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MIle de Scudery and was very fashionable in the salons of literary women. But, the 

"reciproque amitie" between Heloise and Abelard did not last long, and Alluis builds up 

the intrigue in the narrative by creating a purely fictional theme of jealousy with the 

addition of Alberic, a student of Abelard's, who also falls in love with Heloise. 

The Triangular Structure of Desire 

Alluis did not stop with Alberic who pursues Heloise throughout most of the 

story. There is an interior, structural modification in this text based on the creation of 

triangular desire. On the one hand, Fulbert is jealous of Abelard perhaps because he 

secretly loves Heloise too much, but he is not alone. Her three admirers, Alberic, 

Abelard and Fulbert, are all positioned at different points of the triangle. At the 

intersecting angles of each line of the triangle, Heloise is caught between two masculine 

poles, as the object of the two men's desire. Once again, the woman is the gift or the 

commodity exchanged between males, which also promotes a form of homoerotic 

bonding. Alluis plays with the romanesque implications of triangular desire in an 

exaggerated, melodramatic fashion. Alberic spies on Abelard and Heloise and then 

reports back to Fulbert. In the middle of the narrative, he competes with Abelard for 

Heloise's hand in marriage. As in the medieval text, Heloise's marriage plans are 

delayed as the author preserves her original argument against matrimony, looking upon 

it as inappropriate for a philosopher, but Abelard's persona is altered and significantly 

weakened. He is overwhelmed by jealousy, and threatened by his young student. A 
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scene is created in which Abelard, hidden outside Heloise's door, overhears Alberic ask 

her to marry him; he becomes infuriated. It does not take long for the young student to 

realize that his professor is also in love with Heloise, but the lovers' happiness is further 

jeopardized by Fulbert's decision to order Heloise to marry Alberic. Although Fulbert 

forbids her to see Abelard, Heloise arranges to meet Abelard secretly while her father is 

away at morning and evening Vespers. The intrigue is increased through the fictional 

insertion of the "billet". Alberic receives word that he must return home because of a 

sick family member, and thus the marriage is delayed. His absence allows Heloise and 

Abelard to see each other more often, but always clandestinely, never openly. Abelard 

reasons an acceptable, social strategy in part to console Heloise and to persuade her to 

continue their relationship, saying that married women can still maintain "un commerce 

galant". Precious women and gallant men in the seventeenth century were strong 

believers in (or reduced to) either extramarital or non-marital amorous relationships. 

This inserted aspect modernizes the lovers, rendering them appealing to the aristocrats' 

literary tastes. After Fulbert eventually found the lovers together, and packed Heloise 

off to Corbeil, she sends a "billet" to Abelard forewarning him ofFulbert's anger. As a 

fictional element, the "billet" augments the intrigue in the plot. It circulates in a public 

context, which marks the transition between the private space of the medieval text and 

the more public sphere of this fictionalized seventeenth-century version. As we know, 

in the salons, these short messages were frequently circulated to arrange meetings 

between lovers and to relay other brief messages containing personal information. 
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Here, Abelard answers Heloise's brief note and arrives, in disguise, at Corbeil to see 

her, slipping into her room secretly in a circuitous way through the garden. Heloise 

tells him she is pregnant, but her familiar stance against marriage is reworded and 

shifted into the context of the times: she says she would rather be his slave than his 

wife and she would prefer him as her master instead of her husband, a choice of words 

which seems to privilege the seductive relationship identified with Abelard's role as her 

tutor, and, in tum, relegates her to a submissive, subservient position. At the same 

time, the disparity in the power relationship underlined by the dialectic of master and 

slave also favors the illicit aspects of the lovers' desire, outside of the legal constraints 

of the marital bond. We recall that Grenaille also used the idea of slavery, but the 

wording was presented differently as a result of his monophonic translation that did not 

include Abelard as a partner. This reference to the slavery of marriage will also 

reappear in Bussy's text, and so, once again Alluis insertion sets the tone for other 

versions. Other aspects of Heloise's diatribe against matrimony are more in line with a 

more contemporary rendition of the medieval text. She describes matrimony as "Ie 

lomheall de I'amour" and a "tromperie", which could be read as a precious attack. Her 

reluctance anticipates her "enlevement" from Corbeil by Abelard so that she can have 

her baby in hiding. Alluis' text is colored with a series of adventures involving physical 

movement, also popular with aristocratic readers, and following the tradition of the 

heroic novel. Narrative progression is delayed by adding numerous romanesque 

episodes. For instance, Alberic, who arrives at Corbeil after Abelard has carried 
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Heloise off with him, finds a message in her room, addressed to her mother. As he 

intercepts the message, and learns the secret of Heloise's birth as well as the real 

identities of her parents, he is revolted by the knowledge that Fulbert is her father. 

Once again, the public aspect of the "billet" is brought out. Alberic goes public with 

the fact that Abelard has taken Heloise with him, and he does not hesitate in 

transmitting this information to Fulbert. The privacy of the message is violated. 

Eventually, Abelard returns to confront Fulbert and to strike a compromise of marriage 

on the condition, as previously seen in the medieval text, that the marriage will be kept 

secret in order to protect his reputation. Alluis intervenes in the text as a narrator to 

tell the reader that matrimony was not the end to their love story. Fulbert pursues his 

plan to destroy Abelard, and admits publicly that the two were man and wife. Here, 

Alluis reverts back to the events of the medieval text, and as we recall, Abelard decided 

to place Heloise at Argenteuil to protect her from Fulbert's wrath. But the plot 

similarity ends here as Alluis embellishes the original text and adds new characters in 

the central part of his work, which builds the intrigue and amplifies the fictional 

dimensions of the text. 

Amorous Adventures and Monastic Life 

The first important modification in the narrative is the introduction of Luce, 

Abelard's mother, whom Heloise fortuitously meets at Argenteuil. Luce acts as a 

confident forewarning Heloise of the discipline and hardship of religious life. She 

hopes to persuade Heloise to think twice before committing herself as a nun. Alluis 
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casts Luce in the role as the older voice of reason. Heloise soon begins to confide in 

her about her adventures with Abelard. Here, we find a striking difference from the 

medieval text as Abelard continues to visit her at Argenteuil: "lis se communiquerent 

leurs desirs, & HelOise fut chargee du soin de chercher quelque invention pour les 

satisfaire." (lO~). Alluis' representation of religious retreat transforms it into a mere 

appearance of devotion. One of the key modifications is the fact that Heloise does not 

take the veil, which allows her the freedom to leave the cloister: " ... elle y prit tous les 

habits de Religieuse, hormis Ie Voile, afin qu'elle put en sortir quand l'occasion 

favorable s'en presenterait.." (97) 

The change in Heloise's monastic attire also reflects Alluis' architectural 

restructuring of the convent. In sharp contrast to the medieval text, Heloise's cell is 

not an oppressive prison, separating her from her lover, but rather an open space; an 

escape hatch allows her to flee once the night falls, and rejoin Abelard outside. It is not 

long before Heloise finds another nun with a lover, and they devise a plan to escape at 

night so that they can meet their suitors on the other side of the wall. These fictional 

episodes recall the heroic and courtly adventures of the lengthy, frequently tedious 

novels that were popular at the beginning of the century, yet with a more overtly sexual 

bent quite typical of the end of the century's fascination for 'bhroniques scandaleuses." 

Alluis embroiders the medieval narrative in his fictionalized description of Heloise's 

clever plot to deceive the nuns. She and the other sister leave a light on in their rooms 

to create the illusion of late night prayer, but it is only a cover-up for their adventures. 
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The staging of their nocturnal flight reminds the reader of the twelfth-century damsel in 

the tower that is rescued by her gallant knight. Heloise and her friend escape "a I'aide 

d'une echelle de soie que leurs amants leur tenaient" (I 06). The seventeenth-century 

reader would probably find this elaborate sequence of events appealing, amused by the 

web of ruse and deception concocted by the two young women. Once they meet their 

lovers on the outside, the following events of the evening are structured along the lines 

of a game of "etre" and "paraitre". The other nun's lover, Baudoin, takes Heloise for a 

real nun. He does not know that she is neither religious nor available since Abelard 

never reveals that she is a married woman. Charmed and intrigued by Heloise, Baudoin 

proposes that they change partners. But Abelard is inwardly against the idea even 

though he does not say anything. As a jealous and sensitive lover, he is totally repulsed 

by the thought of sharing his wife. He finds a way to forewarn Heloise of Baudoin's 

plan and plays along with the young man. Baudoin leads Heloise into a "cabinet" to 

seduce her, but she discourages him. In a melodramatic way, A1luis places Abelard at 

the door where he overhears the conversation, which only increases his jealousy. Soon 

after they part ways with Baudoin and his nun, Heloise and Abelard devise another plan 

to see each other in private. This fictional addition resembles some of La Fontaine's 

Contes. The reader recognizes the familiar signs: the clever game of mistaken identity, 

the secret doors, and the amorous intrigue that takes place in the dark. Heloise has 

Abelard enter through a secret, back door, but another nun sees her as she too was 

awaiting the clandestine, nocturnal visit of her suitor. Her lover enters as Abelard exits 
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and in the dark, the other man takes Heloise for his beloved. Suddenly, the lights go 

on, the nuns deduce that someone had let this man into the convent, and the other nun 

who had seen Heloise and Abelard is surprised to see her own lover there. Alluis 

exaggerates the plot even further by the revelation of the unknown lover's identity, 

none other than Abelard's student, Alberic, who was courting another nun in Heloise's 

order. Heloise finally admits that she is married and the sisters let Alberic go, but the 

scandal doesn't stop there, it reaches the "abbe" of the church who decides to visit the 

convent: 

i/ decouvrit tant d'intrigues amoureuses, tant de 
debauches, tant de prostitutions, qu'i/ resolut des alors 
d'aneantir entierement ce Monastere, doni les 
debordemellts etaient si excessifs. (120) 

When Fulbert learns of the possible damage to Heloise's reputation, he comes up with a 

plan to have Abelard castrated. Alluis' description of the castration is based on the 

medieval narrative, but he obeys the seventeenth- century code of "bienseance" and 

thus avoids the direct use of the word itself: 

Ollie punit dans la partie qui avait peche, & 011 Ie mit de 
ne pouvoir jamais devenir pere: enfill on exerfa sur lui 
cetle horrible cnlaute doni les sit}c/es suivanls ont tant 
parle. (J 22) 

As in the original text, Abelard's shame is his overall motivation in choosing monastic 

retreat. In concluding his abridged narrative, Alluis focuses on the marriage as the 

seminal source of the couple's epistolary correspondence. He draws his story to a close 

by adding that the lovers had the pleasure, until the end of their lives, to persuade one 
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another of their love and fidelity. Here again, the revision of Heloise is in part 

constructed upon her medieval predecessor as she blames God for the misfortunes 

caused by their marriage. According to her, it was only after their "plaisir" became 

"honnBte", that God let them suffer and punished their matrimonial state with pain 

befitting an adulterer's sin. A1luis paraphrases this idea as he reformulates it as the 

subject of Heloise's "plainte" in her missives, and the text closes at the moment the 

separation is imminent. Alluis has modified the structure in that his version precedes 

the love correspondence and concentrates on the couple's amorous adventures prior to 

the castration. As his title suggests, he re-writes the love narrative instead of dealing 

with the other tale, the tragedy that he leaves for Bussy Rabutin. 

Bussy Rabutin's "Free" Translation 

Bussy Rabutin's translation of Abelard and Heloise's love correspondence was 

published in 1687, twelve years after A1luis' romanesque rendition of the lovers' story. 

Many critics actually consider Bussy's version as the first epistolary translation as it was 

more complete, and included both of the lovers' letters whereas Grenaille only worked 

on a partial translation of Heloise's epistles, which excluded Abelard's missives. In fact, 

Charrier's monumental study on the . legend ignores Grenaille's initial eifort, but 

Rouben's more recent work on Bussy Rabutin as a letter writer acknowledges 

Grenaille's translation as a preface to Bussy's version. Rouben considers Bussy's 

translation important because he expanded the genre and paved the way for the next 
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literary wave, the letter novel that occurred at the end of the century. Bussyobviously 

intended the text to be an amusing read for his friends who enjoyed the epistolary 

genre. He worked on this translation during his years in exile from Louis the XIV's 

court for subversive and slanderous writing on many famous, public figures in his 

novel, Histoire amoureuse des Gaules. At his country chateau, Bussy had the time to 

devote to his writing and to choose whatever literary project he wished. He had prior 

experience in translating Ovid's Heroides and was well versed in the trope of the 

"plainte" or the familiar topos of the abaridoned heroine consumed by the pathos of her 

solitude. As Bray noted, Ovid was one of the key sources in the development of the 

overall epistolary genre in the seventeenth century. As for other literary influences, we 

cannot say that Bussy actually read Les Lettres portugaises , but it is highly plausible 

since the work attracted enormous public attention. His cousin, Madame de Sevigne, 

even coined the phrase writing letters "a la portugaise", as a reference to the art of 

composing love letters. As Rouben says, it is most likely that Bussy had read 

Guillerague's work whose style is reflected in the translation of the medieval couple's 

tragic missives. So far, the few critics who have looked at Bussy's text have not taken 

the work very seriously. Charrier insisted on the gallant adventures and courtly aspects 

that she considered far removed from the medieval narrative. Rouben is less harsh, but 

prefaced his remarks by clarifying that Bussy's version is extremely unfaithful to the 

Latin text (as were many other translations of other texts in the seventeenth century). 

He also placed it in the aristocratic, gallant tradition and underlined the importance of 
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Bussy's contribution in creating widespread interest in the lovers tragic tale, which 

would continue to attract more readers well into the eighteenth century. Above all, 

Rouben pointed out the combination of novel and love letters intertwined in the fonn. 

Other critics like Robertson labeled the text a comic version, and another Bussy 

scholar, Gerard-GailIy read it as deviating radically from the medieval story. Bussy's 

attitude towards the text perhaps sheds more light on how he hoped his public would 

receive his version. In the description of his project to Madame de Sevigne, he 

provides insight on his motivation in choosing the text: 

Je me suis amuse a en traduire quelques-unes {les 
letlres} qui m'ont donne heaucoup de plaisir. Je n'ai 
jamais VII plus beau Latin, surtout celui de la 
Religieuse, ni plus d'amour & d'esprit qu'elle en a. 2 

Writing for pleasure not only reflects authorial intention, but sets the tone for his 

audience in the late seventeenth century. Rabutin adapted his translation in accordance 

with the literary taste of his readers. Consequently, Abelard and Heloise differ greatly 

from their medieval ancestors. Bussy's characters play out their desire through the 

exchange of language whereas their medieval predecessors (mainly Heloise) articulated 

their desire through the body. Like Alluis, Bussy begins by displacing them, taking 

them out of their intimate ambiance and placing them into a more public sphere. The 

couple now appear as social participants in the luxurious and elegant interiors of the 

salons where aristocrats gathered to engage in conversation, and the games of 

sophisticated banter and mutual admiration. Like his fellow seventeenth- century 

translators or imitators, Bussy respects the code of "honnete", "bienseant" behavior and 
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modulates the passionate elements of the original text that would have been considered 

too shocking or explicit for his public. Once again, as in Grenaille and Alluis, the 

words castration, mutilation and concubine are eliminated from the text. Bussy focuses 

on the gallant code of etiquette and polite conversation that were considered essential 

skills for the successful "honnBte" aristocrat. But before looking at his translation of 

Heloise and Abelard's love letters, it is necessary to preface the discussion with a 

preliminary outline of Bussy's structural changes placed within the context of the 

importance of spoken dialogue that is then transferred into the written epistle. 

Structural Modifications: Creating a Frame for Free Translation 

The most striking aspect of Bussy's text is that it restores a significant, 

structural element of the medieval text. Epistolary dialogue is reconstructed between 

the lovers so that the couple can engage in a mutual, amorous conversation which is 

developed throughout the exchange of letters. Janet Altman comments on the 

importance of the addressee's role in the epistle: 

In letter language, moreover, the addressee plays a role,' 
he is able, & is expected, to initiate his own utterance. 
Such reciprocality whereby the original you becomes the 
I of a new utterance is essential to the maintenance of 
the epistolary exchange3 

Unlike Grenaille, Bussy respects the general narrative form of the medieval 

correspondence. In other words, he constructs his free translation on the 

organizational principle of balance and reciprocality between the two lovers. 
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Goldsmith discusses this idea in an enlightening book (Exclusive Conversations) in 

which she elaborates on different aspects of dialogue in "mondain" circles. For 

example, the "honnete" man or woman had to be talented and able to sustain an 

intriguing conversation as well as possess the ability to transpose this spoken skill into 

written form. . At the locus of conversation, the reader finds a highly codified set of 

rules that governs the spoken pact adhered to by aristocrats frequenting the salons. 

Grenaille and Mere are examples of the vast group of moralists proposing written rules 

or virtual "how-to guides II for the ambitious socialite that wanted to make it in the elite 

circle of those seasoned in "honnete" conversation. Grenaille believed that one should 

express oneself naturally, and with ease. The "honnete" man was not supposed to be 

too serious or too brilliant, and he had to be careful not to appear too pedantic or 

affected. Mere agreed with Grenaille but stressed that the "honnete homme" should 

always be aware of his social goal, which was to amuse his listeners. Other principles 

of conversation included sensitivity to the interlocutor, proper moral etiquette, and the 

selection of light subjects that would give optimal pleasure to the other participants in 

the conversation. The most scintillating topic was of course love, to which we will 

come back later on. Furthermore, balance and modulation were important rules to 

respect in the art of developing successful conversational skills as well as prudence, 

civility and discretion. Like Goldsmith, Starobinski also underlines the idea of balance 

and reciprocity as a fundamental principle of the aristocrat's way of interacting with 

others: '~ . .I'ideal de I'honnetete; c'est la reciprocite parfaite: I'individu qui se met en 
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evidence s'expose dans son merite.4 In restoring the reciprocality between Heloise and 

Abelard, the reader must bear in mind the social importance of polite, harmonious 

conversation. This structural modification is seminal to the interpretation of the 

translation. Goldsmith, Harth and Stanton all point out the importance of polite 

conversation in the seventeenth century. They insist on the co-existence between 

writing and conversation for the "honnete" man or woman who wished to gain 

admittance to the most elite salons of the period. Their position is affirmed by Mile de 

Scudery who in her Nouvelles conversations sur divers sujets often referred to the 

fundamental, social necessity of the two social skills, which, in tum, applies to Bussy, 

whose text combines these oral and written conversational elements. The lovers create 

the illusion of conversing together, which is then reproduced in written form, the love 

letter, and sent off to the interlocutor, the reciprocal object of desire. As Janet 

Altman's theoretical work on epistolarity points out, this model is a characteristic of the 

genre: 

As a written dialogue, epistolary discourse is obsessed 
with its oral modeL.the epistolary dialogue attempts to 
approximate the conversation of the "here" and the 
"now". (Altman, 135-6) 

The reader recognizes the talky aspects of Bussy's epistolary dialogue whereas 

Grenaille's monophonic translation was more auricular in nature. It is also possible that 

the verbal aspect is more highly developed in Bussy's translation because the body 

language is erased. The couple is pursuing a less immediately physical discourse of 

desire, one that can be talked about in the presence of others because it is gallant and 
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polite instead of explicitly carnal as in the medieval text. We will, however, see 

moments where Bussy, (he was after all a libertine), does preserve authentic fragments 

of the medieval narrative like the erotic dream sequence, but he will tone it down for 

his readers. In respecting the decorum of the day, Bussy will remodel Heloise as a 

precious woman, but she is not the same as in Grenaille's portrayal of her as a moral 

role model. In this version, the reader can easily imagine her in the public space of the 

salon, engaging in polite dialogue, coyly concealed behind her fan, blushing as she 

listens to Abelard's flattery and enticing words of love and devotion. Abelard will 

appear as an "honnete homme", more interested in declaring his "tendresse" and 

admiration to Heloise than talking about religious matters, and thus once again differing 

radically from his medieval counterpart. Moreover, Bussy's Abelard will play the role 

of a man in love. As in A1luis prose version of Abelard, he will pursue his object of 

desire from the start, but he will go back to using the epistolary form to correspond 

with Heloise, voicing his passion through the courtly code, befitting of a seventeenth 

century gallant suitor who seeks to win the esteem and respect of his lady. 

Letter 1: Imitating a (Supposed) Woman's "Plainte" 

In his work devoted to the legend of Heloise and Abelard, Robertson observed 

that Bussy's first letter closely resembled the medieval text. Thematically, we find 

indeed the same subjects as in the Zumthor translation. Heloise receives a copy of 

Abelard's letter to a friend, relives her love for him, asks him why he doesn't write to 
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her, and hopes to restore communication. Bussy's Heloise is older however, in her late 

teens, and much more beautiful than her more austere predecessor. The first line refers 

to the "hasard" of receiving Abelard's autobiographical epistle, a word which takes on 

new meaning in the seventeenth century. This "hasard" is in fact the unexpected 

catalyst that allows the couple fortuitously to participate in epistolary exchange. 

Heloise's reading of Abelard's epistle immediately releases a flow of memories and 

renewed experience of longing. Bussy immediately adds "tears" as a sign of her pain, 

which reflects the Ovidian influence on him. It is also possible that Guillerague's 

portrayal of the Portuguese nun's suffering is used here as a model for feminine 

suffering. Kauffinan considers tears an integral component of the 'feminine" discourse 

of desire: 

Through such signs, the heroine transmits a part of 
herself, the corporeal, to the textual, implying that the 
body's message is truer than speech,· tears are 
irrefutable evidence. Tears prove-both to the lover and 
the beloved-that grief is not an illusion. 5 

As a reader and translator of Ovid, Bussy's use of tears shows an imitation of 

"feminine", "natural" expression of pain, which equally reveals his authorial intentions. 

Like Ovid's heroines, his Heloise moistens her letters with tears as a means of 

transmitting her interior, sincere pathos. As Kauffinan reads it, tears in epistles are 

more important than words because they measure the disparity between what is 

signified and the manner in which it is signified. Throughout this excessive display of 

suffering, Bussy also transforms Heloise's spatial surroundings into a prison similar to 



168 

that of the Portuguese nun. In the medieval text, Heloise's tears are less frequent and 

she does not allude to the convent as a prison in her opening missive. This seventeenth 

century-version immediately sets the stage for a sentimental construction placing love 

at the core, and therefore downplaying the religious dialogue of the original 

circumstances. One of the initial major changes appears almost at the beginning. 

Bussy's Heloise clearly establishes the purpose of telling their story: 

Puisque Ie temps, qui vient a bout de tout, n'a point use 
leur haine contre vous, et que votre vertu est toujours 
persecutee, je suis resolue de publier en toutes les 
langues nos disgraces, pour faire hOllte au siec/e injuste 
qui ne nous a pas conllu,·6 (/, 56) 

Erica Harth's recent work (Cartesian Women) provides insight on the idea of "going 

public" in the seventeenth century. She observed that revealing information publicly 

meant recording spoken language, and then diVUlging private secrets to the society. 

This applies to Bussy's will to have Heloise set the record straight. As Charrier 

indicated, the medieval text remained virtually unknown until the seventeenth century 

when Bussy decided to translate it, making it more accessible to the contemporary 

literary taste of his readers. By this time, Bussy was capitalizing on the popularity of 

the letter as people were developing an ever increasing fascination with amorous 

narratives written in epistolary form. In telling the lovers' story publicly, Bussy could 

then attract the attention of many readers in order to bring back to the original text the 

justice it well deserved. But in order to market his own version, Bussy added and 

incorporated other popular elements that the seventeenth- century "mondain" reader 
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appreciated in novels. For example, Heloise elaborates on the joy of looking at 

Abelard's portrait, which Guillerague had previously used with the image of the soldier 

in Mariane's cell: 

En attendant que vous me donniez Ie meme plaisir, je 
gOlite celui de regarder souvent votre portrait: je Ie 
neglige quand je vous vois, votre absence Ie rend 
meilleur,' mais si la peintllre donne tant de plaisir, 
qllel/e joie n'inspirent point les let/res; el/es qui parlent, 
qlli al/ument et qui nourrissent Ie feu de nos passions! 
(/,57) 

The painted representation of the beloved functions as a metonymic substitute for 

Abelard's presence. But the portrait had other significance for the aristocrats. As 

Magendie noted, it was of particular importance in Madame de Montpensier's salon. 

