
Juliet O’Brien – Dissertation:  
 “Trobar Cor(s): Erotics and Poetics in Flamenca.” 

Abstract, contents, and description                                                                                       

Abstract 

This dissertation aims to make greater sense of Flamenca through close 

reading, seeing Flamenca as a literary hybrid crossing French and Occitan 

cultures. It draws on intertextual parallels between Flamenca and a substantial 

corpus of 12th-13th c. literature, across both cultures: Occitan lyric poetry, debate 

poetry, poetics treatises, and verse narrative; and French romance.  

Trobar Cor(s) reads Flamenca as a subversive courtly romance about 

finding true love.  

Trobar (“finding”) is key to Occitan poetics and erotics. “Finding the true” 

extends trobar into epistemology and ethics. Subversion expands ideas of 

medieval creativity into derivative ingenuity; in a positive critical sense, opening 

the text and enriching meaning in semantic destabilization.  

Trobar’s object is the cor (“heart”) or cors (“body, course”), also alluding 

to the cort (“court”). Flamenca explores trobar in various searches for love, 

questioning sincerity and investigating true love. One option is amor cortesa 

(“courtly love”). I reopen the “courtly love debate” in the context of a second, 

related idea and amorous ideal: amor coral, a love to do with the heart and 

parity. I cross trobar clus (“closed finding”) with amor cortesa, to produce new 

ideas of “closed love” and “courtly poetry,” leading to an erotic and poetic “lyric 

entrapment” of amorous imprisonment and compositional problems, and to new 

understanding of trobar. 

Flamenca recounts a love-triangle, whose focalization shifts amongst three 

protagonists. To make sense of events, the reader must bear all three points of 

view in mind. The dissertation’s three central chapters present readings from the 

perspectives of each protagonist, in multiple, “choose your own adventure” 

reading. Each chapter follows a protagonist’s pursuit of love, enactment of an 

intertextually allusive “lyric narrative,” and attempts to escape lyric entrapment.  
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Multiple narrative voices parallel multiple focalizations. Both 

multiplicities are necessary to good reading, which must afford them equivalent 

status, take them into account (parity), and balance them (mesura, akin to 

Aristotelian ethical measure) to make sense of the narrative and interpret it 

fairly. Flamenca deploys what I call “arch-players” to experiment with entwined 

ideas of authorship and authority, play with distinctions between narrative roles, 

and expand that of the audience. 
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Dissertation description (in Introduction) 

The subject of this dissertation is Flamenca, an 8095-line-long Old 

Occitan work in octosyllabic rhyming couplets, probably dating from the later 13th 

century. It apparently disappeared from the European literary scene until the 

early 19th century, and then became a consistent subject of literary study during 

the last two centuries, or this academic field’s entire history.  

The Flamenca manuscript lacks its opening and closing folios. If 

Flamenca had had a title, named an author, and provided indications of generic 

identity, these would have been here. The work may or may not be a romance. It 

may or may not be appropriate to perceive it as mainly about Flamenca, rather 

than any other of the three principal protagonists.1 Meanwhile, the author is 

apparently unidentified. While previous works on Flamenca have suggested 

answers, this dissertation aims to keep these questions open, to keep the text 

open, and indeed to open it up to further questions. Its critical position is 

indebted to semiotic and deconstructive approaches. Flamenca is a most curious 

work, as it may be read from the point of view of each of the three main 

protagonists, with moves in focalization through the narrative. This allows for the 

engagement of a wide range of audience sympathies; the imaginative extension of 

audience sympathy towards protagonists less like themselves or less immediately 

attractive; and tolerance and understanding, both in reading Flamenca’s internal 

world and in applying its lessons to the world outside.   

The dissertation preserves and reflects the text’s polyphonic and polysemic 

character.2 Each of my three central chapters proposes a reading from the point 

of view of one of the protagonists, assisted by intertextual reading.3 No single 

view is seen as dominant, all three are interpreted as having equal standing, and 

                                                
1 I use the term “protagonist” as it incorporates an aspect of agony, of an invitation to sympathy. 
Other terms such as “character” and “avatar” are considered in Chapter Four, in its discussion of 
agency and masks or personae worn by the composer, or, in anachronistic terms, “author.” 
2 Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, ed. and trans. Michael Holquist and Caryl Emerson 
(Austin: U of Texas P, 1982); Rabelais and his World, trans. Hélène Iswolsky (Indianapolis: 
Indiana UP, 1984). 
3 On inter-communicative intertextuality in medieval Occitan literature, see Jörn Gruber, Die 
Dialektik des Trobar. Untersuchungen zur Struktur und Entwicklung des occitanischen und 
franzo!sischen Minnesangs des 12. Jahrhunderts (Tübingen: Niemeyer, 1983).  
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these facts contribute to Flamenca’s lesson: understanding can only be attained 

through considering all angles of approach; not dispassionately, but with equal 

sympathy. I proposes a “choose your own adventure” reading of Flamenca; this is 

the first work to do so. The phrase is borrowed from recent imaginative fictions 

and computer games.4 The form’s characteristic second-person narration – with 

the reader assuming the role of the first person - recalls other literary 

experiments such as Italo Calvino’s Se una notte d’inverno un viaggiatore… 

(1979) and Nathalie Sarraute’s play with narrative voices. The first interactive 

narratives are, however, in the field of multiple-user interactive computer games, 

such as MIT labs’ Zork, the first such MUD (1977). Literary-gaming hybrids have 

also been flourishing for some time, in the form of “interactive fictions” such as 

Amnesia, by the Hugo- and Nebula-award-winning writer Thomas Disch (1987). 

Such post-modern narratives are closer to certain medieval narrative forms than, 

say, the 19th century novel is. Familiarity with these recent works and this recent 

literary and narratological history is a useful way to understand works such as 

Flamenca; as is the case for recent critical approaches.   

