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“Par foi, ans mes ne vi tel con”

Medieval Sexually Explicit Narrative: the Fabliau
Av ULF MALM

1. Introductory Note.

In 1893 Joseph Bédier defined the Old French fablian in a manner still considered clas-
sic, frequently quoted and admired for its remarkable concision: “Les fabliaux sont
des contes A rire en vers.”' Despite the fact that certain aspects of Bédier’s description
of the fabliau, particularly the one claiming that it is a genre aimed at the bourgeoi-
sie have been disputed,” most commentators on the fzbliau still insist on humor and/
or parody as especially pertinent to the fabliau, thus stressing its qualities of entertain-
ment, i. e. its delectatio, to speak with Glending Olsen.’ Important here is of course the
fact that the fabliaux themselves tend to stress amusement, enjoyment, and recreation
as their main motivation. Thus they offer delectatio, but also a certain kind of utilitas
as stressed by Olsen:

The refreshment of one’s spirit is a legitimate motive for certain kinds of discourse; it is
the pragmatic justification of fictions which delight rather than profit, and the fabliau
define what utilitas they have on this psychological ground.4

This is how the virtues of the fablian are presented in “Du chevalier qui fist les cons

parler”, one of the most remarkable ones within the genre and discussed more in de-

tail infra:

Flabel sont or mout encorsé;

maint denier en ont enborsé

cil qui les content et les portent,
Quar grant confortement raportent
as enovrez et as oiseus,

quant il n’i a genz trop noiseus,

et nes a ceus qui sont plain d’ire,

Se il ooent bon flabeau dire,

Silor fait il grant alegance

Et oublier duel e pesance,

Et mauvaitié et pemsement.S
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8 - UlfMalm

One of the most influential critics/scholars writing about the fzblian, Pierre Nykrog,
has insisted upon the parody found in the fzbliau and particularly, then, the notion
of “burlesque courtois’, i. e. the idea that the fzblian insists on mocking courtly litera-
ture by means of this particular brand of parody. This is achieved mainly by the clash-
ing of styles which accounts for the obscene diction of so many fzbliaux.® Nykrog is
quite strongly opposed in this by Philippe Ménard who instead stresses the humor of
the genre as a result of a particular application of the Virgilian wheel,” or more specif-
ically “effets de dissonance voulus par les conteurs”® In his seminal book Ménard also
stresses the didactic dimension of the fzbliau, i. e., really, its utilitas, although he does
not use the term. He especially stresses the fact that “les auteurs de fabliaux ne se sig-
nalent jamais comme des ennemis de la morale. Point de provocation et de déclaration
fracassante. Tout au contraire, I'intention didactique et morale est sans cesse présente.”
Furthermore, Ménard also stresses the rich use of the world essemzple (atin exemplum)
in Old French with its ever present “valeur morale”'® To Jiirgen Beyer the fablianx
sometimes work as miniature comedies developing a proverb, i.e they provide utilitas
or even exempla.'' Charles Muscatine, too, stresses the moral dimension of the fzbliau,
its ethics and what it means in the medieval French context and what this particular
genre can tell us about this very period."”* To Muscatine “the fabliau ‘cosmos’ is a par-
ticularly material one,”* the result of which is a specific kind of materialism brought
to the fore in the genre’s keen interest in food, drink, and, especially sexuality. To Mus-

catine the fabliau is best seen

if not as the production of a social class, then as the expression of a subculture that, like
the large and powerful contemporaneous subculture of Christian religion, runs across
class lines and forms its membership on another principle.14

Moreover, the fabliaux

represent a valuesystem that coexists, along with an indeterminate number of other val-
uesystems, in a wide range of individuals in the culture. We might say that the individuals
who share this system, by virtue of sharing it, constitute a cultural stratum, or subculture,
that has, among other things, its own literature and its own history."”

I would argue that this particular system of values is perphaps most conspicuously
brought to the fore in the abundant use of obscene diction and where the rich inter-
play between utilitas and delectatio is most profitable for study. More than scholars like
Nykrog,m Ménard,"” Muscatine,'® and perhaps even more than E. Jane Burns' and Si-
mon Gaunt™ (who do not use these terms) I want to focus on obscene utilitas. Moreo-
ver, much like Jaques Ribard to whom “on a trop tendance a confiner [the fzblian] dans

une fonction de pur divertissement’,”" [ wish to stress the qualities of the exemplum
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“Par foi, ans mes ne vi tel con” - 9

and utilitas and its complex interplay with delectatio (a perspective hardly to be found
in Ribard’s essay) in a number of fabliaux which are studied more in detail than is usu-
ally the case.” The reason is that I firmly believe that every text has to be approached
primarily as a “literary universe” in itself.*> Moreover with N. J. Lacy I wish to stress
that “we should not expect to be able to make generalizations appicable to the fabliaux
uniformly” but to begin by “respecting its richness and essential diversity”,** which, in
my mind, calls for the careful and fairly exhaustive reading of texts chosen from a cer-
tain persective.

Since my approach involves reading representative fabliaux in their entirety, with a
particular emphasis on the explicit and gross description of sexuality and its interplay
with the utilitas-delectatio dichotomy, my approach is, as far as T know, new to the field.
It goes without saying that a project like the present one is in great need of constraint.
For this reason, I have restricted myself to exploring the description of bawdily and
obscenely expressed sexuality and its relation to the important utile/utilitas-delectatio
dichotomy both in its own capacity, and in the light of the intertexually relevant enti-
ties of Genesis, Proverbs, The Song of Songs, misogynic stereotypes of female immoder-
ate lust and deceit (both premedieval and medieval in origin and kind), selected hag-
iographic and theological writing, the doctrine of fin amors,”> and certain aspects of

medieval naturalism.*® Here I concur with Bloch:

Les fabliaux appartiennent & un corpus médiéval de textes latins et vernaculaires congus
a la fois pour l'instruction et le divertissement (i. e. utilitas and delectatio, our remark).
A linverse d’autres formes littéraires de la méme période, la noble “chanson de geste”, la
lyrique courtoise, et le roman chevaleresque, qui veulent inspirer et émouvoir, ces ocuvres
scandaleuses sont pleines de la célébration des appétits du corps: sexualité, économie, gas-
tronomie, et aussi ce qui semble d¢tre le besoin humain de rire. [...] Lethos des fabliaux
rejoint le profond courant de naturalisme médiéval [...] est synonyme de “Tesprit gaulois”
Ces textes appartiennent a cet “autre Moyen Age” en opposition 2 la culture officielle,
et A la grandeur des enseignements de I'Eglise en mati¢re d’argent, de nourriture et de

. 27
sexualité.

Greater limitation is obviously in order, but it will be presented in due course and
when contextually motivated. Finally, a note on the translations: Unless stated other-
wise, all translations are my own, and I must emphasize that clarity of meaning has
been my aim, not stylistic elegance and literary touch. Indeed, I must confess that the
latter would have been beyond the scope of my competence insofar as English is not
my native language, but since I hope to reach a wider audience than those fluent in Old
French I have decided on this solution, nevertheless.
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II. Carnal Pleasure and the Battle between the Sexes. Four fabliaux.

A house-wife is dreaming;:

El dormir, vos di sanz mengonge
que la dame sonja un songe,
glele ert a un marchié annel.
Ainz n'oistes parler de tel!
Ainz n’i ot estal ne bojon,

ne n'i ot loge ne maison,
changes, ne table, ne repair,

o I'an vandist ne gris ne vair,
toile de lin, ne draus de laine,
ne alun, ne bresil, ne graine,
ne autre avoir, ce li ert vis,

fors solemant coilles et viz.
Mais de cez i ot sanz raisons:
plaines estoient les maisons

et les chambres et li solier,

et tot jorz venoient colier
chargiez de viz de totes parz,
et a charretes et a charz.

Ja soit ce c’assez en i vient,
n'estoient mie por noiant,
ainz vandoit bien chascuns lo suen.
Por trente saus 'avoit en buen,
et por vint saus et bel et gent.
Etsi ot viz a povre gent:

un petit avoit en deduit

de dis saus, et de neuf et d'uit.
A detail vandent et en gros:

li meillor erent li plus gros,

li plus chier et li miauz gardé.
La dame a par tot resgardé,
tant sest traveilliee et penee
c’aun estal est asenee

quele en vit un gros, un lonc,
si sest apoice selonc.

Gros fu darriere et gros par tot,
lo musel ot gros et estot;

se lo voir dire vos en voil,

P'an li poist giter en l'oil
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“Par foi, ans mes ne vi tel con” - 11

une cerise de plain vol

n’arestast, si venist au fol

dela coille, que il ot tele

com lo paleron d’une pele,
conques nus hom tele ne vit.

La dame bargigna lo vit,

a celui demanda lo fuer:

“Se vos estiiez or ma suer,

n’i donriiez mains de deus mars.
Li viz nest povres ne eschars,

ainz est li miaudres de Laranie,

et si a coille loreanie

qui bien fait a uan d’aumaje:
prenez lou, si feroiz que saje,

fait cil, demantres qu'an vos proie.
— Amis, que vaudroit longue broie?
Sevos i cuidiez estre saus,

VOSs en avroiz cinquante saus;
jamais n’en avroiz tant nuleu,

et si donrai lo denier Deu,

que Deus m’an doint joie certaine!
— Vos l'avroiz, fait il, por l'estraine,
que ver vos ne me voil tenir.

