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Things do not begin to live except in the middle.

--G ille s  De le uz e , Dialogues

A Land of Unlikeness

The  Eng lis h nove l The Go-Between (19 53) be g ins  a tale  of me mory and los s  with two s e nte nce s  a his torian
could love : "The  pas t is  a fore ig n country. The y do thing s  di<e re ntly the re ."  The  nove l's  narrator s hould
know: he  is  a librarian, s ome one  who, as  the  me mory g hos t of his  twe lve -ye ar-old s e lf will re mind him,
s pe nds  his  days  catalog uing  the  re lics  of the  book-pas t. And many who now live  with the  pas t for a living
mig ht nod in re cog nition: the  me taphor s lips  on comfortably, like  a we ll-worn s hoe . The  pas t can fe e l like  a
place  as  much as  it doe s  a time --a foreign place , outs ide  the  doors  of the  familiar, be yond the  g ate  and the
g ate ke e pe rs  of the  now.

Es pe cially be yond the  pale  is  the  Middle  Ag e s , de finitional whipping  boy for g e ne rations  of c itiz e ns  of the
pre s e nt who have  ne e de d an "all-purpos e  alte rnative " ag ains t which to  de fine  the ms e lve s .  The  di<e re nce
of me die val doing  is  e mbe dde d alre ady in the  name s  we  s till g ive  the  time : the  "Middle  Ag e s " make s
pare nthe tical de ath of the  inte rval be twe e n Clas s ical life  and its  humanis t "re birth." "Pre mode rn" g ive s  life
only in anticipation of the  mode rn, dire cting  the  pe riod toward a te los  of re cog niz ability in the  now that the
pre mode rn, as  s uch, will always  fail to  s atis fy.

The  Middle  Ag e s  we re  inve nte d to  be  a fore ig n country.  The  indig e nous  pe ople s  are  de ad, and the y didn't
e ve n know the y we re  me die val--the y thoug ht the y we re  living  in mode rn time s . The y thoug ht it was  now:
"The re  is  no othe r ag e  than ours ," Raymond de  l'Aire  of Tig nac told the  inquis itors  nos ing  for he re s y in his
town around 1320 .  [End P a g e  5 4 7 ]

But this is  "now," and the re  are  e le me nts  about the  "Middle  Ag e s " that fe e l fore ig n--fore ig n in this  mode rn,
pos tmode rn, or maybe  e ve n pos t-pos tmode rn land we  s till call "now." Eve ryone  who has  e ve r re ad a
me die val book cold or taug ht one  to  cold unde rg raduate s  has  fe lt this  fore ig nne s s  intimate ly in his  or he r
s udde nly awkward fle s h. All thos e  quotations , all that Catholicis m, all thos e  arg ume nts  and
counte rarg ume nts ; not to  me ntion thos e  old words , we ird ve rb forms , e rratic  s pe lling , and all that damn
Latin.

The re 's  no que s tion that the  Middle  Ag e s  is  an othe r, pe rhaps  e ve n a fore ig n place , s ome place , as  the
e tymolog y indicate s , be yond our own doors  (from for¯is "out of doors , outs ide "). What are  we  doing  whe n
we  g o the re ?  What happe ns  to  "he re " and "the re " whe n we  g o?  The  que s tion is n't whe the r me die val pe ople
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did thing s  di<e re ntly than we  do now; the  que s tion is  what we  as  putative  nonme die vals  are  g oing  to  do with
the  di<e re nce . What s torie s  do we  te ll ours e lve s  about it?  What do the y do to  and for us ?

Whe n me die valis ts  talk about me die val othe rne s s , it can fe e l like  a s lap in the  face ; it can fe e l like  a come -
on; it can of cours e  be  both at once . Take , for e xample , Paul Z umthor's  monume ntal Essai de poétique
médiévale. Publis he d in 19 72, the  Essai s e t me die val poe try in dialog ue  with what was  the n hig h lite rary
the ory. The  dialog ue  made  the  fore ig nne s s  of me die val poe try acce s s ible  to  a mid-19 80 s  g raduate  s tude nt
like  me ; it taug ht me  that me die val te xts  could be  active  participants  in the  the ore tical dis cus s ions  I was
le arning  to  have  with frie nds , profe s s ors , and te xts . Re turning  to  the  Essai (publis he d in Eng lis h in 19 9 2 as
Toward a Medieval Poetics) now with the  the ory-midwife d births  of "Ne w Philolog y" and "Ne w Me die valis m" in
the  pas t, I was  s urpris e d to  find that this  te xt that I thoug ht bridg e d te mporal g aps  be g ins  by blowing  up
more  bridg e s  than it builds . "We  are  cut o< from the  Middle  Ag e s  by a divide  that we  s hould not atte mpt to
ig nore , but that we  s hould rathe r s e e  as ...
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