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To Cut the Past: 
Queer Touch, Medieval Materiality, and the Craft of Wonder 

 

Brianna Carolyn Jewell, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 

 

Supervisors:  Wayne Lesser and Ann Cvetkovich 

 
This dissertation emerges from a multivocal conversation in queer, affect, and 

medievalist scholarship, which privileges encounters with fragmentary details to create 

and describe connections between bodies separated in time and space. From Carolyn 

Dinshaw’s metaphorics of touch and “partial connection” across time to Roland Barthes’s 

punctum that joins disparate bodies, scholars invoke and rely on the fragmentary to 

describe and generate affective connections. This project makes that shared 

understanding explicit, literal, and literary – and also gives it a deeper history – by 

showing how medieval poets crafted and emphasized fragmentary tropes to enable 

connections that might not otherwise exist.  

Each chapter reads a medieval literary object – the bodily cut; stained glass; and, 

the grafted tree – as a fragmentary trope through which mutually exclusive entities (the 

dead and the living, the past and the present, and the earthly and the celestial) can be 

imagined as coming together and coexisting. Through graphic and sustained descriptions 

of the body and bodily sensations, both medieval and contemporary authors betray an 

interest in the visceral qualities of their fragmentary tropes, and rely on that viscerality to 
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describe various forms of partial connection. To Cut the Past works to show that wonder, 

and specifically the openendedness and multiplicity that wonder generates, is the primary 

affect in establishing affective relationships between metaphysically disconnected 

entities. Encounters with the fragmentary objects I read create wonder, and that wonder 

in turn creates a portal or touchstone that allows access to perhaps otherwise unreachable 

worlds and things. The medieval texts I read show the process by which wonder 

connects.  

Ultimately, as I outline, this insight can be extended to pedagogy. By accepting an 

invitation from contemporary scholarship and medieval poets, we may encourage 

students to become alive to the fragments that stick out to them (the textual details to 

which they connect viscerally) in medieval and postmedieval texts, and to use those 

fragments as points of access to initiate their readings. This reading orientation works not 

only to make medieval literature relevant and interesting to students, and to offer a new 

way of understanding themselves and what matters to them; it also provides historically-

enriched insight into the medieval past. 
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Introduction 

 
 
Þe forme to þe fynisment foldez ful selden. 

– Gawain-poet 
 
What I can name cannot really prick me. 

–Roland Barthes 
 

FEELING MEDIEVAL, GETTING FRAGMENTARY 
 

This project starts by taking seriously an understanding, shared by a diverse set of 

contemporary thinkers, that attending to fragmentary details and partial objects has a 

unique ability to craft connection between bodies separated in time and space. From 

modernism to postmodernism to queer and affect scholarship, writers and texts have 

demonstrated how encounters with the fragmentary generate affective connection.1 This 

project takes that understanding as a premise – and wants and demands more from it. If 

we make this often-implicit idea that encounters with the fragment enable affective 

connection not only explicit but also literal (and, as we will see, literary), how can we 

mobilize it to different and further ends? And specifically, how might we be able to 

engage with old texts in a way that might generate new and surprising connections across 

deeper time?  

One of the goals of this project is to bring fragmentary connection to bear on a 

body of literature too often considered inaccessible to the modern college student: 

medieval literature. I also work to provide a richer, deeper critical history by recognizing 
                                                
1 Perhaps T.S. Eliot’s The Wasteland is the most well known example of a modernist text that uses the 
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in the medieval past a sustained attention to (and investment in) partial connection. Put 

simply, medieval writers craft, use and rely on metaphors to describe and generate the 

kinds of partial connections that contemporary critics understand as both liberating and 

ethically imperative (and that they take pains and pleasures in working to describe). 

Reading this shared critical understanding alongside medieval literary texts, I argue that 

medieval texts theorize partial connection through their careful crafting of fragmentary 

tropes. Furthermore, by attending to the physical descriptions of those tropes within their 

given texts, and our own bodily responses to them, we can produce enriching personal 

and historical insights. 

 One of the payoffs of my project, maybe the most important one, is that it 

forwards an orientation to reading that makes medieval literature relevant and accessible 

to students. Encouraging students to take their gut feelings seriously, this orientation 

demands a rigorous approach to – and a recognized connection between – those initial 

bodily responses and the text that is activating them.2 Asking students to trace their 

visceral responses back to a specific textual fragment, the part in the text that sticks out to 

them, offers a mode of access to a medieval text that often seems impossibly far away 

from them, divided as they are not only by temporality but also by intimidating layers of 
                                                
2	  My	  approach	  to	  fragmentary	  reading	  combines	  insights	  from	  Reader-‐Response	  
Theory	  and	  contemporary	  queer	  notions	  of	  temporality.	  For	  more	  on	  Reader-‐
Response	  theory,	  see	  Wolfgang	  Iser’s	  Implied	  Reader.	  For	  background	  reading	  on	  
queer	  pedagogy	  as	  an	  academic	  discipline,	  see	  William	  F.	  Pinar’s	  anthology,	  Queer	  
Theory	  in	  Education,	  particularly	  Susanne	  Luhmann’s	  chapter,	  “Queering/Querying	  
Pedagogy?	  Or,	  Pedagogy	  is	  a	  Pretty	  Queer	  Thing.”	  For	  a	  foundational	  account	  of	  
Queer	  Pedagogy,	  see	  Bryson	  and	  De	  Castell’s	  “Queer	  Pedagogy:	  Praxis	  makes	  
im/perfect”	  in	  the	  Canadian	  Journal	  of	  Education	  18.3	  (1993):	  285-‐305.	  
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literary tradition, criticism and authority. I will explain more about this pedagogy later in 

this introduction and in the coda, but I mention it here to demonstrate one of the 

outcomes of this project, and to suggest that it comes as a result of taking seriously – and 

making both literal and literary – the shared critical understanding that the fragment 

enables connection between bodies separated by time, between the past and present, and 

between the living and the dead.  

 I understand this orientation to medieval texts as working in line with queer and 

feminist projects that take seriously the body, feelings produced by the body, and the 

emancipatory potential alive in the demand for multiplicity.3 Before I provide an account 

of this shared critical understanding, I want to provide a few, quick words about both the 

medieval and the fragment, individually first, and then why and how they work together 

in a way that matters for my project and for queer and feminist scholarship. I come to 

medieval texts not as a medievalist, first and foremost, but as a thinker, student and 

teacher grounded in the ideas and motivated by the hopes articulated by feminist and 

queer studies. Though it might seem strange, medieval texts have helped me unsettle and 

reimagine my queer and feminist investments, even as they have also motivated me to 

become a better teacher of queer and feminist texts. Medieval texts have been particularly 
                                                
3 My thinking here is indebted to the work of feminist writers who imagine, wonder and feel their way into 
new understandings. I am thinking in particular of Virginia Woolf (see her short story “The Mark on the 
Wall”) and feminists who work at the intersections of race, gender, class and sexuality, specifically the 
work of Audre Lorde. See especially Lorde’s essays “The Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power” and 
“Poetry Is Not a Luxury.” When Lorde writes, in the latter, that “there are no new ideas. There are only 
new ways of making them felt,” she shares with queer and feminist medievalists an interest in inhabiting 
new affective states. Medievalist Mark Miller, for instance, writes: “An interest in the history of 
subjectivity, after all, implies among other things an interest in the interiority of the person: an interest, that 
is, not only in the subject’s construction in a nexus of intersecting discourses, institutions, and power 
relations, but in what it is like to be one so constructed, to have that kind of life to lead” (“Displaced Souls, 
Idle Talk, Spectacular Scenes,” 67). 
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valuable to me because of their continued capacity to provide uncanny resonances as I 

work to better understand a list of affective attachments today, such as: love, sex, desire, 

memory, and longing. Reading the narrator’s desire for Virginia to be two ages at once in 

Chaucer’s Physician’s Tale, for instance, helps me to read Humbert Humbert’s fantasy of 

an “intangible island of entranced time” where nymphets play in Nabokov’s Lolita. And 

seeing how Bertran de Born’s troubadour poem imagines an ideal love object as an 

assemblage of various parts taken from different women makes me think newly about the 

online community’s construction of an idealized sexual bottom in Dennis Cooper’s The 

Sluts.    

Medieval literary texts have provided for me blinks of recognition and familiarity 

– I recognize a structure or a feeling being described in them – but then, as blinks tend to 

make happen, those structures or feelings move; the text seems to retreat or shift as I 

open my eyes and look again, as I work to describe both the familiar feeling and the 

structure that made it so. In other words, medieval texts, particularly the late Middle 

English texts I look at here (and many of those contemporaneous to them), are important 

to me for their specific and idiosyncratic way of manifesting at once similarity and 

difference. Medieval literature teaches me to take seriously a feeling that I have while 

reading, and not to stop there, but to work to understand what in the text made that 

feeling arise. It has taught me that my feelings are indications of something (they arise for 

a reason), but that the sources of those indications might be different from what I initially 

imagined them to be. For example, the worm of conscience at the end of Chaucer’s 

Physician’s Tale struck me initially because its presence was unanticipated, and thus 
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surprising and strange. But after rereading the tale with the worm in mind, I was able to 

understand how it structurally informed the Physician’s investment throughout his story; 

and along the way I was able to better understand (and even identify with) the 

Physician’s final meditation on the worm. What registered as off-putting initially became 

an invitation to connect (in this case, not only with Chaucer’s text and a fragment of the 

medieval past through it, but also with myself).4 Ultimately, medieval literature has 

taught me to be a better teacher because I more vivaciously encourage different responses 

and interpretations in the classroom when I am not wedded to a single, authoritative 

understanding. 

*** 

In its very name the Middle Ages signifies an in-between space, an anticipated 

arrival; however, this teleological focus is undermined by its literature’s insistence on 

                                                
4 In Courtly Love, Love of Courtliness, and the History of Sexuality, James A. Schultz argues that if we try 
to identify sexual desire and attraction in medieval texts from our postmedieval perspectives, we fail to see 
what is actually structuring attraction in the text: in courtly love poetry, for instance, the attraction is to 
status and courtly dress (and not primarily the bodies beneath them). Karma Lochrie, in Heterosyncracies: 
When Normal Wasn’t, similarly argues that we cannot locate normativity in premodern texts because 
“normal” is a modern invention. My thinking here is indebted, retroactively, to their lines of inquiry, in that 
I see the relationships between medieval texts and postmedieval readers as helping to denaturalize what we 
might otherwise take as given or inevitable in either period. Where I diverge in this project, though (from 
Lochrie especially), is in my commitment to taking seriously the initial, visceral responses to texts, with the 
understanding that those feelings have the opportunity to produce both personal/subjective/idiosyncratic 
insight and also historically-contextualized knowledge. I also think that Lochrie romanticizes a time “pre” 
normal, and that by doing so she dismisses significant textual evidence that suggests strategies of 
inclusion/exclusion (not unlike ours today) in medieval communities. 

In his account of the phenomenological experience of reading, Wolfgang Iser comments, as I do 
here also, on the self-knowledge that reading can help facilitate. He writes that “the production of the 
meaning of literary texts…does not merely entail the discovery of the unformulated…it also entails the 
possibility that we may formulate ourselves and so discover what had previously seemed to elude our 
consciousness” (“The Reading Process: A Phenomenological Approach,” 299). Though the event of 
reading I describe here is indebted to Iser, I deviate from him in my commitment to describing the way in 
which wonder works specifically for enabling queer connectivity; and, largely because of the engagement 
with wonder, the relationality I am interested in describing with the texts in each chapter is less dialectical 
(and by extension more multiple) than Iser’s formulation. 
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repetition, stuckness, and impossibility. In the dream vision Pearl, a river stands between 

(and divides) earth from the New Jerusalem; and the earthly dreamer struggles with his 

inability to access the knowledge kept on the other side. In the Arthurian legends, 

literature is born at the crossroads of myth and literature; Merlin figures another middle 

space there, straddling as he does the divide between nature and magic. In the Canterbury 

Tales, a fragmentary text in its own right, a queer assemblage of storytellers meet and 

diverge, picking up fragments from preceding tales and redirecting them according to 

their own investments and desires. And, as I will show in chapter 2, Chaucer’s interest in 

middle spaces is even more pronounced in the Book of the Duchess, a dream vision poem 

that meditates on the meeting points between, among other apparent binaries, sleep and 

waking life, the celestial and the earthly, and the dead and the living. 

One question that haunts the medieval literary texts I read here is: how is it 

possible to create a relationship between objects and worlds that seem to be forever 

separated from one another? And then, what brings them together so that a story from an 

in-between space can be told? As I show in this dissertation, medieval literary texts craft 

seemingly impossible connections through the graphic description of fragmentary 

objects. These fragmentary objects are metaphors in the literary texts I read (I also refer 

to them as tropes). But I do want to insist here, as I work to insist in each chapter, that 

these metaphors/tropes are objects first, in that they also have a physical and material 

presence outside of their literary/figurative status. And in fact, the medieval poets that use 

them metaphorically describe them in very physical, sometimes even graphic, ways. The 

way in which these metaphors do their part in catalyzing connections depends largely on 
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their physical descriptions: this is a big part of my emphasis in each chapter. Each 

metaphor is a fragmentary object (an object whose very being in the world depends on its 

fragmentary status). Because these textual objects are fragmentary, they are amenable to 

connection-making – this is another claim I make in each chapter.   

The three narratives I treat craft and describe contaminated sites wherein mutually 

exclusive entities can be imagined as coming together and mingling. Each of my chapters 

describes how medieval literary texts theorize the possibility of difficult (and seemingly 

impossible) connection through metaphors that are themselves full of fragmentation and 

contingency: cuts, stained glass, and grafted trees. In each case, the texts identify a 

specific textual object as a controlling metaphor that negotiates the possibility (and 

reward) of a partial connection. These textual objects, which together I call fragmentary 

tropes, frame the way that medieval texts can teach modern readers about the beauty in 

connection that can only ever be partial.  

My particular choice of texts – Sir Gawain and the Green Knight; the Book of the 

Duchess; and, Sir Orfeo – are themselves deeply invested in the stakes of partial 

connection. In the Book of the Duchess, for instance, the narrator struggles to understand 

the loss of another, a loss that he is unable to completely access because it is not his own. 

This exchange in the poem, which gets called in contemporary criticism a “botched 

encounter,” happens alongside other seemingly impossible connections in the poem: the 

connection between earth and the celestial; and the living and the dead.5 In Sir Orfeo, the 

                                                
5 See chapter two here: “botched encounter” comes from Ruth Evans’s “A Dark Stain.” I argue in that 
chapter that the medieval legacy of stained glass has roots in a “botched encounter,” and that – because of 
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Fairy King’s otherworldly realm stands in contrast to Orfeo’s own kingdom. And, in Sir 

Gawain and the Green Knight, the difference occurs within Gawain’s own body; 

Gawain’s cut figures the discrepancy between the person for whom he is known and the 

person that he actually is. Through their fragmentary tropes, Sir Gawain and the Green 

Knight, the Book of the Duchess, and Sir Orfeo envision partial connection as a site 

whereby different realms can come together but still maintain their difference.  

Each text’s fragmentary trope – bodily cuts in SGGK; stained glass in the Book of 

the Duchess; and the grafted tree in Sir Orfeo – creates a point of access for us today. 

Indeed, as I will show in each chapter, many critical discussions of the texts I read can be 

traced back to these particular fragmentary tropes. Ultimately, these texts not only feature 

fragments that allow a point of entrance into them; they also show what it means for 

bodies to connect partially. More specifically, they describe what it means for connection 

to be figured through different fragmentary objects, what it means, that is, to connect 

through cuts, stained glass, and grafts. In the chapter descriptions at the end of this 

Introduction, I discuss in greater detail the implications of the various figurations of 

connection I read in the chapters. There, as well as in each chapter, I am committed to 

articulating how the specificity of each textual object contributes to describing a 

particular species of connection. For instance, the kind of connection figured by the 

grafted tree, as Sir Orfeo, medieval philosophers, and medieval and contemporary 

arborists alike have it, is a connection that bears first on the crafted fusion of disparate 
                                                                                                                                            
that legacy, the material production of stained glass, and also the function of stained glass as a medieval 
dream vision trope – stained glass is itself a figure for what has been defined by critics as a central problem 
in the Book of the Duchess text, the characters’ communication breakdown or what Evans calls a “botched 
encounter.” 
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parts, but then makes manifest (for those who stand in the presence of the graft) the 

wonder of something new, unanticipated and queer. Grafted connection holds onto the 

particularity of each distinct part, and also produces something magical (because 

unanticipated, despite the care and planning that goes into crafting the graft) at the site of 

the fusion. 

My readings are examples of the kind of orientation I advocate as a pedagogical 

approach. Focusing my reading of each text on a fragment, one that stands out to me 

because of its visceral and affective excess, I use that fragment to initiate my reading and 

to generate historical, aesthetic, and sometimes even personal understanding. Where 

possible, I juxtapose my readings of fragmentary tropes in medieval texts with fragments 

crafted in contemporary texts. I perform this partial connection to demonstrate how and 

where texts from different historical periods are joined through the fragment. Through 

these pairings I also suggest a deeper history of fragmentary connection, and thereby 

disrupt origin stories of the fragment that begin with modernity. 

 As a pedagogical exercise, the fragment that a student uses to connect to a 

medieval literary text today will vary: one reader’s privileged textual fragment will not 

by necessity be another’s. Despite this variability, though, the reader uses her fragment in 

a way that connects her to the text (and through it the medieval past), and this connection 

also produces historical and literary knowledge. I will indicate the specific literary and 

historical insight garnered by attending to a textual fragment in each chapter. I mention it 

here to craft a connection between the two main parts of my project, which are: 1) to 

describe a way of reading calqued on the wild affective potential of the fragment that is 
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amenable to pedagogy; and 2) to argue that the fragments that I read in each chapter 

provide affective keys to their narratives, and that those affects (collected by and 

experienced through textual fragments) are always deeply steeped in the problems and 

pleasures of being a person responsible to, and even made by, connections to others.  

 

*** 

There is something about our contemporary moment that is particularly excited by 

the Middle Ages, an excitement that tends to depend on the worlds and figures imagined 

by medieval literature – knights in shining armor, damsels in distress, dragons and the 

magical spells of Merlin. As Pulp Fiction’s (1994) scene of medieval torture and 

sodomy, famously theorized by Carolyn Dinshaw, demonstrates, the Middle Ages 

occupies a privileged place in popular culture today.6 We see this in more recent 

examples, such as in the rampant and voracious consumption of Game of Thrones, World 

of Warcraft and Settlers of Catan; but also, more implicitly, in the reinvigorated interest 

in occult culture and more supernatural forms of knowledge making, exhibited, for 

example, in the practice of tarot card reading.7 Clearly, we desire and luxuriate in 

fantasies of the Middle Ages, and we make a place for the medieval in our daily lives, in 

our makings of pleasure and knowledge. 

                                                
6 See Carolyn Dinshaw, Getting Medieval (Durham: Duke University Press, 1999), 184-90. 
7 The earliest example of tarot card readings as a practice that we would recognize as familiar today comes 
from the fourteenth century. The revived interest in the occult in Britain during the 1880s-1930s 
corresponded with a renewed interest in tarot card readings. In fact, Arthur Edward Waite created the 
Rider-Waite deck during this period of time, which continues to be the most widely-used tarot deck today. 
Today, social media has taken the practice of tarot to new levels and created a bigger and enthusiastic 
following.  
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Of course, even without its pervasiveness in popular culture, the Middle Ages 

would have claws in our lives today. Many of our most politically- and ideologically-

fraught categories were birthed in the Middle Ages: the scholastic university; 

homosexuality as an identity category; and marriage and rape as legal categories. 

Because these categories are also some of our most affectively laden, they generate 

responses and demands that are visceral.8 And as Pulp Fiction so powerfully 

demonstrates, popular fantasies of the Middle Ages and the medieval categories that 

persist today come together in our present world in imaginative ways. When Marcellus 

Wallace is on the receiving end of male on male rape and torture, and his biggest enemy 

comes to his rescue, the message is clear: not even an enemy should experience such an 

event. Saved, Wallace shoots his perpetrator in the groin and as he is writhing on the 

ground, Wallace reveals to him the events that are about to befall: Wallace is going to 

call up some friends who are “going to go to work” on the perpetrator “with a pair of 

pliers and a blow torch…You hear me talking, hillbilly boy?” he asks. “I ain’t through 

with you by damn sight. I’m gonna get medieval on your ass.”   

 The manner with which people relate to the medieval categories that persist and 

structure our lives today (especially when those categories are in crisis) provokes the 

same kind of elevated emotions and visceral reactions as do our fantasies of the medieval 

(I am thinking here of Pulp Fiction, but also Game of Thrones). Together, our categories 

and popular fantasies of the Middle Ages show how our relationship to the medieval 

                                                
8 We might think of here the Christian-conservative position that holds marriage as a sacred union between 
a man and a woman; the visceral response to the rape of Sansa Stark in Game of Thrones (over and above 
other violent scenes, including slavery and castration). 
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today is steeped in (and even made possible through) affect. And because, as I will 

suggest, popular culture’s (and students’) encounters with the Middle Ages are so 

visceral, so bodily, and so subject to dynamism and unknowability, the kind of affect that 

the medieval provokes bears often on a sense of wonder. We can think about this through 

Pulp Fiction’s scene. What, after-all, does it mean “to get medieval on your ass”? We 

take it as a bad thing, certainly, and one that involves serious pain and primitive means of 

enacting it (blow torch, pliers). But there is also a way in which “getting medieval” opens 

up to wondrous possibility, as if there is no limit to what can happen. The inability to 

pinpoint the extent of “getting medieval” is part of what makes it so scary, and so useful 

as a revenge strategy. 

This is one premise of my project, and one to which I will return in each chapter: 

in a phrase, we relate to the Middle Ages through a sense of wonder. Here is one reason 

why, as I will argue in chapter one, the Middle Ages becomes relevant and interesting to 

the reinvigorated interest in wonder and enchantment as theorized by a recent special 

edition of Women’s Studies Quarterly. The interest in wonder and enchantment in 

contemporary gender, sexuality and affect studies could benefit from thinking about 

today’s popular gravitation to fantasies of the medieval past. But it could also benefit 

from thinking about the ways in which medieval literature is itself so invested in 

describing wonder and enchantment.   

A big reason why medieval literature, in particular, is important to my project’s 

interest in affective connection enabled by encounters with the fragment has to do with its 

descriptions of the visceral qualities and connective potential of wonder. The textual 
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figures I focus on (bodily cuts; stained glass; grafted trees) are grounding metaphors in 

their texts, so much so that they become, as I will argue, literary tropes – tropes that 

emerge across medieval literature, and thus that testify to the pervasiveness of both their 

function and their intrigue. Because the fragmentary tropes that I focus on are described 

so physically, and even graphically, they use viscera and sensation to generate some of 

their import and meaning. In many cases, it is the wonder generated by the graphic 

descriptions of the fragmentary tropes that becomes a generating force that enables 

seemingly impossible connections. And, in each of the medieval texts I read in this 

project, it is the fragmentary nature of the fragment – its very fragmentariness – that 

generates affective connection across time and space. 

 

Toward a Theory of the Fragment 

 I argue in this project that medieval texts theorize how partial connection happens 

through the figure of the fragment (and medieval literature thus shows how poets from 

the Middle Ages and postmedieval critics come together through their privileging of the 

fragment). But in doing so, I don’t mean to subsume the category of the fragment to the 

category of affect – or, for that matter, to the category of the medieval. The fragment, for 

its part, is a vast conceptual category. Even within medieval studies, the fragment cannot 

mean one thing. “Fragment” is often used in medieval studies to describe an incomplete 

textual artifact – incomplete either because the author (intentionally or otherwise) did not 

finish a work (many critics refer to The Canterbury Tales as a fragment, and also 

particular tales within it that do not seem finished); or incomplete because only a 
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fragment of the original text is available to us today (the completeness of the document 

being destroyed by nature or war or otherwise lost to the layers of time). Fragments have 

a specific meaning for medievalists because sometimes all we have are fragments to work 

with. We have to piece together stories and histories from a combination of the extant 

materiality from the past (those fragments we have at our fingertips), the contextual 

knowledge we have of those fragments, and the imagination that fills in the gaps in order 

to present the illusion of wholeness, or in order for us to be able to represent a narrative. 

 As the above examples suggest, fragments in medieval studies are physical: they 

are the extant material, what we have in front of us. They are a physical presence that 

invokes incompletion – not so much because they refer to what is not there (they are 

different from relics in this way), but because their physicality creates a presence that 

invites, and I would argue even demands, intervention – the presence of another that 

interprets or exists in wonder alongside it. It is this sense of both taking the fragment on 

its own terms (acknowledging its presence) and the invitation that the fragment extends 

(to create with and through it), that makes the fragment applicable as a critical approach 

and reading orientation. Medievalist Arthur Bahr writes, “I will propose here that the 

word’s suggestion of physicality and incompleteness…makes ‘fragments’ a useful term 

for critical practice, albeit one in need of considerable refinement.”9 Using the physical 

and incomplete nature of fragments, Bahr represents here a group of medievalists who 

                                                
9 This quote is taken from Arthur Bahr’s post “Celebrate Fragments” on the New Chaucer Society blog, 5 
Dec 2013 (newchaucersociety.org/blog). Bahr’s blog post was a response to Robert J Meyer-Lee’s 
“Abandon the Fragments” (Studies in the Age of Chaucer 35, 2013): 47-83. See also Bahr’s book, 
Fragments and Assemblages: Forming Compilations of Medieval London (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2013).  
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have recently shown an interest in using fragments as a critical term.10 Employing the 

term critically or conceptually, however, still demands attention to the physicality of the 

fragment, even if and because its materiality is incomplete. In his blog post, Bahr 

continues to explain that, “So long as we remember that fragments need not add up to a 

single coherent whole (nor indeed ever have been intended to add up to such a whole), 

the word admirably conveys the sense of incompleteness not as loss but as interpretive 

invitation.” The incompleteness of the fragment gives us something to work with; we 

cannot ignore its physical presence. 

Outside of medieval studies, too, the fragment boasts various critical import. 

Looking from an art historicist’s perspective, William Tronzo writes that, “It is not the 

fragment that is ephemeral but rather that which is enduring.” 11 The fragment has also 

been an important category in archive studies. In my own understanding of the fragment, 

and for the purpose of this project, I want to keep alive the various material and 

conceptual ways in which the fragment can signify. It is in fact this multiplicity, 

generated by the fragment, that most excites me about its potential as a pedagogical 

approach to teaching medieval literature.  

In the literature review below, I focus on the way in which a variety of critical 

accounts theorize partial connection through the fragment. Later, I will suggest that it is 

the way in which medieval literary texts theorize and aestheticize partial connection 

through the fragment that marks it as a beautiful, and literary, form of relationality.  

                                                
10 See Meyer-Lee and Ruth Evans on the same blog thread. 
11 The Fragment: An Incomplete History ed. William Tronzo (Los Angeles: Getty Publications, 2009), 4.  
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Literature Review 
  

As a literary concept, the fragment has a long legacy. As T.S. Eliot’s famous 

quote – “These fragments I have shored against my ruins” – might suggest, fragments 

have most often been tied to modernism. They are also recognized as a postmodern 

category.12 But the fragment’s genealogy that I am interested in tracing is that of queer 

and affect scholars because of the way they zero in on affective relationships between 

time and space and the way in which medieval studies has haunted those conceptions. 

Though contemporary scholars have lent briefly their attention to the Middle Ages in 

order to theorize the interplay between temporality and modes of relating, they have not 

milked hard enough the ways in which the literature produced in the Middle Ages is 

explicitly and viscerally engaged with the processes and interplays of temporality and 

relationality they are invested in describing. Very little attention has been paid to how 

medieval texts themselves embody the modes of relations so crucial to Heather Love and 

others.13 I return to the medieval archive to better understand how and why the Middle 

Ages has been particularly useful for queer and affect scholars interested in connection. 

This project makes explicit an implicit understanding shared by queer, affect and 

medievalist scholars: that the fragmentary – variously defined – enables affective 

connection between bodies separated in time and space. As they describe affective 

                                                
12 As I explained on page 1 of this Introduction, T.S. Eliot, Virginia Woolf, Picasso, Kurt Vonnegut and 
Toni Morrison are prime examples of modernist/postmodernist writers and artists who explicitly engage the 
fragmentary in their narrative and relational structures. 
13 In Feeling Backward, for instance, Heather Love relies heavily on Carolyn Dinshaw’s medievalist 
insight in forming her own conceptions of past-present queer relationality, but she spends no time reading 
the texts that brought Dinshaw to her influential theory of partial connection across time (the metaphorics 
of touch). 
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relationships to the past, queer, medievalist and affect scholars invoke fragments – either 

directly or indirectly. In the following paragraphs, I show that scholars from the fields of 

queer, medieval, and affect studies come together in their consensus that the fragmentary 

carries affective power that enables connection between the past and present (and text 

and reader).14  

Of the scholars interested in the fragment, medievalist Bruce Holsinger and affect 

and memory scholar Marianne Hirsch theorize the fragment most specifically. For 

Hirsch, the fragment is bound up with the transmission of trauma. She writes that the 

concept of postmemory is forged, “however indirectly, by traumatic fragments of events 

that still defy narrative reconstruction and exceed comprehension.”15 The transmission of 

traumatic events occurs across generations, in Hirsch’s account, through “fragments of 

events,” pieces of the past. What makes these fragments fragments is their refusal to be 

reconciled into something that can be communicated through story and understood 

accordingly. Their partiality, the part of the story they represent that “exceed[s] 

comprehension,” is also what makes them survive, affecting and shaping, the bodies that 

experience them secondhand. The fragment continues to make its presence felt through 

bodies that were not there or even alive during the events to which it bears witness. 

Understanding pieces of medieval literature as fragments, Holsinger shares 

Hirsch’s sense that fragments from the past impact the lives of the present – and that the 

                                                
14 In various ways, these affective connections enabled by the fragmentary are imagined as emancipatory, 
or to have liberating potential, chances to re-understand relationality and attachments to others. 
15 Marianne Hirsch, The Generation of Postmemory: Writing and Visual Culture After the Holocaust (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2012), 5. 
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fragment carries the potential to disrupt and transform a way of living. Holsinger argues 

that “the medieval fragments inspiring the critical work of the avant garde function less 

as detached objects for the fetishist’s sterile delectation than as productive sacraments of 

creative ingenuity, partial remains from an unknowable past invested nevertheless with a 

transformative capacity in the critical present.”16 Here, Holsinger describes fragments as 

“partial remains,” and sees in that partiality a connection to an “unknowable past” that 

has a “transformative capacity” in the present. The partial part of the fragment connects 

the present to the past in a meaningful, active way.  

Paul Strohm understands the relationship between the medieval text and the 

postmedieval reader in a similar way as Holsinger, and though he does not employ the 

term fragment, he does invoke the word partial. “The unperturbed text will,” Strohm 

writes, “in respects made apparent by contemporary theory, remain partially unanalyzed, 

will remain in possession of possibilities and experiences that it cannot or will not 

articulate. A necessary task of theory is precisely to provoke a text into unpremeditated 

articulation, into the utterance of what it somehow contains or knows but neither intends 

nor is able to say.”17 Implicitly, perhaps, Strohm argues here that it takes the touch of the 

present to uncover truths about the past. And yet his focus on partiality, on a fragment 

that cannot be explained, carries with it (as we will see) Carolyn Dinshaw’s focus on 

partial connections; in Strohm’s case, as in Holsinger’s, it is the fragmentary piece of the 

                                                
16 Bruce Holsinger, The Premodern Condition: Medievalism and the Making of Theory (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2005), 5. 
17 Paul Strohm, Theory and the Premodern Text (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), xii. 
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premodern text, which for him is the text’s uncertain component, that calls for a need of 

the bringing together of the medieval and postmodern.  

I stress the connection between the fragment and the partial because it shares with 

the accounts of medievalist Carolyn Dinshaw and affect scholar Heather Love an interest 

in how connections between the past and present are necessarily partial. In her influential 

book, Getting Medieval (1999), Dinshaw uses the metaphorics of touch to imagine how 

the medieval past and the postmodern present come together: “Since I contend,” she 

writes, “that queer histories are made of affective relations, I aim to make such histories 

manifest by juxtaposition, by making entities past and present touch” (12). Dinshaw 

makes clear in her account that what she desires is “partial, affective connection, for 

community, for even a touch across time.” A “partial connection,” which she opposes to 

a “full identification,” is key to how the past and present are joined (21). Pushed further, 

Dinshaw’s argument suggests that identification with a body from the past, having 

complete knowledge of it (in a sense, becoming the object you seek to have a connection 

with), would dismantle the necessary factors enabling connection. Connection is enabled 

by a touch that can ever only be partial. 

And yet, it is because Dinshaw does not go far enough in unpacking the import 

and stakes of that partiality that makes Heather Love, for one, want to think more about 

it. In Feeling Backward: Loss and the Politics of Queer History (2007), Love argues that 

queer bodies connect across time through experiences of loss, bad feelings, and the sense 

of what could have been, a felt potential: Eurydice’s withdrawal; a man watching his 

almost-lover depart in a taxicab. Love wants not to focus so much on the touch, however 
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partial or fragmentary it may be, but to think more about what cannot be touched, what 

was not given presence in a representational field (so whose capacity to touch and to be 

touched is foreclosed) – and to connect there.18 Touch, Love explains, does not do justice 

to part of what makes our relationship to the past so attractive – its retreat from us, its 

always at least partial unknowability. “Eurydice,” Love writes, “is radiant in her 

withdrawal”:  it is her untouchability – what escapes touch and representation, what is 

lost – that makes her so attractive (51). Connecting through the affective power proper to 

the partial or the fragmentary happens here too, though – not only because this is where 

Love meets Dinshaw and establishes the terms for her own project, but also because loss 

is necessarily fragmentary. However whole loss feels, it indicates something cut off from 

something else – the world of the living, for example, or representable love. 

Like Love and Dinshaw, Roland Barthes privileges the feelings that a fragment 

generates in order to cultivate connection to others. Describing the experience of what 

speaks to/through him in his encounter with an old photograph, Barthes writes that there 

is an accidental, unintentional, detail in the photograph, an “element which rises from the 

                                                
18 Heather Love, Feeling Backward: Loss and the Politics of Queer History (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2007). In her advocacy of an affective historiography that makes connections to/through 
loss, Heather Love shares a sentimentality with queer medievalists Sahar Amer, Francesca Canade 
Sautman, Pamela Sheingorn, and Anna Klosowska, who forward different reading practices – 
juxtaposition, paying attention to gaps – in order to uncover otherwise invisible female expressions of 
desire. There is a sense of imagination in all of these accounts, a feeling that something else is there, a 
fragmentary presence that we cannot see, that is valuable – for revealing some historical experience, and 
also for establishing connections between past and present. To be clear, I think that imagining that 
something else is there, something that is cut off from our ability to see it, is a critical choice – a choice that 
critics make, perhaps a necessary one – to establish affective relationships to the deep past. I see this 
critical move as similar to the move to make the medieval past similar to or different from the postmodern 
present (the insertion of cuts in time as a critical method).  
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scene, shoots out of it like an arrow, and pierces me.”19 This element, Barthes writes, is a 

“sting, speck, cut, little hole” and is “that accident which pricks me (but also bruises me, 

is poignant to me)” (27). The punctum seems to be both the accidental detail in the 

photograph and its effect on the viewer’s body – the “cut,” the “little hole”; viewer and 

object are joined through this detail (this part of the photograph, this fragment), and 

through the affective or phenomenological (bodily) encounter it engenders. Importantly, 

for Barthes, it is the feeling produced by this encounter that stays with him, and that has 

meaning for him, and that even makes him feel closer to knowing the photograph as a 

whole: “I may know better a photograph I remember than a photograph I am looking at” 

(53).  

Barthes’s admission that “what I can name cannot really prick me” is like 

Hirsch’s fragments that “exceed narrative reconstruction” in ways that will be important 

to my project. They contribute to knowledge and the shaping of lives because they stand 

out, cannot be reconciled into a whole, and so, like shards, they cut into the bodies from 

other times and places that encounter them accidentally or indirectly. The cross-

generational transmission that Hirsch is working to describe is not exactly the same as 

theorizing the fragmentary site or figure through which bodies separated in time and 

space can form relationships and unions. I see Barthes’s punctum, for instance, as 

working in the queer medievalist way of joining separated bodies because the punctum 

enables connection (even union) between the body of the viewer and the body of the text 

                                                
19 Roland Barthes, trans. Richard Howard, Camera Lucida (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, Inc., 
1981), 51.  
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(itself a representation/embodiment of a moment in the past). And yet both the punctum 

and postmemory are interested in the knowledge that is gained through fragments 

(bursting with affect that cannot be reconciled into a whole), the stories that are pieced 

together through and because of those fragments. Barthes knows photographs through his 

bodily memory of them, the details that pierce him; postmemory’s fragments, full of 

affect, are pieced together to resemble a story that approximates a memory, and connects 

people in the present through a past event. And both Barthes and Hirsch share an 

attention to the body’s experience of connection that the medieval texts I read here do 

too. 

In the medieval texts I read, authors make explicit the fragmentariness that 

enables connection. Like Barthes’s punctum, they provide a material detail that locates 

and grounds the generation of connection. Also like the punctum, the fragmentary tropes 

that medieval poets craft to describe connection operate through heightened attention to 

the body. The authors I read, both medieval and postmedieval, explicitly emphasize – 

zero in on – fragmentary tropes. Through graphic and sustained descriptions of the body 

and bodily sensations, both medieval and contemporary authors betray an interest in the 

visceral qualities of their fragmentary tropes, and rely on that viscerality to describe 

various forms of partial connection. The visceral qualities of the fragmentary objects 

themselves, and the bodily experiences of reading them, produce and come back to 

wonder. To put it succinctly, encounters with the fragmentary objects I read create 

wonder, and that wonder in turn creates a kind of portal that allows access to perhaps 
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otherwise impossible worlds and things. The texts that I am interested in show this 

process. 

I situate my project within the queer and affect studies projects that work to 

describe connections between the past and the present (that is, in the wake of Dinshaw, 

Love and others). I also see my project as in conversation with Hirsch and others thinking 

about how the past persists and connects living bodies through an event from the past.20 

My project works to make explicit these critics’ attention to the fragmentary, and their 

sense that the fragmentary enables affective connection. By turning this idea of the 

fragmentary into a methodological postulate, we can uncover a relational mode enacted 

through a particular reading process that will offer new ways for thinking about how we 

belong to our texts and they belong to us.  I describe in this project how our feelings 

while reading, generated by fragmentary details in the texts themselves, can help us form 

connections to medieval literary texts; and that through these connections we can both 

better identify the affective clusters that are animating their narratives and the historical 

contexts that produce them.  

