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Heloise’s literary self-fashioning
and the Epistolae duorum amantium'

Sylvain Piron (Paris)

By addressing issues connected with memory in two collections of twelfth century
Latin letters — the famous correspondence exchanged between Heloise and Abelard®
and the anonymous set of love letters known as Epistolae duorum amantium’ — this
article pursues two different goals at the same time. On the one hand, it will be
easily recognised that such personal documentation, not often preserved from the
medieval period, offers appropriate material for observing how memories of
educated people were constructed, sustained and expressed. But the choice of
studying these two collections side by side is also connected to another explicit
purpose. Such a confrontation provides an occasion to put to the test the claim made
by Constant Mews that the two anonymous lovers are indeed Heloise and Abelard
in the early phase of their affair;* this test will eventually result in formulating a new
argument in favour of this ascription. As will gradually become clear, these two
perspectives are in fact closely related, since they are both investigating the ways in
which literary memory is shaping personal identity at its most intimate. [104]

In both sets of documents, the women provide the richest material for our
purpose. Moreover, the peculiarities of their literary self-fashioning’ are strikingly
similar, to such an extent that it makes sense to argue that both documents present
two facets of the same personal story. Thus, my contention is that the evolution that
the woman undergoes throughout the Epistolae duorum amantium corresponds to the
process the young Heloise went through in the early phase of her relationship with
Abelard, until reaching a decision that is reflected both by Abelard in the Historia

" The contents of this article have been discussed at great length with Constant Mews. Jacques
Dalarun commented on a first version of the initial section, Damien Boquet, Francesco Stella and
Stephen Jaeger on the whole text. Nicole Archambeau and Caroline Brothers provided linguistic
improvements. I am grateful to them all.

* Abelard, Historia Calamitatum, ed. Jacques Monfrin (Paris: Vrin, 1974); Lettres d’Abélard et Héloise, ed.
Eric Hicks, transl. E. Hicks, Th. Moreau (Paris: Le Livre de Poche, 2007). I will quote from Monfrin
forHC and Ep. II and 1V, from Hicks for the remaining letters.

* Ewald Konsgen, Epistolae duorum amantium: Briefe Abaelards und Heloises? (Leiden: Brill, 1974).
‘Constant J. Mews, The Lost Love Letters of Heloise and Abelard. Perceptions of Dialogue in Twelfth-Century
France, with translations by N. Chiavaroli and C. J. Mews (New York: Palgrave, 1999). An additional
chapter to the second edition, forthcoming in 2008, “New discoveries and insights 1999-2006,”
presents a number of new arguments in favour of the ascription. My references will be to that new
edition.

> The notion is borrowed from Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-Fashioning: from More to
Shakespeare (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980), but used in the more restrictive sense of
shaping one’s self out of literary models.
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calamitatum and by herself in her later letters: her refusal to marry, in order to
remain only the amica of the great philosopher. A close reading of the love letters
allows one to suggest that the same unusual decision was made, for the very same
reasons and with the same references in mind, by the anonymous Mulier of the
Epistolae duorum amantium.

Such an interpretation would enable us to tie together the events reflected in
both letter collections, and therefore to identify the two pairs of writers. In order to
make such a move, a series of preliminary steps is required. The whole field is
indeed paved with traps and mines. The authenticity of the letters written by
Heloise in response to Abelard’s Historia calamitatum have so often been questioned
that it will be necessary to defend it again, mainly by investigating its textual
transmision. The next step will allow us to unearth traces of Heloise’s earlier
writings embedded within the Historia. Demonstrating that she actually wrote a
letter on the issue of marriage, partly reproduced and edited by Abelard, will prove
useful in order to compare her personal story and her moral views on love, with
those of the young woman of the Epistolae and to emphasize their common feature.

1. Approaching the young Heloise

Although Heloise attracts a growing attention as a writer and a thinker in her own
right,’ there is still need to argue anew how and where her voice can be heard in the
surviving material at our disposal. During the last two centuries, a controversy has
raged over the authenticity of her famous correspondence [105] with Abelard, in a
particularly intense mode during the 1970s and 1980s. This is a dispute that has now
been settled, as John Marenbon made clear in a recapitulatory essay.” A vast
majority of researchers agree that Heloise actually wrote the three letters attributed
to her within the group of documents known as the “Correspondence”, calling by
this conventional name a literary artifact made of eight letters that begins with
Abelard’s Historia calamitatum and ends with the introductory letter to his Rule for
the Paraclete, to which the Rule itself is sometimes appended.® There is equal
consensus over the fact that the Correspondence underwent some form of editing

¢ For instance, see Bonnie Wheeler ed., Listening to Heloise. The Voice of a Twelfth-Century Woman (New
York: Saint Martin’s Press, 2000).

7 John Marenbon, “Authenticity revisited,” in Listening to Heloise, 19-33 and 1d., The Philosophy of Peter
Abelard (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 82-93. See also the vigorous plea by Barbara
Newman, “Authenticity, Authority and the Repression of Heloise,” Journal of Medieval and
Renaissance Studies 22 (1992): 121-157, reprinted in Ead., Virile Woman to WomanChrist: Studies in
Medieval Religion and Literature (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1995), 46-75. Some of
the most important contributions that helped secure the ascription are those of Peter Dronke,
especially, “Abelard and Heloise in Medieval Testimonies” (1976) in Id., Intellectuals and Poets in
Medieval Europe (Rome: Edizioni di Storia e Letteratura, 1992), 247-290.

® Many editions, including Hicks’, do not distinguish the introductory letter that ends with a formal
valediction (Valete in Christo sponse Christi, ed. Hicks,138), from the following document.
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process at some stage. By whom, when and to what extent are questions that remain
open. They should not let any doubt on Heloise’s authorship creep in through the
back door, and this is why I want to clarify this point.

The textual transmission of the Correspondence

Jacques Dalarun has recently made an important contribution to this issue,
submitting to a codicological analysis the volume Troyes 802 (henceforth referred to
as T) that contains the earliest copy of the Correspondence, and the only one in
which the Rule is present.” Given the length and complexity of this important article,
I shall only stress its major conclusions, and discuss some issues that matter for our
purpose.

The core of the demonstration shows that T has been neatly corrected, no
less than three times, against an archetype, which suggests that both manuscripts
were kept in the same place. Paleographically, this copy should be dated to earlier
than 1250, perhaps in the 1230’s, instead of the last decades of the thirteenth century
as was previously thought. A study of additional [106] material found after the
Correspondence leads to the suggestion that the entire volume was commissioned
by William of Auvergne, bishop of Paris, in 1237.

These are important results that modify our perception of the textual history
of the Correspondence, and definitely rule out any notion of a late XIIIth-century
forgery."” Nevertheless, they leave some questions open." J. Dalarun wishes to
ascribe the production of the archetype to the same place and period as T, on the
grounds that a reference to the Deuteronomy found in the Historia would reflect a
device introduced in the Bible edited at Paris University by Stephen Langton around
1225. Yet, as David Luscombe pointed out, the same numbering was already present
in some 12th-century Bibles.”” The suppression of this dating clue implies that the
archetype could have been produced earlier than the 1230s, and that this biblical
reference did not need being updated at any moment. However, it is likely that the
archetype from which the Correspondence was copied in T was produced in Paris,
under William or at an earlier date.

? Jacques Dalarun, “Nouveaux apergus sur Abélard, Héloise et le Paraclet,” Francia. Mittelalter 32:1
(2005): 19-66.

' The final section of the article shows that Abelard’s Rule was conceived in a “veiled dispute” with
Robert d’Arbrissel, of whom he knew the earlier statutes of Fontevraud.

