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SYNOPSIS
This study explores the poetics of Old Czech narrative prose, focusing on how medieval vernacular 
texts navigate the instability between sign and meaning. Drawing on works such as Alexander, Apol-
lonius of Tyre, and Griselda, it argues that these prose narratives were composed in a way that exposes 
the limits of representation, often functioning not as definitive moral exempla but as provocations 
inviting ethical and emotional reflection. Rather than merely translating content from Biblical or 
other (para)historiographical sources, these texts bring to the fore processes of adaptation and re-
contextualization that highlight their historically situated human origins. They emphasize literary 
performativity and narrative self-awareness, revealing their own fragility and partiality as textual 
constructs. Through their layered structure and ambivalent exemplarity, they resist straightforward 
allegorical readings, offering instead multidirectional engagements with textuality, narrativity, his-
torical imagination, emotion, and identity. The author proceeds to make inferences about the ethical 
effect of medieval narrative prose in its efforts to evoke restraint and self-discipline in its readers, 
as well as playing to their inner complexity.
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In a recent effort to reopen the discussion about contemporary research perspectives 
on medieval vernacular literature, Matouš Jaluška raised the issue of the ‘fragility’ 
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of its signs,1 addressing the formation of sign structures in connection with identity 
constructions and expressions of the aspiration for discursive hegemony. This kind of 
metaphorical framework seems convenient, as it makes it possible to address several 
critical issues at once. While literatures of the European Middle Ages usually try to es-
tablish a relatively strong relationship between meaning and its vehicle, the vehicle it-
self — or sign — tends to be fragile. Presenting itself as material and finite, profane in 
the medieval Christian sense, it represents a specific kind of desire (Vitz 1989). Modern 
and postmodern readers have had to contend with the fragmentary, obscure, and inac-
cessible nature of most of the preserved texts and their purposes, as well as the vari-
ous attendant modern and postmodern interpretive and sentimental prisms. Medieval 
authors, translators, and copyists of literary narratives, on the other hand, often strug-
gled with the fact that the emerging text, conceivably intended to teach or move readers 
to action, came about exclusively as a result of their own efforts and not, for example, 
as a product of the Word of God — that it was, at best, a commentary on a sacred text.

For these reasons, as Tzvetan Todorov demonstrated in his analysis of The Quest for 
the Holy Grail, a prose epic from the early 13th century, the boundary between sign and 
meaning is not always clearly laid out (Todorov 1978). Medieval narrative may serve 
both of these functions at the same time, and it may also, moreover, be a subject itself, 
struggling to subsist without any human individual as an imperfect, monologic narra-
tor (Spearing 2005, pp. 17–31). This poetics might therefore be understood as self-critical 
in a way, characterized especially by a series of preliminary and concurrent enclosures, 
and thus highlighting its own limits. The ‘moral lesson’ sought by some readers is often 
offered just beyond these limits, outside the text. The function of a sign acting in such 
a ‘fragile’ mode is thus usually not a definitive imitation (mimesis, representation), but 
an immediate effect that might help readers in some way or another.

The complexity of medieval literature constructed in such a manner presents an 
opportunity to challenge the modernization master narrative, which tends to identify 
the modernization process largely by forcibly stabilizing the relationship between 
signs and meanings in the cultures of the so-called ‘pre-modern era’. The risks of 
such an approach to diachronic narratology arise from its tendency to impose rather 
unambiguous allegorical meanings and straightforward moralities on pre-modern 
poetics, wrapped in formalized ornamental topics (see e.g. the discussion in Česká 
literatura no. 4, 2019, connected to Contzen 2014). However, the fragile signs of ‘pre-
modern literature’ were open to different interpretations, and quite possibly stimu-
lated various, not always predictable, outcomes. Thus, they had a multidirectional 
effect on the self-understanding of the subject, society, and its imagination.