For the "precieuses", the portrait was an index to interior analysis of the sentiments 

contained within the representation. John Lyon's work on painting in the seventeenth 

century looked upon the image as a sign that could bridge the gap between presence 

and absence, but yet never fulfills it, and this theory seems to apply quite well to the 

epistolary genre. The portrait is a stand-in for Abelard as well as a constant reminder 

of his absence. Susan Stewart's more recent work on longing opens up new 

possibilities for Bussy's use of the pictorial image. She regards the portrait as a 

miniature of the person or as a mirror of the absent other; the reduced representation of 

the lover allows for possession of the face by the beholder. In gazing at the portrait or 

reflection of Abelard, Heloise is able to recall the contours of his face. As a result, she 

then restores partial presence of her beloved. If we apply Stewart's idea of the face 
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functioning like a mirror, we could say that Heloise in talking to Abelard, through the 

combination of oral and written dialogue, repairs the communication gap, and textual 

evidence of this idea will be found in Abelard's reply to her first letter. Stewart 

describes the importance of the face by comparing it with the text: 

Behind the appearance of eyes and mouth lies the 
interior stripped of appearances. Hellce we "read" the 
expression of the face with trepidation, for this reading 
is never apparent from the surface alone; it is 
continually confronted by the correction of the other. 
The face is a type of "deep" text, a text whose meaning 
is complicated by change. 7 

Bussy plays with the surface or the appearance of the lovers to create a different reality 

that Stewart calls lithe deep text" or, to put it in other words, the image that is revealed 

underneath the painted exterior. To apply this to Bussy's version, the mouth is the part 

of the body that leads the reader into the interior behind the face or mask of the 

characters. In reading this translation, the oral quality of the words flowing from the 

mouth is the focal point of Bussy's narrative. It is the mouth that manipulates dual 

dialogues as we will see later on. As Kauffinan observed, every epistolary text is 

characterized by a doubleness or duplicity. Although Bussy's tone is predominantly 

light, he does color the text with more serious moments where he invites the reader to 

delve beneath the surface of the code of gallantry into the deeper space of the interior 

where we find another hidden discourse revealing the Ovidian influence constructed on 

the discourse of amatory pathos. But to go back to Heloise's first letter, she goes on to 

talk about how she would wear Abelard's letters like an emblem, crushing them to her 
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breast and showering them with kisses. Here, the letter as a "sign" for the absent lover 

becomes exaggerated and even comical as she says she would never stop kissing 

Abelard's letters if he would write to her. Heloise orders him to write from the heart, 

as salon women who believed love letters were to be written naturally and 

spontaneously from the heart. According to Scudery and Sevigne, the heart should 

speak in the love letter and Scudery also proposed other rules for composing love 

letters: "il faut qu'une lettre d'amour ait plus de sentiments que d'esprit, que Ie style 

en soit naturel, respectueux & passionne" 8 Bussy seems to abide by these stylistic 

conventions in imitating Heloise's love letters. In the text, Heloise tries to persuade 

Abelard that they could still see each other. The clandestine meeting was also a 

common romanesque seventeenth-century element that appealed to readers (as 

previously seen in Alluis prose version): 

.. .Ie sacrement a rendu notre commerce hors de 
scandale; vous pouvez meme me voir sans danger. 
Quand nos voeux ne seraient pas un obstacle a nos 
plaisirs, et que nous pou"ions les oublier, la Cntaute de 
mon onele a votre egard ne nous laisse rien a craindre 
de notre tendresse. (/, 59) 

The possibility of the secret, stolen interlude differs from the medieval text and also 

points out the striking suppression of the religious discourse in Bussy's version. As in 

Alluis' prose translation, the convent only creates the appearance of austerity and 

devotion, but behind the surface Heloise actively pursues amatory dialogue. But Bussy 

curbs Heloise's desire in order to realign her sentiments with the appropriate decorum 

of the times. He veils the reference to the word castration by rephrasing the events: 



Mon oncle a cru que, sembi able aux autres femmes, je 
n'aimerais que votre sexe, il s'est trompe en vous i'otant, 
je me venge bien de 11Ii, en VOliS accablant de tOllte ma 
tendresse. (I, 60) 
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Her love and undying devotion are modulated and shifted into precious "tendresse" 

with no mention of the body unlike her medieval sister. She then launches into a 

precious diatribe against marriage, shown by the words often used by Scudery and 

other precious women, to emphasize the slavery of the institution: 

Com bien vous ai-je temoigne de repugnance pOllr Ie 
mariage! Quoique je connusse bien que Ie nom de 
femme etait augllste parmi les hommes et saint dans la 
religion, je trollvais plus de charmes dans ceilli de votre 
maitresse. Les chaines dll mariage portent un 
attachement necessaire qui ote la gloire d'aimer. (I, 60) 

The "precieuses" were reputed champions of women's rights and greatly criticized the 

enslavement of the marriage bond. As Pelous observed in the third part of his Amour 

precieux amour galant, the "precieuses" envisioned utopian reforms that would free 

women from the tyranny of marriage. Precious women were strong advocates of 

"l'amitie tendre" as an alternative to the physical entrapment of matrimony. Heloise is 

speaking like a "precieuse", as she too prefers "tendresse" to marriage and wants to 

protect her love at all costs so that it will not be destroyed by legal bondage. Here, 

Bussy's Heloise takes the same position as her medieval sister, but the language has 

been altered. As we know, the medieval text uses "concubine" whereas the 

seventeenth-century version substitutes "maitresse" in order to avoid the vulgar , 

connotation of the original wording. Unlike the medieval text, we note the absence of 
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the female body's articulation of desire. On the contrary, Heloise goes on to envision a 

spiritual union that is constructed on a pure concept of reciprocal love, also a salon 

ideal. According to Pelous, the "precieuses" also believed in a utopian concept based 

on equality between the sexes. Bussy's Heloise appears to be searching for that balance 

in favoring reciprocal love. Thus, she is integrating the precious ideal, or the public 

influence into her personal, epistolary dialogue with Abelard. At the same time, she is 

using the idea of reciprocity as a persuasive strategy, hoping Abelard will answer her 

with a letter. She wants him to actively participate in the game of love, and flatter her 

by responding in the tone that becomes a gallant suitor. Bussy affirms this idea further 

on in his "mondain" allusion to a powdered, courtly Abelard. Heloise describes this 

image of Abelard in her epistle, coaxing him to write to her by flattering him: 

Le moyen de n'etre pas touche de votre air, de vos 
manieres, de la vivacite de votre esprit, du hrillant de 
vos conversations? .. Avec quelle facilite faites-vous 
des vers les plus galants du monde! Persone ne hadine 
comme vous! (1, 61) 

Here, Bussy has completely transformed Abelard's persona. There are no references to 

his "serious" side as a theologian and philosopher, aspects that would be incompatible 

with the portrayal of Abelard as a gallant lover, intent on impressing Heloise by his skill 

at manipulating the spoken word, which is later written down on paper. Religious 

subjects would be considered too pedantic for a "mondain" who sought to please and 

amuse his lady with his conversation. Only the courtly elements characteristic of 

gallantry are woven into the narrative. Abelard's original song writing talents are also 
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shifted into the aristocratic context. In the medieval text, the songs were originally 

composed and shared in private at Fulbert's house. But in the seventeenth century, the 

context is redirected towards a more public space. The songs and verses are delightful 

and flattering to Heloise's beauty and grace. The "precieuses" greatly appreciated verse 

and poetry as a topic of discussion in their salons and as a forum for oral presentation 

in front of others. Heloise talks about the fact that Abelard's songs were celebrated by 

others, and she mentions that she even had rivals, jealous of her lover's devotion to her. 

Bussy transforms Abelard's "esprit"; he is no longer described as a charismatic orator 

who attracted droves of students to his religious lectures, but as a clever, gallant suitor, 

skilled in the fine art of courting a lady. In the "mondain" context, the verb "badiner" is 

very significant since it is an acquired art and index to one's success in society. Like 

Alluis, Bussy further enhances the aristocratic transformation of the couple by inserting 

"billets", therefore altering the medieval description of Heloise's entry into monastic 

life: "En prononrrant mes voeux j'avais sur moi un billet de VOIIS, par ieqllei VOIIS me 

jllriez qlle VOliS seriez toujollrs a moi" (I, 62) 

In "mondain" circles, the "billet" was often circulated to pass on brief 

information often pertaining to meetings between lovers or friends. Scudery suggested 

in Conversations nouvelles sur divers sujets that the love letter had to remain secret 

because of its intimate nature, but the" billet" could be passed around publicly if it 

contained information that would not violate one's privacy. Here, the fictional "writing 

in" of the "billet" differs from Scudery's rules of social etiquette. Even as a 
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contemporary addition to the text, it is clearly associated with the legend as it brings 

intrigue to the narrative. The insertion of the "billet" also tends to diminish the serious 

tone of the original scene where Heloise took her vows, which marked the eternal, 

tragic separation of the lovers. But the "billet" is also a sign of doubleness in Bussy's 

text. On the outside, Heloise pronounces the vows of her profession, but this is a 

deceptive appearance because underneath the religious attire is the other discourse, 

symbolized by the "billet" or the emblem of sentimental love. ''Je ne dois penser qu'a 

Dieu, et je ne parle que d'ull homme" (63). As Kauffinan postulated, every amorous 

discourse is defined by this clever manipulation of duality or doubleness. Bussy 

embroiders and enriches Heloise's duplicitous speech and transforms her language into 

that of a "precieuse": 

Au travers des feux dOllt je bnile, je me vois quelquefois 
comme ulle pecheresse qui devrait pleurer ses peches: 
et, miserable que je suis, je Ile pleure que mon amant: 
je rappel/e sails cesse Ie souvellir de ces peches; mais ce 
Il'est pas de les avoir commis que j'ai de la douleur, c'est 
de Ile les plus commettre. (l, 63) 

Pelous and Lathuillere identify "feu", and "flamme" as precious jargon linked to the 

ornamental, embellished descriptions of love appreciated by these women. As Pelous 

noted, these poetic terms were substitutes for carnal passion. In general, precious 

women were prone to excessiveness in their expressions, and the passage above shows 

a clear example of Heloise's exaggerated sentiments. Bussy also plays with the word 

"peche"; here it takes on a secularized connotation. Instead of sinning against God, she 

suffers because she can no longer commit the same sins. As seen in the medieval text, 
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Abelard is, once again, placed at the center of her epistle, but this updated Heloise's 

love shifts away from the physical to a more spiritual, purified love; an ideal shared by 

the "precieuses". Bussy's Heloise also asks Abelard to cure her of her love for him, 

''par pitie aidez-moi a me guerir de vous" (64), which does not occur in the medieval 

text. As in Grenaille's transformation of her persona, Bussy's Heloise differs radically 

at the end of her first letter. She abruptly changes the tone and direction of her epistle 

and asks Abelard to find a new path for them, which as we recall was Abelard's original 

strategy in the medieval text: 

Sans changer de coeur, changeons d'objet; elevons nos 
esprits aDieu; n'ayons de transports commllns que pour 
sa gloire; j'attends cela de sa misericorde. (1, 65) 

Bussy further alters the medieval text by substituting the word "coeur" for "chair" and 

adding "transports", common seventeenth-century terms referring to violent passion as 

noted in Richelet's dictionary. He further modernizes the passage by adding "gloire", 

which Richelet defines as honor in the classical age. Bussy is carefully shifting the 

medieval, passionate text into a moral, "bienseant" context that would be acceptable to 

his readers. The letter closes with Heloise's confession that she battles with herself to 

try to conquer her love for Abelard. Like Grenaille, Bussy signs in her name, but the 

closure of the first letter shows that he reproduces a convincing imitation of a woman's 

amatory discourse. As Ballaster observed, "feminine" style in the love letter is based on 

spontaneity, and a natural style of expression, which Bussy achieves by enhancing the 

narrative with these stylistic qualities: 



Amatory passion in the letters is signified 
typographically, through the use of parentheses, 
exclamation marks, inverted word letter, abbreviated 
sentences; andjinally lexically the language of religious 
experience and spiritual autobiography. 9 
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Bussy's translation shows a high frequency of exclamation marks, inverted sentences, 

and contradictory thoughts, all highlighting the spontaneous quality in his imitation of 

Heloise's style. The carnal text is deleted and the emphasis on writing from the heart 

replaces the idea of viewing the missive as a blank space upon which the medieval 

Heloise attempted to inscribe her physical desire. Here, the reader encounters a more 

veiled erotic presence in her writing perhaps because Bussy's imitation of her style is 

placed on a more abstract, spiritual level combined with the conversational aspects of 

his version. As a "precieuse", Bussy's Heloise talks a great deal, which tends to 

diminish the original desperate, plaintive tone of her medieval sister's letters to Abelard. 

The transition of this version into the social salon atmosphere calls for a total 

restructuring of her persona, and once again, separates the woman, as author, from her 

textual production. In the following letters, Bussy, as an imitator of Heloise's amatory 

style, will intervene in her textual space, and like Grenaille, he will infringe on her site 

to write through her. 

Letter 2: Revising Peter Abelard as a "Woman in Love" 

The most striking change in Bussy's free translation of the love correspondence 

is the reworking of Abelard's persona. As mentioned earlier, gallantry did not favor 
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conversing on serious subjects or indulging in pedantic displays of knowledge. To 

create the image of Abelard as a courtly aristocrat, Bussy transforms him, 

disassociating him from philosophy and overt religious conversational topics. The 

distance from his medieval brother's devotion to God leaves space for Abelard's 

confession of his love for Heloise. We recall that in the Zumthor translation, Abelard 

never acknowledged Heloise on an amorous level; as it would have been contradictory 

with his goal of persuading her to accept God's service. This significant modification 

represents a radical step in the process of creating the legend. At the beginning of the 

second letter, Abelard echoes the sentimental tone of Heloise's previous letter. In some 

instances, he even appears to be repeating her words, combining the spoken and 

written elements, in order to find a voice to confess his love for her: 

Heloise, je vous adore avec plus d'ardeur que je n'ai 
jamais fait. II faut vous ouvrir mOil coeur: j'ai cache 
ma passion au monde depuis ma retraite par vanite, et a 
vous par tendresse; je voulais VOliS guerir par mon 
indifference affectee. (II, 67) 

Like Heloise, Abelard seems to actually be talking from the heart. In the passage 

above, he expresses his "ardeur" and "tendresse" for his beloved. Bussy creates a 

textual echo revolving around the idea of "guerir". Heloise had also said previously she 

wanted to try to cure herself of him. The two share the turmoil of a dilemma, dividing 

their allegiance between their profession and their love. It is interesting that Bussy 

introduces Abelard's conflict on the first page of his response to Heloise's first letter. In 

Bussy's revision of Abelard's letters, the legend is born from the very moment that 
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Abelard professes his love and clues the public into the fact that he cannot disregard his 

feelings, no matter how hard he tries. As an "mondain" gentleman, love is at the core 

of his speech. Bussy renders him more convincing as a suitor as he continues to 

enlarge the field of his futile efforts to forget Heloise. Like Ovid's heroines, Abelard 

describes the deception of solitude: 

La solitude, oil jai cm trollver un asyle contre vous, 
desoccupe de tout Ie reste du monde, vous laisse seule 
remplir mon coeur et mon esprit, et je suis convaincu 
que c'est un soin inutile de travailler a ne vous plus 
aimer. (II, 67-68) 

Separated from Heloise, he has the time to reflect on his personal life; and his religious 

concerns are clearly not the focus of his reply to her first letter as he goes on to talk 

about his unsuccessful attempt to distance himself from his wife: ''je fis deux cents 

lieues pour m'eloigner de vous" (69). This amplifies a previous spatial reference, ''je 

mis la mer entre vous et moi (69). Other parts of his speech duplicate Heloise's 

Ovidian "plainte" of the abandoned woman. Abelard confesses, ''j'ai beau m'eloigner 

de VOtlS, votre idee et ma passion me suivent partout." (68). Like Heloise, he says he 

searched for ways of forgetting her. Philosophy and religion could not combat this 

passion, which echoes her battle in the previous letter. As Bussy suppresses other 

references to Abelard's illustrious career as a scholar, he builds on the final echo of 

Heloise's prior epistle where she describes her constant struggle with her heart. This 

sentimental version plays up the solitude that plagues Abelard with perpetual thoughts 

of Heloise. He differs radically from his predecessor who would never confess in this 
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personal manner because of his spiritual strength and intellectual devotion to the 

church. Here, most of the traces of the medieval Abelard have been erased. Bussy's 

Abelard is more spontaneous, he seems to speak in a monologue, also shown by the 

insertion of a stanza of verse that reinforces his physical distance from Heloise. There 

are numerous refrains of "faible" or "faiblesse", completely out of character with 

Abelard's medieval ancestor. Like Heloise, he bums with love, he cannot forget her, 

and he is in a state of emotional turmoil. He adds that when he was writing the 

Historia, it only served ''pour m'enflammer." (69). In other words, Bussy grafts 

Heloise's passionate display of desire onto Abelard's speech and writing. If the 

signatures were erased, we could even attribute the following sentence to her pen, 

"mais mes desirs, qui ne peuvent etre satis/ails, n'en sont que plus violents (68), or ''je 

m'allume en vous pari ant de mon amour" (70). In the restructuring of Abelard's 

persona, Bussy transposes Ovidian epistolary traits of the "feminine" "plainte" onto 

Abelard's spoken and written discourse, which produces an iterative effect in the text. 

As Alain Roger's work on the love letter has shown, the masculine display of passion 

may be read in gendered terms; citing a study on gender and identity by Stoller, who 

postulated that one can always hide one's sex and even disguise it in writing, Roger 

claims that the (male) author ofa love letter is like a transsexual, who slips into another 

gender: 

... line femme ecrivant line lettre d'amour correspond 
ordinairement a son sexe. Un amant, ell revanche, pour 
pell qu'i! sy passionlle- et cela n'est possible que par 
intermittence, dans I'hysterie de I'ecriture- s'adonne a 



un genre qui s'oppose, non seulement a son sexe, mais 
aussi au gender qui lui est habituel.1o 
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As Roger also observed, the epistolary genre is stereotypically feminized because it is 

grounded in love as the source of its occidental origins. As he notes, the man who 

writes love letters is fascinated by his own femininity as seems to be the case in Bussy's 

revision of Abelard. Like an Ovidian woman, Abelard's abandonment is misery, his 

solitude is not peaceful but tormented, and he cannot stop thinking about Heloise. 

From the loneliness of his cell, it is almost as if he, too, gazes at an imaginary portrait 

of Heloise, engraved within his memory. Abelard addresses her as she had in her 

previous epistle. From her mouth to his pen, she provides him with the essential 

amorous script in which he can, as Derrida would say, "mime" a similar discourse of 

desire. For Derrida, Plato provides one of the fundamental models of mimesis, which is 

grounded on imitation, copy and duplication of living simulacrum. Bussy's 

superposition of Heloise's amatory discourse onto Abelard's epistle is constructed on 

this principle of copying. In confessing his love, Abelard duplicates Heloise's 

spontaneous, natural, (living), style in order to find a voice similar to hers. In order to 

"mime" or "copy" Heloise's discourse of desire, Abelard must also search the 

"remainder" of his memories. In an example of what Derrida calls anamnesis, Abelard 

goes back to an anterior "amorous", temporal point in his memory before the 

castration. His imitation of Heloise's style will then be transferred to the present, which 

means that he is "miming" the past in the present of his writing time. Like Heloise, 

Abelard must initially resurrect distant memories that enable him to relive his passion in 
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order to preserve it from dissolution. In Dissemination. Derrida reads this as part of 

the mimetic process: 

What announces itselj here is an internal division within 
mimesis, a selj-duplication of repetition itself,' ad 
infinitum, since this movement feeds its own 
proliferation. II 

Following Derrida's idea of endless repetition in miming something else, Bussy's 

Abelard is duplicating Heloise's master narrative. To put it in gendered terms, ·he is 

copying from the original script of passion, which was already marked in the feminine 

in the medieval text. The following passage in Abelard's letter evokes the medieval 

Heloise when she blamed her bad fortune and alluded to the struggle between God's 

service and her love, a conflict which is now transferred to Abelard's letter: 

Mais, s'i! faut mourir, 0 mon Dieu! pourquoi ne pas 
mourir pour vous, tant de souffrances seront-elles 
perdues pour Ie temps et pour l'eternite? ... Enivre de 
mon amour, je n'ai pleure jusqu'ici que ma maitresse. 
(11,70) 

Here, Abelard manipulates the religious and the love discourse but, (like Heloise), he is 

more torn by the passionate one. In fact, the passage reads like an Ovidian "plainte", 

drenched in tears, which, as Domna Stanton pointed out in The Aristocrat as Art, is a 

direct violation of the code of the "honnete homme". Abelard has overstepped the 

boundary of the "bonne mesure"; he exhibits excessive emotion that was frowned upon. 

As Stanton noted, gloom, tears, and complaints were considered unattractive for the 

aristocratic gentleman who was supposed to please others all the time. In other words, 

the "honnete homme" had to be very careful not to let his mask down in front of people 
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to reveal his real being. Here, we seem to have more of a case of a precious woman's 

exaggerated sentiments than of a "honnete homme" who had a carefully controlled 

language of love. Abelard appears to switch genders in order to facilitate the 

articulation of his desire. As we recall, his "feminized" side as a eunuch enables him to 

more readily convey the "plainte" of his misery. According to Barthes' comments on 

the feminization of the love discourse: 

It follows that in any man who utters the other's absence 
somethingfeminine is declared: this man who waits and 
who suffers from his waiting is miraculously feminized 
A man is not feminized because he is inverted but 
because he is in love. 12 

Bussy begins Abelard's response to Heloise's first letter by reiterating her dilemma of 

the battle between love and God, but it is expressed slightly differently, 'Je vous trouve 

tOlljollrs entre Diell et moi: quel obstacle pour aller a lui! (71). In order for Abelard 

to serve God, he must forget Heloise, which remains problematic because Bussy does 

not provide textual evidence of Abelard's personal sacrifice. Instead, Bussy changes 

registers and builds up other fictional elements. Abelard talks in an ambiguous way 

about the castration saying that Fulbert wanted to make an example of him for other 

lovers. Abelard admits that he was jealous and didn't want Heloise to find another 

lover, and so he forced her to take her vows to assure him that she would not find 

someone else. And yet Bussy ends the letter restoring the persuasive rhetoric of the 

original Abelard who reverts back to the public sphere, and away from the intimate 

confession of love that dominated the body of the letter. Abelard says their repentance 
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should be as public as their crimes had been because they were the bad example of II la 

mauvaise conduitell of youth. This moral Abelard may be conveying a moral message 

which would be considered in accordance with the values of the appropriate 

IIbienseantll decorum of the day. But the other possibility is that Bussy decided to 

remain closer to the Latin text, thus concluding with some of the medieval Abelard who 

signs off begging Heloise to cry in order to extinguish the fire of their passion. 

Letter 3: Pre-romantic Desire? 

Heloise's second letter, the third in Bussy's text, combines many elements 

previously seen in the medieval text. As in the Zumthor translation, she devotes a 

significant part of her missive to the future contemplation of Abelard's death and the 

consequences it will bring to her nuns' welfare. For her, separation is linked to death, 

which is underlined by the recurrence of tears: ''Abelard, vous deviez arreler mes 

farmes, el vous fes failes couler" (76). Again, the absence of her beloved is also 

translated into precious language when she compares her loss to dying IImille foisll. As 

Lathuillere noted, precious women had a tendency to use numerical references in their 

writing and speech to exaggerate their emotions. Here, Heloise confesses she only 

lives for Abelard and then launches into a lengthy IIplaintell like the Portuguese nun, but 

Bussy does not develop the pathos to the extent of Guillerague's sustained outpouring 

of suffering in his portrayal of Marianne; instead of focusing on the tragic aspects he 

alters the reciprocal aspect of the previous two letters. The earlier conversational style 
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in which the participants repeated what the other had said is now reformulated into a 

more somber, introspective tone. The shift is marked by the textual reference to the 

loss of Abelard's heart: "je suis sensible a la perte de votre coeur." (79). We have 

already shown that the heart is at the center of the language of love as well as the 

common point. that allowed for the mutual and sincere exchange of passionate 

discourse. Here, Heloise goes on to lament the loss of Abelard, which destroys the 

balance; the couple will no longer speak to one another on a reciprocal amorous level. 

Instead of making her respond in dialogue form to Abelard, Bussy reworks her 

discourse into a monologue; he translates more closely to the Latin text in this epistle, 

but prolongs her diatribe. There is a transition between the introductory theme of 

death and Heloise's role in Abelard's misery. She takes responsibility for his suffering 

and she also establishes herself as the source of his pain. This is not a new aspect, this 

misogynistic conception of "woman" is simply reworded in "mondain" speech, "Qu'i! 

est dangereux a un grand homme de se laisser charmer par notre sexe." (81). Bussy 

embroiders the medieval text by inserting other precious linguistic features such as 

flowery comparatives and superlatives. After saying that death is less dangerous than 

the beauty of a woman, Heloise enters into a personal confession saying that she cannot 

repent for her crime. Once again, Bussy reworks the twelfth century text reshaping her 

words into the "plainte" of a seventeenth-century heroine: 

j'ai cherche a VOllS plaire allx depells de ma vertu; j'ai 
par-Ia irrite les peines que je ressens. Mes cOllpables 
transports ne pOllvaient avoir qu'line fin malheureuse et 
tragique ... ll m'etait trop gloriellx d'etre aimee 
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d'Abeilard (III, 83) 

Like a romanesque heroine in one of Scudery's long novels, Heloise vocalizes her 

excessive feelings of guilt and violent emotions leading up to the tragic tum of events. 

Here, Bussy embellishes the medieval text and adds in this original idea of glory which, 

as we know was popular with precious women: they appreciated heroic qualities in 

their novels, as is reflected in the arduous "chevaleresque" novels from the beginning to 

the mid-century. Bussy rewords and updates the vocabulary with words like 

"transports", "gloire", "vertu" and "plaire", common expressions to his "mondain" 

audience. At the matrix of Heloise's guilt, there is a privileging of love over the 

Church: 

Je sacrifiai tout a mon amour, et je les./is ceder au desir 
de rendre heureux Ie plus aimable et Ie plus savant de 
tous les hommes. (Ill, 83) 

Once again, Bussy's Heloise's tendency to articulate her desire in the style of a precious 

woman is shown by the use of the superlative intended to flatter and express her 

admiration of Abelard. The theme of love is sustained in the body of the narrative as 

Bussy moves toward his reworking of the erotic sequence. The dream episode is 

introduced by her confession where she returns to speaking genuinely from the heart, 

and thus restores the spoken conversational aspect of the text: 

L'amertllme du coellr doit Sllivre I'avell de la bOllche: 
c'est ce qui se rencontre rarement. Pour moi qui ai 
trouve tant de plaisir a vous aimer, je sens bien malgre 
moi qlle je ne pou"ai jamais me repentir de I'avoir 
gOllte, ni cesser d'enjouir alltant qu'i1 m'est possible, en 
les rappelant dans ma memoire. (III, 84) 
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Bussy is re-staging the scene to prepare the dream confession, triggered by the power 

of her memory. Instead of talking about her vows, Heloise is worshipping her 

beloved's souvenir, and underlines the "plaisir" of loving him. Although Bussy respects 

the events of the medieval narrative, he amplifies the sentimental, glorified aspects of 

her devotion to Abelard as a replacement for the original carnal desire. The overall 

erotic effect is preserved, but expressed more through the language than the body. 