"'T will not discuss whether T was produced together with a twin volume, as J. Dalarun contends,
one being sent to the Paraclete and the other kept in Paris.In my view, the demonstration that only
one codex was involved remains unchallenged, cf. C. J. Mews, “La bibliotheque du Paraclet du Xllle
siecle a la Révolution,” Studia Monastica 27 (1985): 31-67, repr. in 1d., Reason and Belief in the Age of
Roscelin and Abelard, (Ashgate: Variorum, 2002).

"> David E. Luscombe, “From Paris to the Paraclete: The Correspondence of Abelard and Heloise ,”
Proceedings of the British Academy 74 (1988): 247-283.
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J. Dalarun rightly stresses how important is the presence in T, immediately
after the Rule, of the Institutiones nostre, statutes for her monastery drawn up by
Heloise after the death of Abelard, in which she shows little concern for his Rule.
This brief document must have been sent from the Paraclete to Paris on the same
occasion as the eight letters forming the Correspondence. As a matter of fact, much
more could have been included in the same package. The diffusion of Abelard’s
writings varies a lot from one work to another: his philosophical and theological
writings were spread around by his students across Europe;" the Collationes are
mainly found in England, the Ethica in Germany, while the Hymnarius written for
the Paraclete only circulated in [107] eastern France." Yet a group of works displays
traces of a diffusion from Paris after having initially been collected at the Paraclete.”
Such is the case of Epistola IX, providing educational instructions for the Paraclete
nuns, and of the Problemata Heloissae, answering exegetical questions raised by the
abbess, both only preserved in a codex copied in Paris in 1440 and presented to
Saint-Victor (Paris, lat. 14511)." The remaining Abelardian material, added later at
the beginning of the same volume, could have followed the same route.” Likewise,
it may not be a mere coincidence that two copies of Abelard’s Hexameron
commentary, written at the request of Heloise in the mid 1130s, also stem from
Notre Dame."® But the most impressive data comes from Nicolas de Baye’s post
mortem inventory. A humanist, friend of Nicolas de Clamanges, and an important
figure of Paris’ Parliament, Nicolas finally became a canon at Notre Dame in 1413

" Luscombe, The School of Peter Abelard. The Influence of Abelard’s Thought in the Early Scholastic Period
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1969), 60-102.

' Julia Barrow, Charles S.F. Burnett and David E. Luscombe, “A Checklist of the Manuscripts
Containing the Writings of Peter Abelard and Heloise and Other Works Closely Associated with
Abelard and his School,” Revue d’Histoire des Textes 14-15 (1984-85): 183-302, and the review by
C. J. Mews, Scriptorium 41 (1987): 327-330.

" Mews, “La bibliotheque du Paraclet,” and Lost Love Letters, 40-43, discusses the circulation of the
Correspondence.

' The similarities of both incipits, that echoes one another with an intial reference to Jerome
(Problemata: Beatus leronimus sancte Marcelle studium quo tota fervebat, circa questiones sacrarum
litterarum maxime commendans..; Ep. IX: Beatus leronimus in eruditione virginum Christi plurimum
occupatus...) lead me to the suggestion that their disposition in this manuscript may reflect the
chronological order of their composition. After having asked for information on female religious life
(Ep. VI) and obtained answers (Ep. VII-VIII and Rule), Heloise turned to the issue of learning,
insufficiently dealt with in the Rule, and raised precise exegetical questions, to which Abelard first
responded in details (Problemata), before designing a more general pattern for education at the
Paraclete (Ep. IX).

" Paris, lat. 14511, fol. 2-17, contains the end of Confessio fidei ‘Universis’, Sermo XIV, Expositio Symboli
Apostolorum and Expositio Symboli Sancti Athanasii. They were not present in the manuscript when
Claude de Grandrue prepared his catalogue. in 1514

18 Luscombe, The School, 67. These mss. are now Paris, BNF 17251 and Vatican, BAV, Vat. lat. 4214,
that was sold by the chapter to Annibald de Ceccano before 1326, in the same way as Roberto de’
Bardi bought the T codex in 1346.
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and died six years later, while residing within the cloister. At his death, his vast
personal library contained no less than five volumes of Abelard’s works. Two of
them are described in the inventory as ”epistles”: a small volume on paper
beginning with the Historia, and a much larger one, in eight unbinded gatherings,
starting with the Rule. Two more are described as containing ”sermons”. Finally,
another large volume worth [108] ten sol. and probably containing as many
gatherings, contained some ”treatises”."” Interestingly, this final volume started with
a now lost Exhortatio ad fratres et commonachos, written in the 1120s during the first
season of the Paraclete, that may have been incorporated in Theologia Christiana.” In
the late XIVth century, Parisian humanists developed an interest in the personal
letters of Heloise and Abelard,” but Nicolas is unique in his wider interest for
Abelard. It can be reasonably suggested that he had bought volumes found within
the cathedral library. This collection may have included part of the original package
from the Paraclete sent to Notre Dame, or the edited copies produced upon their
arrival. The dispersion of Nicolas” books would then account for the loss of these
volumes.

Out of these observations, some important points can be made. First of all,
we have no documentary evidence to claim that, at any moment before the copy of
T, nor afterwards, the Correspondence as it is canonically known, including the
Rule, was ever conceived as an organic whole. All other witnesses suggest that, out
of the Paraclete material sent to Notre Dame, the eight letters were edited and
preserved separately from the Rule. For instance, a manuscript copied in Paris in
1340, in the house of the bishop of Amiens, ends with a colophon that presents Ep.
VIII as the last of the Epistole Petri Abaielardi et Heloyse, primitus eius amice, postmodum

" Alexandre Tuetey, Inventaire de Nicolas de Baye, chanoine de Notre Dame, greffier du Parlement de Paris
sous Charles VI (1419), précédé d'une notice biographique (Paris, 1888): 121: Item xx cahiers en parchemin
contenans les sermons Pierre Abalart, prisiez xxiiii s.; 136: Item, les epistres Pierre Abalart, en papier,
commengans ou iie feuillet, ulterius, prisiées ii. s. [ulterius is found in HC, ed. Monfrin, lin. 128]; 179
Item, la Exortacion Pierre Abalard, avec aultres traictiez, commengans ou ii.e feuillet, cum uterque,
prisié x. s ; 181 Item, les Epistres de Pierre Abalard et viij cayers de luy mesmes, tenans ensemble, le
premier commengant tripartite, prisié viii s. [The Rule begins with Tripartitum]; 184 Item, les Sermons
Pierre Abalard, sans ays, commencans ou ii.e feuillet, non esset, prisié ii. s. [non esset features three
times in the first pages of Sermo I, in annunciatione beatae Virginis Mariae, especially PL 178, col.
383C, about a thousand words after the start of the sermon]. These were first noted in “A Checklist,”
n° 212, p. 229.

% Theologia Christiana, 11.46 (CCCM 12, 150) in which he makes a rhetorical appeal: Numquid hoc,
fratres, ad aliquam turpitudinem inclinandum est. I am grateful to Constant Mews for this indication, and
for many more hints on the transmission of Abelard’s works.

2 Cf. C. Bozzolo, “L’humaniste Gontier Col et la traduction francaise des lettres d’Héloise et
Abélard,” Romania 95 (1974): 199-215.
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uxoris.”” As the [109] description of Nicolas de Baye’s library shows, the Rule rather
belonged to another section of the Paraclete material present in Paris.

The little that can confidently be said about the Paris edition of this material
concerns the insertion of rubrics, dividing the Historia calamitatum into chapters, and
introducing each subsequent letter. The wording of these rubrics excludes the
possibility that they could have been formulated either by Abelard or Heloise, since
it refers to them in the third person. Such rubrics are present in a number of
manuscripts other than T, which means that they were inserted in their common
archetype.” The fact that the Rule is not introduced by such a rubric in T, which
rendered it indistinguishable from Ep. VIII, can be one more sign that it was not
edited together with the eight letters.

