The Archpoet as Poet, Persona and Self:
The Problem of Individuality in the
Confession

STEVEN SHURTLEFF

The twelfth century witnessed renewed interest in the Delphic
injunction “Know yourself’: literature of the period shows a
conspicuous increase in concern regarding the inner workings
and motives of the mind. As might be expected, twelfth-century
penitential hymns, secular poetry, and autobiographical works,
genres which naturally lend themselves to inward examination,
bear the mark of this introspective tendency. This attempt to
articulate and define the self appears suddenly and dramatically
enough to prompt some scholars to call the phenomenon the
“discovery of the individual” or of the “self.”"

The Archpoet’s Confession (Estuans intrinsecus, 10),* written in
the second half of the twelfth century, is particularly relevant to
the issue of twelfth-century self-definition in that it incorporates
elements of all three of the genres mentioned above. Within the
framework of a secular poem, the Archpoet writes an autobio-
graphical defense and a penitential confession. And like many
twelfth-century works, the Confession is informed by a concern
for self-definition.

The Archpoet writes poems which address the problem of
man’s place in the world and of the world within man. In this
respect, the Archpoet exemplifies the preoccupations of his time.
But the Archpoet’s poetry is also an atypical, or at least a
problematic, example of self-definition in the twelfth century for
two reasons.

First, however autobiographical the Archpoet’s work may claim
to be, and there are doubtless truly autobiographical elements
present, the Archpoet employs two literary devices which posi-
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individuals. Poems such as the Confession Of Fama tuba(2) speak

with apparenﬂy genuine emotion and desperate pleas. And the
oems contain personal touches behind which we thin
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detached, a mode of composition inconsistent with straightfor-
ward autobiography. The Archpoet manipulates the poem’s per-
sonae to achieve a poetic effect: sincerity, and therefore autobio-
graphical “truth,” is absent. The Confession does not convey any
reliable information about the Archpoet himself, except what
may be inferred about him by observing his literary motives. This
sophistication makes the Archpoet a difficult specimen of
twelfth-century self-expression. The Confession is concerned
with self-expression, confession, self-knowledge; but it is uncer-
tain whose if anyone’s self is the object of this expression, confes-
sion, and knowledge.

The search for the self in the Confession is further complicated
by the Archpoet’s use of typological models. In Fama tuba (2), the
Archpoet explicitly identifies himself with Jonah: the poem must
be understood in the context of the Book of Jonah. The Confes-
sion also contains another Old Testament figure: the speaker of
the poem is identified with Job. The Archpoet does not explicitly
name Job, but announces this type by verbal allusion at the
beginning of the poem. Although short biblical and classical
allusions are not unusual in the Archpoet’s poetry,” the meaning
of the Confession as a whole suggests that the poet intends this
allusion to the Book of Job to influence the audience’s reception
of the poem. The Archpoet subtly suggests that the “I” who
speaks the Confession should be identified with Job. By placing
words from the first-person speeches of Job in the mouth of the
poem’s speaker, the comparison between Job and the “I” of the
Confession becomes inevitable. The poem is therefore not only
concerned with defining an “I” who is not the “I” of the poet, but
part of the method of definition is typology, a mode of interpre-
tation which understands one self in light of another. The use of
typological interpretation in itself does not contradict the per-
sonal authenticity of an author. But the presence of a first-person
persona in a “confession” considerably distances the Archpoet
from the third figure, the type.

The first two stanzas of the Confession contain two verbal
reminiscences of the Book of Job:

Estuans intrinsecus ira vehementi
in amaritudine loquor mee menti:
factus de materia levis elementi
Jolio sum similis, de quo ludunt venti.
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[Man, born of woman, living for a short time, is filled with many miseries. Who
cometh forth like a flower, and is destroyed, and fleeth as shadow, and never
continueth in the same state. (Job 14.1-2)]

The Book of Job, and Job himself, is concerned with defining
man’s place in the world. Job’s very search for justice is a process
of defining himself in relation to his “punishments” or tests. The
Confession offers a contrast to Job’s predicament: the “trials” of
the poem’s speaker are not imposed by an adversary but by his
own nature; and therefore the justice he seeks is the recognition
that his actions are not in his control. The Archpoet uses this
greater framework of the Book of Job to define the self—if not
his own self, the self of the persona “poor bard.”

Twelfth-century concern for the inner self did not eclipse the
use of types as a tool for understanding others and oneself.
Another twelfth-century confession, Abelard’s Historia calamita-
tum, utilizes typological models to define the self. For this reason,
Abelard presents another example of how difficult it is to
abstract a twelfth-century “individual.” Because of what seems to
be great candor about his mistakes and their consequences,
Abelard strikes the reader as an individual. The Historia reads as
an interior narrative, the goal being self-knowledge. Yet Abelard
prefers to understand himself by means of the typical; his appeal
to auctoritas is what we have come to think of as typically medi-
eval: submersion of the individual in religious and cultural proto-
types. Abelard, who seems to understand his own particular
motives and actions with keen insight, defines himself by means
of a type: St. Jerome, advisor of women.®

The analogy of Job illuminates another problematic aspect of
the Confession. The Archpoet presents a picture of the self
which is predominantly physical and only secondarily spiritual.

