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The Repentant Abelard: Family, Gender, and Ethics in Peter Abelard’s Carmen ad

Astralabium and Planctus. By Juanita Feros Ruys. New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2014. Pp. xvi, 355. $110.00.

Juanita Feros Ruys, in her recent critical edition of Abelard’s Carmen ad
Astralabium and his Planctus, offers a substantial and incredibly important
contribution not only to scholarship on Abelard, but also scholarship on
twelfth-century gender and poetics. The scope of Ruys’ project is clear from
the start. Not only does she offer the first full English translation of Abelard’s
Carmen and the first English translation of all six Planctus as a complete set in
one text, but she also provides a critical analysis that is closer to a scholarl
monograph in its own right than a critical introduction to her translations.

In her introduction, Ruys sets forth her overall thesis, and the source of
her title, The Repentant Abelard. While acknowledging that these texts were
lightly read and studied due in part to the lack of translations, she identifies
her guiding claim as one that would establish the mid-1130s as a time when
Abelard’s thinking shifted and he became more repentant—not the sort of
monastic repentance that he demonstrated following his castration, but

rather a time when “Abelard came to realize, largely prompted by Heloise’s
allusive references to this in her writings to him, the losses he had sustained
in distancing himself so effectively from his wife and son” ( 1-2). Rhetorically,
Ruys notes a shift in Abelard’s tone, away from the “brash, defiant, and
defensive tone that marked [his] Historia” and towards a darker, more
philosophical and moralistic tone in the Carmen and the Planctus that was
intended for his wife and son. Ruys claims that this shift in philosophy, style,
and audience was one wherein an older Abelard, aware of his own mortality,
was transitioning from the man of the correspondence, who saw family as “a
burden tobe leftbehind” in devotion to spirituality, to the man who wrote the
Carmen and the Planctus, which depict “complex considerations of family”
(4). In pursuing this larger claim, Ruys makes several compelling structural
and thematic arguments about both texts, all in addition to her valuable
translation work.
The translations themselves demonstrate an impressive focus on detail.
Ruys provides here both the Latin and her English translation of each text,
retaining metrical formatting wherenecessary and, following Abelard, striving
to be simple and direct in her translation. The Latin versions of the text are
thoroughly marked with marginal notes, and while the English translations
are not notated quite as thoroughly within the text, both the Carmen and the
Planctus are each supplemented with extensive end notes, which are curiously
placed as separate chapters—chapter five and eight respectively. These “note
chapters” are exceptionally thorough, with the notes on the Carmen being the
longest chapter in the book at seventy three pages. In this supplementary
material, Ruys does far more than addressing issues of Latin grammar,
vocabulary and syntax—though she does do that—she also links the texts to
ongoing debates in Abelardian scholarship while simultaneously connecting
the text of the Carmen and the Planctus to Abelard’s other texts and themes,
Several of her notes, including one that links the Carmen to Abelard’s use of
military /battle imagery as a metaphor for pedagogy in his Historia (217),
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Abelard wrote the Planctus primarily as a gift for Heloise, addressing many
of the topics that most concerned her in their correspondence. The argument
in this chapter did not seem quite as focused as her earlier chapter on the
Carmen. Atvarious points, Ruysused the Planctus to make argumentsranging
fromtheintended narrative order of the series of sixlaments torepresentations
of gender and religious sacrifice and aspects of Abelard’s philosophy—
specifically his positions on the lack of earthly consolation, the flaws of
temporal justice, and his position on friendship. The most compelling
arguments in this chapter deal with gendered voicing and homosociality,
which primarily focused on two of the Planctus, the Planctus uirginum and the
Planctus Dauid super Saul et Ionatha. In the former, Ruys explores the masculine
voice used by Jephthah’s daughter and her corresponding feminization of her
father, while in the latter, Ruys argues that David’s lament over Jonathan
represented the kind of gender-absent and sexless love ideal that could serve
as a future model for Abelard and Heloise's relationship (71). Highlighting
the varied theses of this chapter, Ruys closes with four mini-studies based on
the Planctus.
While the importance of this text cannot be underestimated, there were
several minor criticisms. The first is perhaps a personal preference, but the
translations were in separate chapters rather than the more conventional
facing page format. Considering the importance Ruys placed on using her
translation to focus attention on the Latin, it was a bit surprising that the
translation was arranged in this way. Another concern is that this text seems
to have too many interests. The apparent lack of focus in the Planctus analysis
chapter mentioned above runs through several sections of this book. To be
fair, the concern here is not that the arguments are flawed or uninteresting—
just the opposite. Ruys has so many interesting readings that some of them
end up unexplored. For example, in her introduction, Ruys suggests that
Abelard, “as both a biological father and a castrated monk” may have
possessed “a unique personal insight into and relationship with” the
contemporary gender ambiguity of the portrayal of Christ as mother (4). Ruys
spent just one introductory paragraph on the topic, and it seems to contain so
much more potential for analysis, particularly considering her treatment of
gender representation in the Planctus chapter. In a similar vein, the last few
pages of the chapter on the Planctus offer a short reading of the homoeroticism
in the Planctus Dauid super Saul et Ionatha. Ruys opens with a dismissal of such
a homoerotic reading in order to claim that Abelard intentionally suggested
such moments of homoeroticism only to retreat from them, thereby isolating
eroticism fromany kind of gendered labeling (90). The concept was fascinating,
but her exploration felt a bit too rushed, tucked into the end of a larger
chapter.