The authors of the texts I read, both medieval and postmedieval, explicitly and 

repetitively emphasize fragmentary tropes. Through intense and sustained descriptions of 

the body and bodily sensations (the tactile sense of the cut in chapter one; the visual sense 

of looking at stained glass in chapter two), both medieval and contemporary authors 

betray an interest in the visceral qualities of their fragmentary tropes, and they rely on 
                                                
20 Aranye Fradenburg’s recent work on confabulation is part of this work to rethink the ways in which the 
past continues to make meaning in our lives, and our dependence on past events to communicate with the 
people we live with today, our need to go back to the past to access terms that are not available in the 
present. 
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that viscerality to describe various forms of connection. The medieval texts put a 

fragmentary object at the center of their narratives in order to describe the affects 

involved in the specific forms of connectivity that they interrogate: chivalric belonging 

(chapter one); relationships to the dead and the divine (chapter two); marital union 

(chapter three). 

 
 
Chapter Descriptions 
 

This project returns to medieval texts to illustrate a queer reading orientation 

grounded in the generative possibilities of engaging with an object that can never be fully 

understood, whether due to temporal, ideological, or linguistic distance. In other words, 

this reading approach provides a demonstration in engaging with the fragmentary. It 

provides an account of coming into contact with foreign texts, worlds and times that are 

partially understood and fragmentarily ascertained, often through a glimpse or touch of 

something uncannily familiar.21 In the following chapters, I show how each of the 

medieval texts I treat presents a fragmentary object at its interpretive and affective center. 

Each chapter focuses on a particular representation of the fragment (cuts, stained glass, 

the grafted tree). These fragmentary objects figure an interpretive impasse for critics. 

Next, after outlining the importance of these fragmentary objects, I show how these 

objects, far from closing off modes of connection, invite varied and necessarily subjective 

reading experiences rather than commanding a singular, dominant reading. Finally, by 
                                                
21 Evans’s essay, “A Dark Stain,” reads anamorphosis in the Book of the Duchess as a way of describing 
the uncanny experience of reading medieval texts, and using that feeling/sense to initiate a reading. For 
more on the uncanny within the Middle Ages, see Simon Gaunt in Marco Polo’s Le Devisemonte de 
Monde: Narrative Voice, Language and Diversity. 
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pairing medieval texts with contemporary queer texts and theories, I illustrate how this 

fragmentary approach to reading can be applied to non-medieval texts – and how 

medieval and queer contemporary texts are affectively connected through a sustained 

attentiveness to the fragment. In each chapter, I will describe how reading the 

fragmentary trope in each text yields specific experiences of connectedness via 

something visceral; in each case, the visceral experience bears on wonder.22  

The medieval texts I read in these chapters – Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, 

the Book of the Duchess, and Sir Orfeo – demand attention to the fragmentary objects that 

animate them. They invoke tropes that are steeped in the fragmentary – I call them 

fragmentary tropes – at the center of their narrative stories. The fragmentary tropes I look 

at in each chapter are: cuts in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight; stained glass in the Book 

of the Duchess; and grafted trees in Sir Orfeo. The texts describe these 

metaphors/fragmentary tropes at length and in great and sometimes graphic detail. 

Through these physical descriptions, the texts I read theorize the coming-together of 

mutually exclusive realms as visceral, bodily and partial.  

The cuts chapter, chapter one, demonstrates most quickly and powerfully the 

visceral reading experience unleashed by medieval fragmentary tropes. The way in which 

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight’s poet seems to relish in the alliterative sounds that 

slow down and magnify the cutting-open of flesh by axe blades brings the reader into 

close visceral contact with the poem’s cuts. And this visceral experience of reading 

                                                
22 For a recent critically queer meditation on the visceral, see GLQ’s special issue, On the Visceral, eds. 
Sharon P. Holland, et al. (GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 20.4, 2014): 391-406. 
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SGGK’s cuts invites, I argue, affective access to what it might have felt like to be a 

chivalric subject (to be so imbricated in knightly belonging). In the case of Sir Gawain 

and the Green Knight, the cut scenes generate, I will argue, the affective experience of 

wonder – the wonder that comes from not only trying to make sense of life and death, but 

also the wonder that comes from the cut between what one is supposed to be (or how he 

is recognized by others) and what one is: the cut that signals the impossible union; the cut 

that marks the discrepancy. 

Wonder is important for queer and feminist studies today, as demarcated by 

WSQ’s special issue on Enchantment.23 Returning to the archive of enchantment returns 

us, I argue, to medieval romance. SGGK, arguably the most canonical text in the romance 

genre, becomes more interesting (which is to say, more relevant) for readers today when 

we return to and reactivate an interest in the marvelous, wondrous, and enchanting. I 

argue in my first chapter that SGGK’s poet fixates on and draws attention to bloody and 

bodily cuts, again and again, in order to make visual and visceral the sense of wonder that 

animates Gawain’s relationship to Arthur’s court, and to himself. SGGK’s wondrous cuts 

demand necessarily multiple and various readings, and demonstrate the futility of relying 

on a single narrative to tell a whole story. But because, like WSQ’s contributors, I am 

interested first and foremost in understanding the function of enchantment today, I rely 

on Alison Bechdel’s contemporary graphic novel, Fun Home, to probe the question of 

wonder’s function in a queer context today. As I will explain, Bechdel brings us 

                                                
23 Anne Burlein and Jackie Orr, eds. Enchantment. Spec. Issue of Women’s Studies Quarterly 40.3-4 
(December 2012). 
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explicitly and even excessively to cutting scenes in order to describe how wonder 

necessarily produces multiplicity, and how that multiplicity (which eschews a single or 

authoritative reading) is essential in maintaining a seemingly impossible relationship – in 

Bechdel’s case, the impossible relationship is her connection to her dead father. Putting 

the medieval romance and the graphic novel in conversation with each other begins to 

offer a long history of explaining how wondrous cuts are important in the crafting of 

connection between past and present, between the dead and the living.   

I argue, then, that SGGK’s and Bechdel’s cuts work to produce wonder, and that 

both texts use wonder to meditate on and craft connection. The graphic nature of SGGK’s 

and Bechdel’s cuts might make them the easiest examples for showing how authors rely 

on the visceral for crafting difficult and seemingly impossible relationships. But taking a 

moment to consider the thoughts and feelings that come to mind and body when 

imagining the play of colors in light of a gothic cathedral’s windows might begin to do 

the work of showing how stained glass, like a bleeding bodily wound, functions through 

an activation of the senses. I elaborate on the link between the affective experience of 

coming into contact with the fragmentary trope of stained glass in chapter two. I argue 

that if wonder unites both a medieval romance and a contemporary graphic novel as they 

meditate on connection (chapter one), the stained glass in Geoffrey Chaucer’s Book of the 

Duchess (chapter two) makes the argument that that connection happens through the 

fragment of the cut even stronger. Stained glass produces (through the making and fusing 

of fragmentary pieces) an illusion of marvelous wholeness – where the otherwise 

impossible connection between earthly and heavenly, material and immaterial can 
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happen, and where mutually exclusive entities can coexist at once, or in Chaucer’s 

language, “al sodeynly” (all suddenly). By understanding, as I do, stained glass as a 

medieval dream vision trope, we can locate in stained glass a figure for the kinds of 

connection the genre of dream vision seeks to make – between waking and sleeping life; 

past and present; heaven and earth; life and death. I argue that the authorial decision to 

use stained glass as figure for impossible connection in medieval dream vision poetry 

emphasizes the importance of the fragment in making those seemingly impossible 

connections. More materially, stained glass serves as our primary visual connection to the 

Middle Ages today. The craft survives, and provides a point of access to the Middle 

Ages.  

I argue in the first two chapters, as I have done already in this introduction, that 

medieval literature brings us back to the body, and that in that bodily return we gain a 

different perspective on how affective connection happens (because medieval literature 

provides descriptions that are uncannily familiar, similar yet new) and we also achieve a 

longer history of the way in which the fragment is used to craft affective connection. But 

if affective connection can be, as I suggest, traced back to and grounded in the fragment, 

that fragment itself acts as a portal – a portal to other worlds. The grafted tree, chapter 

three’s fragmentary trope, offers one more layer to our understanding of fragmentary 

connection. Where the cut produces a visceral experience of anticipating and witnessing 

the puncture and breaking-open of the skin, and stained glass produces a visual 

experience of coming into contact with the divine and immaterial (or, as we might today, 

experience the medieval past through beholding stained glass windows in twelfth-century 
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gothic churches), the grafted tree offers an experience that is not immediately or 

obviously evident within the body that reads. 

The fusing together of different arboreal fragments, the grafted tree in Sir Orfeo 

acts as the site of connection between different worlds within the text. In demonstrating 

the uncomfortable relationship between the courtly world of Orfeo and the otherworld of 

the Fairy King – and between marriage and sodomy – the grafted tree figures the 

relationship between the poem’s apparently disparate entities; it provides a way of 

imagining the coexistence of mutually exclusive categories. The grafted tree is perhaps 

the figure par excellence of the medieval conception of graft. By replacing the most 

iconic image in the Orpheus legend – Orpheus’s forbidden backwards glance – with the 

grafted tree (a medieval addition to the classic myth), Sir Orfeo positions at the center of 

its narrative the queer connections that the graft signifies.  

Before I move on to chapter one, I want to use these last two pages to begin to 

spell out how I see the specificity of the fragmentary objects as impacting, and important 

for, the way that connection is theorized, described (and even created). In other words, I 

want to think – with these texts – about what it means for connection to be figured by a 

cut, and how that manifestation of connection is similar to or different from the 

connection that is figured by stained glass or a graft. Connection figured through cuts is a 

connection that happens through wonder, and that wondering (as Bechdel will help us 

see) is produced through questions, and maybe even self-doubt. Ultimately, connection 

through cuts is a connection to and through oneself. To be fair, all of the metaphors I read 

may be described as figuring connection to/through oneself, because they demand an 
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attention to one’s own body and the feelings produced by them – but the cuts chapter 

foregrounds that fact, and makes it literal and explicit. Connecting through cuts is about 

trying to reconcile different parts of oneself (the Gawain who has a body that wants to 

live; and the Gawain who is preceded by his chivalric reputation; Alison is split in half as 

she looks at her dead father’s body), but also keeping open wonder, and the multiplicity 

of possibilities that it produces. There is always an opening through which to connect 

because, in the words of the Gawain-poet, the forme to the fynisment foldez ful selden – 

the beginning to the end folds very seldom, cutting open a closed circuit, foreclosing 

closure. 

The connection that is figured through stained glass requires an interplay between 

nature and craft. Its event of connection is related to the properties of light – specifically, 

the way that light is caught and refracted – and in some ways these qualities can be 

anticipated and crafted (through the decision to use one color instead of another, for 

instance), but the connection ultimately depends on dynamism, contingency (the way the 

sun filters through the glass as it moves across the sky, for example). I said that the cuts 

metaphor is the most explicit and literal example of bringing one into contact with the 

divisions within herself. But the Book of the Duchess dreamer is deeply ambivalent. His 

ambivalence manifests through his meditation on stained glass. And as stained glass 

bears on crafting a connection to the divine, or creating a connection between the past 

and present (the stained glass in the Book of the Duchess dream features fragments from 

its classical past), or even between two men living together in the same time and place, 

the ambivalence that the dreamer feels within himself is played out in these other 
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relationships. Stained glass helps us to imagine how connecting to God, for instance, is 

also connecting to the flux and ambivalence within oneself. 

Cuts and stained glass, then, act as tools that enable connection to otherwise 

inaccessible realms, bodies and ideas – even if that tool ultimately brings one into deeper 

contact with one’s own body. As tools or techne, stained glass and cuts are crafted to 

discover connection that was already there (in the case of Gawain’s cut), or to capture the 

metaphysical essence that one strives to touch (as in the case of stained glass). With the 

graft, more than bringing into awareness something that was already there (or desired to 

be there), the connection is more surprising because it is not previously conceived. Rather 

than a visceral experience with a fragment that is used to make connection that is already 

in some way anticipated, here the visceral experience happens after the graft connects 

(the wonder comes as a kind of surprise at the connections that the graft makes). In the 

material world, anomalies (read: surprises) happen at the site of the graft, the juncture 

point between distinct arboreal parts. And in the literary world, I think of classical and 

medieval monsters as prime examples of the graft, where the logic seems to be something 

like: what happens if we take a head of a goat and put it on the body of a horse and then 

give the creature wings?24 The grafted tree tries on different connections (maybe like a 

                                                
24 For more on the relationship between medieval monsters and wonder, see Jeffrey Jerome Cohen’s 
numerous texts on the subject: especially Of Giants: Sex, Monsters and the Middle Ages, and also his edited 
compilation, Monster Theory: Reading Culture. For more on monsters as they relate to the graft 
specifically, see Matthew Gumpert’s Grafting Helen. Cohen writes that in medieval cultural theory, “the 
monster escapes to reappear in some other guise, perhaps in some new world” (Of Giants, xiv). Here, 
Cohen suggests how, in the Middle Ages, the imaginings of monsters often located monsters in the East. 
Monsters may in fact provide a fragmentary mode of relating to the otherworld of the East, but my point 
here is more that monsters (and grafted products more generally) are crafted with the purpose of igniting 
wonder and experimentation. 
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drag performer; it’s a kind of experimentation) – puts two or three things together, and 

then works through the consequences – and sees what comes from them.  

Where the fragment acts as an inaugurating site of connection in the first two 

chapters, it becomes a culminating condition of possibility in the third. In the coda, I 

wonder with two texts – a twelfth-century troubadour poem and Dennis Cooper’s The 

Sluts (2004) – if there is a limit to the fragment’s capacity to generate connection. The 

coda’s juxtaposition of texts demonstrates that the more fragmented an object becomes, 

the more surfaces there are through which to connect. But they also pose questions: is 

there a limit to fragmentation? When does fragmentation become dissolution, and thus no 

longer generative? 
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Chapter One 

Cutting Connections: Wondrous Cuts in Sir Gawain and the Green 
Knight and Fun Home  

 
 
The cut is possibility. 
	   –	  Eva	  Hayward25	  
	  

1. MEDIEVAL MARVEL 
	  
Sir	  Gawain	  and	  the	  Green	  Knight,	  the	  late	  fourteenth-‐century	  Middle	  English	  

alliterative	  romance,	  provides	  in	  graphic	  detail	  the	  description	  of	  many	  bodily	  cuts.	  

The	  first	  one	  occurs	  on	  the	  green	  knight’s	  neck,	  in	  the	  decapitation	  he	  receives	  by	  

Gawain’s	  axe.	  As	  he	  kneels	  before	  Gawain	  to	  receive	  the	  blow:	  

The grene knyȝt vpon grounde grayþely hym dresses; 
A little lut with þe hede, þhe lere he discourez; 
His long lovelych lokkez he layd ouer his croun, 
Let þe naked nec to þe note schewe. 
Gawan gripped to his axe and gederes hit on hyȝt; 
þe kay fot on the folde þe before sette, 
Let hit doun lyȝtly lyȝt on þe naked, 
Þat þe scharp of þhe shalk schlyndered the bones 
And shrank þurgh þe schyire grece and schade it in twynne, 
Þat þe bit of the broun stele bot on þe grounde. 
Þe fayre heade from þe halce hit it to erþe, 
Þat fele hit foyned with her fete ther it roled; 
Þe blood breyed fro the body, þat blykked on the grene. (418-425) 

 
The green knight upon the ground readies himself, 
A little bow with his head, the flesh he uncovers, 
His long lovely locks he lays over his crown, 
To let the naked neck, in sign of readiness, be shown. 

                                                
25 From “More Lessons from a Starfish: Prefexial Flesh and Transspeciated Selves” in WSQ 36.3 (2008); 
here, page 72. 
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Gawain gripped his axe and gathers it on high 
His left foot on the ground he sets before [the green knight], 
Lets the axe down lightly light [swiftly] on the naked [bare flesh], 
So that the sharp (blade) sundered the bones 
And shrank through the sheer grease and shaved it in two. 
Then the blade of the shining steel bit into the ground. 
The fair head from the neck hit the earth, 
So that many kicked it with their feet as it rolled past them; 
The blood sprayed from the body so that it shined on the green.26 

	  
The	  poem	  delivers	  the	  cut	  in	  slow	  motion	  detail.	  In	  step-‐by-‐step	  description,	  we	  see	  

the	  sharp	  axe	  blade	  penetrate	  through	  the	  green	  knight’s	  naked,	  exposed	  neck	  flesh,	  

where	  it	  proceeds	  to	  break	  apart	  his	  bones,	  before	  it	  moves	  even	  further	  into	  the	  

body’s	  flesh,	  shrinking	  through	  the	  shyire	  grece,	  the	  sheer	  grease,	  that	  shining	  white	  

tissue,	  and	  shaving	  it	  in	  two.	  After	  separating	  the	  head	  from	  the	  body,	  the	  edge	  of	  

the	  axe	  bites	  into	  the	  ground,	  beating	  the	  falling	  head	  to	  the	  earth.	  Blood	  shines	  

against	  its	  green	  background	  (the	  green	  of	  the	  green	  knight’s	  head)	  as	  the	  head	  

sprays	  blood	  over	  the	  bodies	  of	  the	  men	  and	  ladies	  of	  Arthur’s	  court,	  who	  kick	  the	  

bloody	  spectacle	  as	  it	  rolls	  past	  them.	  

Gawain	  enacts	  a	  skill	  when	  he	  cuts.	  With	  “lightly	  light”	  precision	  –	  swiftly,	  but	  

also	  deliberately	  and	  carefully	  –	  even	  lighter	  than	  light	  –	  Gawain	  lets	  his	  axe	  fall	  

upon	  the	  green	  knight’s	  neck.	  With	  proper	  alignment,	  in	  proper	  form	  (left	  foot	  close	  

to	  the	  body	  of	  the	  kneeling	  man	  so	  that	  the	  axe	  can	  descend	  from	  the	  right	  hand),	  
                                                
26 In this chapter, all translations from the Middle English to modern English are mine. Using their 
glossings and translations to make my own, I consult three editions of the poem: M. Andrew and R.A. 
Waldron, The Poems of the Pearl Manuscript (Exeter, 2007); T.J. Garbaty, Medieval English Literature 
(Long Grove, 1997); and, C. Finch, The Complete Works of the Pearl Poet (Oxford, 1993). The primary 
purpose of my translations is to render legible to nonmedievalists the vocabulary of the Middle English 
passages, and thus I sacrificed the alliteration of the original in prioritizing word choice. Readers will be 
able, I trust, to sense the alliterative sounds of the poem, and the onomatopoeic/affective power through 
them, by scanning the Middle English. 
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Gawain	  prepares	  his	  body	  to	  chop	  off	  the	  green	  knight’s	  head,	  as	  the	  green	  knight	  

positions	  his	  body	  to	  receive	  the	  cut.	  To	  cut,	  the	  poem	  announces	  early,	  is	  to	  

perform	  a	  cultivated	  skill.	  This	  precision,	  this	  perfect	  and	  deliberate	  act,	  exists	  

alongside	  the	  messiness	  of	  the	  cut-‐open	  body,	  the	  penetration	  and	  cutting-‐open	  of	  

the	  body’s	  schyire	  grece.	  The	  precise	  form	  necessary	  to	  the	  cut	  enables	  and	  in	  fact	  

demands	  the	  release	  of	  the	  body’s	  inside	  parts,	  the	  body	  parts	  uncontained,	  whose	  

effects	  cannot	  be	  so	  precisely	  controlled,	  whose	  trajectories	  cannot	  be	  so	  known.	  

What	  is	  released	  in	  the	  cut	  (the	  blood	  from	  the	  greasy	  flesh	  split	  apart)	  scatters,	  and	  

shines.	  It	  revolts	  (Arthur’s	  subjects	  kick	  it	  away	  from	  them),	  but	  it	  also	  compels.	  The	  

cut	  is	  not	  far	  away	  from	  the	  attention	  to	  the	  green	  knight’s	  lovely	  locks	  and	  naked	  

neck,	  situating	  the	  cut	  within	  a	  scene	  of	  attraction	  and	  erotics.27	  And,	  compelling	  

further,	  the	  formal	  device	  of	  consonance	  keeps	  the	  cut-‐open	  body	  close.	  The	  

repeated	  sh-‐	  sounds	  –	  That	  the	  scharp	  of	  the	  shalk	  schlyndered	  the	  bones	  /	  And	  

shrank	  through	  the	  schyire	  grece	  and	  schade	  it	  in	  twynne	  –	  makes	  the	  cut	  come	  alive	  

to	  the	  reader	  (and	  all	  the	  more	  so,	  arguably,	  for	  the	  medieval	  listener)	  through	  its	  

onomatopoeic	  effects,	  and	  the	  repetition	  of	  such	  a	  sound	  locks	  the	  reader	  to	  the	  

                                                
27 Identifying erotic attraction this early in the poem may challenge – or at least complicate – the critical 
trend that reads the Lady as seductress or temptress. Those readings tend to collect the widespread 
eroticism in the poem around the actions and desires of the woman. Seeing eroticism in the green knight’s 
cut, long before the poem moves to the bedroom, may destabilize (and even deem misogynistic) those 
rampant readings of the Lady. For readings that work to nuance the lady’s desire, see Geraldine Heng’s “A 
Woman Wants” and Mark Miller’s “The Ends of Excitement in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight”. For a 
recent study on the temptation tradition in medieval romance, see Michelle Sweeney’s “Lady as Temptress 
and Reformer in Medieval Romance.” 
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event	  of	  the	  cut,	  inhibiting	  her	  from	  moving	  on	  from	  it	  as	  she	  is	  inundated	  with	  the	  

shushing	  noises	  of	  the	  cut.28	  

So begins the tale of the green knight who enters King Arthur’s court, a stranger 

to all there, on his equally green horse, challenging a man within to strike his neck with 

an axe. One strike, the green knight demands, but in return the man who accepts the 

challenge must in one year’s time find the green man at his castle in an unknown 

location, and kneel before him as the green knight kneels here, and receive a blow in his 

turn. A strike for a strike, the green knight insists: a ridiculous proposition, one would 

think, for the first man would surely not be around to deliver the blow after receiving his. 

But we are in a world of green men and green horses, a world of shape-shifting and 

magical garters that protect the lives of the men who wear them, and the green knight 

miraculously survives. We are in a world of wonder and enchantment, then, and our 

entrance into this world is signaled by the description of a physical cut. 

*** 
  

The marvelous abounds in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. Most concretely, as 

we have seen, the poem’s marvelous appears in the figure of a strange green knight who 

gallops into King Arthur’s court on his green horse, challenging someone there to strike 

his neck with an axe. More marvelous still is the green knight for his ability to survive the 

beheading that he asks for, picking up his rolling head and riding out of Arthur’s court 

                                                
28 As we’ll see, too, the schyire grece here appears again in the poem’s hunting scenes, where men stick 
their fingers inside the shining white flesh, measuring the fat of the bodies and pulling out their insides: the 
cut is intimate, and very close, maybe too close to be seen objectively (or merely for the thing it is) – it has 
a spreading-out effect. 
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instead of falling to his knees and dying there. As these examples begin to attest, the 

marvelous bears on the otherworldly or inhuman – the greenness of the man and his 

horse; the ability of the man to live on from an event that should have killed him. The 

green knight’s marvel manifests by comparison – his fate (his marvelous survival) is 

different from the fate that the poem imagines Gawain to endure under similar 

circumstances. When he accepts the green knight’s challenge and chops off the man’s 

head, Gawain – Arthur’s dearest knight (and our hero of this medieval romance) – 

accepts also the conditions of the oath he makes with the green intruder: to return to the 

green knight in one year’s time, and to suffer in his turn the axe blow that he dealt the 

green knight; in short, Gawain is to have his head severed from his body, too. The logic 

of the green knight’s ability to move on from his beheading (that marvel) cannot be 

extended to Gawain, a mere mortal, and Gawain says so much himself a year later when 

he makes good on his promise and kneels before the green knight to receive his end of 

the bloody bargain. The marvelousness of the green knight manifests in his difference, 

his otherness – to Gawain here, and to the others in Arthur’s court.29 And yet, as we will 

see, the otherness of the green knight (what makes him marvelous) transfers, in the 

descriptive logic of the poem, to the bodies of those who witness the wondrous green 

                                                
29 For classic accounts of the green knight’s otherness, see Larry Benson’s Art and Tradition in Sir Gawain 
and the Green Knight (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1965); and also J.A. Burrow, A Reading 
of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (Routledge, 1965). See also Ming-Tsang Yang, “The Thin(g) 
Difference Between Objects and Others in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight” (Sun Yat-Sen Journal of 
Humanities 39, 2015): 115-32. 



 38 

creature: the men of Arthur’s court become other to themselves as they are silenced and 

stunned, and as they enter into another experience of lived time (the time of sleep).30  

To call these events marvelous, to name them marvels, is to employ the poem’s 

language. In the following section, I work to more fully describe how marvel (along with 

its synonym, wonder) functions in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. In doing so, the 

primary point I will stress is that the poem grounds its interest in marvel and wonder in 

an attention to the body’s reactionary response to the wondrous thing. In short, Sir 

Gawain and the Green Knight describes wonder through what it feels like. In this chapter, 

I argue that, through its attention to the phenomenological experience of the marveling 

body and in its lingering descriptions of fingers touching inside body parts, the poem 

trains us to care about what bodies feel (and what they feel like inside, how they feel). It 

is through the figure of the cut that the poem roots its attention to the body most deeply, 

and through the event of the cut that proper form is most clearly performed. 

In order to better situate this medieval account of the relationship between the 

body, wonder and the cut – and to better understand how this relationship plays out 

through the formal artistry of literary texts, not only in the medieval past but also in the 

postmedieval present – I turn near the end of this chapter to Alison Bechdel’s graphic 

                                                
30 Marvelous time, as Carolyn Dinshaw and others have noted, offers access to different experiences of 
time, and is therefore useful in my chapter’s comparison of pre- and post-modern literary accounts of 
marvel. Wonder has a queer temporality and exists in a medium that allows the mixing of different 
historical periods within a moment. See Dinshaw’s most recent book How Soon Is Now? (all chapters); and 
Heather Love’s Feeling Backward, particularly 1-30. See also Elizabeth Freeman, Time Binds: Queer 
Temporalities, Queer Histories (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), 95-135; and Judith Halberstam, In 
A Queer Time and Place:Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Lives (New York: New York University Press, 
2005), 1-21. 
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novel Fun Home.31 Bechdel’s graphic narrative provides a queer literary account of an 

affective relationship to the past; one that, I will show, also centers on the wonder 

inaugurated by thematic and formal cuts.  

The 2012 special issue of Women’s Studies Quarterly: Enchantment signals a 

recent effort of gender and sexuality scholars within literary and cultural studies to think 

outside the confines of reason when working both to describe the lived conditions of the 

historical present, and to cultivate within that present (our present, today) ways of living 

and living well.32 This turn toward enchantment is a recent one, but it is not new, and 

Anne Burlein and Jackie Orr, the editors of the special issue, acknowledge, in utterances 

that are more and less explicit, that their interest in enchantment has precedent. Extending 

both Jane Bennett’s call to consider enchantment’s role in “augment[ing] the 

motivational energy needed to move selves from the endorsement of ethical principles to 

the actual practice of ethical behaviors” and Joshua Landy and Michael Saler’s more 

recent argument that “it will not do to revert to prior forms of wonder, order and 

redemption. No, the world must be enchanted anew – human flourishing requires it,” 

WSQ understands enchantment to be a crucial part of belonging in today’s socio-political 

world, and also believes that we must work to identify and cultivate what (and how) 

enchantment means today.33 We share with the past, these thinkers suggest, an interest in 

enchantment, and perhaps for similar reasons (one thing that enchantment signals in both 
                                                
31 Alison Bechdel, Fun Home (Boston: Houghtin Mifflin, 2006). 
32 Anne Burlein and Jackie Orr, eds. Enchantment. Spec. Issue of Women’s Studies Quarterly 40.3-4 
(December 2012). 
33 Burlein and Orr, Enchantment, 13-14. Find Jane Bennett in Vibrant Matter: A Political Economy of 
Things (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010); and Joshua Landy and Michael Saler, eds. The Re-
Enchantment of the World: Secular Magic in a Rational Age (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009). 
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accounts is a longing for a different life). Still, these thinkers argue that the past does not 

possess the terms for enchantment that will liberate us today. In other words, we must 

identify and cultivate – create anew – forms of enchantment in order for enchantment 

provide emancipatory potential in the present. 

And yet, WSQ grounds its investigation on enchantment in scholarship on queer 

temporalities, a conceptual field that blurs clear-cut divisions between past, present and 

future, and works not only to theorize a present moment that is full of temporal 

heterogeneity, but also (through identifying the temporal multiplicity in any given 

moment) to give value and legitimacy to lives lived outside of a heteronormative 

trajectory that goes from birth to adolescence to adulthood to marriage to parenthood to 

death. In foregrounding the importance of queer temporalities in their investigation of 

enchantment, the contributors to WSQ’s special issue know that there is no clear line 

between the past and the present. If the past does not have the terms that we need today to 

describe and tap into enchantment, it can also not be simply dismissed with, as if it had 

no presence or relevance today. 

In this chapter, I turn to the archive of enchantment. To do so, I first turn to 

medieval romance, a genre that has produced some of the earliest accounts of wonder and 

marvel (indeed, of enchantment) that we have in the English language. In bringing 

Bechdel and Gawain together through the figure of the cut and the wonder inaugurated 

by it, I begin to curate a queer archive of enchantment. My purpose here is twofold: 1) to 



 41 

give the turn to wonder a history; and, 2) to suggest how wonder is figured literarily 

across time, through the body and, specifically, through the cut.34 

The medieval romance, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, has produced some of 

the richest and most productive feminist and queer readings of medieval literary texts. It 

is the most widely read medieval English text outside of Chaucer. SGGK is also a 

singular Middle English text. It exists in a single manuscript, the Cotton Nero A.x., 

housed at the British Library in London. Singular, too, in content and especially in form, 

it is often difficult to compare this poem to other literary texts produced in the same place 

and time. And yet, this poem has been productive and prolific in own contemporary 

conversations, particularly in queer, feminist and psychoanalytic scholarship, 

communicable and translatable in our own works of art.35  

 The Middle Ages occupies a place of wonder in our cultural imaginary today. It 

beckons forth a place of castles and ladies and knights in shining armor. It is a place, and 

it is a time, that predates our present day categories (and so it is a place of boundless 

possibilities), and it is also a place of severe asceticism and a subscription to faith so 

pervasive that it often evades our postmedieval attempts to fathom it. So divided from us 
                                                
34 The cuts in the texts I read are punctuated events that are not only thematic, but also formal. 
35 Here, I am thinking about the ways in which feminist and queer readers, such as Carolyn Dinshaw, 
Gerry Heng, Sheila Fisher, and Christine Chism, have used Gawain to elucidate impasses in our 
contemporary critical conversations. See Dinshaw in “A Kiss is Just a Kiss: Heterosexuality and Its 
Consolations in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, Diacritics 24.2-3 (1994) 205-26; Heng in “A Woman 
Wants: The Lady, Gawain, and the Forms of Seduction,: Yale Journal of Criticism 5.3 (1992): 101-34; 
Fisher in “Taken Men and Token Women in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,” ed. Sheila Fisher and Janet 
E Halley, Seeking the Woman in Late Medieval and Renaissance Writings: Essays in Feminist Contextual 
Criticism (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1989),71-105; Chism’s chapter “Heady Diversions: 
Court and Province in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight in her Alliterative Revivals (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 66-109. Mark Miller, in “The Ends of Excitement in Sir Gawain 
and the Green Knight,” Studies in the Age of Chaucer 32 (2010): 215-56, uses Gawain for similar reasons, 
though in a psychoanalytic register, employing the medieval poem to think innovatively about teleology. 
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temporally, so removed from us historically and culturally, the Middle Ages invites – and 

sometimes apparently demands – creative and rigorous intellectual efforts from 

contemporary queer medieval scholars in order to be accessed. And yet, operating as it 

does through a marvelous logic, full of such immense wonder (both because its literary 

texts are full of wildly marvelous things, and because we are left to wonder about their 

scenes of production, because there is so much about the Middle Ages that we cannot 

possibly know), is the medieval past forever removed from us? And are we deluding 

ourselves to think we could ever reach it?36 

Rather than viewing the wondrous as a dividing force between the medieval past 

and the postmedieval present, I suggest that we use that wonder to access the medieval 

past today. Taking a lesson from Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, I turn my interest in 

wonder to the poem’s graphic descriptions of the wondrous. The poem is interested most 

deeply in wonder in its descriptions of physical, bodily cuts. As my readings will show, 

the cut (even these physical cuts) is never only physical, but also formal. Or rather, as 

graphic novelist Alison Bechdel helps us to see, the formal artistry of literary texts (both 

                                                
36 Queer medievalists have turned affective relationships to the medieval past into an object of study. I am 
thinking here of Dinshaw’s influential idea of touch, of being able to “touch” the medieval past, that she 
elaborates most fully in Getting Medieval, see especially 21-40; also in that book, see her idea of the 
“shock of recognition” that happens in the archive (Introduction). See also Anna Klosowskwa’s Queer 
Love in the Middle Ages, where she proposes a method of listening for silences in a text, and sensing them 
collect in patterns “like barnacles to a ship” (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 36; also, for affective 
relationships to the past, see Cary Howie’s Claustrophilia: The Erotics of Enclosure in Medieval Literature 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 1-11. These are methodologies that privilege and milk the 
affective value of the fragmentary. I think, too, of Barthes’s punctum here, which privileges the accidental 
detail (a fragment) in the photograph to connect text and reader; the punctum works through a cut, too – the 
accidental detail pierces the reader; see Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Poetry, trans. 
Richard Howard (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1981), 27-57. 
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medieval and postmedieval) is and was always bodily.37 The turn to enchantment, as 

Gawain, Bechdel, and the editors of WSQ know, is a turn to form, which is necessarily 

about the body; the body is necessary for the emergence of form. The WSQ editors 

explain that, “[t]he force of enchantment…activates sensual matters in uncertain ways, 

via rhythm, play, poetic gesture, vibratory frequencies that confuse or re-fuse familiar 

temporalities, and initiate transformed perception. Formal matters and the materiality of 

form are never far away from enchantment’s vortex of attraction, intensity, mutation” 

(15). With Bechdel’s help, I will argue that the text is a body through which we situate 

ourselves (via cuts) in relationship to a past that is gone. 

It is largely because of my interest in better understanding how wonder is figured 

through formal artistry in SGGK that I read Bechdel’s graphic novel. But I am also 

interested in the way that Bechdel accesses, through her own personal archive of 

memories, moments with her now-dead father; in other words, I am interested in how she 

forms connections with her past. And, of course, there are more graphic reasons for 

putting these texts together: the cut, the image of the bodily cut, that both texts use to 

enter the realm of wonder and enchantment, bring the past and present together. In doing 

so, through this juxtaposition – through following the trajectories of wonder released 

through the figures of the cuts (how they are similar and where they are different, how 

the texts mobilize that wonder to different or similar ends) – we can, I suggest, historicize 

our own postmedieval, queer investments in enchantment, and also in past-present 

                                                
37 The surface is not disconnected from the symptom; perhaps the image of the cut shows us more clearly 
than anything could that the surface has layers, and that it touches depths. 
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connectivity, our current investment in forming and theorizing affective connections 

across time.  

 

2. SIR GAWAIN AND THE GREEN KNIGHT’S WONDROUS CUTS 
 

To begin to deepen my argument that Sir Gawain and the Green Knight grounds 

its interest in wonder through the figure of the cut, I want to return to the scene of the 

green knight’s entrance into Arthur’s Court. When they encounter the strange, green man 

in their presence: 

Ther watz lokyng on lenþe þe lude to beholde, 
For vch mon had meruayle quat hit mene myȝt 
Þat a hathel and a horse myȝt such a hwe lach 
As growe grene as þe gres and greener hit semed, 
Þen grene aumayl on golde glowande bryȝter. 
Al studied þat þer stod and stalked hym nerre 
Wyth al þe wonder of þe worlde what he worch schulde.   
For fele sellyez had þay sen bot such neuer are; 
For-þi for fantoum and fayrȝe þe folk þere hit demed. 
Þerfore to answare watz arȝe mony aþel freke 
And al stouned at his steuen and ston-stil seten 
In a swoghe silence þurȝ the sale riche. 
As al were slypped vpon slepe so slaked hor lotez 
In hyȝe –  

I deme it not al for doute 
Bot sum for cortaysye –  
Bot let hym þat al schulde loute 
Cast vnto that wyȝe.    (232-249) 

 
There was looking at length on the man to behold, 
For each man had marvel what it might mean 
That a knight and a horse might such a hue take,  
As green as the grass grows and greener it seemed  
Than green enamel on gold glowing brighter. 
 All studied that there stood and stalked him near.  
With all the wonder of the world what he would do.  
For marvels had they seen but none such as this.  



 45 

Therefore for phantom and fairy magic the folk there it deemed. 
Therefore to answer were the good men afraid 
 And all stunned at his voice and stone-still sat 
 In a deathly silence through the rich hall.  
As if all had slipped into sleep so slacked their voices 

at night.  
I deem it not all for fear/doubt, 

    but some for courtesy/courtliness, 
Let him to whom all should defer [Arthur] 
Speak unto that man [the green knight]. 

 
There is a lot happening in this scene. For the purposes of my argument, I would like to 

stress the following point first: the marvelous is identified through an account of the 

physical body, the description of what the body looks like. The unnatural, otherworldly 

color of the stranger and the horse – their greenness – enchants Arthur’s men, makes 

them marvel and wonder. Approaching the creatures slowly, stalkingly, Arthur’s men 

“have marvel about what it might mean” that these creatures are so green, and they 

wonder “with all the wonder of the world” what these green creatures could intend. The 

words marvel and wonder appear together, as they do in this passage, in various places of 

the poem. They shift in their functions between verbs and nouns: as a verb, I wonder 

about (I marvel at); as a noun, that thing is a wonder, a marvel. My interest in this 

chapter does not lie in working out the differences between these terms, but in 

understanding them as working, independently and together, to describe a particular kind 

of event (documenting the event of the marvelous, much like postmedieval scholars 

employ the terms enchantment and to enchant, to be enchanted by), and to describe what 

it feels like to have witnessed that event, to have lived through it (documenting the 
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phenomenological experience of the marvelous, working to describe what it is like to 

have a marveling body). 