This picture reverses both the implicit idea of the self presented

in the Book of Job and the dominant notion of the self current in

the twelfth century. The speaker of the Confession and the
character Job are in a process of defining themselves in relation
to their bodies. But the resultant definitions sharply contrast.

God allows Satan to afflict Job. All of the tests of Job are

external, physical. Job’s wealth, his children, and finally his own

physical well-being are taken from him. All of these “possessions”
Permane;, : repletur mulgis e are out of Job’s control. Satan governs and tortures Job’s body:
umbra, of numquamm;serus. quasi flog Job is left with only his inner power of choice. That Job might

1 eodem saqy, f exercise that power is perhaps God’s motivation for testing Job,

| for God would have Job define himself not by outward prosper-
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ity, which was never really in Job’s control, but by his faith in
God. The Archpoet, by alluding to the character of Job, has
evoked this body/mind dichotomy in Job’s story. By contrasting
the narrator of the Confession with Job, the Archpoet is able to
provide subtle and telling information about the kind of self he is
describing. Job is left with nothing but his reason; the lower
nature has been subjugated by force. The speaker of the Confes-
sion, whose body is as mastered by Nature as Job’s is by Satan,

asser-
of the soul as the site of the self. In
contrast, there is no struggle with the body in the Confession; the
Poet submits to the will of Nature. The “I” of the Confession js
an “I” of flesh.

Whereas Job’s defense against his accusers is h
continued submission to the will of God, the poet’s
detractors is his past and continued domination by Nature. The
Confession never attempts to defend his actions
logically or by authority. When called upon to defend his love of
the tavern, he offers a panegyric to the tavern, instead of deliver-
Ing a reasoned response. The speaker’s real defense against the
accusations of lechery, gambling, and drinkirlg colors the entire
poem and may be said to be the true subject of the Confession.
That defense is simply that the “nature” within him and Naturg

is pasl. and
answer to his

Natura has
power over the body (as Satan does over Job’s) is not an unusual

idea in the Middle Ages. But that we have no other power to
resist Nature (as Job resists Satan’s trials) is not the expected
view. The ego of the Confession does refer to himself in both
Physical and spiritual terms. The inside world, the anima, mens,
and spiritus, is capable of reflecting on past actions and repenting.
But this “spiritual” side of the self is represented as a passive

observer of the more rea] world of physical Nature. The sublu-
nar world is wholly governed i

movements of this world—including the ac
actual defense of the Confession is that ¢
blamed for what “he” did not do.

The carnal self does not have free will, as Job does. Job cannot
choose his external situation, but can choose his inner relation to
God. In contrast, the "Poet”, as powerless over Nature’s rule as
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Unicuique pmprlum dat Natura munus
Unicuique proprium dat Natura donum

[To each Nature gives a proper gift (st. 16, 1; 17, 1)]

God wields power over the soul; Nature over the body. But if the
body is the site of the person, Nature usurps God’s omnipotence.
The Confession defines the self as primarily body with a
“ghostly” element. Nature is the god of such a self. As a result of
this new god, the feigned repentance stanzas (20-24), which
pretend to acknowledge the spiritual side of the speaker’s self,
refer to God by his pagan, poetical name:

homo videt faciem, sed cor patet lovi.
[Man sees the face, but the heart is revealed to Jove. (st. 22, 4)]

The God who turns the sinner to repentance, and who communi-
cates with man by means of reason, is not present. The pagan
Jove is a much more “natural” god, and stands less in opposition
to the goddess Natura. Jove, unlike God, is certainly no threat to
the natural man’s pagan life-style.

The Archpoet is a problematic example of twelfth-century
individuality. But the difficulty he presents makes him particu-
larly relevant to the subject, for precisely his deviations from
expected norms reveal the Archpoet’s individuality. The Confes-
sion is the Archpoet’s “autobiography”; yet the sincerity regarded
as essential to that genre is absent. We do not feel confident that
it is the Archpoet “himself” speaking. The sincerity of the poem
therefore becomes insincerity; the emotion is a calculated strat-
egy. Nevertheless, the Archpoet’s work reveals something about
the self. The technique of the Confession is evidence of a distinct
self-awareness; the sophisticated stance toward his own work
speaks of the Archpoet’s individuality. A remarkably original
mind pulls the levers behind this machine of personae and types.

The twelfth century experienced renewed interest in self-
knowledge; but it also gave birth to new ways of conceiving the
self. The great increase of secular knowledge in the eleventh and
twelfth centuries brought with it a skepticism concerning the
traditional scheme of man. An alternative to this traditional view
appears in the Confession. The Archpoet represents the self in
an almost modern, physical manner, marginalizing the higher
functions in favor of the lower. In the Confession the body
achieves a decisive, if defensive, dignity.
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