts across the path of the
knight who, in Finlayson’s most concise definition of medieval romance, “rides forth to achieve

an adventure and proceeds through a series of encounters to a final encounter which ‘resolves’

4 Patricia Parker, Inescapable Romance: Studies in the Poetics of a Mode (Princeton, N.J., 1979),
p- 4.

® Jacques Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan: The Ethics of Psychoanalysis, trans. Jacques-
Alain Miller (New York, 1997), p. 152.

® Ibid., p. 150.



the problem.”” What makes a romance a romance is not its end, but its anticipations and
suspensions: its interstitial events.

This, then, is a dissertation about those interstices, about the form and substances of the
moments when the potentiality of narrative progress and closure is emphasized, expounded,
dramatized; moments when the romance crosses between narrative worlds, and sustains the
experience of that “threshold.” How are the literary worlds of romance constituted? What
dynamics mark their boundaries and the space that distinguishes them? What is the narrative
materiality by which we understand the motion from one generic form to another, and what
happens as those rhetorical shapes transform? What does it mean for the romance to linger “on
the threshold” before some imagined achievement or closure, some definitive establishment of
form and narrative shape? All these questions are crucial to the form of romance, particularly in
its Middle English iterations in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. | contend that
the texts | consider here open a space for social flexibility and fantasy in their transformative
narrative passages.

As a brief illustration of such moments, consider the Middle English Breton lay Sir
Orfeo, a poem that deliberately echoes the events and figures of the Greek myth of Orpheus, but
transforms it according to the prototypical shape of the medieval romance. The poem reimagines
gods as fairies, the afterlife or underworld as a fairy realm, and a tragedy of human passion as a
tale of magic and marvel with a happy ending. Midway through the lay, the eponymous knight
Orfeo crosses—Ilike his Greek inspiration—into another world. The world Orfeo enters is not

specifically the underworld, as in Virgil, Ovid, and Boethius, but rather an alternative to the

" Finlayson, “Definitions of Middle English Romance” [Part I1], The Chaucer Review 15 (Fall
1980): 179.



human world: the world of the fairies, who are both like and unlike Orfeo and his human
subjects. When Orfeo enters the fairy world, he walks through a stone (“in at a roche”)? to find
himself approaching a shining castle, surrounded by what critics have dubbed a “gallery” of
human subjects suspended in moments of bodily extremity.® Women in childbirth, headless
bodies, armed men astride, some drowned or strangled or burned: these bodies are not described
as living or dead, but have rather been “thider y-brought / And thought dede, and nare nought”
[brought there, and thought dead, and were not] (ll. 389-90). Part of what mystifies about the
“gallery” is the opacity of these bodies’ related states. What common quality joins these women
in childbirth, drowned men, soldiers, subjects in the grip of madness?

The subjects in the gallery are linked by their capture at moments when their bodies were
already beyond rational control; when they had already slipped the circle of comprehensible
reality and ordered narrative life. All are suspended in moments of overwhelming materiality,
states in which bodily experience subsumes rational causality—and in that space of
uncontrollable experience, they have been transported into a world of illogic, of fairy magic:
violence and beauty that transgresses the bounds of human capacity. “Al that lond was ever
light,” the poet notes, “For when it schuld be therk and night, / The riche stones light gonne / As
bright as doth at none the sonne” [that entire land was always light, for when it should be dark
and night, the rich stones gave light as bright as the sun does at noon] (Il. 369-72). This is not

simply another kingdom or a different part of Orfeo’s own world; rather, it is cosmically

8 Anonymous, “Sir Orfeo,” in The Middle English Breton Lays, ed. Anne Laskaya and Eve
Salisbury (Kalamazoo, Mich., 1995), 1. 347; hereafter cited in the text by line number.

% “The gallery has captivated readers of Sir Orfeo but no consensus has been reached on its
nature or significance” (Tara Williams, “Fairy Magic, Wonder, and Morality in Sir Orfeo,”
Philological Quarterly 91 [Fall 2012]: 541; hereafter abbreviated “FM”).



distinguished by a different cycle of day and night, as in a science fiction narrative that sets its
stage by depicting a sky with two suns.x

This world rejects mundane chronology and predictable order to not just an indescribable,
but an unthinkable, degree: “No man may telle, no thenche in thought” [no man could tell nor
think in thought] how richly crafted the castle’s decoration is (l. 373). The kingdom of the fairies
is distinguished both from the preexisting world of the text and from the possibility of its
effective articulation into the text itself. Understanding the world of fairy in this way alters our
understanding of the bodies in the gallery, which have been transported into this new scene at the
very moment when their experience had already exceeded the mundane. The magical world into
which they have been brought is one that is concomitant with their sensory events: it is one that,
in its own transgressions of articulable experience, embraces the material transgressions these
formerly articulable bodies have undergone.

How do we describe the way that this world, and these bodies, exceed narrative
articulation? How do we talk, in particular, about the way this excess collapses experience (in the
text) and rhetoric (the text itself)—what is narrated, and its narration? One name for this might
be affect. By “affect,” I refer to the description of atmospheric narrative intensity articulated in
recent work by critics like Brian Massumi and Patricia Clough; | do not mean to invoke (or
infringe upon) the conception of historicized “affects” as delineated, for example, in Holly

Crocker’s capacious review essay “Medieval Affects Now.”1t “Affects,” as a medieval category

10 See, perhaps most famously, the viewer’s introduction to the planet Tatooine in Star Wars,
Episode IV: A New Hope (dir. George Lucas, 1977).

L «“Affects are not disturbances. . . . They are not passions. . . . Affects were not para- or pre-
emotions, nor does the catchall ‘feeling’ capture their significance. Affects were a function of the
intellectual soul, which was thought of as the domain of the ‘higher’ faculties, will and reason”
(Holly A. Crocker, “Medieval Affects Now,” Exemplaria 29 [May 2017]: 83).



or set of categories, denotes an array of responsive relations between the soul and environment.
This is related, but not identical, to the terminology of contemporary affect theory that I adopt,
which conceives of affect as a broader description of the zone that intercedes between the body
and its environment, or that which permeates a text with empathic force not fully channeled into
narrative or rhetorical form.

In Orfeo, the world of fairy is a world that can’t be made sense of by means of the
intellectual or emotional resources of the human world: it exceeds the structures of the world that
anticipates it. Indeed, once Orfeo returns from the fairy world with Heurodis (for yes, in keeping
with the conventions of Middle English romance, the poem has a happy ending, absent the moral
rigidity of its Greek counterpart) the romance seems uncertain what to do with her. Can a human
who has once experienced the utter breakage of human delineations, in favor of the sustained
suspension of human bodies and interiority in the fairy world, ever be returned to a normative
role in the comprehensible universe? Heurodis is largely elided from the end of the text, which
focuses instead on Orfeo’s relation to his steward. Only at the very end of the poem are we
briefly reminded of Heurodis— “Now King Orfeo newe coround is, / And his quen, Dame
Heurodis” [now King Orfeo is newly crowned, and his queen, Dame Heurodis]—and then not
even in a syntactically coherent way: note that the poet does not say “King Orfeo and his quen,
Dame Heurodis” are newly crowned, but rather appends Heurodis’s recognition awkwardly onto
the following line as subject of no particular predicate, neither “is crowned” nor the following
“and lived long afterward” (11. 593—4, 595). Heurodis remains an uneasy footnote to an ending
that claims (and yet fails) to be neat, formulaic, and closed.

Not even the poems themselves, in other words, quite know what to do with the way their

own intensities overflow narative shape. Like Heurodis, affect figures a compelling problem that



becomes too compelling, too capacious, to be effectively managed back into a fully articulable
social scene. Romance (1 argue) is particular in that it recognizes the problem of affective excess
and simply lets it linger—exploring that excess, frequently, rather than forcing it away and out of
the trim narrative particulars that might structure a tidier poem. For this reason | have chosen to
analyze anonymous “popular” romances, whose structures are notably more ragged than the
tightly nuanced romance pastiche of Geoffrey Chaucer or the Pearl poet. Something is
consistently visible in these poems that have broadly resisted canonical inclusion, and that

something can usefully be called affect, in all its messy, uncomfortable, productive, overflow.

Suspending Belief

Let me return, for a moment, to Orfeo’s transition into the fairy world in order to think
through a few possible models for articulating romance’s transitional space. One such model
might be the classic structural analysis of Tzvetan Todorov, whose “fantastic” also provides a
descriptive terminology for that which intercedes between depicted worlds. Todorov narrates the
prototypical work of a “fantastic” nineteenth-century text as follows: “In a world which is indeed
our world, the one we know, a world without devils, sylphides, or vampires, there occurs an
event which cannot be explained by the laws of this same familiar world. The person who
experiences the event must opt for one of two possible solutions.” The fantastic is a product of
the collision or contact between two worlds; the natural and the supernatural. “The fantastic,”
Todorov states, “occupies the duration of this uncertainty.” On this account, the “fantastic”

moment is the moment at which both character and reader are arrested between the mundane

12 Tzvetan Todorov, The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre, trans. Richard
Howard (Ithaca, N.Y., 1993), p. 25.



world—the explicable, the recognizable, the predictable—and a new, but also conventional,
world; the world of the extraordinary, the miraculous. Once it has been established that the
character has moved into a world of recognizably supernatural event, once the expectations of a
new scene have been introduced, the fantastic ends.