Like her medieval sister, Heloise's sleep is disturbed and tormented, but presented in a 

more vivid and striking form : 

.. Je ne saurais eviter les illusions que mon coeur jait 
Ilaitre. Je crois etre encore avec mOil cher Abeilard Je 
Ie vois, je I'entends, et je lui parle. Charmes I'un de 
I'autre, nous abandonnons les etudes de la philosophie, 
pour nous entretenir plus agreablement de notre 
passion. (Ill, 84-5) 

As she reflects upon their moments together, the visual image transforms the dream 

into a more clearly focused reenactment of her memories. Unlike in the medieval text, 

Bussy's Heloise appears to internalize the image of the portrait in her cell in order to 

concentrate on the reinvented image of her beloved. Once she has restored his 

silhouette, she imagines that she is conversing with him in her sleep. She relives that 

pleasurable time when they were together at her uncle's home, but the scene is devoid 

of the medieval sexual desire. But as Bussy diminishes the physical presence of 

passion, he builds up the fictional intrigue to maintain his readers' interest: Heloise 

imagines that she was present at the time of the "entreprise sanglante", (a barely veiled 

reference to the castration), so that she could heroically put up a fight and protect 
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Abelard from his enemies; in this scenario, she fills his room with her resounding 

screams, only to awaken, "noyee de mes larmes"; unlike in the medieval text, she 

travels further back in time, remembering the first time that Abelard declared his 

"tendresse"; she clings to the memory of him as if it was the emblem of her love, ''je 

porte Ie souvenir criminel de nos plaisirs passes" (85). This lengthy section in which 

Bussy prolongs the dream sequence culminates in a sudden return to precious language 

where the battIe motif is now directed towards Heloise's personal dilemma: ''Je suis 

plus a plaindre que vous,' j'ai mille passions a combattre: il me fallt resister aces 

felix que I'amollr aI/lime dans lin jeune coeur. "(111, 85) 

From her private struggle, Bussy transforms the battle into a public one. The 

next section of the epistle is a variation on the Latin text where Heloise divulged the 

truth about her piety. Once again, Bussy has her speaking from the heart, the 

presumed source of sincerity. His Heloise says that if only he~ nUllS could see into her 

heart, the place where there is no veil that masks her desire, they would uncover the 

secret of her false virtue. The original, shocking drama of her confession in the 

medieval version is reworked here by the insertion of a series of oppositions, common 

to the seventeenth-century reader. Bussy plays with the illusion of "paraitre" and 

"etre", vice and virtue, and the revelation of Heloise's disguise, dressed as a nun. She 

confesses her masquerade publicly, a cover-up for the inner weakness of her 

unforgettable love for Abelard. She finds grace in a secular way, based on her ability to 

dissimulate her "penchant" from the nuns: 



J'ai assez de force pour leur cacher mon penchant, et je 
regarde cela en moi comme un efjet puissant de la 
grace. Si elle ne me porte pas a emhrasser la vertu, au 
moins elle m'empeche de commettre Ie mal. (lII,86) 
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Like her medieval sister, Heloise manipulates two discourses, but she favors the 

sentimental one. Like Alluis, Bussy reverses Grenaille's textual strategy as he shows no 

evidence of conversion in his revision of Heloise's persona. On the contrary, his 

Heloise is skilled in the art of "trompe-l'oeil". She takes pride in being able to play her 

role as an abbess convincingly, and it is not long before she admits publicly that 

Abelard is still the center of her devotion: 

Je n'ai de souci que celui de vous plaire. .. Ma fausse 
piete vous a longtemps trompe ainsi que les autres: 
vous m'avez cru tranquil/e, et j'etais plus agitee que 
jamais. Vous vous etes persuade que j'etais attachee a 
mes devoirs, et je n'avais d'autre occupation que celie 
que I'amour me donnait. (III, 87) 

Heloise abruptly changes the tone of her diatribe to address the subject of praise, how 

one can be blinded by a seducer's words, and she goes on to apply this to her own case, 

adding that Abelard's praise and admiration of her is dangerous because she took his 

words too seriously, and actually believed that she was deserving of his flattery. As in 

Abelard's previous letter, she oversteps the boundary of the gallant code. Her desire to 

please her lover is excessive. As Stanton, Pelous, and Magendie noted, one of the 

"honnete" rules of conversation stipulated that the participants in the exchange never 

believe the praise a flatterer bestowed upon them. Heloise admits this is her weakness 

in her effort to please Abelard. She signs off repeating that she is weak and cannot 
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renounce this "funeste passion", emphasizing the pathos of her dilemma. At the end of 

the letter, Bussy goes back to the medieval text where Heloise said she did not expect 

to receive the crown of glory, but the seventeenth-century Heloise closes her letter on a 

heroic note: she can only hope to avoid danger, and therefore her glory is not in the 

victory, but in the battle that she stoically wages to protect herself. This military 

terminology could appeal to the aristocrat's literary taste for adventure, and it was very 

popular at that time in many genres, but for Bussy, it also creates more intrigue and 

therefore embellishes the drier medieval version. 

Letter 4: Brotherly Love 

Abelard's reply to Heloise's previous epistle signals a return to the medieval 

portrayal of his persona as he begs Heloise not to write to him anymore and tries to 

persuade her to accept Christian life. Abelard switches to "vous" to break from the 

personal exchange, addressing his remarks to Heloise and her nuns as a collective 

group. As in Heloise's letter, the reciprocal link appears to be severed; Abelard now 

privileges the spiritual over their prior intimate conversations. Here, Bussy seems to 

restore the image of Abelard as a spiritual director, coaxing Heloise to pursue the 

perfection of her soul. The role transformation appears on the second page of his 

letter, ''je serais votre maitre et votre pere" (90). But the next section of the letter 

reveals a startling tum of events as Bussy does not develop the spiritual guidance 

aspect of Abelard's persona. The resounding echo of Heloise's closing words 
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describing her "funeste passion" resurfaces in his letter. Like Heloise, Abelard says he 

will open his troubled heart for the last time. The appearance of the devout catholic is 

deceiving however because his heart, like hers, has no inner peace. Once again, Bussy 

patches fragments of Heloise's previous public confession onto Abelard's discourse. He 

even repeats the military motif of his combat against his tender thoughts in order to 

express the pathos of his Ovidian "plainte", which, like hers, is drowned in tears: 

Vos letlres, je I'avouerai, m'ont emil,' je n'ai pu lire avec 
indifference des caracteres traces par line main si chere. 
Je sOllpire, je verse meme des larmes, el tOlile ma raison 
suffit a peine a cacher ma jaiblesse aux yellx de mes 
disciples. (Iv, 91) 

Here again, his confession mirrors Heloise's in the previous letter. In front of his 

monks, Abelard puts on a masquerade and struggles to dissimulate his desire. Like 

Heloise, he wages an ongoing battle with his feelings as the source of "faiblesse". Even 

an emotional expression of his dilemma is an imitation of Heloise's. Bussy portrays her 

as sighing and weeping, lamenting the fact that she can no longer play out the desire 

with her partner. He transfers Heloise's erotic dream sequence to the letter, as a stand-

in for Abelard's beloved. For him, each reading of Heloise's epistle, sketched by her 

hand, is a way of retracing the contours of her body, which in tum restores her 

silhouette to his field of vision. The erotic rereading of her love letters parallels 

Heloise's dream of visualizing Abelard's face in the portrait. Other echoes of her style 

include his confession that he too has cleverly deceived everyone around him. His 

monks think that his soul is tranquil, but this is only a cover-up for the truth. He has 
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not forgotten her, and this thought leads him into a reflection on what her uncle has 

deprived him of in the past. Once again, Bussy inserts a veiled reference to the 

castration, calling it an accident, but Abelard dramatizes his suffering, and the 

persecution subtext is enriched as he shows himself threatened by his enemies in the 

church. The text then reverts back to a persuasive strategy as he tries to convince 

Heloise to pursue a state of grace. This reprise indicates the transformation of the 

dialogue into a monologue. Abelard insists on the glorious aspect of fighting 

temptation; borrowing Heloise's military expressions, he envisions a stoic battle that 

leads towards the victorious goal of Christian virtue, but he wishes to achieve a 

spiritual elevation different from Heloise's battle that is more secular. Abelard 

welcomes the religious challenge of redemption whereas Heloise's previous letter 

indicated that she was undeserving of salvation. On this question of penitence, Bussy 

translates fairly closely to the medieval narrative. Abelard goes on to say that he wants 

to conquer all obstacles that stand in the way of heaven's gate. The Christian difference 

in their monologues is marked by Abelard's speech on spiritual temptation that is 

directed more at man in general in comparison to Heloise's diatribe on a personal battle 

that divides her heart between the Church and her love. In his closing remarks, Abelard 

comes back to Heloise and advises her to destroy "Ie jzmeste penchant" in order to 

honor her vows to God. The language has been altered, but the message remains the 

same as the one delivered by his medieval brother. He begs her to erase the image of 

him as her lover: 



Que /'image d'Abeilard amOlireux, a votre esprit 
tOlljollrs presente, prenne desormais la figure d'Abeilard 
veritablement penitent, et pllissiez-vous alltant verser de 
pleurs pour votre salut que vous en avez repandu durant 
Ie cours de nos malheurs. (Iv, 94) 
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It is interesting that Bussy concludes with yet another visual element. Abelard's last 

words to his wife could be read along John Lyon's lines of pictorial interpretation as 

Abelard appears to ask Heloise to replace the portrait of him in her cell as her lover 

with a religious, nonsexual reflection. But he is veiling his epistolary strategy: in 

substituting the image of himself, he hopes for a mimetic outcome in which Heloise will 

copy his original example, and then model herself after him in devoting herself to God. 

Letter 5: The Malady of Love 

Heloise's last letter appears to have been purely invented. Bussy maintains the 

absence of dialogue, as in the original text. In the introductory remarks, Heloise is 

angry because Abelard hasn't replied on an amatory level. He has blocked the 

exchange of conversation by not answering her as her lover. Bussy convincingly 

imitates her spontaneous, highly punctuated style by inserting numerous exclamation 

points and contradictions that point to her state of turmoil and frustration. He produces 

this fictionalized epistle by selecting elements that appeared in Heloise's final letter in 

the medieval text, and then reworldng them into his translation. He embellishes the 

sentimental intrigue in this supplemental scene where Heloise becomes ill as a 

culmination of her emotional disorder. She says that she was so sick that she thought 
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her love, which she had always considered innocent, had actually seemed criminal to 

her, a sudden change which instills the fear of God in her. She reflects on how she has 

spent her time in the convent, filling the enclosed space with her tears of pain and 

loneliness. But suddenly, in her weakened state, she has a revelation. The main body 

of this final letter is clearly fictional as Bussy leads the reader to believe that she has 

actually taken Abelard's spiritual advice. The illness serves as a catalyst for her abrupt 

devout change and her realization that she must relinquish her passionate memories. 

This is not the first time we have seen this moral conversion. Grenaille used this idea in 

his final letter to convey a moral message, and Bussy seems to be doing the same thing 

for his audience. However, his revision of Heloise's moral conversion is very different 

from Grenaille's because Heloise, here, remains very sentimental, and melodramatic. 

The deviation from the medieval text is extremely striking as the twelfth century 

Heloise would never relinquish her passion in order to publicly acknowledge Abelard as 

her spiritual father. In Bussy's text, Heloise tells Abelard she can forget him as her 

lover and husband. Later on, she even confesses that she has been touched by grace, 

and Bussy describes her confession in an exaggerated precious style as if she were 

performing a heroic sacrifice in front of an audience: 

II faut I'avouer, je I'ai achete au prix de mon amour. 
J'ai fait un sacrifice violent, et qui passait mes forces. 
Je vous ai arrache de mon coeur,' n'en soyez point 
jaloux ... (V, 101) 

This state of grace, however, does not last very long. Bussy curbs her newly acquired 

religious fervor in the next paragraph where she suddenly alters her tone again. 
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Cleverly, Bussy weaves etre and paraitre in a subtle strategy. Heloise only appears to 

be converted, but underneath the deceptive "trompe-I'oeil" of her speech, she has not 

overcome her passion; she has just found a better way to conceal it. After saying that 

she has placed God in her heart, she contradicts herself in the next line: her heart may 

belong to God, but that still leaves room in her "esprit" to store her memories of 

Abelard. Heloise has discovered another way to preserve his memory. "Je me ferai un 

plaisir secret de penser a vous" (101). Yet, once again, she returns to manipulating 

double discourses as she recognizes Abelard as the official father of her community of 

nuns, and assures him that his daughters will carry out his spiritual orders. In this part 

of the letter, Bussy reverses the image of the convent. At the beginning, Heloise's 

illness accentuated the cloistered, oppressive atmosphere of her prison. But this 

sudden acceptance of her service to God restructures the space of her enclosure. In the 

peaceful surroundings of the Paraclete, she appears to have found a spiritual sanctuary 

where she even performs her role as abbess in a serious capacity. This religious 

revision of Heloise shows a reversal of roles and she even criticizes Abelard for 

bemoaning his misfortunes. This time, it is Abelard's space that is described like a 

"woman's" prison in which he is locked in with his tears: 

Que dirait Ie monde, s'illisait comme moi vos lettres? II 
s'imaginerait que vous ne VOliS etes renferme que pour 
pleurer votre impuissance. (V, 103) 

Interestingly, Bussy also reverses the consoling roles. In the original narrative, Abelard 

is always the one giving Heloise consolation in an attempt to elevate her soul. Here, 
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Heloise is performing his role in trying to console him to lift him out of despair. She 

wants him to realize that burying himself in his unhappiness is futile because he cannot 

change his destiny. She reminds him that it is a shame if a philosopher cannot console 

himself for an accident that could have happened to anyone. Bussy enhances her 

persuasive words with a return to her heroic confession that she, herself, fights stoically 

everyday to triumph over her "mouvements trop tendres" (104). She wants him to 

forget all of the negative persecutions and go back to charming his followers with his 

charismatic gift of speech. Yet, once again, Bussy alters Heloise's tone in the last part 

of her letter as she prepares a lengthy adieu to Abelard, addressing him this time as her 

husband. Again, the monologue is dramatized by the use of exclamation points, 

questions marks, and accelerated rhythm. Heloise evokes the pictorial image of 

Abelard as she pays attention to his mouth, the "deep text", which creates the illusion 

of gazing at his portrait: 

Cette houche qu'on ne peut regarder sans desirs, ces 
mains si propres a piller les tresors de I'amour, enfin 
toute la personne d'Aheilard ne pellt etre envisagee par 
une femme sans peril. (V, 105-106) 

The passage uncovers the "other" discourse concealed beneath the appearance of her 

religious speech on grace. Once again, Heloise confesses that the greatest pleasure of 

her day is the refuge of sleep where she can abandon herself to the cherished memories 

of seeing her lover in her dreams. Every night she returns to the time when they were 

together before the accident destroyed their happiness. But the magic of her reverie 

always fades away at the onset of dawn; when she opens her eyes she can no longer 



197 

find Abelard, he slips out of her arms, and when she calls him he does not answer. She 

begs Abelard to excuse a wife that momentarily strays from her profession, haunted by 

the pain of her loss. Although Bussy's fictional addition of the visual aspect of the 

erotic dream sequence is invented, he restores an important part of the medieval 

abbess's discourse. Her continuing struggle between faith and love follows the original 

narrative, so he imitates her style convincingly. To put it in Derrida's words, Bussy is 

amplifYing the "remainder" or "reminder" of her desire that lives on. Since the 

medieval text never produced proof of her conversion, Bussy actually reconstructs the 

original conflict that divided her heart. But at the same time, he is paving the way for 

the next wave of Heloise imitators in inserting a closing image of her as the weeping 

abbess, eternally tortured by this unresolved inner battle. He transfers the "plainte" 

back to her as Abelard had previously appropriated the feminine trope to convey his 

despair and loneliness: 

Heloise selile est a plaindre. TOlljours la triste Heloise 
versera des torrents de larmes, sails etre assuree qu'elles 
serviront a I'ouvrage de son salut. (V, 107) 

In a melodramatic style, she describes a destiny that does not hold the promise of 

salvation. This tearful portrayal of Heloise is pre-romantic and also recalls the 

excessive emotional display of Guillerague's Portuguese nun. Yet after this confession, 

she changes the subject again and Bussy inserts another invented episode in which she 

informs Abelard that one of her nuns fled the cloister to go to England to be with her 

lover, that she ordered the nuns to keep this scandal a secret, and she insists that if he 
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had been there no one would have strayed from the path leading to God. This 

invention may be another deceptive illusion, intended to appeal to the readers' 

imagination. It is possible that Bussy's Heloise secretly hoped that Abelard might be 

tempted to plan their escape, like the nun's valiant departure from the convent. But this 

digression does not alter her conflict as she signs off openly admitting that she had tried 

to persuade Abelard of her acceptance of God, but this was a cover-up. As she says, 

she must bum her epistle because she has experienced too much pleasure in writing to 

him, and the letter closes reminding Abelard that she is still tom between her duty and 

her passion. 

Thus, Bussy Rabutin's version of Abelard and Heloise's correspondence marks 

the revival of the medieval version. Charrier and Rouben concur that he is responsible 

for the development of the legend that would explode in the eighteenth century. Bussy 

may have borrowed from Guillerague's portrayal of Marianne's emotional display of 

illicit passion in order to satisfY his public's literary tastes. In any event, he choose to 

translate a letter text that was becoming a fashionable genre, and so his timing was well 

planned. Bussy's talent as a translator and an imitator of women's amatory discourse 

was so seemingly "feminine" that Bayle, believing, like many others, that women could 

more naturally express the emotions they actually experienced, thought the text was 

actually written by a woman. This reception of the text is interesting because Bayle 

alludes to the question of authorship. Bussy's imitation of Heloise can be read as 

another textual example of pseudo-feminocentrism. As Miller would put it, he has 
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become the "other", not only by appropriating Heloise's discourse, but by mastering a 

highly convincing imitation of her amorous style. Like Grenaille and Alluis, he has 

embellished the original text by integrating romanesque elements, (his own contribution 

to the plot), in order to entertain his readers and in some places, to convey a moral 

message. His recasting of Abelard as an "honnete", gallant gentleman and Heloise as a 

precious woman could appeal undoubtedly to an audience that appreciated the 

seductive, "conversational" game oflove. In altering the medieval personas of the two 

lovers, he intervened not only in Heloise's discourse of desire, but in Abelard's portrayal 

as a serious philosopher and theologian. Interestingly, the seventeenth-century Abelard 

is acutely sensitive, weakened by his emotions; he mimics Heloise's over-dramatized 

feelings. While all of this could be fascinating to his readership, Heloise's literary 

creation has become, once again, the target of masculine manipulation. As a result, she 

recedes even further from her claim to the correspondence, and is almost erased by the 

plume of the imitator who borrowed from her to reproduce a prototype of authentic 

"feminine" writing. Once again, a male author/translator attempted to marginalize a 

woman's rights to the love letter by stealing her pen and sitting in her space in order to 

imitate her amatory style, and market a melodramatic, embroidered version of the 

medieval story. As Barthes noted in "The Death of the Author", a writer can be killed 

several times over in his own textual creation. Here, the connection to the medieval 

Heloise's voicing of desire is becoming more and more obscure, practically erased. 

Above all, Alluis and Bussy's translations have suppressed Heloise's physical language 
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and to put it in Barthes' terms, they enacted the death of the author, reducing her 

presence to a fragment. Yet, paradoxically, this did not rule out the possibility of her 

recovery in a different guise. We will see evidence of this in other versions of the 

lovers' story that will appear in the eighteenth century, a time when the epistolary novel 

entered into a period of great success and popularity all across Europe. At the very 

least, Bussy's text was very important in promoting interest in this story of tragic love. 

His contribution inspired many other translators to work on the text, and by the end of 

the seventeenth century other minor translations had appeared on the market. 

The Imitator Imitated 

Bussy's version started a trend for other "translators" and launched the birth of 

the cult built on the popularity of the medieval lovers' saga. Other translations 

appeared, but mostly as plagiarized versions of his text. Remond des Cours also 

produced a "precious" revision of the lovers' saga, an Histoire d'Elolse et d'Abelard 

which came out in 1693, together with a "Ia lettre passionnee qu'eJle lui ecrivit, traduite 

du latin". Des Cours published a second edition in 1695, and as Charrier noted, his 

work announced the pre-romantic, tearful portrayal of Heloise that would be developed 

more fully in Pope's version in the eighteenth century. Also in 1695, Dubois's Histoire 

des amours et infortunes d'Abelard et d'Elolse appeared on the market, with another 

text attributed to him and known as Le Philosophe amoureux that included letters 

supposedly published at the Paraclete. Again, Dubois follows Bussy's text, placing 
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Heloise and Abelard in a gallant, "mondain" context, emphasizing language in the game 

of seduction, and thus differing radically from the original Latin text. By the end of the 

seventeenth century, the epistolary genre was clearly entering into its most active 

period; the public relished love stories composed in letter form, and at the dawn of the 

eighteenth century, the lovers' legend expanded further, gaining more and more 

readers, which, in tum, would inspire other translators to publish different versions of 

Heloise and Abelard's love story, altering it again to meet new literary tastes and social 

conventions. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

The Hysterical and Pastoral Heloise 

At the dawn of the eighteenth century, the story of Abelard and Heloise 

continued to attract more and more readers and writers who composed countless 

imitations. Interested in the couple's tragedy and personal experiences, Pierre Bayle 

included Heloise and Abelard in his Dictionnaire historique et critique published in 

1697. As Charrier noted, Bayle remained the only historian of Abelard and Heloise 

until Charles de Remusat, who studied the medieval couple later near the end of the 

eighteenth century. Bayle approached the biographical details of the couple's lives in a 

"scientific" manner, paying close attention to the facts, to theological ques~ions and 

controversies that touched Abelard's life. Five articles focus on this subject under the 

rubrics "Heloise", "Abelard", "Paraclet", "Foulques", and "Fran~ois d'Amboise", but I 

will only briefly discuss the two that deal more specifically with Abelard and Heloise as 

they read like a condensed novella and contain all of the racier, scandalous aspects that 

surrounded the lovers' personal history. But before commenting on the couple's 

sensuality, Bayle shows that he was indeed well acquainted with Heloise's famous 

passion, marriage argument and Abelard's controversial book on the Trinity as well as 

other theological conflicts. Included in his article on Abelard is a detailed account of 

the castration, which Bayle stresses was not an obstacle for Abelard's desire. As Eric 

Walter reads them, Bayle's articles on Heloise and Abelard are phallocentric in their 

focus, strongly aligned with Abelard's point of view, and thus represent Heloise as a 



205 

suffering heroine who was a victim of Abelard's calculated art of seduction. Bayle also 

retained the questionable and we might add (fictionalized visit to the convent at 

ArgenteuiI) where the two lovers supposedly had an amorous encounter in a comer of 

the church. While Bayle does not overlook Abelard as a man of God, he does, 

however, emphasize his passionate, sensual nature. Walter posited that Bayle was 

more interested in Abelard's sensuality than in his clerical career, and that he was 

intrigued by the fact that he was a eunuch, which was a popular subject in the 

eighteenth century, and did not diminish his fame as a desiring lover. Bayle also 

concentrates on Abelard's talent as a composer of love songs and reaffirms his 

notorious reputation as a seducer out to woo Heloise with his gift of song, even 

referring to Heloise as a "pauvre femme" who was powerless to skilled advances. 

Pertaining to Abelard's prolific talents as a writer of verse, Bayle also tackled the issue 

of Abelard's debatable authorship of Le Roman de la rose; he claimed that Abelard did 

not write the text even ifhe was quite capable of composing poetry, and that Guillaume 

de Loris was the author of the work, which, if nothing else, shows that Bayle had 

conducted copious research. 

In the article he devoted to Heloise, Bayle prefaces his remarks by saying that 

since one had spoken so much about Heloise in the past, she at least deserved an entry 

in his dictionary. This introduction is significant in that it substantiates the expansion of 

Heloise's fame as the epistolary genre was approaching the era of its most significant 

development, extending beyond France, across the channel into England. As in the 
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previous article on Abelard, Bayle begins by retracing biographical details of Heloise's 

life. But as he underlines her love and devotion to Abelard, he includes one new, 

original, salient aspect that will also be seen in Pope's eighteenth-century version: 

... elle eut beau prendre Ie voile, iI lui resta toujours un 
grain de cette folie(M): et ce n'est point par les Lettres 
Portugaises qu'on a commence de connaitre qu'i1 
n 'appartient qu'a des religieuses de parler d'amour. II y 
avait long-temps que les lettres d'Heloise etaient une 
preuve de celie verite. J 

Bayle's pointing to Heloise's "folie" marks the transition to a more somber, melancholy 

image of Heloise to be further developed by subsequent imitators and translators. 

