
= Rebecca Courtier interviews Anna Chacko 
  
Rebecca Courtier is a PhD candidate in the French department (Faculty of Modern and Medieval 
Languages and Linguistics, University of Cambridge). Her research looks at marginal and migrant figures 
in medieval and modern-day Francophone literatures. Rebecca is one of the convenors of the Cambridge 
Medieval Literature & Culture Seminar (“CamMedSem”), a departmental seminar associated with the 
French section of MMLL. 
  
Anna Chacko is a PhD candidate in the Anglo-Saxon, Norse and Celtic department at the University of 
Cambridge. Her research focusses on self-conscious style in medieval Irish narrative texts. As part of this 
investigation, she compares medieval Irish narrative strategies and themes to some parallel 
developments in the context of medieval French romance.  She is interested in medieval literary theory, 
language theory and logical method, and in the roles of poet-protagonists in medieval narratives. 
  
The Cambridge Medieval Literature & Culture Seminar (“CamMedSem”) held its first 
student showcase for the academic year (2021-2022) on 18th November 2021. Doctoral 
students presented work for current research projects on Old French/Francophone 
texts. The aim of the showcase was to provide an open space to exchange ideas and 
friendly, constructive feedback, while giving medieval-minded researchers the chance 
to come together (physically and virtually) in this hybrid event during the ongoing 
COVID-19 pandemic. 
  
Rebecca (Bex) Courtier, one of the seminar’s convenors, sat down with PhD candidate, 
Anna Chacko, to discuss her research and reflect upon her experience at the student 
showcase. 
  
RC: Thanks for taking the time to talk to us, Anna. To begin, I wonder if you could tell us 
some more about your PhD research? 
  
AC: Thank you so much for inviting me to do this interview. My research focusses 
primarily on medieval Irish material. I am looking at self-conscious style in certain Irish 
texts centring on poet-protagonists, composed between (circa) the late eleventh / 
early twelfth and fourteenth centuries. My analysis is largely literary critical, examining 
the narrative effects of heightened self-consciousness and reflexive commentary 
within these texts, but I am also interested in drawing connections between this 
stylistic development and its dynamic intellectual context. I am thinking particularly 
about the ways these texts express engagement with contemporary debates on 
language theory and epistemological method. I am structuring my analysis of this 
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diachronic stylistic development in Ireland within a comparative framework, by 
considering a parallel development which has been more extensively investigated by 
scholars in the context of medieval French romance. Considering analogous narrative 
strategies and themes in the medieval French romance tradition has also allowed me 
to consider the Irish material in reference to its connections with broader European 
trends, rather than as isolated or cut off from the dramatic, even revolutionary, 
intellectual context of twelfth- to fourteenth-century medieval France, other parts of 
medieval Europe and the rest of the Western world.  

RC: This all sounds brilliant, Anna. Are you already seeing any clear comparisons (be it 
similarities or contrasts) across the contexts explored in your research? And, for the 
benefit of our CamMedSem audience, how do you see the developments in literary/
intellectual culture across the medieval period (12th-14th cs.), particularly in the area 
that we now know as France, as being ‘revolutionary’? 
  
AC: As I am interested in self-conscious and reflexive gestures in texts which highlight 
or comment on literary conventions, important contrasts relate to the different literary 
conventions respective to the two cultures. For example, in the context of medieval 
French romance, a conventionally overt narrating voice, combined with the protocol 
to open with an explicit declarative prologue and close with an epilogue, means that 
some features of reflexive commentary are explicit and routine. Comparatively, 
medieval Irish narratives generally deploy an unobtrusive narrative voice, and explicit 
prologues and epilogues are not routine. However, when placed side by side it is 
possible to see how Irish and French texts can achieve very similar destabilising effects 
and explore similar epistemological problems, by drawing attention to convention, 
even if these conventions are different. All the texts I am analysing are connected by 
allusions to didactic and pedagogic materials. I think they are all, also, linked by the 
ways they foreground ambiguity and incongruity. They each trouble the reader’s 
position in relation to the narrative in various ways, arguably forcing an awareness of 
the reader’s own interpretative assumptions. In each of the texts I have been 
considering, themes relating to the limitations of language, and the precise nature of 
its relationship to truth and knowledge, are explored.  
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By a ‘revolutionary’ literary and intellectual context, I am thinking of the dramatic 
developments during the period commonly termed ‘scholastic’. This period is 
characterised by philosophical and theological debate and changing pedagogic 
methods. It was also an important transitional era in the development of Western 
literary culture in vernacular languages, including Francophone. An increase in 
vernacular writing coincided with increasing textual production, provoked in part by 
the translation of Greek and Arabic texts, the literary reverberations of the Gregorian 
reform movement, the emergence of new centres of learning (the expansion of 
cathedral schools and the foundation of universities), the appearance of mendicant 
orders of friars advocating new methods of preaching and the beginnings of a 
commercial book production. The subsequent proliferation of texts, experimentation 
with new modes of writing and concurrent economic and societal changes provoked 
dynamic and rapid literary developments in vernacular writing in the area now 
designated ‘France’, in terms of styles, contents, themes and functions. 
  
There is significant evidence surviving which points to the vibrant literary and 
intellectual context in France, from philosophical treatises, to personal letters between 
scholars, to creative narrative material – Mary Franklin-Brown’s book, Reading the 
World, is an excellent place to start if anyone is interested in this topic. The situation is 
much more obscure in medieval Ireland. 