This, then, is the second point that I want to stress about this scene: the poem’s 

interest in marvel grounds itself in an attention to the body’s reactionary response to the 

wondrous thing. As the above passage indicates, and as I suggested earlier, Sir Gawain 

and the Green Knight describes marvel through what it feels like.38 The marvelousness of 

the green knight moves to an interest in the experience of the characters encountering the 

marvel; in short, the marvelousness of the green knight transfers to an account of the 

marveling body.39 Marvel is inaugurated by something that registers as different or other 

(signified in the poem by the otherworldly, or not quite human, green knight), and 

translates to the body that witnesses the marvel; the witness enters into a state of marvel, 

becomes enchanted. The otherworldliness of the marvelous creature, or rather what 

cannot be understood because of its difference – the open-endedness of what the 

marvelous creature could mean, and what he could want – affects the body that 

encounters the marvelous thing. The people in Arthur’s court are silent – frozen, as if in 

                                                
38 This may be one way to explain the difference between a medieval bestiary’s account of marvel, and this 
poem’s interest in the marvelous. As it moves to the genre of medieval romance, the marvelous appears 
through descriptions of how it feels to encounter marvel (a phenomenological experience), instead of 
limiting the account of marvel to a description of the marvelous creature. Geoffrey of Monmouth’s 
description of those who witness Merlin’s magical speech in his twelfth-century Historia Regum Britanniae 
(Geoffrey focuses on the phenomenological) is an earlier account of SGGK’s interest in bodies-in-marvel. 
See: Geoffrey of Monmouth, trans. Lewis Thorpe (New York: Penguin Putnam, Inc., 1966), 170-85. 
39 Through this passage, too, we learn that a premodern account of what it feels like to experience wonder 
is similar to some postmedieval accounts that work to describe what enchantment feels like. Both accounts 
(medieval and postmedieval) register a deviation from a normal temporal rhythm, the experience of 
something being out of sync, in their descriptions of enchantment and marvel. The description of Arthur’s 
men as they stare at the green man and horse indicates another kind of living: the life of dreams, the life 
experienced in isolation from the rhythms of waking time. For more, see Dinshaw’s How Soon Is Now? and 
also Ann Cvetkovich’s account of medeival acedia in her recent book Depression. 
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sleep, the poem tells us – when the green stranger enters into their chamber. The body is 

affected in such a way that it becomes other to itself: here, the body’s otherness to itself 

registers in its becoming silenced, stunned, and also in its inhabitance of a different kind 

of time, the time of sleep.   

Perhaps the point of the colorful comparisons that the poem makes to the green 

knight – that he is green, or greener, than grass, and green or greener than green enamel 

set against gold that glows bright and brighter still (an artistically-produced object, that 

might summon forth the image of a shield or an illuminated manuscript; in the poem, this 

color combination appears in the physical description of the Lady’s purportedly life-

saving magical garter) – is to make him appear in excess to these worldly things, thus 

securing even tighter his otherness: “As growe grene as the gres and greener hit semed, 

Then grene aumayl on golde glowande brighter” (235). But if that is true, that otherness 

is incorporated within the bodies of those who witness it – the marvelousness of the green 

knight changes the people who encounter it, who feel it within their bodies. It occupies a 

place, then, close to (or within) the sheer grease of their own bodies – and this is where 

the poem is interested in investigating the unfolding of wonder (where and how it occurs 

inside one’s body). Indeed, the poem’s interest in shiyre grece is not confined to the body 

of the green knight. The blood that spurts forth from the green knight’s split-open flesh 

occurs also in Gawain’s cut one year later, and the attention to precision, the graphic, and 

the erotic that is part of the first cut’s description appears here too. With Gawain kneeling 

before him, the green knight: 

   …lyftes lyȝtly his lome and let hit doun fayre 
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   With þe barbe of  þe bitte bi  þe bare nek. 
  Þaȝ he homered heterly, hurt hym no more 

   Bot snyrt hym on  þat syde, that seuered the hyde. 
   Þe scharp schrank to  þe flesche  þurȝ the schyre grece, 
   Þat  þe schene blod ouer his schulderes schot to  þe erþe. 
   And quen  þe burne  seȝ the blode blenk on  þe snawe, 

He it forth spenne-fote more þen a spere lengþe.  (2309-2316) 
 
  …lifts lightly his axe and lets it down precisely 
  With the point of the blade by the bare neck 
  Though he hammered fiercely, he hurt him no more 
  Than a touch on that side [of the neck], which severed the hide. 
  The sharp [blade] shrank to the flesh through the sheer grease, 
  Then the bright blood over his shoulders and shot to the earth. 
  And when the man saw the blood shine on the snow, 
  He leaped forth with his feet together more than a spear’s length. 
 

I will return to Gawain’s cut shortly. For now, though, I want to focus on the poem’s 

repetition of schyire40, as it modifies grece in both of the men’s cutting scenes, and as it 

appears in the poem’s descriptions of the cutting-open of animals in its famous hunt 

scenes. Doing so will bring us closer to understanding the stakes of Gawain’s cut. And, in 

turn, help us better understand how Gawain’s relationship to himself is dramatized – and 

suspended by wonder – through his physical cut. 

In describing the inside parts of cut-open bodies, the poem’s employment of the 

term schyire focuses on the shininess and reflectiveness of inside body parts, and by 

extension, on the way in which those parts glitter and blink, as Gawain’s red blood blinks 

(blenke) on the white snow. I want to suggest here that this way of describing the flesh 

and blood split-open and released through the cut betrays a preoccupation with the 

wonder inside bodies (embodied wonder) that the cut both inaugurates and makes 

                                                
40 Because the composition of this poem predates the standardization of spelling, schyre is spelled 
variously throughout. 
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available as an object of thought. After killing too many deer to count, the huntsmen 

“didden hem derely undo as the dede askez…/Two fyngeres that fonde of the fowlest of 

alle, / Sythen thay slyt the slot, sesed the erber, / Shaued wyth a scharp knyf, and the 

schyre knitten” (1326-1331). [did them dearly undo, as the deed asks…./ Two fingers of 

fat they found in the scrawniest of them all, / Then they slit the throat, seized the gullet, / 

Shaved with a sharp knife and knit the flesh.] Schyre, here, does not modify but refers to 

the flesh itself. (The fresh meat will be called schyre grece in the following fit when it is 

passed between the host and Gawain.) Though this schyre is sewn back together, knit up, 

after being shaved apart by a sharp knife, the remaining lines of the fit provide in detailed 

description the remainder of the animal’s disembowelment, and the various cuts that 

undoing entails. In doing so, the scene keeps in play the tactile description of the fingers 

in the flesh, the first act after the initial incision made on the animal’s hide. The 

measurement taken by the huntsman’s fingers is a courtly skill, and thus repeats the 

attention to formal precision and artistry that we saw before in the descriptions of the 

“lightly light” swinging of the axe. But, like the spray of blood that bursts forth from the 

schyre grece of the green knight and Gawain, the huntsman’s fingers in the fresh meat 

register something more than a performance of proper form, or rather point to what 

inheres in and animates the form as such: this something else bears on, and is cultivated 

by, a sense of wonder.41Feeling the warm inside parts of the newly made meat, the 

hunter’s fingers are so close to the blood that sprays and shines in unpredictable ways. 

                                                
41 Mark Miller’s observation about the poem’s interest in the relationship between stasis and movement 
inspires my thinking here: “The Ends of Excitement,” 215. So, too, does Dinshaw’s argument that the 
poem’s raises the possibility of multiplicity/homosexuality only to foreclose it: “A Kiss is Just a Kiss,” 221. 
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The blood, we know, and the cut-open tissue from which it comes, shines; it reflects. It 

blinks and glitters as it shoots from the body and pools on the ground. It plays tricks, 

then, and eludes, like a mirage, something that spreads out or recedes as it is approached. 

 The poem makes wonder visual through its description of shine and glitter, most 

apparently in the cutting scenes, and also in the description of the green castle. Schyre, as 

I have suggested, connects the poem’s cutting scenes. The term also appears in the 

description of Gawain’s first glimpse of the green castle, as he encounters it at the end of 

his arduous quest to find the green knight.42 Approaching the castle slowly and 

suspiciously, but also hopefully (he does not yet know that the green castle is the home of 

the green knight, but he is desperate for human contact), Gawain is struck by the 

shimmery surfaces of the castle and the shiny trees that surround it: “[t]hat holde on that 

on syde the hathel aused, / As hit schemered and schon thurgh the schyre okez” (771-

772). [That stronghold (castle) on that one side (of the castle) the man contemplated, / As 

it shimmered and shone through the shining oaks.]  Here, in the description of the green 

castle, a scene that has nominally nothing to do with the cut, schyre conveys – or rather, 

foregrounds, makes explicit – the sense of wonder that is released when bodies are cut 

open and flesh is split apart, when blood sprays and shines. The shining castle 

shimmering through the shining oak trees recalls both the gold glowing brighter 

description of the green knight’s body, and also the blood that shines in the cuts of the 

green knight and Gawain, the red blood that shines against their green and snowy 

backdrops, respectively.   

                                                
42 Schyire also has a Middle English homonym, schere, which means cut. 
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As I hope I’ve made clear, the poem connects the scenes of the shiny cuts and the 

glittery green castle by meditating on the wonder that animates them all. As it twinkles in 

the sun, inviting Gawain nearer even as he contemplates (even as he wonders) what it is, 

the physical description of the castle announces too the wonder that will unfold deep 

within its walls, in the intimate space of Gawain’s bedroom. To bring the wonder of the 

castle to the cut through the poem’s visuals of glitter and shimmer, though, is also to 

bring the cut to the castle. Inside the castle walls, Gawain stays in bed with the host’s 

wife (the host, we will discover at the poem’s end, is actually the green knight) while the 

host hunts with his men. The Lady flirts with Gawain, pushing him to limits that test his 

reputation of being both a well-reputed lover and also a courteous, noble man. In the next 

section, I will argue that when the Lady teases Gawain by telling him, “Thou art not 

Gawain,” she points to a division between the knight for whom he is known (the 

reputation that precedes him), and the man who she is in bed with. This division or gap – 

the separation of who Gawain is and who he wants to be – is ultimately what the physical 

cut on his neck, that small but devastating cut, marks.43  

 

 

 

                                                
43 Many critics have used Gawain’s cut as a point of entry into the text and to initiate their readings. Mark 
Miller argues that Gawain’s response to the cut enables a more nuanced understanding of agency and 
teleology than our psychoanalytic accounts account for (in “Teleology”); Geraldine Heng sees the cut as an 
opportunity to bring together the pentangle and the garter as ideological symbols in the poem (“Feminine 
Knots”). Various critical readings of the poem come together (and are thereby connected) through the cut. 
Not insignificantly, in reading the cut, critics unravel structures of knowledge and certainty. (See again, 
here, Heng and Miller; and also Dinshaw and Chism). They too, then, like Gawain and like Bechdel, come 
undone through the cut. 



 52 

3. BRYNG ME TO THE POYNT 

Before we get to the bedroom, I want to contextualize Gawain’s chivalric 

belonging, and to show how the poem uses the figure of the cut and wonder to describe 

what it means to be Gawain, Arthur’s most beloved knight. Doing so will also bring us 

deeper into the world of form, both in terms of decorum and also in terms of the formal 

artistry of the poem, and explain in part why Gawain’s relationship with the Lady is so 

loaded. The marvel’s association with art (the green enamel on the glowing-brighter 

gold) anticipates the position that Gawain’s axe will occupy shortly thereafter, turning the 

cutting instrument itself into a marvelous object. In the moment following the green 

knight’s departure from his court, Arthur instructs Gawain to hang up the axe that he used 

to strike off the stranger’s head: 

“Now sir, heng vp þine axe, þat hatz enough hewen.” 
  And hit was don abof þe dece to doser hang, 
  Þer al men for meruayl might on hit look, 
  And bi trew title þere-of to tell þe wonder. 
  Thenne þey turned to the table þese knights together (476-481). 
 

“Now sir, hang up your axe that you have hewed enough.” 
And it was donned above the dais, on a tapestry to hang. 
There all men for marvel might on it look. 
And by true title there-of to tell the wonder.  
Then they turned to the table these knights together. 

 
When King Arthur instructs Gawain to hang up the axe he is holding, he does so, at least 

in part, to put an end to the bloody scene of the green knight’s beheading so that the 

Court’s holiday festivities can continue. The turn to the table – and then they turned to 

the table these knights together – marks a turn toward celebration, to togetherness, to the 

present moment. The turn is a turn away from the axe, which testifies to and signifies 
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both the green knight’s bloody beheading scene and anticipates Gawain’s similar fate in 

one year’s time. And yet, the positioning of the axe above the dais – an elevated position 

both symbolically and physically, above the court’s festivities – makes both past and 

future bloody scenes omnipresent, and figures the impossibility of moving-on from either 

event. Like the fingers in the flesh, and the onomatopoeic effects of the cut descriptions, 

the axe-turned-art freeze-frames the event of the cut, causing the cut to persist as an 

object of thought.44  

Because the turn away from the axe is a turn that Gawain and King Arthur make 

together, and because this turn opens up to (and makes a shift toward) community and 

togetherness, it suggests by contrast that the inhabitance of wonder and marvel is a 

solitary or independent event. Arthur and Gawain might simultaneously experience 

wonder in their bodies when they face the marvelous thing, but it is an experience that 

happens independently, as it is felt internally. Put another way, as the poem presents it, to 

be held in wonder, or to be enchanted, happens to everyone, and maybe for similar 

reasons, but it can only be experienced within oneself. One’s experience of wonder is 

also something to keep private. A ruler, at least, should not share his wonder with his 

people, but should protect them from sensing it within him: “Þaȝ Arþer þe hende kyng at 

                                                
44 The reason for Arthur’s positioning of the axe above the dais gets glossed as having the purpose of 
giving the people something to look at and believe in as they are held in marvel (here, marvel is like 
confusion). By “true title”, by looking at the axe and seeing the thing, people would be able to know for 
certain that this marvelous event occurred, and be able to explain it (and so able to explain away the 
marvel, and to move beyond marvel to knowledge). But I am also interested in the way that the line’s 
words, “for marvel” (Ther al men for marvel might on it look) could also mean: “in order to marvel.” In this 
meaning, Arthur could have raised the axe to give the people something to marvel; the act of 
wonder/marvel would serve, in this case, an explicit purpose for Arthur’s Court.  
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hert hade wonder, / He let no semblaunt be sen…” (467-468.) [Though Arthur, the good 

king, at heart had wonder, / He let no sign of it be seen…]  

This, then, is what I want to suggest: wonder, figured and inaugurated through the 

event of the cut, marks a division between individual and group (here, chivalric) identity; 

in so doing (because the individual in SGGK is part of a chivalric order) that wonder/cut 

also figures a division (we could call it, too, a cut) within the self. This argument gets us 

to what many queer, feminist, and psychoanalytic readings of the poem have worked to 

show: Gawain, the man, cannot equal the “Gawain” for whom he is known, the knight of 

perfect virtue or trawthe, the knight who carries the symbol of the pentangle on the 

outside of his shield.45 The pentangle, the five-pointed star, signifies the inextricability of 

knightly trawthe, the emblem of ideal chivalric virtue. The poem provides a detailed 

description of the pentangle’s form (which is also, in the language of the poem, a figure): 

“For hit is a figure Þat haldez fyue poyntez / And each lyne vnbelappez and loukez in 

oÞer / And ayquere hit is endelez (and Engylych hit callen / Oueral, as I here, ‘the 

endeles knot’” (627-630). [For it is a figure that holds five points / And each line 

interlaces with and locks in the other / And everywhere it is endless (and in English it is 

called / in all parts, as I here, ‘the endless knot’.] Each point of the pentangle represents 

a single chivalric virtue, and yet the shape of the symbol, the interlacing of the lines 

between the points, means that all virtues are mutually constitutive and inextricable: to be 

                                                
45 Miller synthesizes succinctly this body of readings when he writes: “If Gawain flinches – if he allows his 
desire for the sheer continuance of life to control him – then he has lost the very thing that animates him, 
that makes his life rise above a condition of mere temporal extension. He is no longer “Gawain.” Holding 
still is thus a way of resisting the pull of death-in-life; or, to put it another way, of resisting the fragmenting 
force of passion in the name of a unifying ideal” (“The Ends of Excitement,” 215). 
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courteous requires one to be pious, for example, and one cannot exist without the other. 

To be so perfect in practice is an impossible task, and Gawain falls short of, or exceeds, 

the reputation for which he is known (a perfectly virtuous knight, and also the knight of 

utmost courtesy, master of luf-talkyng, love-talking).46 The Lady reminds Gawain of his 

shortcoming in the bedroom, chastising (playfully but ultimately, for Gawain, 

devastatingly) him for it – Thou art not Gawain, she insists, when he does not 

automatically respond to her flirtations advances, and Gawain scrambles in the aftermath 

of that pronouncement to seal up the division she points to between the reputation for 

which he is known, and this man that he is of flesh and blood.  

Gawain’s cut, then – his physical, literal cut, the one that he receives on his neck 

from the green knight’s axe – makes visual, manifests, the cut that already structures his 

life. It provides a figure for, literalizes, the way in which Gawain relates to himself. 

Kneeling before the green knight in anticipation of his cut, Gawain commands the green 

knight to complete his task: “bryng me to þe poynt,” he says, “dele to me my destine” 

(2284-2285). Gawain expresses eagerness to reach the point that he has spent the last 

year anticipating. And yet, we realize with Gawain (through his cut-open neck), that that 

point will not be reached, because the end that he was expecting (his end, his beheading) 

                                                
46 The green knight says that it is because Gawain loves his life, because of that 
“surfeit”/excess, that he receives his cut, signifying his chivalric breach, what separates 
the man from the knight of perfect pentangular virtue for whom he is known. The poem 
also calls Gawain’s fault here a lack. Both lack and excess are in play in Gawain’s cut. 
And both lack and excess provide fragments that go past or fall short of an end point. I 
will return to this point in my concluding thought, when I argue that in the line, “þe 
forme to the fynisment foldez ful selden,” the poem identifies a fragment, and through 
that fragment connection is made possible.  
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was never going to happen. When the green knight finally lets his axe fall upon Gawain’s 

neck, he cuts open but not off his head. It was the plan all along to bring Gawain to this 

point, the green knight explains, to make him believe that he was going to be killed, but 

not to actually kill him. And yet, Gawain deserves the cut, the green knight suggests, 

because he did not follow through with his end of the bargain to give Gawain the best of 

what he received during the days when the host was hunting, as the host gave the best 

schyre grece of the animals he killed. Gawain’s fault here was not so bad, the green 

knight tries to assuage Gawain’s devastation. Because Gawain “loves his life,” and did 

not give over the garter that the Lady promised would protect him, his breach of their 

masculine contract is forgivable. And yet that cut in Gawain’s neck opens to view the gap 

between who he is and who he wants to be, separating Gawain from himself as he works 

to reconcile the different parts that make him who he is.   

The “poynt” that Gawain asks to come to when he kneels before the green knight 

recedes from him. It is wondrous in this way, like the glittery castle and blinking blood. 

And I close this section by suggesting that the gap between Gawain and “Gawain” (made 

manifest through the cut on his neck) is itself wondrous, and how that wondrousness 

keeps Gawain connected to Arthur’s court – how, in other words, wonder is necessarily 

part of Gawain’s chivalric belonging.47 Though marking Gawain’s breach, separating 

                                                
47 What this shows is that these points are fictive, impossible, and yet remain points 
though which Gawain understands himself; this insight is in conversation with 
psychoanalytic theory, particularly Lacan’s quilting point. I see some of the insights I 
make in this chapter (this one here, for example) as in line with some medievalists’ 
projects as working to identify in the premodern past theories and concepts that tend to be 
marked as decidedly modern.  
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“Gawain” from Gawain, the legend from the man, the cut becomes assimilated into 

Arthur’s court. Gawain, feeling like a total failure and identifying himself as such (his cut 

in his neck exposed), has that feeling of failure, and his claim to who and what he is, 

taken from him, as Arthur not only embraces Gawain, but incorporates what Gawain 

takes to be the sign of his failure (the Lady’s green garter) into his court as ritual. As 

tribute, as ritual, Arthur’s men wear green sashes, together, in honor of their beloved 

knight. 

The poynt that Gawain asks to be taken to through the green knight – bring me to 

the poynt – would mark his end, the end of his life. And yet, like the pentangle’s 

interlacing, inextricable lines make very clear, there can never be in this chivalric life 

only one point. Gawain cannot reach the end of a single line, come to its very point, 

without being sucked back into the center of its ethical field, without being tied to another 

point. Gawain’s cut may enable him to see at once the various forces that animate and 

structure his life (or may enable us, as readers, to see them), but the cut also provides the 

court an opportunity to reorganize and recollect itself.48 The cut – and all the wonder in 

the world that the cut bears on (and of which the poem is hyper aware) – is at the heart, 

incorporated into the very center, of Arthur’s court.   

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
 
48 Here, I am indebted to Lauren Berlant’s analysis of ideology in her chapter “Theory of Infantile 
Citizenship” in The Queen of America goes to Washington City.  



 58 

4. PASS ME THE SCISSORS 

I suggested above that the cut in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is not only a 

physical, literal event, but also a formal device. We see that most clearly, perhaps, when 

Gawain’s cut becomes formally integrated into the Court through the knightly ritual of 

the green sash. But this act also shows how the poem’s formal structure is always, first 

and ultimately, physical. In this section, using Alison Bechdel’s graphic novel, I will be 

interested in how the formal and literal/bodily come together through cuts and wonder in 

the formal artistry of her novel, the physical structure of her literary text.  

In Chapter 2, “A Happy Death,” of her 2006 graphic novel, Fun Home, Bechdel 

draws the image of a cut-open and disemboweled cadaver that she witnesses with her 

father, Bruce. Bechdel grew up working at her family-owned funeral home – “Fun 

Home,” they playfully call it – and her father has the task of preparing dead bodies for 

open-casket viewings. On the page before she presents the gaping cadaver, Bechdel 

draws a picture of her child self, Alison, bent over a vacuum cleaner49. At the top of the 

long rectangular panel, Bechdel writes, “I didn’t normally see the bodies before they 

were dressed and in a casket.” Directly below this caption, in a speech bubble leading to 

the edge of the panel, and the edge of the page – announcing that the speaker is outside of 

this frame – we see her name in an exclamation point: “ALISON!” Bechdel then provides 

another caption: “But one day dad called me back there” (43). As readers, we must then 

flip the page to discover what is “back there”; then and there, in a move that mirrors what 

                                                
49 In this chapter, I will refer to the character drawn in the graphic novel as “Alison” and the 
writer/commenter as “Bechdel.” 
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it might have felt like for Alison to happen upon this view, we come face-to-face with the 

image of a dead man’s naked body, split-open by an amorphously-shaped cut from chest 

to lower gut (44). Bechdel’s father stands with a piece of thread in his right hand, a 

protective mask over his mouth and nose, his eyes and top of head cut off by the top of 

the framed panel. His left hand points to and touches the outer edge of the cadaver’s cut. 

Alison’s profile appears in in the lower right corner, completely black, a silhouette. “The 

strange pile of his genitals was really shocking,” Bechdel writes, in the space between 

panels (below the large single panel of the full naked body that we encounter first at the 

top of the page, and above a smaller square panel that features a close-up, zeroed-in look 

of the cut and genitals) “but what really got my attention was his chest, split open to a 

dark red cave.” On the same page, in the square panel next to the panel framing the close-

up version of the “dark red cave,” Bruce’s words again appear in a speech bubble, issuing 

another command: “Hand me those scissors over there by the sink.”  

For the purposes of this chapter, I am interested in the way in which the cadaver’s 

cut produces an embodied experience of wonder for Alison/Bechdel, and the way in 

which both the cut and the cutting instrument (the scissors) stand between Alison and her 

father, mediating them and, as I will suggest, working to keep them connected, even after 

Bruce has died. As I will show, the horizontal positioning of the dead male body in the 

scene of the cadaver’s cut anticipates the position that Bruce will occupy later in the 

chapter50. The cut that produces for Alison wonder in the scene of the gaping cadaver 

                                                
50 We might think too of what critics call the book’s “centerfold,” the closeup image of young and almost 
naked Roy, lying on a bed. Similar, too, to how SGGK’s repetition of schyre links the glittering green 



 60 

carries over to the scene illustrating her observation of her dead father. There, though, the 

cut exists on the formal level, splitting Alison’s body in two, and bringing the sense of 

wonder that animates the figurative cut to the formal level of her graphic novel. In so 

doing, Bechdel points to the formal artistry of her graphic novel, and makes an explicit 

connection to (a comparison between, and even a conflation of) the way in which the 

figure of the cut works to connect, and how the formal cuts work to connect too. The 

space between frames, the cut that divides them, holds open different ways in which 

scenes connect to each other – or rather, make wonder the necessary component of 

connectivity, just as the wondering (about what her father could mean) inaugurated by the 

cadaver’s cut connects Bechdel to her dead father. After working to show that the wonder 

inaugurated through the figure of (both thematic and formal) cuts is a function of both 

SGGK and Fun Home, I will suggest that literary texts across time have shared an interest 

in the relationship between wonder, the cut, and the body/form.51  

But for now, let’s return to Bechdel’s scene. After her father commands her to 

pass him the scissors, Bechdel describes the feelings that that command produced for her: 

                                                                                                                                            
castle to the event of the cut, which seems not to bear on the cut at all, the horizontal male body in 
Bechdel’s graphic novel (in various incarnations) brings together wonder and the cut, even where that 
wonder/male body do not bear on the cut explicitly, or at least not at first. In Roy’s centerfold, which, along 
with the gaping cadaver, has attracted the most critical attention, the sense of wonder that is part of the 
cut/dead bodies appears here too: in the multiple captions that surround Roy’s sprawled-out body on the 
bed in the photograph that Alison’s illustrated hand holds. Bechdel wonders about the enigmatic photo, 
captured in the dusky light that glitters like gold (“The blurriness of the photo gives it an ethereal, painterly 
quality. Roy is gilded with morning seaside light His hair is an aureole,” 100). The image spreads across 
the gutter (which cuts one side of the page apart from the other).   
51 Heather Love, meditating on Foucault’s metaphor of power – a claw that marks people – imagines 
(wonders about) different manifestations of the claw: “Hunted down by power, here figures as a lion 
rampant (or is it a clumsy bear), these figures are legible only in their misery: it is in the cut, as it were, that 
we can locate Foucault’s attachment” (Feeling Backward, 48). Here, the cut is a source of both wonder and 
attachment (or connection). 
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“It felt like a test” (44). She then proposes possibilities that would explain why her father 

decided to invite her into that room, on that one singular occasion: “Maybe this was the 

same offhanded way his own notoriously cold father had shown him his first cadaver.” In 

the image panel below this last line, Alison’s small hand reaches toward her father’s open 

palm over the dead man’s body. We see here not the dead’s cut-open center, but the 

receding hairline on the top of his head as it extends toward us on the page. 

There is still a cut here, though, and it is between Alison’s reaching hand and her 

father’s waiting one. Because Bechdel captures in her drawing the passing of the scissors 

in-process, she both gestures to what will be (the physical touch and bodily connection 

between Bechdel and her father, transacted through a cutting instrument; the successful 

passing of the scissors would join father and daughter as it would close the gap between 

the hands; and yet, the scissors would also mediate that touch) and what hasn’t happened 

yet – the space between. As Hillary Chute has suggested, the gap between the hands of 

father and daughter here resembles Michelangelo’s famous painting on the ceiling of the 

Sistine Chapel, and pulsates with all its affective pulls of wonder and potential, beauty 

and loss. 52   

                                                
52 Hillary Chute, Graphic Women: Life Narrative and Contemporary Comics (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2010), 197. The depiction of the “gaping cadaver” is also 
remarkable, as Chute suggests, because it serves as a way to understand Bechdel’s 
relationship to the loss of her dead father. By attending to, and grappling with, both the 
gap of the cut-open body, and the gap between word and image, we encounter, Chute 
argues, a “generative space.” “Fun Home, Chute writes, “does not so much stitch up the 
gap at the center – Bruce Bechdel’s death – so much as give a substance to its form; it 
actually caresses the loss” (199). The novel opens up spaces between things, and in those 
gaps (the cadaver’s cut; the cut between panels; and space between word and image) 
meaning happens.  
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I am interested not only in how this space-between is generative, but also how its 

sense of generation (and regeneration, again and again) enables Bechdel’s connection to 

her now-dead father. Bechdel does not settle on that first possibility, that her father’s 

desire for her presence was a teaching moment that he copies from his father (“Maybe 

this was the same offhanded way his own notoriously father had shown him his first 

cadaver.”). Instead, she uses that possibility as a jumping-off point, a chance to wonder 

again, “Or maybe he felt that he’d become too injured to death, and was hoping to elicit 

from me an expression of the natural horror he was no longer capable of…Or maybe he 

just needed the scissors…I have made use of the former technique myself, however, this 

attempt to access emotion vicariously” (44-45). Her feelings lead her to wonder, and then 

to play with those wonderings – which means, here, to take them seriously – to imagine 

with them various possibilities and meanings.  

Bechdel uses her memory of the cadaver’s cut not only to reflect on a shared 

moment with her now dead father (in a kind of nostalgic or, however morbid, romantic 

gesture), but also to re-experience the thoughts and feelings produced by that moment, 

and to use those thoughts and feelings to keep her connection to her father very alive and 

unsettled in the present moment.53 Bechdel’s encounter with the cut-open body makes her 

wonder: What does my dad want (what could he have possibly wanted)? He could have 

meant this, and so wanted that, or perhaps this is what he was after, or… As the 

                                                
53 Chute and others have commented on the kind of reimagining and re-experiencing of the past that 
coincides with drawing and narrating the past. See Ann Cvetkovich’s “Drawing the Archive in Alison 
Bechdel’s Fun Home.”  
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possibilities of what her father could have wanted multiply, her sense of wonder grows.54 

The neverending possibility of meanings, generated by her continuing to wonder what-if, 

keeps Alison/Bechdel wrapped up in that moment; it makes that moment alive because it 

continues to birth new possibilities, and offer new opportunities her to join her present 

moment with it.   

Bechdel’s sense of wondering that forms and vitalizes her connection with her 

father touches on a sense of incompletion – which (through the image of the scissors 

passing) I also see as a kind of cut-openness – that animates not only Bechdel’s form 

(which I will suggest now) but also Gawain’s form, or forme. Wondering what her father 

could have meant by inviting her into the room with the cut-open cadaver prevents her 

sense of closure on the matter, keeps the scene open.  The scissors passed between Alison 

and her father both elevate the cutting instrument (like Gawain’s axe hung on the dais), 

and also point to a cut – not only the cut in the cadaver’s body, but also in the cut-open 

space between Alison’s and her father’s hands. As the scissors on the page are frozen in 

process, before the pass is complete, they represent, as I suggested earlier, potential 

(something that is still yet to happen). As Bechdel’s wondering continues to keep her 

connected to her father, so do the scissors themselves. Better put, the passing of the 

scissors gives body to Bechdel’s internal wondering; the scissors and the cuts they point 

to figure and literalize the wondering that vitalizes her connection with her father. 

*** 
                                                
54 It is this sense of imagining that enables her to see herself in/through her father – “I have made use of the 
former technique myself, however,” she writes, “this attempt to access emotion vicariously” (45). And it is 
this attachment to her father, their inextricability, that she clings to, and that she uses to keep connected to 
him – she is, she writes later, “reluctant to let go of that last, tenuous bond” (86). 
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In Fun Home, cuts are a form of relating. Bechdel’s graphic novel is composed of 

divided panels, cut frames, and it is in the spaces between them that we form connections. 

In the last pages of the “A Happy Death” chapter, Alison observes another cadaver – this 

time, her father’s. With the notable exception that it is clothed, already prepared for 

viewing, and not naked and cut-open, Alison’s father’s body occupies the same position 

that the gaping cadaver did earlier. In both scenes, the body is shown in different parts, 

from different angles, putting the reader in Alison’s position as she witnesses the body 

(and also in Bechdel’s position, as she illustrates Alison observing the bodies). Here, the 

horizontal body of Bruce is divided into two panels, and so is Alison’s body as we see her 

from the back, looking over him. In the left square is Bruce’s head, lying on a pillow, his 

eyes shut. In this panel, we see the left half of the back of Alison’s head, neck and back, 

her left shoulder. In the following panel, the one right next to it, we see Bruce’s torso, his 

hands folded neatly on top of his stomach. The back right side of Alison’s body is in this 

panel, the other side of the body we saw in the panel before. The panels are divided in a 

way that Alison’s body is cut in two. Bruce’s body is, of course, also divided. As we saw, 

his head is in one panel and his hands and torso are in another. But Alison’s body, 

positioned between we as readers and Bruce’s dead body already cuts us off from being 

able to witness that body whole. The way in which Bechdel divides these panels, cutting 

Alison in two, draws our attention to the cut, the formal and physical splitting apart of 

Alison’s body. 

 The cut-in-half image, created by split frames, points to a sense of wonder. 

Bechdel comments explicitly on this wonder in her captions. Over the left panel, the one 
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that shows Bruce’s face and Alison’s left body, Bechdel writes, “His wiry hair, which he 

had daily taken great pains to style was brushed straight up on end and revealed a 

surprisingly receded hairline” (52). Over the next square panel, she writes, “I wasn’t even 

sure it was him until I found the tiny blue tattoo on his knuckle where he’s once been 

accidentally stabbed with a pencil.” Dividing the panels in this way, Bechdel is able to 

show us the step-by-step process of Alison’s thinking as she faces her dead father. 

Between word and image, we can understand Alison to first look at her father’s head, not 

being able to fully recognize him, until she looks (in the next panel) to his hands, and is 

able to identify her father there and then through an idiosyncratic, accidental mark.55 

At the same time, the cut separating Alison’s body makes both scenes (looking at 

her father’s face, looking at her father’s hands) present at once. The cut focuses our 

attention not so much on the first this, then that, but on what happens between those 

things, and how they coexist. This scene does more, though, than help us to see, as I 

suggested above, that it is in the spaces between panels that we form relationships. 

Bechdel shows also how connection happens through an embodied sense of wonder(ing), 

one that is inaugurated particularly by physical and formal cuts (formal cuts made 

physical, and physical cuts made formal). The cut in Alison’s body, representing as it 

performs the cuts that are always there between frames, makes the artistic form of her 

graphic novel bodily. And it makes the connection between scenes affective (because 

embodied). More than spaces between, Bechdel’s novel shows us that what carries the 

                                                
55 I am thinking here of Barthes’s punctum, which he calls an “accidental detail.” The punctum, for 
Barthes, is the fragmentary, accidental detail in a photograph that pierces the person handling the picture, 
and serves as a point of connection between reader and text. 
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connective power (the power to connect) is the wonder that collects or is unleashed in 

those cut-open embodied spaces. The wonder unleashed when a body splits. 

4. ÞE FORME TO ÞE FYNISMENT FOLDEZ FUL SELDEN 
 

My central argument in this chapter has been that the medieval and postmedieval 

literary texts I read here use the figure and form of bodily cuts to inaugurate wonder. 

Bechdel’s graphic novel helped particularly with the formal part of that argument. But 

reading Bechdel in this way also helps us to read formal arguments in Gawain, or to see 

in the medieval poem what was already there. In between the moment that Gawain is 

issued his deadly fate and the time that he must leave King Arthur’s court to receive it, 

the poem describes in beautiful alliterative verse the passing of time. Strange neither to 

medieval nor more modern poetry, time’s passing is described here through the changing 

of seasons. But before the description of winter’s unfolding onto spring and into fall and 

cycling back to winter, signaling the time that Gawain must go in search of his green 

knight adversary, a line of poetry cuts into (and cuts open) the endless cycle of seasons: 

“Þe forme to þe fynisment foldez ful selden” (499). Forme, here, can mean different 

things. Most quickly, it means the beginning, or the first, something that is at the start of 

things. It can also mean form, as we would think of the word today, and how this 

medieval poet, so remarked for his fastidious attention to the formal structure of his 

poetry, would likely have thought of it too – form as structure or shape. But, for now, let 

us stick to the first meaning, forme as first. This meaning goes with fynisment, which 

means an end, something that is finished, something closed and even perfect in its 
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closure. The word foldez is the most ambiguous word in this line. It means, perhaps 

intuitively for us, folds, bending together separate parts, matching their ends. Folde can 

also mean, as the poem means it in later passages, earth or ground.  

What I want to focus on here is the sense of incompletion that this line yields, its 

falling short of, or not quite reaching. This line is interested in, and meditating on, the 

continuity between beginning and end – an unfolding of one onto the other, like the 

description of the seasonal cycle that follows, a coming full circle that promises the 

reproduction of sameness, a kind of complete and perfect enclosure. And yet, as the line’s 

end tells us, this sense of perfection is one that happens on earth ful selden, or very 

seldom.56 Like the scissors mediating Bechdel and her father, this line inserts a cut into 

something that would otherwise be perfectly complete. 

Because it is animated by a kind of tension between endlessness and what stands 

in the way of it, cycles and cuts, this line is emblematic of the way in which many critics 

have read this poem. Feminist, queer and psychoanalytic readings, in particular, tend to 

focus on the poem’s conflicting forces. Most explicitly, they read the tension between the 

“endless knot” that signifies in the poem the inextricable, mutually dependent virtues that 

together comprise chivalric identity (best represented by the pentangle on the outside of 

                                                
56 As this line immediately follows “a yere yernes full yerne and yeldez never lyke” – a year passes full 
quickly and yields never the same – we can understand the forme line to be similarly invested in describing 
how things do not turn out how they were originally intended, and to be concerned with the difference 
between the two. Casey Finch translates the forme line as “And the last things are less like the first than we 
wish.” This translation gets at the sense of nostalgia that comes later in this section of the poem: “And thus 
yirnez the yere in yisterdayes mony.” The backward glance, measuring time in yesterdays many, can be a 
way of reading (and likely was for the medieval reader) the progression/cycle of time as always already 
fragmented – you experience the cycle through your point in time and space; it is impossible to conceive of 
such perfect completion from your position on earth, on folde.   
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Gawain’s shield), and the poem’s other focus on open-ended-ness (represented both by 

the Lady’s garter and the cut-open bodies of animals in the poem’s famous hunt scenes). 