The most important volume of the letters that also presents such rubrics is
Paris, lat. 2923 (A). This famous codex was acquired by Petrarch between 1337 and
1343, presumably through his friend Roberto de” Bardi, canon of Paris, who later
bought for himself the Troyes manuscript.”* While the hand of the copyist has been
described as being from southern France, the decoration is certainly Parisian, and
can be dated to soon after 1270.” There, the eight letters, with an initial painted letter
depicting a couple (the face of the woman being blotted out), are followed by
another group of documents relating to Abelard, introduced by a picture of a man
alone. These documents, comprising Berengar of Poitier’s writings (his apology for
Abelard, written immediately after the council of Sens in 1141 and two other letters),
Abelard’s [110] Soliloquium and his Confessio fidei ‘Universis’, also delivered at the
time of the council, form a unitary dossier. To the exception of Ep. XIV, only present
in A, the dossier is found in two more manuscripts, one of them also containing the
eight letters.” Berengar, who was able to access another letter sent by Abelard to
Heloise and include it in his Apologia, probably spent some time at the Paraclete, 40

** Paris BNF, nouv. acq. fr. 20001, fol. 12va. The French translation found in Paris BNF, fr. 920 also has
a similar explicit.

* Paris BNF, lat. 2923 has most of the rubrics found in T, as well as a supplementary one, at Monfrin
ed., 1. 45: De inicio magisterii sui (referring to Abelard’s first teaching in Melun). Paris BNF lat. 2544
lacks a general rubric, but has some of the chapter divisions; the space reserved for the rubrics is
often not filled in because the text was too long to fit in. The manuscript in a private collection
studied by Colette Jeudy, “Un nouveau manuscrit de la correspondance d’Abélard et Héloise,”
Latomus 50 (1991) 872-881, produced around Paris, ca. 1340-1360, also has rubrics. Mutilated at the
beginning and the end, it starts with HC and breaks off in the middle of Ep. VI

** Pierre de Nolhac, Pétrarque et I'humanisme, (Geneve: Slatkine, 2004; first ed. 1907), t. 2, 220-222, 287-
292, edits and comments Petrarch’s annotations. Mews, Lost Love Letters, 306-7, argues for a Parisian
origin of the manuscript, on account of material found in the final sections.

* Jeudy, “Un nouveau manuscrit,” 880, describes the decoration as Parisian. The filigranes
correspond to those produced in Paris after 1270, cf. Patricia Stirnemann, “Fils de la vierge. L'initiale
a filigranes parisienne: 1140-1314,” Revue de I’Art, 90 (1990): 58-73, see fig. 43 and 44 (dated around
1280).This date would fit in well with a renewal of interest in the personal letters, also demonstrated
in the same period by Jean de Meun.
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1.¥ Both these circumstances and

kilometers north-east of Sens, soon after the counci
the later diffusion of the dossier leads to the suggestion that it may have been
deposited by Berengar at the Paraclete, and have later been part of the package sent
to Paris.

It is thus a fair guess that both the Troyes manuscript and Petrarch’s copy
have been extracted from the same collection of Paraclete material preserved at the
cathedral library of Paris. Owing to his interest in female monasticism, William of
Auvergne completed the eight letters with Paraclete documents of a prescriptive
nature (Rule and Institutiones Nostre and other legal documents), while the compiler
of Petrarch’s manuscript rather picked up documents defending Abelard's personal
orthodoxy. Quite uniquely, Nicolas de Baye chose to read the letters in the light of
all Abelardian material that could be found within Paris cathedral library. Following
Dalarun’s approach, [111] subsequent research into the textual transmission of the
Correspondence should now concentrate on this broader material.”

The following pages of his article (47-53) imagine a more serious editorial
intervention on the part of Abelard. What triggers this hypothesis is the opening of
Heloise’s first letter, mentioning that she has received the Historia calamitatum “by
chance” (forte). To explain away these initial words that he considers troublesome,
J. Dalarun contrives a much more problematic solution: to questions initially
proposed by Heloise on religious life, both personal and institutional, Abelard

% The dossier is found with the letters in Oxford, Bodleian, Add C. 271 and without it in Paris lat.
1896. Cf. Rodney M. Thomson, “The satirical Works of Berengar of Poitiers: an edition with
introduction,” in: Medieval Studies 42 (1980): 88-138; Charles Burnett, “Peter Abelard Soliloquium. A
critical edition,” Studi medievali 25 (1984): 857-894 (with more remarks on Petrarch’s note) and Id.,
“Peter Abelard, Confessio fidei ‘universis’: a critical edition of Abelard’s reply to accusations of heresy,”
Medieval Studies 48 (1986): 111-138. The model out of which the letters were excerpted in Germany in
the early XVth Cent. also contained the Berengar dossier, not the Rule, cf. D. E Luscombe, “Excerpts
from the letter collection of Heloise and Abelard in Notre Dame (Indiana) ms 30,” in R. Lievens, E.
van Mingroot, W. Verbeke (ed.), Pascua Medievalia. Studies voor Prof. Dr. .M. De Smet (Leuven: Leuven
University Press, 1983), p. 529-544. A group of later manuscripts associate the letters with more
documents related to the Council of Sens, including letters of Bernard of Clairvaux: Paris BNF lat.
2545, lat. 13057, n.a. lat. 1873, and the lost Saint-Victor manuscript GGG 17, to which Berengar’s
Apology was added afterwards, cf. Burnett, “Peter Abelard Confessio,” 115.

2 C.J. Mews, “Un lecteur de Jérome au Xlle: Pierre Abélard,” in Jérome entre I’Occident et I’Orient, ed.
Y. M. Duval (Paris, 1988), 429-444 repr. in Id., Abelard and his Legacy (Aldershot: Variorum, 2001), at
442-443, suggests that Berengar of Poitiers acted as a secretary for Abelard, and may have been the
one who brought the Historia to Heloise. At the very least, he is probably the one who brought her the
Confessio fidei ad Heloyssam, inserted into the Apologia, and this latter work could have been written
while residing at the Paraclete.

* Luscombe, “The Letters of Heloise and Abelard since ‘Cluny 1972',” in Petrus Abaelardus (1079-
1142). Person, Werk und Wirkung, R. Thomas (ed.) (Trier: Paulinus, 1980) 19-39, at p. 29, already
arrived at a similar conclusion: “the supposed associations of the letter-collection with the ‘monastic’
copying tradition of the Paraclete should not be over-stressed. ... Paris may have proved a more
fruitful centre for the keeping and the diffusion of copies of the Letters in the thirteenth century.”
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would have responded with appropriate answers, reorganised the exchange of
letters, and added afterwards the Historia calamitatum as a general prologue to the
whole sequence. Such an hypothesis is fraught with huge difficulties, since Heloise’s
first letter is nothing but a reaction and a comment to the Historia, while each of the
following letters is responding to the previous one. In order to substantiate such a
claim, it would be necessary to delineate precisely the wording of the original letters
from Abelard’s supposed editorial intervention.” In the absence of such a textual
analysis, this conjecture has no grounding whatsoever. The parallel with the
Problemata, in which Abelard answered a list of questions raised by Heloise, could
only account for the relation between her letter VI and Abelard’s responses in letters
VII and VIII. Yet, quite differently from the Problemata, here the answers are not
inserted into the initial letter, but are kept as distinct documents.