The third potential concern is the fact that the guiding thesis, the thesis
that gave the text its title, seemed at times to be incidental. In her conclusion
to her analysis of the Carmen, for example, Ruys returns to her larger thesis
that these two texts represented Abelard’s return to a focus on his family. She
states that the Carmen was “something of a family affair: the combined
thought of Astralabe’s parents powerfully summarized by Abelard in a
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Personalia: Articles

EVANS, ROBERT C.,is L B. Young Professor of English at Auburn
University at Montgomery. He earned his Ph.D. from Princeton University
in 1984. In 1982 he began teaching at AUM, where he has been named
Distinguished Research Professor, Distinguished Teaching Professor, and
University Alumni Professor. External awards include fellowships from the
American Council of Learned Societies, the American Philosophical Society,
the National Endowment for the Humanities, the UCLA Center for Medieval
and Renaissance Studies, and the Folger, Huntington, and Newberry
Libraries. He is the author or editor of more than thirty books and of
humerous essays, including recent work on twentieth-century American
writers. Most recently he has edited, and contributed to, a volume of essays
titled Short Fiction of Flannery O’Connor.

HILLIER, RUSSELL M., is Associate Professor of English at Providence
College, Rhode Island. He is the author of Milton’s Messiah (Oxford University
Press, 2011) and Morality in Cormac McCarthy’s Fiction: Souls at Hazard
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2017). He has published numerous articles in scholarly
journals on William Shakespeare, John Milton, John Donne, George Herbert,
John Bunyan, Samuel Taylor Colerid ge, John Keats, Fyodor Dostoevsky, and
Cormac McCarthy.

SCHERR, ARTHUR, teaches history at the City University of New York.
He has published numerous works on diverse aspects of Thomas Jefferson’s
political and religious life and thought, including the monographs Thomas
Jefferson’s Haitian Policy: Myths and Realities (Lanham, Md., 2011) and the
forthcoming Thomas Jefferson’s Image of New England: Nationalism versus
Sectionalism in the Young Republic (Jefferson, N.C.). Concerning Jefferson’s
views on religious freedom and its connection with political and religious
morality, Scherr has published “Thomas Jefferson versus the Historians:
Christianity, Atheistic Morality, and the Afterlife,” Church History 83, no. 1
(March 2014): 60-109, and “Thomas Jefferson, Virginia’s 1776 Constitution,
and the Clergy’s Political Role: A Reappraisal,” Journal of Church and State,
currently available online in that journal’s “Advance Access” section.
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