Geraldine Heng argues that feminine desire is viewed as the dangerous, unknowable 

other to the categories and identities that structure both our lives and the logic of the 

poem.57 Drawing from Judith Butler, Carolyn Dinshaw argues that the poem enacts a 

“labor of limitation,” raising the possibility of homosexuality only to foreclose it.58 

Christine Chism is interested in the tension between the provinces and the royal court; 

ultimately, though, she argues, “the poem drives toward the recognition that the gap 

between central authority and peripheral isolation is not a gap at all, but a mutually 

implicated transaction with profound stakes for all.”59 Mobilizing these readings, Mark 

Miller argues more recently that focusing on the “fusion” or “merging” of these tensions 

will enable us to more fully understand the animating forces that drive this poem. In his 

account, it is not so much that the pentangle and the garter are opposed, but that 

understanding them together will yield a more accurate understanding of what makes 

both chivalry and sex exciting and alive.60  

                                                
57 This is Heng’s conclusion in “A Woman Wants.” 
58 Dinshaw, “A Kiss is Just a Kiss,” 205. 
59 Chism, Alliterative Revivals, 97. Chism’s sense that the poem is invested in the pleasures of risk, 
uncertainty and improvisation” aligns with my sense that the poem is driven by wonder, or not being 
certain about things. I take her point that the court and the provinces are brought together through a 
“palpable gap…where uncertainties are opposed to the royal court, which seems to connect itself to 
nothing” as akin to my interest in the poem’s interest in forming connections, and figuring those 
connections (making connections available as an object of thought) (67). 
60 Miller, “The Ends of Excitement,” 219. Miller’s suggestion in the same article that the poem’s use of the 
formal device of alliteration also joins/merges/fuses together reader and text informs my argument that 
connection is generated not only through content but also through literary form. Miller makes his argument 
by reading the scenes in which animal skins are punctured and cut open by the hunters’ flying arrows (224). 
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One thing that these readings have in common – whether they rely on the tension 

between oppositions, or their coming together – is the kind of release or undoing that 

their arguments yield. And then, the wondrous places to which those releases and 

undoings lead. In Heng’s reading, categories of sex and gender break down in the poem, 

and in doing so threaten to break down those categories outside the poem too. In 

Dinshaw’s account, too, even though she clings to the poem’s opposing forces, her doing 

so works to undo, to make unknown – and to subject to wonder – contemporary notions 

about sexuality.  Dinshaw argues that the kisses between Gawain and his male host 

denaturalize the unity (or interlacing) of gender, sex, and desire; and also the knot of 

chivalric virtue. Such denaturalization, she suggests, gives us room to read “against 

nature,” entering into the wondrous territory of the unknown, and starting anew. 

What these arguments share, then, is an interest in using Gawain to cut open 

categories and ideas that persist today – and to make those ideas blur and bleed. And 

then, they also have in common a tendency to stay there, to stay with the blurring and 

bleeding and uncertain meanings. Miller, for instance, ends with making us think 

differently about teleology after his reading of the poem, both moving us beyond a 

conceptual impasse and pushing us into new, unknown (indeed, wondrous) 

territory.61Queer, feminist, and psychoanalytic readers of Gawain, then, use the poem’s 

cuts (and the wonder produced by them) to ground their own readings, and then, through 

those readings, to wonder about new ways of being (a wondering that is founded largely 

                                                
61 In pushing us into the unknown, Miller’s reading, like the other readings I discuss here, connect us to the 
poem’s sense of wonder, marvel and uncertainty. 
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upon cutting-open something that is considered whole, or fossilized and dead, a relic of 

an ideology, for instance).  

How do we connect to Sir Gawain and the Green Knight? Drawing from the 

critics of Gawain that have most helped me to see lively connections between medieval 

literature and contemporary feminist and queer works of art (helping medieval literature 

come to life for me), I extended their gravitation to the poem’s cuts to my thinking in this 

chapter about literary cuts that figure and unleash wonder. Moreover, with the help of 

Bechdel, I am compelled to understand how the cuts that inaugurate wonder facilitate 

forms of connection. Taking a lesson from the forme line, I am interested in the fold that 

is not complete, the beginning that does not reach the end, but cuts open and creates a 

fragment, and how that new fragmented end enables connection – invites a reader into the 

text by the question it raises, for instance, and makes her wonder. To use Gawain’s 

language, when “Þe forme to þe fynisment foldez ful selden,” there are opportunities, not 

seldom but often, to form connections.  

 
 
 
 
  



 71 

Chapter Two 

Dreaming with Stained Glass: Botched Encounters, Gothic Churches 
and the Book of the Duchess  

 
 

It’s a little thing, glass, until it is absent, and then it becomes a big thing. 
-Mark Twain, A Connecticut Yankee at the Court of King Arthur  

 

1. STAINED GLASS DREAMSCAPE 
 
 When he wakes within the world of his dream, the narrator of Geoffrey Chaucer’s 

Book of the Duchess finds himself enclosed in a room made of stained glass windows. 

Painted on the room’s glassy walls are figures and scenes from The Romance of the Rose 

and the fall of Troy, literary and historical fragments from the classical past. Before he 

ventures beyond those stained glass windows, the dreamer meditates on the images 

depicted on the glass, as well as the materiality of the glass itself: he pays attention to 

how “ful clere” (very clear) the glass is, and “nat an hole ycrased” (without a hole 

breaking it); he also describes the way in which the sunbeams penetrate the glass and 

touch his bed.62 As he wakes within his dream, stained glass surrounds and situates the 

dreamer within a different world – the world of the dream. 

When he leaves the room, the dreamer encounters a Man in Black, stranger to 

him, deep within the heart of a forest. The man, named according to the color of his 

dress, is in mourning – this much is clear both to the dreamer within the dream and to the 

                                                
62 All passages from the Book of the Duchess are taken from The Riverside Chaucer, ed. Larry D. Benson. 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1987), 330-346. Here, line 324. 
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poem’s readers. When the dreamer finds him, the young man is sitting alone against a 

tree. So overcome with sadness, the mourning man is initially unaware of the dreamer’s 

presence. Before he introduces himself, the dreamer overhears the man speaking to 

himself with a voice that makes a “dedly sorwful soun” (462). The man begins his 

complaint in a way that leaves little room for ambiguity: “I have of sorwe so gret won / 

That joye gete I never non, / Now that I see my lady bright, / Which I have loved with al 

my myght, / Is fro me ded and is agoon” [I have of sorrow such great abundance / That 

joy I get never none / Now that I see my lady bright / Which I have loved with all my 

might / Is from me dead and is gone] (475-479). Within the first five lines of speech that 

the Man in Black delivers in the presence of the dreamer, then, he gives the reason for his 

sorrow: the death of his lady love. Why, then, does the dreamer seem not to understand 

the cause of the man’s sorrow? The dreamer, as many have noticed, seems not to be able 

to comprehend what is plaguing the man. And the dreamer’s failure to understand does 

not escape the man’s attention. Twice, both times after the dreamer interrupts his 

externalized meditation on his loss, the man responds, “Thou wost ful lytel what thou 

menest” [You know very little what you mean] and “I have lost more than thow wenest” [I 

have lost more than you know] (743-44; 1135-1140). Still, this accusation does not 

prevent the dreamer from trying to understand or stop him from asking questions.  

Critics of the poem have been fascinated – and bored – by the dreamer’s incessant 

questioning into the nature of the Man in Black’s loss. Larry Benson and Ruth Evans call 

the dreamer’s questions “obtuse,” and many critics have used the dreamer’s obvious 
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inability to understand the man’s situation as points of entry into their readings63. Some 

have seen the dreamer’s reluctance to understand as a necessary means through which to 

understand Chaucer’s investment in describing the process of mourning. The dreamer’s 

ceaseless questions, in this account, showcase the work, time and dialectic necessary for 

helping one come to terms with their loss, and to be able to move on from it – or not.64  

 The dreamer’s questions, as well as the critical treatment of them, highlight the 

difficulty that the men have in connecting, their awkward interaction. Gayle Margherita, 

furthermore, convincingly argues that the Book of the Duchess’s men come together not 

just awkwardly, but violently, through the absence left by the killed-off female body.65 In 

pointing to the darkly fabricated nature on which the poem’s account of masculine 

connection – and ultimately the production of poetry – is based, Margherita anticipates 

Ruth Evans’s analysis of a Chaucerian “botched encounter.” Evans uses the concept of 

the botched encounter to initiate her reading of the darkness within the Book of the 

Duchess. “My dark Chaucerian moment,” she writes, “is the botched encounter between 

King Seys and his wife Alcione in The Book of the Duchess, an encounter that takes place 

                                                
63 See Benson in The Riverside Chaucer, 329; Ruth Evans, “A Dark Stain and a Non-Encounter,” in Dark 
Chaucer: An Assortment, ed. Myra Seaman, et al. (Brooklyn: punctum books, 2012): 29-41. 
64 Evans, in “A Dark Stain and a Non-Encounter,” argues that “the strange obtuseness of the dreamer in not 
understanding the Man in Black’s inexplicable loss powerfully suggests that what is a dream for the 
narrator becomes as it were the Man in Black’s dream: that which allows his trauma to emerge repeatedly.” 
She explains further that the “Man in Black wants to be stuck – to remove himself from the flux of 
becoming” (40).    
65 In her stress on problematic masculine connection, Margherita anticipates Evans’s stress on the botched 
encounter that haunts the poem. Both Margherita and Evans also implicitly participate in Heather Love’s 
theory of queer connection (which happens through failure and missed connections). See Gayle Margherita 
in The Romance of Origins (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1994), 82-99; also Love’s 
Introduction to Feeling Backward. 
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in a dream.”66 She develops her understanding of botched encounter by reading the scene 

in which Morpheus inhabits the drowned corpse of Seys and walks in the dead man’s 

skin over to Alcione’s bedside, so that she can know for certain that her husband is dead. 

The Book of the Duchess dreamer reads this story of Alcyone and Ceyx from Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses and, when reading it, he is able to finally fall asleep. Evans sees botched 

in the makeshift design of Morpheus’s animation of Seys’s corpse (which is Chaucer’s 

addition to Ovid’s tale) that offers the partial presence, the shell, of Alcione to her 

husband.67 The encounter is also botched when we see what the walking corpse was 

purportedly meant to do: to give the grieving wife the knowledge she needs of her 

husband’s death so that she can move on from her uncertainty and continue living. 

Instead, as the Duchess dreamer tells us, Alcione dies from grief instead of being helped. 

Here, botched bears on an outcome that was neither desired nor anticipated, a kind of 

failure.  

Arguably trying to move beyond the impasse generated by the critical 

preoccupation with what causes failed connection, Aranye Fradenburg argues that 

Chaucer, throughout his poetry, is interested in demonstrating the importance of the 

attempt to communicate. She suggests that, for Chaucer, it does not matter if 

communication falls short or seems to miss the mark; the point of communication – 

indeed, its success – depends on one’s attempt, her effort, to reach toward and connect to 

                                                
66 See Evans in “A Dark Stain and A Non-Encounter” 29-41.  
67 For Ovid’s version, see Metamorphoses X. 410-473; lines 62-269 in the Book of the Duchess. 
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another.68 The communication between men may be partial, or it may fall short, but its 

failure or lack does not prevent connection.  

These critical investments in connection, specifically botched and partial 

connection, are at once medieval, but also psychoanalytic, and have a strong bearing on 

contemporary queer discussions on temporality.69 In this chapter I expand on the critical 

interest in partial and fragmentary connection by picking up and expanding on Evans’s 

notion of the “botched encounter,” especially as it intersects with the more general 

critical interest in partial connection. Because medievalist scholarship has been so 

generative and foundational for scholars working on later periods, particularly to thinkers 

invested in queer temporalities and affective relationships to the past, I aim to develop the 

medieval interest in “botched encounters” more explicitly to contemporary questions.70 In 

order to do so, I first go back to the Middle Ages to collect another, specifically medieval, 

meaning of “botched.” Returning to the Middle Ages, we often find something new.  

                                                
68 For Fradenburg’s full account, see “Living Chaucer,” Studies in the Age of Chaucer 33 (2011): 41-64. 
69Carolyn Dinshaw’s touch as a metaphor that describes partial connection between the medieval past and 
contemporary present has, for example, been generative not only for medievalists but for queer and affect 
scholars more broadly. Reading Dinshaw, Heather Love argues that a successful connection would leave no 
place for love, and Dinshaw’s medievalist insight helps enable Love to establish queer connection through 
time by paying attention to what is lost, and what can ever be only partial. See Dinshaw in Getting 
Medieval (39); see Love in Feeling Backward (38-39). For more examples of how the work of medievalists 
(and especially Dinshaw) has been mobilized for queer and affect scholarship more generally, see Elizabeth 
Freeman’s Introduction to GLQ’s special issue on Queer Temporalities, as well as Ann Cvetkovich’s 
Depression; and, Jack Halberstam’s post on Bully Bloggers (“Game of Thrones: The Queer Season”). 
70 Medievalists develop their insights from their readings of medieval texts, and so part of my work here is 
to go back to those texts, and to read more contemporary concerns back through them. If Heather Love uses 
Dinshaw and Dinshaw uses Chaucer, what happens when we read Chaucer again through Love’s Dinshaw-
inspired insights? What changes? What can be added to the story? At the very least, I see this methodology 
as being able to give a longer history to critical and literary investments in partial connection.   
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Botch has an “uncertain etymology,” but the earliest example of its use is in 1377, 

as a noun, and in 1382, as a verb.71 In its early use, as a verb, which is for us the relevant 

concern (noun botch refers to a kind of tumor), botch means “to make good or repair (a 

defect, damage, damaged article); to patch, mend.” It is only in modern English that 

“botched” becomes associated with “a clumsy or imperfect repair.” The medieval focus 

on “botch” – according to the definition that Chaucer would have been familiar with – is 

on the mending, the bringing-together of fragments. As we do still, the Middle Ages 

associated “botch” with craft. We might think of botch, like medieval people might have 

thought of it, in relation to sewing (though we would probably steer more to the negative 

than they did, and use “botch” exclusively to stress a subpar job). But medieval people, 

too, might have thought of botch in relation to a more medieval craft – the craft of stained 

glass. 

In this chapter, I argue that stained glass provides a way to imagine, experience – 

and even make – a medieval form of botched and partial connection. More specifically, 

by tracking the medieval legacy of stained glass, I suggest that stained glass offers a site 

– a specifically medieval site, with a particular history – through which to fathom and 

visualize the coexistence of mutually exclusive entities. As a key figure not only in The 

Book of the Duchess, but other dream visions as well, stained glass helps us to visualize 

the partial (and botched) connection that the Book of the Duchess (and ultimately the 

medieval genre of dream vision) is invested in describing.  Ultimately, I argue that by 

understanding the history and materiality of stained glass, and by attending to the late 

                                                
71 Passages and definitions in this paragraph are taken from the Oxford English Dictionary. 
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medieval literary descriptions of it, we can understand a specifically medieval aesthetics 

of connection – a connection that some people in the Middle Ages dreamed of.72 

 In the next section, I provide a medieval context for stained glass in order to 

explain the legacy already in play by the time Chaucer employs it in his poetry. Using the 

Basilica of Saint Denis, the world’s first Gothic building, as a case study, I will describe 

how and why stained glass was important to the church’s 1144 reconstruction. In section 

three, I return to the Book of the Duchess with this historical context in mind. I argue that 

the theoretical and material functions of stained glass in 1144 determines its status as a 

literary figure through which we can (with Chaucer) imagine the coexistence of mutually 

exclusive entities – a figure, that is, through which to imagine seemingly impossible 

connections.  

I will then work, in section four, to show how stained glass is important not only 

to Chaucer, but to medieval dream vision poetry at large. This last observation positions 

me to argue that stained glass is a trope in the medieval dream vision genre; and that 

through stained glass we can see the kinds of difficult connections that dream visions are 

working to imagine (connections between material and immaterial worlds; the past and 

the present; and the living and the dead). At the end of this chapter, I turn to the literary 

                                                
72 As I work to describe how connection is figured through stained glass, I argue that stained glass (as a 
metaphor of connection) offers us a new lens through which to understand our own metaphors of partial 
connection. Unmooring us from the metaphors we cling to and come to experience naturally and 
automatically, stained glass invites us to think more critically about our own figurations of connection. 
Consequently, I see myself as working in line with many queer medievalists – such as Karma Lochrie, 
Anna Klosowska, Geraldine Heng, and Glenn Burger – who work to unlearn the norms we have come to 
think of as historically inevitable. Stained glass also offers us a lens through which to see the Middle Ages, 
by paying attention to their material and metaphorical crafts of connection. Put again, through paying 
attention to the materiality of their metaphors, we gain insight into the types of connection that the Middle 
Ages generated, and the affects that correspond to them. 
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and material craftsmanship of nineteenth-century antiquarian William Morris. In doing 

so, I suggest that stained glass (and the Gothic cathedrals it illuminates) serves as a 

touchstone that connects us, as postmedieval people, to the Middle Ages. 

 

2. GOTHIC ARCHITECTURE’S BOTCHED HISTORY 

By the time that Chaucer mobilizes it in his poetry in 1368, stained glass had 

already experienced a rich history as a figure in philosophical thought.73 In 1144, an 

important theologian named Abbot Suger advocated for a reconstruction of his church, 

the Basilica of Saint Denis, which still stands just outside of Paris today. The church’s 

reconstruction is famous because it is the first example we have of Gothic architecture. 

The decisions that went into the church’s 1144 reconstruction – rib vaults, pointed arches 

and, most dramatically, stained glass – created the defining markers of Gothic 

architecture. These are the markers that we use today to identify Gothic architecture; and, 

it is through these architectural details that we stage an affective encounter with the 

Middle Ages today. I will return to this last claim in my discussion of William Morris, a 

Victorian medievalist and stained glass craftsman, later in this chapter. But let us start by 

looking at the stained glass in the Basilica of Saint Denis.  

Because of the basilica’s architectural innovations, and because stained glass was 

emblematic of them, Abbot Suger came to be known as “the father of stained glass.” In 

his treatise explaining the reconstruction, On What Was Done In His Administration, 

                                                
73 The date of the poem’s composition is somewhat debated, but most agree that the poem was written 
between 1368 and 1372.  
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Suger dedicates a significant portion of the text to descriptions of the stained glass 

windows in the church’s reconstructed choir. As he describes the images of the different 

windows, Suger gives ample attention to the words inscribed on each window, which 

seem to perform the role of captions, narrating each image. Suger’s point in describing 

both the words and the images that each stained glass window features articulates a single 

message: the word mirrors the image. This mirroring is arguably what critics pick up on 

when they call stained glass the laity’s bible.74The illiterate public could read the images 

and ascertain the same message as they would if they were able to read the words written 

on the pages of the bible. 

And yet, Suger’s treatise provides reasons for the importance of stained glass that 

go beyond the mere mirroring of words. Stained glass, Suger explains, has a special 

capacity “for urging us onward from the material to the immaterial”: 

We also had painted, by the hands of many masters sought out in 
various nations, a splendid variety of new windows below and 
above…One of these, urging us onward from the material to the 
immaterial, shows the apostle Paul turning a mill and the prophets 
carrying sacks to the mill.75 

 

In this passage and others, it becomes clear that the “material” to which Suger refers is 

both the earthly world and stained glass itself. The movement, or urging-onward, from 

the material to the immaterial interested Suger greatly. He documents the concept in two 

                                                
74 See Suger, On What Was Done In His Administration, XXXIV. For a longer account of the theory of 
stained glass as a bible for the laity (or “a poor man’s bible), as well as a refutation of that theory, see 
Stephanie Trigg in “Transparent Walls: Stained Glass and Cinematic Medievalism” in Screening the Past 
26 (2009). 
75 Passages from Suger’s treatise are taken from the Internet Medieval Sourcebook, and translated by David 
Burr (New York: Fordham University). 
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other places; once, when he meditates on the “multicolor loveliness” of the new gems 

placed within the church’s walls: 

Thus sometimes when, because of my delight in the beauty of the 
house of God, the multicolor loveliness of the gems has called me 
away from external cares, and worthy meditation, transporting me 
from material to immaterial things, has persuaded me to examine 
the diversity of holy virtues, then I seem to see myself as existing 
on some level, as it were, beyond our earthly one, neither 
completely in the slime of the earth nor completely in the purity of 
heaven. By the gift of God I can be transported in an anagogical 
manner from this inferior level to that superior one.76 

 
And later, in his description of the bright colors and emanating light of the church’s new 

doors: 

   All you who seek to honor these doors, 
   Marvel not at the gold and expense but at the 
   craftsmanship of the work. 
   The noble work is bright, but, being nobly bright, the work 
   Should brighten the minds, allowing them to travel through 
   the lights 
   To the true light, where Christ is the true door. 
   The golden door defines how it is imminent in these things. 
   The dull mind rises to the truth through material things, 
   And is resurrected from its former submersion when the 
   light is seen.”77 

                                                
76 Suger, On What Was Done In His Administration, XXXII. 
77 Suger’s warning against the marvel of the ornamental (instead of being able to also recognize the labor 
that goes into the design, or the way in which the material is merely a tool to enable access to the divine) 
mirrors contemporaneous debates on iconoclasm. See, for example, Saint Bernard Abbot of Clairvaux: 
Selections from his Writings, trans. Horatio Grimley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 26. 
In Grimley’s translation, here is the famous passage from Bernard’s letter to William, Abbot of St. Thierry, 
where he expresses his distaste for church ornamentation: “Again, what good doth that ridiculous 
monstrosity do to the brothers reading in the cloister? that deformed beauty, that beautiful deformity, so 
beautiful to look at? Why there are filthy apes? Why the monstrous centaurs? Why the half-human figures? 
Why the spotted tigers?...You may see there under one head many bodies, and again on one body many 
heads. Here is seen on a quadruped the tail of a serpent; there on a fish the head of a quadruped. There a 
beast, in front like a horse, is dragging behind it the half of a goat. Here a horned creature in the hinder part 
is a horse. In short, so many things and such a marvelous variety of diverse forms everywhere appeareth, 
that there would be more diversion to read the marbles that the parchments, - in taking a whole day in 
admiring them one by one, than in meditating upon the law of God” (26). For more on medieval 
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In this last example, “truth” takes the place of the immaterial: “The dull mind rises to the 

truth [not immaterial] through material things / And is resurrected from its former 

submersion when light is seen.” But, importantly, the material object is necessary to 

reach that truth. And Suger stresses the craftsmanship, the skilled labor, that goes into the 

making of the material object that enables the travel to “truth,” which is also the 

movement toward and connection to God. The material object of stained glass is 

important – necessary, even – to craft an affective connection (one that can be sensed 

through and felt by a body) to the realm of the divine. Stained glass stages a botched 

encounter between heaven and earth, and crafts a connection between entities that might 

otherwise be impossible.    

Significantly, it is the way in which stained glass provides a medium (a sort of 

stage or screen) for the properties of light that establishes its primary function within the 

church. Light, as Suger’s account informs us, necessarily anticipates heavenly 

connection, and stained glass windows, like the “lovely, multicolor gems” that Suger 

describes, are important primarily for their relation to light. In various parts of the 

treatise, both directly and indirectly, Suger links his decision to include stained glass 

windows with a discussion of the unifying properties of light. He explains: “When the 

new rear part is joined to that in front, / The church shines, brightened in its middle. / For 

bright is that which is brightly coupled with the bright / And which the new light 

pervades” (XXVII). For Suger, light is a unifying force; light brings together disparate 

                                                                                                                                            
iconoclasm, see Lee Palmer Wandel in Voracious Idols and Violent Hands (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994), especially 38. 
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parts. If stained glass materializes a botched encounter between heaven and earth, light is 

the unifying force that magically makes that connection felt. 

Suger’s thinking about the unifying properties of light did not exist in a vacuum. 

As one critic puts it, “it is undisputed that Suger…drew on Dionysian light mysticism for 

the justification of the stained glass windows and symbolism throughout the abbey 

church.”78And another writes that the 1144 reconstruction “united the religious and 

architectural aspects of the church. It is hardly a coincidence that both the pseudo-

Dionysian treatises and nascent Gothic architecture are interested in light….Suger 

himself was fascinated by the religious implications of light and built accordingly.”79 In 

his treatise, Suger gives sustained attention to the patron saint of the church, Saint Denis 

or, as Suger names him, Dionysius. In what will be an important move for my argument 

about the stained glass as a material manifestation of a botched encounter, Suger 

erroneously conflates Saint Denis with a sixth-century philosopher, pseudonymously 

named Dionysius (I will refer to him as Pseudo-Dionysius in this chapter).  

To explain the inclusion of stained glass in the twelfth-century reconstruction of 

the Basilica of Saint Denis, Suger mobilizes and extends the philosophy of Pseudo-

Dionysius, who writes extensively and famously on light. For Pseudo-Dionysius, as for 

Suger, light unites. In chapter four of his influential text, On Divine Names, Pseudo-

Dionysius writes that light makes “things wholly held together by its brilliant splendors – 
                                                
78 See Erwin Panofsky’s Introduction to Abbot Suger on the Abbey church of St Denis and its art treasures, 
2nd edition by Gerda Panofsky-Soergel, 1979 (19-26). Peter Kidson argues that Panofsky exaggerates 
Suger’s part in the creation of the Gothic in “Panofsky, Suger and St Denis” (Journal of the Warburg and 
Courtauld Institutes, Volume 50, 1987): 1-17. 
79 See Patrick Hunt, in “Abbe Suger and a Medieval Theory of Light in Stained Glass: 
Lux, Lumen, Illumination.” 
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whence also, Helios, because it makes all things together (a)ollh, and collects all things 

scattered. And all creatures, endowed with sensible perceptions, aspire to it, aspiring 

either to see, or to be moved and enlightened, and heated, and to be wholly held together 

by the light”. 80 In this quote, Dionysius describes an aspiration, a kind of pull, toward 

light, that is inherent to all creatures with sensory perception. As he explains, light 

enables sight, movement, enlightenment, and heat. This attraction to light (and the 

processes it enables) will be important for my discussion of the function of light and 

stained glass in medieval dream vision poetry (sections 3 and 4 in this chapter). There, I 

follow Pseudo-Dionysius’s lead in accounting for the important role the senses play in 

animating a connection to light.  

For now, though, I am interested in better understanding the nature of unification 

in the description of light that both Suger and Dionysius employ. For Dionysius, light 

“collects all things scattered,” holds creatures together. Like a web, or like glue, light in 

Pseudo-Dionysius’s account joins scattered and disparate parts. Similarly, it is the 

unifying capacity of light that Suger develops in his reasoning to include stained glass 

windows in his church’s reconstruction. Even indirectly, in his interest in the movement 

from materiality to immateriality, Suger betrays a preoccupation with the combination of 

contrasting realms. If we return to the passage where Suger describes his meditation on 

the variously-colored gems, we see again that the movement from the material to 

immaterial causes him to “seem to see myself as existing on some level, as it were, 

                                                
80 As I suggest later in this chapter, the Book of the Duchess takes a similar interest in wholeness, and plays 
this interest out through a meditation on light and stained glass. 
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beyond our earthly one, neither completely in the slime of the earth nor completely in the 

purity of heaven.” It is as if the movement from material to immaterial lands Suger in a 

space in-between both entities – splitting the difference, as it were, or enabling him to 

inhabit another world, neither heaven nor earth, but a combination of the two. Stained 

glass provides a material metaphor for that combination; with the play of light, stained 

glass animates a contaminated space where mutually exclusive entities can mingle and 

coexist.  

But stained glass, as I will further explain in my description of the materiality of 

stained glass at the end of this section, holds onto, and renders visible, the various 

fragments that comprise its unified body. Stained glass, a characteristic feature of the new 

Gothic form, presented a visual for (and made material) the separateness and cohesion 

that Dionysius focuses on in his theory of light. In Pseudo-Dionysius’s account, light 

“collects all things scattered”; light enables things to exist in their individuality, then, in 

their independent thing-ness, but offers a way in which they can coexist with (and so be 

part of) other things. 

Suger’s Dionysius is himself a complex figure, by which (using the particular 

species of unification theorized in this chapter) I mean a figure composed of various and 

opposing parts. As I mentioned earlier, Suger’s Dionysius was an amalgamation of three 

different characters living in three different times. The first Dionysius entered Gaul as a 

missionary in AD 250, and was executed eight years later. Legend has it that it was very 

hard to kill this Dionysius. The Romans tried roasting him and throwing him to the 

beasts, before finally trying to chop off his head. The beheading was successful in killing 
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Denis – but not instantly. Once decapitated, Denis picked up his head from the ground 

and walked miles to what would become the physical site of the abbey, before finally 

dropping to his knees to die.  

Suger conflates this Dionysius, the patron saint of the church, with two other 

figures: the Dionysius of Acts 17:34, who converted to Christianity after Paul’s 

missionary visit to Athens; and an anonymous theologian, probably Syrian and living in 

the fifth or sixth century, who, significantly, wrote a series of treatises on the religious 

symbolism of light. This last Dionysius, referred to today as pseudo-Dionysius, identified 

himself as the Dionysius of Acts 17:34. This was an inaccurate conflation, and arguably 

led to much of the confusion between – and therefore to the fusion of – the various 

Dionysian figures. Eventually, these three legendary and historical figures were 

combined so that Dionysius was converted by Paul, became bishop of Athens, wrote the 

treatises, and eventually missionized France, where he was martyred. 

Suger is not the first to conflate figures in his understanding of Dionysius, and 

this process of synthesis is an example of a relatively common practice in the Middle 

Ages.81 In effect, the hybrid-Dionysius is himself the product of a botched encounter – 

botched because it is confused, clumsy and not correctly done, and also because it fuses 

together.  What I want to suggest here is that the fragments used by Suger and others to 

piece together their “Dionysius” bear on the mysterious and even otherworldly qualities 

of each figure: the man who was almost impossible to kill; the man with the power to 

                                                
81 As I will explain in chapter three, monsters comprise a hybrid category, often involving the bringing-
together of parts to make another whole. Medieval practices of conversion and translation often required 
acts of synthesis, which I will also suggest in the next chapter. 
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convert; and the man of light. The dynamism and magic of each Dionysius infuses 

Suger’s understanding of the figure to which he dedicates the church’s reconstruction. 

I belabor the story of Suger’s conflation of Dionysius not only because it is itself 

a specifically medieval example of connection, but also because it is foundational to the 

birth of Gothic literature. The dynamic, magical fragments that go into the making of 

Dionysius, the patron saint of the world’s first Gothic building, are seen too in the most 

dramatic feature of that new architectural form: stained glass. The colors and light 

refracted through stained glass produce visual effects that, as Suger and pseudo-

Dionysius knew, stage affective connections between earth and heaven. These 

connections are made possible through visually experiencing the play of light thorough 

colored glass – that magic dynamism – a play that is captured most stunningly in the 

phenomenon of halation.82 

In the phenomenon of halation, sunlight, at certain times of the day, filters 

through stained glass from the outside and, to a viewer on the inside, makes the glass’s 

colors blur and bleed out, rendering the dividing lines of the cames invisible.83For a 

moment, the fragmented glass gives the illusion of complete unity, and light and color 

join to create an experience of one-ness: one may call it, as Pseudo-Dionysius did, heaven 

on earth. But when the sun moves, as it inevitably does, the fragments reappear, and with 

                                                
82 As I describe in the next section, medieval dream visions described this relationship between colors, 
glass and light in ways that tied it to magic, wonder and unknowability. Sometimes medieval literary 
meditations on light and glass described difficult and partial connections; and sometimes those meditations 
enabled and invited new and surprising connections (they themselves opened up possibilities to generate 
connections). 
83 See Lawrence Lee, The Appreciation of Stained Glass (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 20, 94. 
Lee explains that “light appears to expand or ‘gather’ more with some colors than others.”  
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them, the craft necessary for such an experience of (and connection to) an immaterial 

world.   

Materially, stained glass owes its existence to the fusing-together of various parts. 

Stained glass historian Lawrence Lee describes stained glass as “an assemblage of 

variously colored pieces of glass supported in a single flat plane by leads and fixed more 

or less permanently in a frame of stone, wood, or metal; the design being expressed partly 

by the addition of glass paint and stains rendered impervious to erasure by being fixed 

into the surface of glass before leading-up for glazing.”84 Much of what we know about 

the production of stained glass in the Middle Ages comes from the work of Theophilus 

Presbyter, generally known to be German metalworker Roger of Helmarshausen. Circa 

1100, Theophilus compiled De diversus artibus, or On Diverse Arts, a treatise dedicated 

to explaining not only the production of stained glass, but also painting, drawing and 

metalwork.  According to Theophilus, a glassmaking studio comprised a dozen skilled 

workers. Men would apprentice for five years before becoming a fully-fledged 

glassmaker. The studio traveled to cathedral sites, often setting up shop near the woods, 

where their materials would be readily available. It was important to have plenty of wood 

not only to produce glass, but also to keep the furnaces blazing. Later in the Middle Ages, 

the glassmaking production of labor split in two, so that the makers of glass and the glass 

painters became two distinct groups.  

                                                
84 Lee, The Appreciation of Stained Glass. 
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In his treatise, Theophilus explains that glass is made from sand and beechwood.85 

The silica in sand, once melted, forms the molecular foundation of glass, and beechwood 

forms potash, useful in breaking silica bonds. Theophilus instructs his readers to mix 

together the sand and ash, and to put them in a furnace, where they “frit,” or fuse 

together. This frit is put into pots, and melted for a night: “Add dry wood all through the 

night,” Theophilus writes, “so that the glass, formed by the fusion of the ashes and sand, 

may be fully melted” (54). In order to make sheets of glass, that will eventually become 

the “finger thick” material of stained glass windows, the molten glass must first be blown 

into cylinder tubes: “When you see it hanging down like a long bladder, put the end into 

the flame and as soon as it melts…a hole will appear. Then take a round piece of wood 

may for the purpose, and make the hole as wide as the middle [of the cylinder]. Then join 

the upper and lower parts of the rim so that an opening appears on each side of the join” 

(55). 

The glass was then cut and rolled out flat onto wood boards, which ideally would 

have already drawn on them the depiction of what was to appear on the surface of the 

glass. Using the transparency of the glass, craftsmen would use paint to trace onto the 

glass the image on the board behind it. Different pieces of glass were joined together by 

lead cames, the H-shaped or U-shaped black lines that appear in stained glass windows. 

At this point, glass may need to be cut again in order to fit certain shapes. Theophilus 

provides instructions on how to create a cutting utensil, and also suggests the use of 

                                                
85 Theophilus Presbyter, On Diver Arts, trans. John G. Hawthorne and Cyril Stanley Smith (New York: 
Dover Publications, Inc., 1979). All passages from Theophilus included in this chapter come from this 
edition. 
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saliva to facilitate clean cuts. The addition of animal urine and different metals 

furthermore enhanced fusion properties, and also enabled the production of various 

colors. The combination of ash and sand was often enough alone to produce a variety of 

colors, and Theophilus indicates different temperatures and burning times necessary for 

different colors. “If you see [the glass in] a pot changing to a saffron yellow color,” he 

writes, “heat it until the third hour and you will get a light saffron yellow…And if you 

wish let it heat until the sixth hour and you will get a reddish saffron yellow. Make from 

it what you choose” (55). Making from it what you choose is a poetic way of thinking 

about the material production of stained glass, and it demands intentionality and also 

openness (the recognition of various possibilities).  

It also requires a bodily connection to the craft. Making stained glass, Theophilus 

indicates, was a process that required vigilance, patience, and body. It was one that 

required the craftsman to be in constant contact with the breakdown and fusion of 

elements, and with the sensory and bodily experience of that process – watching colors 

turn, measuring width by fingers, adding urine and saliva to the mix. In other words, 

making stained glass in the Middle Ages was a specialized craft, and one that brought the 

glassmaker into intimate proximity with the blending-together of diverse elements. 

And then, once the frit was made, after the liquid cooled and solidified so that it 

could be molded into a whole piece (a fragment of its own), and after that fragment was 

fused to other fragments by cames so that it could tell a story through image, it 

fragmented again. The cames worked like glue to fuse the various parts of stained glass 

together, but visually they worked to divide – and cut up – the bigger image. In its 
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physical form, stained glass presents a way of materially experiencing Pseudo-

Dionysius’s theory of light (which focuses on light’s capacity to collect scattered pieces), 

and also illustrates the processes that went into the making of Dionysius as a figure (who 

was himself an amalgamation of various parts).  

 

3. SEEING CONNECTIONS THROUGH THE BOOK OF THE DUCHESS’S STAINED GLASS 
 

Understanding the medieval history and material production of stained glass does 

not so much remedy what critics identify as the problem of botched or partial connection 

in the Book of the Duchess, as it does provide another way of seeing (and actually 

visualizing) that connection. Reading through stained glass also animates new and 

different connections in the poem. As I will explain in this section, for instance, looking 

at the poem through the lens of stained glass animates new, unforeseen connections in the 

narrative – for one, the relationship between the masculine botched encounter and the 

poem’s ambivalence, which is another widespread preoccupation for the poem’s critics.  

But before I unpack the connections between narrative knots and critical problems 

that stained glass helps us to see, I want to keep sight of the specific kind of connection 

that stained glass animates. Doing so will help me to keep track of what it means for 

connection to be figured through stained glass, which will ultimately be the most relevant 

topic of concern for contemporary queer and affect scholars working to describe partial 

connections. Taking from both medieval thinkers who used stained glass to imagine a 

fusion of mutually exclusive worlds, and from the medieval craftsmen who fingered and 

fabricated the cuts and fusions that materialized stained glass, I understand that stained 
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glass was used by Chaucer to imagine a particular species of impossible connection – a 

connection that did not render invisible the various parts that went into the making of it, 

but that held onto them while experiencing unification.  

Another way of putting it is like this: stained glass does not only want to have, but 

in fact has it both ways – the poem imagines simultaneous separation and cohesion. The 

Book of the Duchess’s dreamer’s encounter with stained glass provides a way for him to 

experience the contradictory feelings (the flux) that truck onto having a body and moving 

in the world.86 It is not though, I think, that the narrator wants more than anything to be 

“removed from the flux of becoming” as Ruth Evans suggests.87 Instead, it is that the 

narrator wants to be fully steeped in two mutually exclusive worlds: the world of 

becoming, which is also the world of the living (and here, the narrator wants to 

experience each contradictory feeling singly and completely); and another realm, wherein 

contradictory feelings can coexist suddenly and at once. This second space seems to 

require a different world from the one in which the narrator lives, and exists in his 

imagination/dream in the same place where impossible connections occur – where the 

past and the present, and the dead and the living, exist together in time and space.88  

To explain what I mean, and to show where my claims are grounded in the poem, 

I need to first follow-through on my earlier point, where I suggest that looking at the 

                                                
86 The Book of the Duchess may be the most feelings-centered of all of Chaucer’s poems. The word 
“feelynge” itself is explicitly used within the first 11 lines of the poem, and comes after 10 lines that 
describe a variety of fluctuating feelings (joy and sorrow; wonder; and apathy). I see apathy in the 
narrator’s indifference here: “I take no kep / of nothing, how hyt cometh or gooth / Ne me nys nothing leef 
nor looth. / Al is ylyche to me – Joye or sorrow, whereso hyt be – For I have felynge in nothyng” (6-11). 
87 Evans, “A Dark Stain,” 40. 
88 What stained glass and the properties of light bring to the table is the way in which this coexistence is 
affectively felt and fathomed, as I will explain in section four. 
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poem through the lens of stained glass makes visible critical connections within the 

poem. Through stained glass, the critical “problem” of the narrator’s obtuseness – that 

botched or missed or partial (we might also call it fragmentary) connection – links up 

with the other critical preoccupation with the poem’s ambivalence. Critics are right to 

notice the poem’s ambivalence.89 They see ambivalence primarily in what they refer to as 

the poem’s “double ending.”90 But it actually occurs much earlier on, too: in the 

dreamer’s first encounter with stained glass.  