SOURCES OF PROSAIC DYNAMICS

The medieval vernacular prose epic presents an interesting case for literary studies 
due to its form, literary-historical circumstances, and narrative content. In the case 
of Old Czech texts, it has been slightly overshadowed by explorations of verse epic in 

1	 The 6th Congress of World Czech Literary Studies, Prague 2022 <https://ucl.cas.cz/wp-
-content/uploads/2022/07/6kongres_sbornik-abstraktu.pdf [15.6.2025].
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the context of medieval courtly culture studies (together with its significant critique, 
see esp. Hon 2014). Its poetics therefore deserves further investigation. Analytical ap-
proaches to the beginnings of Old Czech literary prose are dominated by history- and 
culture-oriented interpretations, focusing on the role of Latin, German, and Czech 
prose in the process of vernacularization in the 14th century under Charles IV and, 
primarily, John of Neumarkt (Rychterová 2020; Žůrek 2024), or later in the context of 
the development of pastoral care (e.g. Soukup 2014). Another important poetological 
approach is derived from the problem of the establishment of the text itself, and the 
varied means of its translational origins (for a recent study, see e.g. Sichálek 2019). 
Grand historiographical narratives of the progressive development of national cul-
tures, or even of the modernizing movement towards individuation and subjectiv-
ism in fiction and the novel, have already generally been superseded by broader and 
comparative surveys of medieval vernacular prose. For example, Lars B. Mortensen 
has recently focused instead on the topic of the ‘success of prose’ itself, conceptual-
izing the outburst of literary activity in prose as a proof of deeper changes in liter-
ary and reading culture, while underlining the importance of the libraries of the so-
cial elite (Mortensen 2017). Text-centred literary historical approaches, on the other 
hand, concentrate on explorations of time-specific poetics, especially the self-thema-
tization and self-presentation of the narrative, its structure and its possible effects.

Until recently, research on the literary dimension of medieval Czech-language 
production has been dominated by an interpretative framework emphasizing the 
derivation of prose poetics from the expressive means of poetry, e.g. by the concept 
of the prosaicization of verse and the residual use of lyrical devices in the prose form 
(see e.g. Lehár 2013, pp. 75–84). Indeed, certain literary prose texts feature a poetics 
in which the relation to the artistic devices of lyric poetry (rhythmization, repeti-
tion, alliteration) is rightly observed as essential (e.g. The Life of Christ, Malura 2006, 
pp. XXVIII–XXIX). This is to be expected, as even in medieval definitions of prose as 
such, negative definitions of ‘non-verse’, ‘non-rhymed’ literary composition usually 
prevailed (e.g. Spiegel 1993, p. 57). Such a view cannot, however, be adopted univer-
sally. In many prose texts, compositional elaboration and literary effect are based 
on techniques that are neither metrical nor phonaesthetical. The analysis of a spe-
cific poetics of prose, independent of poetry, has a specific tradition in the formal-
ist and structuralist approaches. In Czech literary medieval and early modern stud-
ies, the application of analytical tools otherwise associated mainly with the modern 
avantgarde has long represented a distinctive line of research. As we have seen with 
Todorov, this orientation towards the examination of the form of a prosaic text or 
its narrative self-thematization might ultimately make it possible to explore some 
important intersections in its aesthetic and ethical appeal. These have been studied 
recently, for example, with a focus on narrative performativity and literary pragmat-
ics (e.g. Jaluška 2024 on Štilfrid or idem 2025 on Duke Ernst).

Commentary on medieval literary prose has often noted that the opposition be-
tween verse and prose in literatures from the 13th to 15th centuries was not perceived 
as strongly as it is today (e.g. Zumthor 1987, p. 192; Cerquiglini-Toulet 2007 or Bratu 
2015, p. 896). Still, it seems practical not to lose sight of some of the specific connota-
tions with which literary prose had to cope. As Paul Zumthor observed, in contrast 
to verse, medieval prose more effectively denied the presence of a subjective human 
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voice (Zumthor 1987, p. 304–307). Compared to poetry, prose could more easily appear 
formally unobtrusive, and thus it usually presented itself as a neutral form of objec-
tive, historically faithful explanation or narration (Baumgartner 1998). Its formation 
in various European vernacular languages in the 13th and 14th centuries, including 
Old French, Middle English, and Old Czech, was largely linked to the vernacular 
translations of the Latin prose Vulgate. Although the exact nature of the relation-
ship between the translation of the Bible into vernacular languages and the writing 
of new vernacular prose has not yet been satisfactorily described, it may be assumed 
that the connection with the Biblical text (as in the case of The Quest for the Holy Grail) 
resulted in the aforementioned associations of the prosaic form, insofar as it tended 
to present itself as a more serious medium of truth than poetry, which was frequently 
dismissed as paying too much attention to embellishment and exaggeration. Parabib-
lical and parahistorical texts are thus conveyed as commentaries on Scripture, and as 
technically accurate continuations of written histories, performing ‘de-ritualizing’ 
responses to songs or poetry. Generally, however, the prosaic textual illusion of civil-
ity and straightforwardness, of immediacy and seriousness, is never an unproblem-
atic enterprise (Pokorný 2002) — quite the opposite: these are the apparently fragile 
connotations that many literary prose works have tried to deal with in various ways.