Et tot ce m'an puist avenir

qu’a lessaier m’an orerez:

je cuit quancor por moi direz

. . . 28
mainte oreison et mainte salme!”

Here, the context is nothing like the ones of the Occitan countercode. The scene is
rather one of everyday life and the persons belong rather within bourgeois circles, i. e.
a social setting very much typical of so many a fzblian.”’

Narratologically speaking, there is a narrative first person voice who is not identical

with any of the participants of the actual plot — a textual arrangement very much typ-

ical for the genre as such®® — opening and closing the text:

D’une avanture que je sai,

que jai of conter a Douai,

vos conterai briement la some,
qavint d'une fame et d'un homme
ne sai pas de chascun lo non.
Preudefame ert, et il prodom,
mais tant vos os bien afichier
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12 - UlfMalm

que li uns ot lautre mout chier.

La nuit furent mout bien ensanble,
mais de ce lo tieng a estot

que 'andemain lo dist par tot,

tant que lo sot Johanz Bodiaus,
uns rimoieres de flabliaus,

et por ce qu'il li sanbla boens,

si l'asenbla avoc les suens:

por ce que plus n'i fist alonge,
fenist la dame ci son conge.™

In bringing the text to an end the narrator discloses the historically sure identitity of
one of the greatest of rimoieres de fabliaus, Jean Bodel. The textual arrangement is in-
teresting as the latter is presented in the third person; thus there are two narrators, un-
less Jean Bodel refers to himself in both persons, not too likely an arrangemant.

The Occitan countercode is strictly lyric; cansd, tensd, cobla, partimen or porquiera
The latter, being a subspecies of the pastorela, embodies not only the lyrical (i. e. being
poetry) but also the epic (a story is being counted) and the dramatic (there are actual
lines uttered or quoted). However, in our porguiera there is no exterior narrrator pre-
sent, the protagonist being the knight himself seeking [amorous] adventure.

In the Occitan countercode blatant sexuality reigns uncontested: texts such as “Eu
venh vas vos, fauda levada’, “Us fotaires”, the coblas of Laffaire Cornilh, La porquiera
could in a certain sense be labelled instances of what S. Marcus has described in terms
of Erototopia, i. e. nothing but sexuality and sexual encounter[s] are to be found in the
given text.”? “Le sohait des Vez” is also a kind of Erototopia, not in a ficticious land-
scape like the one of the pastorela/pastourelle or the relatively absolute autonomy of the
other Occitan texts where there is no specific temporal or local setting present within
the text, but as a vivid and, in general terms, realistically described erotic dream, plac-
ing the text much nearer a conceived and possible reality. What is realistic is not only
the fact that this woman has an erotic dream, but also the fact that dreams have a logic
of their own and a wider frame of possibilities e.g. as regards phallic size and sexual
prowess. The fabliau is quite rich in descriptions of more or less enormous organs, the

most remarkable one being, perhaps, the one belonging to the apprentice in “Le fevre

de Creil”:

Devers le retenant avoit
Plain poing e gros er.I.de lonc...

Tozjors en aguisant se tient
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“Par foi, ans mes ne vi tel con” - 13

Por retrére delivrement,

Et fu rebraciez ensement

Come moines qui jete aus poires...
Rouges come oingnon de Corbueil;
Et si avoit si ouvert ['ueil

Por rendre grant plenté de seve,
Que l'en li péust une feve
Lombarde tres parmi lancier

Que ja n'en lessast son pissier...

Ne que une oue a gorgueter

S’ele éust mengié un rain dorge.”

Interestingly, “the only other comparable descripion is that of the prize merchandise™*
in “Le sohait des Vez”. Of course, organs of this size are more “reasonable” in a dream
context, or for that matter, in the “ficticious reality” of erotic literature in general or
pornography in particular than in reality.”

In “Le sohait des Vez” the narrrator takes considerable care in describing the reasons
for the lady’s dream, how she, overjoyed, receives her husband with hugs, kisses, plenty
of food and [unwisely] wine, eagerly looking forward to her reward:

Un jor ot li prodom a faire

fors do pais: en son afaire

fu bien trois mois fors de la terre
por sa marcheandise querre.
Ne cuidiez pas que il anuit

sa fame, qant ele lo voit;

tel joie con ele devoit

en a fait, com de son seignor:
ainz mais n'en ot joie graignor.
Qant l'ot acolé et baisié,

Mout ot la dame bon talant

de lui faire auques de ses buens,
car ele i ratandoit les suens

et sa bienvue a avoir.”®
Her husband falls asleep and her indignation turns into anger:

“Hal! fait ele, com or se prove

au fuer de vilain puant ort,

Samlaren, drg. 133, 2012, 5. 7-144



14 - UlfMalm

qu'il detst veillier, et il dort!
Mout me torne or a grant anui:
deus mois a que je avoc lui

ne jui, ne il avoques mi:

or l'ont deiable endormi,

.. . 3
a cui je l'otroi sanz desfance!™’

Despite her frustrated desire she decides not to wake him up because she does not
wish him to think her a “glutton”, “Mais ne l'esvoille ne ne bote,/ qu’i la tenist sanpres

”*%), an obvious reference to the medieval standard notion of female sexual ap-

a glote
petite and capacity as being far superior to that of the male. Her desire is momentar-
ily quenched only to be aroused in sleep with her compensatotory dream as a result.
The conceptual frame of her dream is conspiculously materialistic; sexuality is made
a market and a market of a very special kind, which Bodel/the narrator stresses by

means of enumeration and contrast:

Ainz n'oistes parler de tel!
Ainz n’i ot estal ne bojon,

ne n'i ot loge ne maison,
changes, ne table, ne repair,
o I'an vandist ne gris ne vair,
toile de lin, ne draus de laine,
ne alun, ne bresil, ne graine,
ne autre avoir, ce li ert vis,
fors solemant coilles et viz.

Supply and demand govern the description which is strongly vivified by means of a de-
tailed account of the marketing procedures and the differentiation of prices accord-
ing to size and desirability. Conditions are harsh: poor women (as is normally the
case within the fabliau, the setting is strictly heterosexual®) have to accept only small
“pricks”. This is not the case of our lady, who is obviously a woman of considerable
means (and appetite!) and who starts bargaining for an enormous one. The message is
twofold: money can buy anything desirable, even if the coveted object is a “prick”, and,
it takes an enormous “prick” to satisfy the needs of a lady such as this one. The vendor
is somewhat recalcitrant, but finally they settle on a price and the lady raises her hand
to confirm the purchase by means of the customary slap of palms, but of course — the
context being that of the farcial fzbliau — she strikes her husband in the face instead.
She is back into disappointing reality:
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“Par foi, ans mes ne vi tel con” - 15

Et la dame hauce la paume,

si I'a si duremant esmee.

Qant cuide ferir la pamee,

son seignor fiert, mout bien 'asene
de la paume delez la caine

que li cing doiz i sont escrit.
La paume li fremie et frit

del manton deci q’an loroille,
et cil sesbaist, si sesvoille

et en son esveillier tressaut.
Etla dame sesvoille et saut,
qui encor se dormist, son vuel,
car sa joie li torne a duel.
Lajoie en veillant li eslonge
don ele estoit dame par ¢onge:
por ce dormist, son voil, encor!*

The husband is surprisingly gentle when urging his wife to tell him the reason for her
slapping him in the face, while she is at first unwilling to tell the embarassing truth a
possible reference to the well-known medieval cliché of woman as notoriously prone
to supress truth. If this is the case, the allusion to this female fault is nothing like the
more or less vituperative outbursts of so many other medieval male commentators
(and female ones, for that matter, e.g. Chaucer’s Wife of Bath*'):

“Suer, fait il, car me dites or:
que vos songiez a cel cop

que vos me donastes tel cop:
Dormiez o veilliez doncques?
— Sire, je ne vos feri onques,
fait cele, nel dites jamais!

— Tot par amor et tot en pais,
par la foi que devez mon cors,
me dites que vos sambla lors:

ne lo laissiez por nule rien!”*

Now she willingly(!) tells her dream, “et mout volantiers li reconte”* and asks her hus-
band’s forgiveness which is no problem as he is aroused by her warm body, a fact de-
scribed in no indirect terms as his excitement is accounted for by an explicit reference
to his stirring member. The psychology is interesting as he is obviously not put off by
her explicit account of the magnificent “pricks” for sale in her dream but more than
ready to pardon her:
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si fis comme fame endormie:
por Deu ne vos coreciez mie,
que sc je ai folie faite,

etje m’an rant vers vos mesfaite,
sivos en pri merci de cuer!