As I explained at the start of this chapter, when the dreamer wakes within the 

world of his dream, he finds himself on a bed enclosed in a room with stained glass 

windows. Painted on the bedroom glass windows are legendary figures from the classical 

past and from the thirteenth-century dream vision Romance of the Rose. “And sooth to 

seyn,” the dreamer says, and truth to say, “my chambre was / ful wel depeynted, and with 

glas / Were al the windowes wel y-glased, / Ful clere, and nat an hole ycrased, / That to 

beholde it was gret joy. / For hooly al the storie of Troye / Was in the glasyng ywrought 

thus” [my chamber was fully painted and the glass windows were glazed very clearly and 

there was not a hole cracked, so that to behold it was great joy, for wholly all the story of 

Troy was graved into this glazing]. Here, the dreamer focuses on the wholeness of stained 

glass, its perfection, and even its impenetrability. The windows are all painted, and clear, 

                                                
89 See Steven Kruger on ambivalence in Book of the Duchess: Dreaming in the Middle Ages (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992). See A.C. Spearing, “Categorical Concerns,” ed. William A Quinn, 
Chaucer’s Dream Visions and Shorter Poems (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1999), 13-85 for a 
critical account of the relationship Book of the Duchess, ambivalence and Gothic architecture. Spearing 
writes that “the dream-poem, as developed in fourteenth-century France and England, is an ideal expression 
of late-Gothic taste” (19). 
90 The fragment of stained glass becomes a point of connection among various critical conversations 
around the poem. 
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and there is not a hole that cracks them. It is this sealed perfection that, at least in part, 

gives the dreamer great joy when beholding it.  

And yet, his awareness of the golden sunbeams that break through the windows 

despite their wholeness, despite their lack of holes, betrays in fact a preoccupation with 

the permeability of the stained glass windows. This begs a question: how can light break 

through the wholeness of glass without breaking it?  We see an interest in the play 

between whole and holes in the passage above: there are no holes in the window; the 

window tells the whole story of Troy.91 But we see the tension more directly between the 

impenetrability of stained glass windows and the puncturing of them here: “My 

windowes were shet echon,” the dreamer recounts, “And through the glas the sonne shon 

/ Upon my bed with brighte bemes, / With many glade gilded stremes” (345).  

The focus on the whole, closed windows and the beams that penetrate them points 

to a breakdown between entities that are ostensibly thought to be separate – the inside 

and the outside of the bedroom; the Trojan past on the stained glass window and the 

dreamer’s present. In this process, and through stained glass, impossibly distant entities 

are made to encounter each other and to form a relationship through superimposition: 

mutually exclusive entities coexist through the dreamer’s experience of stained glass. The 

dreamer refers to the logic of this event as “sodeynly,” or suddenly: “I hadde unethe that 

word ysayd / Ryght thus as I have told hyt youw, / That sodeynly, I nyste how, / Such a 

                                                
91 The Middle English makes the relationship between hole and whole even more literal, because whole 
does not have a w. And, as the above passage also shows, the Middle English hooly (wholly in modern 
English) trucks in another kind of w/hole, which is holy. Even here, in the dreamer’s encounter with the 
“hooly al the storie of Troye” in the stained glass window, we have a reference to the church, as if the 
meditation on stained glass naturally manifested it. 
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lust anoon me took / To slepe that ryght upon my book / Y fil aslepe, and therwith even / 

Me mette so ynly swete a sweven [I had barely that word said / Right like this how I have 

told it to you /When suddenly, I don’t know how / Such a desire instantly me took / To 

sleep right upon my book / I fell asleep right then / And I dreamed so inly sweet a dream] 

(270-75; ME italics mine). His head lying on Ovid’s opens story, the dreamer touches a 

body of the classical past while he enters the stained glass world of his dream (a world 

that, as stained glass literally illustrates, is made by a conflation of past and present; 

inside and outside; and, brokenness and wholeness. This is an event that happens 

suddenly, all at once; and almost magically, for the dreamer does not know how it 

happened. 

 Not only, then, is stained glass a site for what critics might call “ambivalence,” – 

or what I might call, with Chaucer, a sudden conflation of various parts – it also provides 

the material for the dreamer to play out his interest in how relationships are formed. The 

above scene, where the dreamer reflects on how the sunbeams break through the glass – 

“And through the glas the sonne shon / Upon my bed with brighte bemes” – draws 

explicit attention to the mode by which the dreamer relates to/through stained glass. The 

preposition through, here – and later, the preposition by – highlights the poem’s interest 

in how connection to an impossibly distant world is made (and imagined to be) possible. 

Because of this explicit interest in connectivity – how the dreamer connects to/through 

stained glass – I argue that it is a worthwhile scene to meditate on when working to 

understand the botched encounter between the dreamer and the Man In Black. 
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Through stained glass, we can fathom a link between ambivalence and connection, and 

see how both are intimately and even inextricably bound in the poem. In other words, 

stained glass helps us to visualize and work through two of the most pressing issues in the 

poem’s critical reception.  

Furthermore, the dreamer’s relationship to the play between light and stained 

glass helps us to see what animates difficult connections or botched encounters (like the 

coexistence of various feeling within one body, or like the awkward miscommunication 

between two living people; or the relationships between the past and the present or the 

dead and the living); stained glass helps us to see how those relationships come to be. 

And in the poem’s description of the dreamer coming into contact with light through 

glass, we can identify a medieval visual metaphor – one that was used to imagine 

seemingly impossible connections, and one that also presented a theory as to how those 

connections were made possible. Reading how light functions in the poem’s opening line 

trains us to understand how light functions throughout the dream vision. In this first 

instance, light enables a way of seeing how connections in the poem happen 

fragmentarily, and indirectly.  

The Book of the Duchess’s narrator begins both his poem and his introduction to 

dream space with the image of light. In each account light both mediates and provides a 

figure for a relationship between mutually exclusive entities.92 In the first line of the 

poem, the narrator describes his eight-year bout with insomnia: “I have gret wonder, be 

this lyght / How that I lyve, for day ne nyght / I may nat slepe wel nygh nought” [I have 

                                                
92 As it figures a connection between things, light also creates a connection. 
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great wonder by this light / How that I (may) live, for day or night / I may not sleep well 

not at all].93 In modern translations of the poem’s first line – “I have gret wonder, be this 

lyght” – “lyght” generally becomes moonlight. This reading of the word is consistent 

with the time of day, night-time, wherein the narrator delivers his opening lines. He tells 

us that he opens Ovid’s Metamorphoses “to drive the night away”; since he cannot sleep 

that night, he says, he might as well read. I am not interested in suggesting that we think 

the light under discussion comes from a source other than the moon. However, I 

underscore the importance of paying more attention to this first instance of light.  

I have great wonder, be this light is an ambiguous line in that it conveys a variety 

of meanings. Most straightforwardly, as I just mentioned, the line signifies the time of 

day in which the narrator experiences wonder: when the moon shines, or right now, I am 

experiencing a state of great wonder. The line could also mean that the light under 

discussion creates or enables wonder – “be” in this case, or by, means because of. 

Similarly, by could mean something like in or through; by becomes then a way of 

reaching a certain understanding, and light becomes a filter or a lens: in this light, we can 

read something a certain way. How light means, what defines the narrator’s relationship 

to light, depends on the preposition by. The dreamer’s linking of light to by and through 

betrays his preoccupation in light’s relational properties: by and through are the modes 

                                                
93 The speech continues: “I have so many an ydel thought / Purely for defaute of slep / 
That, by my trouthe, I take no kep / Of nothing, how hit cometh or gooth, / Ne my nys 
nothing leef nor looth. / Al is ylyche good to me” [I have so many idle thoughts / Purely 
for (or because of) lack of sleep / That, I swear, I take no keep / of anything, how it comes 
or goes, / And to me nothing is good or bad. / All is alike good (the same) to me.]  
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through which he relates to light, and light is what enables his relationship to something 

else (the feeling of wonder he experiences inside himself, for instance). 

It is my sense that the dreamer’s relationship with light bears on the multiplicity 

of possible meanings generated by the word by. What informs my sense is the function of 

stained glass as it is theorized not only by Book of the Duchess, but other dream vision 

poetry as well. I will discuss those instances in the next section. Here, I stress both the 

ambivalence and multiplicity generated by – and figured through – the trope of stained 

glass.  

But stained glass also serves as a touchstone between oppositional spheres. The 

stained glass window in the dreamer’s dreamscape mediates between entities – inside and 

outside; waking life and sleeping life within the poem (the dreamer wakes to the golden 

sunbeams penetrating through, and I would argue changed by, the glass); the past painted 

on the windows and the dreamer’s present – and thus occupies a position of connecting 

distinct parts. Stained glass becomes a figure for bringing fragments together into a 

unified whole; it provides an image, all at once – or sodeynly – whereby connections 

between forever-separated entities can occur. 

By associating her with color and light, the Book of the Duchess dreamily 

connects the Man in Black’s dead beloved, White, with the figure of stained glass. Or 

rather, more than stained glass, White becomes light itself. In fact, the description of 

various colors do not work for trying to articulate the color of the dead beloved’s hair: 

“For every heer on hir hed, / Soth to seyne, / hyt was not red, / Ne nouther yelowe ne 

broun hyt nas; Me thoghte most lyk gold hyt was” (855-59). If, as Margherita argues, 
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White is the excision/death necessitated for the production of poetry and communion 

between men, we now have a way of understanding that process. Not the method and 

process of the excision, but a more nuanced understanding of what makes that excision a 

vital and fertile ground for both botched connection and the production of poetry. I 

suggest here that getting in touch with dead White produces the same refractory effects as 

encountering stained glass. As stained glass brings together the past with the present, and 

the celestial with the earthly, Lady White brings the poem’s men together in a critically 

frustrating conversation that seems to never end. In both cases, there is a sense of not 

knowing, and a relentless string of questions. As Alison Bechdel and Sir Gawain use cuts 

as a means through which to connect (chapter one’s object of inquiry), the Book of the 

Duchess’s dreamer uses stained glass; and connections that are figured through stained 

glass, like those that are figured through cuts, are animated by wonder and unanswerable 

questions. As I will more fully explain in section five (after I show the prevalence of the 

stained glass trope in the dream vision genre in the next section), stained glass illustrates 

how the sun’s movement across the glassy mosaic changes image into story, thus creating 

the dynamic effects necessary for crafting connections across time.   

 

4. STAINED GLASS: MEDIEVAL DREAM VISION’S TROPE 
 

The presence of glass and the play of light within the Book of the Duchess’s 

dream is consistent with various medieval dream visions, written by Chaucer and not. As 

I have explained several times now, the dream within The Book of the Duchess starts with 

– and in this way is signaled by – the dreamer’s enclosure within a room of glass painted 
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windows. In The House of Fame, another of Chaucer’s dream visions, glassy images also 

signal the beginning of the dream. House of Fame takes place primarily in a temple made 

of glass. Images are both depicted on glass walls and housed within glass walls: “But as I 

slepte, me mette I was / Withyn a temple ymad of glas, / In which ther were more ymages 

Of gold, / stondynge in sondry stages” [But as I slept, I dreamed I was / Within a temple 

made of glass / In which there were more images of gold / standing in various stands] 

(119-22).94 Because it signals the entrance into another world, the world of a dream, glass 

figures as a lens, a different way by which to see things.  

Inside the glass temple, the dreamer’s vision and perspective change, largely as a 

result of feelings experienced by looking at the glass’s images: “Ther saugh I such 

tempeste aryse / That evry herte might agryse / To see hyt peynted on the wal”  [There 

saw I such a storm arise / That every heart may tremble / To see it painted on the wall] 

(209-11). The House of Fame’s dreamer, like the Book of the Duchess’s dreamer, pays 

attention to what he sees in the glass, and both dreamers have feelings attached to their 

visions95. In House of Fame, the feelings provoked by looking at glassy images are 

explicit (they are named): here, for instance, the heart becomes fearful and trembling 

(agryse) when it sees the image of a Classical storm depicted on the glass wall. The 

feelings that were generated when the Book of the Duchess’s narrator encountered stained 

                                                
94 Geoffrey Chaucer, House of Fame, taken from: The Riverside Chaucer, ed. Larry D. Benson. (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1987), 347-373. 
95 The Book of the Duchess’s narrator pays attention also to what he hears on the other side of the glass – 
the singing birds. 
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glass were, I argued in the last section, ambivalent, and ascertained by paying attention to 

competing observations and desires. 

But here too, in the House of Fame, the feelings inspired by stained glass generate 

connection between separated bodies. The images engraved (graven) on the walls of the 

glass temple make the dreamer feel empathy for the figures from the past, and also 

inspire him to consider, and reestablish his connection to God: when I had seen this 

sight… “ah, Lord,” I thought “that made us” (468-70). The connection to God is also a 

connection to (and materialized through) the classical past. To Juno, the dreamer prays: 

“[t]he whiche I preye alwey save us, / And us ay oure sorwes lyghte! / When I had seen al 

this syghte / In this noble temple thus, ‘A, Lord,’ thought I, ‘that madest us, / Yet sawgh I 

never such noblesse / Of ymages, ne suche richesse, / As I saugh graven in this chirche”  

[to whom I pray always to save us / And to us keep our sorrows light / When I had seen 

this sight / In this noble temple, ‘O Lord,’ thought I, ‘that made us / I have never seen 

such nobility / Of such images, or such riches / As I have seen carved in this church] 

(466-473). Because both of Chaucer’s dream visions enclose fragments from the classical 

past, and use those glassy images to enact connection, they eerily anticipate the ways in 

which postmedieval people will use stained glass to generate affective connection to the 

medieval past. 

But, as I have now anticipated several times in this chapter, the connection that 

Chaucer describes through stained glass is not particular to his dream vision poetry, but 

appears in the other canonical texts of the genre, including The Temple of Glas, Pearl, 

and Romance of the Rose.  John Lydgate, in his fifteenth-century The Temple of Glas, 
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depicts a glass building similar to House of Fame’s. “Me did oppresse a sodein dedeli 

slepe,” Temple of Glass’s narrator declares, “Within the which me thoghte that I was / 

Ravysshed in spirit in a temple of glas” (14-16).96 He continues: 

…And as I did approche  
Again the sonne that shone, me thought, so clere 
As any cristal, and ever nere and nere 
As I gan neigh this grisly dredful place, 
I wex astonyed: the light so in my face 
Bigan to smyte, so persyng ever on one 
On evere part, wher that I gan gone, 
That I ne might nothing, as I would, 
Abouten me consider and bihold 
The wonder hestres, for brightnes of the sun (21-29). 

 
The brightness of the sun, reflecting off the glass temple, shines light in the dreamer’s 

face; striking and pressing into various parts of him, the sun seems to prevent him from 

considering and beholding the wonder around him. The Temple of Glas’s narrator’s 

“near[er] and near[er]” approach of the glass temple resembles the “more and more” 

language in Pearl. Pearl catalogues the “more and more” visually in its relationship to 

radiant and various reflections of light; read alongside Temple of Glas, Pearl helps us to 

keep track of the possibility (and even the likelihood) that the play of light that seemingly 

hinders The Temple of Glas’s narrator’s ability to “consider and behold” wonder is 

actually the phenomenon by which he connects to it. The relationship between glass and 

light affects his body and animates his attraction to that which surrounds him. The 

                                                
96 John Lydgate, The Temple of Glas, ed. J. Allan Mitchell (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 
2007). 
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apparent blocking-out quality of the sun animates his pull towards his wondrous 

surroundings.97His feelings of attraction are attached to the play between light and glass. 

 When Pearl’s dreamer moves within the world of his dream, he is overcome with 

the desire to experience “more and more” of the world around him: “Bot the water watz 

depe, I dorst not wade, / And ever me longed ay more and more. / More and more, and 

yet wel mare” he says (143-145).98 The “more and more” refrain is repeated in multiple 

stanzas in the poem’s third and fourth fits (the word “more” is used 35 times in 50 lines), 

often ending one stanza and beginning the next, conveying a meaning of overflowing 

abundance, as if there will always be the desire for more, as if this desire will never be 

extinguished. For our interest in this chapter, it is noteworthy that the image of stained 

glass is used in the stanza immediately preceding the multiple stanzas that repeat the 

“more and more” refrain. The image of stained glass is used in a simile to describe what 

stones through water look like: 

In the founce ther stoden stonez stepe, 
As glente thurgh glas that glowed and glyght –  
As stremande sternez, quen strothe-men slepe, 
Staren in welkin in winter nyght; 
For eche a pobbel in pole ther tight 
Watz emerald, saffer, other gemme gente, 
That alle the loghe lemed of lyght (109-120) 

 
[At the bottom [of the river] there stood bright stones / As gleaming through glass that 
glowed and glinted / As streaming stars when men sleep / Staring at the sky in winter 
night; / For each pebble in the pool was there / Emeralds and sapphires and other fine 
gems / Lit that water with lovely light] 
                                                
97 The blocking-out phenomenon made by the sun represents also a botched encounter – between the 
dreamer and his surroundings. Here, it is as if the sun itself occupies the position of stained glass, mediating 
between entities. 
98 Read the poem in The Poems of the Pearl Manuscript, ed. Malcolm Andrew and Ronald Waldron 
(Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 2007), 53-110. 
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When the dreamer sees the variously colored stones at the bottom of the river, he sees 

stained glass – glass that glows with multiple streams of light: at the bottom of the river 

stood bright stones, as gleaming through glass that glowed and gleaned. Glass that glows 

and shines, with the colors of various gemstones, manifests the image of stained glass. 

The dreamer’s visualization of stained glass here is followed by the dreamy image of 

stars streaming across the sky while men are sleeping – shooting stars, radiant gems and 

stained glass are used to convey a similar idea. And this idea, this encounter with the 

dreamy, glassy, gleaming image becomes a way to visualize the dreamer’s encounter 

with his dead beloved, the pearl maiden on the other side of the river.99 The spot where 

the dreamer lost his pearl becomes a site of color and light: That spot of spycez mot 

nedez sprede, / Ther such rychez to rot is runne, / Blomes blayke and blew and rede / 

That shyne ful shyre agayn the sunne (24). This sun-shiny site, which generates flowers 

of various colors prolifically and indefinitely, is a site of never-ending life. 

Yet, equally impossibly, it is also the site that documents the pearl’s 

disappearance from this life. On the other side of the river, Pearl glistens too: “As 

glysnande golde that man con schere, / So schon that schene auvnder schore” (164-65). 

The dreamer describes his encounter with his dead beloved through luminescence – and it 

is also through this luminescence, the gleaming and sparkling light that he connects (over 

and over again) to her. The logic of the “more and more” describes both the frustration 

that comes with never having enough, and also the radical potential and numerous 

                                                
99 Pearl is like the Book of the Duchess’s Lady White in this way.  
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possibilities by which one can establish a (fragmentary) relationship to an object forever 

removed. The glistening light is like a mirage in this way. 

Pearl’s image of the stones that shine like light through glass at the bottom of the 

river repeats an image from Romance of the Rose, the thirteenth-century dream vision 

that Chaucer translated and that he depicts in Book of the Duchess’s stained glass 

windows. In Chaucer’s translation of The Romance of the Rose, as in the original Old 

French text, the dreamer focuses on the sun’s bright rays of light, his bemys bryght, 

calling attention to the marvelous visual effects caused by the play between colored 

stones, light and water (which is seen through, like glass):  

Down at the botme set saw I  
Two cristall stonys craftely 
In thilke freshe and faire welle. 
But o thing sothly dar I telle, 
That ye wile holde a gret mervayle 
Whanne it is told, withouten fayle. 
For whan the sonne, cler in sighte, 
Cast in that well his bemys brighte,  
And that the heete desccendid is, 
Thanne taketh the cristall stoon, ywis,  
Agayn the sonne an hundred hewis, 
Blew, yellow, and red, that fresh and newe is. (1567-1578) 

 
Both Pearl and Romance of the Rose treat the refractive properties of light, and 

the various and sparkly colors that light manifests. And the dreamers of both texts use 

these light properties to encounter and connect to the dream worlds in which they find 

themselves. Here, The Romance of the Rose’s dreamer uses his vision of the fountain to 

understand (and situate himself within) the world around him. The light properties 

connect the dreamer to worlds, but also make apparent the cultivation of this kind of 
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connection. The Romance of the Rose’s narrator relents when he sees his own face in the 

fountain: “I wanted to remain there forever, gazing at the fountain and the crystals, which 

showed me the hundred thousand things that appeared there; but it was a painful hour 

when I admired myself there” (1603-1606).100 Could this pain be attached to the 

dreamer’s ill-received recognition that the hundred thousand things he sees in the 

fountain’s crystals are not divinely placed there for his exclusive pleasure or benefit, but 

actually a product that he himself was part of creating; and that he came face-to-face 

(connected with) the craft (the intervention, his own) necessary for the deliverance of the 

crystal’s teachings? After seeing the necessity of the craft of stained glass to facilitate 

connection between impossibly separate worlds, I think we can say that, yes, this 

recognition is part of his pain. So crafted connection brings pain as well as pleasure.  

Describing these scenes positions me to argue, with more evidence now, that 

stained glass is a literary figure that makes visual and material seemingly impossible 

connections. But curating this archive of literary fragments also enables me – forces me, 

even – to make another claim: stained glass is a medieval dream vision trope.  

 
 

                                                
100 Guillaume de Lorris and Jean de Meun, The Romance of the Rose, trans. Charles Dahlberg (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1971). 
 This might be a good place to introduce ambivalence, and also the conflict in feeling that Book of the 
Duchess is so good at describing, particularly in this moment: “Joye or sorowe, whereso hyt be – For I have 
felynge in nothyng” (10-11). Perhaps more than any other of Chaucer’s poems, The Book of the Duchess is 
invested in describing feeling states. The dreamer-narrator is interested also the bodily processes that make 
feelings manifest on the body (his desire to see the Man in Black’s heart that makes his face change color), 
and the parts that enable those processes. This is related to the dreamer-narrator’s fixation with internal 
body parts – his attention to the singing birds’ throats, and to the Man in Black’s heart. Chaucer’s change to 
Ovid’s text also betrays this fixation: Chaucer has Morpheus actually inhabit Seys’s dead skin; where Ovid 
Morpheus disguises himself as Ceyx. In Ovid there is no vivid “bid hym crepe into the body” (144).   
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5. WHEN STAINED GLASS BECOMES STORY 
  

In many ways, this chapter emerges from, and can be traced back to, a simple 

question: why do various dream visions of the late Middle Ages feature the presence of 

glass and focus on the refracting qualities of light? As I argued in the last section, in 

addition to the Book of the Duchess, glass and light also function in what have become 

the most canonical examples of the genre, including The House of Fame, The Temple of 

Glas, Pearl and Romance of the Rose. As I hope these literary scenes have helped to 

make clear, the image of glassy light, like the dream vision genre itself, works to fuse 

material and immaterial worlds – this fusion between the material and the immaterial is 

arguably the most defining characteristic of medieval dream vision poetry.  

More specifically, the dream state, signaled by the stained glass trope, seeks and 

glimpses connections between things that are logically and metaphysically unconnected.  

Stained glass, like dreams, enables connection to otherwise untouchable realms. As the 

Book of the Duchess’s dreamer’s dual focus on the glass’s penetrability and complete 

perfection – and the Romance of the Rose’s dreamer’s conflict between seeing the 

unadulterated world and his desiring face through the glassy water – suggests, dreams 

and stained glass bear on tension, forces in conflict. Steven Kruger argues that the 

“ambivalence in dream theory also pervades dream poetry,” and that, “because it leaves 

the dreamer in a position between clearly defined entities, the dream becomes an 

important way of exploring ‘betweenness.’ Poised between exposed categories of 
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transcendent and immanent, divine and demons, the dream becomes an instrument for 

examining the gray areas that bridge the terms of polar opposition” (124, 65).101  

Stained glass, then, in its materiality, occupies a middle space, a space between 

worlds, and creates a botched encounter between the bodies and entities that occupy 

either side of it. Occupying contaminated middle spaces, stained glass and dreams fuse 

immaterial and material worlds, imperfectly and fragmentarily.102 Like the multivalent 

meaning of the Book of the Duchess’s by, which reproduces a variety of possible 

meanings, stained glass refracts light and offers in the process various particles through 

which to experience and access the materiality of the glass. However, as the Book of the 

Duchess’s narrator makes clear, there is also a through-ness to glass. Light’s travel 

through glass changes it, and as it brings the outside world into an inside space, it creates 

a multiple, fragmented version of that otherworld.  

 Earlier I emphasized the fusion (the mixing and synthesis) inherent to both the 

materiality of stained glass and the philosophy that stained glass figures. I now suggest 

that it is that fusion, especially and in particular, that makes stained glass a vital figure for 

                                                
101 Kruger is not alone here. For example, Denis Walker, “Narrative Inconclusiveness and 
Consolatory Dialectic in the Book of the Duchess” (1983): “The deftness of Chaucer’s 
artistry, even in so early a work, can be seen in the way he handles the ambivalence of the 
poem’s double conclusion, which, at the same time as it quietly offers a real argument for 
consolation, recognizes the inadequacy of that argument in the disconsolate exit of the 
Man in Black and the simple sympathy of the narrator: ‘Be God, hyt ys routhe!’ (1310). 
The text leaves the dialectic unresolved, the syllogism of consolation incomplete. It is by 
such means that Chaucer expresses his characteristic, non-reductionist respect for man’s 
essential ambivalence, in his knowledge that what the mind assents to the heart may 
reject.” 
102 In chapter three, which looks at the grafted tree as a metaphor of connection, I focus on the middle 
space – the point of fusion – between different parts. 
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later medieval dream vision poetry. In effect, I argue that when fourteenth-century dream 

visions turned stained glass into a literary object, they returned to the discourses that 

made stained glass a viable material object for the church and that provided people with a 

tool (a point of access) that enabled connection with God.  

Building on Kruger’s insight, I argue that when stained glass moves to literature – 

when it becomes literary – its tensions are suspended, providing the illusion of all-at-

onceness, while also making static and omnipresent those very tensions necessary for it to 

be a thing in the first place. I am tempted to see stained glass as ambivalence-made-visual 

because of how it operates in the most famous dream visions, especially Book of the 

Duchess. Stained glass captures these tensions, and is produced by them, and also 

suspends them by presenting the illusion that all things can happen at once. We see this 

through the ‘sodeynly’ in the poem, which is a moment and event that bears on a 

combination of forces. It is not only, then, that stained glass and dreams occupy a middle 

or ambivalent space; stained glass captures tensions in a way that seems to do away with 

opposition.103 It is a site of impossible connection, where mutually exclusive entities 

coexist without a pull. As if ambivalence’s most extreme fantasy, stained glass suspends 

suspension.  

But when the sun moves and light filters through stained glass differently, it 

exposes the cames, the lead divisions. Not so much, or not necessarily, in a way that 

upsets the image and breaks the connection, but in a way that points to its artistic 

                                                
103 See Kruger in Dreaming in the Middle Ages for the relationships between ambivalence and the dream 
vision genre; see A.C. Spearing and Wolfgang Clemens for arguments on the Book of the Duchess as poem 
about Gothic architecture. 
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madeness, the craft of the connection. Perhaps	  when	  we	  are	  transported	  back	  to,	  or	  

experience	  a	  sense	  of	  connection	  with,	  the	  Middle	  Ages	  –	  as	  we	  walk	  by	  or	  into	  a	  

Gothic	  church,	  for	  example,	  and	  bear	  witness	  to	  its	  stained	  glass	  windows	  –	  we	  

would	  be	  upset	  (like	  the	  Romance	  of	  the	  Rose’s	  dreamer	  is)	  to	  see	  our	  own	  face,	  to	  

encounter	  the	  fabrication	  of	  our	  affective	  encounter	  and	  our	  fragmentary	  

connection	  to	  a	  medieval	  past	  so	  far,	  far	  away.	  But	  maybe	  disappointment	  (it	  would	  

be	  that	  for	  us	  more	  than	  pain,	  wouldn’t	  it?)	  does	  not	  have	  to	  be	  our	  response.	  Maybe	  

the	  craft	  of	  the	  connection	  is	  the	  thing	  that	  actually	  brings	  us	  closer	  to	  the	  medieval	  

past.	  Not	  because	  we	  develop	  a	  technological	  tool	  or	  provocative	  metaphor,	  but	  

because	  we	  realize,	  after-‐all,	  that	  our	  connections	  (crafted	  as	  they	  often	  are)	  

animate	  us	  as	  they	  animated	  them.	  And	  that	  even	  if	  connection	  is	  –	  or	  seems	  to	  be	  –	  

utterly	  impossible,	  still	  we	  try.	   

I suggested that stained glass is a trope within which the conception of the 

dreamer’s story, including his botched encounter with the Man in Black, occurs. The 

Book of the Duchess’s dream, as we have seen, foregrounds the attempt to craft 

connection between characters, and Chaucer’s repeated emphasis on that attempt (seen 

through the dreamer’s relentless questioning) frustrates – but also beguiles – critics.  But 

because I am interested in connection – or, in Carolyn Dinshaw’s formulation, a “touch” 

– across time, I also understand stained glass as a touchstone through which we can be 

transported back to the Middle Ages today.  

As a dream vision trope, stained glass helps move beyond the static (the critical 

impasse of the botched encounter; the sleeping state; ambivalence which is experienced 
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as stuckness; the dialectic between mutually exclusive or irreconcilable realms) to the 

dynamic. Most literally, the dreamer uses his meditation on stained glass to rise from his 

bed and enter the outside world of his dream. His meditation on stained glass initiates the 

movement of the dream, and catalyzes the dreamer’s story. 

Using stained glass to travel back to the Middle Ages demands a willingness to be 

haunted by the medieval; here, that haunting means an openness to being held captive by 

and mesmerized in the presence of stained glass in Gothic cathedrals. This possibility of 

being mesmerized happens (as medieval dream vision poets knew) through the 

relationship between stained glass and light, which is ultimately also a temporal 

relationship. But also, as we imagine ourselves sitting in a Gothic cathedral for any 

duration of time today, we would likely notice the movement of suns or clouds through 

the screen of stained glass. And our perspective of that glass would necessarily change. A 

new color might sparkle forth, or a certain line become obscured. And with that 

movement, with that passage of time, our experience with stained glass (and the medieval 

past through it) becomes newly animated; it becomes, in effect, a story.   

 
 

6. WILLIAM MORRIS’S ARCHITECTURAL DREAM  
 

500 years after Chaucer wrote the Book of the Duchess, antiquarian William 

Morris wrote A Dream of John Ball.104 Also a dream vision, Morris’s text begins in a 

similar way as Chaucer’s: with the welcoming of a dream after a period of waking worry 

                                                
104 Morris, A Dream of John Ball and a King’s Lesson (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1913). 
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and insomnia. “Sometimes,” Morris’s narrator begins, “I am rewarded for fretting myself 

so much about present matters by a quite unasked-for pleasant dream. I mean when I am 

asleep. This dream is as it were a present of an architectural peep show” (1). Two pages 

later, Morris refers to another dream, which he calls an “architectural dream.” When the 

Book of the Duchess dreamer wakes within his dream, as I explained, he finds himself 

enclosed in a room full of stained glass windows. In crafting a connection between 

architecture and dreams, Morris replicates Chaucer’s move. But here, not only stained 

glass but the whole architectural structure becomes the container of his dream. 

And yet, even here, there is an emphasis on the lens through which the dream 

(and, importantly, the dream’s presentation of the past) is experienced. In calling his 

dream an architectural “peep show,” Morris’s narrator calls attention to the fleetingness 

of his access to the event. This small window of opportunity made available to the 

dreamer speaks not only to the different perspective enabled temporarily through the 

dreamscape, but also to the limited access he has. In this case, that fleeting access the 

dream provides is to the medieval past. The city that the dreamer sees is a medieval one, 

or rather a fusion of medieval building fragments and more modern ones. The dreamer 

sees: 

Some Elizabethan house with its scrap of early fourteenth-century 
building, and its later degradations of Queen Anne and Silly Billy and 
Victoria, marring but not destroying it, in an old village once a clearing 
amid the sandy woodlands of Sussex. Or an old and unusually curious 
church, much churchwardened, and beside it a fragment of fifteenth-
century domestic architecture… (2).     
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As if looking through a keyhole or into a box, the medieval-fusion architecture the 

dreamer sees is framed and bracketed (in this way it is marked as other to this world). 

Yet, the peep show also presents a point of connection to that other world. Ultimately, the 

peep show points to the fragmentary, and dreamy, nature by which connections between 

temporally distant entities can occur.105 

 

*** 

William Morris was, among other things, a nineteenth-century medievalist. An 

important figure in the Arts and Crafts movement, Morris built furniture, designed 

wallpaper, embroidered textiles, and also made stained glass. In 1896, Morris published 

The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer, and it was so well illuminated that Morris’s friend and 

colleague, Edward Burne-Jones, referred to it as a “pocket cathedral.” In a letter to 

Charles Eliot Norton, Burne-Jones boasted, “Indeed, when the book is done, if we live to 

finish it, it will be like a pocket cathedral – so full of design and I think Morris the 

greatest master of ornament in the world.” Morris did live to see the Kelmscott Chaucer 

published, but just barely. He died four months after the book was published. 

By identifying their book as a “pocket cathedral,” Burne-Jones betrays a desire to 

craft a personal and physical relationship to a medieval object, one that could be held 

                                                
105 About the same time that Morris was writing, but in America, Mark Twain wrote A Connecticut Yankee 
at the Court of King Arthur. In one passage, Twain’s narrator observes that there were “no books, pens or 
ink, and no glass in the openings they believed to be windows. It is a little thing – glass is – until it is 
absent, then it becomes a big thing” (17). Glass is important, here, because it creates a barrier between 
inside and outside. But the acknowledgment of the materiality of the glass, and its importance, shares with 
medieval dream visions (and the medieval history of stained glass) an interest in the material productions of 
connection. 
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close. And in this case, the craft of making a book makes Chaucer come alive. The 

pocket cathedral of the book, through the careful crafting of color and light creates a kind 

of prism into the Middle Ages. And the description of the book as a pocket cathedral ties 

medieval literature (and Chaucer, specifically) to Gothic architecture. Earlier I showed 

that stained glass was an important part of Gothic church, and that it was particularly 

useful for catalyzing connection between material and immaterial worlds, the dead and 

the living, the past and the present. For Morris’s dream vision, as well as his illuminated 

Kelmscott Chaucer, it is the inauguration of light that once again collapses divisions 

between seemingly irreconcilable realms.  

Not surprisingly, it is in the dream vision’s chapter, “Betwixt the Living and the 

Dead,” that Morris’s dreamer describes the cathedral’s stained glass. “The nave was not 

very large, but it looked spacious too; it was somewhat old, but well-built and handsome; 

the roof of curved wooden rafters with great tie-beams going from wall to wall. There 

was no light on it but that of the moon streaming through the windows, which were by no 

means large, and were glazed with white fretwork, with here and there a little figure in 

very deep rich colours” (110). The focus here is on the architectural design of the Gothic 

cathedral, but the dreamer’s attention to the moonlit windows and the “very deep rich 

colours” of the glass’s figures echoes the play of light and glass produced by medieval 

dream visions. And in Morris’s dream vision, too, he emphasizes, through repetition, the 

sparkly qualities of light: the screen “glittered bright in new paint and gilding: a candle 

glimmered in the loft above it;” and the floor, “which was paved with a quaint pavement 

of glazed tiles like the crocks I had seen outside as to ware, was quite clear, and the shafts 
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of the arches rose out of it white and beautiful under the moon as though out of a sea, 

dark but with gleams struck over it” (110; 111).  

Morris’s dreamer is deeply invested, as Morris himself was, in architectural 

design, and specifically the design of medieval Gothic churches. But in his attention to 

the shimmery qualities of light and color, he repeats how medieval poets used those 

qualities to form connections between realms. In the above passage, the moonlight’s play 

on glazed tiles literally connects sky and sea (“beautiful under the moon as though out of 

a sea”); but also other connections, as a chapter called “Betwixt the Living and the 

Dead,” might beg us to imagine. 

It makes sense that Morris, an important member of the Arts and Crafts 

Movement, would focus on the architectural craft of the Gothic cathedral in his dream 

vision. In the Arts and Crafts movement, artisans tended to leave the construction of their 

crafts exposed. They saw revealed construction as more honest, as if not being able to see 

the structural components of an object were hiding something and therefore deceptive. 

Still, some Victorian stained glass makers attempted to “antiquate” their glass, spraying 

black paint onto the glass so that it would appear more medieval.106 Black dots in extant 

medieval stained glass are actually small holes that, over time, became filled with dirt and 

sediment from rainwater. There is no construction that could be left revealed to show 

these black marks, but for the construction of time. The black dots on medieval stained 

glass are time’s art. In creating the illusion of time’s mark on new stained glass surfaces, 

                                                
106 For more on Victorian medievalisms, see Jim Cheshire’s Stained glass and the Victorian Gothic Revival 
(Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2004). 
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more contemporary glassmakers craft time. They craft time in order to form, through the 

fragmentary details of black dots, connections.  
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Chapter Three 

Grafting Connectivity: Sir Orfeo, Grafted Trees, and the Queer Craft of 
Looking Back 

	  
	  
And	  Lot’s	  wife,	  of	  course,	  was	  told	  not	  to	  look	  back	  where	  all	  those	  people	  and	  their	  
homes	  had	  been.	  But	  she	  did	  look	  back,	  and	  I	  love	  her	  for	  that,	  because	  it	  was	  so	  
human.	  	  

–	  Kurt	  Vonnegut	  
	  

Anyone,	  I	  want	  to	  insist,	  might	  be	  seduced	  by	  the	  figure	  of	  Eurydice:	  she	  is	  radiant	  in	  
her	  withdrawal.	  	  