In keeping with the model of most Biblical narrative texts, the emerging prose lit-
erature was strongly linked to historiography. This was also the case with Old Czech 
production, which included translations of ancient histories, such as in the Trojan 
Chronicle and Alexander, as well as the creation of new local histories, such as Bruncvík 
and Štilfríd, and translations of community, family, and even exemplary histories 
(among which, the novel Griselda, for example). As Jaroslav Kolár has noted, these 
variations on Biblical and ‘national’ histories, for example, were directly linked to 
the creation of new apocrypha (Kolár 1983, p. 12). Since the narrated matter was pre-
sented as coming from another source (i.e. not invented by the authors themselves), 
prose narratives usually sought an adequate relationship between past and present 
(this is also true for prose adaptations of verse fiction, see Cooper 1997). It is not nec-
essarily originality or explicit consolation that is sought in medieval narrative prose, 
but the continuously renewed effort to justify the present with respect to the past.

For the poetics of 14th- and 15th-century vernacular narrative prose, two features 
are implied by these roughly sketched tendencies. First, in works that raise such expec-
tations, there is a strong tendency to indicate that the narration is not wholly objective: 
the mortal and sinful human voice creeps back into the prose through other channels. 
Second, the credibility of the narration very often relies on the fragile materiality and 
historicity of its vehicles. Typically, it operates by overlaying sources of information 
and mentioning or illustrating their ephemerality (as notoriously emphasized, for ex-
ample, in the Trojan Chronicle). Among the techniques common in these ‘text networks’ 
(transformable compositions without authors and narrators, conceived as if acting by 
themselves, Selden 2009) we may also include the insertion of quotations from stone 
or monumental inscriptions, entire letters, etc. (Kolár 1983, p. 18).

Taking the Old Czech prose translation of the novel Alexander as an example, its 
ostentatious layering of textual sources is meaningfully linked to the fact that it pre-
vents the reader from identifying with any of its characters. The structure of the 
narrative was most likely conceived precisely to motivate the 15th-century Central 
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European reader to keep a great distance from all its protagonists. The novel does not 
hide the fact that the communication between the characters had to be translated 
and filtered several times before it was included in the final text. The conquest of 
the world by a haughty pagan and his encounters with diverse cultures illustrates the 
potential of misunderstanding and ignorance. Here, the complex form corresponds 
with the critical nature of its meaning: as with other medieval ‘ancient novels’, Alex-
ander maps various forms of non-Christian ‘otherness’, indirectly provoking inner 
turmoil in the confrontation with ‘alien’ or misinterpreted ‘truths’.

The ideal world, as presented in Alexander, is the one most distant in space and 
culture, about which all knowledge is the most mediated: the blissful community 
of Indian Brahmins, which Jaroslav Kolár refers to as an ‘anti-world’ that serves to 
reveal Alexander’s pride (Kolár 1983, pp. 17–18). The communication between the Ori-
ental monotheists and the polytheist Alexander takes place exclusively in letters (just 
as Alexander communicates with Aristotle — indeed, the novel as a whole ends by 
quoting a letter to Alexander from the Jew Mardocheus, again trying in vain to con-
vince the hero of the virtues of monotheism). The ‘alien’ is presented in this novel 
as a ‘displaced self ’, insofar as the ideals of the New Testament are projected in Ori-
entalist manner into an obscurely mediated exotic and pre-Christian world, and the 
model sinner is represented, in turn, as an ancient pagan whose skills, learning, and 
wisdom might otherwise provide a model for the reader (Šorm 2022).