Indirectly, he also acknowledges the birth of a genre grounded in the Lettres 

portugaises and Heloise's love letters, but does not recognize the epistle as a "feminine" 

creation. Interestingly, he remains faithful to a lusty representation of the couple and 

even says that Heloise was never "cured" of her eternal passion: 

Comment pourrait-on dire que sa passion I'avait quittee 
dans I'abbaye du Parae/et, puisqu'elle y ecrit une 
confession ingenue du mauvais etat de son ame,' qui fait 
voir que Ie feu d'amour la rongeait jusques aux os? 
("Heloise", 566) 

As Bayle remains true to the medieval text and the seventeenth-century versions. he 

also sets the tone for a different, significantly more disturbing image of the heroine as a 

woman afflicted with an overactive imagination, a feature which would later appear in 

the English versions. Like his predecessors, Bayle restates that Heloise's love 

continued well beyond the lovers' separation into different cloisters. To support the 

prevalence of her love over religious duty as well as conversion, he cites the medieval 
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correspondence, Jean de Meun's translation, and Bussy's version, but as he goes back 

to the marriage argument, he introduces a variation. He says that Heloise would rather 

be Abelard's mistress, concubine or "garce" instead of his wife. Here, he attached a 

third term to the preceding versions and thus embellished his description of her as a 

lusty, passionate woman. At one point, he goes as far as to say that Heloise would 

rather be known as Abelard's "putain" to assure the liberty of love over conjugal bonds. 

As Walter points out, Bayle was very critical of the conjugal institution, and this could 

shed light on his extreme, exaggerated rewriting of Heloise's criticism of the marital 

state. Bayle also builds up the unreasonableness of her love for Abelard, to such an 

extent that she appears to lose touch with her reason, and overstep the boundary 

between rationality and hysteria: 

lis prouvent, non seulement que ['amour de 
concupiscence dominait la pauvre HelOise,' mais aussi 
qu'elle etait un peu demontee; car line personne bien 
sage n'aurait jamis parle de la sorte. II est apparent 
que ['etude avait commence de la detraquer,' et que 
I'amour Jut un grand surcroit de desordre. On voit dans 
ses ecrits beaucoup de marques d'une imagination 
dereglee ... (567) 

Here, we note the striking difference with the medieval, learned, rational representation 

of Heloise as an exceptional woman, abbess and scholar. Bayle ostensibly suggests that 

knowledge is dangerous for a woman, and contributed to Heloise's extreme, 

unreasonable behavior. He analyzes her through a critical, masculine lens, locking her 

into the subjugated stereotype of the "hysterical" woman who not only loves too much, 

but is too intelligent for her own good. Bayle exaggerates the melodramatic style of his 
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writing saying her love was violent and that she often experienced uncontrollable 

attacks of unbridled passion in the church, which substantiates his theory that she was 

never converted to God's service. In this account, love is viewed as a malady, and as 

noted earlier, Bayle claims that Heloise was never "cured" of her infirm nature. In this 

manner, he embroiders on Bussy and Guillerague's Ovidian vision of love driving the 

heroine to the point of illness, and he sets the precedent for a theme to be significantly 

developed in later eighteenth-century versions of Heloise's persona. Once again, the 

male author or, in this case, historical biographer, re-writes the woman; he presents her 

as a hysterical victim of male seduction, which, inevitably, invalidates her claim as a 

serious writer because she is viewed as excessively passionate and irrational. The 

woman as a "victim" to her passions is clearly represented as not in her "right" mind 

and unable to measure up to the masculine conception of reasonable, controlled 

emotions, thus Bayle's Heloise is reduced to an inferior position. In addition to this 

aspect that will resurface in Pope's heroic poem, Bayle also contributes to the growth 

of the fictionalized legend in his description of the miracle that supposedly took place at 

the time of Heloise's death. After having researched various documents, he comments 

that when they opened the tomb to lay Heloise's body to rest next to Abelard's, who 

had already been dead for at least twenty years, his arms reached out to receive her so 

that they could be reunited in eternal peace. Bayle should be recognized not only as the 

innovator of this famous melodramatic aspect of the cult that surrounded the couple, 

but as a visionary who would, inadvertently, inspire many British writers to create their 
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fictional heroine, constructed on the pre-romantic image of the passionate, melancholy 

nun who clung to the memory of Abelard. Bayle would later influence the French 

imitators of Pope (mainly Colardeau) and others who would amplify the sentimental 

representation of Heloise in addition to dramatically altering the form of the text. But 

first it is important to look at Pope's (re)invention of Heloise as the prototype of the 

nostalgic, wistful woman in love who is driven to the brink of hysteria in the absence of 

her lover, a feature which would prove to be the most popular revision of her in the 

eighteenth-century poetic versions. 

Pope: Eloisa in Verse Form 

Pope's version of "Eloisa to Abelard" was based on John Hughes 1713 English 

translation of Bussy's letters, whose correspondence was not the first to attract 

international readership since Guillerague's Lettres portugaises had already been 

translated into English and had been well received abroad. Now, as the genre was 

becoming increasingly more popular, British writers were looking to other French 

epistolary texts to appeal to their readers' literary tastes. To that effect, Hughes 

translated Bussy's French letters and added two fictional letters in his own version of 

the lovers' tragic story. Inspired by Hughes' rendition, Pope decided to work on a new 

variation. Even though he had never read the original Latin text, he was not a stranger 

to the genre as he was very we)) acquainted with Ovid; he had previously translated 

several epistles from the Heroides, and among them Sappho's, and it is this masterpiece 
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that is the most significant influence in his (re)invention of Heloise. The Ovidian 

prototype also provides the structural groundwork for the poetic version of Eloisa's 

lengthy epistle, written in verse form to Abelard. Other direct influences include Pope's 

overt textual borrowing from Hughes' prose epistles. As Foster noted, Pope's textual 

borrowing is best explained as a close paraphrase of Hughes' English translation, yet 

ironically, there is a third "influence": the medieval text. Inadvertently, Pope restores 

some aspects of the Latin text. Not only do we find recovery of the spiritual struggle 

with Christian faith, but his erotic portrayal of Eloisa closely resembles that of her 

medieval counterpart. 

Creating a New Form for Eloisa's "Plainte" 

One of the initial impressions left by Pope's heroic creation is its strikingly 

abbreviated form. In order to compose a poem grounded in the Ovidian tradition, Pope 

had to begin with radically reducing the content of Heloise's letters so that he could 

rework her words into a carefully controlled couplet form. Borrowing from Ovid, he 

uses the heroic couplet, which consists of pentameters rhyming in pairs, a verse form 

that was very popular in the late seventeenth century, and continued into the early part 

of the Enlightenment. As Gordon noted, Pope's lines are usually balanced with a single 

caesura in the middle of each line. Other general structural characteristics of Pope's 

heroic epistle include antithesis, paradox and parallelism; he uses a closed couplet verse 

form, thus altering the spontaneous feature of the "feminine" epistle. It is the 
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systematic, precise order of the verse lines that tends to diminish the discontinuous 

feature of the love letter, which, in tum silences the voice of Heloise, the original 

epistolary writer. Pope broke away from the tradition of recording extemporaneous 

thoughts, which would conflict with his creative and technical process of composing 

verse. In order to maintain balance in the poem, Pope compressed the sequence of 

events, and grafted a substantial part of Abelard's phrases and words onto Heloise's 

discourse, as previously seen in Grenaille's version. The most notable change in the 

process of shifting the epistle into verse form is the modification of the letter exchange. 

Pope eliminates Abelard from his adaptation, and thus reconstructs monologic 

discourse as in Grenaille's version. As a seasoned poet, well trained in the composition 

of Ovidian heroic form, he concentrates on rewriting only the woman's experience of 

abandonment, suffering and betrayal. However, Pope does not completely efface the 

love letter in his work; he creates an artificial function for it, which consists of placing 

the epistle into the background as a passive form, thus he creates a deceptive illusion of 

communication between Eloisa and her lover. His Eloisa is supposedly in the process of 

writing one long letter, which is composed in verse, but is never sent to Abelard. 

Devoid of a receiver, this epistle has no real reciprocal value. Ironically, Pope 

preserves the original circumstances that pertain to Heloise's decision to initiate contact 

with Abelard. Even though he had never read the Latin text, his Eloisa writes to 

Abelard after having read the Historia, (there is just a brief mention of it in the 

paratext), to clarify the circumstances that precipitated her response. This is the only 
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instance where Pope directly refers to Abelard as a letter writer; subsequent to this 

mention of the Historia, Pope completely destroys all traces of Abelard's letters, and 

this exclusion marks one of the most radical structural changes in the text. As Foster 

observed, other significant stylistic characteristics include omission, compression, 

addition and rearrangement or substitution. This technique recalls Grenaille's narrative 

reformulation of the Latin text, but Pope introduces a new, fictional revision of Heloise 

influenced by the times in which he lived. The poem, written in 1716, contains certain 

pre-romantic traits that are assimilated into his (re)invention of Eloisa. She is a gloomy 

heroine that shares her misery with the outside landscape such as the trees, the wind 

that envelops the Paraclete, the water and the darkness of night. But we must be 

careful not to characterize Pope's portrayal of Eloisa as a purely romantic, sentimental 

figure. She does not transcend her suffering through a communion with nature in the 

tradition of romanticism; rather, the landscape is worked into the poem as a visible and 

material means of magnifYing the depths of her inner torment. (This could also be read . 

as a close imitation of Ovid who also included background landscape into his 

Heroides.) Pope's Eloisa could, however, be considered pre-romantic as well as Gothic 

since he inserted many Gothic elements into the narrative frame, which created a new 

direction for the eighteenth-century versions. Not only does he anticipate a form of 

Romantic sensibility that would become very popular later in the century, but he also 

interpolates a form of despair, melancholy and architectural confinement commonly 

found in Gothic Revival literature that will become very popular, mainly in the novel, at 
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the end of the century. These two influences will be considered in the discussion of 

Pope's poetic (re)creation of the abandoned heroine. 

Gothic Influence on Pope's (Re)Creation of Eloisa 

Although we have already noted that Pope's heroic epistle was written in the 

early part of the eighteenth century, it can be classified as early Gothic in many ways. 

In general, Gothic Revival literature looked to the medieval period for its inspiration, 

and was particularly interested in twelfth-century architectural constructions. Vaulted 

pillars with tremendous heights pointing upwards toward heaven were commonly used 

in Gothic cathedrals as were complex, intricate labyrinths, underneath churches. It was 

on this subterranean level that crypts and burial vaults were located. As Bayer­

Barenbaum has shown, Gothic architecture is marked by fragmentation and division 

within divisions in the foundation of the churches' structure. We will see evidence of 

this in Pope's reconstruction of the Paraclete, the place where his poem is situated. 

Other general characteristics of the Gothic include a fascination with tombs, convent 

scenes, mysterious corridors, uncanny appearances by ghosts, wild, untamed physical 

landscape, flickering candles, inexplicable, disembodied voices, dream states, 

encounters with the living dead and an overall attentiveness to the internal workings of 

the mind. Differing from the Romantic, the Gothic heroine does not aspire to a higher 

state of comprehension, but ultimately revels in the lugubrious bleakness that points to 

her profound discontentment and misery. There is no aspiration toward transformation 
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or resolution as the Gothic heroine views herself solely as a victim destined to a plight 

of eternal suffering. Trapped by her own sense of irreversible melancholy, she is 

enclosed psychologically and physically within herself Some of these aspects derived 

from the Gothic are found in Pope's (re)invention of the physical landscape that 

encloses Heloise in her agonizing solitude, bereft of her lover. Bayer-Barenbaum's 

description of a typical, Gothic convent captures the ambiance that Pope creates in his 

heroic epistle: 

The castle (or the convent) in Gothic literature is a good 
study in contrast. Usually situated ill a wild forest or 
uninhabited mountain range where the sky is unsettled & 
the wind howling, the calm & the stable are set amid the 
wild & the dynamic. God's creation is pitted against 
man's in the clash between nature & architecture. 2 

Here, Bayer-Barenbaum describes the locus of Pope's (re)creation of Eloisa's principal 

conflict. Once again, Pope restores the standard image of the convent, which does not 

offer Eloisa the calm of refuge, but forces her to confront her ongoing, turbulent battle 

between God and her love for Abelard. This emotional conflict is illustrated by the 

structure of her isolated cell, and as Doody and Beer concur, these pre-Gothic traits 

built into the decor reflect the heroine's state of mind. In addition, reverie is 

significantly developed as it is based on Bussy's original seventeenth-century innovation 

of the dream state, but Pope goes even further and writes in a form of Gothic 

apparitions where the dead seem to come back to life. Other disturbing aspects are 

integrated into Eloisa's troubled sleep such as a type of hallucination that borders on 

madness at times. Here, Pope contributes to the legend by representing Eloisa as a 
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tragic heroine with an overactive imagination that almost causes her to lose touch with 

her reason; it is this use of "female" hysteria that clearly brings the fictional expansion 

of the story into the "age of reason", and this feature will be even more fully developed 

in the nineteenth century. Even prior to the eighteenth century, European women were 

quite often believed to be defective simply because of their sexual difference. The 

society in which they lived was a repressive one that advocated the domestication of 

the female sex. As we shall see, Pope will use these social conventions to create the 

overall oppressive, physical atmosphere in which his Eloisa tells her story. 

The Transformation of the Paraclete 

Pope prefaces his epistle "Eloisa to Abelard" with a brief "Argument" that is a 

highly compressed, abridged substitute for the Historia, which, in tum provided his 

audience with some of the more noteworthy details that touched Heloise and Abelard's 

lives. As Foster observed, Pope ignores all of the philosophical and rational aspects of 

the lovers' original manner of presenting arguments in their epistolary correspondence. 

In this short paragraph, he also suppresses all of the events that led up to their retreat 

into separate cloisters by simply saying that they suffered a series of well-known 

calamities: "they were two of the most distinguished persons of their age in learning & 

beauty. butfor nothing more famous thanfor their unfortunate passion.,,3 Here, Pope 

clearly establishes the direction that his poem will take and then introduces his 

translation by admitting that he extracted certain details from Hughes' text or as he calls 
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it, "those celebrated letters". He also informs his readers that he intended to portray 

Eloisa's conflict or struggle between "grace and nature". In the first section, there is a 

description of the Paraclete, which immediately portrays Eloisa as a lonely woman who 

is left only with the treasured memories of her past life with Abelard. In classic Ovidian 

style, Eloisa evokes the past as an attempt to re-animate her passion even in light of her 

present predicament of desperation and dubious piety: 

In these deep solitudes and awful cel/s, 
Where heav'nly-pensive, contemplation dwells, 

And ever-musing melancholy reigns; 
What means this tumult in a Vestal's veins? 
Why rove my thoughts beyond this last retreat?" (1-5) 

From the onset, Pope's Eloisa is entrenched in her loss, or, in Lacanian terms, she 

hopes to bridge the distance between herself and her beloved. As Pollak reads her in 

The Poetics of Sexual Myth4
, Pope's Eloisa embodies lack, and this image of her 

reflects the contemporary view of women in the English society as they were often 

presented as men's ornaments and extensions of them. Eloisa's lost plenitude is a 

prototype for the image of the woman as an incomplete entity, unlike a man. This is 

useful in looking at this revision of her persona as Pope reduces her to a shadow of a 

completed being, one that revolved around the harmony of the couple. As Clark reads 

it in The Poetl)' of Masculine Desires, Pope depicts Eloisa as living in a vast void, 

deprived of the sense of fulfillment that she once knew. Alone with only her thoughts 

to pass the time, she is trapped in an abyss of despair since there is no real possibility of 

repairing reciprocal epistolary contact with Abelard. Differing significantly from the 
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seventeenth-century "cabinet" atmosphere where she was brought closer to Abelard 

through the contemplation of his portrait, she is bereft of any emblem conjuring up the 

soothing presence of her beloved. Indeed, Pope has removed almost all traces of her 

object of desire, which, in turn, allows him to create the melancholy atmosphere 

described in the opening lines of the poem. Here, Pope creates a Gothic ambiance as 

the dark, gloomy ambiance of the convent provides an outer frame for Eloisa's inner 

sense of misery. His innovation manifests itself in this first stanza as he paints the 

physically unstable environment that reflects Eloisa's inner conflict, the wrenching 

battle between God and her love for Abelard. Although Pope preserves the original 

theme of the medieval story, he radically alters the Paraclete into a Gothic, 

claustrophobic, ominous structure. Within these dense walls sealing her off from all 

that she once knew and cherished, his Eloisa is immediately cut off (not only from 

Abelard), but from the creation of her own epistolary production. The fact that Pope 

substitutes verse for prose, eradicates the spontaneity of her original words and 

subsequently locks her into the confining rigidity of the male poet's tightly balanced 

heroic lines. In this first section, Eloisa travels further back into the past as she 

contemplates Abelard's name. As Lipking noted in Abandoned Women and Poetic 

Tradition6
, his name appears to be always already indelibly written in the poem as if 

Eloisa transferred her thoughts directly from her heart to the page. Although she tries 

to combat her passion, Abelard's name always overpowers her weakened will; she finds 

her hand scrawling it across the page, and the etching of his name seems to drive her 
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more deeply still into a hypnotic state. Here, Pope builds a complex trap; his captive, 

weeping Eloisa is locked up with herself, spiritually and physically, and thus forced to 

live in the timeless world of nostalgia. As Stewart reads it, nostalgia is "the desire for 

desire", and it is described as an acute state of sadness in which the captive attempts to 

reconstruct the bridge that will connect herlhim with the object of desire. Above all, it 

is a repetitive process that knows no closure or resolution. In Lacanian terms, what is 

actually repeated is an absence, or the distance from the object of desire. Indeed, 

Pope's (re)creation of Eloisa appears to be constructed on this model, but we might add 

that he casts Eloisa as a trapped nostalgic whose pain is not even assuaged by the 

comfort of her sanctuary. Strikingly, Pope restructures the Paraclete as he declares it 

dispossessed from its historical significance for the lovers'. In the medieval text, we 

recall that Abelard was the founder of the convent and had later given it to Heloise and 

her nuns. In Pope's introductory verses, the Paraclete is not represented as a spiritual, 

sentimental place that had been treasured by the medieval Heloise; it is transformed into 

a cold. austere cell, a subterranean space beneath the Gothic gloomy church that 

accentuates the distance between the two lovers: 

Relentless walls! whose darksom round contains 
Repentant sighs, and voluntary pains: 
Ye rugged rocks! which holy knees have worn; 
Ye grots and caverns shagg'dwith horrid thorn! (17-20) 

Like Grenaille, Pope carves his own opening into Eloisa's narrative; writing Abelard 

out, he becomes the architect who decides to "wall her in" the "darksom round" with 

her memories. His recreation of the archetypal, suffering, Ovidian heroine is destined 
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to wander in this Gothic labyrinth where she exteriorizes her frustration and loneliness, 

with tears and sighs. Another key spatial innovation is also shown above with the 

insertion of the "round" dimension, which pertains to the repetition of the loss that is 

used as a principal structural element. As Jackson reads it in Vision and Re-Vision of 

Alexander Pope', the "darksom round" is not only a place, but a referent to Eloisa's 

frame of mind and inner erotic turmoil. Like her medieval counterpart, Eloisa will 

relive the past, time and time again, and thus traces a circular pattern in the poem. But 

the futility of her contemplations also creates a sense of emptiness. As Stamelman 

posits in Lost Beyond Telling8
, loss and grieving lead to emptiness; the pain penetrates 

the grieving individual and gradually tends to efface the body and soul. In Pope's 

version, Eloisa's loss is inscribed upon her anguished silhouette, and the poet expands 

her misery outwards through an innovative use of landscape. Outside the church, the 

physical surroundings are described as wild, "rugged", often untamed and unstable, 

reflecting Eloisa's tormented state of mind as she is plagued by erotic thoughts and an 

overwhelming desire to persuade Abelard to return to her side. Here, Pope borrows 

directly from Ovid whose heroines often integrated the depiction of rocks and caves 

into their missives to illustrate the shaky turbulence of their emotions in the wake of 

betrayal and abandonment. As Beer posited, the physical landscape in Ovidian 

discourse is also supposed to increase the profound sense of the heroines' 

claustrophobia as well as underline the impossibility of reunion between estranged 

lovers. Here, the reference to yet another natural structure, that of the cave mentioned 
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above, represents the journey that takes place inside of Eloisa's consciousness as she 

travels down the murky, obscure paths; a journey leading to the rekindling of faded 

memories that will, in tum, allow her to reenact the events of her own tragedy. Inside 

the cave of her own consciousness, she will uncover and recover her buried desire, and 

attempt to regain the lost erotic dialogue that she once shared with Abelard. But will 

she succeed in breaking the silence that encloses her in solitude and, if so, will the 

reader be able to identify traces of the "original" Heloise's hand behind the poet's hand? 

At this early point in the text, Pope has already taken considerable liberties in 

transforming Eloisa into a silent, trapped victim. As Jackson also postulates, the 

repetition of Abelard's name is another form of entrapment that binds her to the 

"round" and is ultimately as emotionally imprisoning as the physical confine. But Pope 

goes further: Eloisa's hand trembles as it clutches a copy of the Histori!!, which triggers 

an outpouring of pain: 

That well-known name awakens all my woes. 
Oh name for ever sad! for ever dear! 
Still breath'd in sighs, still usher'd with a tear. 
1 tremble too, where'er my own lflnd, 
Some dire misfortune follows close behind. 
Line after line my gushing eyes oveiflow, 
Led thro' a sad variety of woe: (30-36) 

This emotional response to the reading of the Historia is used to introduce Eloisa's 

confession that she too, (ironically, like her medieval predecessor), is a hypocrite. Pope 

underlines the conflict with a repetitive opposition between her duty to God and her 

undying love for Abelard, and she now asks him to write to her. As noted earlier, Pope 
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modifies the original order of the prose. epistolary correspondence; as he abbreviates it, 

he maintain the focus on Eloisa's struggle between God's grace and Abelard. Every 

stanza is dramatically punctuated by a constant flow of tears. This may be classic 

Ovidian style, but the reader has the strong impression that Pope also borrowed from 

the portrait of the weeping Portuguese nun. The result is a combination of the Ovidian 

weeping heroine, and the Portuguese nun's excessive emotions as well as intertextual 

echoes of Grenaille's precious version of the weeping Magdalene and Bussy's 

sentimental, gallant Heloise. Barthes explored narrative functions of tears that help 

shed light on this eighteenth-century rendition of Eloisa: 

I make myself cry, in order to prove to myself that my 
grief is not an illusion: tears are signs, not expressions. 
By my tears, I tell a story, I produce a myth of grief, & 
henceforth I adjust myself to it. I can live with it, 
because, by weeping, I give myself an emphatic 
interlocutor who receives the "truest" of messages, that 
of my body, not that of my speech: "Words, what are 
they? One tear will say more than all of them. (Barthes, 
182) 

This notion of tears telling a story seems to apply to Pope's reworking of the narrative. 

Eloisa's tale of misery is drenched in her tears, a device which would also enable Pope 

to appeal to his public's tastes, since at the time, pathos was very popular in literature. 

Eloisa goes on to ask Abelard to enter into her grief by sharing her pain. She wants 

him to pour out his heart to her so that they can form a harmonious bond founded on 

suffering. But Pope inserts a novel erotic element into her plea: 



Excuse the blush, and pour out all the heart, 
Speed the soft intercourse from soul to soul, 
And waft a sighfrom Indus to the Pole. (56-58) 
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Here Eloisa confesses her wish to recreate their severed, erotic union, but since 

Abelard has been mutilated, she can only retell the events of their past in order to try to 

fill the void of impossible love. Once again, Pope compresses, reorganizes and omits 

numerous biographical details as his Eloisa reflects on courtship, love, tragedy and 

separation. As in the Latin text and in Bussy's seventeenth-century versions, Pope 

advocates free love over marriage. Again, his Eloisa proclaims she would rather be 

Abelard's mistress than his wife, but interestingly, Heloise's original argument, (that 

Pope only knew through Hughes) is embellished by a lengthy stanza devoted to the 

restoration of this significant element of the Latin text. The opposition between love 

and marriage is carefully balanced at the caesura of each line to emphasize Eloisa's 

devotion to her lover as a free, libertine woman who clearly does not want her passion 

to be extinguished by the bondage of the conjugal state. However, this lyrical, heroic 

exaltation of her love is radically transformed in the next section: while it continues to 

retrace the events of their past relationship, the atmosphere changes abruptly as Eloisa 

describes the castration. Here again, Pope borrows from Hughes, (who borrowed from 

Bussy's version), as his Eloisa repeats that she suffered tremendous guilt because she 

was not present at the time of the tragedy. She looks upon the "crime" as double and 

feels that the punishment should have been more equitable. Pope amplifies Bussy's 

fictional insertion of the couple sharing the sin: 



The crime was common, common be the pain. 
I can no more,' by shame, by rage suppress'd, 
Let tears, and burning blushes speak the rest. (104-106) 
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We note the deviation from the medieval discourse as the original Heloise would never 

have used the word "crime" to describe the lovers' concupiscence. At this point in the 

first section, the narrative is highly compressed as Pope jumps ahead, and omits the 

events between the castration and the decision to place Heloise at Argenteuil. There is 

no mention of Fulbert, of his anger, or of the other social and political problems that 

the couple confronted; as Fulbert is written out, the focus is on the conflict between 

God and Abelard. The description of Eloisa's vows in the church concludes the first 

part of the poem, which contains the invention of an original Gothic atmosphere that is 

ominous and mysterious, enriched by the use of personification: 

As with cold lips I kissed the sacred veil, 
The shrines all trembled, and the lamps grew pale: 
Heav'n scarce believ'd the conquest it survey'd, 
And Saints with wonder heard the vows I made. 
Yet then, to those dread altars as I drew, 
Not on the Cross my eyeswerejix'd, bulyou: (111-116) 

The taking of the veil marks the closure of this first section at line 116 as Pope 

underlines her devotion to her beloved. At this point in the famous altar scene, Eloisa 

abruptly ceases to relive the past; the period that was more commonly known as the 

lovers' calamities. Pope embellishes the medieval veil ceremony with the use of the 

Gothic, and the insertion of some fantastic elements to highlight Eloisa's false piety. He 

plays with the light: the flickering of the candles at the altar reveals a variation on 

Eloisa's hypocrisy never seen in previous versions. Eloisa cannot fool the Saints who 
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register their disbelief and reservation with a gasp of astonishment or "wonder" as she 

pronounces the words. The fact that holy objects "tremble" points out the problematic 

nature of her new vocation as a nun. In a rewriting of Heloise's simulated piety, this 

Gothic heroine kisses the veil with "cold lips" because she is forced to embrace Christ 

and not her lover. This idea is shown in a new light in the last line of the text cited 

above. Here, the atmosphere of the scene is bleak, Eloisa's vision of the altar is colored 

with an aura of Gothic "dread", which forecasts inevitable doom and interminable 

enclosure in her cell. Although Pope enriches the scene with Gothic elements, he 

remains surprisingly close to the Latin text because he emphasizes Eloisa's false piety 

and dubious faith. She ends the scene by dramatically proclaiming that love was her 

only devotion, bereft of her passion she is reduced to complete loss. Once again, 

fulfillment is represented as wholly invested in the man. In this way, the repetitive 

structure, symbolized by the "darksom round", reappears and brings Eloisa back to her 

memories of the loss, and to her eternal search for the elusive" other" . 