Medieval texts present obvious complications for this account. The world of medieval
literature at large—even setting aside for the moment the question of romance, a genre that might
be distinctively concerned with the supernatural—is one that interweaves and entangles, much
more regularly than nineteenth- or twentieth-century texts, fact and fiction, leading some critics
to ask if “fiction” is even the right name for imaginative medieval texts, or when it became
applicable. Longstanding debates about the understanding of the modern novel as the
quintessential fictional form imagine the Middle Ages as somehow insufficiently self-aware for
true fictionality. Responses from medievalists such as Laura Ashe—who notes “Fiction is a
mode of writing in which both author and reader are aware—and know that the other is aware—
that the events described cannot be known to have happened” and locates its origins in the
twelfth century—seem merely to push the dawn of such deliberate distinction back, without
negating the idea of an inceptive moment for fiction.:> Wherever or however we locate fiction’s
history, it seems clear that medieval attitudes toward marvels and their fictionality were in many
ways both more established and more open-ended than modern ones; broadly acceptable formal
structures incorporated or even relied on the miraculous, and did so not easily, as simple truth (as
some medievalisms, both academic and pop-culture, might have us believe), but as a deeply

invested, intellectually nuanced endeavor.

13 Laura Ashe, “1155 and the Beginnings of Fiction,” History Today 65 (Jan. 2015): 41.



The question of medieval faith offers an analogy or parallel to the problem of literary
fictionality. A simplistic understanding of medieval religion might presume that medieval
subjects accepted religious narrative and tenets of faith unthinkingly, bowing to doctrinal forms
regardless of their unlikeliness. In Steven Justice’s now-classic article “Did the Middle Ages
Believe in Their Miracles?,” however, Justice argues that a conflicted appeal to truth is
fundamental to medieval systems of belief: “belief does not settle the mind, but riles it.”4 The
substance of faith is the mental effort of accepting something unlikely or even untrue. As a
counterformation to this effortful shape of belief, Justice evokes the periodizing conception of an
“enchanted world” espoused by Charles Taylor and Max Weber; in A Secular Age, Taylor coolly
asks “Why was it virtually impossible not to believe in God in, say, 1500[?] . . . People lived in
an ‘enchanted’ world.”®s Taylor’s reading offers up a vision of the Middle Ages as a time of
innocent embrace of ignorance, the magical and superstitious merging unnoticed with the
comprehensible and verifiable. Justice, on the other hand, argues that exactly those sources of
magic and superstition were the subject of sustained intellectual effort; the mysterious presents
occasion not for unthinking belief, but for an intentive re-commitment to the balance between
curiosity and resilient trust.

I call up Justice and Taylor’s differentiated account of medieval faith not to suggest that
religious faith is identical to the work of literary fictionality, but to analogize Justice’s imagined
medieval efforts of belief with the work of arbitrating between fictionalized worlds. In literature
as in religion, we cannot presume that medieval subjects were fundamentally more credulous or

simplistic than modern ones. Where Taylor’s “enchantment” distances the medieval subject from

14 Steven Justice, “Did the Middle Ages Believe in Their Miracles?” Representations 1 (Aug.
2008): 13.
15 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (New York, 2007), pp. 25-26.



the modern, Justice insists on a conceptual continuity between medieval subjects and modern
readers to suggest that the difference is one of forms and expectations, not of fundamental
capacities or insight. What happens if we borrow Justice’s articulation of the intellectual
endeavor of belief—the thick, effortful motion that constitutes an act of medieval faith—and ask
how a subject accustomed to such dense engagement with integrative thresholds might encounter
a different kind of scene or text? We would, | think, be forced to conclude that moments of
contested event or supernaturalism in medieval texts such as romance are posed deliberately,
intentionally, to craft an effortful and complex process of recognition and assimilation—not as a
contemptuous appeal to credulous audiences. Romances are intended to entertain, not (directly)
to teach, but they still engage active attention; they insist on and presume their readers’ capacity
to grapple with transitions amongst different sorts of acceptance, different fictive worlds.

Recent work on “wonder” has attended to something like this very question, and offers
yet another account of specular or spectacular transformation. Caroline Walker Bynum set the
stage for this when she asked, at the American Historical Association in 1996, “Where do . . .
surviving sources give us access either to intensely heightened reactions or to events and objects
calculated to evoke or stage such reactions?”*¢ The answer, for Bynum, is in moments of “the
wonderful,” which—she goes on—*“was never the merely strange or the simply inexplicable. It
was a strange that mattered, that pointed beyond itself to meaning.”*” Tara Williams, one of the
most frequent commentators on wonder, notes (in an essay on Orfeo), “Wonder can be an
emotion, a way of seeing, or a mode of engagement; it can be a reaction to objects or events that

are aesthetic, natural, or supernatural. In every case, however, wonder is an active and productive

16 Caroline Walker Bynum, “Wonder,” The American Historical Review 102 (Feb. 1997): 17.
17 Ibid., p. 23.
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response that can operate on readers, listeners, or viewers as well as characters” (“FM,” p. 537).
Wonder, on this account, is a relational form: it is a way of describing a state of witnessing, an
open-eyed and open-ended glimpse over the threshold of a strange new world.

The term enchantment is important for Williams’s work, too, but she uses it very
differently from Justice or Taylor. For Williams, enchantment functions as a kind of developed
analogue to wonder: “a deep curiosity that is broader and more active than wonder.” The action
produced by wonder or enchantment, here, is crucial; she argues that scenes of specular
adjustment are fundamentally conducive to moral perspective. The “marvel”—the subject of her
recent book Middle English Marvels—, she notes, “is so extraordinary and urgent that it pushes
past the edge of existing ethical systems. . . . A response that begins with wonder, which has
cognitive as well as affective components, may also be moral.”2¢ In Williams” work, enchantment
is not a characterization of a whole world in a historical moment, as it is for Taylor, an
unthinking acceptance of the existence of “witches, demons, and moral forces” (or, in a related
frame in Todorov, “devils, sylphides, and vampires”); it is an individual state of perceptual
engagement that opens onto an ethical scene.

Though Williams draws heavily on the work of Jane Bennett, her interest lies specifically
in the moral work of possibility, and so she takes as a given some of the “vibrancy” Bennett sites
as a crucial node of enchantment. In Bennett’s introduction to her recent book Vibrant Matter,
she notes her intention to “highlight what is typically cast in the shadow: the material agency or
effectivity of nonhuman or not-quite-human things.”*® This “vibrancy,” Bennett’s version of

enchantment, has I think something more to do with the affective than Williams’s account, which

18 Williams, Middle English Marvels: Magic, Spectacle, and Morality in the Fourteenth Century
(University Park, Penn., 2018), p. 127.
19 Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durham, N.C., 2010), p. ix.
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is slanted towards the cognitive and coherent. Bennett’s scene of wonder emphasizes the
scintillating complexity of humans and that which surrounds, affects, and is affected by them;
and it is worth pressing further upon what kind of scene is generated by the mere presentation of
such an expansive range of actants. The sensibilities of romance are indeed profoundly
imbricated with the concepts and thematizations of their social worlds, but they allow a space of
suspension and distraction that opens onto narrative indeterminacy. The poet of the Middle
English verse romance Sir Degaré pauses in his recitation of events to remark on the “chaunse
and wonder strong” [chance and powerful wonder] that characterizes his text’s contingencies and
vagaries in an instant of charged, productive affect: he makes the text a metatextual commentary
not on the political content of its narrative, but rather on the very capacity of narrative to contain,

to collate in seeming coincidence event, affect, and poetic form.»

Incipient Form

Romance often features for both its readers and its intratextual characters, | contend, an
event world that is productive in its very lack of definition, its refusal to move forward into
precise moral content. The work on belief, wonder, and the fantastic cited above provides several
accounts of reader and character united in a passage between worlds—and moreover, accounts
that emphasize a threshold of integration, a moment of assimilation between familiar forms and
those which might develop. Where Todorov’s reading of nineteenth-century examples
emphasizes the narrative event of the character who awakens to his changed world, Bynum and

Williams’s articulations emphasize the effect of this change upon the reader: its moral

2 Anonymous, “Sir Degaré,” in The Middle English Breton Lays, ed. Anne Laskaya and Eve
Salisbury (Kalamazoo, Mich., 1995), 1. 613.
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dimension, the ethics of spectacle and witnessing. The human gallery in Orfeo, Williams writes,
“is moral as well as magical” (“FM,” p. 538). Williams’s audiences, here, seem to be doing the
very work Justice articulates as a crux of belief: they are struck by a spectacle that forces them to
work through and with their own structures of acceptance and resistance. They must manage a
dense tangle of conflicting impulses and information about the textual world, or rather the
depicted worlds that the romance sets in succession and contact. I think it is possible to locate in
romance an articulated scene of perception that is one of neither assumed credulity (pace
Taylor), defined skepticism (as in Justice), nor of moral intent (cf. Williams), but rather of
densely depicted stimulus and sensibility that is solely affective, not yet delineated as moral or
even signifying content.

The articulation of a moment of specular arrest as one of possibility—of a contingent
conjunction of possible narratives—is crucial to an account of potential (aligned with the work of
Brian Massumi and other cultural theorists of affect) that cultivates sustained interest in a
condition of potentiality rather than of teleological narrative. In their introduction to The Affect
Theory Reader, Melissa Gregg and Gregory Seigworth describe affect as “in the midst of in-
between-ness,” and describe its attention to “the singularly and intimately impersonal—even sub-
personal and pre-personal—folds of belonging (or non-belonging) to a world.” Affect is
relational and impinging; it incorporates the potential for action that intersperses between
subjects in anticipation of future narrative. Patricia Clough, in her essay on “The Affective

29 ¢

Turn,” renders Massumi’s articulation of affect as “the openness of a body,” “potential that as

21 Melissa Gregg and Gregory J. Seigworth, “An Inventory of Shimmers,” introduction to The
Affect Theory Reader, ed. Gregg and Seigworth (Durham, N.C., 2009), pp. 1, 3.
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soon as it begins to take form dissolves back into complexity across all levels of matter.”2 She
links such bodily potential to Mark Hansen’s work on technology and the body, citing a literal,
technical moment, a fraction of a second, in which neurophysiological integration of an image
occurs: both Massumi’s and Hansen’s work, Clough says, support an understanding of affect as
“bodily capacity, or incipient act” (“TAT,” p. 213). All these theorists imagine affect as a space
of relationality between environment and perception: “a ‘visceral perception’ preceding
perception,” Clough paraphrases Massumi (“TAT,” p. 209). Massumi’s own work draws on
Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari to insist on the body as a site delineated by gradients of
potentiality, defined by its proximity to and capacity towards other bodies and worlds; like
Deleuze and Guattari’s “body without organs,”» Massumi’s affective body is an entity bounded
by imminent narrativity rather than by material distinction: “In motion, a body is in an
immediate, unfolding relation to its own nonpresent potential to vary.”?