There is no consensus in literary history on what to expect from such texts. Did 
they primarily stand for historical representations of past events, or ethical devices 
designed to somehow ‘move’ the reader? In the context of Czech literary studies, one 
of the first scholars to raise the issue of the function of medieval prose narratives 
was Jan Vilikovský (1948). So long as this issue had to do with prose apocrypha and 
legends, it did not provoke much controversy. This is not the case with the novels 
discussed in this study, however, and with attempts to characterize or assess their lit-
erary historical significance. Jaroslav Kolár tried to transcend the dysfunctional and 
anachronistic opposition of religious and secular prose with a new category — ‘enter-
taining’ — or alternatively by labelling these texts as ‘entertainingly edifying’ (Kolár 
1983, p. 10). Yet it seems that instead of entertainment or amusement (even if in an 
exemplary way, whether with unspoken or explicit morality attached), these texts 
offered an opportunity for something more dynamic and powerful, such as criticism, 
provocation, or self-affirmation. I will now turn in more detail to two other examples 
of what ‘entertaining’ medieval prose has to tell us precisely about the connection be-
tween text as a material medium (a fragile sign) and its meanings — how it addresses 
the relationship between writing and voice, unstable corporeality and veracity.

THE MISLEADING CODES OF EMBEDDED RIDDLES

The novel O Apolónovi (‘Apollonius of Tyre’) would be an obvious choice for the study 
of the poetics of prose through the traditional negative prism — its narrative, lacking 
a narrator, is repeatedly confronted with short quasi-lyrical riddles in verse. Similar 
to the prose work Alexander, however, O Apolónovi is set at a significant distance from 
the existing world-order of the medieval readership. As Jaroslav Kolár has noted, 
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from the perspective of ethical reading, O Apolónovi is particularly exceptional be-
cause its narrative of ancient pagan heroines and heroes was neither ‘Christianized’ 
nor, in the manner of Alexander at least, confrontationally monotheized (Kolár 1983, 
p. 11). Although the story deals with the region of Paul the Apostle’s travels in the east-
ern Mediterranean and the time of Old Testament-era Seleucid Syria, the narration 
does not draw on its connections to the Biblical setting.

Among the main themes are the desire for knowledge, self-discipline, and efforts 
to prevent incest. In the enigmatic context provided by the composition of the novel, 
the protagonist’s painstaking evasion of incestuous behaviour offers itself as a meta-
phorical celebration of creative literary translation (in addition to the obvious moral 
interpretations). However the fate of Apollonius’ family, juxtaposed to that of the 
incestuous family of Antiochus (similarly to the way the prose narrative is contrasted 
with ritualistic verse enigmas), may also be understood as the representation of 
a quest for alien resources and desirable erosion of limited identities in a cosmopoli-
tan empire. According to Apollonius’ well educated daughter Tharsia, knowledge of 
misfortune strengthens the human mind (O Apolónovi, p. 197, l. 31–33). It appears that 
the novel would be attempting to effectuate this stoic sentence, helping to mentally 
strengthen the reader, to make the reader resistant to despair, by identifying with the 
hardship experienced by Apollonius’ family. Compared to its Middle Latin source, the 
Old Czech adaptation emphasizes pathos and emotionality (Archibald 1991, p. 198), 
yet the narrative remains oriented towards the acquisition of wisdom, and directs its 
focus on the interpretation of an encrypted story. Thanks to its mirroring in riddles 
and elaborate use of dramatic irony (the uneven distribution of information among 
characters and readers), the novel expresses the pursuit of knowledge in both con-
tent and form.