Falsifying the Present 

Whereas the opening section of the poem is situated in the past, the main part 

deals with the present as Pope's Eloisa addresses herself desperately to her lover. The 

transition is marked by the erotic plea, "come! ". Eloisa implores Abelard to free her 

from her solitude and misery, but most of all she yearns to relive her life as she once 

knew it: 



Come! with thy looks, thy words, relieve my woe; 
Those still at least are left thee to bestow. 
Still on that breast enamour'd let me lie, 
Still drink delicious poison from thy eye, 
Pant on thy lip, and to thy heart be press'd,' 
Give all thou canst- and let me dream the rest. 
(119-124) 
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Eloisa acknowledges that her vows were completely false, and here, in the present, she 

turns to what is real, her desire. She wants Abelard to allow her to experience, once 

again, the sensual pleasures of drinking "the delicious poison", of "lying on that breast", 

and of panting with love. As Krieger puts it, the last line cited above is a pseudo-

consummation, which is undeniably charged with eroticism. Eloisa attempts to restore 

Abelard's true image as her lover, but still recognizes his limitations as a eunuch, and 

the division at the caesura underlines the pause. Interestingly, the fact that Abelard is a 

eunuch does not detract from the her longed-for desire to be reunited with him. What 

Abelard cannot physically complete can be fulfilled or played out in Eloisa's dreams; 

she will compensate for his "lost, impotent part" through her imagination (as we will 

see in the middle of the poem). The sensual takes over the spiritual completely in this 

fictional, romanticized vision. But at the same time, Pope restores the original conflict 

in that Eloisa is still depicted as vacillating constantly between God and Abelard 

through numerous antitheses from one stanza to another. As an example of her 

contradictory nature, Eloisa suddenly asks Abelard to help her embrace God, clearly 

contradicting the previous erotic, intimate plea that was directed to her lover. When she 

reminds Abelard of his duty to her nuns, Pope goes back to the medieval story, and as 
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she points out his obligation to them, the description of the convent is transformed 

once again: 

Ah think at least thy flock deserves thy care, 
Plants of thy hand, and children of thy pray'r, 
From the false world in early youth they fled, 
By thee to mountains, wilds, and deserts led 
YOli rais'd these hallow'dwalls,' the desert smil'd 
And Paradise was open'd in the Wild (129-134) 

The medieval description of the Paraclete is embellished. Abelard takes on a paternal 

role; he represents the savior for Eloisa's nuns, and he is called upon again to assume 

the responsibility for his "flock". Yet Pope integrates pre-romantic landscape into his 

renovation of the Paraclete; the medieval representation of it as a site of consolation is 

reworked into a paradise, with strong erotic connotations, when his Eloisa describes 

the monastery as a sanctuary, a veritable Eden erected in the middle of untamed 

country. But further down Pope abruptly tempers the pastoral, airy, open tone with an 

antithesis that signals the return to Gothic claustrophobia as the Paraclete, once again, 

enfolds Eloisa in the imprisoning labyrinth of the "darksom round": 

In these lone walls (their day's eternal bound) 
These moss-grown domes with spiry turrets crown'd, 
Where awful arches make a noon-day night, 
And the dim windows shed a solemn light; 
(141-144) 

The previously open, natural description of the erection of the Paraclete and the 

physical surroundings is strikingly modified in the passage above as Eloisa reenters the 

dark. As noted by Bayer-Barenbaum, arches and vaulted ceilings were common in 

Gothic cathedrals as the one Pope described above. But in contrast to the verticality of 
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Pope's interior restructuring, Eloisa's soul does not appear to attempt to rise upwards 

toward God. On the contrary, she resists the call to heaven, and thus wages a war 

within her mind. Pope depicts the battle through the balanced opposition between light 

and dark imagery, a motif that is maintained constantly in the poem. Eloisa's soul 

cannot rise in harmony with the verticality of the church's arches because her body is an 

obstacle to her faith. Her world is colored by the darkness that blocks out even the 

brightest daylight as she is entrenched in the depths of misery and despair. In her 

suffering, she calls out to Abelard to come and save her from her loneliness. Once 

again, Pope expands the depths of her torment through natural landscape. Outside the 

Paraclete, the physical elements reflect the unrest and instability of her mental state of 

constant conflict. She cannot pray because she only thinks of her beloved. Pope 

composes a very original scene in Eloisa's imagination in which she alludes to the 

veiled, ghostly presence of Abelard that hovers beyond the walls of her prison: 

The darksom pines that o'er yon'rocks reclin'd 
Wave high, and murmur to the hollow wind, 
The wand' ring streams that shine between the hills, 
The grots that echo to the tinkling rills, 
The dying gales that pant upon the trees, 
The lakes that quiver to the curling breeze,' 
No more these scenes my mediations qid, 
Or lull to rest the visionary maid (155-162) 

In this passage, Eloisa's erotic yearning is alluded to by the movement of the waves, the 

rhythmic lilting motion of the wind, the "lakes that quiver", and the "dying gales that 

pant". In the "grots", there is a suggestion that the echo she hears is Abelard's voice 

resounding in her mind. She knows no peace because it is these longed-for erotic 
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scenes that she wishes to participate in actively as she once had been able to do before 

their separation. Yet in the following part of the section, Pope suddenly does away with 

the disembodied ghost of Abelard. In the darkness of night, Abelard's personified 

presence fades out, and the ominous figure of Black Melancholy takes over his place. 

The agitated movement reflected in the natural elements above is astonishingly 

contrasted with a death-like calm that seeps into the narrative with an impeding sense 

of doom. As Black Melancholy appears, an unexpected plunging movement in Eloisa's 

heart is represented by a forecast of dread that invades the poem in classic Gothic style: 

Black Melancholy sit, and round her throws 
A death-like silence, and a dread repose: 
Her gloomy presence saddens all the scene, 
Shades ev'ry flow'r, and darkens ev'ry green, 
Deepens the murmur of the falling floods, 
And breathes a browner horror on the woods. (165-170) 

The Gothic atmosphere accentuates Eloisa's horror and isolation in a mystical and 

spiritual way. Gradually, she begins to resign herself to confronting her own demise, 

which is also a fictionalized creation of the poet's so that he can embellish the 

representation of her as a tragic victim. For Pope's Eloisa, death is the only way out of 

prison. It is in the Paraclete that she will remain and eventually die as she begins to 

resign herself to her fate. This portrayal of a melancholy Eloisa is also part of Pope's 

technique of fragmentation. Breaking her down emotionally gradually destroys her 

validity as a writer. Already, there is a clear absence of the rationality and highly 

developed intellect that was evident in her medieval epistles. Pope's Eloisa does not 

appear to reason her imposed vocation as a nun. In this bleak version, there are no 
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quotations from Seneca or Lucan, and no other philosophical or religious references, 

and she hardly mentions her monastic duties or her nuns. In other words, Pope 

eliminates the original background that pertained to Heloise's administrative acumen 

and exceptional talent as an abbess. On the contrary, the poem moves in the direction 

of emotional disorder. As Kristeva posited in Soleil Noir: Depression et melancolie, 

the state of despair is also linked to the loss of the erotic object, and this impossible 

fulfillment cannot be articulated in language: 

Depuis cet attachement archai'que, Ie depressij a 
I'impression d'elre desherite d'un supreme bien 
innommable, de quelque chose d'irrepn}sentable, que 
seule peut-elre une devoration pOllrrait figurer, une 
invocation pOllrrait indiqller, mais qu'aucun mot ne 
saurait signifier. 9 

Like her medieval counterpart, Pope's Eloisa suffers a double castration. She is cut off 

from contact with Abelard as Pope does away with the epistolary dialogue in favor of 

monologic discourse, which, in turn, allows him to control her discourse. In fact, 

Eloisa's voice is castrated by the poet, she bears very little resemblance to the original 

Heloise from the moment Pope alters the epistle to rework it into verse. Her voice 

becomes progressively weaker as she is reduced to hopelessness, and then a depressed 

state of mind. She fades gradually into silence. As Kristeva posited, Eloisa cannot 

articulate what is "unrepresentable"; she always goes back to the broken amorous 

bond, which, as Sedgwick noted, was commonly seen in portrayals of Gothic heroines. 

Words simply could not articulate what was inherently "unspeakable", beyond speech. 

In the classic style of Gothic women, Eloisa is ensconced and trapped in a helpless state 
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of passivity. This fictional resignation is developed as a closure to this second section, 

line 176, with a contemplation of death which offers the tragic victim a refuge. 

Trapping Eloisa into a Forced Confession 

The most striking section within this main part of the poem begins with a 

reprise of the Ovidian "plainte". Like Grenaille, Pope traps his Eloisa into an invented 

textual space and then forces her to "tell all". The prison, her monastic cell, is 

transformed into another enclosure, the confessional, which sets the stage for the 

forced repentance for her so-called "crime". Once again, this section contains 

fragments that actually appeared in the Latin text, without authorial intention since 

Pope was not familiar with the original correspondence. For example, he restores the 

medieval theme of Christ's bride, an aspect that was more or less forgotten in the 

seventeenth-century versions. But Pope only mentions this as he focuses on the 

perpetual battle between Eloisa's love and monastic career. She begins by asking God 

to help her and then confesses that her prayers are devoted to her love and not the 

pursuit of grace. The dilemma is skillfully balanced through even divisions at the 

caesura that mark the bipolar, fluctuating movement in her heart as she swings back 

and forth between Abelard and God. She should grieve but cannot, and this 

dissimulates her inner joy of contemplating what she knows in her heart is wrong. 

Pope adds in the words "crime, "sin", "past offense", and "fault", a textual manipulation 

that condemns her illicit concupiscence. (Her medieval counterpart never used these 
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moral terms to describe her passion for Abelard). After Pope has her repent her sins of 

the flesh, he then has her ask Abelard to help her turn to God for direction and 

strength: 

Oh come! oh teach me nature to subdue, 
Renounce my love, my life, my self- and you. 
Fill my fond heart with God alone, for he 
Alone, can rival, can succeed to thee. (203-206) 

Pope thus maintains her vacillation as she swings back and forth between God and 

Abelard, suggesting that only God can substitute for her lover's role. In the next 

stanza, as she unexpectedly praises the Virgin Mary, Pope tempers the tenebrous 

ambiance and creates an abrupt opposition in the form of a celestial, luminous 

atmosphere, a serene, utopian vision of what religious life should be for those who 

know how to pray, and are ultimately freed from impure thoughts. The movement of 

the passage lifts Eloisa out of the murky depths of her prison with a vertical push 

towards a loftier elevation, up near the Angels where she would be closer to God: 

Tears that delight, and sighs that waft to heav'n. 
Grace shines around her with serenest beams, 
And whisp'ring Angels prompt her golden dreams 
(214-216) 

Pope redirects her focus from Abelard to God through this intrusion of a mystical state 

of mind. Here, we note the intertext to Grenaille's version as he too had set out to 

portray Heloise as lila Magdalene Fran~aise", a model of Christian sacrifice and virtue 

for other women to emulate in their pursuit of moral piety. Pope, Grenaille and the 

original Abelard all are gUilty of locking Eloisa into a fixed position in which she is 
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virtually powerless to voice her objections; in this case, to the marriage to God she had 

originally fought against in the Latin text. In this eighteenth-century pre-romantic 

version, one notes that the legend is becoming increasingly fictionalized and contains 

only remote shards of resemblance to the original text. Pope builds up the sentimental, 

ethereal tone of this passage as he describes an imaginary marriage, accompanied by the 

songs of the Angels as his Eloisa is ushered (or is it dragged?) into heaven to take the 

Spouse's "holy" ring. The ring could be read as another form of bondage, a chain that 

locks her into more masculine entrapment, which, in turn, pushes her into obligatory 

redemption and irrevocable separation from Abelard. At this point, Pope even 

transforms the tears that had previously marked her misery and despair. They become 

signs of rapture as she assumes her divine role with praises flowing from the Angels 

who envelop her in a halo of warmth and light. The legend takes on new dimensions as 

this saintly Eloisa is forced into accepting her glorified, heavenly role as Christ's bride. 

Ironically, Pope grafts Abelard's mention of her as the bride of Christ, (originally in his 

third letter), onto her discourse. But here, Eloisa narrates her own vision of mystical 

union. parallel to Abelard's medieval description of the Ethiopian, black bride. This 

reworking and this textual graft are significant because Pope not only erases Abelard's 

presence, but also suppresses the original erotic imagery that the Ethiopian bride 

evoked in the Latin text. And yet, in the next stanza, this Christian "show of faith" is 

abruptly abandoned as unexpectedly as it had been written into the poem. Once again, 

Eloisa does not succeed in converting her illicit desire into a love of God. She now 
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regresses back to a cyclical return to the impure, tortured heroine who longs to be 

reunited with Abelard. 

Erotic Dreams or the Ravings of a Hysterical "Woman"? 

The lengthy verse that explores Eloisa's tortured, repressed desire is linked 

intertextually to Bussy's insertion of the dream sequence. But differing sharply from 

the seventeenth-century imitators of Heloise, Pope's Eloisa is represented as possessing 

an overly active imagination; she is even recast as an irrational woman. This revision of 

Heloise is also Gothic since mental disorders and delusions were commonly found in 

Gothic narratives. As Michele Plaisant reads it, Pope's Eloisa experiences mutilation 

and once again, the dream sequence provides the reader with an example of 

fragmentation of Heloise's persona. In some ways, Pope had prefigured the erotic 

reverie scene with Eloisa's melancholy state that (re)invents her as an hypnotic, 

somnolent captive whose thoughts are focused on another time and place that evokes 

wistful nostalgia. He now exploits her sadness and disorder to break her down further 

which, in tum, suppresses her authorial presence, and forces her into silence. The 

previous stanza's upward movement is reversed as Pope descends into Eloisa's soul to 

reveal another dialogic discourse, the passionate one that eludes her during daylight. In 

this section, Eloisa's dreams free her from the harsh, cold reality of her isolation. As 

Doody puts it, Pope's heroic poem is Gothic since women in eighteenth-century 

English Gothic novels were often represented as dreamers. If as Freud would have it, 
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dreams are expressions of a longed-for desire that haunts the dreamer's wishes, for 

Eloisa, sleep is a welcome refuge that allows her to act out her own erotic fantasies. 

Once again, the pendulum swings back from God to her beloved: 

For other dreams my erring soul employ, 
Far other raptures, of unholy joy: 
When at the close of each sad, sorrowing day, 
Fancy restores what vengeance snatch'd away, 
Then conscience sleeps, and leaving nature free, 
All my loose soul unbounded springs to thee. 
(223-228) 

In the nocturnal refuge of sleep, Eloisa narrows the gap that separates her from 

Abelard, which also unveils her yearning for plenitude. Pope follows very closely 

Bussy's dream as Eloisa imagines that she talks to and sees Abelard in her sleep. As in 

Bussy's version, when she wakes, her beloved fades away, slowly drifting out of her 

arms, and leaving her in a state of fear that she will never see or hear him again. But 

Pope embellishes Bussy's erotic dream as he uses Gothic, wild landscape to create an 

impending sense of dread. The eighteenth-century stereotype that women were tragic 

victims of their own weaknesses is thus reinforced, grounded in sexual difference and 

the postulate that women belonged to a sex that was inherently predisposed to a highly 

developed sexual imagination. But Pope goes even further as he creates an image of 

Eloisa that borders on the hysterical: 

Thro'dreary wastes, and weep each other's woe, 
Where round some mould/ring tow'r pale il!)' creeps, 
And low-brow'd rocks hang nodding o'er the deeps, 
Sudden you mount! you beckon from the skies,' 
Clouds interpose, waves roar, and winds arise. 
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Andwake to all the griefs I left behind (242-248) 
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Pope seems to be visually amplifYing Bussy's dream. Providing a vivid illustration of 

what the libertine translator could have sketched, he uses Gothic landscape to represent 

the wild, abandoned nature of Eloisa's erotic desire. Her soul is as tormented and 

restless as the natural elements that surround the Paraclete. Her imagination rises to 

the brink of delusion; her emotions are so strong that she is driven to shrieking, and this 

hysterical dimension destroys her credibility as a rational woman, which is another 

disempowering device, a way of keeping "woman" in her place. Pope creates an 

hallucinatory representation of Eloisa; she appears to hear voices and even has a vision 

of an exalted, majestic Abelard in the clouds. Foucault's work on passion and the 

relationship to delirium is useful in looking at the fragmentation of Eloisa's persona: 

Love disappointed in its excess, and especially love 
deceived by the fatality of death, has no other recourse 
but madness. As long as there was an object, mad love 
was more love than madness,' left to itself, it pursues 
itself in the void of delirium' 10 

Although Pope's Eloisa is not mad, she is remolded into the suffering victim of an 

extreme passion that practically pushes her over the edge of reason. As Foucault 

would put it, she, too, seems reduced to a delirious dream state as her "disappointed" 

love is deprived of an object. The pain of separation can be compared to a fatal 

incarceration where she is forced to replay the loss, as if she is grieving throughout the 

poem for the death of her beloved "other". As Janet Beizer has pointed out in her 

fascinating work on gender, hysteria may be marked in sexual difference, but above all, 
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it renders the heroine incapable of narrating her own story. Because of her gender, 

(Pope seems to say) Eloisa is thus "not in her right mind" to convey the events of her 

life. She is disinherited; she no longer possesses the rights to it as Pope reduces her 

intellect to the ravings of a deluded woman in love. Here, the departure from the 

original text is astonishingly evident as Pope eliminates the rational, highly developed, 

logical style that is a fundamental, stylistic element of the medieval Heloise's letters. In 

this way, the poet not only destroys her plausibility, but paves his own entry into the 

text. By casting Eloisa in a state of confusion and disorder, he may then step in to 

elucidate her incoherence, to fill in the blanks, to rework her words so that they 

become plausible. Beizer's work on hysteria provides intriguing, historical perceptions 

on the ,subject, and although she mainly deals with the nineteenth century, her general 

comments also pertain to the eighteenth century: 

Figure of femininity, label of disorder and difference, 
hysteria was available for a wide and often 
contradictory range of differentiation, magnet diagnosis 
of society's multiple ills, emblem of creative frenzy, 
identification of the writing self as Other, designation of 
the century's marginalized symbolic center. II 

Indeed, Pope's use of the dream marginalizes the woman's writing even further by 

suggesting that she borders precariously on the edge of raving. Once again, the winds 

roar and the waves rock to underline dramatically the extreme delusion of Eloisa's 

hallucination of Abelard looking down upon her from the heavens. Reflecting 

stereotypical conceptions about women in eighteenth-century England that are also 

present in Gothic fiction, this dream accentuates the heroine's portrayal as weak and 
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wlnerable, superstitious, enraged and repressed. Pope adheres to the patriarchal 

paradigm of his times; like Ovid, he depicts his Eloisa as an anguished, over-sexed, 

tragic victim. As Doody posited: 

Women, weaker than men, not in control of their 
environment, are permitted to have dreams. The 
censorship of dreaming doesn't quite apply to them. 
Officially, in the eighteenth century, women are thought 
of as weak and superstitious; they have something of an 
archaic consciousness, not enjoying the full benefits of 
masculine reason and masculine knowledge of reality. 12 

Indeed, this "masculine" conception of women is at work in Pope's revision of a pre-

romantic Eloisa. The following stanza contrasts the agitated dream sequence with a 

brief, deceptive calm before the rhythm of the poem is increased, further contributing to 

the point of view that Eloisa is hysterical. Once again, she calls out to Abelard with the 

plea, "come! II that points to her spiritual turmoil. As she repeats that the torch of 

Venus lives on, she dramatizes the heights of her passion. Ironically, however, Pope 

slips up here; he loses control of his poetic (re)creation temporarily, as he allows the 

reader to view a palimpsest of Heloise's original writing. Under the "master" pen of the 

poet, the reader catches a momentary glimpse of the plume that had once articulated 

Heloise's passion to Abelard. Pope opposes the cold, dead image of Abelard with the 

astonishing warmth of Eloisa's desire as she attempts to revive him. Her flames 

represent the hope of rousing or "lighting" him from the grave in the warmth of her 

love; she wants to bring him back to her to rekindle the passion. Yet, Pope returns to 

the delusion theme as Eloisa launches into another hallucination in which she sees 
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Abelard step valiantly between her and God. Once again, Pope enriches the false piety 

theme of her unstable Christian faith, and now builds up her monastic hypocrisy. Eloisa 

confesses that she hears voices during hymns and adds that the Angels tremble. It is 

suggested that the plummeting of her soul into the depths of shame and misery causes 

the tapers to flicker as she can only think of Abelard. This time the loss is represented 

in a highly theatrical style by the display of an overwhelming grief that borders on 

delirium, and is reflected in her body language. Prostrate with suffering and overcome 

with tears, Eloisa prays by rolling on the ground as if she had lost all control of her 

reason, and then is overcome by her misery. She boldly appeals to Abelard to oppose 

himself to God, to block out God's view so that he can free her from her "fruitless 

penitence and pray'rs" (line 286). As Francus observed, Eloisa uses terms of illegal 

acquisition in the imperative form; words such as "take", rob", snatch" and "consume" 

overtly welcome the intrusion of her lover as she begs him to carry her off with him. 

The language also adds an erotic dimension to her appeal to Abelard, which culminates 

in the words "tear me from my God!" (line 288). The sexual tension is significantly 

increased in this section; Eloisa is depicted as a rebellious woman attempting to 

overthrow the bastion of Christian order, the power that threatens to repress 

permanently her illicit desire . Her request that Abelard break down the wall and deliver 

her from her monastic prison is even further amplified. However, as Krieger noted, 

these lines are her last call to Abelard since she turns around, (once again illustrating 
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Pope's hysterical revision of her), and suddenly honors her commitment to the church 

as the word "no" indicates: 

No, fly me, fly me! far as Pole from Pole, 
Rise Alps between us! and whole oceans roll! 
Ah come 110t, write 110t, think 110t Ol1ce ofme, 
Nor share 011 pang of all I felt for thee. 
Thy oaths I quit, thy memory resign; 
Forget, renounce me, hate what'er was mine. 
(289-294) 

The vertical, erotic thrust at the beginning of the stanza climaxes with "fly me"; the 

direction is abruptly changed by her unexpected plea of "come not". The descending 

movement is shown by the sudden resignation and abandonment of her previous wish 

that Abelard save her from God. The waging conflict reflected in the bipolar 

fluctuation between love and religion begins to waver precariously. For the first time, 

she tells Abelard not to come as this final section of the poem begins to curb her 

defying, passionate nature, ultimately subduing her erotic nature, and here too, Pope 

intervenes and revises the text to suit his own purpose. As Krieger reads it: 

I have so over simplified it at this point in order to 
exaggerate Pope's apparent intelltioll to overcome 
''passion by virtue ", to reduce Eloisa's ill-advised 
emotional rebellioll to painful but calmly reasonable 
acceptance. In effect, this exaggerated view sees Pope 
as overriding her unruly fervor with his classic calm, as 
imposing his rage for order upon her rage. 13 

As the majority of Pope's critics would concur he was a strong advocate of order, and 

this is clearly evident in the concluding section of the poem as Eloisa is forced to 

proclaim her resignation and willingness to renounce her passion. Here, the deviation 
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from the medieval text is truly astonishing. Pope appears determined to separate once 

and for all Eloisa's body and spirit so that he can convincingly recast her as dedicated to 

her faith. To achieve this goal, he erases Eloisa's corporeal desire and brings the focus 

back to the "round", spartan emptiness of her prison cell. 