Affect, then, is on these accounts a scene of contingency located through and around
bodies: it describes a material density that anticipates narrative unfolding, a sensorium that
eludes meaning while containing the charge of meaning’s possibility. To illustrate such a scene,
Massumi describes the “suspension” experiments of performance artist Stelarc, whose body was
suspended from a series of hooks that reshaped the body by way of gravity. The body was thus
positioned, Massumi suggests, in a “limit-state”—*“a pre-past suspended present” that reduced

(or expanded) the body to a state of pure sensation, an ongoing “felt futurity.” On Massumi’s

22 Patricia Clough, “The Affective Turn: Political Economy, Biomedia, and Bodies,” in The
Affect Theory Reader, p. 210; hereafter abbreviated “TAT.”

23 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, “The Body without Organs,” in Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism
and Schizophrenia, trans. Robert Hurley, Mark Seem, and Helen R. Lane (New York, 2009), p. 9.
24 Brian Massumi, Parables for the Virtual: Movement, Affect, Sensation (Durham, N.C., 2002),
p.- 4.

14



account, Stelarc’s bodily suspensions defied the forms of conventional linearity: the body was
constantly maintained in a state of generating its own existence, its own imagined capacities and
boundaries, in a condition of perpetual transformation. For Massumi, the suspensions—and
Stelarc’s subsequent “prosthetic” experiments, wherein electrical attachments to his body were
controlled by himself and audience members—represent an image of the “critical” state, a
component of chaos theory “conceived as the literal co-presence of all of the possible paths the
system may take, their physical inclusion in one another.”? Linear futurity is not just delayed but
enfolded in a dilated moment of presentness. This kind of presentness helps us to understand
moments like that in Orfeo’s “gallery,” whose bodies are arrested in instants of horror or pain. A
body “adreynt” or “with fire al forschreynt” [drowned, utterly shriveled by fire] is no longer a
living human body, but neither is it reduced to irrelevance; it is defined by its contingency, its
suspension in a crucial moment (1l. 397-98). The reader does not know if these figures are living
or dead, or whether they will ever revert to life or progress to death. And such a state of
indeterminacy lingers in the body; even after Heurodis is returned to her husband, her status, her
human world, she is evacuated from the narrative, remaining extraneous to the normative
narrative business of the kingdom’s reestablishment.

This version of affect is crucially related to the generic state of romance as a form
invested in moments of transition and suspension. Intensities, zones of potentiality, atmosphere,
forms defined by relationality, imminent forms, incipient acts: the romance itself is in some ways
defined by its interest in potential and its flirtation with possible forms. In her recent Forms:
Rhythm, Hierarchy, Network, Caroline Levine offers a new version of formal reading that posits

the juxtaposition and clash of forms as a space of aesthetic and ethical productivity. Levine

% Tbid., p. 109.
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suggests that forms—frequently imagined, particularly in the critical moment of the 1990s and
early 2000s, as a constricting or conservative influence on literary texts—might be “set . . .
against one another in disruptive and aleatory as well as rigidly containing ways.” “What if,” she
asks, “we understood literary texts not as unified but as inevitably plural in their forms—»bringing
together multiple ordering principles, both social and literary, in ways that do not and cannot
repress their differences?”’% This proposition might seem, at first blush, banal. Of course literary
texts contain in themselves multiple formal demands: the concerns of lineation and rhyme
scheme; the syntactic shapes of their language; the political demands of the hierarchical social
worlds they depict and are informed by; the narrative demands of their plot and internal logics.
But Levine’s question, taken seriously, has the capacity to free criticism from the binding
necessity of aligning form reductively to content. What if instead, we recognized the internal
incoherence of a text and interrogated its conflicting imperatives, the sources of that incoherence
and the burgeoning, inchoate, promissory episodes that result?

The generic imperatives of romance as they have long been understood are fundamentally
incoherent: if romance is a category defined by its adherence to recognizable narrative structure,
how can it also be defined by its evasive and elusive shapes? Romances are frequently
recognized for their divergence from a neatly plotted path, but assessed on the basis of their
adherence to that path, as when Finlayson assesses the stylistic sophistication of the romances of
Chrétien de Troyes: “The manner of treating or seeing adventure, the context in which it is
placed, the way it is related to the hero—these are . . . frequently concomitants of literary value.”
He acknowledges that most or all romance is structured around a journey and a set of tangential

encounters, but insists that its validity lies in how tightly meshed those encounters are with some

26 Caroline Levine, Forms: Whole, Rhythm, Hierarchy, Network (Princeton, N.J., 2015), p. 40.
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crucial object of pursuit, whether they constitute “stage[s] in his journey towards internal
harmony.”? And though Parker, who helpfully describes romance as a “tendency” to “remain on
the threshold,” is clearly focused on the space of immanence that defers the narrative’s end, her
project still analyzes the romance in terms of that projected end: “The threshold or ‘twilight’
space before the final revelation or ending,” she writes, “is thus not only the veil of an unfolding
narrative but part of the nature of all mediation.”2 Here the project of analyzing romance’s delay
and dilation is collapsed into the larger literary project of depiction itself, the impossibility of
true mimesis in the face of insistent ongoing-ness. Relatedly, historicist readings of romance like
those of Geraldine Heng and Patricia Ingham render brilliantly effective schemas of certain
romances’ connection to their ideological moment, but they do so by mapping similarities and
structures, rather than by noting the vibrantly arbitrary ways the romances evade those maps.
What more disordered or elusive fantasies are visible in romance episodes that seem to openly
controvert or avoid the ideological goals of their text? What do we gain by granting the romance
its spaces of incoherence?

It is in these moments when the material detail of the text resists tidy incorporation into a
clear cultural reading that we see the complex ways romance explores exactly those cultural
questions. At the moment of Heurodis’s captivity in the court of the fairies—alongside the other
humans arrested at moments of high intensity or sensual climax—the forwardness of narrative is

indefinitely suspended, and the reader is forced to consider what qualities in such a scene are

27 Finlayson, “Definitions of Middle English Romance” [Part I], p. 57.

28 Parker, Inescapable Romance, p. 13.

29 See Geraldine Heng, Empire of Magic: Medieval Romance and the Politics of Cultural
Fantasy (New York, 2003), which argues for a postcolonially-inflected reading of romance based
on the cultural trauma of the Crusades, and Patricia Ingham, Sovereign Fantasies: Arthurian
Romance and the Making of Britain (Philadelphia, 2001), which reads Arthurian romance
through the developing national consciousness of medieval Britain.
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continuous and disjunct with the scenery of the human world Heurodis and Orfeo have left
behind. Heurodis and her companions are in the fairy world, but they are suspended in crucially
human states: the border-worlds of mortal experience. Are all subjects poised at the potential
entrance to another world at any moment of overwhelming pleasure or pain? How do instants of
sensual excess jar subjects out of their predictable experience of their familiar worlds? What
does it mean about the mundane kingdom Heurodis has left that it is a space which cannot
assimilate or accommodate such experience, that it limits available narratives to those
comprehensible in terms of its articulable categories and future narratives? Romance offers its
authors a chance to open up narrative possibilities that explicitly fail to align with its apparent
political intent, and it is in those moments of suspended narrative progress, of affect that refuses

clarification, that its most radical scene of possibility occurs.

In each of the following chapters, | examine a romance through its scenes of excess. |
take each poem as a case study in the relation of densely material, apparently tangential event to
the ideological preoccupations of the poem. These texts are not available, | contend, only to the
efforts of ideological excavation; they do not always respond to a hermeneutics of suspicion or
an insistence on comprehensive intention. Rather, they are suffused with enchantment, with
engaged attention to intensities, knots of conceptual difficulty that produce affective overflow
irreducible to formulaic exegesis. In the gaps between two understandings of a world, affective
intensities mark narrative contingencies, moments that concretize a multiplicity of possible
futures.

In “Affect and the Limits of Form in Sir Amadace,” I ask how commodification of the

living and dead human body in the fourteenth-century romance Sir Amadace articulates an
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expanded conceptual frame for structures of social governance that might be thought to order the
romance. Critics have suggested that Amadace is motivated by a mismatch between aristocratic
and mercantile understandings of economic exchange or social contract: the disjuncture between
monetary scales of arbitration and more abstract edifices of exchanged power is persistent
throughout the text. But the persistence of the body as an intractably complex object resists
systematic readings of the text. At both the start and the close of Amadace, a body suspended
between life and death—first, a merchant’s unburied corpse, and finally the living but potentially
transactional body of his wife—controverts the neat semantic distinctions between currency and
custom that might be suggested by a historicist alignment of the text with mercantile versus
aristocratic social coding.

In “ “Neggh forlorn’: Enclosure and Errancy in Sir Degaré,” I expand on the idea of
narrative potentiality and its relation to depicted bodies by offering a reading of the “Breton lay”
Sir Degaré that troubles classical readings of the poem’s debt to the Oedipus story. Though the
poem is related to Oedipus on a selective reading of its plot points, its introduction by a scene of
rape—the scene of the hero’s conception—suggests a nuanced understanding of contingency
rather than a simplistic reliance on incestuous fate. Rather, | argue, Degaré embeds an uneasy
priority of female experience that unsettles the heroic narrative itself by associating the genericc
strictures of romance with the courtly world and its limiting or dangerous gender dynamics. The
most effective heroic character in the world of Degaré, surprisingly, turns out to be its central
maternal figure, whose struggles for recognition and voice emphasize the universality of her
son’s own conflicts.