The relation between the text, what preceded it (written sources on ancient 
events) and what is to follow (the reader’s reaction) is also comprehensively repre-
sented. By way of overlaying quotations, internal and dramatic monologues or apos-
trophes, and even the aforementioned verse riddles, the narration illustrates how 
a text embedded in another text redirects attention from the story to its medium. The 
collision of different textual sources, of monologues by its protagonists, and of the 
narrative voice itself is particularly striking. At times, the narration questions the 
historical textual authorities (O Apolónovi, p. 181, l. 1–10). At others, it draws on other 
books for confirmation (ibid., p. 183). In yet other cases, the narration is conceived in 
a relation synonymous to action (ibid., p. 192, l. 6–9 and 195, l. 32–34), or shows how 
what is said can be written down and become a new book (ibid., p. 195, l. 3). Recalling 
each protagonist according to their merits, it demonstrates that the relationship be-
tween memory and its vehicles, between sign and meaning, might be misinterpreted, 
especially by sinners. Most iconically, using the metaphorical interplay between text 
and textile (ibid., p. 182), the narration proves the opposite of what Antiochus, the 
rapist, has strived to demonstrate. It ensures that his crimes will not be forgotten, and 
also presents him as a failing hermeneutist. By contrast, it gives credit to his victim, 
who conceals her name from the reader for fear of tarnishing her family’s memory. 
The names that are recorded in the novel systematically reveal nothing about their 
bearers — all that is certain is that the tyrant Antiochus, who sought to stabilize the 
relationship between signs and their meaning, was completely rejected by both na-
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ture and society. Similarly, the opening sequences of narration create the impression 
that they contradict the testimony of other texts, while the novel as a whole subverts 
the intent of the tyrant’s efforts. As readers, we get the impression that the alleged 
original historical record may possibly have been about Antiochus, and only this new, 
better informed narration has decided to shift its focus to Apollonius, who recognized 
the crimes of the Antiochian tyrant. In this way, the narrative not only depicts but 
also delivers justice (for a detailed argument, see Šorm 2024).

As for the riddles, the provocatively obscure and dissatisfactory relationship be-
tween them and the narrative into which they are inserted seems to lead the reader 
to reflect on the connections between the story and his own situation. For example, 
in the manuscript from the Třeboň archives (A 18, fol. 319r), a red underlining high-
lights the quotation of the introductory riddle posed by Antiochus to Apollonius. 
Distinguished both visually and stylistically, the riddles are thus employed to attract 
significant attention — yet they have no impact whatsoever on the evolution of the 
plot. Rather, they give the impression of a system — in this way adding to the illu-
sion that the text, or at least some of its parts, presents a code — only to subsequently 
disrupt the reader’s expectations. Each riddle then confronts the reader with a ques-
tion: does it refer to the identity of the protagonist? To the plot? While this impression 
is reinforced by the structure of the introductory part of the novel (the first riddle 
outlines the opening situation of the story and allows identification of the criminal 
and his family relationships), it is disrupted in the conclusion. After the hardships 
and adventures presented in the course of the novel, Apollonius no longer has an 
interest in connecting verses with prosaic reality. Therefore he does not make use of 
the mirror (re)presented in the last riddle as an opportunity for self-knowledge, nor 
for identifying his daughter (O Apolónovi, p. 200). Apollonius and Tharsia recognise 
each other in a literally ‘prosaic’ way, a tired man striking an alleged prostitute who 
in turn bursts into tears and complains about the tragedy of her fate. Only from this 
will Apollonius understand that she is his daughter (for the originality of the final 
sequence of riddles in the Old Czech version, see Vidmanová 1984).

It is thanks to these contrasts that the reader finds out that the connections of-
fered are only illusory, and that the signs serve systematically in a non-intuitive way. 
The novel thus thematizes the limits of its narrative power. A possible harmonization 
of the conflicts between verse and prose, similarity and affinity, speech, books, and 
action, is associated with stepping out of the symbolic order of words into a physi-
cal sphere governed by the imperative to self-discipline and appropriate expressions 
of emotion, in accordance with the wisdom which Tharsia and Apollonius aspire to 
possess. On the other hand, the Christian interpretation (which is not expressed) 
would then make it possible to distinguish between the beneficial and harmful mani-
festation of emotions, in particular tears of repentance versus tears of despair. With 
its riddles, the narration shows various approaches to understanding the connec-
tion between symbolic similarity and physical kinship. The final integration of the 
metaphorical and metonymic figurative modes, disconnected in the plot following 
Apollonius’ answer to Antiochus’ riddle, is linked to the narrated reintegration of 
Apollonius’ family. At the reunion of Apollonius with his wife, the protagonists de-
scribe the previous history as a mere ‘dream’ that did not take place in the ‘apparent 
reality’ (O Apolónovi, p. 202). The characters distance themselves from their adven-
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tures as if from fiction, concentrating on the life to come, which no parahistorical 
narration need convey. This might also be seen as an expression of a specific way of 
conveying a moral lesson — words are used to push the characters and the readers to 
consciously step out of the text (in the metaphor of waking up from a dream), and to 
take control of their own speech and bodies.