All apparent difficulties can be solved in a much simpler way. The fact that
the Historia has not been preserved separately from the Correspondence only means
that, since Abelard led a wandering life and did not edit a collection of his own
letters, the only institution that preserved the Historia during [112] the first century
after it was written was the Paraclete.” The choice of addressing his apology to a
fictional friend is a rhetorical device that allowed Abelard to circulate the same
document to various audiences. The abbot of Saint-Gildas de Rhuys badly needed to
justify the fact that he had deserted his monastery to reestablish himself as a teacher
in Paris, but he also had a message to convey to people that had been close to him,
presenting his own life as a theological exemplum.” It is more economical to consider
that Heloise was part of that intended audience, rather than to imagine that she
obtained the Historia indirectly through a third party.” On her part, the forte should
be read as a euphemism meant to express her disappointment that the letter was not
addressed to her. We know how sensitive she was about epistolary salutations.
Upset not to be the formal recipient of a letter that was nevertheless sent to her, as a

* Dalarun, “Nouveaux apergus,” 51, n 166-7, identifies such a nucleus in Ep. II, ed. Monfrin, lin. 38-45
and 76-80, but these sentences are stylistically indistinguishable from the ones that surround them,
and built into a rhetorical construction in which the reference to the Historia is massively present, cf.
lin. 4-38, 69-73.

* Luscombe, The School, 65. Both remarks that Abelard’s letters were not collected and edited during
his lifetime, and that isolated documents tend to survive over a long time span only in institutions are
made by J. Dalarun, “Nouveaux apercus”.

' See Mews, Abelard and Heloise (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 149-151, who thinks that
Abelard had Heloise in mind when devicing the unnamed friend.

* Jean de Meun’s French translation, based on various manuscripts, including some that are now lost,
has quite a different opening (Eric Hicks ed., La vie et les epistres Pierres Abaelart et Heloys sa fame, 45):
”"Voz homs m’a nouvellement monstré vostre espitre que vous envoyastes a nostre ami pour
confort.” While “nostre ami” should probably be read as “vostre ami”, the initial words implies that
the letter was sent to Heloise by a servant of Abelard. Although this phrasing could be Jean de
Meun’s litterary invention, this is nevertheless the most likely means through which Heloise may
have received the Historia.
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reproach, she subtly pointed to the accidental nature of her coming across this
document.”

In the end, the only solid foundation of J. Dalarun’s hypothesis is a reference
to George Duby’s “enlightening vision” that the Correspondence is “oriented”
towards the final letters.”* G. Duby was but one late exponent of a long tradition that
has propounded a teleological reading of the letters, considering that the meaning of
the whole should prevail over the meaning of [113] its discordant parts, or even
suppress it.” In that perspective, the sequel of letters should be read as one
“spiritual drama”, telling the story of a long and difficult religious conversion,
culminating with the Rule for the Paraclete. Such an approach was generally
connected to a denial of Heloise’s authorship of her own letters — an attitude that
Duby shared as late as 1995. Now that her authorship has been secured, the
teleological approach has become untenable. Instead, one should just accept that
these letters represent the various moments of a dialogue, that had some indelible
conflictual aspects.

Jacques Dalarun has rendered a great service, demonstrating that the
Correspondence, as it has canonically been known to scholars, was first edited by
William of Auvergne in 1237. It is then a surprise that the same author, in the same
article, should fall prey to a teleological fallacy about the Correspondence itself.”
The conclusions that can be drawn from his own codicological investigation point to
a rather different direction. A bunch of documents, first collected at the Paraclete,
was sent at one point to Paris” cathedral, and underwent an edition, limited to the
insertion of rubrics. If some male character ever edited the letters at an earlier date,
that was probably not Peter Abelard, who never properly edited his own major
works and who was, in the last decade of his life, “more peripatetic than ever”, as
Barbara Newman nicely puts it.” Berengar of Poitiers was in a position to intervene,
in 1141 or at another moment, and had an interest in defending the reputation of his
master. Yet there is no textual evidence that requires postulating an intervention, on

* Such an explanation is substantiated by the fact that the following sentence discusses the salutation
of HC, ed Hicks, 136. Her following letter also begins by discussing Abelard’s salutation, Ep. IV, ed.
Hicks, 168.

** Dalarun’s admiration for Duby’s vision of Heloise is already expressed in his “Argument e silentio.
Les femmes et la religion,” Clio. Histoire, femmes et société 8 (1998): 65-90. The same issue of this journal
contains other articles on Duby, some more critical of his approach to the history of women.

* The history of the debate on the authenticity has been told many times; see for instance Peter von
Moos, Mittelalterforschung und Ideologiekritik. Der Gelehrtenstreit um Heloise, (Munich: Fink, 1974), or
Mews, Lost Love Letters, 47-51. An important presentation and criticism of Peter von Moos’
teleological reading is lleana Pagani, ”Epistolario o dialogo spirituale? Postille ad un’interpretazione
della corrispondenza di Abelardo ed Eloisa,” Studi Medievali 27(1986): 241-318.

% This is even more a surprise in the face of his latest collection of articles, Dalarun, “Dieu changea de
sexe, pour ainsi dire.” La religion faite femme. XI--XV* siecles, (Paris: Fayard, 2008). In this gallery of
saintly women, Heloise is obviously the missing figure.

Newman, “Authenticity, “ 133.
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his part or by anyone else, within the text of the eight letters.”® The more economical
solution is that the letters and documents were collected [114] one by one at the
Paraclete, and the person who was in the best position to do so was Heloise herself.”
Ordering the extant documents, without editing them, she would have put together
a peculiar memorial for her institution, in the form of an exchange of letters in which
could be found a tale of the foundation of the monastery, a life of the founders, and
different layers of prescriptions — without any attempt at solving the many
contradictions and tensions present in these documents. To add another paradox to
this story, Heloise’s obsession with sincerity and openness would then be
responsible for the endless discussion on whether she ever wrote any of those
letters.”

Heloise’s speech against marriage

Once this first result is attained, one more step can be taken in the textual quest for
the exhumation of Heloise’s words. The Historia calamitatum includes a chapter
entitled Dehortatio supradicte puelle a nuptiis — a title inserted at the time of the Paris
edition of the Correspondence — in which Abelard gives voice to her arguments
against marriage. The peculiarity of this chapter is well known. Nowhere else in the
Historia does Abelard give so much space to arguments presented by a third party.
After having told of their escape to Le Pallet, where Heloise gave birth to Astralabe,
Abelard recounts the reactions of Fulbert and his own attempt at negotiating a
solution by offering to marry Heloise, on the condition that the marriage would
remain secret. Going back to his native land, in order to bring her back to Paris for
the wedding, Abelard then reports a long speech of Heloise, in a sequence that
amounts to about 8 % of the total length of the Historia. In his edition, Jacques
Monfrin puts in quotation marks only what is described as the peroratio of the speech

* Following von Moos, “Le silence d’Héloise et les idéologies modernes,” in Pierre Abélard et Pierre le
Vénérable (Paris: CNRS, 1975), 425-689, at p. 436, Dalarun points to phrases such as ut iam supra
memini (Ep. V) or ut iam satis alibi meminimus (Rule), as signs of an editorial intervention by Abelard.
Yet, although both phrases could be explained away as internal references within one document (cf.
Luscombe, “The Letters of Heloise and Abelard,” 38), they are more evocative of a teacher’s writing
habits than of precise cross-references, as suggests Piero Zerbi, “Abelardo ed Eloisa: il problema di un
amore e di una corrispondenza,” in Love and Marriage in the Twelfth Century W. van Hoecke, A.
Welkenhuysen (ed.) (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1981), 130-61, at p. 155. Identifying an
editorial intervention within the text of the letters would require to delineate precisely the
interpolated passages, a task that has never been achieved successfully.

% The suggestion that Heloise edited the collection has been made many times, as recalls von Moos,
“Le silence d’Héloise,” 436, n. 19. My conclusion is not the result of wishful thinking, but the most
likely outcome of a precise observation of the data.