Closing the Circle: From the Cell to the Grave 

The concluding section of the poem begins on line 303 where Pope amplifies a 

fictionalized aspect of the legend that was also present in Bayle's historical articles on 

the famous lovers' tragic demise. As noted above, Eloisa is now resigned to her fate as 

a nun, and so, in harmony with the structure of the poem she has now come full circle 

back into the "darksom round," the Paraclete. She had begun her "plainte" by retracing 

the traumatic events of her past; he had suffered in the present, and had escaped from 

her misery through dreams of an imagined reunion with Abelard; she has now come to 

an acceptance of her future situation through surrender. Since she is still "behind bars", 

in the cell where Pope had her begin her "plainte", the circle is complete. Interestingly, 

the poem does contain some contradictions and another unexpected tum of events that 

shows, once again, that Pope loses ground in his endeavor to restore order to her 

"unreasonable" desire. Alone in her cell, Eloisa imagines another scene, one of pseudo­

consummation. She finds what Pope did not intend for her to discover, the exit out of 

the labyrinth that enclosed her. She sees herself as a love's victim and seeks out, once 

again, the refuge of sleep to free herself from despair. In the calm of her mind, Eloisa 



241 

imagines the two reunited in a divine, purified vision where the couple is laid to rest in 

the same tomb. Once again, a place of confinement plays a significant role here as the 

austere cell is transformed into a sacred crypt that will eventually receive the two 

lovers' bodies. Eloisa imagines her own death scene in which Abelard plays the part of 

the divine priest administering the last rites. But even the imagined scene of her saintly 

demise contains strong erotic tones as she contemplates seeing him face to face again: 

ThOll, Abelard! the last sad office pay, 
And smooth my passage to the realms of day; 
See my lips tremble, and my eye-balls roll, 
Suck my last breath, and catch my flying soul! 
(321-324) 

The sacred moment of her imaginary death scene continues to mount in an ascending 

movement as Eloisa points out that it is Abelard who presents her with the Cross. 

Pope adorns the atmosphere with Gothic elements: she enters into a mystical ecstasy, 

and an altered, trance-like state as the Angels receive her and she is ushered into 

heaven by the Saints. Her hope now is that the two be remembered as immortal lovers. 

The fictionalized opening of the gates into heaven where she finds Abelard also 

transforms the dark prison of the Paraclete into a celestial sanctuary with white walls 

and silver springs. In this holy place, the cold, marble-like atmosphere has now been 

transformed. The foundation is laid for the eventual creation of two majestic statues 

that will eternalize the memories of the lovers so they can serve as an inspiration for 

others who wish to love as they had loved. Eloisa hopes other couples wiIl be 

profoundly touched by her great passion and devotion. She wants other lovers to shed 



242 

tears that will fall on their tomb; she finds comfort in this sentimental, ethereal vision of 

eternal rest next to Abelard. This emotional display of passion at the grave site marks 

the conclusion of the poem. Once again, Pope restores order and virtue to Eloisa's 

conflict, and he executes this by erasing her body and highlighting her spirituality. He 

intervenes in Eloisa's monologue and even refers to himself in the last lines as the 

future "Bard" that will see to the couple's remembrance through the immortality of his 

poetic creation. But before the dust settles on the lovers' tomb, the final suppression of 

Eloisa's persona is completed through other means. 

Burying Eloisa Alive 

Pope contributed greatly to the immortal aspect and the sentimental 

romanticism of the legend that is rooted in the eighteenth century. As noted above, 

Eloisa's final wish is to be remembered by others after she has passed on. This 

resigned, tearful Eloisa looks forward to her imagined scene of death so that she can 

rejoin her lover in spiritual reunion. In his conclusion, Pope appears to have succeeded 

in subduing or, as Clark puts it, in "exorcising" Eloisa's subversive desire, privileging 

her soul over carnal concupiscence. Like Grenaille, Pope has infringed on Heloise's 

epistolary production by converting it into a monologic form, which placed him 

immediately in a manipUlatory position. But he goes further than Grenaille as he breaks 

down Heloise's rational, logical persona into hysterical delusions that destroy her 

credibility as a writer, which, in turn, enabled him to steal from her at times, albeit 
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inadvertently given that he was unfamiliar with the Latin text and was imitating 

Hughes. Yet at the end, Pope even silences Eloisa's ravings as he writes out her body. 

As Bygrave read it, Pope has reduced her to mere absence or an empty name. He has 

deprived her of her original speech so that he can appropriate her voice for his own 

self-gain. To put it in Miller's terms, Pope, like other male authors in the seventeenth-

century versions, resorted to a pseudo-feminocentric strategy to profit from other male 

readers' accolades at the expense of erasing the original (woman) author's signature 

from her own text. It could also be argued that he has ostensibly buried Eloisa's desire 

alive and authorship along with it in the crypt where she now lies next to Abelard. 

There is, however, another plausible explanation for Pope's orderly austerity of the 

'supposed', spiritual grave site. As Derrida pointed out in "Fors", the crypt is a 

structure that contains infinite p&rtitions; inside these divisions, secrets are retained in 

what he calls the "vault of desire". In other words, this structure can also be hiding 

something else than a body: 

Thus, the cryptic place is also a sepulcher. The 
topography has taught us to take a certain non-place 
into consideration. The sepulchral junction in turn can 
signify something other than simply death. A crypt, 
people believe always hides something dead ("Fors", 
78) 

Indeed, Pope has buried Eloisa's secret desire alive in the Gothic restoration of the 

Paraclete's burial vaults. Yet as Clark reads it, Pope, who has repudiated and despised 

the woman's desire, does not succeed entirely in his misogynistic plan to eliminate it; it 

remains buried in the discourse, and thus, the text resists what Pope had set out to do 
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in writing his poetic version. It could be argued indeed that within the marble confines 

of the crypt, Pope seals up her desire, yet the passion lives on in the spiritual revival, 

and is recovered over and over again in subsequent, fictionalized versions of the legend. 

Heloise's discourse of desire is not completely dead; rather, it has become obscured and 

more difficult to locate; it has faded into invisibility through the intrusion of male 

imitators. The authoritarian pen has erased her signature as well as the "remainder" of 

her desire. But in the burial vault, the dead body does not conceal totally the other 

discourse, the passionate, "spontaneous" one written by Heloise that is now articulated 

by Pope dressed as a woman. The poet ventriloquizes for her and his travesty is 

performed by borrowing her soul, (since he has effaced her body), and writing himself 

though her spirituality, which is another way of assuring the lovers' eternal memory. 

Disguised as a mystical nun waiting for the peaceful, harmonious reunion with her 

loved one, Pope veils his own "masculinity". As Eloisa says in the final lines, she will be 

comforted by someone else immortalizing their tragedy; and it will "soothe" her 

"pensive ghost" (line 365). The Gothic closure of her ghost lingering on through 

eternal remembrance supports the theory that recovery might be possible within the 

labyrinth of the crypt that preserves and nurtures the desire so that it might, as Derrida 

would put it," live on" to be recovered at another point in time. 
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Colardeau's Pastoral (Re)Invention of Heloise 

Pope's successful version inspired many other renditions in France that helped 

to promote the growth of the legend's popularity. The English version rapidly began to 

evolve and affect the epistolary genre as it expanded into the fictional letter novel, a 

highly prolific literary form that appealed to a wide audience. As Anderson observed, 

Heloise and Abelard's tragic story became quite influential during the Enlightenment, at 

a time when the visual and verbal portraiture of fictional characters was developed, and 

the themes of victimization, impotence, or the exploration of imagination grew more 

common. As Charrier has argued, all of the versions that followed Pope's rendition 

were mostly fictional, clearly invented and falsified, and the story became more and 

more distorted with the publication of mUltiple versions. As Charrier also noted, at 

least twenty-five translations would appear by the end of the eighteenth century in 

France, and one of the most important imitations was Colardeau's poetic version. 

Published in 1750, it followed a text by Beauchamp had appeared in several editions 

published between 1717 and 1737. Colardeau was considered to be the foremost 

interpreter of Pope and had clarified that he was not a translator, but an imitator of 

Pope's tearful, tragic epistle. Like Pope, Colardeau wanted to renew the legend and 

engender popular interest in the medieval couple's story. Structurally, he preserved 

Pope's verse and monologic, epistolary discourse, transcribing it into an alexandrine 

form that included a great deal of "rimes riches" in order to accentuate the pathos of 

Heloise's speech. In this poetic response to Abelard's Historia, he also inserted 
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numerous examples of self-questioning, exclamations, and interjections that created the 

illusion of skillful "woman's" epistolary traits in this poetic response to Abelardis 

Historia. Like Pope, Colardeau states that the letter is "supposedly" being written at 

the Paraclete. The 1779 edition contains additional information that sheds light on his 

authorial intentions. It also includes a fragment, attributed to Colardeau, in which 

Abelard answers Heloise's epistle, but since this is purely fictional and bears little 

resemblance to the medieval text, it will not be discussed here. The paratext, however, 

merits some looking into as Colardeau states that he wished to restore the beauty of the 

original letters and his poem was also created so that his readers could become familiar 

with the lovers' style and spirit. Colardeau appears to have well researched the 

biographical details of their lives since he cites the Latin text assembled by Fran~ois 

d'Amboise and published in Paris in 1616. The paratext is followed by a summary of 

the biographical events that led up to the lovers' monastic retreat into separate 

cloisters. The poem then begins in the style of an Ovidian "plainte", and Colardeau 

adopts Pope's structural divisions of the text. As we recall, Heloise talks about her 

past, bemoans her fate as a nun, then moves into the present, dreams in order to bridge 

the distance between her and Abelard, and then contemplates her death. A superficial 

reading of Colardeau's text seems to show few modifications, but to go back to 

Anderson's point concerning the literary contribution of the legend to literature in 

general, it could be argued that an author can never exactly imitate another version; 

there is always a variation or a difference. Colardeau's text appeared at least thirty 
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years after Pope's, other literary influences and themes had become popular during that 

time. As Anderson noted, visual or verbal portraiture was evolving, and Colardeau 

created a still-life portrait of Heloise, inscribed in the narrative, that focuses on her 

amorous contemplation in her monastic cell. This interesting aspect warrants further 

exploration, and it is, in fact, linked to the most original aspect of Colardeau's poetic 

rendition, the (re)creation of Heloise's erotic fantasy. In a clear split from Pope's 

version, Heloise is not portrayed so much as a delirious, irrational woman tom between 

God and her love for Abelard. Colardeau tones down the spiritual dilemma, and 

reintegrates Abelard into his text in a passive, silent role, which, in tum, diminishes the 

numerous references to God as previously observed in Pope's poem. Instead of 

amplifying Eloisa's delirium, Colardeau paints an aesthetic, erotic image of her, which 

transforms the dream state into a pastoral still-life of a woman in love. Other salient 

differences include the suppression of some of Pope's key Gothic elements. Although 

Colardeau's Heloise is also writing from her cell, the Paraclete is never described as a 

"darksom round"; it is not such a bleak, ominous structure although it retains the image 

of the prison and the barrier that separates her from Abelard. Interestingly, Colardeau 

redefines his conception of the Gothic to include the dream state and a disembodied, 

mysterious voice that entices Heloise to come to the grave, as Pope had done, but there 

is no reference to an exalted, majestic, ghostly Abelard who appeared in the clouds and 

performed the last rites. On the contrary, Colardeau (re)invents on an erotic level; he 

explores the fantasies of a woman hopelessly and impossibly in love. Thus as he says 
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that he set out to imitate Pope, Colardeau actually creates a simulacrum of a woman in 

love. As Bray posits, one of the most significant characteristics of the amorous epistle 

is to create the illusion of real, lived desire; so it could be argued here that the 

"supposed" letter provides the author with a mask or a prop with which he can stage 

his masquerade as a woman in love who is recording her emotions on paper. It is 

through this optic that I will limit the discussion of Colardeau's rendition in order to 

avoid rephrasing what Pope had already accomplished in the prototype for this 

imitation. 

Colardeau's Fictional "Woman" 

Bray's study of the epistolary genre in the eighteenth century raises a pertinent 

issue that is directly related to the opening ofColardeau's imitation of Pope. We recall 

that the tearful Heloise is reading Abelard's Historia, kissing the page, and lamenting 

her fate as a nun. Colardeau augments the outpouring of her tears to remain faithful to 

Pope's Ovidian model. But, as Bray has shown, the use of tears is also more than just a 

signifier of sadness: an additional function is to erase the original letters traced on the 

paper, which, in turn creates an illusion. Thus, Colardeau eradicates the imprint of the 

original Heloise's pen expressing her misery, and the blurring caused by the tears wipes 

away the remainder of the genuine author to produce a simulacrum of the prototype. 

Colardeau casts his Heloise as the quintessential captive lover dedicated to 

Abelard. The first section focuses on her past experiences with Abelard, and de-
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emphasizes Pope's constant reminder of her struggle between God and Abelard. As 

Colardeau amplifies the tears, he builds up the sentimental aspects and he can delve 

gradually into her private fantasies. Whereas Pope tended to alternate between her 

outpouring of emotion for Abelard and her duty to God in order to (re)invent Eloisa as 

irrational and qonfused, Colardeau's Heloise says that she cries only for Abelard, and 

that she found complete satisfaction in him. As also seen in Pope's poem, there is a 

calculated suppression of the learned, scholarly intellect that colored the medieval 

missives, and Colardeau omits any references to famous philosophers or biblical 

figures. This Heloise places Abelard's heart at the nexus of all of her worldly goods, 

titles and grandeur. The marriage argument is altered in a way that would appeal to the 

libertines' literary taste. Marriage is condemned in favor of the "plaisir" of free love 

alluded to by the word "volupte". Far from the intellectual pursuits of her medieval 

predecessor, Colardeau' s fictional character advocates learning the art of loving. The 

original philosophical argument that firmly supported Heloise's stance against marriage 

is placed in a more secular context. Colardeau's Heloise maintains that even if a king 

offered her his crown, she would place her throne in Abelard's heart. Pope had retained 

the medieval reference to Caesar, and even included a mention of God. But Colardeau 

builds up only the secular aspect of the legend, and it is strictly grounded in Heloise's 

memory of her husband as a lover: 



Je porte avec orgueille nom de ton amante; 
S'il en est un plus tendre et plus digne de moi, 
S'il peint mieux mon amour, je Ie prendrai pour toi. 
Abelard, qu'il est doux de s'aimer, de se plaire 
C'est la premiere loi,' Ie reste est arbilraire. /4 
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After Colardeau's Heloise has exalted the pleasures of love, the castration is described 

in a highly melodramatic style. There is a variation on the medieval text as Colardeau's 

character says that love is her crime whereas, in Pope's poem, Eloisa said that the crime 

was common. Colardeau's Heloise considers the consequences of the castration as she 

laments the destruction of their "plaisirs". Once again, the pleasure of love is privileged 

over any religious ramifications that had originally affected Abelard's career in the 

church after the mutilation. The vow episode follows and here, too, is a difference. 

Colardeau preserves the Gothic atmosphere, but this time Abelard is present and 

accompanies Heloise to the veiling ceremony. As in Pope's description of the scene, 

the lights are dim, and the heavens gasp at Heloise's simulated display of monastic faith. 

Yet, Colardeau tones down Pope's Gothic use of ghosts, the personified presence of 

angels and saints, and omits the haunting voices. But most of all he deletes Pope's use 

of the Cross. The episode becomes more secular as Heloise gets caught in a slightly 

different trap. The sentimental discourse is more highly developed as she poignantly 

states that the day she took her vows to God, although she was tom from Abelard, in 

her heart she remained completely dedicated to her lover. As Charrier reads it, Pope 

had a more religious soul than Colardeau's, which might account for the latter's lighter 

tone. Influenced by the French pre-Romanticism in preserving many of Pope's natural 
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and nocturnal elements, Colardeau does, however, transform the atmosphere so that is 

less bleak than Pope's tenebrous, menacing, and Gothic portrayal. The heavy cloud of 

religious culpability is lifted in favor of a romanticized, sentimental ode to nostalgic 

love that already anticipates some aspects of Rousseau's La Nouvelle Heloise. But 

Colardeau also expands the erotic passage in Pope where Eloisa wished she could still 

lie on Abelard's breast. The French Heloise uses sensual imagery; she bums with love 

and longs to drown herself in the pleasures or the "volupte" of the flesh. Pope's Eloisa 

was content with a fantasy: Abelard should give all that he could and she would dream 

the rest. Colardeau' s Heloise wants to be covered in kisses and then she will dream the 

rest. In addition, the revision of Pope's similar scene is more visually enhanced. As 

Bray posited, the reference to Abelard's eunuchism received increased popular appeal 

. in the eighteenth century, and it became the subject of widespread discussions as 

readers were fascinated by the curious, mysterious, mutilated beings. In Pope's poem, 

the theme of impotence surfaces at a pause in the line between the kisses and the 

dream, the compensation for Abelards's impotence which concludes the scene. Here, 

Colardeau seems to perpetuate the misogynistic stereotype of the times that women 

were the gender more prone to erotic fantasies. Like Pope's Eloisa, Colardeau' s 

Heloise begs Abelard to help her prefer God to his memory, but while the following 

section also describes the Paraclete as previously shown in Pope's poem, Colardeau 

combines the Gothic image of the monastery with original pre-Romantic elements. He 

inserts a light/dark motif constructed on the luminous image of the Paraclete when it 
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was inhabited with the holy, glorious presence of Abelard as a brilliant theologian. But 

the light fades to darkness when Abelard leaves his monastery. In traditional Gothic 

style, Heloise says that the dark has enveloped her and her nuns in a veil of shadows. 

Here, Colardeau creates a stanza in which Heloise adds that her sisters ask for Abelard, 

the founder and creator of the holy site, and then she reverts back to the personal 

message, begging him to listen to her. At this point, Colardeau inserts an original 

element in his poetic imitation of Pope. We recall that Pope had included a Gothic 

description of the natural landscape that surrounded the Paraclete. Colardeau deviates 

from Pope's religious suggestion of Gothic gloom that enshrouded the Paraclete, 

which, in turn, shifts Colardeau's poem into a more secular context. Although 

Colardeau also deals with a lengthy description of nature, he omits the personified, 

ominous presence of Black Melancholy, and the reference to tombs. As Charrier 

pointed out, Colardeau inscribes another still-life of Heloise in the narrative that 

suggests a Watteau- or Boucher-like Rococo ambiance. Also, Colardeau does away 

with Pope's vertical church's arches, and shifts the architectural focus onto the natural 

landscape. His poem abandons arches for trees that extend upwards toward the 

heavens. In Colardeau's revision of the scenery outside of the Paraclete, there are 

several references to the forest, which Watteau often used in his pastoral scenes where 

solitary female figures were portrayed in a hazy wooded area that exuded strong erotic 

tones. The ambiance suggests Watteau's pre-Romantic mood of languid melancholy: 

Viens, ces arbres tOllffus, ces pins alldaciellx, 
Doni la cime s'e/eve el se perd dalls les cieux; 



Ces ruisseaux argelltes fuyallt dalls la prairie; 
L'abeille sur lesjIeurs cherchallt SOil ambroisie,' 
Le zephyr qui se joue au fond de 1l0S bosquets: 
Ces cavernes, ces lacs et ces sombres forets; 
Ce spectacle rialll, offert par la Ilature, 
N' adOl/cit plus I'horreur du lourmellt que j'elldure: 
L'ellllui, Ie sombre ellllui, triste ellfallt du degoul, 
Dalls ces lieux ellchalltes se traille et corrompt tout. 
II seche la verdure; et lajIeur ptilissallte 
Se courbe et se jletrit sur sa lige mourallte: 
Zephyre Il'a plus de sOllfjle;Echo Il'a pillS de voix, 
Et I'oiseau Ile fail pillS que gemir dalls 1l0S bois. (327) 
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Another important pre-romantic theme, "l'ennui", is also inserted here and creates a 

leisurely mood. Heloise is transformed into a languorous, sensual figure completely 

liberated from any serious religious contemplation. On the contrary, Colardeau has 

calVed out a new space in his poem, one that is located in a secluded, perfumed, 

wooded area that allows Heloise to abandon herself freely to her desire. But beyond 

the obvious aesthetics of this invented scene, there is a trace of authorial intervention in 

this metafictional representation of Heloise. Colardeau acts as a male voyeur who, 

along with other men, is captivated by the seductive allure of this painting. Heloise 

becomes the object of his secret, fantasies. On the one hand, the painting could be 

interpreted through a Lacanian lens that would classify the gaze and the desire as male, 

but the scene could also be reversed. Using Boucher's women as an example, Erica 

Rand postulated that these sensual figures cast an erotic spell on men. Here, Colardeau 

has become bewitched by Heloise's charm. It is as if he had listened to the English 

Eloisa's monologue, and, little by little, he had been seduced by the titillating details of 

her story. In overhearing her narrative in Pope's epistle, Colardeau adapted it, shifting 
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it more along the lines of the erotic discourse. Ironically, he allows the reader to catch 

a glimpse of the "real" lived desire present in the medieval text. In Colardeau's poem, 

Heloise's words take on images; they are enhanced in a visual transformation as 

reflected in the two principal still-Iifes that were invented. The earlier one depicted a 

more traditional Heloise as a tearful, reluctant nun~ the more original one represents 

the swirling, sensual, dreamy woman in love. Her passionate nature is captured in this 

secular version in a movement away from the religious Heloise that would continue to 

flourish as the legend became increasingly popular. 

The Representation of the Moral Heloise 

After the pastoral interlude comes yet another abrupt change of tone. Heloise 

contemplates her nuns' destiny, and her role as God's wife. She communicates a 

personal message to her nuns, based on her own struggle so that the sisters can be 

spared the pain of a divided heart. Here, Colardeau invents and finds a replacement for 

the hallucinatory dream sequence in which Pope's Heloise has a vision of becoming 

God's wife. Colardeau's fictional sequence is more grounded in reality, and even reads 

like the medieval Heloise's account in that the passage is highly rational; offering her 

personal philosophy and advice to the women she lives with in the convent. As Peter 

Cryle pointed out, the eighteenth- century erotic narrative is in fact grounded in the 

topos of instruction, and in Heloise's case, it is moral education that she is passing onto 

her nuns so that they can avoid the suffering that she has endured. She changes roles 
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from the lover to the teacher, an aspect never really emphasized in other imitations. 

Differing strikingly from Pope's more delirious Eloisa, this rational Heloise begs her 

nuns to listen to her and to take only God as their lover. She advises them to close 

their hearts to love if they wish to be happy, an admirable quality that she herself 

cannot acquire. Heloise envies her nuns' serene sleep because they are not troubled by 

a passionate reverie that draws her inevitably to thoughts of her lover. From her 

general moral diatribe, Colardeau then creates a bridge into another monologic, 

sentimental speech in which he contrasts the heat of Heloise's passion with Abelard's 

cold, dead, inert form. The use of opposition is borrowed from Pope to introduce the 

dream in which Heloise relives their "plaisirs" or past amorous encounters. But in 

Colardeau's version, the interlude is abbreviated and she says unexpectedly that reason 

tugs at the curtain of her waking consciousness, rudely jolting her back to reality. She 

then considers her lover's predicament, and hints that Abelard's plight is easier to bear 

since he is no longer alive. The poem remains rooted in more material imagery; 

Colardeau does not imitate Pope's hallucinatory episode in which Eloisa has a vision of 

Abelard rescuing her from God in a remote corner of heaven. There is no use of 

personification, or overly dramatic Gothic images, and Colardeau erases the 

intervention of the angels and other religious figures who participate in Pope's 

embellished, theatrical battle scene when God and Abelard struggle over Eloisa's 

weakened, malleable soul. Above all, Colardeau adds in an original element; his 

Heloise mumbles a quiet "adieu" to Abelard, and thus marks the transition into the final 
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stage of the poem. The abrupt decision to cut off all contact with her lover could be 

read in the contemporary context of a transitory "egarement". In eighteenth-century 

novels, lovers who temporarily strayed from reason were not uncommon, and it was 

not really frowned upon as the hero or heroine always learned from experience so as to 

profit morally or draw conclusions from the lesson learned. This was often the case in 

Sade's libertine novels, or the seductive "apprentissage" texts written by Crebillon fils. 

In any event, the addition of the good-bye scene here is a fictional creation; Heloise 

deviates completely from the medieval prototype who would never definitely break the 

emotional connection to her lover. What remains to be seen is whether Heloise reaches 

a moral conclusion from her "egarement" of the heart and, if so, whether this indicates 

further authorial intervention in the closure of the poem. 

Eternal Rest or Authorial Burial? 

The final section of the poem begins with a passage borrowed directly from 

Pope, but the scene is abbreviated. The mysterious, disembodied voice that entices 

Heloise to the grave is included, but the theatrical Gothic effects are deleted. The 

lights are not dimmed, and there is no reference to the Spirits or the Saints calling 

Heloise from a distance, but most of all Abelard is not there to perform the last rites 

with the Cross in his hand. Interestingly, there is a startling absence of religious 

symbols in this version. Heloise begins her final monologue by responding to the voice 

that she hears; she valiantly welcomes the coming of "repos" . It is in death that love 
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ends, and God will now assuage her constant pain with his generous pardon. 