NARRATIVE COMMENTARIES ON EXEMPLARITY

The poetics of the novel Griselda, including its provocative character, has a surprising 
amount in common with Apollonius. The novels were copied together in a manuscript 
in the Czech National Museum Library, sg. II F 8, and both were popular in various 
versions almost throughout late medieval and early modern Europe — it is only dur-
ing the 19th century that it lost its appeal and, as the words of the first modern editor 
of Griselda suggest, came to be seen as excessively strange, even ‘repulsive’ (Polívka 
1889, p. 3). Crucially for its poetics, it presents concealment, unspokenness, and dis-
guise as virtues to be imitated. Griselda, like Apollonius, puts forward fictional horrors 
(including the evocation of incest) as a test of one’s self-control and mental stabil-
ity, in its depiction of the protagonist’s control over the body, over the expression of 
emotions, and over words (one of the surviving epilogues even identifies the moral of 
this quasi-exemplary story as opposed to ‘grumbling’; ibid., p. 572). This is consistent 
with the heroine’s virtue being primarily her concealment of thoughts and feelings.

In one of the surviving copies — the one that tends least clearly to capture the nov-
el’s exemplary character (National Museum Library, sg. II F 8) —, much is made of the 
unattainability or fictional nature of the heroine as role model. A story about a woman 
so unlikely to be found in the real world has been presented as an ‘example’ for mar-
ried persons: ‘This has been written in order to provide an example not only to other 
women, but also to men, in order to be faithful to their spouses — if one could ever find 
a woman distinguished by such devotedness and patience in such hard troubles. Amen’ 
(Valter a Grizelda, p. 340–341). In the character of Griselda, who agrees to the murder 
of her own children (as well as being humiliated, disguised, and compelled to give her 
consent to divorce), we see the virtue of patience taken to its most unlikely extremes. 
Indeed, identifying her actions with any virtue worthy of imitation was as difficult 
in the 15th century as it is today, leading to the conclusion that the figure of Griselda 
personifies the capacity for self-denial, and naturalizes the idea that virtuous people 
normally feel something other than what they communicate and display.

The ambiguity of the Old Czech Griselda is a product of translation — the text is 
based on Petrarch’s Latin reworking of the novel by Boccaccio. While Petrarch sought 
to provoke shattering emotions in the interest of cultivating the reader’s virtues (Zak 
2010, p. 156–157), he also sought to clarify Boccaccio’s version by spiritually rebrand-
ing it and stabilizing it as a religious exemplum (the marital relationship between 
Griselda and Walter is, according to Petrarch, a relationship between the human soul 
and God; Wallace 2009b, p. 323, see also idem 2009a and Lorenzini 2019–2020). In two 

2	 Originally in the library of the monastery of the Knights of the Red Cross, sg. XXII A 4, 
now in the National Library of the Czech Republic, sg. LV D 1.
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of the three extant versions of the Old Czech translation, this unambiguous interpre-
tation is also attached, but usually in the vernacular rendering these fragile signs of 
Petrarch’s were broken again.3 In the version of the manuscript held at the National 
Museum, sg. II F 8, we find no mention of the spiritual parable. (Nor is it connected 
to the discipline of women and wives as we find in another manuscript which, apart 
from a more elaborate spiritually-didactic explanation, also provides a contrasting 
diptych of two texts, the good Griselda and evil Briselda; on this see Petříková 2023). 
Doubts about the meaning of the narrative, characteristic of the discordant con-
clusion of Boccaccio’s Decameron, thus return (for a broader and critical discussion 
see Špička 2013). It was also linked to a greater inclusivity, as we see in the epilogue 
quoted above. In contrast to Petrarch’s masculine and elitist humanist framing, the 
Old Czech novel is explicitly open to both women and men in its attempt to serve as 
an example in the world of its readers.