“ On this issue, see the careful and subtle studies by Brooke Heidenreich Findley, “Sincere Hypocrisy
and the Authorial Person in the Letters of Heloise,” Romance notes, 45/3 (2005): 281-292 and “Does the
Habit Make the Nun? A Case Study of Heloise’s influence on Abelard’s Ethical Philosophy,”
Vivarium 44 (2006): 248-275.
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(lin. 555-557) of which Abelard recognises the prophetic quality. It is legitimate to
inquire how much this discourse is reconstructed [115] or invented by Abelard and
conversely, to what extent it conveys some of Heloise’s original words.

Given the length of the speech and taking the author’s declarations at face
value, my working hypothesis would be to consider that Abelard incorporated into
his own narration extracts of a letter written by Heloise during her stay at Le Pallet,
reacting to the marriage plan. For the sake of clarity, I will henceforth use the title
Dehortatio to refer to the lost document that may have once existed, and contrast it
with its rewriting by Abelard within the Historia. According to his narrative, the
speech would have been delivered to him when they finally met in Brittany. The
peroratio is indeed presented after a few words referring to Heloise’s admission that
she failed to convince him, the young woman being described as speaking in tears:

... cum meam deflectere non posset stultitiam nec me sustineret offendere, suspirans
vehementer et lacrimans perorationem suam tali fine terminavit : ‘Unum’, inquid,
‘ad ultimum restat ut in perditione duorum, minor non succedat dolor quam
precessit amor.”

But when she saw that she could not prevail over my adamant stupidity nor
bear the thought of committing an offence against me, she brought her case to
a close in tears and sighs: “There is one thing left for us’, she said, ‘that in our
utter ruin the pain to come will be no less than the love that has gone
before."!

Although the Historia presents the episode as the report of an actual meeting, the
above sentences could nevertheless correspond to the final section of a complex
rhetorical construction — Heloise admitting in advance her inability to curb his
obstinacy, as well as her willingness not to offend him, before announcing the fatal
issue. Setting aside that question, we should now examine in what measure, up to
that point, Abelard reproduced within the Historia calamitatum a text initially written
by Heloise, that he had before his eyes.

Recently, John Marenbon has made a strong argument against such a
supposition, remarking that some quotations used in the Dehortatio have exact literal
parallels in the second book of Abelard’s Theologia Christiana, expanded in or soon
after 1122 from his earlier Theologia ‘Summi boni’.*> Exposing at [116] great length the
virtues of the ancient philosophers, in order to support the use of their testimonies

* Trans. William Levitan, Abelard and Heloise. The Letters and other writings, (Indianapolis/Cambridge:
Hackett, 2007), 17-18.

# John Marenbon, “Abélard: les exemples de philosophes et les philosophes comme exemple,” in
Exempla docent. Les exemples des philosophes de I'antiquité a la Renaissance, Actes du colloque international
(Neuchidtel, 23-25 octobre 2003), ed. Thomas Ricklin, Delphine Carron et Emmanuel Babey (Paris: Vrin,
2006), 119-133.
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in Trinitarian discussion, the theologian includes a long section on their chastity and
contempt of marriage. That section features three examples borrowed from Jerome’s
Contra Jovinianum that also appear in the Dehortatio. Marenbon deems as
“incroyable” the possibility that Heloise actually raised these examples and
arguments first, in a personal plea against marriage, five years or so before Abelard
put them to use in a theoretical context.” In reality, what is implied here is a
contradiction between Heloise’s authorship of the Dehortatio and ]. Marenbon’s
understanding of Abelard’s changing interests over time; while he was merely using
the doctrines of the philosophers before entering religious life, after that turning
point, first at Saint-Denis, and even more later on, during his teaching period at the
Paraclete, he began to consider them as moral examples of virtue as well.* But is it
really inconceivable that Abelard could have borrowed quotations that Heloise first
provided, in or about 1117? At the turn of the eleventh and twelfth centuries,
Jerome’s writings enjoyed a growing interest, especially in reformist circles.” Contra
Jovinianum was a well circulated text, in a period when the celibacy of priests was a
major topic.” The likelihood that Abelard knew it and discussed it with Heloise
while she was his pupil is far from being null. To treat the matter at the level at
which Marenbon himself discussed the authenticity of the Correspondence, one
should first look for indications and textual evidence that could help detect what
are, if any, the original lines from Heloise, and those possibly written by Abelard.
The late Giovanni Orlandi, when asked to define his trade, used to say that [117] “a
philologist is someone who reads slowly.”* At the risk of being dull, this is how I
shall proceed.

In matters of “critique d’authenticité,” external criteria have priority over
internal ones.” In the present case, we do possess a strong external testimony in
favour of some degree of authenticity of the Dehortatio. It comes from Heloise

# Ibid., p. 129, the rejection is expressed in one brief question: “Si on rejette cette hypothese, comme
incroyable, que faut-il conclure?” Marenbon says he shares in that regard the opinion of Philippe
Delhaye, “Le dossier anti-matrimonial de 1"’Adversus Jovinianum et son influence sur quelques écrits
latins du Xlle siecle,” Medieval Studies 13 (1951): 65-86, esp. 73-74: “on ne peut s’empécher de douter
de la véracité du récit. On a vraiment trop I'impression que les paroles rapportées ici ne sont pas
d’Héloise mais de l'auteur de la Theologia Christiana”. It is remarkable that neither Delhaye, nor
Marenbon submitted their first impressions to a precise philological inquiry.

* Marenbon, “Abélard: les exemples,” and The Philosophy, 332-339.

* This point is well illustrated by Mews, “Un lecteur de Jérome,” who argues that Heloise is in some
way the true author of the Dehortatio: “Il est stir qu’elle avait invoqué des arguments contre le
mariage.” Etienne Gilson, Héloise et Abélard (Paris: Vrin, 1964; 1st ed. 1938), 35-54, took for granted
that Héloise was the author of the discourse, but didn’t provide a demonstration.

* Delhaye, “Le dossier,” 71.

1 am quoting from a seminar held in common in Milano, on the Epistolae duorum amantium, in Feb.
2006.

* Frangois Dolbeau, “Critique d’attribution, critique d’authenticité. Réflexions préliminaires,”
Filologia mediolatina 67 (1999-2000): 33-62.
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herself, in the second letter of the Correspondence that reacts directly to the Historia.
She acknowledges the fact that Abelard repeated some of her arguments against
their fateful marriage — but she complains that he left out the ones that mattered
more to her:

. rationes nonnullas quibus te a coniugio nostro et infaustis thalamis revocare
conabar exponere non es dedignatus, sed plerisque tacitis quibus amorem coniugio,
libertatem vinculo preferebam.