Colardeau goes back to Pope in that his Heloise also wishes to become immortal, 

calling out to Abelard to receive her last kiss and breath. Yet, once again, the demand 

is transformed in a more secular way, devoid of any religious signification: 

Dans ees demiers moments, viens du moins reeueillir 
Et mon demier baiser et mon demier sOl/pir. 
Et toi, quand Ie trepas aura f/etri tes eharmes, 
Ces eharmes sedueteurs, la source de mes larmes, 
Quand la mort de tes jours eteilldra Ie flambeau, 
Qu'on nous unisse eneor dans la IlUit du tom beau. 
Que la main des amours y grave Ilotre histoire,' 
Et que Ie voyageur, pleurallt notre memoire, 
Dise: lIs s'aimerent trop, ilsfurent malhellrellx,' 
Gemissons sur leur tombe, et n'aimolls pas eomme eux, 
(332) 

Heloise's wish is to be reunited with Abelard in the same grave after the flames have 

been extinguished, and thus fade slowly into a distant memory, Whereas Pope had 

transformed the Paraclete into a celestial burial site that was prepared to receive the 

lovers' bodies in eternal peace, Colardeau develops the sentimental discourse. The 

scene is abridged; there is no suggestion of redemption or regret, and most importantly 

no direct intervention of the poet as the one who will see to their immortality. 

Colardeau does not imitate Pope's blatant self-flattery as the poet who will ensure the 

lovers' future remembrance. On the contrary, the poem is more abstract as Heloise 

only hopes that the hand of love will inscribe their story. The last two lines retain a 

trace of Pope in that she wants others to remember them, but Colardeau concludes with 

a universal moral directed to all potential lovers, a message from Heloise that perhaps 
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people will shed tears on their grave and remember not to love too much in order to 

avoid the suffering that she and Abelard had endured. Yet, Colardeau concludes his 

poem by signing Heloise's name, and under her name he adds the words "par 

Colardeau". He then superimposes his name to hers, and allows the reader to view, 

once again, a palimpsest that contains a fragment of the original Heloise's signature. 

Yet for the most part, as already seen with Pope, the legend is perpetuated at the 

expense of burying the original author. Colardeau has capitalized on the melodramatic 

aspects of Heloise's love story and built it up so that he could appeal to the public's 

literary taste. Inadvertently, Colardeau has conserved Pope's portrayal of Heloise as a 

hysterical, over-sexed woman, but in a dissimulated way, one that is not immediately 

perceptible. The most salient difference is that Colardeau does not imitate the irrational 

representation of Heloise, but he does embroider Pope's passionate revision of Heloise 

through his innovative use of still-life portraiture that provides sensual images, which, 

in tum. embellishes her amorous speech. In Colardeau's poem, the original Heloise is 

almost completely invisible; fading from sight; her body and soul are, as Derrida would 

say, written and signified upon. The desiring body has become an empty site that has 

been transformed into a metaphor. In the tenebrous shadows of the tomb where the 

field of vision is restricted, Colardeau and Pope have stolen Heloise's clothes to stage 

their masquerade. As Beatrice Durand noted in "Diderot and the Nun: Portrait of the 

Artist as a Transvestite"lS, male authors who engage in female impersonation are 

probably fulfilling their own erotic fantasies; they hide behind female attire to see how it 
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feels to be a "woman", and thus the "woman" in the text is but a mere projection of the 

male writer in drag. Durand's recent and insightful work on transvestism and female 

impersonation posits that gender borrowing in the eighteenth-century is a game in 

which authors such as Diderot participated less as a means of exploring their own 

femininity than as a means of breaking into female domains (like the convent). Pope 

and Colardeau play the gender game and thus are not only cross-dressers, but 

performers in their own versions of the amorous tragedy. Pope loses himself in his 

representation of a theatrical, Gothic Eloisa and ventriloquizes for her the verses that 

he has composed. Colardeau goes even further in adding sensual images to Pope's 

lyrical words. Together, the male authors have written convincing discourses of desire, 

and they have gone under cover as copy-scriptors engaging in mimetic poetic 

inventions that produce a simulacrum of the master "female" prototype. Colardeau and 

Pope stage a masquerade as "feminine" ghost-writers who have succeeded in burying 

the real author, and the question is whether or not Heloise will ever rise again from the 

depths of the grave to reclaim her text. However, if as Derrida reads it, ghosts always 

live on, Heloise may come back in the form of yet another narrative voice: 

This living on is also phantom revenQllce (the one who 
lives on is always a ghost) that is noticeable (re­
markable) and is represented from the beginning. from 
the moment that the posthumous, testamentary. 
scriptural character of the narrative comes to unfold 16 

The next chapter will look into this phenomenon of a ghost returning to regain control 

of her own textual production as it investigates two renditions by women, Louise de 
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Keratio's translation of Heloise's love letters, and the production of a woman who, 

interestingly, used the pseudonym of Marc de Montifaud. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Learned Heloise Regained 

Louise de Keralio's Heloise 

At the close of the eighteenth century, another version of Heloise's letters 

appeared, written by Louise de Keralio. Like Grenaille, Keralio wrote an anthology of 

famous works, but her text was dedicated to her fellow, female compatriots who 

deserved to be recognized, and whose remarkable writing talent, according to her, had 

been overlooked as a result of the sexual difference stereotype that continues to 

discriminate against women authors even now. In 1786, Keralio published her 

Collection des meilleurs ouvrages frao£ois composes par des femmes, which was 

intended to pay homage to women writers. This anthology included a translation of 

Heloise and Abelard's love correspondence; it marked the return to epistolary exchange 

after a lengthy absence, due to the popularity of the monophonic, sentimental verse 

imitations in the earlier part of the century. For the first time, a version was also 

composed that deviated from the preeminent suffering, weak, representation of Heloise 

that was grounded in the Ovidian trope of the abandoned heroine. In striking contrast 

to other Enlightenment male re-writers of Heloise's story, Keralio's Heloise also 

regains her medieval erudite persona, and, in part, reflects some egalitarian ideals as she 

is portrayed as Abelard's intellectual equal. During the Enlightenment, writers like 

Laclos were early supporters of women, and thus, indirectly, contributed to the reversal 

of Pope's sentimental portrayal of Heloise as a delirious woman. In reaction to the 
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general misconception of women as irrational beings, Laclos invited women to reclaim 

their power, and to stoically wage the battle of the sexes to destroy masculine 

enslavement once and for all. But to go back to Keratio, it is impossible to speculate 

on her philosophical position on women since very little is known about her. As Hunt 

has pointed out, Keralio was a militant participant in the French Revolution, and is said 

to have written subversive propaganda against Marie-Antoinette (as many did during 

this time of great turbulence and instability in France). Like other women writers 

before her (and especially in the seventeenth century), Keratio had supposedly written 

other works that were later attributed to Prudhomme, and so, once again, a female 

signature had become the legal property of a man. Interestingly, Keralio's anthology 

of women's works did bear her signature in and of her own right. A paradoxical, 

revolutionary spirit thus permeates her work as she reverses the imitative trend and, 

concerning the correspondence, looks back to the Middle Ages to construct her 

revision of Heloise. For the first time since the original narrative, a version is produced 

that restores the intellectual dimension of Heloise; in tum, this introduces a new 

direction in the legend that departs radically from Bayle's, Pope's and Colardeau's 

renditions: Heloise is no longer a hysterical woman, but a discerning thinker who 

welcomes the challenge to confront her husband openly as his intellectual equal. 
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Heloise Canonized 

Keratio's text is set off by several paratexts that reiterate the anthologist's 

intention to recognize works that were usually passed over in an age that privileged 

textual productions by men. By choosing to include Heloise's letters, Keratio's 

canonizes her and thus revises a literary history that tended to deal mainly with 

mascutine literary productions. Keralio's Collection is diverse and includes plays, 

poetry, letters, and prose selections. In the first preface, Keralio refers to Heloise as 

the most famous woman of her time, a point that is developed later in an abbreviated 

version of the lovers' story. The preface is followed by an abridged history of twelfth­

century literature, and this, in turn, provides the organizational frame for Keralio's sub­

version of the Historia, which, quite interestingly, she renames La Vie d'HeloYse. In 

creating this additional paratext, Keralio invents a new focus as other versions had 

historically only reworked Abelard's Historia. This is the most significant paratext that 

pertains to Heloise and Abelard specifically. The other introductory texts were most 

likely intended to provide the reader with a more general knowledge of French 

literature, but in La Vie d'HeloYse, the reader's attention is immediately drawn to the 

fact that Heloise was not just a body; she was reputed not only for her beauty and, but 

most importantly, for her remarkable, rare intellect. As Keralio highlights the details of 

the tragic story (as previously seen in various revisions of Abelard's Historia), she 

inserts additional information that elaborates on the epitaph inscribed on the lovers' 

grave. She critiques the prevalent fable regarding Abelard supposedly reaching out to 
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receive Heloise into the common grave. Interestingly, Keralio is following biographical 

data with an attack on Heloise's imitators that not only provides proof that Keratio was 

familiar with other versions of the text, but also shows her intent to judge these 

violators who had taken too much liberty in representing Heloise as a hysterical 

woman. Specifically, Keralio attacks Bayle's licentious account of the couple's lives, 

as well as an edition by Dom Gervaise that mocked the melodramatic, sentimental 

Heloise. Keralio also includes a few remarks pertaining to Astrolabe, Heloise and 

Abelard's child, who, up until that time, had never been mentioned in other versions; 

(her point is to show that he lived and was well educated). Included in the Vie 

d'Heloi'se is a fragment from a letter that Heloise may have written to Astrolabe that 

stressed the importance of his education and the formation of his mind as an 

independent thinker. Keralio then reconsiders the problematic portrayal of the lovers' 

legend that had been solely predicated on their tragedy; she suggests that a significant 

part of their story had become distorted. What has been forgotten, according to her, is 

that the couple was above all learned and that Heloise was a genius, worthy of 

recognition and fame in her own right. In other words, the truth had yet to be told in 

the editions that had enjoyed such considerable success in the earlier part of the 

Enlightenment. Keralio cites several prominent publications of the love 

correspondence; she attacks male revisions of Heloise, in particular, Dom Gervaise's 

edition for its romanesque quality, but praises Bussy's translation as the best one on the 

market. In fact, Keratio uses Bussy's translation as a primary source and the similarity 
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is striking in her own "translation". One notices, for example, that polyphonic dialogue 

is reintegrated into the text, and, in sharp contrast to Pope's and Colardeau's versions, 

Abelard recovers his voice after a prolonged absence. The seventeenth-century 

imitators of Bussy were indeed the last ones to use epistolary exchange, which had 

been abandoned by the sentimental male rewriters in the early part of the eighteenth 

century. But Keralio does not simply reproduce Bussy's version, she clearly places 

Heloise at the center of the exchange as she regains her voice and becomes the leader 

of the dialogue. Her mind is therefore restored as an astute thinker, a point to which I 

will now tum. 

Letter 1: Reviving the Rational Heloise 

Keralio's Heloise begins her letter as Heloise regained in the medieval text. The 

reader quickly notices the restoration of the references to Seneca and other 

philosophers that the medieval Heloise had included in her first epistle to Abelard. 

Keralio combines the learned aspects of Heloise's brilliant mind with her "Ovid ian" 

struggle with solitude and ongoing battle with passion. The famous argument against 

the conjugal state reappears in this version and it is amplified to include a strong socio­

political condemnation of the material aspects of wealth versus pure love, devoid of 

economic gain. Once again, Heloise reiterates several times that Abelard's debt is to 

write to her as her husband and spiritual director. Keralio develops and augments the 

original accusation that Heloise only followed Abelard's orders when she took her 
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vows. Her Heloise goes even as far as saying that she buried herself alive in the cloister, 

and that, instead of receiving spiritual sustenance from God, she is only kept alive by 

her pain, tears and worries. The false piety of her charade as a nun is enriched and may 

indicate a strategy on her part to attract Abelard's attention so that he will answer her. 

Keralio's Heloise is boldly rebellious; she takes Abelard to task and reproaches herself 

openly for allowing herself to become the slave of a man, completely devoted to her 

husband's orders. Interestingly, there are also instances in which she becomes the 

spokesperson for her gender as a whole. For Keralio's Heloise, women become victims 

of men's inconstance, which ultimately leads to abandon, and it is women who should 

give lessons of fidelity to men. Although the letter remains close to the medieval 

epistle, Keralio appears to fill in the blanks, and thus enhance what Heloise had 

originally endeavored to articulate in writing, until her voice was silenced by her body's 

suffering. At the same time, her speech is empowered by a well-developed intellect that 

concisely organizes her Ovidian "plainte" in order to underline the point that Abelard 

was the sole cause of her religious confinement, and therefore responsible for her 

unhappiness. This point is transmitted in her private confession, and the fact that 

Keralio restores intimate avowal is also a strengthening device: Heloise now exercises 

more control over her own language, and more effectively challenges Abelard on his 

neglect of her and her nuns' welfare. She reproaches her husband severely for all that 

he has done to subject her to turmoil and conflict. As Keralio concludes the first letter, 

certain Latin expressions resurface, and the reader can glimpse more of the passionate 
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yet rational argumentation of the medieval prototype. Although, ironically, Heloise had 

previously stated that she was virtually buried alive in the Paraclete, she is in a way 

resurrected. Keralio's more truthful representation of her divided heart allows her to 

recover her voice as well as her pen. As Laclos might have said, she regains the 

strength to challenge the oppressive system of patriarchal hegemony. Keralio's Heloise 

seems to declare the call to arms for other women to reclaim power and speak in their 

own voice without masculine intervention. 

Letter 2: Abelard as a "Woman in Love" 

Keralio begins Abelard's response in a way that is very similar to the medieval 

text, but after several lines it becomes apparent that she also translates closer to 

Bussy's sentimental revision of Abelard than to the original, austere, religious portrayal 

reflected in the Latin narrative. Abelard openly admits that he adores Heloise, (je vous 

adore avec plus d'ardeur que je n 'ai jamais fait, II, 389/, and declares that he wishes 

to confide in her. At this point, the departure from the medieval text is striking. As 

Miller has shown, it was not uncommon for the sentimental hero in Enlightenment 

novels to display tears and suffering as women had previously done in medieval and 

seventeenth-century romances. In fact, men who cried profusely were believed to be 

exhibiting "authentic" passion as well as emotional sincerity. This recasting of Abelard 

as a sensitive lover, which was most likely borrowed from Bussy's innovative 

(re)invention of Abelard's persona, is a means to reconstruct the polyphonic exchange, 
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which is repaired by the fusion of tears. After a long absence, the couple is reunited 

through the outpouring of tears which bridges the chasm between them. Unlike her 

medieval predecessor, Keratio's Heloise at least has proof that Abelard loved her from 

his genuine display of suffering. But other consequences of this (re )creation of Abelard 

cannot be overlooked. Like her male predecessors, Keralio could be judged guilty of 

tampering with the text as we are, once again, confronted with a fictional account. The 

medieval Abelard would never have admitted his love since he attempted to persuade 

Heloise to accept her role as Christ's bride, thus severing the personal bond that they 

once shared as lovers. In sharp contrast, Keratio' s Abelard pursues a personal 

confession to his wife and professes his weakness and spiritual turmoil. Here, Keratio 

is ostensibly practicing reverse ventriloquism, just tike the male imitators before her 

when they inserted words into Heloise's discourse to serve their own purpose. Keratio 

alters Abelard's persona as he steps into drag to impersonate Heloise. Abelard engages 

in a performative form of mimetic discourse, borrowing Heloise's language to 

articulate his passion. Keratio subverts the gender roles in exploring Abelard's 

"effeminate" identity as a eunuch. She enters his mutilated virility. The fact that he was 

already partially "effeminate" as a result of the castration allows her to redefine the 

gender roles. As Judith Butler puts it, gender can be a performative, fluid act that is 

comparable to travesty. Like a transvestite on stage, Keralio creates the artifice of 

Abelard in drag; he takes on the stereotypical role of a tormented "woman" in love. As 
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Butler posited, gender can be innovative and unstable, which allows the eunuch to play 

out other roles: 

Gender is not passively scripted on the body, and 
neither is it determined by nature, language, the 
symbolic, or the overwhelming history of patriarchy. 
Gender is what is put on, invariably, under constraint, 
daily and incessantly, with anxiety and pleasure 

This "effeminate" representation of Abelard also reinforces the private exchange of 

confidence, which dominates the exchange between the lovers'. The couple appears to 

speak the same language when they engage in amorous discourse, and are therefore 

recast as equal partners torn between their faith and passion. Abelard speaks in a 

spontaneous, uncensored style directly from the heart. Like Pope, Keralio grafts 

Heloise's words onto Abelard's language, which highlights the mimetic quality of the 

exchange. Here, Keralio turns the weapon of gender against Abelard; he is made to 

imitate Heloise and is thus rewritten in her image, which, in turn, subverts the 

traditional portrayal of his persona. It is Abelard who says that Heloise is the obstacle 

between him and God, and admits repeatedly that his love of God is weak, a point 

which was previously associated with Heloise's spiritual crisis in other eighteenth-

century sentimental versions. 

In closing this second letter, Keralio does, however, suddenly waver and reverts 

back to the original portrayal of Abelard as he abruptly asks Heloise to concentrate on 

their salvation, and begs her not to write to him anymore. And yet, concluding the 

letter with a personal critique, Keralio adds that Heloise's love was more "vrai" than 
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Abelard's who had other great passions, and she points to ambition as a factor in his 

weakened love. 

Letters 3 and 4: Looking Backwards 

Keralio concludes her translation with the final two letters, and they are clearly 

based on the medieval story. She now relies more on the traditional representation of 

Heloise and differs markedly from the defiant (re)vision she had offered in the previous 

letters. Suddenly, Heloise is no longer depicted as Abelard's equal as she reverts back 

to the traditional self-reproach for causing Abelard's amputation. Here, Heloise 

confides in him that she was not truly devoted to God's service, and that she feels like 

she is buried alive in this place of penitence. Keralio seems to follow Bussy's version 

as weIl as Heloise insists on her inability to find "repos" at the Paraclete. She does not 

hope to receive the crown of glory in the kingdom of God, but she only hopes to 

escape danger. Again, this conclusion is also very similar to Bussy's Heloise who 

openly admitted that her divided heart was the obstacle that prevented her from 

entering heaven. Abelard's reply to her admission of eternal love is to order her not to 

write to him anymore, but he succumbs to weakness, and answers her amorously by 

writing directly from his heart. The deviation from the medieval text is strikingly 

evident as the original Abelard would never have admitted such internal struggle. As 

pointed out earlier, Keralio's lovers are clearly speaking the same language as Abelard 

admits that his heart is still troubled, thus echoing Heloise's emotional confession. Like 



273 

a woman in love, he, too, is tom between attachment to her and his commitment to the 

Church. Once again, Keralio alters Abelard's stereotypical gender by having him steal 

Heloise's passionate expressions; he speaks in a voice that closely resembles his wife's. 

Mirroring Heloise, he admits to playing out a charade; while his monks think that he is 

tranquil in his faith, he, too, is only dissimulating the real object of his devotion. 

Interestingly, Keralio amplifies the use of narrative travesty by reworking a portion of 

Heloise's text that had been reversed in the "Precious" versions. This time it is Abelard 

who is moved by the writing on the page, the letters traced by Heloise's hand, whereas 

in Bussy's version, it was the opposite. Here, the sensuality of Heloise's hand caressing 

the page is transmitted to Abelard and causes him to reflect on his own suffering. But 

his confession is brief, and, once again, Keralio unexpectedly reverts back to the more 

traditional image of Abelard as the rest of the letter discusses their salvation. Abelard 

asks Heloise to replace the image of him as a lover with that of a penitent so that they 

can be reunited in their tears, but this time in a spiritual way that anticipates the 

glorious reunion in God's kingdom. In the end, Heloise follows his will. The two 

closing letters thus reveal a transformation in the text: oddly the two previous ones 

were more erudite and challenging in their tone; the last one returns to a more 

sentimental representation of Heloise. 

Keralio had started out with reconstructing the image of Heloise as learned and 

strong willed, but in the end she loses ground: Heloise succumbs to Abelard's will, and 

agrees to forget him as her lover. Keralio succeeds nonetheless in dismantling the 
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previous revision of Heloise as raving and irrational that Pope and Colardeau had 

created before her. But in many ways, she uses exactly the same method; only the 

object is different since, like these male authors, she now takes the liberty of radically 

modifying Abelard's persona. Interestingly, one notes that Keralio used a pseudonym 

in order to control the publication of her own works. During the Revolution, she 

allegedly was involved in a clandestine publishing company with the Parisian publisher 

Lagrange, a venture which was very lucrative for a long period of time. Later, Keralio 

changed her name to Keralio-Robert (the name of her husband) in order to control the 

legal rights of her texts since a woman's husband was the one who had control over his 

wife's literary productions. As Carla Hesse pointed out, at that time, male signatures 

dominated women's access to all literary domains. So women appropriated men's 

signatures to try and gain entry into areas normally closed off to them. Hesse suggests 

that Keralio uses a pseudonym to create a multitude of identities. But in masking her 

presence as a woman writer she also takes advantage of this empowering strategy to do 

what others had done before her. Masquerading as a man, she practices a dual form of 

pseudo-androcentrism, when this time, she alters Abelard's persona. In many ways, 

this woman writer who goes under cover with a masculine name evens the score: to the 

sentimental (re)vision of Heloise she opposes an equally sentimental (re)vision of 

Abelard as a suffering lover. Furthermore, she repairs Heloise for the first time since 

the medieval period. In her modest and sometimes paradoxical way, Keralio sets a 
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precedent for another woman who also used a masculine signature, Marc de 

Montifaud. 

Lifting off the Veils-Uncovering the Body 

The last text I will consider here is Marc de Montifaud's prose work, a text 

entitled L' Abbesse du paraclet: histoire gal ante d'Heloi'se et d' Abailard published 

around 1890. Before looking at this text, it is important to clarify that Montifaud did 

indeed also write a version of the love letters, but since her translation strongly 

resembles Bussy's, it is more revealing to study her more noteworthy contribution 

which appears in her prose work. Even though it is not written in epistolary form, it is 

worth exploring as a conclusion. Interestingly, the text reads not only as a historical 

and erotic novel, but also as an open critique, as Montifaud cites passages loosely 

based on the original story. Her critical intentions are made clear in the paratexts. 

Although little is known about her background, the first paratext provides the reader 

with details that led up to her own condemnation and exile from her native Belgium as 

a result of controversial writings that were also supposedly pornographic and 

licentious. Montifaud was also highly critical of the church, and in this text one can 

clearly identify many instances of blatant anti-clericalism. She offers some sketchy 

details about her artistic plight in Belgium, and then turns to the question of writing, 

specifically, on the problems of character representation in novels. As a pre-modern 

author, Montifaud esteemed that the literary creation should be considered as a 
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separate entity from the author. She compares the creation of characters to the task of 

an artist; they both paint the nature of their subjects, which should be an independent 

experience, freed from societal criticism. On this point, Montifaud establishes her 

position against censorship by moralists, one of the repressive forces that infringed on 

the creativity and freedom of the artist: 

La mission dll peintre est de la peindre, non de la 
corriger. II n 'est pas charge de la mettre sur les rangs 
pour Ie prix Montyon, mais de lui assigner sa vraie 
place, de marqller sa vraie ressemblance dans 
I'innombrable var;ete des types qui composent 
I'humanite. J 

After affirming that authors should not succumb to what moralists or the Church 

wanted artists to convey, she offers a preface that deals more directly with Heloise and 

Abelard. Like Keralio who had criticized Bayle and Pope, Montifaud openly attacks 

Rousseau for not depicting the "vraie" nature of the lovers; his novel, she claims, had 

no carnal passion, which was "invraisemblable", totally implausible since "Eloys" was 

only devoted to her husband as a lover. 

L 'Heloise de Rousseau ne porte en elle allClin des traits 
de feu de la veritable Eloys,' I'amour y est abdique dans 
la devotion,' chaque elan de son coeur envers Saint­
Preux est traverse d'une aspiration vers Ie ciel, 

Here, Montifaud criticizes the devotional aspect of Rousseau's revision of Heloise, as, 

for her, there was never any question of a divided heart; Rousseau misread Heloise and, 

once again, fell into the trap of creating her as a heroine instead of analyzing her 

historical reality. The paratext then turns to the question of restoring the characters as 
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lovers. Interestingly, Montifaud develops what Keralio had initially begun doing a 

century before: Abelard is represented more as a lover than as a scholar and 

theologian. In fact, Montifaud repairs the erotic narrative, strongly analogue to the 

medieval, even if it is fictionally enhanced, and no longer preserves the pact of private 

correspondence between the couple. The most astonishing aspect of this nineteenth­

century version is the reversal of the theme of love and devotion. Both Heloise and 

Abelard speak the same amorous language, as in parts ofKeralio's translation, but they 

also totally leave aside questions of faith as their passion is placed at the nexus of the 

text. In so doing, Montifaud subverts the medieval portrayal of the couple: Heloise 

and Abelard are no longer struggling to conceal their love; on the contrary, they overtly 

flaunt their carnal desire for each other and try in vain to remember that they are now 

sworn to the Church. The veils are lifted; Montifaud tells it as it might have been told 

if Heloise's letters had not suffered alteration in the hands of male authors, and she also 

creates a discourse of desire for Abelard himself, a story that he could have told in his 

letters, and that he did allude to as he evoked reading romantic poetry with Heloise in 

the medieval days of their tutoring sessions. Montifaud does not therefore "invent" the 

role of Abelard as a lover totally. Like Keralio, she bases the language she makes him 

use on his documented love songs and renowned prowess as a composer of verse. She 

grounds her text on some partial truth, and then offers the words that could recreate 

what the medieval Abelard had originally expressed in song to his beloved. For the 

first time, however, the body surfaces quite visibly in this text and it tells a story of 
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erotically charged passion. Montifaud does not concentrate on one body, both bodies 

are equally recovered and covered. It is, however, important to note the fragmentation 

of the original text. Epistolary dialogue is written out, and Montifaud inserts excerpts 

that have been retouched to capture what she believed to be the "vraie" nature of the 

lovers. While this radical reconstruction of the text takes great liberties in altering the 

original narrative, it also offers a new perspective based on the harmonious equality of 

the two not only as intellectuals (as Keralio had done before her), but as willing 

participants in a reenactment of erotic play that, as this version illustrates, continued 

well after the two lovers' confinement and separation. Although a significant part of 

this sensual narrative is based on fiction, grounded in the cult of the medieval lovers, 

some of the themes developed are based on actual documents that reveal that 

Montifaud had conducted serious and elaborate research into the history and fictional 

texts, a research on Heloise and Abelard that spanned several centuries. She surpasses 

Keralio in that she is not only familiar with the medieval text, but she also mentions 

chronicles as well as numerous seventeenth- and eighteenth-century imitations 

published in France and abroad. The text is placed into a contemporary context with 

frequent and detailed references to Lenoir, the well-known curator. Montifaud was 

obviously acquainted with the controversy that raged over the lovers' remains and she 

includes information on Lenoir's attempts at trafficking their bones for economic gain, 

a fact also confirmed by Charrier, among others. Montifaud even warns her readers that 

the remains are probably not to be found in the tomb erected at Pere-Lachaise. But her 
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real contribution is to be found in revision of the couple as lovers, and a reversal of the 

theme of dissimulation that privileges erotic desire and the body over monastic duty. 