–	  Heather	  Love	  
	  

	  

1. LOOKING BACK  
	  

Once	  upon	  a	  time	  there	  was	  a	  look.	  The	  product	  of	  a	  deliberately	  turning	  

body,	  this	  particular	  look	  was	  not	  accidental.	  It	  was	  a	  motivated	  look,	  a	  look	  to	  see	  

what	  was	  behind.	  Because	  the	  Law	  explicitly	  forbade	  it,	  the	  backward	  look	  produced	  

catastrophic,	  irreversible	  consequences.	  We	  encounter	  it	  in	  various	  places;	  

synonymous	  with	  the	  names	  of	  our	  most	  canonical	  Western	  literary	  figures,	  the	  look	  

back	  animates	  our	  foundational	  myths.	  Orpheus	  and	  Lot’s	  wife	  make	  it	  iconic,	  

legendary	  as	  they	  are	  for	  submitting	  to	  the	  powers	  that	  compel	  them	  to	  look	  back	  

despite	  a	  prohibition	  to	  do	  so.	  So	  moved	  by	  the	  desire	  to	  turn	  around	  –	  and	  why?	  

because	  of	  the	  very	  fact	  of	  the	  act’s	  forbiddeness?	  because	  of	  what	  they	  fear	  they	  

will	  lose	  if	  they	  keep	  moving	  forward?	  or,	  more	  sinisterly,	  to	  ensure	  the	  female	  
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death	  that	  would	  enable	  the	  masculine	  production	  of	  poetry?	  –	  Orpheus	  and	  Lot’s	  

wife	  cannot	  move	  forward	  without	  looking	  back.107	  

***	  

For	  thousands	  of	  years	  the	  backward	  glance	  has	  haunted	  art	  and	  theory.	  

Today,	  critics	  and	  artists	  –	  from	  the	  critical	  fields	  of	  psychoanalysis	  and	  queer	  

theory	  to	  the	  literary	  genre	  of	  science	  fiction	  –	  mobilize	  the	  backward	  glance	  as	  they	  

work	  to	  define	  their	  terms	  and	  theories	  of	  human	  connection.	  In	  psychoanalytic	  

accounts,	  for	  instance,	  it	  demonstrates	  the	  persistence	  of	  a	  subject’s	  relationship	  to	  

an	  object	  that	  is	  no	  longer	  accessible	  and	  forever	  removed	  (often	  because	  the	  object	  

is	  dead).108	  In	  his	  famous	  figure	  of	  the	  angel	  of	  history,	  to	  provide	  another	  example,	  

Walter	  Benjamin	  unites	  historical	  method	  with	  ethics	  via	  the	  backward	  glance.109	  

Forever	  facing	  backward,	  turned	  toward	  the	  past,	  Benjamin’s	  angel	  is	  blown	  

forward	  by	  the	  winds	  of	  time.	  As	  the	  angel	  continues	  to	  move	  forward,	  the	  

fragments	  of	  the	  past	  accrete	  to	  form	  a	  forever-‐growing	  constellation,	  to	  which	  the	  

angel	  bears	  steady	  and	  faithful	  witness.	  The	  look	  back	  signifies,	  in	  both	  accounts,	  a	  

                                                
107 For more on the female death that enables the masculine production of poetry, see Gayle Margherita’s 
Introduction to Romance of Origins (Philadelphia, University of Pennsylvania Press, 1994). There, 
Margherita argues that the female Lady must be killed in order for the production of masculine connection 
and poetry in Chaucer’s Book of the Duchess. We may extend Margherita’s argument that masculine art 
manifests from the excision of the female body to Orpheus’s backward glance. As he looks back, Orpheus 
loses Eurydice and his corresponding lament births artistic expression not only in accounts of his own 
legend but, as I show in this chapter, in our own twentieth-century employments.  
108 In this way, the	  look	  becomes	  a	  model	  for	  the	  structure	  of	  desire. For a foundational account of how 
the look functions in psychoanalytic theory, see Sigmund Freud’s essay, “Mourning and Melancholia.” For 
the English translation, see “Mourning and Melancholia” in The Standard Edition of the Complete 
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XIV (1914-916): On the History of the Psycho-Analytic 
Movement, Papers on Metapsychology and Other Works, 237-258. 
109 See Walter Benjamin in “Theses on the Philosophy of History” in Illuminations: Essays and 
Reflections, ed. Hannah Arendt (New York: Random House Inc., 1968), 253-264. 



 118 

persistent	  and	  endless	  connection	  to	  the	  materiality	  of	  the	  past.	  It	  is	  a	  connection	  

that	  bears	  on	  longing,	  and	  the	  feelings	  that	  arise	  when	  one	  no	  longer	  has	  access	  to	  a	  

body	  they	  once	  held	  close.	  	  

While	  some	  use	  the	  backward	  glance	  to	  illustrate	  a	  longing	  and	  desire	  to	  be	  

with	  the	  past,	  others	  turn	  this	  figure	  of	  connection	  into	  the	  very	  material	  by	  which	  

connection	  is	  made	  possible.	  Here,	  the	  backward	  glance	  gives	  rise	  to	  feelings	  that	  

enable	  connection	  between	  bodies	  separated	  in	  time	  and	  space.	  Mobilizing	  the	  trope	  

of	  the	  backward	  glance,	  Heather	  Love	  argues	  that	  queer	  bodies	  connect	  across	  time	  

through	  feelings	  of	  longing,	  retrospection	  and	  shame.110	  For	  Love,	  it	  is	  the	  feelings	  

that	  arise	  as	  a	  consequence	  of	  missed	  encounters	  and	  unrealized	  potentials,	  the	  

imagined	  possibilities	  that	  result	  from,	  in	  a	  word,	  loss	  (lost	  opportunities,	  

particularly)	  –	  that	  activate	  queer	  relationships	  through	  history.111	  Love	  wonders	  

what	  could	  have	  been	  if	  only	  it	  had	  had	  a	  chance	  to	  be:	  what	  desires	  are	  not	  named,	  

not	  given	  voice	  or	  body	  in	  the	  world?	  Her	  book	  asks	  us	  to	  imagine,	  and	  in	  that	  

imagining,	  and	  because	  of	  it,	  unrepresented	  bodies	  emerge	  and	  surprising	  

connections	  are	  made.	  

                                                
110 Love uses the backward glance of Orpheus, Lot’s wife, and Foucault’s example of the queer feelings 
experienced when a lover departs in a taxi (see Foucault’s “The Lives of Infamous Men”). 
111 For more, see Heather Love in her Introduction and first chapter of Feeling Backward: Loss and the 
Politics of Queer History (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2007), 1-52. In	  Love’s	  account,	  looking	  
backward	  produces	  feelings	  that	  can	  be	  tapped	  into	  to	  identify	  and	  connect	  with	  people	  across	  time.	  
This	  is	  especially	  important,	  as	  Love	  articulates,	  for	  queer	  connection,	  and	  to	  create	  queer	  
relationships	  between	  the	  past	  and	  the	  present,	  because	  those	  feelings	  that	  are	  animated	  by	  and	  
illustrated	  through	  the	  backward	  glance	  are	  sometimes	  the	  only	  trace	  of	  continuity	  between	  queer	  
bodies	  dead	  and	  living,	  past	  and	  present. 
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For	  Kurt	  Vonnegut,	  as	  for	  Love,	  the	  look	  does	  not	  only	  illustrate	  or	  provide	  a	  

figure	  for	  the	  structure	  of	  loss	  and	  desire,	  but	  actually	  provides	  the	  material	  through	  

which	  seemingly	  impossible	  connections	  can	  occur.112	  In	  the	  first,	  and	  largely	  

autobiographical,	  chapter	  of	  Slaughterhouse-‐Five,	  Vonnegut	  writes	  that	  he	  “loves”	  

Lot’s	  wife’s	  act	  of	  looking	  back	  because	  “it	  was	  so	  human.”113	  When	  he	  explains	  that	  

his	  account	  of	  WWII	  –	  the	  book	  Slaughterhouse-‐Five	  –	  was	  “a	  failure…and	  bound	  to	  

be	  because	  it	  was	  written	  by	  a	  pillar	  of	  salt,”	  he	  forges	  a	  link	  between	  the	  failed	  

narrative	  (his	  book)	  and	  the	  looking-‐back	  author	  that	  writes	  it	  (himself).	  He	  also	  

identifies	  in	  Lot’s	  wife	  an	  impulse	  to	  look	  back	  that	  mirrors	  his	  own.	  By	  writing	  that	  

his	  book	  was	  “written	  by	  a	  pillar	  of	  salt,”	  Vonnegut	  inhabits	  the	  position	  of	  Lot’s	  wife	  

–	  not	  only,	  then,	  connecting	  to,	  but	  imagining	  himself	  as	  literally	  becoming	  her.	  

Through	  the	  backward	  glance,	  Vonnegut	  connects	  to	  (and	  identifies	  himself	  

through)	  a	  figure	  from	  the	  past.	  It	  is	  the	  part	  of	  being	  human	  that	  looks	  back	  –	  that	  

“so	  human”	  act	  –	  that	  connects	  Vonnegut	  to	  a	  figure	  from	  the	  deep	  past,	  and	  also	  

enables	  him	  to	  more	  fully	  understand	  himself.	  Vonnegut	  uses	  Lot’s	  wife	  to	  show	  that	  

what	  marks	  humanness	  is	  its	  failure	  to	  connect	  completely.	  He	  thus	  emphasizes	  not	  

only	  the	  importance	  of	  partial	  or	  fragmentary	  connection,	  but	  also	  the	  impossibility	  

                                                
112 This formulation is not unlike Freud’s discussion of mourning and melancholia (see footnote 2), where 
the mourner’s mourning keeps her tied to the lost object (and to the past) by preventing her from moving 
into the present through recognition of the dead’s deadness. But Love’s formulation is different from 
Freud’s in that it seeks not to overcome and move beyond the longing that keeps one connected to and 
stuck in the past, but rather to use that longing and other affective processes to activate new connections, 
and to create relationships that would not otherwise be possible. 
113 Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five (New York: Random House, Inc.), 21-22. 
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of	  a	  connection	  of	  any	  other	  kind:	  if	  pursuits	  to	  realize	  complete	  connection	  result	  

inevitably	  in	  failure,	  Vonnegut	  implicitly	  suggests,	  we	  can	  only	  connect	  in	  part.114	  	  	  

Because	  it	  both	  illustrates	  and	  animates	  feelings	  of	  longing	  and	  loss,	  the	  

backward	  glance	  bears	  fundamentally	  on	  connection,	  albeit	  connection	  that	  is	  

severed,	  and	  provides	  a	  figure	  that	  testifies	  to	  the	  depth	  and	  strength	  of	  our	  severed	  

attachments.	  I	  want	  to	  be	  clear	  here	  about	  my	  reasons	  for	  looking	  back	  at	  the	  

backward	  glance.	  In	  the	  last	  few	  pages,	  I	  showed	  how	  the	  backward	  glance	  has	  been	  

widely	  employed	  as	  a	  figure	  by	  a	  variety	  of	  critics	  and	  writers.	  Specifically,	  it	  has	  

helped	  thinkers	  describe	  the	  feelings	  produced	  by	  severed	  connection,	  and	  has	  

sometimes	  even	  helped	  to	  generate	  connection	  between	  bodies	  that	  have	  been	  cut	  

off	  from	  one	  another.	  Because	  it	  is	  itself	  a	  figure	  that	  gestures	  towards	  severed	  

connection,	  the	  backward	  glance	  has	  much	  in	  common	  with	  the	  central	  objects	  of	  

my	  other	  chapters.	  The	  cuts	  chapter’s	  interest	  in	  connection	  that	  is	  figured	  through	  

severance	  is	  clear	  enough,	  I	  think	  –	  for	  the	  Gawain-‐poet	  and	  Bechdel,	  severed	  bodies	  

literally	  catalyze	  connections.	  But	  in	  chapter	  two,	  I	  argued	  that	  stained	  glass	  is	  also	  

deeply	  entrenched	  in	  the	  medieval	  literary	  projects	  that	  seek	  to	  describe	  connection	  

between	  entities	  that	  are	  cut	  off	  from	  one	  another.	  I	  argued	  there	  that	  medieval	  

poets	  and	  architects	  craft	  stained	  glass	  to	  create	  a	  site	  where	  metaphysically	  

unconnected	  realms	  can	  be	  imagined	  as	  coming	  together.	  As	  a	  material	  artifact,	  

stained	  glass	  is	  also	  a	  form	  of	  severed	  connection,	  made	  as	  it	  is	  by	  piecing	  together	  

                                                
114 Consequently, the ways (metaphors and techne) we have by which to connect to others become all the 
more important. 
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various	  parts	  to	  create	  a	  wondrous	  if	  also	  fragmented	  mosaic.	  In	  fact,	  severed	  

connection	  might	  be	  another	  way	  of	  thinking	  about	  the	  partial	  and	  fragmentary	  

connection	  that	  I	  have	  been	  working,	  with	  the	  literary	  texts	  I	  read,	  to	  describe.	  	  	  

To	  be	  clear,	  then,	  my	  interest	  in	  the	  backward	  glance	  lies	  –	  as	  does	  my	  

interest	  in	  cuts	  and	  stained	  glass	  –	  in	  its	  particular	  way	  of	  figuring	  connection	  

between	  bodies	  and	  realms	  that	  are	  cut	  off	  from	  one	  another.	  As	  I	  have	  shown,	  the	  

backward	  glance	  has	  been	  highly	  influential	  to	  many	  postmedieval	  critical	  and	  

literary	  accounts	  that	  work	  to	  describe	  relationships	  between	  the	  past	  and	  the	  

present.	  But	  in	  my	  work	  to	  understand	  the	  stakes	  of	  connection	  figured	  by	  the	  

backward	  glance,	  I	  was	  struck	  by	  the	  sole	  text	  that	  does	  not	  include	  this	  most	  iconic	  

feature	  of	  its	  story,	  a	  curious	  outlier	  in	  the	  abundant	  retellings	  of	  the	  Orpheus	  and	  

Eurydice	  myth.	  

Sir	  Orfeo,	  an	  early-‐fourteenth-‐century	  Breton	  lay,	  conspicuously	  excises	  the	  

backward	  glance	  from	  the	  Orpheus	  and	  Eurydice	  story.	  But	  it	  does	  not	  merely	  take	  

out	  the	  look	  back	  and	  proceed	  with	  all	  else	  according	  to	  the	  classical	  myth.	  Rather,	  

the	  medieval	  text	  deliberately	  and	  artfully	  replaces	  the	  backward	  glance	  with	  the	  

figure	  of	  the	  grafted	  tree.	  In	  this	  chapter,	  I	  suggest	  that	  the	  grafted	  tree,	  like	  the	  

backward	  glance,	  figures	  severed	  connection.	  Materially,	  in	  the	  physical	  world,	  the	  

grafted	  tree	  inaugurates	  a	  connection	  that	  happens	  via	  severance	  –	  through	  the	  act	  

of	  cutting	  apart	  bodies	  of	  different	  trees,	  even	  if	  those	  cuts	  are	  ultimately	  spliced	  

together	  again.	  And	  in	  fact	  because	  its	  cuts	  are	  crafted	  for	  the	  purpose	  of	  connection	  
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and	  for	  the	  creation	  of	  something	  new,	  grafted	  trees	  make	  severance	  not	  only	  

necessary	  but	  also	  primary	  (the	  first	  step)	  in	  generating	  connection	  between	  parts	  

of	  disparate	  bodies.	  	  

I	  argue	  that	  Sir	  Orfeo’s	  grafted	  tree	  touches	  on	  many	  of	  the	  components	  that	  

critics	  mobilize	  when	  they	  employ	  the	  backward	  glance	  to	  describe	  connection.	  Like	  

the	  backward	  glance,	  the	  grafted	  tree	  testifies	  to	  loss	  (it	  is	  from	  under	  the	  shade	  of	  

the	  grafted	  tree	  that	  Orfeo	  loses	  Heroudis),	  offers	  a	  way	  of	  identifying	  oneself	  

through	  the	  other	  (Orfeo	  sees	  himself	  in	  the	  Fairy	  King	  –	  or	  we,	  as	  readers,	  see	  their	  

queer	  connection	  via	  the	  grafted	  tree)	  –	  and	  also	  provides	  the	  material	  through	  

which	  connection	  can	  be	  made	  (quite	  literally,	  in	  the	  case	  of	  the	  graft,	  because	  

connection	  –	  as	  well	  as	  the	  new	  body/tree	  produced	  by	  it	  –	  would	  never	  come	  to	  be	  

without	  the	  craft	  of	  the	  graft).	  By	  looking	  at	  the	  grafted	  tree,	  we	  can	  better	  

understand	  (see	  in	  a	  new	  way)	  the	  connection	  that	  is	  animated	  by	  the	  backward	  

glance.	  

But	  the	  graft	  is	  also	  a	  different	  species	  of	  connection	  than	  the	  backward	  

glance.	  Replacing	  the	  backward	  glance	  with	  the	  grafted	  tree	  serves	  a	  similar	  

function	  –	  that	  of	  describing	  connection	  –	  but	  by	  changing	  the	  metaphor,	  the	  species	  

of	  connection	  is	  given	  new	  vocabulary.	  Connection	  figured	  through	  the	  grafted	  tree	  

registers	  difference	  more	  explicitly	  and	  affectively,	  I	  argue,	  while	  at	  the	  same	  time	  

making	  that	  difference	  a	  part	  of	  the	  connection	  that	  is	  taking	  place.	  More	  than	  

Orpheus’s	  forbidden	  look	  back,	  Sir	  Orfeo’s	  grafted	  tree	  makes	  manifest	  simultaneity,	  
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the	  co-‐presence	  of	  conflicting	  parts.	  More	  specifically,	  rather	  than	  gesturing	  toward	  

the	  loss	  that	  the	  backward	  glance	  so	  powerfully	  does,	  the	  grafted	  tree	  focuses	  on	  the	  

connections	  that	  occur	  in	  the	  present	  moment	  –	  and	  the	  (often	  queer)	  products	  of	  

those	  connections.	  Supporting	  these	  points	  through	  close	  readings	  of	  the	  grafted	  

tree	  in	  Sir	  Orfeo	  and	  other	  medieval	  texts,	  and	  also	  through	  attention	  to	  the	  

specificity	  of	  the	  grafted	  tree’s	  materiality,	  I	  will	  furthermore	  suggest	  that	  there	  is	  

more	  of	  an	  anarchic	  experience	  that	  happens	  through	  the	  grafted	  tree.	  The	  grafted	  

tree	  makes	  us	  –	  as	  postmedieval	  readers,	  scientists,	  writers	  and	  feelers	  –	  as	  it	  made	  

medieval	  people,	  stand	  in	  the	  presence	  of	  the	  unpredictable	  variability	  of	  nature,	  

spontaneity	  and	  magic.	  The	  grafted	  tree	  makes	  us	  stand	  in	  the	  presence	  of,	  in	  a	  

word,	  queerness.	  

	  The	  graft	  can	  be	  considered	  a	  complementary	  mode	  of	  impossible	  

connection	  that	  focuses	  on	  wonder,	  and	  in	  doing	  so,	  functions	  as	  a	  distinctly	  

medieval	  trope	  of	  relation	  that	  can	  be	  effectively	  employed	  by	  contemporary	  queer	  

scholars	  to	  think	  more	  seriously	  about	  how	  wonder	  operates	  in	  their	  figurations	  of	  

past-‐present	  relationality	  –	  the	  look	  back,	  for	  instance,	  and	  also	  the	  metaphorics	  of	  

touch.	  At	  the	  end	  of	  this	  chapter,	  I	  stand	  in	  the	  presence	  of	  contested	  thinking	  among	  

thought	  leaders	  in	  the	  fields	  of	  queer	  and	  affect	  theory	  –	  Carolyn	  Dinshaw,	  Heather	  

Love	  and	  Eve	  Sedgwick.	  I	  graft	  together	  variations	  of	  their	  thoughts	  through	  

focusing	  on	  the	  fragmentary	  and	  partial.	  Finally,	  after	  splitting	  apart	  the	  graft	  from	  

the	  backward	  glance	  to	  show	  what	  is	  unique	  to	  the	  graft	  as	  a	  species	  of	  connection,	  I	  
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end	  this	  chapter	  by	  re-‐grafting	  Orpheus’s	  backward	  glance	  and	  Orfeo’s	  grafted	  tree	  

through	  Walter	  Benjamin’s	  meditation	  on	  the	  angel	  of	  history.	  

2. THE MEDIEVAL LITERARY INVENTION OF THE GRAFTED TREE 

As	  depicted	  by	  Ovid	  and	  Virgil,	  and	  also	  by	  Boethius	  in	  the	  early	  Middle	  Ages,	  

the	  classical	  story	  of	  Orpheus	  and	  Eurydice	  is	  a	  prime	  case	  study	  for	  this	  chapter’s	  

interest	  in	  understanding	  the	  stakes	  of	  severed	  connection	  –	  by	  which	  I	  mean	  for	  

understanding	  what	  it	  means	  for	  connection	  to	  happen	  primarily	  or	  exclusively	  

through	  severance,	  and	  for	  the	  cut	  between	  bodies	  to	  be	  the	  generating	  force	  for	  

connectivity.115	  The	  Orpheus	  story	  is	  promising	  for	  me	  here	  for	  several	  reasons,	  the	  

first	  being	  because	  the	  myth	  and	  legacy	  of	  Orpheus	  emphasizes	  (through	  image	  and	  

repetition)	  the	  split	  between	  the	  lovers.	  In	  the	  classical	  story,	  Orpheus	  loses	  

Eurydice	  twice,	  and	  in	  both	  cases	  connection	  is	  severed	  and	  foreclosed.	  Significantly,	  

Orpheus	  is	  first	  cut	  off	  from	  Eurydice	  on	  their	  wedding	  day,	  the	  day	  that	  would	  have	  

marked	  their	  fusion	  as	  a	  marital	  couple.	  When	  she	  dies	  from	  a	  snake’s	  bite	  on	  that	  

day	  instead	  of	  becoming	  a	  bride,	  Eurydice	  is	  taken	  to	  Hades.	  It	  is	  to	  that	  underworld	  

that	  Orpheus	  travels	  to	  bring	  Eurydice	  back	  to	  the	  land	  of	  the	  living,	  but	  ultimately	  

also	  to	  which	  he	  will	  lose	  her.	  In	  turning	  back	  to	  look	  at	  Eurydice,	  the	  one	  act	  that	  he	  

was	  forbidden	  to	  do,	  Orpheus	  seals	  his	  severance	  from	  Eurydice.	  

                                                
115 Ovid’s Metamorphoses X, Virgil’s Georgics IV, and Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy are the 
primary source texts for Sir Orfeo. Most scholars agree that there was an Old French source text, but we do 
not have access to that text anymore. For a more detailed account of the source texts, see J. Severs Burke’s 
“The Antecedents of Sir Orfeo.”  
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It	  is	  perhaps	  because	  of	  the	  permanence	  of	  that	  severance	  –	  the	  refusal	  of	  a	  

redeemed	  union	  –	  that	  one	  medieval	  retelling	  of	  the	  Orpheus	  story	  excises	  the	  trope	  

of	  the	  backward	  look.	  Sir	  Orfeo	  is	  a	  unique	  text	  in	  its	  decision	  not	  to	  include	  

Orpheus’s	  backward	  glance	  and	  corresponding	  loss	  of	  Eurydice.	  One	  way	  to	  

understand	  the	  translation	  of	  the	  pagan	  myth	  of	  Orpheus	  to	  the	  medieval	  Christian	  

context	  is	  through	  the	  figure	  of	  the	  grafted	  tree.	  In	  taking	  out	  the	  backward	  glance	  

and	  inserting	  the	  grafted	  tree,	  Sir	  Orfeo	  imagines	  the	  possibility	  of	  redemption	  that	  

was	  not	  admitted	  in	  the	  classical	  story.	  In	  Sir	  Orfeo,	  without	  the	  backward	  glance,	  

Orfeo	  and	  Heroudis	  do	  not	  remain	  separated	  but	  are	  instead	  fused	  together	  again	  –	  

like	  a	  grafted	  tree.	  This	  reunification	  (figured	  and	  literalized	  by	  the	  graft)	  is	  

important	  for	  a	  medieval	  Christian	  audience,	  promising,	  as	  it	  does,	  redemption.	  

Furthermore,	  both	  mythically	  and	  biblically,	  the	  separation	  figured	  by	  the	  backward	  

glance	  produced	  –	  and	  was	  itself	  the	  product	  of	  –	  homosexual	  acts.	  When	  Lot’s	  wife	  

looks	  back,	  she	  turns	  her	  face	  to	  (and	  thereby	  acknowledges	  a	  connection	  to)	  the	  

city	  that	  God	  had	  turned	  to	  flames	  because	  of	  the	  homosexual	  acts	  that	  transpired	  

there.116	  And	  Orpheus	  swears	  off	  women	  after	  losing	  Eurydice,	  and	  becomes,	  in	  

                                                
116 The sins of Sodom are not explicitly linked to homosexual acts in Genesis, as Mark Jordan, William 
Burgwinkle, and others argue. In The Invention of Sodomy in Christian Theology, Jordan writes that the 
category of Sodomy was cultivated through a patient “process of thinning and condensing” that eventually 
domesticated the ambiguity that was part of the biblical story of Sodom, and tied the sins of that city to 
homosexuality. By the time Sir Orfeo was written, the category of Sodomy was well established. Peter 
Damian wrote Liber Gomorrhianus (The Book of Gomorrah) in 1051, and by that time the “thinning and 
condensing” that Jordan identifies had reached its culmination: “sodomite” was now an identity category. 
For more, see Jordan, The Invention of Sodomy (Chicago, University of Chicago Press: 1997), 29-65; 
Burgwinkle, Sodomy, Masculinity, and Law in Medieval Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2004), 53-64; and, John Boswell in Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality (Chicago, 
The University of Chicago Press: 1980), 94-99. 
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Ovid’s	  telling,	  the	  “first	  of	  the	  Thracian	  people	  to	  transfer	  his	  love	  to	  young	  

boys.”117For	  a	  medieval	  Christian	  audience,	  the	  look	  back,	  linked	  as	  it	  is	  to	  sodomitic	  

desire,	  poses	  a	  problem.	  

The	  grafted	  tree	  provides	  an	  elegantly	  medieval	  solution	  to	  the	  classical	  

problem	  of	  the	  look	  back.	  In	  a	  Christian	  world	  characterized	  by	  dialectical	  method	  of	  

reasoning,	  the	  graft	  provides	  a	  way	  out	  of	  oppositional	  relationality	  that	  admits	  

separation	  within	  the	  same	  figure	  that	  admits	  the	  possibility	  of	  continuity.118	  The	  

figure	  of	  the	  grafted	  tree	  takes	  the	  separation	  inherent	  to	  the	  backward	  glance	  and	  

closes	  it	  while	  maintaining	  difference.	  	  

***	  

Though	  Sir	  Orfeo	  excises	  the	  trope	  of	  the	  backward	  glance,	  Orfeo	  still	  loses	  

his	  wife	  –	  but	  only	  temporarily.	  In	  the	  medieval	  poem,	  as	  in	  its	  classical	  analogue,	  

Orfeo	  (Orpheus	  in	  the	  myth)	  loses	  his	  wife	  Heroudis	  (Eurydice)	  to	  the	  Otherworld.	  

Instead	  of	  losing	  her	  to	  Hades,	  Heroudis	  is	  taken	  to	  a	  Fairy	  King’s	  castle,	  which	  is	  

accessed	  through	  a	  rocky	  entrance	  deep	  within	  the	  heart	  of	  the	  forest	  tangential	  to	  

King	  Orfeo’s	  realm.	  Consistent	  with	  the	  Orpheus	  legend,	  Orfeo	  seduces	  the	  ruler	  of	  

the	  Otherworld,	  here	  named	  the	  Fairy	  King,	  with	  his	  lyrical	  complaint	  for	  his	  wife’s	  

                                                
117 In	  Book	  X	  of	  Metamorphoses,	  Ovid	  writes	  that	  Orpheus	  “had	  abstained	  from	  the	  love	  of	  women,	  
either	  because	  things	  ended	  badly	  for	  him,	  or	  because	  he	  had	  sworn	  to	  do	  so.	  Yet,	  many	  felt	  a	  desire	  
to	  be	  joined	  with	  the	  poet,	  and	  many	  grieved	  at	  rejection.	  Indeed,	  he	  was	  the	  first	  of	  the	  Thracian	  
people	  to	  transfer	  his	  love	  to	  young	  boys,	  and	  enjoy	  their	  brief	  springtime,	  and	  early	  flowering,	  this	  
side	  of	  manhood”	  (85).	  See Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Books IX-XV, ed. G.P. Goold and trans. Frank Justus 
Miller. Loeb Classical Library, no. 43 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999). 
118 In	  fact,	  the	  graft	  operated	  as	  an	  important	  metaphor	  for	  translation	  and	  conversion	  in	  the	  Middle	  
Ages.	  I	  will	  explain	  more	  about	  the	  wide	  reach	  of	  the	  metaphor	  of	  the	  graft	  in	  the	  Middle	  Ages	  later	  in	  
this	  chapter. 
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renewed	  presence	  in	  the	  land	  of	  the	  living.	  But	  markedly	  different	  from	  the	  classical	  

myth,	  the	  Fairy	  King	  does	  not	  forbid	  Orfeo	  from	  looking	  back	  at	  his	  wife	  as	  he	  takes	  

her	  back	  with	  him,	  Orfeo	  does	  not	  look	  back,	  and	  he	  does	  not	  lose	  Heroudis	  to	  the	  

perpetual	  depths	  of	  the	  Otherworld;	  instead,	  the	  married	  pair	  is	  reunited,	  and	  

Heroudis	  returns	  to	  Orfeo’s	  kingdom	  with	  him.119	  

Critics	  make	  sense	  of	  the	  excision	  of	  the	  backwards	  look	  by	  focusing	  on	  

generic	  convention.	  Corinne	  J.	  Saunders	  explains	  that	  “the	  poet	  of	  Sir	  Orfeo…takes	  

the	  English	  tradition	  of	  Orpheus’s	  exile	  and	  lament	  at	  the	  death	  of	  Eurydice	  as	  the	  

focal	  point	  of	  his	  poem,	  and	  shifts	  it	  into	  the	  form	  of	  the	  Breton	  lai,	  so	  that	  death	  is	  

replaced	  by	  faery	  abduction,	  the	  shadows	  of	  Avernus	  by	  the	  enigmatic	  otherworld	  of	  

Celtic	  romance.”120	  Stephen	  Knight	  furthermore	  argues	  that	  “the	  rather	  grim	  story	  of	  

Orpheus	  and	  Eurydice	  was	  more	  imperiously	  translated	  into	  the	  early	  medieval	  

than	  most	  of	  the	  Matter	  of	  Rome	  the	  Great.	  Orfeo	  became	  a	  great	  harper	  who	  also	  

happened	  to	  be	  both	  king	  and	  knight,	  so	  asserting	  the	  reach	  and	  rationale	  of	  

feudalism;	  the	  world	  where	  he	  found	  his	  beloved	  was	  not	  the	  dark	  classical,	  

underworld,	  but	  the	  bright	  alternative	  world	  of	  Celtic	  myth;	  and	  that	  last	  shift	  

permitted	  the	  major	  appropriation	  –	  the	  beloved	  wife	  is	  regained.”121	  In	  attributing	  

                                                
119 Though I will not focus on this aspect in this chapter, it is significant to note that Heroudis is not given 
any other lines in the poem after she returns to Orfeo’s kingdom. We might do well by hesitating to call 
Heroudis’s return a happy ending (the judgment that many critics make), and instead perhaps be critical (as 
the poem is, I think) of marriage as a socio-political construct (is marriage perverse in the poem?); we 
might also interrogate the ways in which the poem considers how people belong to each other. 
120 Saunders, Cultural Encounters in the Romance of England (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2005), 5. 
121 Stephen Knight, “Was the Otherworld Journey Single or Return? Emotional Sociality in Medieval 
Romance,” Professor Stephen Knight, February 14, 2014, http://www.profstephenknight.com. 
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the	  lack	  of	  the	  backward	  glance	  and	  corresponding	  loss	  to	  the	  Breton	  lay	  genre	  and	  

Celtic	  myth,	  Saunders	  and	  Knight	  represent	  a	  large	  body	  of	  scholars	  who	  do	  the	  

same.122	  

For	  many	  medieval	  poets,	  the	  author	  of	  Sir	  Orfeo	  included,	  the	  grafted	  tree	  

provided	  a	  way	  of	  describing	  and	  conceiving	  of	  literary	  history	  –	  and	  this	  way	  of	  

thinking	  about	  literary	  history	  correlated	  with	  contemporaneous	  concerns	  with	  

translation	  and	  conversion.123	  If	  the	  “bright	  alternative	  world	  of	  the	  Celtic	  myth,”	  a	  

key	  element	  of	  Breton	  lays,	  required	  the	  excision	  of	  the	  backwards	  look	  so	  that	  

Heroudis	  could	  be	  regained,	  the	  grafted	  tree	  signals	  the	  translation	  of	  Orpheus	  (as	  

myth)	  into	  Orfeo	  (as	  lay).	  The	  grafted	  tree	  provides	  a	  figure	  for	  the	  medieval	  poet’s	  

indebtedness	  to	  (and	  consequently,	  a	  self-‐conscious	  inextricability	  from)	  a	  classical	  

past,	  and	  also	  signaled	  a	  deviation	  from	  that	  past	  and	  the	  creation	  of	  something	  new.	  	  

Ardis	  Butterfield	  argues	  that,	  “the	  idea	  of	  grafting	  articulates	  a	  medieval	  

obsession	  with	  the	  key	  creative	  practices	  of	  splicing	  new	  material	  into	  old,	  or	  of	  

reworking	  the	  fragmentary	  into	  new	  structures.”124In	  chapter	  two,	  I	  argued	  that	  

                                                
122 See, for example: Jeff Rider, “Receiving Orpheus in the Middle Ages: Allegorization, Remythification 
and Sir Orfeo” (Papers on Literature and Language, 24, 1988); Kathryn Hume, “Why Chaucer Calls the 
Franklin’s Tale a Breton Lai,” Philological Quarterly 51.1 (1972), 365-79; and Constance Bullock-Davies, 
“Classical Threads in ‘Orfeo’ (Modern Langauge Review, 56.2, 1961): 161-166. Perhaps most poignantly, 
Rider calls Sir Orfeo a “hybrid supermyth” (356).  
123 Grafting as a metaphor for translation was prevalent in the Middle Ages. See Chrétien de Troyes’s 
opening lines of Cligès for an example of how translatio imperii was figured in literature. Later in this 
section I will provide an Augustinian account of graft as a metaphor for conversion. 
124	  Butterfield,	  “	  ‘Ente’:	  A	  Survey	  and	  Reassessment	  of	  the	  Term	  in	  Thirteenth-‐	  and	  
Fourteenth-‐Century	  Music	  and	  Poetry,”	  Early	  Music	  History,	  22,	  2003,	  67-‐101	  (here	  
72).	  The	  “medieval	  obsession”	  to	  graft	  –	  new	  with	  old,	  fragmentary	  into	  new	  
structures	  –	  provides	  another	  way	  of	  thinking	  about	  medieval	  models	  of	  historical	  
continuity.	  The	  opening	  lines	  of	  Chrétien	  de	  Troyes’s	  romance	  Cligès	  famously	  
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Abbot	  Suger’s	  conflation	  of	  various	  parts	  of	  different	  historical	  and	  legendary	  

figures	  in	  the	  assemblage	  of	  Dionysius	  was	  an	  example	  of	  medieval	  synthesis.	  The	  

graft	  is	  another	  example.	  Because	  the	  grafted	  tree	  is	  (at	  its	  most	  fundamental	  level)	  

the	  product	  of	  fusion,	  it	  represents	  the	  fusion	  of	  literary	  traditions	  at	  the	  core	  of	  Sir	  

Orfeo.	  Sir	  Orfeo	  combines	  elements	  of	  the	  classical	  story	  of	  Orpheus	  with	  the	  form	  

and	  content	  of	  its	  own	  present	  moment,	  making	  the	  grafted	  tree,	  as	  many	  critics	  

have	  noted,	  an	  ideal	  figure	  for	  the	  hybrid	  nature	  of	  the	  poem	  itself.	  The	  grafted	  tree	  

is	  the	  symbol	  par	  excellence	  for	  Jeff	  Rider’s	  oft-‐cited	  identification	  of	  Sir	  Orfeo	  as	  a	  

“hybrid	  supermyth.”	  Not	  coincidentally,	  “hybrid”	  is	  a	  term	  used	  to	  describe	  a	  specific	  

kind	  of	  graft.125	  

Tellingly,	  critics	  understand	  Sir	  Orfeo’s	  most	  dramatic	  addition	  to	  the	  poem	  –	  

the	  inclusion	  of	  the	  grafted	  tree	  –	  in	  a	  similar	  way	  as	  to	  how	  they	  make	  sense	  of	  the	  

poem’s	  exclusion	  of	  the	  backwards	  look:	  by	  focusing	  on	  literary	  tradition	  and	  genre.	  