The fictional aspect of the novel is underlined by its suppression of the histori-
cal dimension. The story is no longer set in the landscape of Saluzzo — the descrip-
tion of which serves in Petrarch’s tale as an introduction (this seems similar to the 
adaptation strategy applied by Chaucer, see Wallace 2009b, p. 327). The motivation 
for seeking a bride and thus for the continuity of good government gives way in the 
course of the narration to a concern with testing the wife’s virtues, which thwarts 
the upbringing of Walter’s offspring. Griselda’s origin is that of a shepherdess, and 
the subsequent elaboration of pastoral motifs in the binary structure of decadent 
court and unspoiled rural poverty also functions as a topical signal invoking a con-
tract between author and reader (it is therefore fitting to apply also the tools used 
for analyzing early modern bucolic literature; cf. Iser 1993, p. 22–86; for the context 
in Boccaccio’s and Petrarch’s writings see Chauvin 2019). The environmentally deter-
mined attributes of virtue are put into an irresolvable conflict: thanks to her humble 
origins, Griselda is endowed with such ‘nobility’ that it appears to the courtiers as if 
she was brought up at the imperial court (Valter a Grizelda, p. 336). The fictional divide 
between the lived and imaginary worlds is also highlighted by the dysfunctionality 
of the recommended moral interpretations, as well as by the limits of other modes of 
reading, whether literal/historical, typological, or anagogical.

In the opening conversation about the choice of a bride, Walter expresses his be-
lief that God’s will and nurturing role are more important than one’s lineage (ibid., 
p. 335), but then he does almost everything in his power to prove otherwise, and to 
confirm the stereotype that courtly society is inevitably corrupt, while poor country 
folk are pure and virtuous. Instead of enriching the moral bearing of the ruling fam-
ily, the mother’s simple origins spark alienation between parents and children, and 
reinforce their spoilt courtly upbringing. Griselda’s husband tells untruths to such 
an extent that, as concerns the narrative, the plot is actually his creation (on this in 
Petrarch’s text, see Wallace 2009b, p. 328). Right up until the end, the unclear motiva-
tions of Walter’s cruel lies defy narrative logic and strongly evoke narratorial arbi-
trariness. He is forced to marry and thus (?) abuses his wife (whom he chose himself), 
which he then falsely justifies by claiming that the courtiers do not approve of her. He 

3	 A similar process has also been observed in other vernacularised adaptations, see e.g. Loba 
2018.
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must marry in order to produce offspring, but he hides his children from the people 
and from Griselda in a complicated effort to verify that she is a suitable mother for 
them. The trials end when the children reach adulthood, as it becomes apparent that 
they, torn from their mother, did not receive her virtues: while Walter and Griselda 
are both characterized by an embodiment of a harmonious beauty and wisdom, their 
son is described only as ‘handsome’ and their daughter only as ‘beautiful’ (Valter 
a Grizelda, p. 338). The plot of this ‘patriarchal fantasy pushed to the extreme’ (Rüegg 
2019, p. 7) solves a manifestly fictional problem by creating new fictional problems. 
The important thing, however, is that these cause real suffering in the meantime — to 
the characters, at the diegetic level, and to empathetic readers.

The poetics of this narration is related to the radical narrativization of the self-
reducing authorial topics, in which the narrator declares his creation to be a task 
of necessity, an involuntary writing ‘by command’ (Curtius 1990, p. 85). Once read-
ers focus on following any coherent system of signs, they notice that the trials to 
which Walter subjects Griselda are only fictional self-purposes, serving the very aim 
of constructing the exemplum. This exemplum, however, is presented by way of an 
example that would be impossible to follow. Its meaning is therefore indicated — as 
in Apollonius — outside the text. The moral of the novel is that what is important is 
sometimes neither written nor said, and also that the stated interpretation of the 
exemplum may rather obscure the lesson.

Given the warning by Jiří Špička concerning the interpretation of Griselda, it 
should be stated that it is indeed not necessary in this case to speak directly of a cri-
tique of exemplarity (Špička 2013). Griselda is a literarily ambitious exemplum, com-
menting on its own textual nature and exploring the possibilities of fictional prose 
and the means of learning from a fictional narration. Shifting the focus from the 
narrative (about virtuous people who, above all, successfully conceal what they are 
feeling) to the structure and nature of the novel, it asks in consequence whether it 
is not a quality of a text that it elaborately uses words to conceal its message. The ex-
plicit instruction of a false exemplum is apparently dysfunctional, making the text 
an enigma that invites us to search for a more adequate interpretation.

