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Medieval literature contains many figures caught at the interface
between life and death — the dead return to place demands on the liv-
ing, while the living foresee, organize or desire their own deaths. Jane
Gilbert’s original study examines the ways in which certain medieval
literary texts, both English and French, use these ‘living dead’ to
think about existential, ethical and political issues. In doing so, she
shows powerful connections between works otherwise seen as quite
disparate, including Chaucer’s Book of the Duchess and Legend of Good
Women, the Chanson de Roland and the poems of Frangois Villon.

Written for researchers and advanced students of medieval French
and English literature, this book provides original, provocative inter-
pretations of canonical medieval texts in the light of influential
modern theories, especially Lacanian psychoanalysis, presented in an
accessible and lively way.

JANE GILBERT is Senior Lecturer in French at University College
London.
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When the princess Melisande was born, her mother, the queen, wished to have a

christening party, but the king put his foot down and said he would not have it.
‘Tve seen too much trouble come of christening parties,” said he. ‘However

carefully you keep your visiting book, some fairy or other is sure to get left out,

and you know what #hat leads to...Tll be her godfather, and you shall be her

godmother, and we won’t ask a single fairy; then none of them can be offended.’
‘Unless they all are,” said the Queen. (Nesbit, ‘Melisande’, pp. 161-2)

Unlike Melisande’s parents, I have not been able to resist at least a small
party. Mistrusting my memory, I can only beg the pardon of those I omit,
for so many people have contributed to this book over a long period that I
cannot possibly name all. Although I have distinguished between the kinds
of support for which I am grateful — emotional, intellectual, professional —
I have of course benefited from more than one of these in most cases.

Moral support has been dispensed mainly in various cafes. I am grateful
for much coffee, advice and encouragement as well as academic ideas and
discussion to Elizabeth Archibald, Anne Cobby, Marilynn Desmond, Paola
Filippucci, Samantha Rayner and Shelagh Sneddon.

Chapters have been read by Bill Burgwinkle, Ardis Butterfield, Elizabeth
Edwards, Helen Phillips, Jim Simpson, Diane Watt and Nicolette Zeeman.
For their generosity with their time, expertise and ideas I am enormously
grateful. Mention must be made also of the anonymous readers for Cam-
bridge University Press. Should they ever read this book again, I hope
they will feel that their work on the manuscript was worthwhile. Others
for Cambridge University Press have invested a great deal of time in my
projects, and I thank them, particularly Alastair Minnis and Linda Bree.

Some debts are so diffuse and long-standing as to be difficult to articu-
late. Sarah Kay was the most inspiring and exacting teacher I could have
hoped for, Simon Gaunt has been a true friend and the best of mentors,
Jim Simpson the most original of contemporaries. Among medievalists
not so far mentioned, some names stand out for the long friendship
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and inspiration I owe to them: Sylvia Huot, Nicola McDonald, Finn
Sinclair.

This book first came to completion thanks to a grant under the AHRC
Research Leave scheme. I am grateful to the AHRC, and also to the
Department of French at UCL, for periods of leave. These have been made
more productive by the knowledge that teaching was in the extremely
capable hands of my former colleague, Sally Burch. I am indebted to her,
and also to other UCL colleagues for many forms of support.

All the chapters below had outings as papers, and I thank those who
invited, attended or commented on them. UCL students at undergraduate
and postgraduate level have also joined in the debates in this book and have
helped shape its argument. My thanks go especially to Natasha Romanova,
who as my PhD student taught me much.

A number of people have worked on the domestic front, allowing my
husband and me to pursue careers. Tabitha Buck, Kathy Jones, Tessa Hill
and Justine Parker have looked after the children, Tessa Hill and Neil
Johnson the garden, Maureen Wallace and others the house. I thank them
all most gratefully for their assistance over the years.

My family has been living with this book for as long as I have. It has
impinged on some more than others. My husband Dan Elliott, my children
Sam and Nanon, and my mother Norma, have borne much; but my father,
Malcolm, has borne most, as reader, editor and interlocutor. His only fault
has been that his commitment to understanding my prose exceeds what
anyone not related to me is ever likely to share. It is to him that I dedicate
this book.

Melisande, by the way, grew up bald; all the fairies were offended.

Parts of Chapter 1 appeared as “The Chanson de Roland’ in Simon Gaunt
and Sarah Kay (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to Medieval French
Literature (Cambridge University Press, 2008), pp. 21-34.

An earlier version of Chapter s appeared in Nicola E McDonald and
W. M. Ormrod (eds.), Rites of Passage: Cultures of Transition in the Four-
teenth Century (York Medieval Press; Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2004),
pp- 109—29 (reproduced by kind permission of Boydell and Brewer).
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Note on translations

Throughout this book I have provided translations of medieval works. For
modern secondary material in French, I have given English translations
alone where I judge that the original wording is not significant to my
argument. Translations are reproduced or silently adapted from published
translations where available, as referenced; other translations are my own.
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