“The Potential Bodies of Havelok the Dane” picks up on forms of narrative investment in

the body by articulating a set of potentialities at work in the contested royal bodies of Havelok,
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and particularly by delineating the conflicted possibilities of the royal female body for romance.
Havelok is set up as a pair of conjoined narratives: one the story of the dispossessed Danish
prince Havelok, and one of his future wife, the dispossessed English princess Goldeboru. As the
romance progresses, however, the two narratives become asymmetric as the figure of Goldeboru
comes to represent a subtextual space for Havelok’s own narrative, figuring the problems of
essential substance. This chapter works through three bodies in the poem—Havelok’s,
Goldeboru’s, and the bodies of the criminals Godrich and Godard—to demonstrate the text’s
conflicted allegiance to the innate potential of the human body.

This chapter functions in a kind of diptych with my fourth and final chapter,
“Transforming Affect in The King of Tars,” which maintains a focus on the potentiality of the
body to consider forms of transformation in the early thirteenth-century conversion romance The
King of Tars. Critics have often regarded this poem as a window into medieval views of race; |
argue that propagandistic raciality is a pretext for other sorts of change, making use of normative
form to render permissible a discourse around the deep possibility of intimacy. The poem
features two primary transformations and a third problematic transformation: the change of the
“lump baby,” an infant born as a fleshy blob, into a recognizably human child; the change of the
body of the sultan of Damascus, a “Saracen” subject, from black to white on the occasion of his
conversion; and the apparent conversion of the princess of Tars from Christian to Saracen, which
undermines the poem’s apparently propagandistic Christian resolution. Taken as a sequence,
each of these alterations suggests the power of the field of interpersonal representations of belief

as a figure for the field of potentiality.
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Chapter One

Affect and the Limits of Form in Sir Amadace

It is tempting to read the Middle English romance Sir Amadace as an allegory or parable
about mercantile and aristocratic economies. Modern critics have quite effectively done so, and
the romance itself, with its insistent juxtaposition of merchants and knights as economic actors,
offers its audience a story that looks like such a parable. The story of a knight errant whose
chivalric ideals stand directly at odds with the financial demands of a mercantile world, the poem
sets up a clear contrast between two systems of obligation. It claims to resolve this conflict
through a judicious application of a third model, the religious mode of Christic sacrifice.
Readings of the poem that focus on these explicit systems, however, fail to account satisfactorily
for the narrative’s excess, its gratuitousness, the bodily and sensory overflow that permeates the
text. Though Amadace does make legible the ways that a climactic religious scene—a sacrificial
economy—might reconcile conflicting aristocratic and mercantile perspectives, the romance is
also suffused with narrative intensity that evades these structures. Understanding the poem solely
as a staged contrast between two economic systems requires readers to ignore the affective

excess that everywhere undercuts and disproves the narrative’s attempts at systematization.?

This chapter was published as an article in Exemplaria 29 (June 2017): 99-117; a great many
thanks are due to Patricia Ingham, who provided extensive editing and commentary.

! The desire to see romances as rigid formal constructs is a longstanding one. Indeed, the basic
elements of Amadace’s plot coincide with a category in Thompson’s Motif-index of Folk
Literature, motif E341.1, “Dead grateful for having corpse ransomed” (see Stith Thompson,
Motif-Index of Folk-Literature: A Classification of Narrative Elements in Folktales, Ballads,
Myths, Fables, Mediaeval Romances, Exempla, Fabliaux, Jest-Books, and Local Legends
[Bloomington, Ind., 1955]). Cataloguing or describing the romance by way of its motifs or types,
however, like analyzing it on the basis of its structural conflicts, reduces the text to its visible
forms rather than investigating the ways in which it exceeds those systematic shapes.
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A review of Amadace’s plot suggests its focus on the complex interactions of financial
calculation, embodiment, social obligation, and social status. At the outset of the story as it
survives, Amadace is in debt and decides to mortgage his land and set out into the world to seek
“gold” and “silvyr” and so amend his financial woes.2 Almost as soon as he departs, he
encounters a chapel from which a vast and resistant stink emanates; upon approach, he discovers
the body of a merchant (and his living wife) whose creditors have refused him burial until his
debts are paid. With the last of his coin, Amadace pays the debt, buries the merchant, and
proceeds on his way. He encounters a mysterious pale knight, who promises to help Amadace
enter a tournament if he will afterwards grant him precisely half of his winnings. Amadace
agrees and wins the tournament prize: a kingdom and the hand of a princess. Some time later, a
stranger interrupts the domestic peace of Amadace’s castle and proves to be the mysterious
knight, who now demands his reward—half of Amadace’s wife and son. Amadace demurs, but
his wife throws herself on the dinner table and demands that he cut her in half to save his honor.
When Amadace raises his sword, the stranger stops him and jovially relents—he was the dead
merchant in the chapel, and so Amadace’s debt to him is already paid. The tale ends happily.

A number of contemporary critical accounts attest that the poem counterposes the forms
of mercantile and aristocratic economies—the gift and the commodity—against an
incommensurable form of exchange, bodily sacrifice. James Simpson notes that it is “obvious

from the plot of Amadace” that “the principal opposition is clearly that between merchants and

2 Anonymous, “Sir Amadace,” in Six Middle English Romances, ed. Maldwyn Mills (London,
1973), 1. 35; hereatfter cited in text by line number. As the poem is acephalous in both extant
versions—one in the Ireland and one in the Advocates manuscript—we do not know the source
of Amadace’s debt. Based on Amadace’s generosity elsewhere in the text, however, it might be
reasonable to assume that his bankruptcy is a result of feudal obligation or charity.
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nobles”;* Edward Foster comments that the most complex and compelling aspect of the tale is its
apparent “reduction of ideals to wealth.”* In Ad Putter’s insightful “apology for Amadace,” he
demonstrates compellingly that Amadace “sets in competition with each other” “two different
kinds of economies,” which Putter calls gift exchange and commodity exchange.® Putter defends
Amadace, moreover, from George Kane’s accusation of “gratuitousness” as regards its ending
with the comment that the ending is “conceptually justified” if not “realistically”; it is “the
ultimate test of the hero’s willingness to give.”® Kane’s charge of “gratuitousness” is offered as
an exemplum of the poem’s aesthetic failure, and so Putter is right to point out that in fact the
poem’s ending is consistent with its project throughout.

But even as critics judge the narrative as an illustration of competing and changing
economic systems, they have also recognized a narrative excess not fully accommodated by
these models of exchange. Putter’s neat assimilation of the gory vivisection of a mother and son
to her husband’s promises does not fully account for the the problem of excess. The lingering
discomfort denied by this account—the grotesquerie of this scene that cannot quite be contained
by matching graphic execution to feudal obligation—illustrates, I will argue, the affective
overflow of the text as a whole. While the poem sets up a coherent set of themes and oppositions
for its readers, there remains more to be discovered by not reducing the romance to this sort of

structure. There is indeed, as Kane claims, a gratuitousness to the poem’s scenes of bodily

3 James Simpson, The Oxford English Literary History: Reform and Cultural Revolution, 1350~
1547 (Oxford, 2004), p. 271.

4 Edward Foster, “Simplicity, Complexity, and Morality in Four Medieval Romances,” The
Chaucer Review 31, no. 4 (1997): 408.

® Ad Putter, “Gifts and Commodities in Sir Amadace,” The Review of English Studies 51 (Aug.
2000): 378.

®Ibid., p. 384.
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depredation: and this gratuitousness, this excess, represents an important and irreducible
dimension of Amadace’s appeal and import.”

Amadace begins and ends with fraught bodies. At the start of the text, Amadace
encounters a decaying body, unburied, in a forest chapel; at the close, his wife offers her body
for vivisection. These and other bodies littered throughout the text turn out to be foci of deep
affective investment, an investment imagined in the terms of economic investment: the corpse is
unburied because of his debts, the wife’s flesh stands as surety for Amadace’s debts. As such,
bodies in Amadace figure the conflict between economic systems. But they also signal that there
is something more at work in the text than the illustration of these systems and the conflicts they
produce: these figures represent an irreducible affective dimension, a bodiliness that defies
simple exegesis by way of economic content. This bodiliness is indeed both, as Kane has it,
“gratuitous and improper.” I will refer to both conventional generic structures and to
recognizable social systems (such as mercantile or aristocratic economies) as “forms,” or
formalizations. Both of these structures do the work of shaping and constraining that which
precedes or escapes or disrupts them in the text. Form, in other words, functions or attempts to
dispel the intensity of a text’s affective content. Literary form itself is a way of reducing a scene
or situation to a comprehensible generic structure or system; as such, years of criticism
imagining romance as a genre governed by formal conventions would seem to suggest that
romance should be highly conventional. In my own account of these moments, | draw on the
resources of affect theory to elucidate the complexity of these scenes wherein a focus on bodily

intensity produces narrative intensity.

" Kane notes, “...The ‘grateful dead’, who returns to reward him, first subjects him to an
agonizing emotional ordeal both gratuitous and improper in view of his obligation to Amadas”
(George Kane, Middle English Literature [New York, 1970], p. 19).
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This ineradicable intensity nonetheless persists in the face of all attempts at reduction or
systematization. Some scenes—for example, the overwhelming and persistently unbearable
stench that attends an apparently explicable unburied body—are particularly striking in a genre
which has traditionally been understood as deeply formulaic. However, one need only glance at
John Finlayson’s essay defining Middle English romance to note that texts typically labeled
romance constantly overflow the definitions of romance assigned to them.s In this chapter, |
examine how Amadace evades or exceeds the local formalizations or systematizations it purports
to embrace as an introductory gesture towards the ways that romance, generically, evades its own

structures and intentions.