‘vou did not think it beneath your dignity to set out at least some of the
arguments I used when I tried to dissuade you from this marriage of ours and
its disastrous bed. You kept silence, though, about most of the reasons why I
preferred love over marriage, freedom over a chain.”*

Indeed, in the final parts of Dehortatio, after having briefly reported her claim that
the name of amica was dearer to her, and more honest for him (lin. 545-550), Abelard
admits that he omits some arguments (Hec et similia persuadens seu dissuadens, lin.
550-551). This theme is precisely the one she complains he discarded in his account ;
she goes on to present it in a much more powerful way, exposing her notion of
disinterested love in the name of which she refused marriage. With all due caution,
it can therefore be argued that, in Letter II, Heloise exposes the contents of the
second part of her speech, centered on the incompatibility between love and
marriage, that Abelard had drastically abbreviated. It would be absurd to claim that
she is literally repeating what she had written years before — although, quoad sensum,
this is most probably the case, as the correct matching between these lines and those
of the Historia shows. Furthermore, one should take note that she is here adducing
another exemplum from ancient philosophy, namely the advice given by Aspasia to
Xenophon and his wife, reproduced from Cicero’s De inventione, about Socrates’
disciple Aeschines, an anecdote that Abelard neither use in Theologia Christiana nor
elsewhere. This quotation shows Heloise’s ability to illustrate her points with
examples taken from the classics; it also [118] suggests that, on the issue of marriage,
she could have gathered a dossier of her own. Picking up a rare dictum of Aspasia,
the female philosopher,” only known through Cicero, could be seen as a strong sign
of self-assertion as an intellectual in her own right. It is not implausible that the
same quotation could have been already present in the original speech. For the time
being, one main conclusion has been obtained from Heloise’s reaction to Historia. In
Abelard’s prose, she recognised the “reasons” with which she had resisted the
project of marriage as dishonest for him, and she noted his skirting round the

“ Ep. I, lin. 154-157, trans. William Levitan, 56.
* Cf. Nicole Loraux, “Aspasie, I'étrangere, l'intellectuelle,” Clio. Histoire, femmes et société 13 (2001): 17-
42, reprinted in ead., La Gréce au feminin (Paris: Belles-Lettres, 2003), 133-164.
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arguments that touched upon her views on love. If we accept that Heloise is the
author of Letter II, we are compelled to admit that she had produced, before the
marriage, a set of articulated arguments opposing Abelard’s decision to marry.”

In order to detect whether the first part of this speech corresponds in some
way to what we read in Historia calamitatum, the next step of this inquiry should
consider the general structure of Abelard’s report of these arguments. Let us first
observe the way in which he switches back and forth from the direct to the indirect
mode. Heloise’s speech is first reported with sentences introduced by a verb in the
third person (lin. 428-442: Jurabat ... Querebat ... Detestabatur ... Pretendebat ...); the
advice she gave to Abelard are then reported by the latter in the first person (lin.
448-450: susciperem ... consulerem ... attenderem ...), apparently transposing in the
subjunctive mode verbs that would have been in the imperative in the original
speech (suscipe ... consule ... attende...). Then, after a first quotation of the Contra
Jovinianum, the discourse is presented in the first person (lin. 467-545: omittam ...
inquam ...) before Abelard turns back to putting Heloise’s words in the third person
when summarising the final section of her discourse. For the most part, this stylistic
distinction appears to follow one simple rule: in all the sentences in which the
indirect speech is used, Heloise addresses Abelard directly. This device allows him
to retain the view-point of the narrator, and to keep the first person for himself. On
the other hand, the speech is reported in the direct mode when it comes to general
statements about the inconveniences of marriage for the practice of philosophy. Yet
this distinction is not so neatly observed throughout. A brief section, at the end of
the part reported in the direct mode, does not follow that pattern, since Heloise is
here addressing Abelard (lin. 526-536: quid te ... preferas ... immergas ... non curas ...
defende). It begins with a sentence that deserves further observation: [119]

Quam sobrie autem atque continenter ipsi vixerint, non est nostrum modo ex
exemplis colligere, ne Minervam ipsam videar docere.

My task is not to give examples of their sobriety and self-restraint, lest I
would seem to be teaching Minerva herself.”

From a strictly linguistic point of view, it would have been awkward to render this
sentence in the indirect mode, since Abelard is here compared to a personification of
philosophy. For the very same reason, it sounds unlikely that he would have chosen
himself such a turn of phrase, putting to use a Greek proverb transmitted by Cicero,
widely known in the period.” This protestation of humility towards a more learned

*! The same point is made by Mews, “Un lecteur de Jérome,” 436.

* HC, lin. 526-528. Levitan, 17, omits the use of the first person in that sentence. I am thus adjusting
his translation to the litteral wording.

** The Greek proverb, transmitted by Cicero’s Academici Libri, is used by many contemporary writers,
including Ivo of Chartres or Peter the Venerable.
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master is typical of Heloise, and the metaphor she uses fits in with her literary tastes,
as does the presence of a rhyming feature (colligere ... docere). The connotations of
that sentence are noteworthy: she refrains from adding further examples to the one
she just gave, on account that he knows what philosophy is all about much better
than she does. There are thus strong reasons to consider this sentence as
authentically coined by Heloise. That would imply, in turn, that at least some of the
examples given above were also hers. By implication, the following lines, told in the
direct mode, would represent the strict continuation of the same speech, until the
point where Abelard breaks off and turns to the indirect mode.™

In order to detect who borrowed quotations from whom, it is necessary to
compare the Dehortatio with the portion of Theologia Christiana dealing with ancient
examples of chastity. The theological treatise follows a fairly simple route. It first
states a general point (§ 87): the continence of ancient philosophers demonstrates
that they were fulfilling a Christian command ahead of its time. The following
paragraphs (88-93) provide the biblical foundations of that command, ending with
the virginity of Mary, as well as that of the Sibylla. Then, Abelard goes on with a
litany of exempla, either of chaste or virginal wise men, or regarding their detestation
of marriage and sex (94-103), mostly borrowed from Jerome’s Contra Jovinianum,
with Valerius Maximus as an auxiliary source. Interestingly, the final paragraphs are
devoted to the chastity of female figures (104-108). [120]

For its part, the Dehortatio — leaving aside the first statements related to the
personal situation of Abelard and Heloise — follows a much more complex structure.
It begins with the famous Pauline advice to refrain from marriage (I Cor 7:27-32),
before turning to the ancient examples, starting with the case of Theophrastus that
Jerome presents as shameful for the Christians, followed by Cicero’s refusal to
remarry (both cases, from Contra Jovinianum, also present in Theologia Christiana).
The following paragraph offers a vivid account of the domestic complications that a
marriage would entail; it would not only distract from philosophy, but also require
the wealth to sustain a household. These remarks prompt a reminder that the
philosophical life implies a renunciation of all pleasures and worldly worries,
illustrated by a quote from Seneca. The speech then explains that sects of preeminent
virtuous men existed among the Jews, the Christians and the Gentiles. This last
group is illustrated by a quote from Augustine, referring to Pythagoras as the
founder of philosophy. Then comes the disclaimer of humility that we already
mentioned, and which serves as a transition towards the culmination of the speech:
in view of all these examples, how much more should Abelard, a cleric and a canon,
abstain from any impudence. As a coda, emphasizing the sordidness of domestic
life, comes the exemplum of Socrates receiving on his head Xanthippe’s pot of dirty
water (also used in Theologia Christiana). This elaborated discourse is much more

** The rubrics in Jean de Meun’s translation are also sensitive to this aspect, cf. La vie et les epistres, 16:
“Or conclut son propoz la saige Heloys en eschivant le mariaige,” at HC, lin. 528.
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than a simple criticism of marriage, since it also includes a general praise of
philosophical life. Moreover, it is rhetorically built in order to point to Abelard’s
personal situation.

This difference in intention shows in the way in which both works handle the
same examples. The Theologia Christiana provides quotations from Contra Jovinianum
in a longer form. There, for instance, Abelard dwells at length on Theophrastus,
whereas the Dehortatio only repeats the concluding words given by Jerome.
Likewise, the reference to Socrates and Xanthippe leaves out the preceding
statement about a second wife. On the other hand, the remark about Cicero
continues with a comment not found in the Theologia. There is no notable textual
discrepancy, but it should be expected that Abelard and Heloise were using closely
related versions of Jerome. All in all, the slightly different purpose to which the
same quotations are put to use, and the very distinct construction of both texts
under scrutiny do not offer sufficient indication that Abelard forged the
“theoretical” section of the Dehortatio, in order to convey ideas and ideals he
developed after his conversion.