— Par ma foi, fait il, bele suer,

je vos pardoin, et Deus si face!”
Puis l'acole estroit et enbrace,

et li baise la boche tandre;

et li viz li conmance a tandre

que cele l'eschaufe et enchante.*

The references to God, sin and forgiveness are rendered ez passant, profane sexuality
being the uncontested topic. At first, the husband’s reward for being so tolerant is not
very great: having placed his erect member in her hand, he asks her what she thinks of

it and is blatantly scorned:

“Suer, fait il, foi que me devez
ne se Deus d’anor vos reveste,
que vausist cestui a la feste,
que VoS tenez en vostre main
— Sire, se je voie demain,

qui de teus en aiist plain cofre,
n’i trovast qui i meist ofre,

ne qui donast gote d’argent:
nes li vitala povre gent
estoient tel que uns toz seus
en vaudroit largement ces deus:
teus com li est, or eswardez
que la ne fust ja regardez

de demande prés ne de loin.*

Being something of a believer in “erotic metron” he good-humouredly asks her to make
the best of the situation and to make do with his unimpressive “prick”, something she

actually seems rather willing to do:

— Suer, fait il, de ce n'ai je soin,
mais pran cestui et lai toz caus

tant que tu puisses faire miaus!”

[..]

La nuit furent mout bien ensanble,*
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“Par foi, ans mes ne vi tel con” - 17

This text is remarkable not only for its very direct sexual language, a feature shared
with a considerable number of other medieval texts, especially fazblianx,” but even
more so because of its striking lack of fundamental misogyny. The wife’s sexual appe-
tite is of course both very strong and taken for granted, but she is not scolded for it
but treated rather in a sympathetic way. Accepting the husband’s attitude as the fun-
damental ideologic position of the text, we have to view the message to be something
like “you have to adapt yourself to reality (female sexuality being stronger than male)
and your given situation and cope with it as best you can. Obviously, the husband of
our fabliau can not offer his wife dreamlike sexual bliss but humbly asks her to make
do with his not too impressive “prick”, the implicit message being that they are both
realists. The reason for her acceptance is not explicitly stated but it might be anything
from actual affection for her husband to realism: she knows full well female plight in
patriarchy.

Anyway, what makes this text less misogynic than so many other medieval ones
dealing with female sexual appetite is its message of ecce fernina, “frailty thy name is
woman’, without condemnation, explicitly theological or not. The wife of this story
is certainly one of the many “women on top”* and an obvious example of the general
pattern of the fabliaux where “over fifty per cent of male-female conflicts shows the
woman winning”"’

The concepts of Dolssor conina (to borrow Marcabru’s expression) and Ecce femina
also govern “La Damoisele qui ne pooit oir parler de foutre”* but apart from “foutre”,
“vit” and “coille”, licentiousness is expressed by means of the use of imagery: “les méta-
phores utilisées A cette occasion (poulain, fontaine) permettent d'eviter toute dénom-
ination courante des choses indicibles”’* However, sexuality is very much the core of
the matter in this story where a young girl who cannot stand gross or obscene language
is duped by a young hypocrite who, while pretending to be a “brother in spirit” to her,
succeeds in making love to her.

The young girl is presented in strikingly harsh words directly in the opening lines
of the text:

En iceste fable novele

nos conte d’'une damoisele,

qui mout par estoit orgoilleuse
et felonesse et desdaigneuse:

que — par foi, je dirai tout outre —
ele n'oist parler de foutre

ne de lecherie a nul fuer,

que ele n’atist mal an cuer

et trop en faisoit male chiere.”
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The perspective is obviously one of moral judgment: she deserves to be critized or even
punished because of her faulty qualities, i. e. being somewhat unnatural as she can-
not stand words like “foutre” or “lecherie”. The anonymous author’s perspecive is most
striking as it displays an obviously naturalistic point of view: sex is natural, hence hy-
pocrisy must be condemned even in the case of a young girl. This attitude is strikingly
close to that of Le roman de la rose where Jean de Meung makes Reason chide hypoc-
risy as to the “direct” vocabulary of sexual matters. Sex is natural, good, and actually
the meaning of divine creation; thus there should be no restrictions as to its descrip-

tion, an attitude which makes hypocrisy downright sinful:

Coilles est biaus nons et si l’ains.
Sisont par foi coillon et vit,
Ainc nus plus biaus gaires ne vit
Et quant pour reliques m’oisses
Coilles nommer, le mot prisses
Pour si bel et tant le prissasses
Que partout coilles aorassses

Et les baisasses en eglises

En or et en argent assises.

Je fis les moz et sui certaine
C’onques ne fis chose vilaine,

Et dieus, qui sages est et fis,
Tient a bienfait quanque je fis.
Comment? Par le cors saint omer,
Noserai je mie nommer

Pl‘OpI‘Cant les oeuvres mon pere ?53

Of course there is a distinct difference between the two texts: in the fzbliau there is no
explicit mention of a religious context. Here, God is not referred to in order to prove
the young girl’s unnaturalness. The context is strictly profane, which is, of course, the
normal case in this genre. Perhaps you might say that the referential system is taken for
granted and thus implicit.

Morale is further enhanced by the description of the young girl’s father, presented
both as a “prodome” (gentleman) and a “vilain”(churl). Unorthodox as the narrator
may be in his attack on the young girl’s hypocrisy, his moral standards certainly seem
more run-of-the-mill when he criticizes the girl’s father for being too indulgent toward
his daughter and her whims. She always has her way:

Et ses peres l'avoit tant chiere,
— por ce que plus enfanz n'avoit—
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q’a son voloir trestoit faisoit:
plus ertali que ele a lui.

Et savez por quoi li prodom
navoit sergent en sa maison?
La damoisele n’avoit cure,
por ce quele ert de tel nature
que en nul sen ne sofrist mie
sergent qui nomast lecherie,
vit ne coille ne autre chose.
Et por ce ses peres ne ose
avoir sergent un mois entier—
s'an aiist-il mot grant mestier:
Mais sergent a prendre resoigne
por sa fille que trop endure.*

Now the young man — “qui mout savoit borat et guile” — is introduced and readily
convinces the good man (who must be the typical simpleton of the genre) that his
cherished daughter could be in no better hands than his own. The trickster convinces
the poor father by means of a spectacular mock reaction as the vilain unsuspectingly

tells him of his daughter’s reaction when hearing gross words and obscenities:

Daviez prist sa boche a terdre,
et puis crache autresi et moche
com sil atist mangiee moche.
Au vilain dist: “Ostez, biaus sire!
Sivilain mot ne devez dire!
Taisiez, por Deu l'esperitable,
que ce est li moz au deiable:
n'en parlez mais la o je soie!
Por cent livres je ne voldroie
veoir home qui en parlast

ne qui lecherie nomast,

que grant dolor au cuer me prant!”*

Hypocrite comedy is striking: farcial facial expression is combined with religious ver-
bal code (both God and the Devil are mentioned) in order to emphasize and disclose
David’s trickster mentality and deceitful intent.

The daughter having overheard their conversation readily makes up her mind, con-

vinces her father — in no way unwilling — to take on David, as the young man is called.
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She is so sure of his moral rectitude (or perhaps she is full of ruse as well, we are not
told) that she tells her father that David can sleep with her when it is time to go to bed,
the reason being “mout me sanble de boene foi / et que en boen lou ait esté”!** This ar-
gument — as striking as it is ridiculous (perhaps the young girl is not only a hypocrite
but a fool as well - the narrator leaves us in suspense as to the actual reason) — leads to
the young couple ending up in bed.

The description of the young girl is strikingly different when its comes to her phys-
ical appearance and the vocabulary used is rather that of courtly romance or trouba-
dour poetry:

et Daviez s’ala gesir

en la chanbre o la damoisele,

qui mout ert avenanz et bele:
blanche ot la char com flor d’espine:
sele fust fille de raine,

si fust ele bele a devise.”’

However, the text immediately returns to “fabliau normality”: “Daviez li a sa main
mise / sor les memeletes tot droit, / et demanda ce que estoit.”** The courtly attitude
briefly reappears in the young girl’s answer: “Ce sont mes memeles, / qui mout par sont
blanches et beles: / n'en i a nule orde ne sale.”” What is interesting here is the young
girl ‘s need to justify what seems to be the very existence of her young bosom. Implicit
here is her probable delight when being touched like this. Her defense is very much
in line with Reason’s argument as to “coilles” and points to nature-given sex as inher-
ently good. Like the Alisoun of “The Miller’s tale” who also favored direct approach®
she appreciates blunt physical contact but unlike the former she stresses professed de-
corum. Obviously, the young girl of our fzbliau here finds actual sexual intercourse to
be more than all right as long as euphemism is the verbal code accompanying it. How-
ever, codal tension is stressed as the narrator continues his use of uncourtly language

stressing the actual generic properties of the text:

Et Daviez sa main avale

droit au pertuis desoz lo vantre,
par o liviz el cors li entre,

si santi les paus qui cressoient:
soués et coiz encor estoient.