Sir	  Orfeo	  is	  a	  canonical	  Middle	  English	  text	  in	  the	  Breton	  lay	  tradition.	  The	  Breton	  

lay	  shares	  many	  features	  with	  the	  genre	  of	  medieval	  romance,	  but	  also	  has	  some	  key	  

distinguishing	  elements:	  it	  is	  significantly	  shorter	  than	  most	  romances;	  it	  is	  known	  

for	  its	  lyrical,	  and	  even	  simple	  and	  sing-‐songy,	  lines;	  and,	  it	  usually	  involves	  an	  

                                                                                                                                            
demonstrates	  a	  medieval	  preoccupation	  with	  creating	  lines	  of	  continuity	  between	  a	  
classical	  past	  and	  a	  medieval	  present.	  
125 Graft	  hybrids	  are	  a	  contested	  subject,	  as	  many	  believe	  that	  there	  are	  no	  true	  hybrids.	  Hybrids	  
traditionally	  refer	  to	  a	  blending	  of	  the	  different	  plant	  species,	  so	  that	  genetic	  identities	  of	  individual	  
entities	  change.	  The	  graft-‐chimera,	  where	  both	  scion	  and	  stock	  maintain	  their	  own	  genetic	  identities,	  
is	  a	  more	  accepted	  term	  than	  graft-‐hybrid. 
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association	  with	  the	  magical,	  otherworldly	  realm	  of	  faerie.	  As	  Kathryn	  Hume	  argues,	  

the	  grafted	  tree	  signifies	  “the	  magical	  ethos	  associated	  with	  the	  Breton	  tradition.”126	  

Both	  within	  the	  Breton	  lay	  genre	  and	  in	  traditions	  that	  precede	  it,	  the	  grafted	  

tree	  invokes	  magic,	  mystery	  and	  the	  presence	  of	  the	  otherworld.	  In	  Sir	  Orfeo,	  the	  

grafted	  tree	  first	  appears	  at	  undertide,	  or	  noon,	  which	  is	  also	  the	  time	  of	  day	  

traditionally	  associated	  with	  magic	  and	  witchcraft.127	  All	  three	  of	  the	  grafted	  tree’s	  

appearances	  in	  the	  poem	  –	  first,	  at	  the	  witching	  hour	  of	  undertide	  in	  Orfeo’s	  

kingdom;	  second,	  when	  Heroudis	  is	  snatched	  from	  the	  grafted	  tree’s	  shade	  and	  

taken	  to	  the	  Fairy	  King’s	  land;	  and	  finally,	  in	  its	  presence	  among	  the	  bodies	  frozen-‐

in-‐time	  in	  the	  Fairy	  King’s	  castle	  –	  solidify	  its	  association	  with	  the	  magical	  and	  

mysterious.	  By	  using	  generic	  convention	  to	  explain	  both	  the	  inclusion	  of	  the	  grafted	  

tree	  and	  the	  excision	  of	  the	  backward	  glance,	  critics	  implicitly	  draw	  a	  relationship	  

between	  both	  tropes.	  	  

Drawing	  on	  an	  established	  critical	  understanding	  that	  Sir	  Orfeo’s	  grafted	  tree	  

symbolizes	  the	  fusion	  of	  the	  various	  histories	  and	  literary	  traditions	  that	  bring	  the	  

poem	  into	  being,	  I	  take	  it	  as	  a	  premise	  that	  Sir	  Orfeo’s	  grafted	  tree,	  like	  Orpheus’s	  

backward	  glance,	  provides	  a	  figure	  for	  connection.	  Like	  the	  trope	  of	  the	  backward	  

                                                
126 Hume, “Why Chaucer Calls the Franklin’s Tale a Breton Lai.” 
127 Interestingly, noon is the time of day associated with acedia (also known as the “noonday demon.” For 
contemporary discussions of medieval acedia (which translates as at once a kind of sluggishness, apathy or 
in Cvetkovich’s words, “spiritual despair”) and its present day reverberations, see Dom Jean-Charles Nault 
in The Noonday Devil: Acedia, the Unnamed Evil of Our Times (Ignatius Press, 2015); Andrew Solomon in 
The Noonday Demon: An Atlas of Depresion (New York: Scribner, 2001). also, Cvetkovich in Depression, 
85-87. That the noonday demon invokes or describes a kind of despair, as Cvetkovich notes, also suggests 
the way in which it removes one from the present world, inspiring sleep or change. At the time of noon and 
the place of the grafted tree, Sir Orfeo’s Heroudis falls asleep and is taken away to the Fairy King’s castle.  
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glance,	  the	  grafted	  tree	  figures	  connection	  that	  happens	  through	  severance.	  But	  by	  

replacing	  the	  backward	  glance	  with	  the	  grafted	  tree,	  Sir	  Orfeo	  makes	  explicit,	  literal	  

–	  and	  literary	  –	  the	  severed	  part	  of	  connection:	  the	  grafted	  tree	  is	  made	  by	  cutting	  

and	  splicing	  together	  fragments	  of	  distinct	  entities;	  and,	  as	  we	  will	  see,	  the	  Fairy	  

King	  collects	  bodies	  that	  are	  broken-‐open	  and	  apart,	  emphasizing	  severance	  (and	  

perhaps	  positing	  a	  theory	  that	  queer	  connection	  is	  necessarily	  anticipated	  by	  the	  

fragmentation	  of	  bodies).	  By	  artfully	  and	  deliberately	  replacing	  the	  backward	  glance	  

with	  the	  grafted	  tree,	  Sir	  Orfeo	  provides	  new	  vocabulary	  with	  which	  to	  understand	  a	  

similar	  function	  –	  that	  is,	  to	  connect	  –	  but	  in	  doing	  so,	  it	  crafts	  another	  species	  of	  

connection	  than	  the	  one	  figured	  by	  the	  backward	  glance.	  

Tracing	  the	  conceptual	  legacies	  and	  material	  practices	  of	  stained	  glass	  in	  

chapter	  two	  positioned	  me	  to	  describe	  the	  kinds	  of	  connection	  that	  stained	  glass	  

figures	  in	  medieval	  dream	  visions;	  here	  too	  I	  am	  curious	  about	  the	  literary	  and	  

material	  implications	  of	  the	  grafted	  tree	  so	  as	  to	  understand	  what	  it	  means	  for	  

connection	  to	  be	  figured	  through	  the	  graft.128Sir	  Orfeo’s	  critics	  explain,	  as	  we	  have	  

already	  seen,	  that	  the	  grafted	  tree	  signals	  the	  presence	  of	  the	  magical	  and	  

otherworldly.	  I	  now	  read	  the	  grafted	  tree	  more	  generally	  in	  medieval	  literature	  and	  
                                                
128 In this dissertation, I have deliberately refused a traditional methodology, which for medievalists tends 
to involve the mastery of a canon and the understanding of literary production as inextricable from layers of 
authority and tradition. I do this for a variety of reasons, the primary one being that this way of reading 
medieval literature tends not to be exciting or even accessible to the general student. Another reason I have 
refused this methodology is because it seems to run counter to my investment in queer connections and the 
unanticipated knowledge such queer connections produce. This is not to say that more traditional 
methodologies do not produce surprising and exciting insights. And even when I might claim that my 
methodology is different because it is not as steeped in the discourses of mastery and tradition, my crafting 
of understanding/knowledge (as this strategy of tracing legacies to understand metaphors of connection 
might suggest) relies also on certain genealogies. 
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history,	  to	  describe	  how	  the	  graft	  animates	  a	  particularly	  medieval	  form	  of	  

connection,	  and	  ultimately	  work	  to	  show	  what	  it	  means	  for	  connection	  to	  be	  figured	  

through	  the	  graft.	  

As	  it	  turns	  out,	  the	  grafted	  tree’s	  occult	  status	  has	  a	  deep	  history.	  In	  his	  text	  

“Guide	  for	  the	  Perplexed,”	  twelfth-‐century	  philosopher	  Moses	  Maimonides	  identifies	  

a	  connection	  between	  grafting	  and	  witchcraft	  in	  ancient	  times.	  Commenting	  on	  the	  

Nabatean	  Agriculture,	  an	  agricultural	  treatise	  written	  between	  the	  third	  and	  ninth	  

century,	  Maimonides	  writes:	  

Another	  belief	  that	  was	  very	  common	  in	  those	  days	  and	  that	  survived	  
the	  Sabeans	  is	  this:	  when	  a	  tree	  is	  grafted	  into	  another	  in	  the	  time	  of	  a	  
certain	  conjunction	  of	  sun	  and	  moon,	  and	  is	  fumigated	  with	  certain	  
substances	  whilst	  a	  formula	  is	  uttered,	  that	  tree	  will	  produce	  a	  thing	  
that	  will	  be	  found	  exceedingly	  useful.129	  

	  
“Since,”	  Peter	  T.	  Macdonald	  notes,	  “the	  Sabeans	  were	  a	  people	  believed	  to	  predate	  

Adam,	  [Nabatean	  Agriculture]	  suggests	  an	  ancient	  tradition	  of	  grafting.”130	  In	  fact,	  

the	  practice	  of	  grafting	  today	  is	  indebted	  to	  ancient	  and	  medieval	  methods,	  making	  

grafting	  one	  of	  the	  earliest	  crafts	  that	  connects	  people	  across	  deep	  time.	  And	  even	  in	  

the	  earliest	  writings	  on	  it,	  tree	  grafting	  is	  entangled	  with	  the	  alchemy	  of	  witchcraft.	  

Before	  Maimonides	  provides	  the	  above	  account	  of	  the	  Sabean	  grafting	  ritual,	  he	  

writes:	  “I	  have	  already	  shown	  and	  explained	  to	  you	  how	  the	  Law	  opposes	  all	  kinds	  

                                                
129 See Part III, chapter XXXVII, in Maimonides’s, The Guide of the Perplexed, ed. and trans. Shlomo 
Pines and Leo Strauss (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1963). All of the Maimonides quotes I 
include can be found in III.XXXVII. 
130 Peter T. Macdonald, in The Manual of Plant Grafting (Portland: Timber Press Inc., 2014), 102. 
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of	  witchcraft.131”	  In	  following	  this	  reminder	  with	  the	  Sabean	  grafting	  practice,	  he	  

draws	  a	  correlation	  between	  successful	  grafting	  and	  witchcraft:	  thanks	  to	  the	  witchy	  

practice	  of	  burning	  incense	  around	  the	  newly-‐grafted	  tree	  while	  chanting	  under	  a	  

perfect	  alignment	  of	  stars,	  the	  graft	  “will	  produce	  a	  thing	  that	  will	  be	  found	  

exceedingly	  useful.”	  

Indeed,	  successful	  grafting	  apparently	  necessitated,	  if	  not	  witchcraft	  per	  se,	  a	  

magical	  formula	  in	  the	  ancient	  tradition.	  In	  addition	  to	  describing	  the	  ritual	  that	  

involved	  chanting,	  burning	  incense	  and	  the	  right	  alignment	  of	  sun,	  moon	  and	  stars,	  

Maimonides	  provides	  another	  Sabean	  grafting	  story.	  In	  order	  for	  the	  graft	  to	  take	  

between	  an	  olive	  and	  citron	  tree,	  the	  Sabeans	  instructed,	  Maimonides	  tells	  us,	  that	  

“the	  branch	  that	  is	  to	  be	  grafted	  must	  be	  in	  the	  hand	  of	  a	  beautiful	  damsel,	  whilst	  a	  

male	  person	  has	  disgraceful	  and	  unnatural	  sexual	  intercourse	  with	  her:	  during	  that	  

intercourse	  the	  woman	  grafts	  the	  branch	  into	  the	  tree.”	  This	  example	  provides	  an	  

account	  of	  what	  Maimonides,	  a	  medieval	  philosopher	  contemporaneous	  with	  the	  

writing	  of	  Sir	  Orfeo,	  found	  noteworthy	  about	  grafting:	  the	  focus	  on	  the	  graft’s	  

success,	  and	  the	  dependence	  of	  that	  success	  on	  “disgraceful	  and	  unnatural”	  sex.132	  

                                                
131 Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed, III.XXXVII. For a condensed version of this passage, see 
Macdonald, The Manual of Plant Grafting, 102. 
132 As	  I	  will	  suggest,	  the	  medieval	  category	  of	  Sodomy	  is	  the	  privileged	  example	  of	  an	  
act/event	  that	  goes	  against	  the	  Law	  of	  nature.	  Sodomy	  is	  labeled	  “excessive”	  
because	  it	  does	  not	  contribute	  to	  the	  reproduction	  of	  the	  species:	  sodomy	  is,	  to	  use	  
the	  language	  of	  the	  graft,	  sex	  without	  the	  fruit.	  Put	  this	  way,	  sodomy	  could	  be	  seen	  
as	  an	  example	  of	  an	  unsuccessful	  graft,	  provided	  that	  the	  graft’s	  success	  depends	  on	  
the	  product	  that	  comes	  from	  it.	  But	  in	  the	  Sabean	  example,	  it	  takes	  unnatural	  sex	  to	  
produce	  the	  successful	  graft.	  	  
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Thanks	  to	  the	  contested	  category	  of	  sodomy	  and	  the	  developing	  identity	  

position	  of	  the	  “sodomite,”	  medieval	  thinkers	  were	  well-‐schooled	  in	  the	  discourses	  

of	  identifying	  and	  categorizing	  unnatural	  sexual	  practices.	  Sodomitic	  sexual	  

practices	  were	  defined	  as	  such	  because	  they	  were	  excessive,	  and	  that	  excess	  was	  

determined	  precisely	  because	  it	  was	  not	  re-‐productive	  (sex	  was	  excessive	  and	  

therefore	  classified	  as	  sodomitic	  when	  it	  was	  not	  practiced	  for	  the	  purpose	  of	  

generating	  babies).	  The	  classical	  connection	  between	  the	  graft’s	  success,	  witchcraft,	  

and	  unnatural	  sex	  might	  likely	  have	  created	  some	  anxiety	  in	  the	  later	  Middle	  Ages.	  

At	  the	  very	  least,	  medieval	  philosophers	  and	  poets	  would	  have	  registered	  a	  

disconnect	  between	  the	  Sabean	  stories	  that	  linked	  unnatural	  sexual	  practices	  with	  a	  

graft’s	  productivity,	  and	  the	  discourses	  that	  defined	  the	  naturalness	  of	  their	  own	  

sexual	  practices.	  The	  slipperiness	  between	  the	  natural	  and	  unnatural	  helped	  make	  

the	  category	  of	  sodomy	  similarly	  slippery	  and	  confusing.133	  What	  I	  want	  to	  stress	  

here,	  though,	  is	  that	  the	  dialectic	  between	  the	  natural	  and	  unnatural	  was	  pervasive	  

and	  powerful	  in	  the	  Middle	  Ages,	  especially	  as	  it	  related	  to	  sex,	  and	  the	  tension	  

                                                
133 Dinshaw	  argues	  that	  the	  line	  between	  natural	  and	  unnatural	  practices	  in	  the	  
Middle	  Ages	  (as	  it	  continues	  to	  be	  today)	  was	  not	  clear	  and	  often	  blurry	  and	  
shifting.133	  Mark	  Jordan	  furthermore	  argues	  that	  it	  was	  in	  large	  part	  due	  to	  the	  
ambiguity	  of	  sodomy	  as	  a	  category	  that	  determined	  its	  success:	  “…the	  category	  
‘Sodomy’	  has	  been	  vitiated	  from	  its	  intervention	  by	  fundamental	  confusions	  and	  
contradictions.	  These	  confusions	  and	  contradictions	  cannot	  be	  removed	  from	  the	  
category.	  They	  are	  the	  stuff	  from	  which	  it	  was	  made.”133Jordan	  continues	  to	  explain	  
that	  because	  sodomy	  was	  a	  shifting	  category,	  it	  could	  be	  employed	  strategically	  by	  
oppressive	  legislation.	  The	  slipperiness	  between	  natural	  and	  unnatural	  helped	  to	  
make	  the	  category	  of	  sodomy	  similarly	  slippery	  and	  confusing.	  	  
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between	  the	  two	  was	  something	  with	  which	  the	  Middle	  Ages	  had	  to	  contend.134	  In	  

both	  of	  the	  examples	  that	  Maimonides	  provides,	  a	  successful	  graft	  corresponds	  with	  

an	  act	  that	  is	  unnatural	  or	  against	  the	  Law	  (witchcraft	  stands	  in	  opposition	  to	  the	  

Law	  in	  Maiomindes’s	  account).	  It	  would	  not	  have	  escaped	  the	  attention	  of	  medieval	  

readers	  that	  in	  these	  ancient	  stories,	  successful	  grafts	  corresponded	  with	  unnatural	  

sexual	  practices	  and	  witchcraft.	  Indeed,	  as	  the	  above	  accounts	  demonstrate,	  one	  

twelfth-‐century	  philosopher	  gravitated	  toward	  these	  moments	  –	  and	  also	  felt	  

compelled	  to	  warn	  against	  them.	  	  

Since	  antiquity,	  then,	  tree	  grafting	  has	  been	  entangled	  with	  unnatural	  

phenomena	  –	  whether	  it	  be	  the	  unnatural	  sex	  necessary	  for	  the	  successful	  graft	  in	  

the	  Sabean	  story,	  the	  magical	  world	  of	  faerie	  fundamental	  to	  the	  Breton	  lay,	  or,	  as	  

Virgil	  has	  it,	  the	  “other	  means”	  than	  nature	  by	  which	  trees	  are	  propagated.	  Dunstan	  

Lowe	  explains	  that,	  “some	  scholars	  have	  read	  Virgil’s	  grafted	  tree	  as	  a	  sinister	  

image,	  symptomatic	  of	  man’s	  perversion	  of	  nature.”135	  Though	  this	  claim	  has	  been	  

debated,	  it	  is	  certain	  that	  Virgil	  uses	  a	  natural/not	  natural	  distinction	  in	  describing	  

tree	  grafting.	  In	  Georgics,	  the	  text	  that	  features	  also	  his	  version	  of	  Orpheus	  and	  

Eurydice,	  Virgil	  distinguishes	  between	  the	  “natural”	  reproduction	  of	  trees	  and	  

“unnatural”	  grafting.	  In	  a	  passage	  that	  begins	  “First,	  nature’s	  Law,”	  Virgil	  describes	  

                                                
134 Medieval scholastic thought privileged such dialectic oppositions. See, for example, Aquinas’s Summa 
Theologica (written 1265-1274). For a condensed version of Aquinas’s 3500 page guide for theological 
instruction, see Peter Kreeft’s 539 page guide for reading Aquinas’s text, A Summa of the Summa (San 
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1990).  
135 See Lowe in “The Symbolic Value of Grafting in Ancient Rome,” in Transactions of the American 
Philological Association: 140.2 (Autumn 2010): 461-88. 



 136 

the	  propagation	  of	  trees	  that	  do	  not	  require	  human	  intervention:	  “First,	  nature’s	  law	  

/	  For	  generating	  trees	  is	  manifold;	  /	  For	  some	  of	  their	  own	  force	  spontaneous	  

spring,	  /	  No	  hand	  of	  man	  compelling.”	  The	  next	  section	  begins,	  “Other	  means	  there	  

are,	  which	  use	  by	  method	  for	  itself	  acquired,	  /	  One,	  slicing	  suckers	  from	  the	  tender	  

frame	  /	  Of	  the	  tree	  mother.”	  In	  these	  lines,	  Virgil	  defines	  tree	  grafting	  as	  a	  “method”	  

which	  begins	  with	  “slicing	  suckers	  from	  the	  tender	  frame	  /	  of	  the	  tree	  mother”;	  and	  

labels	  this	  method	  as	  one	  that	  is	  obtained	  by	  “other	  means”	  than	  “nature’s	  Law.”	  

Though	  he	  does	  not	  invoke	  witchcraft	  explicitly,	  Virgil	  uses	  craft	  more	  generally	  in	  

his	  description	  of	  grafting	  that	  occurs	  by	  “other	  means”	  than	  nature:	  he	  calls	  this	  

craft	  “method.”	  Both	  witchcraft	  and	  method	  require	  human	  intervention:	  they	  are	  

“hand	  of	  man	  compelling.”	  

The renewed interest in grafting in the later Middle Ages corresponds with a 

reanimated interest in secrecy and magic. In 1350, Nicolas Bollard wrote a treatise on 

planting and grafting that integrates pseudo-Aristotelian Secreta Secretorum, Latin for 

The Secret of Secrets. William Eamon writes that there was a  “proliferation of magical 

treatises in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.”136And Michael Camille explains that 

the thirteenth-century “revival of learned magic…was  inspired by the influx of 

translations from the Arabic.”137The literature that features grafting around the time that 

                                                
136 In Conjuring Spirits, see John B. Friedman, “Safe Magic and Invisible Writing in the Secretum 
Philosophorum,” 83.  
137 See Camille’s chapter “Visual Arts in Two Manuscripts in the Ars Notoria” in Conjuring Spirits: Texts 
and Traditions of Medieval Ritual Magic, ed. Claire Fanger (University Park: The University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1998), 110-42. 
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Sir Orfeo was writing tends to correspond with an interest in magic, secrets, and 

unnatural and perverse sex.138	  

By	  the	  time	  that	  the	  Orfeo-‐poet	  mobilizes	  it,	  then,	  the	  grafted	  tree	  was	  

steeped	  in	  the	  realms	  of	  the	  occult,	  unnatural,	  magical	  and	  even	  perverse.	  But	  the	  

grafted	  tree	  was	  also	  (as	  I	  explained	  in	  its	  function	  of	  symbolizing	  the	  fusion	  of	  

classical	  and	  medieval	  literary	  genres)	  a	  metaphor	  of	  connection,	  a	  union	  of	  various	  

parts.	  Partly	  belonging	  to	  the	  otherworld	  (the	  world	  of	  faerie	  and	  magic),	  the	  grafted	  

tree	  is	  also	  tied	  to	  this	  world	  –	  the	  Christian	  medieval	  English	  present.	  What	  I	  want	  

to	  suggest,	  furthermore,	  is	  that	  the	  grafted	  tree	  was	  a	  literary	  figure	  crafted,	  in	  part,	  

with	  the	  deliberate	  effort	  to	  reconcile	  the	  tension	  between	  the	  natural	  and	  the	  

unnatural.	  For	  Augustine,	  for	  instance,	  the	  grafted	  tree	  serves	  as	  a	  figure	  for	  

conversion,	  and	  demonstrates	  how	  the	  nature	  of	  things	  can	  change	  and	  still	  be	  in	  

accordance	  with	  God’s	  plan.139	  But	  by	  looking	  at	  the	  materiality	  of	  the	  graft,	  we	  can	  

more	  specifically	  say	  that	  the	  graft	  maintains	  the	  distinction	  of	  disparate	  entities	  

while	  holding	  both	  together	  simultaneously:	  in	  the	  event	  of	  grafting,	  the	  rootstock	  

maintains	  its	  identity	  apart	  from	  the	  scion.	  More	  than	  throwing	  into	  relief	  a	  tension,	  

then,	  or	  more	  than	  finding	  a	  way	  out	  of	  an	  impasse,	  the	  graft	  makes	  present	  

simultaneity.	  

	  

                                                
138 In addition to the grafted tree in Sir Orfeo, see Chretien de Troyes’s contemporaneous text Cliges. For 
the full scene in see lines 6393-6424 of Chetien de Troyes, Cliges, trans. Ruth Harwood Cline (Athens, 
GA: University of Georgia Press, 2000).  
139 Interestingly,	  Augustine	  uses	  the	  case	  study	  of	  Sodom	  in	  order	  to	  make	  this	  point,	  drawing	  an	  
implicit	  relationship	  between	  the	  backward	  glance	  and	  the	  graft.	  See	  City	  of	  God,	  chapter	  8.	  
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***	  

In	  the	  material	  craft	  of	  grafting,	  the	  “hand	  of	  man”	  is	  an	  essential	  part	  in	  

making	  sure	  grafts	  hold.	  Theophrastus’s treatise is one of the earliest writings we have 

on grafting. (It is preceded by Pseudo-Hippocrates’s grafting theory in 424 BCE.) Much 

of what we know today about grafting comes from these early accounts.	  In an influential 

treatise composed in the fourth century, the Historia Plantarum, Theophrastus explains 

that it was important that the core (the inside part) of the plants remained wet in the 

process of fusing together at the site of the graft.140 To avoid drying-out, there must be a 

tight fit between the stock (the rooted part of the graft-product) and the scion (the part 

that would ultimately be the top part of the plant, which would blossom). Theophrastus 

writes that dessication should be avoided by “cutting stock and scion precisely so they fit 

together tightly and the core is not exposed to drying.” This tight fit requires precision, 

and also nurturing and patience: “The joint was then to be held together by layers of lime 

bark, plastered mud, and hair. In some cases, a pot of water was to be set over the raft and 

water allowed to drip on it.”  

Theophrastus	  focuses	  on	  the	  joint,	  and	  stresses	  the	  care	  that	  goes	  into	  

crafting	  the	  grafting	  connection.	  The	  nurturing	  comes	  from	  careful	  handling,	  and	  

also	  from	  nature,	  from	  sunlight	  and	  water	  and	  good	  soil.	  But,	  as	  its	  literary	  legacy	  

picks	  up	  on,	  there	  is	  a	  magical,	  otherworldly,	  presence	  in	  the	  graft.	  The	  graft	  unites	  

                                                
140 Theophrastus (371-287 BCE) was one of Aristotle’s students. Today, he is known as the father of 
botany. He wrote two influential texts on plants, Historia Plantarum and Causae Plantarum (the quotations 
in this section are taken from the former text, which is also known as Enquiry into Plants).   
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science,	  nature	  and	  magic.	  And	  in	  this	  unification,	  connections	  between	  apparently	  

oppositional	  categories	  spark.	  

It	  would	  be	  difficult	  to	  overstate	  the	  importance	  and,	  frankly,	  the	  widespread	  

prevalence	  of	  the	  metaphor	  of	  the	  graft	  in	  the	  Middle	  Ages.	  It	  served,	  as	  we	  saw,	  as	  a	  

metaphor	  for	  conversion	  and	  translation	  and	  as	  a	  fusion	  of	  literary	  genres;	  it	  also	  

served	  to	  signify	  magic	  and	  the	  otherworldly,	  and	  as	  a	  way	  to	  connect	  (and	  reconcile	  

the	  tension	  between)	  the	  natural	  and	  the	  unnatural.	  Perhaps	  the	  most	  explicit	  way	  

in	  which	  the	  graft	  served	  as	  a	  medieval	  metaphor	  of	  connection	  is	  marriage.	  

Matthew	  Gumpert	  suggests	  that,	  “marriage	  is	  the	  dream	  of	  love	  as	  perfect	  graft,	  the	  

graft	  that	  will	  mature	  and	  bear	  fruit”	  (135).141We	  might	  think	  here	  of	  family	  trees	  

and	  genealogy	  charts.	  	  

Interestingly,	  though,	  the	  graft	  was	  not	  only	  the	  ideal	  figure	  for	  marriage	  in	  

the	  Middle	  Ages;	  monsters	  were	  also	  described	  primarily	  though	  the	  logic	  of	  the	  

graft.	  Gumpert	  reminds	  us	  that,	  “the	  monster,	  in	  its	  mythic	  form,	  is	  more	  often	  than	  

not	  a	  graft:	  a	  chimera,	  a	  griffon,	  a	  sphinx,	  a	  centaur.”142	  And	  because	  sodomy	  was	  

also	  deemed	  monstrous	  (understood,	  as	  it	  was,	  as	  a	  perversion	  of	  nature),	  the	  figure	  

of	  the	  graft	  queerly	  links	  marriage	  to	  monstrosity	  and	  sodomy.	  	  

                                                
141 Part	  of	  what	  I	  will	  be	  interested	  in	  exploring	  in	  the	  next	  section	  is	  this:	  Because	  Sir	  Orfeo	  is	  about	  
the	  grafting-‐together	  again	  of	  marital	  pair,	  I	  will	  be	  interested	  in	  seeing	  the	  stakes	  of	  grafted	  
connection. 
142 Gumpert, Grafting Helen, 260. In	  positing	  the	  monster	  as	  a	  prime	  example	  of	  the	  graft,	  Gumpert	  
also	  points	  to	  the	  way	  in	  which	  the	  graft	  could	  be	  considered	  monstrous.	  Indeed,	  many	  of	  the	  
natural/unnatural	  debates	  on	  the	  graft	  used	  “monstrous”	  as	  an	  example	  of	  an	  unnatural	  graft. 
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The	  chimera	  is	  both	  a	  mythical	  monster	  and	  a	  key	  grafting	  term.	  In	  both	  

instances,	  the	  chimera	  is	  the	  product	  of	  different	  pieces	  brought	  together.	  As	  a	  

monster,	  the	  chimera	  is	  part	  lion,	  part	  goat	  and	  part	  snake.	  Each	  of	  the	  animals	  that	  

go	  into	  the	  creation	  of	  the	  chimera	  is	  identifiable.	  The	  chimera	  exists	  not	  through	  

mixing	  together	  different	  parts	  to	  create	  a	  cohesive,	  and	  entirely	  original,	  creature	  

that	  would	  be	  the	  uniform	  fusion	  of	  the	  original	  beasts	  (so	  that	  each	  creature	  would	  

be	  unrecognizable	  in	  the	  final	  product),	  but	  by	  sticking	  different	  parts	  together.	  The	  

chimera	  creature	  is	  an	  example	  of	  the	  kind	  of	  connection	  figured	  through	  the	  graft,	  

and	  it	  is	  with	  this	  species	  of	  connection	  in	  mind	  that	  I	  turn	  now	  to	  Sir	  Orfeo	  and	  its	  

grafted	  tree.	  

	  

3. SIR ORFEO’S GRAFTED TREE 
	  

The members of Sir Orfeo’s marital couple do not remain forever separated from 

each other, as they do in all other textual renderings of their story, but rather become 

grafted together again.143 However, the pair’s reunion happens only after and alongside 

bodies that are splitting open; and in fact, bodies that are broken open and apart (or 

imagined to be) permeate the poem’s narrative. The poem meditates on the play between 

coming together and breaking apart, and it does so most succinctly through its focus on 

the grafted tree, which in the Middle English of the Breton lay is called an ympe-tre. Sir 

                                                
143The following are source texts for Sir Orfeo: Virgil’s Georgics; Ovid’s Metamorphoses; Boethius’s 
Consolation of Philosophy (and likely an Anglo Norman text, which we do not have). In Robert 
Henryson’s version, written after Sir Orfeo in the fifteenth century, Orpheus and Eurydice remain severed 
from each other. 
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Orfeo thus imagines the connection figured through the grafted tree as messy or, rather, 

bloody and full of unanticipated consequences.  

The drama of these unanticipated events is heightened because the	  poem	  

features	  the	  ympe-‐tre	  at	  its	  most	  pivotal	  moments:	  when	  Heroudis	  first	  meets	  the	  

Fairy	  King	  in	  her	  dream	  under	  the	  grafted	  tree	  in	  Orfeo’s	  orchard;	  when	  the	  Fairy	  

King	  takes	  Heroudis	  to	  his	  otherworldly	  kingdom	  from	  the	  shade	  of	  that	  same	  tree;	  

and,	  when	  Orfeo	  finds	  Heroudis	  in	  the	  Fairy	  King’s	  collection	  of	  bodies	  and	  returns	  

with	  her	  to	  the	  land	  of	  the	  living.	  Its	  presence	  necessary	  for	  the	  poem’s	  most	  

climactic	  scenes,	  the	  grafted	  tree	  is	  the	  poem’s	  most	  privileged	  object	  –	  and	  also	  its	  

most	  protected.	  When Heroudis tells him that she must appear under the grafted tree at 

noon the next day so that the Fairy King will not rip apart her body (these are the demand 

and the threat the Fairy King gives her), Orfeo is aroused to action. He calls his men to 

join together to form a scheltrom, a circular shield of bodies, around both Heroudis and 

the grafted tree (187). In creating a circular shield around it, Orfeo’s men circumscribe 

the grafted tree.  

Gumpert argues that medieval literature systematically obscures and evades the 

graft. Using fin’amors, or courtly love, as a case to serve his larger point, Gumpert argues 

that medieval literature enacts a “systematic pursuit and evasion of graft: a continual 

substitution of metaphorical for literal unions.”144 Employing examples from a diverse 

range of medieval literature genres, Gumpert argues that medieval writers understood 

their literary work in terms of the graft – particularly, as we saw in the last section, the 
                                                
144 Gumpert, Grafting Helen, 104. 
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graft became a figure for (and consequently a way of understanding) translation, the 

emergence of one literary genre from another. Continuity was important for medieval 

writers, and, Gumpert explains, in order for continuity to be ensured, the graft (the 

mechanism necessary for translation or substitution) must be obscured and disavowed. 

For the fantasy of continuity, no point of fusion (testifying, as it would, to a prior 

division) may be seen to exist.  

But Sir Orfeo says that quite the opposite is true. The graft is not evaded or 

covered-up in the poem, but literally encircled. Theophrastus also gave, as we saw, 

particular attention to the grafted part of the grafted tree; he described the love and care 

that the joint required in order for the graft to take. The poem’s circumscription of the 

grafted tree, as well as its repeated insistence on the grafted tree as a privileged site in the 

poem, destabilizes Gumpert’s insight that medieval writers needed to obscure the graft. 

But it also helps us think about what, in particular, in the graft is important to the 

medieval poem, and what it might mean for connection to be figured through the graft.  

To thicken my description of the kind of connection figured by the graft, I read 

the poem’s portrayal of the grafted tree. In Sir Orfeo, the scheltrom makes obvious – and 

literally points to – the futility of the graft’s protection. Despite the grafted tree’s fierce 

protection, the efforts to protect it are ultimately futile. Forming a scheltrom, Orfeo’s men 

vow to die before they see their queen from them go, when, “Ac yete amiddes hem ful 

right / The Quen was oway ytuight, / With faire forth ynome, Men wist neuer wher sche 

was bicme” (191-94); [But yet from the very middle of them, / The Queen was away taken 

/ With fairy forth taken / Men never knew where she was to come]. From the dead center 
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of the circular shield, the queen vanishes with the grafted tree. Though the men’s backs 

are turned toward Heroudis, and not their faces, and though they look out and not back, 

they still lose Heroudis.145 

The evacuated center of the scheltrom, the hole that is left there, anticipates the 

hollow tree that Orfeo finds in his search for Heroudis. In this hollow tree, Orfeo hides 

his famous, beloved harp146: “His harp, whereon was al his gle, / He hidde I an holwe tre” 

(267-268). When he takes the harp out of the hole in the center of the tree, Orfeo’s music 

creates such a sound that all the beasts of the forests gravitate toward him to listen. 

Orfeo’s song, then, is another example of connection – one that joins not him not with the 

otherworld exactly, but with another world, the world of animals and nature.  

But it is also important to note here that the instrument that connects is housed in 

the hole in the center of a tree. The poem focuses on the middle part that enables 

connection – or, more precisely, the connection that is situated in the middle. The harp 

(itself a crafted object) takes the place of the graft here, and also like the graft, joins 

together different realms.147 In both cases, the stress is on the part that connects. And in 

the case of the harp, as in the case of the graft, the poem emphasizes craft, the craft that 

facilitates connection. This emphasis on craft extends to the reunification of Orfeo and 

                                                
145 Ellen Martin writes that “[t]he backward glance of the classical Orpheus illustrates a subject’s attempt 
to regress back from a split to a unified state, from relating to having” (“Sir Orfeo’s Representation as 
Returns to the Repressed,” 37). Orfeo, Martin explains is more psychically evolved than Orpheus because, 
like Orpheus, he does not look back to his female mate with the desire to possess her or the fear of losing 
her, but rather takes her by the hand and leads her back to the edge of his kingdom. 
146 Orpheus was known for playing his instruments so well and loudly that he helped navigate precarious 
waters past the Sirens on the Argonaut. Orpheus’s song drowned out the songs of the swimming 
seductresses.  
147 It is noteworthy, too, that harps in the Middle Ages were also made from the internal parts of animals, 
bodies that were cut up in parts for the deliberate purpose of becoming something else. 
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Heroudis, not only because Orfeo both loses and finds Heroudis under the shade of the 

grafted tree, but also because he uses his other famous craft (music) to rescue his wife. 

By showing the necessary part craft plays in grafting together the married couple, the 

poem betrays a preoccupation with marriage as crafted, and so perhaps also unnatural. In 

this way, not only does the grafted tree provide connections (and transportation) between 

the Fairy King’s land and Orfeo’s – marriage and sodomy are joined too.148  

But of course, the craft of tree grafting is grounded in the natural world. Sir Orfeo 

demonstrates the way in which mutually exclusive entities come together through 

division, and locates the affective impact of severed connection at the wondrous site of 

magic and nature, conflated. And that is ultimately it: the way in which the graft is radical 

in its ability to generate connection. More than exposing the futility of protecting the 

graft, then, the scheltrom points to the radical potential of the graft, and its inability to be 

domesticated. The grafted tree moves in surprising ways; it cuts open and generates queer 

connection, connection between unlikely bodies.149  

Rather than obscuring the graft, then, Sir Orfeo’s grafted tree figures a 

preoccupation with the mechanism that joins distinct entities.150 Indeed, the grafted tree 

operates as a portal that connects Orfeo’s own kingdom and the otherworld. As a portal 

between worlds, the grafted tree provides both the means and the mechanism by which 

disparate (and apparently oppositional) entities come together. And in drawing a 
                                                
148 This is similar to classical versions of the story. 
149 There is also a connection here between the trope of the grafted tree and the trope of the look back 
(which is present here, though in inverse form). 

150In its focus on process, and its interest in how connection happens, Sir Orfeo’s attention to the grafted 
tree is like the Book of the Duchess’s attention to stained glass. 
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relationship between Orfeo’s kingdom and the Fairy King’s, the grafted tree points to the 

monstrosity within Orfeo’s own kingdom – perhaps even the marriage between Orfeo and 

Heroudis. The graft, as I explained, signaling as it does a coming-together, is a prime 

metaphor for marriage, and suggests the mechanism by which Orfeo and Heroudis come 

together. In attending to the graft’s ability to join – to literally travel between – Orfeo’s 

land and the Fairy King’s, the poem is interested in the craft of the graft or, to use 

Virgil’s word, the method that unnaturally brings two together to become one.  

The	  poem	  also	  makes	  available	  as	  an	  object	  of	  thought	  that	  breaking-‐open	  

and	  apart	  is	  necessary	  for	  traveling	  between	  realms,	  and	  therefore	  for	  queer	  

connection.	  When	  she	  wakes	  from	  her	  dream	  under	  the	  grafted	  tree	  in	  Orfeo’s	  

orchard,	  which	  is	  our	  first	  encounter	  of	  the	  tree,	  Heroudis	  is	  distraught.	  Screaming	  

and	  scratching	  her	  body,	  she	  becomes	  incomprehensible	  to	  the	  ladies	  who	  attend	  

her,	  and	  eventually	  to	  her	  own	  husband	  too:	  	  

Ac	  as	  sone	  as	  sche	  gan	  awake,	  
	   Sche	  crid	  and	  lopli	  bere	  gan	  make,	  
	   Sche	  froted	  hir	  honden,	  and	  hir	  fet,	  	  
	   And	  crached	  hir	  visage;	  it	  bled	  wete.	  
	   Hir	  riche	  robe	  hye	  al	  torett	  
	   And	  was	  reueysed151	  out	  of	  hir	  witt	  (77-‐82).	  
	  

[But	  as	  soon	  as	  she	  began	  to	  awake,	  /	  She	  cried	  and	  a	  terrible	  cry	  she	  
began	  to	  make	  /	  She	  rubbed	  her	  hands	  and	  her	  feet,	  /	  And	  scratched	  
her	  face;	  it	  bled	  wet.	  /	  Her	  rich	  robe	  she	  all	  tore	  /	  And	  was	  ravished	  
out	  of	  her	  wits.]	  

	  
Reentering	  Orfeo’s	  orchard,	  after	  her	  dream	  of	  the	  Fairy	  King,	  Heroudis	  is	  changed.	  	  