If the insertion of such examples was a sign of Abelard’s authorship, it should
be expected that he also provided the two other quotations present in the Dehortatio.
The reference to Pythagoras as a founder of philosophy, taken from Augustine,
indeed appears in Theologia Christiana, but in a [121] different section, since it has no
relevance to the question of chastity.” On the other hand, Seneca’s advice to
Lucilius, that he should devote all of his time to philosophy, has no counterpart in
any other of Abelard’s texts. Quite revealingly, references to authentic writings of
Seneca are scarce in works composed before the Historia calamitatum.”® The most
important one appear in the Collationes, in an unusual positive reference to
Epicurus.” His only other quotations from the Epistolae ad Lucilium feature in the
Rule for the Paraclete and in the Ep. XII addressed to a regular canon.” In these

% Theologia Christiana, 11, 38, ed. E. Buytaert, C. J. Mews (CCCM, 12), 147-148.

% Seneca is absent from Theologia Christiana. The Sic et non, (q. 143, sent. 5) ed. Blanche Boyer, Richard
McKeon (Chicago/London: University of Chicago Press, 1976) 494, quotes the apocryphal Proverbia
Senecae., as do various sermons. Only the final version of the Theologia, refers to an authentic text, De
beneficiis, 5, 1, quoted in Theologia scholarium (II, 123) 469, but the apocryphal letter to Saint Paul is
quoted more often, Commentaria in epistulam ad Romanos, ed. E. Buytaert (CCCM, 11), 50 and Theologia
scholarium, 403.

7 Petrus Abaelardus, Collationes, ed. G. Orlandi, transl. J. Marenbon (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2001),
102: Seneca, ille maximus morum aedificator et continentissimae. The editors suggests that the Collationes
have been written at Saint-Gildas in the years 1127-32, but there is no compelling evidence that it
should be earlier than 1135.

8 Rule, ed. Hicks, p. 510: Seneca, maximus ille paupertatis et continentiae sectator, et summus inter
universos philosophos morum aedificator ; Epist. XII (PL 178, 350B): Hanc et Seneca maximus ille morum
philosophus sententiam tenens, et sic philosophari Lucilio suo consulens. Edmé Renno Smits, Peter Abelard.
Letters IX -XIV. An Edition with an Introduction (Groningen: Bouma, 1983), 155-172, suggest that the
letter was written during the period at Saint-Gildas, after the transfer of Heloise to the Paraclete, in
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references, as in others, Seneca is described as the greatest moral philosopher”, a
qualification also present in the Dehortatio. On the other hand, the Epistolae ad
Lucilium were a favourite book of Heloise. She makes repeated use of it: in Letter II,
to describe the pleasure of receiving letters from friends, briefly in Letter IV, and
then again in the Problemata.”’ Thus, the close analysis of quotations from the classics
ends with a suggestion that reverses Marenbon’s views: the Dehortatio is quoting
from a book well-known and dear to Heloise, and neglected, if not ignored, by
Abelard until a late period. [122]

None of the arguments reviewed so far provide any reason to think that
Abelard forged, totally or in part, the speech he puts in Heloise’s mouth in the
Historia. A stylistic anomaly can offer a final proof that the whole discourse derives
from a letter she had initially written. A careful reading does indeed suggest the
presence of an interpolation in the Dehortatio, which exactly covers the lines 496-509
in Monfrin’s edition. The Seneca quotation is followed by an observation that, what
the true monks are now achieving for God’s love, the philosophers were
accomplishing for the sake of philosophy (line 493-495); the continuation of this
remark is to be found at line 510, with the explanation — to which Pierre Hadot
would fully subscribe — that philosophy for them was not so much a science as a
religious way of life. The intermediary lines offer a didactic reminder of the fact that,
among every people, there has always been a group of men achieving the highest
standards of virtue: among the Jews, the Nazarenes and other sects, among the
Christians, the monks, and among the Gentiles, “as has been said,” the philosophers.
This ut dictum est, meant to close the aside, allows the text to reverse to the original
speech. Such a construction suggests that we are facing an interpolation, breaking
the structure of a sentence that would otherwise be nicely balanced, comparing
monks and philosophers. The insertion, within an initial binary construction, of a
third term representing the Jewish heritage, can be seen as typical of Abelard’s
willingness to put these three branches of humanity on an equal footing. This
tendency is already evident in Theologia Christiana.” It is even more so the case in the
Collationes, written shortly before the Historia, that stages a debate between three
characters representing these respective groups.” This insertion offers a clear
example of Abelard editing an earlier text, in order to bring it in line with views he
developed in the meantime. The discrepancy between the two layers of text can also

1128-32.

* On top of the previous quotations, see Sermo XXXIII (PL 178, 593A): Seneca quippe maximus morum
aedificator beneficium.

% Ep. II, lin. 50-58; Ep. 1V, lin. 30-32. See also Problemata : Talis animi compassio naturalis, sive rationalis
sit, sive minime, misericordia proprie dicitur, teste Seneca. On Seneca’s slow rise in popularity in the XIIth
century, cf. Klaus-Dieter Nothdurft, Studien zum Einfluss Senecas auf die Philosophie und Theologie des
zwolften Jahrhunderts (Leiden: Brill, 1963).

*! Theologia Christiana 1, 136, p. 130.

62 Petrus Abaelardus, Collationes.
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be argued for at a stylistic level. The added passage is much less sophisticated than
the text into which it is inserted. It is loaded with repetitions that were carefully
avoided in the preceding sentence, the opposition apud nos/in gentibus being
transformed in the series apud judeos / apud nos [ apud gentiles. The order of words
follows a very plain pattern, while the preceding and the following sentences offer
more complex constructions. Similar observations could be made on the basis of a
more systematic comparison between the Dehortatio and the remaining parts of the
Historia if we were in need of more indications for Heloise’s authorship.” [123]

Original speech Interpolation

Quod nunc igitur apud nos amore Dei sustinent
qui vere monachi dicuntur, hoc desiderio
philosophie qui nobiles in gentibus extiterunt ;

In omni namgque populo, tam gentili scilicet
quam iudaico sive christiano, aliqui semper
extiterunt fide seu morum honestate ceteris
preminentes, et se a populo aliqua continentie vel
abstinentie singularitate segregantes. Apud
Judeos quidem antiquitus Nazarei, qui se
Domino secundum legem consecrabant, sive filii
prophetarum Helye vel Helysei sectatores, quos
beato attestante Jheronimo monachos legimus in
veteri Testamento ; novissime autem tres ille
philosophie secte, quas Josephus in libro
Antiquitatum distinguens, alios Phariseos, alios
Saduceos, alios nominat Esseos. Apud nos vero
monachi, qui videlicet aut communem
apostolorum vitam, aut priorem illam et
solitariam Johannis imittantur. Apud gentiles
autem, ut dictum est, philosophi.

non enim sapientie vel philosophie nomen tam
ad scientie perceptionem quam ad vite
religionem referebant, sicut ab ipso etiam huius
nominis ortu didicimus, ipsorum quoque
testimonio sanctorum. ...

% To take an easy example, the rhyming prose is more abundant in the Dehortatio than in any other
parts of the Historia. See for instance: per omnia probrosum esset atque honerosum; librorum sive tabularum
ad colos, stilorum sive calamorum ad fusgs; maxime contempnentes, nec tam relinquentes seculum quam
fugientes; ad scientie perceptionem quam ad vite religionem, etc.
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[124] We are now in a position to conclude this inquiry. As he claims is the
case, and as her external and later testimony confirms, the whole of the Dehortatio
should be considered as initially composed by Heloise, to the exclusion of the brief
interpolated passage. While writing the Historia, Abelard had a copy of the original
letter before his eyes and he reproduced it faithfully, partly phrasing it in the
indirect mode. He nevertheless committed a major editorial intervention by
suppressing most of the second part of Heloise’s speech, the one that mattered more
to her.