Bien taste tot o la main destre,
puis demande que ce puet estre.®!
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It is not only the the young girl who takes to euphemisms when talking about the geni-
tals but the young man as well, not forgetting his tacticts for a moment:

“Par foi, fait ele, cest mes prez,
Daviet, la ou vos tastez,
mais il n’est pas encor floriz.
— Par foi, dame, ce it Daviz,
n’iapas derbe encor planté.
Et que est ce en mi cest pré,
ceste fosse soeve et plaine?
Ce est, fait ele, ma fontaine,
qui ne sort mic tot adés.
— Et que est ce, ici aprés,
fait Daviez, en ceste engarde?
— Clest li cornerres qui la garde,
fait la pucele, por verté:
se beste entroit dedanz mon pré
por boivre en la fontaine clere,
tantost cornerroit li cornerre
por faire li honte et peor.
Lors li reprist a demander
et ses choses a detaster,
tant quel 'a par lo vit saisi
et demande:”Que est ici,

aviet, si roide et si dur
Daviet deetsid
que bien devroit percier un mur?
- Dame, fet cil, cest mes polains,
qui mout est et roides et sains,
mais il ne manja des ier main.”
Cele remest aval sa main
si trove la coille velue:
les deus coillons taste, et remue,
si redemande: “Daviet,
que est or ce, en ce sachet,
fait ele, sont ce deus luisiaus?
Daviz fu de respondre isniaus:
“Dame, ce sont dui mareschal,
qui ont a garder mon cheval,
quant pest en autrui compagnie.
Tot jorz sont en sa compeignie.

de mon polain garder sont mestre.*>
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Animal imagery underlines the literariness of the dialogue and the very picture of the
female genitals as a meadow and the masculine ones as a young horse not only speaks
of literary tradition — especially, then, the image of the penis as a palfrey, yet another
example of the ancient connection between the horse and sexual apppetite and prow-
ess — but also of contemporary courtly literature and also of religious parody — the
hortus conclusus of the Canticus Canticorum. The very concept of a meadow, a horse
with guards, a trumpetblower and wild beasts would have presented a most efficient
allusion to intertextuality to a connaisseur audience appreciating the tensions between
code and countercode, not only the very use of this particular imagery in this very con-
text but also the wordplay reaching its climax(!) when the young, and perhaps not that
innocent, girl asks David to allow his palfrey to graze and drink water on her meadow:

— Davi, met lou en mon pré pestre,
ton biau polain, se Deus te gart”
Etcil $an torne d’autre part:

sor lo paignil li met lo vit.

Puis a la pucele dit,

qu’il ot tornee desoz soi:

“Dame, mes polains muert de soi:
mout en a atie grant poine!

— Va, si 'aboivre a ma fontaine,

fait cele, mar avras peor!63

This actually makes the ordinary listener/reader even more uncertain as to her inno-
cence, but, again, the narrator skillfully avoids making a precise point as regards this
potentially crucial matter. The audience is kept in suspension, not as to what happens,
but as to the young girl’s actual awareness of what is going on. Her very use of this par-
ticular imagery reveals a certain sophistication which might be interpreted in terms of
ruse, scheme and hypocrisy masking youthful and perhaps, or even probably, conscious
lust, but we are left without a definite answer, also when the narrator’s voice again is
heard, already having described the young man’s advances in no uncertain terms, “Et
cil s'an torne d’autre part: / sor lo paignil li met lo vit”, now to close the story by means
of circular composition, the verbal code, of course, still being that of blunt and explicit
fabliau “telling it like it is”, thus breaking the touch of allegorical description, this “web
of words that in another context would signify concepts associated with chivalric ro-
mance (the incongruity is deliberate and humorous™®*) which is one obvious effect of

the lovers’ conversation. Reality is firmly restored:
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A tant li met el con lo vit

si fait son boen et son talant,
si quele nel tient pas a lant,
que qatre foiz la retorna!

Et se li cornierres groga,

si fu batuz de deus jumaus!
A icest mot faut li flabliaus.®®

Striking, here, is the author’s/narrator’s quite skillful juxtaposition of the two codes,
his own, “li met el con lo vit, stressing David’s performance, “si qu'ele nel tient pas a
lant, / que qatre foiz la retorna” and the “pseuo-courtly one”, now tinged with a dis-
tinctly scatological touch, a fitting end to this expostion of the tension between hypoc-
risy and nature, “Et se li cornierres groca, si fu batuz de deus jumaus!”

This tension also governs one of the most spectacular of fabliaux, “Le chevalier qui

fist parler les cons’, the climax of which would be the following passage:

En la chanbre ou cil se dormoit
entra enz, tranblant comme fueille;
aleinz quele pot se despuecille,
lez lui se couche, si l'estent.

Et quant li chevaliers la sent,

de mainteant sen esveilla

et durement se merveilla:

“Qui est ce, fait il, delez moi?

— Sire, nel tenez a desroi”,

fait cele, qui fu simple et quoie,
“quar la contesse m’i envoie.
Une de ses puceles sui;

ne vos ferai mal ne ennui,

ainz vos tastonerai le chief.

— Par foi, ce n'est mie grief!”
fait li chevaliers, qui l'enbrace.
Labouche li baise et la face,

et li tastone les mameles,

qu'el avoit mout blanches et beles;
et sor le con la mein li mist.

Et emprés i chevaliers dist:
“Sire cons, or parlez a moi!

Ge vos vucil demander por quoi
vostre dame est venue ci.

— Sire, ce dit li cons, merci!
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Quar la contesse I'i envoie
por vos faire solaz et joie,

ce ne vos quier ge ja celer.”
Quant cele oi son con paller,
estrangement fu esperdue;
du lit sailli trestote nue,*

Perhaps even more spectacular as to what the “cunt” answers is the following version:

Je suis cousine et damoisele
Ma dame, qui a vous m'envoie
Pour vous faire solas et joie;
Molt volentiers i fust venue
Ne fust por estre aparceiie.

De moi pouez vostre bon faire

Einsis con il vous vourra plaire.”

“Cest li cons qui vous atant ci
Que vous maintenent le foutez
Et en faites vo privautez,

Et se mervoille durement

Que vous alez tant atendent,

Car por autre riens n’iert venue
»67

Ma dame, qui lez vos gist nue.
How is this at all possible? Before commenting on the passages quoted above and in
order to answer this question we have to examine briefly what is actually treated in the
text before this remarkable encounter which really works as something of a peripeteia.
Among the critics there has been a certain amount of dispute as to the parodic con-
tent of this fablian (and others). To Nykrog it is a question of “un véritable roman bre-
ton grossier”® whereas Ménard claims that it is impossible to find “un désir systéma-
tique de parodier les oeuvres d’inspiration courtoise”, although he concedes the ex-
istence of “un vague souvenir des contes arthuriens “ott 'on voit des fées au bain””°
Agreeing, in principle, with Ménard, I do however find it hard not to recognize Arthu-
rian context, in this case “damsels or fairies in distress’, as intertextually relevant. The
absence of a penchant for systematic parody of courtly literature among the writers of
fabliaux does not impede the possiblity of an occasional reference to an intertext well-
known to a competent audience.
The text opens with an unusually lengthy metapoetic introduction where the narra-
tive voice stresses the fzbliau as recreation:
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Flablel sont or mout encorsé:
maint denier en ont enborsé

cil qui les content et les portent,
quar grant confortement raportent
as enovrez et as oiseus,

quant il n’ a genz trop noiseus;
et nes a ceus qui sont plan dire,
se il ooent bon flabeau dire,
silor fait il grant alegance,

et oublier duel et pesance

et mauvaitié et penst:mt:nt.71

The knight is initially described as a more or less destitute knight errant who has set
forth for adventure but who seems to be totally out of luck. In order to obtain food and
drink he has to pledge even his armour, something utterly disgraceful for a knight and
a formidable obstacle when the news of a tornament to be presently held reaches him.
Selling his master’s palfrey, his squire, Huet, finds a temporary solution to the problem.
Travelling across the country they strike upon three young damsels naked in the bath,
resembling, through their beauty fairies: “de beauté resanbloient fees”, [...] “les femes
nues, / qui tant avoient les chars blanches, / les cors bien faiz, les braz, les hanches””
Huet steals their valuable garments, the damsels — now in obvious distress — break
into tears and turn to the knight for help. Being perfectly courtly — a fact stressed by
the damsels themselves — he promptly makes his furious valet (a true vilain) return the
stolen clothes to them. Now they offer the knight a reward. So far, this story, with the
exception of a possible reference to materialism (the knight being destitute and hun-
gry, i. e. preoccupied with wordly matters — a trait distinctly in line with the generic
properties of the fabliau, but not the courtly romance), is perfectly in line with the pat-
terns and plot of Arthurian romance. However, now the code is drastically changed as
regards both lexicon and content: the damsels prove to be endowed with the powers
of magic, i. e. fairies, but of such a remarkable kind as to make the knight embarrassed,
suspecting them to be out of their minds:

La plus mestre parla avant,
quar des autres en ot lostroi:
“Sire chevalier, par ma foi,

ne volons pas, que il est droiz,
que vos ainsi vos ailloiz.
Richement nos avez servies,
rendues nos avez les vies,

si avez fait comme preudom.
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Et ge vos donrai riche don,

et sachiez que ja n’i faudroiz.
Jamais en cel liu ne venroiz

que toz li monz ne vos enjoie,
et chascuns fera de vos joie,

et si vos abandoneront

la gent trestot quanqu’il aront:
ne porroiz mais avoir poverte.
— Dame, ci a riche deserte,

fait li chevaliers, grant merciz!
— Li miens dons ne riert pas petiz,
fait lautre pucele en aprés.