Fantastic Economies

The social fault lines that destabilize the world of Sir Amadace are almost immediately
evident from its plot. Amadace conveys intrigue and instability around debt and financial
contract, brings into question the virtue of aristocratic charity, and raises the possibility of
Christic sacrifice as a solution to worldly debts. These areas of complexity are narratively
manifest as richly inexplicable situations: a dead merchant whose resolved debt makes him into
an undead knight, a contract between knight and merchant misunderstood by both parties,
fraught scenes of dead or dying bodies for whom the line between human and object is
continually blurred. By the end of the poem, a gendered body graphically demonstrates the
complexities of economic liquidity: because women’s bodies function as both agent and object,

Amadace’s wife’s sacrifice fundamentally disrupts any available economic form.

¢ See John Finlayson, “Definitions of Middle English Romance” [Part I], The Chaucer Review 15
(Summer 1980): 44-62 and “Definitions of Middle English Romance” [Part I1], The Chaucer
Review 15 (Fall 1980): 168—81.
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Amadace interrogates, through a range of scenes and figurations, the imposition of form.
By way of a series of fantasies of systemic coherence—what Lauren Berlant calls “idealizing
theories and tableaux about how they and the world ‘add up to something’”—the tale
demonstrates the repeated inadequacy of those fantasies.® As | have noted above, the romance
seems to stage a collision between two economic and social systems, the mercantile and the
aristocratic. Such tensions would be apt for the time. The integration of these two scales of
reckoning marks one of the most fraught areas of social change in the late fourteenth century.
While many nobles struggled to maintain the distinctions of aristocratic privilege, a growing
mercantile class actively unsettled such hereditary networks of status and wealth.* These marked
political concerns are clearly at work in Amadace right from the start of the romance. The
eponymous hero is in debt— ‘I myghte lung spare / Or all these godus qwitte ware, / And have
noghte to spend’” [I could scrimp for a long time before all these goods were repaid, and | would
have nothing to spend] (Il. 13-15)—and sets off into the world “for sevyn yere” (I. 31) in a

venture to find “gold, silvyr to spende, / And be owte of dette full clene” [gold, silver to spend,

9 Lauren Berlant, Cruel Optimism (Durham, N.C., 2011), p. 2.

10 The growth of a mercantile class in the late fourteenth century highlights the simultaneity of
landholding and mercantile economies which provoked anxiety in those navigating the the two
systems. If knighthood is a symbol of social capital, what does it mean when merchants’ wealth
makes them eligible for knighthood? D. Vance Smith notes the complex sociality of writs of
distraint such that “profits, while not intrinsically evil, could force one to assume a social
position more elevated and prominent than might otherwise be desirable” (D. Vance Smith, Arts
of Possession: The Middle English Household Imaginary [Minneapolis, 2003], p. 29). Where
once markers of aristocratic privilege indicated straightforward equivalencies, this system of
social rank was complicated by its growing integration with a system of financial gains. Keen
notes that “landowning wealth and rank” “provides the key to the [social] gradations, and in
doing so testifies to the continuing dominance of the landed interest in a still predominantly rural
population” (Maurice Keen, English Society in the Later Middle Ages, 1348—1500 [New York,
1991], p. 11). In other words, a highly developed, consequential scale of social capital was at this
moment coming into direct conflict with a scale of capital in the modern sense. Those two scales
were in friction, and this friction is clear in the plot of Amadace.

26



and be entirely out of debt] (ll. 35-36). Cleanly delineated economic facts—bankruptcy; a
precise period of exile; the straightforward financial goal of redeeming his debt—quickly give
way to romantic solutions—he sets off as a knight errant in search of the vague hope of reward.
Is the prospect of Amadace’s redemption of his debt a concrete and achievable financial goal, or
the object of a romantic quest?

The negotiation between mercantile and aristocratic accounts of Amadace’s situation
becomes all the more pressing later in the poem, when Amadace and the white knight
fundamentally misunderstand each other’s “forwart” [contract], the agreement they make around
Amadace’s entrance into the tournament. The knight deems it a calculable debt: he is entitled to
half Amadace’s winnings. Amadace, in contrast, imagines it as a feudal obligation; this man has
done him a favor, and henceforth should be treated as a brother. In this reading, the fundamental
discord of the poem might be traced to the disjuncture between mercantile and aristocratic
systems. But such a reading accounts for neither the sensual delay that occurs at various points
throughout the story nor the abrupt and inexplicable resolution of the debt at the end.
Furthermore, there are inadequate systems at work besides the aristocratic and the mercantile; the
romance stages a collision of systems not just binary but multiple. On its face, the wife’s selfless
sacrifice represents an apparent solution to the conflicting systems whose incompatibility has
generated an unpayable debt. Yet, if Christic sacrifice represented the true “solution” to the
conflict of competing economic systems, then surely the wife’s sacrifice would produce a neat
and satisfying end to the story. The romance would be a version of the story of Solomon and the
two women, or of Abraham and Isaac, in its moral effect: it would propose an effective final
authority. Derrida notes of Abraham’s almost-sacrifice of Isaac that “the moral of the fable

would be morality itself. . . . The absolutes of duty and of responsibility presume that one
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denounce, refute, and transcend, at the same time, all duty, all responsibility, and every human
law.”11 The “gift of death,” on this account, is the gift of the evacuation of worldly form to
absolute authority: the appeal of sacrificing what one loves is that one entirely gives up
responsibility to a higher power. Amadace holds out the possibility of this kind of submission,
but never quite authorizes it: the proferred system of narrative logic or authority is always,
ultimately, inadequate. Mercantile economic form, aristocratic social form, the authority of the
supernatural intercessor, the generic imperatives of the romance itself: all are conventional

narrative structures that never quite maintain their grasp on the text.

“Suche a stinke”

The sensual intensity that overwhelms the narrative at its climaxes offers one emblem of
excess. This sensory material is a manifestation of affect, of the kind of narrative potentiality that
Melissa Gregg and Gregory Seigworth describe in their introduction to The Affect Theory Reader
as the “bloom-space of an ever-processual materiality.”2 Affect appears in text as burgeoning
narrative atmosphere, a sense of the import of that which is about to happen or is already
happening but has not been articulated explicitly. The interplay between imposed structure and
affective content is manifest as a surreal overflow, an uncontrollable shudder of intensity that
disrupts both moral imperative and narrative motion. The first noteworthy instance of this occurs
when Amadace encounters the unburied corpse, an episode which initiates the central plot of the

story.

1 Jacques Derrida, The Gift of Death and Literature in Secret, trans. David Wills (Chicago,
2007), p. 67.

12 Gregory Seigworth and Melissa Gregg, “An Inventory of Shimmers,” introduction to The
Affect Theory Reader, ed. Seigworth and Gregg (Durham, N.C., 2010), p. 9.
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Shortly after setting out on his quest, Amadace—with “no more” “lafte...in his cofurs to
spende, / But evyn forty powunde” [no more left in his coffers to spend except for forty pounds]
(I. 59-60)—encounters a “chapell of stone and tre” [chapel of stone and wood] (I. 65). He sends
his “knave” to investigate, and the boy is arrested by “a stinke” so great “that dwelle ther he ne
myghte” [a stink so great that he cannot remain nearby] (ll. 71-72). Persisting, he “stopput his
nase with his hude; / Nerre the chapell dur he yode, / Anturs for to lere” [stopped his nose with
his hood, made his way to the chapel door, in order to learn of events (therein)] (Il. 72-75).
Reaching the chapel window, he sees a sorrowful woman sitting near a bier. Without asking her
what she’s doing, he returns to Amadace and describes the scene nearly word-for-word, reciting
the same lines given by the narrator only ten lines earlier: “Ther stondus a bere and canduls toe; /
Ther sittus a woman, and no moe. / Lord! carefull is hur rede” [There stands a bier and two
candles; there sits a woman, and no more. Lord! distressed is her expression] (Il. 88-90). Even
his exclamation, “Lord!”, is taken directly from the preceding lines. The repetition of this
description emphasizes the sense of suspension in this scene; the events are described over and
over from different perspectives without any narrative progression, so that the reader, like the

characters, is caught in a static moment.

Suche a stinke as | had thare, Such a stink as | perceived there,
Sertis thenne had | nevyr are I had certainly never perceived before
Noquere in no stid. Nowhere in no place.

For this palfray that | on ryde For this palfrey on which I ride

Ther myghte I no lengur abide; I can no longer abide there;

| traue | have keghte my dede. [LI. 91-96] | believe I have caught my death.

Rather than approaching the chapel himself, Amadace next commands his squire to investigate,

“To witte quat woman that there ware, / “And tithinges bring thu me’” [To discover what woman
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the one there is, ‘And bring me news’] (ll. 98-99).22 Himself unwilling to approach the chapel,
Amadace makes use of his retainer to investigate: his squire acts as a second interlocutor
between himself and the disturbing scene.