The exact place where Abelard stayed while he wrote the Historia is still
unclear. However, our findings enable us to surmise that the original version of the
Dehortatio was part of the minimal library he carried around with him at the time. It
is likely that he already had it at hand while working on the second version of the
Theologia and on the Sic et non, in a period when Abelard was running his idyllic
rural school at the Paraclete in the early 1120s. This episode is illustrated in the
Historia with another long quotation of Jerome’s Contra Jovinianum. Assuming that
Abelard picked up quotes from the same work while forging Heloise’s speech
against marriage years later, John Marenbon finds

une intention d’ironie dans l'emploi de ces textes ou l'autorité de Jérome et
I'exemple des philosophes anciens exaltent 1'excellence d’une vie monastique
dans une oeuvre écrite au moment méme ou Abelard abandonnait le monastere
dont il était I'abbé.*

Now that it becomes clear that Heloise has been the first one to refer to these
exemples, we can also detect irony in these repeted quotations, but with different
implications. The initial Paraclete was the realization of the ideal philosophical life
described by Heloise in the Dehortatio; what marital life would have prevented,
according to her, was rendered possible by the failure of their actual marriage.
Acknowledging Heloise’s correct predictions, Abelard paid silent tribute to her by
developing her views on the incompatibility of marriage and philosophy in the
Theologia Christiana, before quoting at length her own words in the Historia
calamitatum.

From the initial sentence of the chapter, introducing the Dehortatio, one may
wonder whether Heloise’s arguments were presented before or after the couple’s
return to Paris. Yet the narration of the events immediately following [125] the
reported speech rules out any doubt. The letter against marriage was written while
Heloise was staying at Le Pallet, with Abelard’s sister Denise, after the birth of
Astralabe. The likelihood that she found there the texts quoted in Dehortatio or that
she had carried her whole personal library from Paris, when travelling disguised as
a nun, is rather weak. Abelard’s father was a learned man, but he had entered

* John Marenbon, “Abélard: les exemples de philosophes,” 133.
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religious life earlier on, probably taking his books with him. Of course, she may
have received later on the books she needed, during her long stay in Brittany, or
have consulted them elsewhere, but it could also be the case that Heloise
constructed her arguments and gathered her quotations from memory. This
hypothesis would suggest that she had reflected earlier, in Paris, on the topic of
marriage; she may have both made her mind in advance on that issue, and picked
up some relevant quotations to that effect in her favourite authors. It is more
doubtful that the couple had the occasion to discuss the topic before Heloise’s
pregnancy rendered a decision urgent. We do not have any positive evidence as to
whether Abelard thought it fit for a philosopher to marry before he was compelled
to do so by Fulbert, and there is no point in wondering what his initial views may
have been.

At any rate, the ascription of a speech against marriage to Heloise throws
some rare and precious light on the discussions that went on between the lovers
before their religious conversion, with regard both to their contents, and to their
highly literate form. Years ago, Peter Dronke wrote that we should consider the
couple’s relations as ”a literary and intellectual partnership that was not wholly one-
sided”;*® Constant Mews and John Marenbon arrived, through different means, at
the same conclusion that Heloise exerted an important influence on the formation of
Abelard’s views, especially in ethics.” This analysis of the speech against marriage,
considered as an independent text written by Heloise that Abelard kept in his
personal library, lends even more weight to that perspective.

2. The ascription of the Epistolae duorum amantium

The following step of this textual journey will lead us to another hotly debated issue.
When Ewald Konsgen edited in 1974 long excerpts from an anonymous love
epistolary found in a Clairvaux manuscript, his conclusion was that the couple
involved bore strong similarities to Heloise and Abelard, but [126] he resisted the
identification.” That step was taken 25 years later by Constant Mews, within a more
global approach to literary cross-gender dialogue in the 12th century.” This

% Peter Dronke, Women Writers of the Middle Ages (1984), 112.

% Mews, Abelard and Héloise; Marenbon, The Philosophy of Peter Abelard. See also Findley, “Does the
Habit Make the Nun?”

7 Ewald Konsgen, Epistolae duorum amantium : Briefe Abaelards und Heloises ? (Leiden, Brill:1974). The
subtitle was added by the publisher, not the critical editor, as he makes clear in “Der Nordstern
scheint auf dem Pol. Baudolinos Liebesbriefe an Beatrix, die Kaiserin — oder Ex epistolis duorum
amantium,” in Nova de veteribus. Mittel- und neulateinische Studien fiir Paul Gerhard Schmidt, A. Bihrer,
E. Stein ed. (Miinchen-Leipzig: Saur, 2004) 1113-21. The letters will be reffered to by their number,
preceded by letter M for the woman (Mulier), V for the man (Vir).

% Mews, The Lost Love Letters. The same author developped his thesis with more arguments, most
notably in Abelard and Heloise, “Cicero and the Boundaries of Friendship in the Twelfth Century,”
Viator 38-2 (2007): 369-84, and in a new chapter added to 2008 edition of the Lost Love Letters.
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proposal has been received in various ways: some scholars not only accepted the
ascription,” but also brought forward new arguments in its favour,” while others
have expressed their scepticism on various grounds, arguing that is impossible to
decide and that the outcome doesn’t matter much,” or just stating their disbelief.”
The number of critics mounting an argued case against C. Mews’ thesis is rather
limited, and no one has come close [127] to refuting his claims” They will be
discussed in due course, along with some other important contributions that throw
new lights on some aspects of the letters without offering decisive arguments in
favour or against the ascription.”

As always with textual studies, the codicological examination has to come
first. In the present case, the situation is fairly simple. The epistolary is only known
through extracts of 116 letters and poems copied in 1471 by the librarian of
Clairvaux, Jean de Woévre (Johannes de Vepria). While preparing the new catalogue

% Barbara Newman, review of Mews, The Lost Love Letters, The Medieval Review, 2000; Damien Boquet,
review of Mews, La voix d’Héloise (French translation of The Lost Love Letters), Médiévales 51 (2006):
185-188; Elisabeth Lalou, “Quid sit amor?,” Critique 716-717 (2007): 80-90, just to quote some favorable
reviews containing interesting discussions.

0 C. Stephen Jaeger, “The Epistolae duorum amantium and the Ascription to Heloise and Abelard,” and
Id., “A Reply to Giles Constable,” Voices in Dialogue: New Problems in Reading Women’s Cultural
History, ed. L. Olson, K. Kerby-Fulton (Notre Dame University Press, Notre Dame: 2005), 125-66 and
179-86; John O. Ward and Neville Chiavaroli, “The Young Heloise and Latin Rhetoric: Some
Preliminary Comments on the ‘Lost” Love Letters and Their Significance,” Listening to Heloise, 53-119;
Sylvain Piron, “Enquéte sur un texte,”, in Lettres des deux amants, attribuées a Héloise et Abélard (Paris,
Gallimard: 2005), 175-218.

"' Guy Lobrichon, Héloise, I'amour et le savoir (Paris, Gallimard: 2005); Maria Teresa Fumagalli Beonio
Brocchieri, in Lettere di due amanti. Attribute a Eloisa e Abelardo, trans. Claudio Fiocchi,(Archinto:
Collano, 2006).A recent German translation simply ignores the debate: Und wirst du doch bei mir. Ex
epistolis duorum amantium. Eine mittelalterliche Liebesgeschichte in Briefen, trans. Eva Cescutti, Philipp
Steger (Zurich: Manesse Verlag, 2005).

7 John Marenbon, “The Rediscovery of Peter Abelard's Philosophy,” Journal of the History of
Philosophy 44- 3 (2006): 331-351, see p. 348-49.

7 Giles Constable, ”Sur 'attribution des Epistolae duorum amantium,” Académie des inscriptions et belles-
lettres: comptes rendus des séances (2001): 1679-93 (the original english version appeared later in Voices
in Dialo