Ja r’ira mes ne loig ne prés,

por quil truisse feme ne beste
et quel ait deus elz en la teste,

s il daigne le con apeler,

qu'il ne l'escoviegne parler:
iteus sera mais ses elirs;

de ce soit il tot aseiirs

que tel n’en ot ne roi ne conte.”
Adonc ot li chevaliers honte,

si tint la pucele por fole.

Et la tierce enprés reparole

si dist au chevalier: “Beaus sire,
savez vos que ge vos vieng dire?
Quar bien est raison et droiture
que, se li cons par aventure
avoit aucun enconbrement
qu'il ne respondist maintenant,
li cus si respondroit por lui,

qui quan etist duel ne ennui,
silapelessiez, sanz aloigne.”
Donc ot li chevaliers vergoigne,
qui bien cuide que gabé l'aient
et que por noient le delaient.”

Now, the text has broken away from most things courtly, giving parody and gross hu-
mor as normative constituents for this fzblian. When the first damsel speaks, she uses
words like “richement’, “servies’, “preudom”, “riche don”, “enjoie”, “joie”, concepts well
rooted in the codal system of courtly literature.

However, the second lady delivers a different kind of speech where “feme”, (the
word for ordinary woman in Old French) or “beste”(!) — a fundamentally misogyne
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constellation (woman and beast as “equals”) — and “con” clash not only with the first
damsel’s courtly wording but also with her own “elirs” (magic power) creating an em-
phasized tension between courtly and uncourtly verbal codes.

When the third damsel speaks, scatology is introduced, “li cus si respondroit por
lui”, completely ruining what could possibly be left in terms of courtly code. Added to
the conceptual two “mouths” of woman, the “ordinary one” and the vagina™ is a third
one, the anus, stressing the fundamental uncourtliness not only of the text but possi-
bly of the female lower bodily parts as well. So far, the text is not clear on this point.

Initially indignated but now laughing, the knight now tells his valet what has hap-
pened and is scorned by him for having been so foolish; without grumbling the knight
admits that Huet is probably right.

Now, a priest enters the stage, so to speak. He is a “worthy” representative of per-
verted priesthood, rich and very avaricious. He is also a lecher and in no way faithful
to his vows —i. e. the very typical representative of “fallen clergy”, a medieval cliché,
if any, frequent in the fzbliau and literature related to it, the most celebrated examples
being, of course, Canterbury Tales and Il Decameron. He offers the knight and his va-
let his company and to share his wordly goods with him.

Narrative eonomy is striking here: the priest displays his dishonesty and inadvert-
ently exemplifies the authenticity, as it were, of the first damsel’s promised gift. For a
moment the story is back into the magic realm of courtly romance: “Sire, fait il, se
Dieus m’aist, / les fees (my italics) distrent tot voir!” Huet tells his master to address “le

con de cele grant jument””. The knight follows his advise and is answered promptly:

Dist li chevaliers: “Ge l'ostroi.”
Maintenant li commence a dire:
“Sire cons, ou va vostre sire?
Dites le moi, n’en mentez mie!
— Par foi, il vait veoir samie,
fait li cons, sire chevaliers!

Sili porte de bons deniers:

dis livres de bone monoie,
qu’il a ceinz en une corroie
por achater robe mardi.”

Et quant li prestres entendi

le con qui parole si bien,
esbahiz fu sor tote rien;

. . 76
enchantez cuide estre et traiz.

The priest, in his terror, throws everyting to the ground and runs off; even leaving his

horse. Of course, nothing of all this is in accordance with courtly adventure, which is
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actually turned upside down giving plain farce as an obvious result; in the representa-
tive courtly romance the paradigmatic protagonist/hero would never stoop to attack-
inga priest, no matter the moral qualities (or lack of such) of the latter who in this case
actually proves to be yet another example of the stereotype priest not observing the
monastic rules of poverty and chastity.

Nor is chastity the name of the game when the narrator climaxes his story by con-
fronting the knight and his valet with the countess and the count. The lady, “qui n'ert
fole ne jangleresse””” is introduced, and her inclinations are immediately put to exhi-
bition:

Ausi I'enbrace la contesse:

plus volantiers que n'oist messe
le baisast vingt foiz prés a prés,
se li contes ne fust si prés!”

Kissing a guest of distinction is well within the procedure of feudal and courtly code,
but hardly wishing to do so 20 times. The lady is obviously already at this stage aroused
by the knight. Unable to visit the knight’s bed herself, she sends one of her attending
damsels there, the probable reason being an attempt at the sexual satisfaction of listen-
ing to her damsel’s description of her sexual encounter with the knight:

En une chanbre a grant delit

li a fait faire un mout bel lit;
toz seus se dort et se repose.

Et la contesse a chief de pose
apele une seue pucele,

la mielz vaillant et la plus bele.
A conseil li dist: “Bele amie,
alez, et si ne vos poist mie,
avuec le chevalier gesir

tot belement et par loisir,

dont nos amons mout la venue.
Lez lui vos couchiez tote nue,
sile servez s'il est mestiers.

G’i alasse mout volontiers,

ja nel laissasse por la honte —

ne fust por mon seignor le conte,
qui n'est encor pas endormiz.””®

The countess is no hypocrite thus confirming her own desire and the young damsel
simply has to obey against her own will and does what she is told to do with the fright-
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ening result of hearing her own “cunt” disclosing the lady’s scheme (cf. the quotation
supra). The poor young woman tells her disbelieving mistress what happened. The lat-
ter is disappointed, superficially because of her damsel’s failure in “serving” the knight,
and at heart (probably) for not getting the expected fablian within the story. The tone
here is pseudo-courteous, the idea being that the countess views her damsel’s behavior
as lacking in courtliness, thus maintaining and further stressing the text’s parodic and
fundamentally countercode character; courtly hospitality certainly does not imply sex-
ual service! It is easy to imagine the reactions of an audience familiar with courtly ro-
mance, laughter by those appreciating grivoiserie and shock by those of more delicate
tastes. Lascivia feminae is again emphatically stressed.

When the countess learns that the knight the morning after wishes to set forth on
his journey without further delay, she promptly decides to make him stay in order to
learn the truth about his extraordinary gift and no doubt also satisfy her lascivious cu-
riosity. As she opts for a wager as a means of finding the truth in this matter, there is
also a hint at a psychological need for vengeance governing her action: the knight has
(unwittingly) “denied” her the satisfaction she hoped for and is to suffer defeat at her
hands.

At the morning meal she dares the knight to prove in a wager that he really is the
knight that can make the “cunts” talk. Her speech is a strange mixture of courtly code

and its opposite as she in no way shuns gross language:

Et quant ce vint enprés disner,
Sicomenciereent a parler

Li chevalier de maint affaire.
Mais cele, qui ne se pot taire,

la contesse, parla en haut:
“Seignors, fait e, se Dieus me salt,
jai of paller chevaliers,

serganz, borgois et escuiers,

et aventures aconter,

mais nus ne se porroit vanter
d’'une aventure quooi hier!
Quiil a caienz un chevalier

qui tot le mont a sormonté,
quar il a si grant poesté

qu’il fait alui le con paller,

teus hom si fait mout a loer!

Er sachiez bien, par sait Richier,

clest li chevaliers qui vint hier!”*
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The lady is not only lascivious, she is also full of deceit (another misogynous clich¢)
and fully determined to win the wager, even if foul play is needed. Now it is a mat-
ter more of getting the upper hand rather than satisfying initial curiosity, i. e. woman
against man in rather curious a battle of the sexes. Here the “cunt” and “arse” are de-
scribed rather as characters and allies to the knight:

Le chevaliers le con apele:

“Sire cons, fait il, or me menbre
que quist vostre dame en sa chanbre,
ou el ala si tost repondre.”

Mais le cons ne li pot respondre,
qui la geule avoit enconbree

et du coton bien estoupee,

qu’il ne pooit trot ne galot.

Et quant li chevaliers ce ot

qu’il n’a au premier mot pallé,
autre foiz le ra apelé;

mais li cons ne li pot mot dire.
Le cul apele maintenant,

sile conjure etsili prie

que tost la verite li die

du con, qui parole ne muet.
Ceditli cus: “Quar il ne puet,
qu'ilala gueule tote plaine

ne sai de queton ou de laine,
que ma dame orainz i bouta,
quant en sa chanbre sen entra.
Mais se li cotons estoit hors,

sachiez que il parleroit lors.”*!

The count tells his wife to remove the cotton from her “cunt” which enables the latter
to reveal the dirty trick the strikingly uncourtly lady has tried to pull and she is brought
to immediate ridicule and shame.

How is this to be interpreted? Is this an obvious instance of gross delectatio pure and
simple, or is there anything more to the matter than its obvious character of an “out-
rageously vulgar”® dirty story? To E. Jane Burns the countess of this fzbliau is of the
opinion that “the vagina should speak for women not men”;* i. . the countess ques-
tions the sexual control of men over women described in this text. Burns makes the

countess into something of a “proto-feminist” speaking up for women and their right
to control their own bodies.
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If this is the case, the fzbleor certainly is not on the side of the countess as she is si-
lenced by her husband and the other knights roaring with laughter; the message no
doubt being that woman (even if she is countess) should know her place, i.c allow mas-
culine control over her, her speech and sexuality. Also, the description of the countess
as being lascivious and eager to come out on top, even by the use of deceit, efficiently
undermines any “proto-feminist” tendency hidden beneath the surface of the text. If
her object at all is to revenge her ridiculed maid by scorning the knight, her failure is
so spectacular as to prevent any interpretation but one unfavorable to her; man is left
on top.