Rewriting the Love Confession 

Montifaud's lengthy narrative contains many chapters with digressions that are 

both critical and scholarly. She furnishes the readers with details that go back to the 

Latin text, Jean de Meun's translation, chronicles written in the Renaissance as well as 

seventeenth- and eighteenth-century versions of the correspondence. The format is 

dramatically altered as the epistolary form of the narrative is not preserved. Montifaud 

begins by modifying Abelard's Historia. which is replaced by a two chapter sequence 

devoted to events in Heloise's life, but she also places the emphasis on the seductive 

tenor of the two lovers' courtship and on their passion after their separation. The style 

is highly descriptive and the reader is supplied with colorful descriptions of Fulbert's 

house that include an elaborate account of the room where the amorous encounters 

took place. Interestingly, Heloise is represented as a young, attractive woman with 

long hair, garbed in elegant attire, and while Abailard is wearing monastic clothes, they 

are not what they appear to be: 

Pres d'elle, un homme dans la force de I'age laisse 
elltrevoir sous la longue robe de clerc des membres 
vigoureux, ulle stature majestuellse. II tiellt ell ses 
mains la rote sur laquel/e il promelle 1111 archet a fil de 
metal et dont if tire des SOilS qui accompagnellt sa 
voix.(43) 
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Here, Montifaud sets the tone for her revision of Abailard; his lifted robes offer no 

veiling of his bold sensuality. This recasting of his persona as a lover is established 

from the very beginning, and in contrast to other versions, it is respected throughout 

the text. Montifaud ostensibly demystifies the myth that Abelard lost his sexual allure 

after his mutilation. She even im erts episodes never seen before, in which the two 

lovers supposedly meet at the ParacIete, after their separation, in a remote building 

where they are reunited if only for a brief moment. This incident also reveals the extent 

of Montifaud's extensive research as it was a known fact that the ParacIete's land did 

contain an area where a series of small buildings were constructed. In addition, 

Montifaud boldly establishes the plausibility of her representation in providing the 

reader with parallel examples and comparisons with other monastic figures: she shows 

that religious men other than the medieval lovers suffered temptation. In fact, she 

bases the internal structure of her version on a balanced system of equality; Abelard's 

lusty monks are comparable to Eloys's licentious nuns. Embroidering on Alluis's prose 

narrative, Montifaud builds up the debauchery plot in a third chapter in which the 

sexual adventures of the nuns are described; passages are invented in which Eloys's 

sisters, prior to their relocation at the ParacIete, supposedly entertained men in 

confessionals, freely partaking in libations and festivities with male visitors disguised as 

priests. (Contrary to other versions, Montifaud fills in the details for the originally 

sketchy story of the sins ofEloys's sisters which only allude to scandalous behavior at 

the cloister). Once again, Montifaud amplifies what Alluis had invented in his prose 
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account; she places amorous intrigue at the locus of monastic life, and thus, at the same 

time, she provokes the Church by shattering the stereotype of devote clerical figures. 

Her highly sexual clerics radically dismantle the expected non-sexual image of religious 

men and wome~, and once again the anti-clerical tenor of the text surfaces. The overt 

sexual revision of these religious nuns and monks illustrates the physical stress on the 

body. As previously shown in Alluis's fictional account, Montifaud also extrapolates on 

the anecdote about a nun who ran off with her lover and relinquished her vows, clearly 

privileging the body over spiritual life, and she suggests that Abailard and Eloys, during 

their careers as administrators, were constantly confronted with indecency and prurient 

behavior in their retreats. 

Resurrecting Desire 

While Montifaud invented reciprocal passion between the unhappy lovers, she 

maintained this theme in reworking some of the more famous aspects of Pope's and 

Colardeau's sentimental versions. But while Pope and Colardeau had favored a 

paradoxical form of "monologic" dialogue, Montifaud departs from their texts by 

restoring Abailard's textual presence. One of the most striking examples of this 

revision is the portrayal of Eloys's nocturnal vision of reunion with Abailard. 

Montifaud first imitates Pope as her tortured Eloys lays waiting for her lover in her bed; 

her sheets are described as being on fire: 

En lisant les description des jameuses Ill/itS du Parae/et, 
on dirait que ses draps se col/erellt a ses jlallcs comme 
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I'enjievrait. (99) 
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Not only is the bed blazing with desire, but Eloy's prayers are drenched in tears of 

unfulfilled desire: ''je me retrouve noyee dans une mer de passions ardentes" (151). 

After giving several examples of Eloys's relentless passion, Montifaud criticizes Pope 

and Colardeau' s depiction of Heloise as a penitent, and she openly challenges them to 

recognize that Eloys was not a devoted abbess, but frenetically "ivre de passion" until 

her death. Pope and Colardeau's representation of Heloise is questioned by the 

intentional use of "Iangueurs monastiques", an expression borrowed from Colardeau's 

poem. But Montifaud goes even further. Not only does she intervene in the text to 

remind the readers that monks and nuns were reputed to have more desire than lay 

people, but as she embellishes the theme of imagination as seen in Colardeau and 

Pope's texts, she subverts their stereotypic representation predicated on sexual 

difference. In so doing, she adds a new dimension to the conception of imagination, 

one that deviates from previous male authors. Her Eloys is not hysterical, but, as noted 

in the paratext, she is depicted as a voluptuous thinker; therefore her sexual imagination 

is positive and can be read as a strong revalorisation of women in general. Montifaud 

stresses the imaginative power of a woman in love, but without any hint of irrational, 

unstable behavior as previously observed in the eighteenth-century sentimental 

versions: 

SOliS la force dll desir la femme sallra concevoir Ie 
simulacre de tOllS les actes charnels de I 'amour, sa 



couche ne sera plus solitaire, ses membres palpitants 
trouveront qui eteindre, et la nuit I'enveloppera d'un 
reseau voluptueux (J OJ) 
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It is during the solitude of the night that Montifaud's Eloys finds sanctuary and can at 

last play out her sexual fantasy, liberated from the diurnal masquerade as a devout nun. 

As was also shown in Bussy's version, it is in her dreams that Eloys loses herself in the 

'bther" amorous scene where she imagines seeing Abailard and talking to him. 

Montifaud rewrites her as a seducer who, in an invented episode, succeeds in luring 

Abailard to visit her at the Paraclete. But here the similarity with Bussy's text ends 

abruptly, or rather takes on new dimensions. As Montifaud amplifies Heloise's power 

of imagination as well as the bond that linked the couple together, she reverses the 

image of Abelard as an impotent eunuch, a recurrent feature since the Middle Ages. In 

this version, Abailard has not lost his sexual allure as a lover; on the contrary he is 

credited with creativity and great inventive acumen; "i/ est un fait que I'on doit se 

rappeler, c 'est que 'Abailard avait ete Ires fertile en inventions amoureuses" (106). 

Here, Montifaud plays on the myth that eunuchs were completely powerless, which 

also may point to the extent of her research. In fact, many eunuchs were able to 

perform quite well and above all were especially attractive to women as they were 

reputed to be able to provide them with great physical pleasure even if amorous play 

deviated from the more traditional positioning of the body during intimate encounters. 

But to go back to the lines cited above, while Montifaud bases this rewriting on some 
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fact (Abelard was renowned as a brilliant composer of love songs), she embroiders the 

story further: 

On afait d'Abaiiard un infortune qui ne possedait plus 
rien pour aimer; mais quoi, se lrouvait-i1 paraIytique, 
sourd, aveugle ou muet? Lui etait-i1 impossible de jouir 
d'Eloys avec les aulres sens qui lui restaient? II pouvait 
du moins caresser ces formes charmantes;, blanche 
charnure des membres, gorge ferme "comme des 
pommes de coings" (103) 

Montifaud amplifies the erotic narrative as she also suggests that he abandoned himself 

to passionate kisses and ardent caresses with Eloys. The sensuality of the mouth and 

the hands is privileged as an additional technique for recovering the body. In showing 

that Abailard can attain 'jouissance': Montifaud inserts here what no other rewriter of 

the correspondence had invented before her. Not only does she restore Abailard's 

libido, she shows that castration, or the power of the Church, did not succeed in 

crushing him in the flesh. Moreover, as an equal partner in love, he mirrors the 

sensuality of Eloys' erotic reverie as he, too, endures the torture of not being able to 

forget the body of his beloved. Montifaud goes even further and carries this alteration 

into the restructuring of his mind. As shown above, she reworked Bussy's dream 

sequence, and even expanded it. In addition, she revises Pope's rendition of erotic 

reverie, which was borrowed from Bussy's. Montifaud dismantled Pope's seminal 

image of the Gothic prison that eventually contributed to Heloise's descent into 

hallucination. From a distance, Montifaud's Abailard hears Eloys's plea against 

abandon and unrequited desire and, he mirrors her sentiments through the reciprocal 
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avowal of similar feelings. In this way, Eloys retains hope and reason; she reaches her 

lover and at least she has the consolation that both of them are equally tormented in 

their remote retreats. Furthermore, the traditional depiction of Abelard as a religious 

man is reversed. The spiritual, moral language of the medieval Abelard is replaced with 

a passionate confession that is reminiscent of the scene where Eloys takes the veil only 

to be plagued by memories of Abailard. This time, however, it is Abailard who cannot 

hide his true object of devotion: 

Si, dans Ie tempie, je lais ma priere a la Vierge dont 
j'implore Ie secours en contemplant la mere de mon 
Dieu, je crois voir en ses traits divins ceux de ma chere 
Eloys, je lui jure un amour elernel" (100) 

And this reversal is not an isolated occurrence, since later in the text, Abailard has a 

vision that is analogue to Eloys's nocturnal reverie. In the silence of the halls of St. 

Gildas, he imagines that he sees her walking and calling out to him. A parallel is 

established with another famous monastic figure, that of Abbot of Rance, who was also 

in love with a woman he could not forget, and consequently he was haunted until the 

end of his days by her absence. Interestingly, Montifaud grafts Pope's Gothic 

description of Heloise at the Paraclete onto the physical surroundings of St. Gildas. 

Abailard is tortured by these recurring visions of Eloys wandering aimlessly, which is 

intensified in the text by the rocky, unstable landscape that lies beyond the walls of the 

cloister. More than Pope's Gothic ambiance, however, Montifaud's revision of the 

Gothic transforms into a romantic communion with nature. Abailard' s torment is in 
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hannony with nature's turbulence and, once again, it is balanced to mirror Eloys' acute 

suffering. The night brings no solace to him either. 

From Grave to Engravings 

Montifaud develops many aspects of the text already considered in previous 

translations, but one of the most striking variations in this prose rendition is the 

spiritual revival of the couple from the grave. As mentioned above, Montifaud was 

very critical of Lenoir's commercial venture and capitalizing on the lovers' remains; 

and she was skeptical of what was really laid to rest in the tomb erected during the 

nineteenth century at Pere-Lachaise. The final chapter of her narrative is devoted to 

the theme of death, and here again, she reverses the eighteenth-century sentimental 

depiction of the lovers' demise. She begins by providing the readers with elaborate 

details concerning the physical fragmentation of their body parts, and this, we know, 

was based on truth; as Charrier also affinned, it is a fact that Lenoir sold off parts of 

the lovers' remains to capitalize on an interest for the couple that, by the nineteenth 

century, had turned into a cult. To look at this from another perspective, since 

Montifaud is actually introducing extraneous elements in this concluding chapter, by 

this time the original narrative has also suffered a fragmentation which, ironically, 

recalls the physical diffusion of the lovers' bodies. Here, there is a parallel between the 

circulation of the body parts as noted above and the dissemination of the legend. The 

popular, tragic story of the couple's misfortunes had become so distorted through 
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revision and reinvention that Montifaud proposed re-reading the original letters for a 

more accurate account of the events that had touched the lovers' lives. Interestingly, 

she criticizes Lenoir's desecration of their remains, but suggests that one can repair the 

fragmentation by reverting back to the correspondence: 

C 'est dans ses letlres qu 'il fallt voir et connaitre Eloys, 
c 'est la qll 'elle passe, Ie front COllrOn1U! de myrthe, ainsi 
qlle les amollrellses qui assislerent allx banquets 
philosophiques de la Grece ... On voit qu 'elle enchaine 
les mots, non pas a la fafon de rheteurs, mais qu 'elle 
trouve un secret enivremenl a leur donner une solide 
armure, a renfermer en eux un sentiment aussi 
voluptueux qu 'elle en eprouverait a faire ce qu'ils 
expriment. (172) 

Montifaud posits that the letters hold the key to unlock the true story. She creates a 

break in the fable that the two lovers were ever reunited in the tomb. She challenges 

other writers before her and reaffirms that it was impossible for Eloys to live out the 

rest of her life devoted to the Church. She uses Sappho as an other example of a 

woman empowered by the gift of eloquently expressing her desire, and this, in turn, is 

used in conjunction with Eloys as a bold, defiant muse. The parallel to Sappho 

represents Eloys as a spirited, resistant writer who courageously welcomes the 

challenge of writing a discourse charged with passion as her pen tears through the 

heavy veil of simulated religious devotion. As Montifaud puts it, "Eloys ecrit sous 

I 'influence de son demon. Elle se sert de sa rhetorique comme Sappho se servait de sa 

lyre" (173). Montifaud intervenes in the text to insist that the blazing love letters 

themselves hold the key to Eloys' real personality as she wants her to be considered as 
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a living presence and not a romanesque heroine in a dead story. Paradoxically, she uses 

a fictional device, the invention of an eighteenth-century visitor who allegedly visited 

the Paraclete: there, he discovered that banquets were held to honor Eloys and 

Abailard, and that all the nuns had portraits of them in their cells so as to never forget 

them. The lov.ers' story is therefore inscribed or "affiche" on the very walls that 

Abailard had himself erected with his own hand, and these portraits openly display an 

immortal passion which is not hidden but rather celebrated in a sacred place: 

Le Parae/et, est, je crois, dans Ie monde, I 'unique 
couvent ou les plaisirs et les malheurs de deux amants 
soient un sujet continuel de rejlexions et de discours. 
(181) 

The two lovers are thus revived and immortalized on the walls of the Paraclete to give 

others strength and guidance. The pictorial motif is yet another subversive element in 

Montifaud's rewriting of the couple as defiant and rebellious instead of victims of tragic 

circumstances. The fact that the visitor finds their portraits after many generations 

have passed indicates that their passion has entered into the universal to touch the 

human heart. In the lovers' time, their story was private, as illustrated in the intimate 

form of the missive, but centuries later, it entered the universal to suggest that human 

love is empowering and can triumph over the obstacle of physical separation to live on. 

In sharp contrast to Pope's and Colardeau's texts, the lovers' are not buried and thus 

do not fade out of the field of vision. They are kept alive, suspended in the picture 

frame, and this time, there is no mention of the symbolic (re)union that supposedly took 

place below ground, in the tenebrous intimacy of the tomb. Montifaud preserves their 
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memory above ground. In addition, the portraits are also strategically placed on the 

nuns' bedside tables, which eternalizes the lovers' in a visually enhanced, more lively 

form, and other nuns even learned to write amatory discourse because of the couple's 

gift for this particular genre. And Montifaud concludes her text by establishing, once 

again, a bond of reciprocity between the couple. For her, ifEloys was a prisoner of the 

cloister, Abailard, too, was enslaved by the Church, and his story may have been quite 

different if religious conventions had not repressed his 'bther': more erotic, dialogue 

with his wife. 

Although a significant part of this last chapter is fictional, Montifaud subverts 

other versions to produce a text that is defiant, resistant as well as overtly anti-clerical. 

The two lovers are depicted as a rebellious couple, united in their desire to rekindle 

their love instead of pursuing religious devotion. As Montifaud recovers the bodies of 

the lovers and privileges desire over monastic constraints, she lifts off the veils and 

pushes aside the age-old controversy over Heloise's faith. In her text, there is no doubt 

that Eloys was completely devoted to her lover. But as Montifaud attempts to repair 

the fragmentation suffered by the lovers' discourse as it fell into the hands of numerous 

male writers before her; she, too, produces another form of fragmentation. At the same 

time, she also takes great liberty with the text in grafting numerous fictional episodes 

onto the original narrative. In her attempt to restore the original amatory discourse and 

write one for Abailard, she returns to the most outstanding aspects of the authentic 

story in order to build up the erotic, controversial narrative in which her most notable 
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contribution is the reconstruction of Heloise's persona. She begins by weaving in 

fragments from other male writers before her. For instance, Bussy's nocturnal reverie 

and (re)invention of Abelard as a sensitive lover are significantly developed. The 

Gothic references to Pope and Colardeau are easily recognizable as are the intertextual 

passages that reveal that Montifaud, too, was well versed in the medieval story. She 

openly practices selective borrowing from these men as blatantly as they had done prior 

to her version. But she does not hide, as is reflected also by the use of the male 

pseudonym, Marc (everyone knew that she was a woman). Indeed, she is openly in 

drag and flaunts it, mimicking a man and destroying the very notion of gender. In 

Abelard and Heloise's case, Montifaud goes beyond gender as both characters are 

remolded to efface their sexual difference and thus are reconstructed as equals, the 

quintessential embodiment of the androgynous couple. As Montifaud borrows from 

other male writers, she reverses their position and deconstructs their discourse on 

Heloise. In contrast to Bussy, her Eloys does not simply settle for nocturnal reverie; 

she arranges a '~upposed" clandestine meeting with Abelard on the grounds of the 

Paraclete. In striking deviation to Pope's and Colardeau's depiction of a reverie that 

borders on madness, Montifaud's Eloys never experiences feelings of guilt or shame 

that could possibly push her towards God. Reversing the moral fiber that runs through 

the Gothic versions, Eloys describes intense heat as her sheets blaze with desire. The 

focus is directed on sexual attraction; it is built up through the insertion of invented 

fictional episodes, which, in turn, enhances this more sensuous version. Yet, Montifaud 
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also has a personal agenda. Not only does she want to strengthen women's voices, but 

she also uses Heloise's story to be critical of the Church. She attacks the intrusion of 

Christian dogma in people's private lives and takes a stand against censorship. As 

stated in the paratext, Montifaud believed in the human heart, which she illustrates as 

her Eloys and Abailard defy the constraints of monastic life. Indeed, Montifaud seems 

to both feminist and anti-clerical, two stances that are not unrelated. She not only 

restores the medieval voice of the '\.mcensored" Heloise that fractures the silence of 

centuries of repression; her Eloys reclaims the right to articulate amorous speech to her 

lover within the privacy of the couple. This time her human love is accepted and even 

glorified instead of seen as inherently scandalous as in the medieval text. In her 

version, Montifaud reverses the original depiction of the couple as tragic victims of 

temptation and carnal sin. If they are victims in this more modem text, it is because 

others have intruded in their lives. Interestingly, the lovers are vindicated in a romantic 

way as martyrs. The couple represents a defiance, the individual's struggle against an 

intolerant, repressive society, and in the end they do not retreat into the societal 

constraints that had, (in previous renditions), traditionally privileged religion over 

desire. Montifaud achieves what no other writer before her had even attempted to 

explore; she does not bury the lovers; she preserves them in the permanent image of the 

portrait so that they might inspire others to love freely and privately without fear of 

public scorn. Abailard and Eloys continue to wander among the living as they are 
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constantly renewed, and thus they do not rest in the cemetery of inert, age-old literary 

characters who have finally been laid to rest as relics of the times in which they lived. 

'" '" 

'" 
Through the course of this analysis, I have systematically looked at a variety of 

versions of Heloise and Abelard's love correspondence in order to study the 

fragmentation process as a woman's text fell into the hands of male rewriters. In the 

medieval narrative, we have shown that it is highly plausible that Heloise's love letters 

may have already been altered by Abelard's intervention in her erotically charged 

discourse as a means of steering her on the road that led to holy devotion as the bride 

of Christ. As Charrier and other medieval scholars read it, Abelard may indeed have 

taken considerable liberty with Heloise's epistles in order to repress her expression of 

carnal desire so as to see to her spiritual conversion. Because Abelard's goal was to 

convert her, Heloise's discourse was then repeatedly forced to submit to the editing of 

his pen. In the seventeenth-century versions, Grenaille's rendition that came out in 

1642 marked the first partial translation of the couple's love letters. Like Abelard, 

Grenaille also intervened in Heloise's discourse to reinvent her as 'La Magdalene 

Fran'taise", a penitent, self-sacrificing role model for other women to emulate. But 

Grenaille took more liberty than Abelard as he locked Heloise into a confessional and 

forced her to admit her sins before the world. Furthermore, as he invented two fictional 

letters, mimicking Heloise's style and even signing them in her name, he also committed 
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a travesty of signature. This penitent revision of Heloise was followed by A1luis' 1675 

prose version, a text which recreated an adventurous heroine and, for the first time, 

showed signs of inventing a more libertine portrayal of Heloise and Abelard as lovers. 

But the mos't successful version was yet to be written. In 1687, Bussy's precious 

version came out and enjoyed great popularity as he not only restored the original 

epistolary form, but reinvented the couple as courtly, gallant suitors who were placed in 

a more public, secular space that evoked the luxurious interiors of the salons. In this 

public space, Bussy reinvented the lovers and wrote for them an amorous, seductive 

dialogue that allowed them to focus solely on their love instead of the more austere, 

religious discussions to which their medieval counterparts always reverted in their 

letters. Although Bussy did restore the structure of the original text, he was, however, 

also guilty of tampering with Heloise's text; she was recast as a precious, less learned 

woman, and in the closing epistle, Heloise succumbed to illness from her unfulfilled 

desire, a motif which is significantly developed in the eighteenth-century versions. 

Pope's and Colardeau's sentimental, Gothic versions continued to fragment Heloise's 

persona as her love letters were significantly altered by male rewriters with strong 

pseudo-feminocentric tendencies. Pope's poetic narrative plagiarized many aspects of 

Bussy's text as he embroidered Eloisa's erotic nocturnal reverie, but he also altered her 

erudite, learned persona, and transformed her into a hysterical, over-imaginative 

'\voman'~ Colardeau's version closely imitated Pope's, but he toned down (albeit 

slightly) the depiction of her madness to insert her in a pastoral, sensual setting. Both 
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Pope and Colardeau fragmented Heloise by de-emphasizing her reputation as a 

reasonable thinker, depicting her as a victim of tragic circumstances that resulted in an 

eternal (textual) confinement to her monastic cell. Heloise would not regain many 

facets of her original persona until Keralio' s translation near the end of the eighteenth 

century. Keralio made the first attempt to squelch centuries of pseudo-feminocentrism 

by giving Heloise her pen and voice back. But as her text contained numerous 

contradictions, she was only partially successful in her attempt to restore the 

intellectual, reasonable Heloise. Clearly, the most aggressive production was Marc de 

Montifaud's nineteenth-century version, the first text to take a strong position against 

the Church and society. Montifaud recasts the lovers as a defiant couple who resisted 

textual burial. Not only were they preserved in an engraving at the Paraclete, but they 

became a source of inspiration for the nuns' discussions on love. With Montifaud, 

Heloise and Abelard represent proof that human love can triumph and remain 

undefeated by the Church. This vindication is open toward the future; her lovers look 

forward instead of backward as in previous versions. Seventeenth-and eighteenth­

century male authors stressed Heloise's weakness and even irrationality, but it would 

take these two women to give Heloise a different voice and recreate the couple as 

equals. Their voices are no longer repressed~ they are no longer buried in a tomb. 

Immortalized and empowered, Abelard and Heloise come together defiantly in another 

space; one in which they are free to live as equals and were passion is not repressed, 

but celebrated. 
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Notes 

1 All of the quotes are taken from Louise de Keralio, Collection des meilleurs 

ouvrages fran£ois composes par des femmes. I (paris: Lagrange, 1786). 

2 Judith Butler, 'Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in 

Phenomenology and Feminist Theory': Performing Feminisms, Ellen Case, ed. 

(Baltimore & London: John Hopkins University Press, 1990): 252. 

3 All of the quotes are taken from Marc de Montifaud, L' Abbesse du Parac1et: 

Histoire gal ante d'Helolse et d' Abailard (paris: 1888). 

.. 
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