In Wolfgang Iser’s analysis of literary bucolics, narrative commentary is under-
stood as an important modifier concerning reception of a common motif. In some 
illustrative cases like in The Shepheardes Calender by Edmund Spenser (1579), ‘what 
is said, instead of merely meaning something else, actually serves to conceal what is 
meant’ (Iser 1993, p. 36). Late medieval vernacular adaptations of Petrarch’s experi-
ment take part in this ironic Virgilian tradition. While Jiří Koten has recently seen 
potential for a narrative clarification in the epilogue of Griselda (Koten 2020, p. 73), 
it might be argued that the potential here is rather provocative. Instead of clarify-
ing, it rhetorically amplifies the tensions expressed in the narrative, thematizing the 
limited possibilities of an instructive message in confronting a story and a heroine 
that completely transcend ordinary experience. The poetics of prose here consists in 
the fact that the narration as a whole actually imitates the protagonists in subjection 
and self-denial. It avoids explicit and definitive formulation and tries to articulate 
something — presumably about faith and humility — that does not lend itself to any 
satisfactory articulation.

OPEN
ACCESS



martin šorm� 41

*  *  *

It can be assumed that the poetics of prose novels such as Griselda or Apollonius sought 
to stir a strong emotional response. This effect is due in part to the fact that the narra-
tion does not sufficiently moderate between the various elements of which the prose 
is composed, nor does it unify the ostensible intentions behind them. As in Alexander 
or the Trojan Chronicle, this tends to shift attention from the narrative to the formal 
composition itself, which in turn compels the reader to question the expressed mean-
ings and proposed solutions. The narration partially reveals the intentions and secret 
feelings and thoughts of the individual characters to the readers (as opposed to the 
characters themselves). Heroines such as Griselda (or, to a lesser extent, Tharsia) are 
presented as role models who react to tense situations in a quiet and resigned man-
ner. The lesson can thus be tested in the actual time of reading. While the reader may 
feel pity for the individual fate of the tried mother and her children, the narration 
also depicts the possibility of overcoming grief through faith in an unarticulated pur-
pose, and the power of the mind. This in turn leads the reader to the idea of obedience 
to the divine order. With regard to the introductory remarks about common con-
structions of the dialectically self-conscious ‘modern subject’ through its naïve depic-
tion under the ‘pre-modern regime’, what is important is that the medieval narration 
preserves both these possibilities. Griselda and Apollonius are ironic in their tendency 
to present the figurative tools in their propensity to hide more than they reveal.

One possible conclusion that may be drawn from the foregoing analysis is that 
the performative effect of the novels may have led primarily to the readers’ imitation 
of what is so powerfully portrayed in Griselda — the formation of an inner space of 
secret thoughts and repressed feelings. By ostensibly rejecting the formal embellish-
ment of human misfortunes, by implicitly criticizing its own apparent lack of limits 
and finite possibilities of neutral reference, the artistic prosaic form presented self-
control in the face of the unstable profane world as a desirable virtue. On the literary 
level, this refers to poetic sophistication in the composition of individual historical 
testimonies and textual sources, while on the level of ethics it promotes the conceal-
ment of regrets, wrongs, and remorse deep in the ‘heart’.

In a vernacular novel of this kind, the element of literary translation (from one 
language to another) was less explicitly or metaphorically thematized than the pro-
cess of adaptation and adjustment (from a supposed one-sidedness to multiple — or 
mode adequate — perspectives). Parahistorical prose works like the Old Czech Apol-
lonius demonstrate that each of their textual components were produced with a dif-
ferent motivation. All of these were usually — like the disturbing ‘paramoralizing’ 
epilogue attached to the exemplum in Griselda — contextually presented as histori-
cally conditioned and limited. They were put forward as creations of sinful individu-
als, and thus they drew limits to their validity. The historical function of these prose 
novels, then, does not seem to be to entertain or explicitly instruct the reader (nor, of 
course, to realistically portray the inner world of the protagonists), but to help read-
ers achieve a steady mind.
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