This fabliau opens as obvious delectatio, as the initial parody of certain romance in-
gredients no doubt are meant to amuse the audience, rather than to question romance
per se, e.g. by singling out its negative or ridiculous qualities (which would mean uzile).
This is also the case in the episode where the maid visits the knight in bed; the idea of
her “cunt” speaking being so extraordinary as to give plain delectatio as its obvious re-
sult.

However, as the countess acts, delectatio gradually gives way to utile: the audience
being served yet another “sermon” on lascivious and spiteful woman, an exemplum on
how to deal with her: she should be forced to shut up. This insistence on control must
be interpreted as fundamentally utile, the fableor’s introductory reference to recrea-
tion non-withstanding, even if form now and then depends on delectatio as a narra-
tive strategy.

Is this mixture of utile and delectatio also pertinent to the structure of the other two
texts discussed supra? In our reading of “Le souhait des vez” we stressed the absence of
misogyny (explicit or implicit), its obvious tendency “to tell it like it is”. Certainly, wom-
an’s sexual urge is strong, perhaps even overwhelming, but this is not something to be
condemned but to be accepted, even if woman should come out on top. There is obvi-
ous delectatio also in this fabliau: the content of the wife’s dream, the very thought of a
market of more and less impressive “pricks”, the farce ending with the wife accidentally
unintentionally slapping her husband’s face and the final conversation with its mixture
of abuse and tenderness. However, the husband’s reference to reality and his wife’s re-
action to it, comic as they may be, certainly display more to the story than mere delec-
tatio; the reasonable frame of reference for a stance like the husband’s no doubt is uzile.

This non-misogynist treatment of female sexual desire under the sign of uzile is re-
flected elsewhere in the fabliau corpus, as “lovemaking is praiseworthy, because it makes
you completely forget poverty, boredom, and pain”;** the reason being: “Quar jone
fame petie / Sovent voudroit estre foutue”, and “Seignor, qui les bons cons savez, /
Qui savez que li cons est tels / Que il demande sa droiture, Foutez assez tant comme

il dure”®
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There is even an instance of possible narrative sympathy with female sexual plight
when the delicacy of a young girl is contrasted with the roguish roughness of the man
penetrating her:

Au con trover mie ne faut,
Lo vitibote roidement:
“Vaslez, tu quiers trop durement,”

Fet la pucele qui sospire.*

This attitude is very different from that of so many fzbliaux, not to mention pas-
tourelles, where sexual violence, even rape is treated as not offending the system of val-
ues.” It is also a distinct instance of u#ile, serving to demonstrate a matter of obvious
concern to the fableor.

In a rewarding study on sexual language and human conflict in the fabliau Sarah
Melhado White stresses the penis being “a kind of totem”** (magnification working as
the governing principle). She reads this text as a merger of realism (female dissatisfac-
tion and feeling of deprivation) and unrealistic male wishful thinking. She also sees the
story as the illustration of one woman’s extravagant wish and one “equally extravagant
wish in men, the wish for a phallus so large and inexhaustible as to realize the dreams
of even the hungriest partner, an unreal, omnipotent penis, envied by male and female
alike”,* an obvious instance of utile (then, by means of superficial delectatio), although
Melhado White does not discuss the text in these terms, referring instead to Freud-
ian sexual psychology.” To E. Jane Burns, this fzbliau voices a compensatory female
dreamworld where a certain woman is allowed sex on her own terms, to choose a part-
ner, a “prick” (an enormous one, of course) freely and also to choose when to have sex
and not to be dependent on her husband in these matters.”!

To S. Gaunt the wife’s dream is about “men as appendages to dildoes””* Gaunt is
very precise in his wording and I can do no better than to quote him directly:

a penis is not the symbol of man’s authority over women and therefore the material sign
of the phallus, but rather it is a more or less satisfactory tool with which women can
satisfy their sexual needs. The text seems to ask: who needs men if you can have a penis
without one? Or even more subversely: whose penis is this anyway? [...] In the dream
of Le Sohait, the woman can have as many penises as she wants, provided she has the
money. This fzblian, in fantasizing that penises may be disembodied and bought for a
price, either singly or in bulk, challenges the entire edifice on phallic thought.”

Although stressing somewhat different aspects of the text in question, the two respec-
tive readings by Burns and Gaunt confirm our own in as much as they implicitly sup-

port our interpretation of it as an essanple (the Old French term for exemplum), i. e.
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as a text charged with u#ilitas. The question will be: what might an audience (and not
necessarily an all-masculine one®) learn from it? The answer is the obvious one: more
knowledge about woman and her sexuality. Bearing in mind the well-accepted medi-
eval concept of woman as highly, or even excessively, sexual, a fact which is not likely
only to have determined men’s views on women, but also women’s views on themselves,
their urges and needs. There is an obvious lesson to be learnt from this fzbliau: it is all
very well (and natural) for a woman to dream about huge “pricks” and sexual satisfac-
tion on her own terms, but she and her 720i#7é, nevertheless have to make do with reality.

It seems reasonable to consider the two texts discussed so far as mainly structured by
means of utilitas, but matters seem a bit more complicated as regards the fzblian about
the damsel who could not stand the word “fuck”. Is the text rendered supra an example
of delectatio, pure and simple, or utilitas or a combination of the two? The main reason
for venturing an interpretation focussing on delectatio is of course the remarkable and
often hilarious dialog between the damsel and David, the parody of romance discourse
being crucial for such a reading. This hilarity is stressed in a version discussed by Gaunt
and where “the damsel is not at all in control of the discourse she is using” [...] using a

metaphor which is more vulgar than what she wishes to avoid naming”:”

Sor ses mameles mist sa mein.
“Quiest ce, fist il, por seint Germain?”
La pucele sanz contredit,

Li dist: “Frere, se Deus m’aist,

Ce sont.IL coilles de mouton,

Neant certes ne vos me[n]ton,

Fait ele, qui pendent iqui.”

The probable effect of wording such as this one will be the laughter of delectatio, as far
as the likely audience is concerned, but what happens, if we, with Gaunt, read the the

text as describing a young woman having sex on terms of her own?”’

Sire, por Dieu, le roi celestre,
Dites moi que ce puet ci estre?
Bele, fet il, clest mes poulains,
Qui mout par est de grant bien plains.
Plus taste avant, si a sentues
Unes grandes coilles velues.
‘Et quest ce i, por saint Elaine?
— Douce, c’est li sas a 'avaine:
Ne vueil mie estre desgarnis.
—  Sire, mout estes bien apris.””*
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This strange mixture of courtly code, plain and even gross language works as some-
thing of a code enabling young David to advance further in his project of seduction.
Gaunt comments:

What the damsel appears to be seeking is either a means of having sex without talking
about it, or training a lover to talk in a way which she finds arousing,. [...] The damsel is in
control here: she is not the unwitting victim of a cunning man. This fzb/iau need not be
read as the tale of an aristocratic woman suffering at the hands of a ruthless man because

of her prudery, but rather as a text in which a young woman has sex on her own terms.”’

To me this tastes more of utilitas than of delectatio: again we have a text about fe-
male sexuality on the woman’s own terms. This dimension of u#i/itas is even more pro-
nounced in a version concluding in the following terms:

Par cest essanple monstrer vueil
Que femes n'aient point d'orgueil
De foutre paller hautement,
Quant il foutent igalement:
Mieldres raison est que se haucent.
Teus en parolent quil'essaucent,
Quar molt a entre faire et dire!
Mais li cus plus qui corde tire;

Por sa fille au vilain le di,

Qui tantost si se converti

Que le poulain au bacheler

. . 100
Fistasa fontame abrever.

This goes very well with the harsh wording used by the fzb/eor when commenting on
the young damsel’s ways and manners in our version presented supra. The fact that this
fabliau survives in five manuscripts preserving three versions,'*! the second of which
being the one discussed by us su#pra, might of course complicate matters as regards xzil-
itas vs. delectatio. However, taken together, these versions shows a more pronounced
oscillation between u#ile and delectatio than is the case as regards the other two texts of
our concern here; the reason being the dialog between the damsel and her partner con-
stituting the bulk of the text, no matter the version. Nevertheless, we have yet another
essanple (1) here; the “formula” of which would be ecce homo et femina, yet another in-
stance of the fzbleor working with superficial delectatio and factual utilitas.

Then, what is the audience supposed to learn from so remarkable a text as the much-
commented “Berangier au long cul”? To E. Jane Burns, “Berangier au long cul” is es-
sentially about anatomical knowledge, about what might happen to a man so ignorant

as to not know the difference between con and cul.”” His failure to correctly identify
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his wife’s genitals makes him vulnerable to humiliation, the result of which being an
outcome with his wife firmly on top. She actually wears the pants with such daring as
to make love to her paramour in front of her husband; an outrage that the cuckolded
husband, for fear of the “long-assed” knight, dare not try to avenge. To Burns the root
of the husband’s misconception and subsequent downfall is “the fabliau’s tendency
to erase female genitalia by imposing the model of a male'* asshole”'* the result of
which being the husband believing “unknowingly that his wife’s anatomy should re-
flect his exactly”'® Burns’s reading of this fabliau is no doubt rewarding, but with
Gaunt'” [ am sceptical to this fzbliau describing more than the foolishness of one sin-
gle man. To me it deals less with what men in general know about female genital anat-
omy than with the ignorant stupidity of a particular man in a given context. However
(and more importantly to us here), Burns’s reading actually brings to the fore its uzile
properties.