Throughout this section, the poem emphasizes the sense of delay and deferral. Amadace
finds himself repeatedly removed from any true contact with the event that exudes such a stench.
By rehearsing the squire’s approach to the stench twice, by emphasizing Amadace’s distance
from it, the text focalizes the reading experience on this moment. This scene halts the narrative
in its tracks; sensation not only exceeds but overwhelms narrative content, preventing forward
motion. A rotting body rests in a chapel, and the sensory and psychological consequences of that
body arrest the characters and slow the plot; the episode vibrates through the narrative just as the
horrific smell vibrates through the scene. The multiple, unconvincing explanations given by the
knave for his distance from the chapel support this point. He claims, first, that he couldn’t
approach because he simply couldn’t bear the stink (1. 71-72); second, that his horse prevented
him from lingering near the chapel, whether because it refused to move nearer or because the
knave feared its reaction (ll. 94-95); and finally, and following rapidly on the heels of the last, he
fears that he has “keghte” his “dede” (1. 96)—i.e., that the smell stands in for some deadly
miasma or contaminant. Any one of these explanations might be feasible enough. Their rapid
accretion, however—why produce multiple explanations when one would do?—suggests some
stronger, unspoken reason for the delay or hesitation, either one that both Amadace and his men

know and refuse to announce, or one that no one can articulate.

13 Notably, the word “tithinges” in these lines, though most obviously intended to mean “tidings”
in the sense of news or a report, can also mean a “tithe” or fractional payment (as in the modern
sense) and so reduplicates the ongoing play among formalizing terms for both finance and
narrative.
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Is the smell a smell? The power of the smell for the characters in this scene suggests that
it is something more, and more complex, than an external circumstance. Rather, its effects—
delay, horror, simultaneous withdrawal and attraction—suggest something more capacious, more
troublingly central to the text’s concerns, than its symptom, a physical odor generated by a
decaying body. The smell is excessive. It exceeds its narrative explanation—that it emanates
from a corpse. In its intensity, the scene offers a sensualized manifestation of affect, a scene
charged with unintelligible social force. Coding affect as a smell lends it recognizable bodily
context. Amadace and his retainers repeatedly attempt to manage or articulate it in a way that
would make intelligible the way in which its intensity relates to and interacts with their own
bodies. This particular smell, I argue, offers a way of imagining an affective investment; it offers
a tangible—or rather, olfactory—concretization of the overwhelming affective force that

permeates this scene.

Affective Investment

When Amadace, the knave, and the squire try, and fail, and try again, to approach the
chapel, they are caught in a moment of hesitation before an altered world. This account of such a
moment of transition resonates with Tzvetan Todorov’s description of the instant of the fantastic.
For Todorov, the “fantastic” occupies a space of hesitancy: “In a world which is indeed our
world, the one we know, a world without devils, sylphides, or vampires, there occurs an event
which cannot be explained by the laws of this same familiar world. The person who experiences

the event must opt for one of two possible solutions. . . . The fantastic occupies the duration of
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this uncertainty.” Struck by conditions that do not conform to any comprehensible version of
the world in which he lives, the subject hesitates, contemplates, reflects before he accepts one
version of reality or another. “Either total faith or total incredulity would lead us beyond the
fantastic: it is hesitation which sustains its life,” Todorov says. Once the hero or the reader
decides that he is in the space of the real or the supernatural world, he no longer occupies that
period of hesitation.

Though Todorov’s space of hesitancy does not quite map onto Amadace’s approach to
the chapel, this account of transition and integration makes legible important features of the
scene. Like Todorov’s nineteenth-century hero, Amadace is confronted with something
incomprehensible, which must be assimilated to his narrative before he or it can continue. When
the strange smell impinges upon Amadace’s previously predictable journey through the forest, it
forces the insertion of a new or adjusted framework for both sensation and narrative. While
Todorov’s account of the transition from the familiar to the supernatural suggests the importance
of the moment of hesitation he terms “the fantastic,” Todorov does not identify the substance of
that moment, instead tying it solely to its textual symptom. Affect theory offers a more capacious
account of what occurs in this transition between worlds: the transformation of intensity to
recognizable content. Affect is managed by its articulation or explanation, by being named as a
familiar experience (just as the unmanageable and excessive events of Amadace are coded into
the shape of romance). This scene illustrates with particular emphasis the ongoing desire for
coherence, for affect to be articulated in terms of comprehensible sensory, and ultimately

narratively contingent, content.

14 Tzvetan Todorov, The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre, trans. Richard
Howard (Ithaca, N.Y., 1975), p. 25.
15 Ibid., 31.

32



Affect in its pure form is unmanageable, unbearable. The smell’s still-incomprehensible
intensity demonstrates that the affect it conveys remains in excess of a sensory identification. In
other romances, as in Amadace, the affective content of a scene—its strangeness, its excess—
often seems to precede the articulation of that affect as a comprehensible social event. This
belated naming helps manage the textual intensity, as Brian Massumi’s account of affect
suggests. Massumi describes affective intensity as “an emotional state, and that state is static—
temporal and narrative noise. It is a state of suspense, potentially of disruption. It is like a
temporal sink, a hole in time, as we conceive of it and narrativize it.” In the chapel, stink is
“narrativized” as a kind of “temporal sink”—it draws the narrative into itself and freezes it,
forcing its subjects to live and relive the sensory situation, to repeatedly describe it in an attempt
to come to terms with its apparent unmanageability, even as the scene resonates with the
continued clamor of that intensity.

Inscription into a sensory form—a smell—fails to adequately account for the intensity of
this narrative vibration; accordingly, the next effort to manage affect is a turn to coherent social
form—to emotion. The knave’s repetitive statements modulate the scene through the frame of
multiple bodies: the knave and the squire (in their recitations), the woman in the chapel (by way
of the squire’s quotation and then by her own speech), and Amadace himself—as well as,

perhaps, the horses.r” Through the scene’s accumulated perspectives, the overstimulation of an

16 Brian Massumi, Parables for the Virtual: Movement, Affect, Sensation (Durham, N.C., 2002),
p. 26.

1" Whether the horses represent an additional bodily frame depends upon the squire’s ambiguous
“For this palfray that I on ryde.” He might mean that he will not approach even if compensated
in the amount of the cost of his palfrey—i.e., “I would not approach for any amount of money”’;
or, on the other hand, that he declines to approach out of sympathy for his mount. This
ambivalence represents a more local instance of the poem’s confusion of economic and ethical
concerns—is the squire’s hesitance grounded in financial or affective anxiety?
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excessive sensory environment is managed, corralled, or at the very least made recognizable to
characters and readers. Each successive iteration makes clearer not just what is happening within
and around the chapel, but why it is happening. The shift in focus from amorphous smell to the
dramatic sorrow of a grieving widow mirrors the differentiation Massumi makes between affect
and emotion. Where emotion is describable in socially coherent terms—the wife wrings her
hands and sobs—affect is an atmosphere, a set of bodily circumstances that exist without
explanation. The subject blushes, trembles, weeps: the symptom anticipates its explanation, just
as the smell anticipates its cause in the corpse.: The emotional detail in the squire’s final
description—the wife who “sore . . . sikes and hondus wringus, / And evyr...crius on hevyn
kynges” [sighs sorely and wrings her hands, / And continually cries upon heaven’s king] (1L
112-13)—finally makes the emotional investment of the characters somewhat equivalent to the
smell and to the affective miasma it conveys. The text has seemingly sufficiently managed the
initially uncontrollable intensity of the scene by means of comprehensible emotion. Not until the
stench is adequately assigned emotional coherence is Amadace persuaded to enter the chapel.
Such intensity looks, in theory, like a moment of hesitation or arrest in a narrative that
gives way, generally, to understanding. The “temporal sink” forces both the reader and the
figures inside the narrative to pause and realign their expectations. The world of the text must
confront and assimilate undifferentiated forms of intensity; a smell must be attached to a body,
tears to sorrow. This process, as Patricia Clough notes in her summation of Mark Hansen’s work,
relates Massumi’s “sink” to physiological processes; it is the “half second of brain activity before

a subject indicates a conscious response to stimuli” that Francisco Varela terms a ““frame’ or

18See, for example, Eric Shouse, “Feeling, Emotion, Affect,” M/C Journal 8 (Sept. 2014),
journal.media-culture.org.au/0512/03-shouse.php
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‘window of simultaneity.””” For Hansen, Varela emphasizes the split second wherein the human
brain processes what it sees as a “‘horizon of integration,”” “always emergent and intrinsically
unstable, a metastability.”?® This moment of “integration” is the moment at which the human
body, itself an organizational entity, incorporates and interprets a set of uncoded stimuli (or
rather, both external stimuli and their physiological effects) to register an event.

Theorists conceptualize affect, then, as potentiality, the conjuncture of the swirling
atmosphere around a body alongside that body’s response. Affect comes poised for coding into
comprehensibility. In the affective moment, the vagaries of the external world, of the
“superempirical,” align with the signals of the bodily machine and are, accordingly, organized.
Such concepts shed considerable light on the romance episode under consideration here.
Amadace and his companions hesitate as they struggle to contemplate and comprehend the scene
that confronts them—and so this pause, like Todorov’s fantastic, is a pause that arbitrates
between two worlds. Todorov’s fantastic and Varela and Massumi’s moments of integration
share a concept importantly applicable to Amadace: they each articulate moments in which the
subject, stymied by the overwhelming sensory conditions of the world surrounding him,
hesitates, defers, delays.2 In the romance, this is a moment in which the apprehending,

apprehensive subject pauses or repeats, demonstrating a need to order the affective in a

19 Patricia Clough, “The Affective Turn: Political Economy, Biomedia, and Bodies,” in The
Affect Theory Reader, ed. Seigworth and Gregg (Durham, N.C., 2010), p. 210.

20 T am not suggesting that Todorov’s space of hesitancy is identical to Clough’s iteration of
Varela and Massumi’s moments of code integration: it can’t be, since as Clough points out,
Massumi’s summation of affect is set up partly as an alternative to a nineteenth-century model of
the bodily organism. Where Todorov’s is a process of mental effort, of contemplation and
decision, the affective model is useful specifically for its negotiation of pre- or noncerebral
environments and bodily reactions. For a useful critique of affect theory’s approach to
noncerebral bodily engagements, see Ruth Leys, “The Turn to Affect: A Critique,” Critical
Inquiry 37 (Spring 2011): 434-72, as well as William Connolly’s response, “The Complexity of
Intention,” Critical Inquiry 37 (Summer 2011): 791-98.
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comprehensible way. When multiple characters (the narrator, the knave, the squire, the wife)
describe the scene occurring in the chapel, these are multiple attempts at managing the scene.
Each character must approach, describe, decide, instantiating a set of boundaries that dictate the
form of the event within the narrative and so the narrative itself.