                                                
151 The	  word	  ravished	  has	  a	  double	  meaning	  in	  Middle	  English,	  and	  is	  used	  to	  mean	  both	  “taken	  
away”	  and	  “rape.” 
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Crying	  and	  ripping	  apart	  both	  her	  gown	  and	  her	  face,	  Heroudis	  breaks	  open	  and	  

spills	  out	  of	  herself.	  Both	  her	  scream	  and	  her	  bleeding-‐wet	  face	  render	  her	  

incomprehensible,	  and	  even	  unrecognizable,	  to	  others.	  “When	  he	  witnesses	  

Heroudis	  post-‐dream,	  Orfeo	  struggles	  to	  make	  sense	  of	  her.	  “What	  is	  te?”	  he	  asks,	  

what	  are	  you?:	  

	   	   O	  lef	  liif,	  what	  is	  te	  
	   	   That	  ever	  yete	  has	  been	  so	  stille,	  
	   	   And	  now	  gredest	  wonder	  schille!	  
	   	   Thi	  bodi,	  that	  was	  so	  white	  ycore,	  
	   	   With	  thine	  nails	  is	  al	  totore!	  
	   	   Alas,	  thi	  rode,	  that	  was	  so	  red,	  
	   	   Is	  al	  wan	  as	  thou	  were	  ded!	  
	   	   And	  also	  thine	  fingers	  smale	  
	   	   Beth	  al	  blodi	  and	  pale!	  (110).	  
	  
	   	   [O	  dear	  life,	  what	  are	  you	  /	  That	  ever	  before	  has	  been	  so	  still	  /	  And	  	  
	   	   now	  cries	  so	  wondrously	  loud!	  /	  Your	  body	  that	  was	  so	  white	  and	  	  

beautiful	  /	  With	  your	  nails	  is	  all	  torn!	  /	  Alas,	  your	  complexion	  that	  
was	  so	  red	  /	  Is	  al	  pale	  as	  though	  you	  were	  dead!	  /	  And	  also	  your	  
fingers	  small	  /	  Are	  all	  bloody	  and	  pale!]	  

	  
Orfeo	  registers	  Heroudis’s	  change	  by	  referring	  to	  what	  she	  used	  to	  be.	  You	  used	  to	  be	  

still,	  and	  white,	  with	  a	  blushing	  complexion;	  and	  now	  you	  are	  loud,	  bloody,	  and	  look	  as	  

pale	  as	  if	  you	  were	  dead.	  As	  she	  breaks	  open	  her	  body,	  Heroudis	  tells	  Orfeo,	  too,	  that	  

their	  relationship	  must	  break	  in	  two.	  	  “Allas,	  mi	  lord,	  Sir	  Orfeo!	  /	  Sethen	  we	  first	  

togider	  were,	  /	  Ones	  wroth	  neuer	  we	  nere;	  /	  Bot	  euer	  ich	  haue	  yloued	  the	  /	  As	  mi	  

liif,	  and	  so	  thou	  me.	  /	  Ac	  now	  we	  mot	  delen	  ato”	  (120-‐125);	  [Alas,	  my	  lord,	  Sir	  Orfeo,	  

since	  we	  first	  together	  were,	  once	  angry	  were	  we	  never,	  but	  ever	  I	  have	  loved	  thee	  as	  

my	  life,	  and	  so	  thou	  have	  loves	  me.	  But	  now	  we	  must	  part	  in	  two.]	  Here,	  the	  poem	  
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doubles	  down	  on	  its	  interest	  in	  breaking-‐apart,	  working	  on	  both	  bodily	  and	  

symbolic	  levels	  (Heroudis’s	  bloody	  body;	  the	  breakup	  of	  the	  marital	  pair).	  Or,	  

another	  way	  of	  putting	  it,	  Heroudis’s	  bleeding-‐wet	  body	  emphasizes	  the	  separation	  

of	  her	  union	  with	  Orfeo;	  breaking	  open,	  Heroudis’s	  body	  points	  to	  the	  act	  of	  coming	  

undone	  and	  disconnecting	  from	  a	  mate.	  	  

	   Heroudis’s	  breaking-‐apart	  does	  not	  only	  mark	  her	  separation	  from	  Orfeo;	  it	  

also	  connects	  her	  to	  the	  Fairy	  King.	  When	  she	  recounts	  to	  Orfeo	  the	  content	  of	  her	  

dream	  under	  the	  grafted	  tree,	  she	  shares	  the	  Fairy	  King’s	  violent	  warning:	  

Loke,	  dame,	  to	  morwe	  thatow	  be	  
Right	  here	  under	  this	  ympe-‐tre,	  
And	  than	  thou	  schalt	  with	  ous	  go	  
And	  liue	  with	  ous	  ever-‐mo.	  	  
And	  yif	  thou	  makest	  ous	  ylet,	  
Whar	  thou	  be,	  thou	  worst	  yfet,	  
And	  totore	  thine	  limes	  al	  
That	  nothing	  help	  the,	  no	  schal:	  
And	  thei	  thou	  best	  so	  totorn,	  	  
Yete	  thou	  worst	  with	  ous	  yborn	  (165-‐174).	  
	  
[Look,	  dame,	  tomorrow	  that	  you	  be	  /	  Right	  here	  under	  this	  grafted	  
tree	  /	  And	  then	  you	  shall	  with	  is	  go	  /	  	  And	  love	  with	  us	  evermore	  /	  
And	  if	  you	  make	  us	  delay	  /	  Wherever	  you	  may	  be,	  you	  will	  be	  fetched	  
/	  And	  torn	  your	  limbs	  all	  /	  So	  that	  nothing	  can	  help	  you,	  or	  shall	  /	  And	  
even	  though	  you	  shall	  be	  so	  torn	  /	  Yet	  [still]	  you	  will	  be	  with	  us	  
carried.]	  

	  
As	  she	  wakes	  from	  her	  dream	  under	  the	  grafted	  tree,	  Heroudis	  turns	  to	  reality	  the	  

Fairy	  King’s	  threat	  to	  tear	  her	  body	  apart.	  	  It	  is	  as	  if	  the	  Fairy	  King’s	  dreamy	  threat	  to	  

tear	  her	  apart	  the	  next	  day	  has	  already	  come	  to	  life	  as	  she	  scratches	  her	  body	  open	  

and	  tells	  Orfeo	  that	  they	  must	  break	  in	  two.	  	  
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 The grafted tree is the site that marks both personal and marital bodies breaking-

open and apart. The Fairy King insists that Heroudis return to the site of the grafted tree – 

or else he will rip apart her body. But the grafted tree also marks the site of union. It is 

the grafted tree that connects Heroudis to the Fairy King, not only because it is from there 

that she will be carried to the his castle, but also because she experiences (through her 

own hands and words) the severing of body and marriage that the Fairy King promises to 

enact himself. 

 And when Orfeo says that she looks	  “as	  thou	  were	  ded,” Heroudis is further 

connected to the Fairy King’s world. In the Fairy King’s castle, Heroudis is part of the 

collection of bodies that are described as looking like dead, and are “not not.” Jeffrey 

Jerome Cohen calls the Fairy King’s castle a “non-juridical Hades, where bodies are 

forever arrested in their self-undoing: headless, butchered, burnt, bound, slumbering in 

fragmented nondeath, caught in the moment at which they have been taken (ynomen) by 

the Fairies.”152 Looking as though she were dead, and being “not not” dead, Heroudis 

straddles the line between life and death – in Orfeo’s own kingdom as well as the Fairy 

King’s. 

The collection of bodies that Heroudis joins when she is taken to the Fairy King’s 

castle showcases bodies that are fragmented and frozen in states of undoing, bodies that 

are “thought dede and nare nought” [thought dead and are not not]:  

Sum stode withouten hade, 
And sum non armes hade, 
And sum thurch the bodi hadde wounde, 

                                                
152 In his blog post “Of Sublunary Incubus – Demons and their Givenness” on Humanities Underground. 
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And sum lay wode, ybounde, 
And sum armed on hors sete, 
And sum astrangled as thai ete, 
And sum were in water adreynt, 
And sum with fire al forsheynt: 
Wiues ther lay on child-bedde, 
Sum ded, and sum awedde; 
And wonder fele ther lay bisides, 
Right as thai slepe her unertides; 
Eche was thus in this warld ynome, 
With fairi thider ycome. 
Ther he seighe his owhen wiif, 
Dame Heroudis, his liis liif, 
Slepe under an ympe-tre (390-407). 

   

[Some stood without head / And some no arms had / And some through the 
body had wound / And some lay crazed and bound / And some armed on 
horse sat / And some choked as they ate / And some were in water 
drowned / And some with fire were all shriveled / Wives their lay in labor / 
Some dead, some crazed/wedded? / And many others lay there also / Just 
as they were sleeping in the morning / Each was thus in this way taken / 
With magic thither brought / There he saw his own wife / Dame Heroudis, 
his dear life / Asleep under a grafted tree.] 
 
 

All of the examples mentioned in the Fairy King’s creepy collection of bodies are 

either fragmented or hybrids. The examples of fragmented bodies are clear enough, I 

think, but it is worth mentioning that their fragmentation is graphic. They thus recall the 

graphic descriptions of fragmented bodies in chapter one, and – also like the cut-open 

bodies in Fun Home and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight – Sir Orfeo’s list of violently 

fragmented bodies serves to emphasize, through repetition, the fragmentary status of 

those bodies. There are also, to be fair, bodies not broken-apart: drowning bodies, 

burning bodies, choking bodies. Frozen in states of disintegration and undoing, though, 

they have much in common with the fragmented bodies. Collected together, these bodies 
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might pose the question of where fragmentation begins – or, from the other end, how far 

fragmentation can go before the fragments diminish and dissolve. The man on horseback 

creates a hybrid identity category, like the category of the monster, that, within this 

archive of fragmenting bodies, begs questions about how bodies can fuse together to 

become one.153 

Critics have mentioned the way in which the realms of the Fairy King and Orfeo 

mirror each other.154 Cohen furthermore suggests that, “the Fay world obliquely and 

multiply touches our own.” While I agree with these critical understandings, my interest 

here is somewhat different. I understand the grafted tree as a portal that connects the 

different, albeit mirroring, worlds of Orfeo and the Fairy King. Understanding the grafted 

tree as a portal between the otherworld of the Fairy King and Orfeo’s world foregrounds 

the poem’s interest in the mechanism through which apparently contradictory realms 

come together. It thus, with my other chapters, contributes to a medieval literary archive 

that meditates on the processes that enable seemingly impossible connections. 

 Attending to the poem’s extensive archive of severed and fragmented bodies 

brings attention to the cutting and splicing that brings the grafted tree into existence. Sir 

Orfeo’s focus on the separation of, and between, bodies shares the meditation on the 
                                                
153 For more on the hybrid identity category of knight-on-horse, see Jeffrey Jerome Cohen’s section on 
“Two Deleuzoguattarian Horses” in Medieval Identity Machines (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press), 41-60. 
154 In their Introduction to the TEAMS edition, Anna Laskaya and Eve Salisbury note 
that, “more than one scholar has noticed the way the eerie Otherworld seems to mirror the 
medieval court world of the poem. And more than one scholar has examined the 
oppositions with a deconstructive turn.” In his “Sublunary” blog post on inthemiddle, 
Jeffrey Jerome Cohen writes that, “Sir Orfeo is a queer story” and that “the Fay world 
obliquely and multiply touches our own.” 
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severed connection figured in the classical backward glance. In one way, the grafted tree 

solves the problem of separation, by suturing entities together. And yet, by focusing 

always on bodies breaking apart, Sir Orfeo meditates on the precarious nature of 

attachments; the poem’s interest in the unnatural-ness of marriage is an example of this 

meditation.  

Another way of putting the issue is like this: Sir Orfeo’s grafted tree is a portal, 

but it is also portable. It moves from one world to another, and in doing so dramatizes 

how quickly and surprisingly one category can fall into another (how, for instance, 

sodomy and marriage can be animated by the same discourses, and figured through the 

same metaphor of the graft; or, how, in the case of Ovid’s Orpheus, a man mourning the 

loss of his wife can become a sodomite). The connection figured by the grafted tree is 

messy, slippery and enigmatic. In the concluding thoughts of this chapter, I look at the 

role that the graft-part of the grafted tree plays in figuring this enigmatic, slippery 

connection. I wonder, with both medieval and postmedieval thinkers, how it is that the 

fragment of the graft (which is also the site of fusion) brings together and also opens up, 

in new and unexpected, queer ways. 

	  

4. GRAFTING TOGETHER THE BACKWARD GLANCE AND THE GRAFTED TREE 
	  

Orpheus’s look back illustrates that greater gain happens through loss. Orpheus’s 

separation from Eurydice generates new opportunities for him to connect, and with 

bodies that he was not able to previously. Orpheus’s severance from Eurydice, sealed 

through his backward glance, generates queer connection in the most literal sense: after 
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losing Eurydice, Orpheus took on male lovers. And even if those queer connections led to 

Orpheus’s death within the world of his legend – his body was broken apart in pieces by 

Thracian women who wanted him to want them – this death gave life to new connections 

(Orpheus is an important queer figure for artists and thinkers today).  

Orpheus’s backward glance back may be gone in Sir Orfeo, but the connection 

that was figured by it is newly animated here. In emphasizing the severed part of 

connection, and in drawing our attention to it, Sir Orfeo helps us to identify and describe 

a particular species of attachment – one that happens through cutting open and breaking 

apart. Sir Orfeo keeps alive the backward look even as it takes it out and inserts a grafted 

tree in its place. The backward glance is alive, as I suggested, in the scheltrom scene, 

when the men look out and not back at Eurydice. And it is alive in the images that 

pervade the poem of bodies breaking-open and apart. Near the end of the poem, Orfeo 

imagines his body as torn to pieces, animating Orpheus’s fate (secured by that fateful 

look). But the	  graft	  provides,	  where	  the	  look	  does	  not,	  simultaneity,	  the	  co-‐

occurrence	  of	  separation	  and	  union.	  

If a graft is successful, it produces blossoms proper to the scion’s genetic identity. 

For a long time, because of a theory called Specific Fluids, it was hard to understand why 

the grafted plant would produce blossoms from the scion. From antiquity to the 

seventeenth-century, the Specific Fluids theory was used to explain how plants derived 

nutrients from soil. Each plant would, through its roots, draw up from the earth the 

specific fluids it needed to survive, bloom and grow. The nutrients that each plant needed 

varied, and each plant would draw from the earth different fluids. Understandably, this 
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presented a kind of paradox for explaining the products of grafted trees. Under the 

Specific Fluids theory, it would seem that the tree would produce the blossoms and fruit 

of the rooted tree: the roots would inhale the nutrients its proper stem required, and the 

scion might in turn to produce the blossoms of the rooted plant to which it is joined. 

How, then, to explain the fact that the scion maintained its own identity, and produced its 

own fruit, when it did not have the proper, plant-specific nutrients to grow? 

 Since the time of the time of the Greeks and through the Age of the 

Enlightenment, philosophers debated this issue. Circa 100 BCE, Pseudo-Hippocrates 

argued that the scion threw down its own roots, through the body of the rooted tree, and 

drew up from the ground its own fluid. In this way, the parts on either side of the graft 

could maintain their own identity according to the Theory of Specific Fluid. Other 

writers, such as Gambattista della Porta, offered other explanations.155 As an 

Elightenment thinker, Robert Sharrock did not endorse what he believed to be the 

magical and romantic understandings of grafting featured in such writers as della Porta. 

Arguably magical in its own right, Sharrock forwarded another hypothesis for explaining 

how scion and stock maintained their own identities. At the site of the juncture, Sharrock 

explains, there is what happens is a process of conversion or, to use his words, a “total 

corruption.” At the site of the graft, the stock’s sap converts the specific fluids necessary 

for the roots to those needed by the scion. 

Shortly after Sharrock’s death, the theory of Specific Fluids was discounted. Still, 

Sharrock’s idea of the conversion that occurs at the graft’s site has some truth, at least 

                                                
155Della Porta was named the Professor of Secrets. He published Natural Magic in 1558. 
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visually. For even if the stock and the scion maintain their individual genetic identities, 

there are sometimes anomalies that appear at the juncture between entities, the site of the 

graft. Blossoms from both plants can occur at that one spot, before turning again to their 

proper roots or branches. 

What	  is	  hardest	  to	  explain	  about	  the	  graft	  today	  are	  these	  anomalous	  

blossoms	  that	  sometimes	  occur	  at	  the	  actual	  site	  of	  the	  graft,	  the	  part	  that	  joins	  the	  

stock	  and	  the	  scion.	  Occasionally,	  and	  only	  ever	  at	  the	  graft’s	  exact	  location,	  a	  

grafted	  tree	  will	  produce	  blossoms	  from	  both	  of	  its	  parts	  (its	  stock	  and	  its	  scion):	  

“How this process of hybridization occurs,” a contemporary scientist states, “is unclear 

and goes against the generally accepted understanding of genetics.”156As	  it	  holds	  onto	  

the	  distinct	  parts	  that	  comprise	  its	  being,	  the	  grafted	  tree	  produces	  sometimes	  

anomalous,	  unanticipated	  things	  at	  the	  exact	  point	  of	  the	  fusion.	  

Some	  of	  the	  grafted	  tree’s	  phenomena	  that	  medieval	  and	  Renaissance	  

thinkers	  debated	  and	  worked	  to	  explain	  are	  still	  enigmas	  today.	  Through	  the	  

deliberate	  craft	  of	  the	  graft,	  as	  a	  result	  of	  a	  careful	  but	  unexpecting	  hand,	  the	  graft	  

unleashes	  unpredictable,	  enigmatic	  randomness.157	  I	  argued	  earlier	  that	  the	  

medieval	  metaphor	  of	  the	  graft	  brought	  together	  the	  natural	  and	  unnatural,	  and	  in	  

doing	  so	  I	  emphasized	  the	  craft.	  I	  now	  suggest	  that	  the	  medieval	  figure	  of	  the	  graft	  

catalyzes	  magical	  connections	  (unlikely	  relationships),	  and	  it	  does	  so	  through	  

                                                
156 Macdonald, The Manual of Plant Grafting, 33. 
157 “Graft”	  is	  etymologically	  rooted	  in	  the	  word	  “graph,”	  which	  means	  to	  write.	  	  
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making	  us	  stand	  in	  the	  presence	  of	  queer	  phenomena	  in	  the	  natural	  world,	  by	  

observing	  anomalies	  and	  inhabiting	  enigmas.	  	  

	  

***	  

Heather Love argues that what makes Eurydice so compelling is her inability to 

be touched. Eurydice, Love writes, is “radiant in her withdrawal.”158 Here, Love is 

speaking back to Carolyn Dinshaw, refining Dinshaw’s metaphorics of touch as a method 

of queer connection, even as she relies on it for her development of queer historiography. 

It is not so much, Love suggests, that figures from the past touch us, however partially or 

fragmentarily, and that through those touches we form connections to those figures; but 

rather it is what escapes touch – lost or missed opportunities, for example, and the 

feelings that truck onto frustrated and thwarted potential – that animates queer connection 

across time. In other words, it is not touch, but its opposite, the untouchability, 

exemplified by both Orpheus’s inability to reach Eurydice and our own, that connects 

queer bodies across time.  

 And yet, especially here, at the very point that she marks her departure from 

Dinshaw’s touchy formulation, Love has much in common with Dinshaw. For Love, of 

course, there is touch too – touch in how it relates to feeling, in the feelings that we 

touch/come into contact with within our bodies – using this touch (the one we feel inside 

ourselves) to recognize ourselves in and form connections with others. 

                                                
158 In Feeling Backward, 51. 
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But more structurally, for both Dinshaw and Love – for both touch and untouch – 

there is a privileging of the fragment. What touches for Love is the missing part, the part 

that falls through. Love gives presence to absence and loss and unrealized potential, and 

that missing part makes radiate feeling: feelings collect around and in the space of that 

missing part. Similarly, what touches Dinshaw in her work to establish relationality 

between the medieval past and the queer postmedieval present is “the partial 

connection.”159 

Eve Sedgwick writes: “That’s one of the things that ‘queer’ can refer to: the open 

mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses of 

meaning when the constituent elements of anyone’s sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be 

made) to signify monolithically.”160For Sedgwick, queer-as-mesh refers to queer’s refusal 

to signify wholly, monolithically. There are holes within queer. But mesh touches things 

as those things slide through it. You need the meshy part (the holes) to form relationships 

between things. 

Dinshaw’s touch (which is partial) and Love’s untouch (also partial) connect 

them: where Dinshaw and Love divide is also where they come together. And the 

fragmentariness of the look back and the grafted tree animate the connections they make. 

The graft-part of the grafted tree – that joint – is the fragment that works, through its 

production of queer phenomena, to produce the wonder that connects medieval and 
                                                
159 In Getting Medieval, 35. 
160 Tendencies, pp 5-9 (Duke, 1993). Sedgwick’s definition of queer here is directly preceded by an 
observation and a question: “…what is striking is the number and difference of the dimensions that ‘sexual 
identity’ is supposed to organize into a seamless and universal whole. And if it doesn’t?” How does 
seamless and universal whole read alongside graft as craft/trope of connection? And alongside my interest 
in fragmentary connection more generally? Queer as mesh, fragment, not whole. 
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postmedieval thinkers and feelers. The graft makes us stand in the presence of queerness 

within the natural world – and standing in that presence, we connect across time. 

	  
***	  

	  
Their	  backs	  turned	  to	  the	  future,	  to	  what	  lies	  ahead,	  Orpheus,	  Lot’s	  wife	  and	  

Benjamin’s	  angel	  all	  experience	  their	  present	  (for	  at	  least	  one	  critical	  moment)	  by	  

facing	  something	  behind	  them,	  by	  turning	  to	  the	  materiality	  of	  their	  pasts.	  

Importantly,	  in	  the	  example	  of	  Benjamin’s	  angel,	  the	  look	  is	  not	  forbidden	  –	  as	  it	  is	  in	  

the	  cases	  of	  Orpheus	  and	  Lot’s	  wife.	  On	  the	  contrary,	  the	  backward	  glance	  becomes	  

in	  Benjamin’s	  account	  an	  ethical	  good;	  the	  look	  is	  not	  only	  not	  forbidden,	  but	  also	  

vivaciously	  encouraged.	  Yet	  in	  its	  static	  position,	  the	  angel	  of	  history	  does	  not	  seem	  

to	  exhibit	  much	  of	  a	  choice	  in	  the	  matter.	  Even	  when	  the	  wind	  blows	  him	  forward,	  

even	  when	  he	  witnesses	  the	  ever-‐growing	  collection	  of	  remnants	  from	  the	  past,	  the	  

angel	  himself	  remains	  unmoving.	  He	  resumes	  the	  same	  position	  even	  as	  the	  storm	  

pushes	  him	  along.	  The	  frozen	  position	  of	  the	  angel	  locks	  him	  in	  a	  stance	  that	  enables	  

–	  and	  even	  forces	  –	  him	  to	  look	  backwards	  perpetually.	  

The	  angel	  of	  history’s	  frozenness	  binds	  him	  –	  we	  might	  even	  say	  grafts	  him	  –	  

to	  the	  backward	  glance.	  In	  Benjamin’s	  iconic	  model	  of	  historiography,	  then,	  the	  

backward	  glance	  becomes	  an	  event	  that	  is	  bound	  to	  happen,	  and	  also	  something	  to	  

which	  one	  is	  bound	  –	  bound	  to	  perform	  and	  bound	  to	  reproduce.	  The	  angel’s	  

perpetual	  backward	  glance	  suggests	  by	  extension	  an	  inevitability	  at	  work	  in	  the	  

forbidden	  looks	  of	  Orpheus	  and	  Lot’s	  wife,	  and	  highlights	  the	  way	  in	  which	  



 158 

backward	  looking	  figures-‐turned-‐tropes	  are	  bound	  to	  (fused	  to,	  inextricable	  from)	  

the	  event	  of	  turning	  to	  look	  behind.	  Perhaps	  that	  boundness/boundedness	  is	  what	  

makes	  the	  look	  back	  so	  widely	  appealing	  –	  and	  what	  makes	  us	  gravitate	  toward	  and	  

reanimate	  the	  image,	  repeatedly.	  	  
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Coda 

More Fragments, More Surfaces to Come (Together) Through? 

 
I want the longing for you more than kissing someone else in my arms. 
-Bertran de Born 
 

 
As I reach toward a conclusion for this incarnation of my project, I want to 

quickly take stock of what came before. In each of my chapters, I read a medieval literary 

trope as a metaphor of connection. I argued that these metaphors, which are also objects 

in the medieval material world, imagine and materialize difficult connections in the 

narratives that feature them. By difficult connections, I meant connections between things 

that are logically and metaphysically unconnected. Mysteriously, and magically, 

disparate entities, bodies and realms are joined through the medieval figures I read; and 

in this way, the metaphors become contaminated sites where bodies and concepts crash 

and come together where they otherwise might not have: heaven and earth; the dead and 

the living; the past and the present; the conflicting parts and feelings within oneself; and, 

even various critical inquiries (which, I suggested, coalesce through these metaphors 

either because the metaphors provide a way of illustrating and materializing a critical 

impasse, or because they themselves are focal points in the critical conversation).  

 These metaphors, though, do not simply become contaminated sites naturally or 

by chance (even if, as in the case of stained glass, they rely in part on the rhythm and 

processes of nature to enact a magical connection); rather, they are deliberately crafted by 

the poets that use them, just as – in their physical manifestation – they are crafted by 
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skilled hands in the material world. I argued, furthermore, that the figurative and the 

material join (overlap and come together) through these textual objects, and that one way 

of seeing that union is in the way that the metaphors make their readers feel connection. 

The fragment became important for me in thinking through and conceptualizing that last 

point.161 The fragmentariness of the objects I read – cuts, stained glass, grafted trees – 

produced (both in the texts and in the critical reception of them) variability, multiplicity 

and a sustained experience of wonder. In the texts I read, that sense of wonder was often 

the thing that enabled connection between disparate entities, and what allowed an 

encounter with the seemingly impossible to manifest.   

But what happens when the Thing itself is admitted to be a construct, rather than 

something you believe to be out there, but is somehow hopelessly removed from you? 

What happens when that untouchable object toward which you labor to connect (via 

fragments, material and conceptual) is decidedly absent – or more than that, was never 

actually there? In this final reading, I juxtapose two texts: a twelfth-century troubadour 

lyric, Bertran de Born’s “Lady Since You Care Nothing For Me,” and a queer 

experimental novel, Dennis Cooper’s The Sluts (published in 2005). Explicitly and 

methodically, both texts craft idealized objects through fragments. Because the 

construction of idealized fragmentary objects in both texts comes with descriptions of 

palpable violence, Bertran and Cooper force me to think about a darker side of 

                                                
161 My thinking here aligns with Barthes’s elaboration of the punctum. It is the part, the fragmentary detail, 
of the whole that pierces the reader and invites her in, grants her access. I deviate from Barthes in that I see 
the fragmentary objects not as accidental details, but as deliberately crafted by the poets that use them. 
What is accidental, perhaps, in my account – or at least what is not deliberate or contrived – is the ends 
toward which those encounters with the fragment will lead.  
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fragmentary connection than I considered in the previous chapters. More than that, 

though, both authors admit, implicitly and explicitly, that their aim is not to reach the 

object toward which their chosen fragments purport to enable connection. Rather, the aim 

of their craft is within the fragments themselves. It is through processes and practices of 

fragmentation that community (a kind of connection) is imagined. Consequently, these 

texts imagine how fragments continue to be generative for connection even when their 

makers do not believe in a whole object on the other side – God, for instance, or a 

chivalric ideal, or the inaccessible Lady of courtly love lyrics. 

 In Bertran de Born’s “Domna, puois de me no us chal,” which translates to “Lady, 

Since You Care Nothing for Me,” the speaker, in response to an unrequited love, crafts an 

ideal woman by piecing together various parts of women he knows. In the second stanza 

of this 70-line poem, the speaker, addressing the absent lady, voices clearly his intention: 

“I will go out a-searching / Culling from each a fair trait / To make me a borrowed lady / 

Till I again find you ready” (17-20).162 By culling, to use Ezra Pound’s translation, 

various women, Bertran’s speaker takes from them what he deems to be their best parts; 

in order those parts are: color; eyes (specifically, the glance); speech/tone (we might call 

it voice); hands; throat; hair; body; and, teeth. From the beginning of his lyric, then, the 

                                                
162 Interestingly, “borrowed,” through the favored word by translators, is not the word in 
the original, which translates more closely to “imagined” or “imaginary.” See Bertran de 
Born, “Lady Since You care Nothing for me,” ed. Robert Kehev, trans. Ezra Pound, Lark 
in the Morning (Chicago: the University of Chicago Press, 2005), 150-55. Also, trans 
A.S. Kline, Poetry In Translation: Early French Poetry (2004). 
Ezra Pound took a special interest in Bertran, both translating his poems and also writing 
three original poems about him, “Na Audiart,” “Sestina: Altaforte,” and “Near Perigord.”  
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speaker presents not only his intent, but also the method by which he plans to make good 

on his desire: by breaking off pieces of women’s bodies in order to create, Frankenstein-

like, another woman. Grafting together various parts, the speaker’s project bears 

explicitly on the kinds of fragmentary connection animated by the literary tropes I 

focused on in the previous chapters. But by shifting attention to the fragments 

themselves, and providing examples of different fragments, Bertran’s speaker shows a 

commitment to the fragments that supersedes his connection to the absent lady. 

In fact, the speaker fantasizes a sort of community with the women he fragments. 

In his fantasy, each of the women is complicit (and participates) in the giving of parts of 

themselves: “At Chalais of the Viscountess,” the speaker sings, “I would / That she give 

me outright / Her two hands and her throat” (31-33). Putting this woman together part by 

part is a group enterprise. The speaker enlists their help, and a big part of his fantasy is 

imagining that the various women will help him, both by fragmenting themselves and by 

contributing to the assemblage of his imagined lady. 

 Bertran’s song is about crafting connection via the fragment in many ways. First 

and foremost, it is about connecting various parts in effort to create an idealized woman. 

It is also about connecting to the absent lady through that creation. But it is also, more 

contextually, about connecting to a group of men. The troubadour poets performed not 

only for courtly audiences but also for each other. And in crafting their verses, and in 

singing their songs both to audiences and to other troubadour poets, they crafted too their 
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identities. The speaker of the poem was often associated with the troubadour poet 

himself.163  

The emphasis on fragmentation that occupies the speaker of Bertran’s poems also 

manifests in Bertran’s own persona. His legacy as an historical figure is entangled with 

the strategies of division that captivate his speaker in “Lady, Since You Care Nothing For 

Me.” He was criticized for turning King Henry’s son against his father, and for starting 

wars. As one biographer puts it, “He always wanted the kings of France and England to 

be at war with each other. And if there was a peace or truce, he would try by means of his 

sirventes to undo it.”164 In Il Inferno, Dante punishes Bertran by refusing him entrance 

into Purgatory, calling him a “seminator di scandalo e di scisma,” a sower of scandal and 

schism. Because he severs relationships, undoing peace, Dante imagines Bertran’s body 

as itself severed as an act of retribution. When we see Bertran in Il Inferno, he is a 

“headless body” that “held its severed head up by the hair, swinging it like a lantern in 

the night…They were two in one and one in two” (XXVII.119-20). “Two in one and one 

in two” and “two who were one, by me were separated,” Dante is interested in the 

fragmenting of bodies, the way on which they break apart and fuse together. Dante makes 

literal the fragmentation that Bertran was known for – and makes Bertran embody it. 

  Sowing schisms or, to put it in terms more applicable to this project, crafting 

fragmentation is an apt way to think not only of Bertan’s poem but also Copper’s text. 

The Sluts, like “Lady, Since You Care Nothing For Me,” cultivates an idealized sexual 

                                                
163 Dante calls Bertran a “sower of schism.” 
164 From A Lark in the Morning, 139. 
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object through fragments. Here, though, the fantasy is not one of fragmenting various 

bodies in order to create a fragmentary object, but rather of fragmenting a single body – 

more and more.  

800 years after Bertran lived and wrote, Cooper wrote The Sluts. In this text, an 

online community crafts an idealized sexual bottom through anecdotes and reviews of a 

male escort, Brad. The modes of communication – faxes and the technological 

vocabulary, “handle,” for example – date the text as a distinctively early 2000s product, 

as does the post-AIDS but not over-AIDS repeated fantasies of male-male “breeding.” 

The Sluts is itself an assemblage of posted reviews of Brad and a string of 

correspondences between the web master and site contributors. Various men (and one 

woman, who claims she is Brad’s girlfriend) provide descriptions of their sexual 

experiences with Brad, and most descriptions are preceded with a list of stats. For 

reference, I include here an example of the list (the list varies slightly in each review) as 

well as one reviewer’s responses:  

 Escort’s name:  Brad 
 Location:  Los Angeles 
 Age:  let’s just say 18 
 Month and year of date:  ongoing 
 Where did you find him:  here 
 Internet address:  bdax@hotmail.com  
 Escort’s email address: bdax@hotmail.com 
 Escort’s advertised phone number: 310-655-0033 
 Rates:  Available on request 
 Did he live up to his physical description? if you hurry 
 Did he live up to what he promised? and more 
 Height:  5’10 ½” 
 Weight: currently 150 pounds 
 Facial hair:  no 
 Body hair:  no 
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 Hair color:  dishwater blonde 
 Eye color: aquamarine 
 Dick size: 6 inches 
 Cut or uncut:  cut 
 Thickness:  medium 
 Does he smoke?  not anymore 
 Top, bottom, versatile?  bottom 
 In calls/out calls/not sure:  In or Out 
 Kisser:  depends 
 Rating:  highest 
 Hire again: ongoing 
 Handle:  brian 
 Submissions:  This is my first  
 URL for pics: no165 
 

The answers vary according to the review, and the only response that does not change is 

the answer to “Top/bottom/versatile?” The answer is always “bottom.” In their various 

submissions, the reviewers imagine and create the exemplum of a sexualized bottom. In 

their descriptions of their experiences with “Brad,” they imagine inserting huge objects 

into his anus, breaking his legs, castrating him, giving him AIDS, beating him 

unconscious, and killing him.  

It seems that in testing the limit of fragmentation, the more fragmented a body 

becomes the more surfaces there are to come/cum through. Bertran’s poem shows this 

too, though with less blood, shit and cum; in his poem, each fragment of a woman 

provides an opportunity for meditation. In Bertran’s poem, too, there is a stress on 

community. The fantasy is that these women will take part in their own fragmentation. 

This is not unlike the fantasy of Brad, who will do whatever is asked of him. Both texts 

too demonstrate that connection happens – and communities form – through 

                                                
165 Review # 5 (page 14-15). 
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fragmentation. “Brad” is a group product: he is made by various fantasies put together, 

each one building off those that came before and contributing to what will come next. 

Both texts are also conscious of the way in which their idealized objects are 

themselves constructs. In the final pages of The Sluts, one contributor writes to the web 

master: 

I’ll be honest with you. Whoever the boy was, Brad or Thad or someone 
else, he wasn’t attractive or interesting or good enough in the sack to have 
lived up to the hype even if he had let himself be killed. From reading that 
email from the supposed real Brad, I doubt he was either. That’s why I 
ended up thinking it was better if there wasn’t a real Brad at all (261). 
 

  
Bertran ends his song with the admission that he would rather have longing than the 

purported Lady herself. But what is implicit here is also a commentary on the 

ridiculousness of the courtly love Lady herself. In his focus on various parts, and the 

putting together of this assemblage, we might think of Bertran’s poem as critiquing the 

illusion of perfect, whole, untouchable being. Approaching the Lady through fragments: 

this is the world of courtly love. But showing the impossibility of putting a woman 

together in this way, Bertran’s poem makes the object less about the idealized Lady 

herself and more about the craft that goes into constructing her.166  

And still, connection happens here. As both The Sluts and the culture of the 

troubadour poets show, communities are drawn from this kind of fragmentation, - from 

                                                
166 This is not a revelatory insight; both troubadour poets and psychoanalytic critics alike have identified 
that the pleasure in courtly love is in the deferred (and really, impossible/nonexistent) arrival. I am stressing 
the aim in the craft. 
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the repeated fragmentation that inheres in the craft. The craft itself generates connection, 

recursively.   

 There is a difference between using the fragment as a point of connection to 

something else, and creating meaning in (and connection through) the fragment itself. In 

the previous chapters, the meditations on the fragment were used to solve a problem, and 

demonstrated that the only way we can access certain bodies/concepts (the only way we 

can experience certain kinds of connection) is through multiplicity, contingency, 

wondering (in a word, fragmentation – because fragmentation produces the wonder that 

enables connection). And what happens when you don’t believe in the thing toward 

which you are laboring to connect? Craft itself  (and the crafting of fragments, in 

particular) becomes the site of wonder that enables different kinds of connection. 

 

*** 

 In juxtaposing texts from the medieval past and the queer, postmedieval present, I 

end where I began. In the chapters in between, I was interested in tracing the histories 

behind tropes in order to better understand the connections they figure (what it means for 

connection to be figured through cuts, stained glass and grafts).167 I also see now how 

                                                
167 The fragmentary objects give us an opportunity to bodily experience difficult 
connections, and they depend on bodily/affective experiences to animate the connections 
they figure. By paying attention to the materiality of the metaphors, we come closer into 
contact with the species of connection they figure (of what they consist and also the 
affective processes that correspond to them). We learn this through their physical 
characteristics, and the way that they are cultivated and crafted (as objects) in the 
material world: we see how our connections depend on a similar physicality (coming into 
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medieval textual fragments can provide insight into medieval history and culture. As I 

traced the metaphors, I looked to the historical and material contexts that surrounded 

them. As a pedagogical model, this approach provides a way to engage students and to 

encourage them to conduct their own research that starts with a question and a 

curiosity.168 This is different from asking students to be responsible for layers of tradition 

and authority, which as a method tends to produce frustration, apathy and uninspired 

discussions and papers. In the classroom, stoking curiosity and wonder has always 

produced for me the most engaging conversation and research questions. To me, that is a 

goal worth protecting, and fighting to keep. 

  

                                                                                                                                            
contact with our own inner processes); and these metaphors invite us to yield to our own 
bodily processes while we connect and attach to others that seem forever far away. 
 
168 In revising this Coda, I plan to follow through on Wayne Lesser’s suggestion that I consult Henry 
Adams’s autobiography, The Education of Henry Adams, in which Adams documents his experience 
teaching medieval culture to students. Adams advocates an adventurous, nontraditional, “no dumb 
questions” kind of teaching – especially when it comes to teaching material from the Middle Ages. 
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