The same is true of Gaunt’s reading which stresses less anatomical misconception
and more unstable gender as structuring meaning. Gaunt concentrates on the fact that
there are two versions (and three manuscripts) of “Berangier” that differ considerably
as regards the importance of class. One of the versions dwells at length on the conflict
between noble values and peasant ones, wheras as the other one pays almost no atten-
tion to it."* Briefly commenting on Nykrog’s reading of “Berangier”,'” Gaunt asks if
the nobles in the audience presumedly laughing at the peasant being humiliated by his
wife could also have been blind to gender being upset. Then, Gaunt, too, stresses the
text as essanple; again this is done implicitly as such terminology is not directly used.

The version of the text chosen for our reading opens in the following interesting way:

Tant ai dit contes et flabiaus

que j’ai trouvé, viez et noviaus:

ne finai passez sont duian!

Foi que je doi a seint Johan,

ne cuit que gen face mais nul,
fors de Berangier au lonc cul
n’avez vos mie oi encore.

Mais, par mon chief, glen dirai ore

. . . 08
S1tost quene tarderal gan‘e!l

Again, we have a fzbleor who identifies himself by name, Guerins (Garin®*’) but who —
surprisingly — boasts of having been so prolific at his “trade” as to have grown tired of
it, declaring that, now, — with the exception of this very one, “Berangier au lonc cul” —
it is time to stop. This creates rather an ambiguous touch to the tale from the outstart:

delectatio or utilitas, or a combination of the two?
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Garin opts for dichotomic contrast as his main structuring device, when starting

the story proper:

Oiez que Guerins velt retraire
que il avint en Lombardie,

ou la gent n'est gaires hardie,
d’un chevalier qui ot pris feme,
ce mest vis, une gentil dame,
fille d'un riche chastelain.

Et cil estoit filz d’un vilain,
d’un usirier riche et comblé¢,
qui mout avoit et vin et blé,
brebiz et vaches; et deniers

ot a mines et a setiers.

Et li chastelains li devoit

tant que paier ne le pooit,
ainz dona a son fil sa fille.'”’

The conceptual frame is built around courtoisie and vilainie, “chevalier”, “une gentil
dame”, “chastelain” and “vilain”, “usurier”, respectively; distinct references both to in-
traliterary features of both troubadour poetry and courtly romance and extraliterary
sociohistorical reality, i. e. the decline of nobility and ensuing marital mésalliance on
economic grounds, the result of which being shame and loss of values, decay. Our fz-

bleor is quite insistent here.

Ainsi bons lignaiges aville

et li chastelain et li conte
declinent tuit et vont a honte:
se marient bas por avoir,

si en doivent grant honte avoir
et grant domaige, si ont il.

Li chevalier mauvais et vill

et coart issent de tel gent,

qui covoitent or et argent
plus qu’il ne font chevalerie:
ainsi est largesce perie,

einsi dechiet enor et pris!'*°

The literary intertext is quite obvious, and especially so to a noble or at least sophisti-
cated audience (e.g. clerics with wordly tastes), as “largegesce”, “enor” and “pris” taste

not only of the troubadour poetry of Marcabru and his followers, but also of chivalric

Samlaren, drg. 133, 2012, 5. 7-144



“Par foi, ans mes ne vi tel con” - 37

romance, e.g. “Le Chevalier au lion” by the acknowledged master of the genre, Chré-
tien de Troyes, and their insistence on the decline of courtly values.

The dichotomy considered to structure the text as pointed out supra, also deter-
mines the continued description of the lady (embodied courzoisie) and her lord (em-
bodied vilainie), the latter being a true glutton, contemptuous of those inferior to him
in [acquired] rank. He is also an obvious coward and he even stoops to lying pretense
when his lady tries to chastize him verbally by referring to her impressive ancestry:
“Donc li ramentoit son paraige / ou tant a vaillanz chevaliers: / “As armes sont hardiz
et fiers, / a sejorner n‘amoient rien!”:*!

Li chivaliers amoit repos,

il ne prisoit ne pris ne los

ne chevalerie deus auz;

tartes amoit et flaons chauz,
et mout despisoit gent menue.
[...]

“Dame fait il, g’ai bon renon:
n’avez nul si hardi parent

que ge n'aie plus hardement

et plus valor et plus proece.
Ge sui chevaliers sanz perece,
le meillor trestot, par ma mein!
Dame, vos le verroiz demain,

. . 112
S$€ mes enemis puis trover!

Again, Garin uses acknowledged terms belonging to courteous vocabulary, this time
allowing one of the protagonists to include them is his speech: “valor” and “proece”.
Now ensues quite a detailed description of what happens when the “knight vilain”
stages his fraud. Obviously, Garin knows full well his chivalric romance and how to use
it to his own advantage as a narrator. Thus, the description of the “knight vilain” pre-

paring himself to set forth for avanture could have been taken directly from authen-
tic romance:

Et lendemain, lenjornant,

li chevaliers leva avant,

si fist ses armes aporter

et son cors richement armer,
quar armes avoit il mout beles,
trestotes fresches et noveles.
Quant li chevaliers fut armez
et dessus son cheval montez,
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sise porpense qu’il fera,

[“']113

Here, however, the chivalric code determining the discourse is abruptly brought to an
end: “comment sa fame engignera / quel le tiegne bon chevalier”.""* A true knight does
not trick his wife by means of pretending to be a valiant knight, when he is not.

The knight then plunges into the obligatory wood of romance, the next to neces-
sary “wild space” of avanture,'"” but instead of searching, and finding, avanture, the
“knight vilain” ties his horse to a tree and shamelessly carries out his deceit. The ensu-
ing description of the foolish man (cf. Garin’s “Or escoutez que fist li sos!”) ferociously
“fighting himself”, or rather his armor, by means of giving his own shield a violent beat-
ing (“Mien escient, plus de de cent cous / sen part en lescu a escous” ) and break-
ing his lance in four parts introduces farce as a narrative ingredient in the textual web.

Then, returning with his armor in shambles, he has the audacity and bad taste even
to abuse his wife, thus, again stressing his own lack of merit addressing her in a most

uncourtly manner:

“Traiez vos tost, fait il, arriere,
quar ce sachiez: n'est mie droiz
qu’a si bon chevalier touchoiz
com ge sui, ne si alosé.

Il n’a si preuz ne si osé

en tot vostre Iignaige: au meins

ne sui mie matez ne veins,

ainz ai los de chevalerie!”""”

Of course, this serves to prove again what sort of man this so-called knight really is
and that he fully deserves whatever might befall him: a cowardly, deceitful and churl-
ish knight should be exposed, debased and dishonored; if not order is not restored.
Courtly romance is still the intertext when Garin goes on telling his fzbliau, de-
scribing what happens when the baffled and intimidated wife regains courage and —
after another feigned avanture by her husband — determines to see for herself what
he really is up to. Garin allows himself considerable narrative space describing the way
the lady reacts and the second “mock-expedition” into the wood undertaken by the
“knight vilain”. This time, however, the lady does not believe him (“De la dame n'est
pas cretiz / a ceste fois li chevaliers, [...] Bien set la dame et apercoit / que par sa borde

»118)

la decoit™ ") and sneaks after him when he goes to the wood for the third time.
This is the very narrative sequence where Garin most decidedly desautomatizes the

normative discourse of romance by armoring the lady: “Et la dame unes armes quiert:
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/ com un chevalier sest armee / et puis sor un cheval montee”!"”” With the exception
of active Iseut and damsels like like Lunete in Le chevalier au lion and the remarkable
Plaerdemavida of Zirant lo Blanc (still, they are quite feminine as to character and ap-
pearance), woman (especially the lady) in roman breton is normally docile and passive
allowing things to happen to her. Thus the ordinary gender pattern of of romance is
transgressed implicitly pointing out another “woman on top”. This means a mixture of
genre between romance and fablian, “woman on top” being one of its most prominent
constituents.'*’

Normative romance as in Chrétien de Troyes is a mixture of utilitas and delecta-
tio (utile dulci): to the sophistcated listener/reader there can hardly be any doubt that
there is a message, that there is sez to be discovered in the tale. In the introductory lines
to his text Garin stresses the fact that we are to be told a fabliau, i. e. a text where rec-
reatio is a most prominent factor giving delectatio as an important result regardless of
the outline of the story as such.