Affect theory makes legible this moment of delay, particularly in its attention to, and its
refusal to articulate precisely, the form and function of overwhelming narrative atmosphere. As
Gregg and Seigworth note, affect may be articulated as the openness of possibility and sensory
input. The narrative conditions the subject encounters can be qualified or described in terms of
their very overwhelmingness, rather than their specific content, because such content does not
(yet) exist in the subject’s world, in the narrative scene. The smell of the corpse, then, is not the
smell of a corpse at all: rather, it is a way of characterizing a moment of incomprehensible
affective turmoil in sensory terms. Amadace encounters something imagined as a smell so as to
organize chaotic input. The smell from the corpse stands as a condition of possibility, of
contingency, one that is only partially captured by a sensory experience. Once such potentiality
is coded as a smell, effects are managed by gestural and explanatory strategies: the knave covers
his nose and speaks of the dangers of illness; Amadace asks the widow what has happened to

bring this about.

Investment in the Body

The progress of this scene in Amadace, therefore and like other progressive depictions of
affect and emotion, assimilates environmental stimuli to a communicable narrative. Within the
narrative, however, even the widow’s sorrow does not provide adequate explanation for the
corpse’s smell. The squire, compelled to mention the stink again, judges it in excess of the

narrative he’s produced of “the grete soro that ho opon him se, / Stingcand opon his bere” [the
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great sorrow that she sees upon him, stinking on his bier] (Il. 116-17) (my emphasis).
Ultimately, only an account of emotion’s bodily value fully accounts for the overwhelming affect
of this scene: The widow’s declaration that she will remain by his side, “Till ho fall dede downe
to the stone, / For his life was hur full dere” [till she falls down dead on the stone, for his life was
to her fully dear] (ll. 119-20). The valuation of her own body manages to compensate for the
intensity of this scene: though the other descriptions of the event have attempted to contain its
affective fullness on the basis of sensory perception and emotional investment, ultimately only
the loss of her own life constitutes sufficient representation of its import. As in the opening
stanza of the poem, “full dere” operates here as a mournful pun. While “full” means “greatly,”
the word’s semantic range includes worth, signifying here the totality of her husband’s worth.
His life is fully, wholly costly: it is dear since it requires the recompense of her whole body for
his. The only adequate signifier for the affective content of her husband’s dead body must be her
own.

This equivalency between the wife’s and the husband’s bodies achieves a tenuous
balance, at least momentarily poised between logic and lunacy. The deep incomprehensibility of
these bodies comes into focus in the face of questions of literal worth. The merchant’s widow
explains that her husband has been refused burial because of his debts, doomed by his own
generosity. Although a rich man in life, upon his death he still owed thirty pounds to a merchant
who, “This corse the erthe forbede, / And sayd, howundus schuld his bodi to draw, / Then on the
fild his bonus tognaue” [forbade this corpse the earth, and said, hounds should pull apart his
body, then gnaw his bones in the fields] (Il. 189-91). Not content to cancel his debts upon death,
the creditor demands bodily dismemberment and utter disrespect for his debtor. This is why the

widow continues to sit by the man’s body; she intends to remain, “Till dethe cum and take me
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to” [until death comes and takes me too] (l. 197). This moment emphasizes the problem of the
widow’s body in this pivotal scene. For Amadace, as for the reader, the presence of the wife’s
living body mediates the male dead and rotting one: she functions, for one thing, as the narrator
of his death and circumstances. She occupies a kind of lingering, excessive life attached to the
corpse, a living prosthetic. Her body functions, moreover, as the only effective valuation of her
husband’s. But once her body is marked as equivalent to her husband’s corpse, the material fact
of the corpse’s debts calls up the fundamental impossibility of such calculations of the body’s
value.

The illogic of this system of equivalencies is illustrated by Amadace’s own excessive
affect in relation to the corpse. When he pays the dead man’s debts, “Unnethe he myghte forgoe
to wepe” [He could hardly keep from weeping] (. 206), the narrator explains. As Amadace
notes, “He myghte full wele be of my kynne, / For ryghte so have I wroghte” [He might just as
well be of my kin, for just so have I done] (ll. 209-10). The nameless corpse closely mirrors
Amadace’s own mistakes, and so Amadace imagines him to be a part of his spiritual family; and
as if it were possible for us to miss the dead man as double, the narrator goes so far as to have
Amadace explicitly state that he feels as though the man were a part of his own family. “The
hero’s dead companion is his Doppelganger, his mirror,” as Danielle Bohler notes, [“Le mort
compagnon du héros est son Doppelganger, son miroir”’].2 For Bohler, Amadace’s designation
as the corpse’s potential relative registers the obligations owed by the living to the dead. Living
relatives are responsible for the burial and rituals when a family member dies; they ensure the

dead progress to Heaven. Yet in this case the dead man does have family alive to bury him: he

21 Danielle Bohler, “Béances de la terre et du temps: la dette et le pacte dans le motif du Mort
reconnaissant au Moyen Age,” L’Homme 29 (July—Dec. 1989): 173-74.
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has a widow. Viewing Amadace as fulfilling the obligations for burial overlooks living presence
of the corpse’s wife. She could be responsible for her husband’s burial. The affective network
around the corpse emerges as more complex than any straightforward relation between a debt
and its fulfillment.

Like Amadace, the merchant to whom the corpse is indebted demonstrates an emotional
intensity around the body of the man he’s wronged. His reaction is motivated not by the logic of
the narrative but by the powerfully conflicted terms of bodily economies on view here. When
Amadace confronts the merchant whose unsatisfied debt has deprived the nameless man of
burial, the merchant grouses, ““God gif him a sore grace, / And all suche waisters as he
wasse...For he lise there with my thritti powunde / Of redy monay and of rowunde, / Of hitte
gete [ nevyr more” [God give little grace to him and all such wasters as he was...For he lies there
with my thirty pounds of ready and round money, which | can never get back again] (ll. 247-52).
The resentment of the creditor is not merely a philosophical or economic: it is a deeply felt
bodily reaction. The creditor desires to redeem his losses, damaging his opponent’s physical
body in recompense for the damage to his own financial self. The merchant’s intent to refuse
burial in the absence of payment—“That body schall nevyr in the erthe come / My silvyr tille
that | have; / Till ho be ded as wele as he, / That howundus schall, that I may se, / On filde thayre
bonus tognaue” [That body shall never come into the earth until I have my silver; until she be
dead as well as he, that hounds shall, that | may see, gnaw their bones in the field] (Il. 260-64)—
makes visible the collapse of the financial and the physical. Some strange reversal has occurred
in these lines. And it is a reversal that mirrors Amadace’s assertion of kinship: the physical body

of the stinking corpse has been overwhelmed by its financial value.
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The physical form that should be merely a figure for profligacy—debt, imagined as a
body that can’t be ignored—has literally collapsed into its abstraction: the body is somehow
identical to the debt. The merchant seems to claim that financial losses embed the debtor’s body,
that his money can somehow actually be redeemed by the death and mutilation of his debtor and
the debtor’s wife. The body, he insists, shall never be placed in the earth until the creditor regains
his silver; the body shall never be placed in the earth till his wife is as dead as he, so that dogs
can gnaw their bones. Though an “or” seems to be implied—*“I won’t let him be buried until |
get my silver back, or until his widow is dead as well and I’ve seen the hounds gnaw their
bones”—it is never stated. Syntactically, “Till ho be ded” stands in apposition to “tille that I have
[my silvyr],” so that the two are made strangely equivalent. The merchant blurs these bodies
such that the corpse’s wife (excluded from the economic transaction through Amadace’s
intervention) becomes again an element of the debtor’s financial body, making bodily boundaries
harder to trace. Apparently, the uncomfortable sensual intensity with which the merchant invests
his financial losses requires that all forms of the body—the corpse, his possessions, his wife—be
collapsed into one affective whole. The merchant’s vehemence suggests the unsettled financial
reckoning in this text; payback can blur and collapse bodily boundaries, it can render the human
body abstract as payment of a debt; it can, and conversely, make an abstract monetary instrument

bodily and human.

Gifts and Bargains
In these sections the poem has pointed to the problematic equivalencies amongst the
embodied and the abstracted—the human body and its value, the status of knight and the wealth

it requires, the affect and its articulated form. This varied field becomes clearest in the bargain
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struck between Amadace and the white knight, which captures many of the major ambiguities
driving the narrative. This unreliable bargain simultaneously occupies divergent social codes; as
we shall see, it blurs the terms of economic exchange and beneficence. By the end of the text,
this “forwart” [contract] calls into question the distinctions among gift, exchange, and sacrifice.