Trobar – “finding” – forms an outer frame around these central chapters. 

Chapter One sets up the title terms, in discussing this key term in Occitan poetry 

and poetics: “finding” generally, specifically poetic activity, and the erotic quest. I 

look at  the notions of trobar and amor – “love” - and how they are connected, 

with particular reference to trobar clus - “closed composition” – and amor 

cortesa - “courtly love.” I then bring these things together and recombine them as 

trobar cortes and amor clusa, producing a conjoined poetic and erotic aim of 

trobar amor clusa e cortesa: “finding a love that is courtly and closed.” This 

approach to trobar is the dissertation’s second innovation.  

                                                
4 The first recorded use of “choose your own adventure” is as the title for a children’s series 
published by Bantam Books from 1979 to 1998, during the period of greatest flourishing of role-
playing games based on the canonical Dungeons and Dragons (1974). That phenomenon had its 
roots in modern non-military wargaming, originating at the University of Minnesota in the early 
1960s. The 19th century Oxford Wargaming Club is a predecessor of a slightly different form; and 
military wargames, such as the Prussian Kriegspiel, go back as far as do war and games 
themselves. Other classic examples in the field of narrative computer games would be strategy 
games such as Civilization (1991), adventure-games such as Resident Evil (1996), and first-person 
shooter games such as Doom (1993). Choose your own adventure is a major cultural and 
imaginative phenomenon. In February 2006, World of Warcraft, a massive multiplayer online 
role-playing game (MMORPG), had 5.5 million regular players worldwide. 
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The three central chapters then follow each protagonist’s adventures in 

questing for this thing: as they explore, engage with, and try to escape trobar 

amor clusa e cortesa. Each does so in a different way, and a different kind of 

escapism, exhibiting fantasy and imagination. Flamenca, for example, attempts 

to escape amor cortesa through its alternative, amor coral – a love associated 

with the heart. Discussion of amor coral and its relationship to amor cortesa 

constitutes this dissertation’s third novelty. Protagonists’ attempts to escape from 

amorous imprisonment coincide with attempts to escape from lyric entrapment. 

Each protagonist does so, again, in a different way, here engaging in poetic 

experimentation, trying to subvert or transcend formal, linguistic, and material 

constraints into a new creativity, characterized by play, ingenuity, and 

imaginative refashioning. Three approaches to poetic composition, trobar, map 

onto the grammatical person associated with each mode. In Chapter Two I trace a 

first-person grammatical voice tied to the lyric “I” (the Occitan canso form); next, 

the intervention of a second-person voice and movement into dialogue (the 

Occitan tenso); finally, the third person, moving into narrative modes (novas, 

romans). The fourth and last of these central chapters considers Archimbaut’s 

point of view and peculiar role, as a protagonist with strongly narratorial traits. 

My observations of Archimbaut’s role and its peculiarities concur with recent 

narratological work by Sophie Marnette and A.C. Spearing.5 The latter suggests a 

need to rethink current perceptions of narrative voice in medieval literature, 

which are based (like most general narratological theory) on examples from 

modern literature, and contradicted by medieval examples.  

Flamenca features two narratological important phenomena; the 

dissertation’s  discussion of them and their implications hopes to be a fruitful 

contribution not only to medieval literary study but to broader literary criticism. 

The first is the presence of figures like Archimbaut, occupying a grey area 

between protagonist and narrative voice (though of course still fictional entities). 
                                                
5 Sophie Marnette, Narrateur et points de vue dans la littérature française médiévale: une 
approche linguistique (1998); Speech and Thought Perception in French: Concepts and 
Strategies (2005): 212-13. A.C. Spearing, The Medieval Poet as Voyeur: Looking and Listening in 
Medieval Love-Narratives (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993): 48-50, 87-89; 
Textual Subjectivity: The Encoding of Subjectivity in Medieval Narratives and Lyrics (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2005). 
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Rather than being directly active, they are catalysts and controllers. Distinctions 

between active and passive are blurred, as are those between power and 

impotence. I name such protagonists “arch-players” in homage to Archimbaut, as 

one meaning of his name is “arch-trickster.” Archimbaut and other arch-players 

lead to the second phenomenon, narrative voices proper. The absence of single 

narrative thread in this polysemic work is paralleled by the absence of a single 

narrative voice. This may be interpreted as the complete absence of narrative 

voice, a layering of personae,6 or a plurality of textual subjectivities. I show how 

these three interpretations may be brought together, in the case of Flamenca. 

Coupled with the blurring of fictional and compositional roles and a subsequent 

blurring of distinctions between worlds, the double polysemy increases the role of 

readers and other audience in the work: to make sense of it, and indeed to make 

and find it: an act of trobar.  

I close the dissertation by returning to the dissertation’s departure point, 

trobar. It is not only a conjunction of the erotic and the poetic, but its generalized 

sense of “finding” has epistemological and ethical dimensions that may be seen 

quite clearly in audience trobar, and the point of literary activity. Poetic identity, 

authorship and authority, and audience role are questioned and played with in 

Flamenca – to such an extent as to make the Flamenca poet unidentifiable on 

internal evidence alone, and for this to be one of the work’s finest aesthetic 

qualities.  

                                                
6 François Rigolot, “Intentionalité du texte et théorie de la persona: le cas des Épitres de l’Amant 
Vert,” in Le Texte de la Renaissance: des Rhétoriqueurs à Montaigne (Geneva: Droz, 1983): 61-
75; “L’Émergence de la subjectivité littéraire moderne: Les Épîtres de l’Amant Vert de Jean 
Lemaire de Belges,” Disputatio 1 (1996): 153-59. 