So far, it is quite easy to interpret the text mainly in terms of pure delectatio/recre-
atio, the only ambiguous part of the text being the lines describing noble decline as a
result of matrimonial mésalliance. Delectatio is — at least superficially — brought even
more to the fore in the bizarre description of the cowardly “knight vilain” facing the

grim lady in knightly disguise:

et quant ot assez escouté

atant ale cheval hurté

vers son mari, si li escrie:
“Vassal, vassal, est ce folie

que vos mon bois me decoupez?
Malvais sui se vos meschapez,
que ne soiez toz detranchiez!
Vostre escu porquoi laidangiez,
qui ne vos avoit riens meffait?
Mout avez hui meti fol plait:
mal dahait ore qui vos prise,
quant a lui avez guerre prise,
que vos estes coarz provez!”

Li chevaliers sest regardez,
quant il a le mot entendu,
esbahiz fu et esperdu.

La dame n’a pas connetie.

Du poigli chiet I'espee nue

et trestoz li sans li foi.

Samlaren, drg. 133, 2012, 5. 7-144



40 - Ulf'Malm

“Sire, fait il, por Dieu merci!
Se ge vos ai de riens mesfait,
gel vos amenderai sanz plait;
avostre gré mout volontiers
vos donrai avoir et deniers.”

La dame dit: “Se Dieus me gart
vos parleroiz d’autre Bernart
quar ge vos partirai un geu:
ainz que vos partoiz de cest leu,
comment que vos jostez a moi;
et ge vos creant et ostroi,

se vos cheez, jan’i faudrez,
maintenant la teste perdrez,
que ja de vos n'avrai pitié.

Ou ge descendrai jus a pié,

si me pranrai a estupetr,

vos me venroiz el cul baisier
tres el mileu, o par delez.
Prenez ¢ que mielz amerez

de ce gieu, ice vos covient!”

Et cil qui doute mout forment
et qui plains est de coardie

dit que il ne jostera mie:

“Sire, fait il, ge l'ai voé:

ne josterai a home né;

mais descendez, si ne vos griet,
et ge ferai ce qu'il vos siet”

La dame ne volt respit querre:
tot maintenant mist pié a terre,
sa robe prist a sozlever,

devant lui prist a estuper.

Sire, metez ¢a vostre face!”

Et cil regarde la crevace

du cul et du con: celi sanble
que trestot li tenist ensanble.
A lui meisme pense et dit

que onques si lonc cul ne vit.
Dont 'a baisié de l'orde pais,
aloi de coart hom mauvais,

mout pres du trou iluec endroit.

Bien I'a or mené a son droit;

121
a tant la dame est retornee.
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To Gaunt this might be an instance of parody, the presumed intertext being the battle-
scene between Yvain and the knight of the fountain in Le chevalier an Lion."* Accept-
ing this, we nevertheless have to stress the striking differences between Chrétien and
Garin. To the competent listener/reader well-versed in romance and most probably fa-
miliar with Chrétien’s paradigmatic text these differences would most likely have been
enhanced even further by the delectatio/recreatio produced by Garin’s fabliau. Such a
listener/reader would probably have compared the purely chivalric setting of Chré-
tien’s text with its contrast of God’s fresh and beautiful nature and the ferocious battle
between the two knights (two cliché ingredients in courtly poetry and romance), not
forgetting the magic ingredient of the fountain itself with the strikingly less chivalric
setting in Garin’s text. Instead of chivalric bravery we have cowardice, instead of un-
questioned masculinity we have collapsed gender with a lady in arms ready for battle,
instead of magic wonder we have gross obscenity, and instead of honesty and valor we
have shame and stupidity.

To my mind, here is also a turningpoint as to the generic outline of Garin’s discourse
to be found: so far romance has constituted the dominant code, but with the generi-
cally crucial concepts of coz and ¢/ romance decidedly collapses into fzblian. The rea-
son for this, of course, is the introduction of gross vocabulary: in romance instances of
sexually tinged coarse vocabulary are next to nowhere to be found.'*

However, despite these fabliau ingredients, romance does not entirely vanish from
the discourse as we have the description of the defeat and humiliation inflicted upon
the “knight vilain” and also a “lady knight” a victorious “lady knight” disclosing “his”
name. Instead of a name like “Le chevalier au lion”, a most courtly and fitting name for
a true and valiant knight, more than able to prove his worth, we learn that the victori-
ous “knight” goes by the ridiculous and generically outrageous name of “Berangier au
lonc cul” rendered in normative romance fashion: “j’ai non Berengier au lonc cul, / qui
a toz les coarz fait honte”'** Again, romance collapses into fzblian.

In an ordinary romance context, a knight with a name like “the long-assed knight”
would be impossible, and so would a knight being cuckolded in such an outrageous
manner as is the case here. The victorious lady hurries home, undresses, i. e. returns
to her normal female self, and sends for her lover, a true knight, and entertains him
in bed: “Dedenz sa chanbre tot a ese / I'en maine, si 'acole et baise.”'*> Now her hus-
band’s humiliation is complete, having (unknowingly) kissed his wife’s behind, “quite
near the very hole”, as the text explicitly states, he now has to suffer the sight of his
wife openly entertaining her lover (who, by the way, is silent, yet another example of
this lady being firmly on top(!)) in bed. Outraged, he protests only to be brusquely
silenced by his contemptuous wife as she threatens to summon “Sir Berangier”. De-

feated and brought to even more shame, her husband gives in and she, “qui ne fu sote
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ne vilaine”,'*® has her way from now on. Romance has not only collapsed but is turned
upside down: in his capacity as the “knight vilain”the husband has not only been de-
feated by his wife but also as a husband cuckolded in the open by his wife. This actu-
ally means that not only romance but normative fzbliau is transgressed: the standard
fabliau pattern of women cheating on their husbands does not present adultery as be-
ing committed by the wife to her husband’s face but as a clandestine act carried out by
means of ruse and deceit.

Supra, we claimed that delectatio was stressed in the description of the bizarre en-
counter between “knight vilain” and his disguised wife. To an audience not too dis-
criminating in matters of taste, e.g. one of knights, the very idea of a vilain, unworthy
to be a true knight but feigning to be one, but being so stupid as to be unable to visually
identify female genitalia and thus to expose himself to ridicule is most likely to have
produced much laughter, i. e. recreatio. However, this text could also be interpreted in
terms of an essanple, the message being: this is what might happen to a man who pre-
tends to be what he is not and who is stupid enough not to recognize matters vital to
successful life. He risks losing everything in the crucial matters of masculine dignity
and honor. To a noble audience he would have deserved everything happening to him,
but to a non-aristocratic male one, the crux of the matter would have been the wife
coming so blatantly out on top. Of course, this, too, might have offended members of
an aristocratic audience more than his shameful masquerade, i. e. one more anxious
about masculine sovereignty over women than of social hierarchy as such. Compli-
cating things, then, is of course the fact that the woman on top is an aristocrat, a fac-
tor strongly focussing gender and sex as discriminatory constituents in this particular
context.

Again, the result is an obvious essanple, a lesson for men worrying about authority
vis-a-vis women, the message being: be sure always to identify woman, no matter her
disguise and deceit; her coz and c#/ working as metonyms of woman as category. In my
view Gaunt is right to stress gender mobility as structurally normative for the fabliau
as such,' but I also see something of an essentialist notion working behind “Berangier
au lonc cul”: no matter the disguise and deceit attempted by woman, she can always
be known and disclosed by her genitalia, biology being the decisive factor when she is
to be identified. The scandal of this particular fzb/ian, to allude on H. Bloch’s book,'**
would be a most spectacular example of woman having her way bringing extreme hu-
miliation to her husband and letting him know it in the most direct terms imaginable,
alesson not only to him but to the audience as well. Of the texts discussed so far, I can-
not help but seeing this fzblian as the one most evidently serving u#ilitas, the instances

of delectatio nonwithstanding.
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II1. Cupidity and Stupidity

“La demoisele qui ne pooit oir parler de foutre”and “Le sohait des Vez” both concen-
trate on the pleasures of carnal intercourse and the importance of genitalia as such
(dolssor conina, albeit not in Marcabru’s sense), whereas “Le Chevalier qui fist parler les
cons” and “Berangier au lonc cul” — despite explicit references to the genitals of those
involved in the respective plots — rather concentrate on the battle between the sexes
focussing “woman on top” as a structural and conceptual paradigm. “Les quatre sohais
Saint Martin”, with all its pronounced grivoiserie, features a most curious battle of the
sexes concentrating both on cupidity and stupidity. S. Melhado White offer a succinct
summary of this fzbliau and its moral:

Saint Martin appears to a peasant and rewards him for his devotion by granting him four
wishes. The peasant’s wife persuades him to let her make the first wish. She wishes that
his body be covered with penises. Erect male organ spring up all over the peasant’s body.
He retaliates by wishing her body covered with an equal number of vulvas. They regret
their wishes and use the third one to wish that the genitals disappear, forgetting to say
that they want to keep their original ones. When these vanish along with the others, they
must use the last wish to restore the status quo ante of one apiece. Moral: A man should

never ruin opportunities by consulting his wife.'*

To the difference of the vast majority of fabliaux, this one smacks of the supernatural
folktale'*® with a touch of mock hagiography added to it: Saint Martin offers his de-
voted vilain (this is the way the peasant is addressed both by his wife and the saint!)
four wishes'®! — the context being in no way religious but materialist:

“Vilains, dist il, tu m’as mout chier:
Ja ne voras rien conmancier