When Amadace and the white knight make their deal, the knight is very clear on two
features of their agreement to whose problematic alignment Amadace seems blind. The primary
purpose of the tournament is the acquisition of the princess’s hand. Furthermore, the white
knight takes care to state explicitly that he will expect precisely half of “whatever” Amadace
wins—“evyn to part betwene us toe / The godus thu hase wonun and spedde” [to divide evenly
between us two the goods you have won and acquired] (ll. 503-04). Amadace seems blind to the
dire consequences that the narrative makes clear. If Amadace succeeds, the white knight will win
half of the princess. Nonetheless, he blithely agrees. Many romances are motivated by moments
like this one, in which simpleminded heroes treat complex agreements in straightforward terms.
Readers are, however, on notice: a romance bargain regularly poses something fraught—even
life and death—as uneasily assimilated to cleanly mathematical systems of calculated debit and
exchange. A similar moment occurs in the near-contemporary Gawain and the Green Knight;
readers of Amadace may well recall Gawain’s too-easy bargain with the Green Knight, presaging
danger. (“I schal stonde hym a strok, stif on pis flet, / Ellez pou wyl d3t me pe dom to dele hym
anoper Barlay” [I will allow him a stroke, standing upright on this ground, and you will give me
the right to deal him the same. Agreed].22 Anyone who proposes such a trade must have

something (or several somethings) up his sleeve. Both the Green and the white knights intend to

22 Anonymous, “Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,” in The Poems of the Pearl Manuscript:
Pearl, Cleanness, Patience, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, ed. Andrew Malcolm and Ronald
Waldron (Liverpool, 2008), 11. 294-95.
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unmask the hero’s failings; they also both know themselves to be exempt from the limitations of
mortal life.

The strangeness of the white knight’s bargain suggests, also, the difficulty of assimilating
form to content, a point foregrounded in the scene of the shipwreck that follows the knights’
agreement. The crux of the contract is an exchange of goods: the knight will provide Amadace
with resources, and Amadace will invest those resources with the intention of repaying the
knight at an agreed-upon future date. As soon as the contract is made, however, the instability of
its terms are revealed. The bargain between the two relies on the assumption of the knight and
Amadace’s respective possession of wealth: the knight has it now and will give it to Amadace,
Amadace will then give it back in the future. It turns out, however, that the fulfillment of the
bargain relies not on any wealth the knight possesses, but on a shipwreck of mysterious
provenance whose location he describes to Amadace. The white knight’s treatment of tragedy as
resource destabilizes the bargain. He does not give Amadace wealth; he gives him information.
Further, the lack of clarity around the shipwreck itself—did the white knight somehow cause it,
or is the reader to understand it as a coincidental detail of the narrative?—foregrounds the
artificiality of the romance narrative.

In the earlier scene of the chapel, affect preceded any articulation of cause; a vibrant
scene awaited explanation. In the fulfillment of the bargain between Amadace and the knight, on
the other hand, cause or need drives the production of a scene. The knight explains to Amadace
that he should seek out a shipwreck and outfit himself from its contents. But he describes the
shipwreck by way of a kind of alibi for Amadace, emphasizing the creative construction of the
shipwreck rather than the horror of the scene itself. “Thu say,” the knight tells Amadace, “the

menne that come with the, / That thay were drounet on the see, / With wild waturs slone” [You
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will say that the men that came with you were drowned on the sea, slain by wild waters] (ll. 487—
89). The “real” scene, the scene as it manifests in the poem, emerges from a doubly fictional (the
knight inventing a story that Amadace is to perform) account of that very scene. In the next
stanza, the shipwreck appears as truth; Amadace encounters a ship “wrekun amung the stones”
amongst “Knyghtes in menevere for the nones, / Stedes quite and gray, / With all kyne maner of
richas” [wrecked among the stones . . . Knights in fancy trim at that instant, steeds white and
gray, with all related sorts of wealth] (ll. 520-22). In these lines, one character in the poem
provides another with an account of a fictional adventure, and that fictional adventure appears
wholesale in the text.

The knight’s advice to Amadace makes inescapable the arbitrary fictionality of romance
events. We know that the poet has the power to narrate contingent events, but now even
characters within the text can construct events to answer to their needs. In this sequence,
description anticipates affect and so dispels it. If the scene in the chapel was overflowing with
intensity that escaped narrative structure, the scene of the shipwreck is all plot. It acts as the
earlier scene’s direct obverse. In place of a singular corpse overflowing with affective intent, this
scene depicts a multitude of uncorrupted, undescribed bodies: the men’s deaths are never exactly
explained; Amadace almost seems to be investigating a party somehow frozen or suspended in
time, rather than bodies in the process of sensual, physical decay. Unlike the earlier scene, in
which the dead man’s body presented a problem for his family, his community, and with the
stench of his corpse, even for passersby, this scene emphasizes death in sterile terms, as the
arrest of life. Life has been lost, money is available to compensate for burial. No one remains to
ensure burial is done. No one remains to smell any decay. Amadace unabashedly takes what he

needs from the wreckage with no hesitation; he dresses himself in cloth of gold, and takes an
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unexpectedly surviving horse to use in the tournament. Unlike the earlier scene of death, this one
is rife with objects but devoid of affect; the scene stages death and loss but ignores their effect.

Neither Amadace nor the narrator bother with the narrative processes of recognition and
integration notable in the earlier scene. Absent the vibrating intensity of that earlier scene, this
moment attends to surfaces, materials, and objects—stones, miniver, chests of treasure, all empty
form. These bodies serve an instrumental purpose for Amadace. He makes no effort to bury the
dead. In the earlier scene, on the other hand, affect precedes plot. The smell happens first. The
sensory and emotional account of its intensity follows after. In contrast, in the shipwreck
episode, although they are stunningly visible, causes of affective disturbance engender no effect.
Here, explanation precedes experience: the text has already made clear that these objects have
been generated to supply the hero’s need. This anticipatory explanation dispels any affective
atmosphere that dozens of dead bodies might create.

The instrumentality of dead bodies in this scene further complicates the calculation of a
human body’s value. As in the scene of the unburied body in the chapel, the poet presents a
troubled equivalency between wealth and a human body. But if the earlier scene anticipated the
body’s worth in excess of its material context, here atmosphere suggests it may be worth little or
nothing. These bodies exist only as resources, as a stockpile of wealth for Amadace to plunder.
There is here no fraught negotiation of their worth. These deaths are purely structural and
instrumental: their only function is to further the narrative, without pause for the kind of aimless
affective resonance that introduced the earlier scene. The bleak atmosphere of this scene
proceeds not just from its aesthetics—the empty sea, the sky, the bodies, and Amadace alone—
but from its seeming senselessness, its nonspecific and purposeless destruction treated not as

tragedy but as trove, as a resource: knights dressed for a tournament, horses ready to be ridden,
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money waiting to be spent, all unmoving and unused and only present as signifiers of exchange

value, not of feeling.

The Lingering Debt

The poem’s emotional or psychological investment in the problems of exchange
ultimately culminates in the payment of Amadace’s debt to the white knight. Yet the final events
of the narrative again call into question the calculable value of human lives or bodies. When the
nameless knight arrives at his gate, Amadace’s reception of his guest is marked again by
affective overinvestment. He tells his men, “To serve him wele to fote and honde, / Ryghte as ye
wold do me” [To serve him well at food and hand, just as you would me] (11. 689—90). This is
followed by the indecipherable comment that Amadace’s lady, also, “did wele that hur aghte to
do; / All that hur lord lufd worschipput ho” [did rightly what she ought to do; all that her lord
loved, she worshipped] (Il. 694-95). Presumably “that hur aghte to do” refers to household
preparations that she might oversee; its nonspecificity, in the context of Amadace’s command
that his guest be treated just like him, seems just shy of innuendo. Amadace’s emotional
priorities seem just as unbalanced here as they were at the beginning of the poem: there’s
something uncouth about his intensity of his affections. A knight should be generous to his men,
but not so generous that he bankrupts himself; he should be loyal to a companion who has aided
him, but not so loyal that he forgoes his loyalty to his wife.

Moreover, Amadace’s unrestrained affection perpetuates the confusion of economic and
emotional debt: Amadace stands in a significant, but measurable, debt to the nameless knight.
Having promised half his winnings, he should be under no obligation to feel the kind of fanatical

devotion that he seems to feel. Such devotion goes beyond hospitality or gratitude and into
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slavishness—or rather, converges on vassalage and noblesse oblige, the obligations and
responsibilities of a knight and lord that are fundamentally incompatible with the kind of bargain
the white knight understands them to have. The poem emphasizes this when Amadace’s
overwrought attempts at service to the knight—to stable his horse himself, to lead him into the
hall—are met by a firm rebuttal and declaration of economic debt: “I will nauthir ete, drinke, no
duelle,” he says, “Butte take and dele hit evun in toe, / Gif me my parte, and lette me goe, / Gif |
be wurthi oghte” [I will neither eat, drink, nor stay, but take and divide it evenly in two; give me
my part, and let me go, if I am worthy of anything] (ll. 704-8). The desire to maintain stringently
financial terms is palpable here, and produces a discordant social scene: where Amadace wishes
to reaffirm and do justice to a passionate debt of honor, the nameless knight insists on the
quantitative contract that formalizes that debt.

The text draws a clear distinction between Amadace’s aristocratic, romantic formulation
of obligation and the white knight’s essentially mercantile formulae. Amadace is hurt by this
division and by the knight’s implication that Amadace’s gratitude and fellowship represent an

evasion of the monetary debt he owes. “‘For Goddus luffe,”” he says,

lette suche wurdus be! let such words be!

Thay grevun my herte full sore. They grieve my heart very sorely.
For we myghte noghte this faurtenyghte For we could not this fortnight
Owre rich londus dele and dighte, Divide and distribute our rich lands
Thay liun so wide quare. That expand so broadly from here.
Butte lette us leng together here, Rather let us stay together here,
Righte as we brethir were, Just as though we were brothers,
As all thin one hit ware. [LI. 710-17] As though it were all your own.

Amadace implores the knight to forget not just the injustice he seems to think Amadace is
perpetrating, but also the very idea that the debt should be payable in any precise terms.
While Amadace thinks of the service done him as a chivalrous act of generosity between

knights, the merchant sees it as a contract, a “forwart.” “Butte a forwart make I with the.../ That
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evyn to part between us toe / The godus thu has wonun and spedde” [But an agreement I make
with you / To divide evenly between us two / The good you have won and earned] (