However, there are important signals that medieval Irish literati were engaged with the 
intellectual debates and changing pedagogic methods sweeping through Europe 
during this time, and there is evidence of the movement of scholars and exchange of 
texts between the were engaged with the intellectual debates and changing 
pedagogic methods sweeping through Europe during this time, and there is evidence 
of the movement of scholars and exchange of texts between the continent and 
Ireland. I hope that my comparative approach will contribute to arguments that 
medieval Irish literary and intellectual culture was going through some analogous 
transformations. 
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RC: Thank you so much, Anna, for these insights. It is exciting to see how these 
traditions are mutually illuminating in quite unexpected ways. To move into discussion 
of CamMedSem student showcase, then, how did your presentation relate to, or even 
depart from, your PhD research? Could you take us through the journey of how you 
arrived at the topic on which you presented, and then say a few words on your paper? 
  
AC: At the CamMedSem student showcase I gave a paper on convention and critique 
in the medieval French romance called Roman de Silence. I have been considering the 
methods by which Roman de Silence highlights certain literary and linguistic 
conventions and how, by doing so, it performs a reflexive critique of them by revealing 
their instability and manipulability.  
  
I arrived at this topic in a slightly circuitous way, but it has now become quite 
important to the direction my research is taking. I started looking at Roman de Silence 
because I perceived several parallels between certain narrative strategies and 
recurring images of poetic language in this text, and an Irish text called Tromdám 
Guaire (‘the Burdensome Company of Guaire’). Last year, I wrote a chapter of my thesis 
which compared approaches to literary and poetic conventions in Roman de Silence to 
Tromdám Guaire. Both texts zone in on images of abortive poetic expression, both 
vividly perform the limitations of language, and both draw the learned discourse of 
interpretation and critique into narrative. I gave an initial comparative talk on these 
themes at a workshop held by the French and Anglo-Saxon, Norse and Celtic 
departments (University of Cambridge), in September 2021. I was really pleased to be 
contacted by you and Emily Kate Price at CamMedSem regarding the student 
showcase, as it gave me a chance to take my analysis of Roman de Silence a bit further 
and to really concentrate on the French text. 

In my paper at the showcase, I discussed the ways Roman de Silence can be read as 
manipulating literary conventions pertaining both to romance, and to the more 
didactic discourse of verbal interpretation and glossing. I argued that it is by troubling 
the stability of literary and linguistic conventions that the text engages with quite a 
slippery, but also profound, linguistic and poetic critique. Finally, building on a recently 
published article by Venetia Bridges, I suggested that, through narrative means, 
Roman de Silence expresses a critique on scholastic critical methodologies, especially 
logical argument and disputation. 
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RC: What I found really interesting about your paper on the Roman de Silence was the 
discussion between the questions of ‘gender and genre’ (to draw on the late Simon 
Gaunt), and fluidity. Could you summarise your approach to these issues, and what do 
you think your reading of them in the Old French material can do for us as present-day 
readers of the Middle Ages? 
  
AC: Gender and genre are crucial to the ways this text explores the ambiguities and 
limitations inherent in language. Fluidity is a really good word to use, I think, because 
Roman de Silence constantly plays with boundaries by showing how certain 
conventional distinctions, such as those between genres and genders, are less stable 
than we might assume. For example, the central character in this text is born into an 
outwardly female body but is named ‘Scilentius’, the masculine form of the Latin word 
for silence, in an attempt by Silence’s father to shape his child’s perceived gender in 
society. Opting for the Latin rather than Old French form of the word, which does not 
alter for gender, shows how increased specificity of meaning renders the word more 
manipulable, and thus gives it a greater capacity for deception. The word ‘scilentius’ is 
understood as referring to someone masculine when used as a name because of 
conventional grammatical endings, not because the grammatical form of the word has 
a pre-existing, inherent connection to an abstract masculine concept. However, if the 
connection between words and things is severed by the propensity of language for 
deception, it is also interestingly re-forged at the same time: Silence is referred to by 
the narrator by means of both masculine and feminine pronouns; Silence’s upbringing 
and his / her exceptional ability in masculine pursuits, alongside the debates between 
the personified Nature and Nurture littering the text, all raise questions as to how 
naming affects the thing named, or whether some reciprocity between word and 
thing is positively engendered by the use of the word (nurture) despite the lack of a 
pre-existing link (nature). As Blake Gutt has noted, Silence can be read as offering a 
particular and unusual consideration of gender, where fluidity and ambiguity are 
crucial to the character’s sense of self and to the narrator’s presentation of (a shifting) 
him / her. Modern scholarly conclusions relating to the way this text considers gender 
are famously contradictory, and I wonder if this is partly because the text occupies 
itself with raising questions on these themes, rather than offering closed solutions. 
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Many insightful studies of this text have focussed on its perceived misogyny or, 
alternatively, its surprising feminism. I am not sure I am ready to enter that debate, 
but so far, I tend to read the text’s position on gender and genre as ambiguous, and 
possibly deliberately so. However, the unusual fluidity of gender and genre in this 
text is a reminder that we, as modern scholars, should not impose our own 
assumptions on medieval texts or try to smooth over apparent inconsistencies 
(which might emerge from our own expectations rather than from the text).  

As present-day readers of medieval texts, I think we should consider the possibility of 
irony, reflexivity, and self-criticism in texts. This approach can allow many instances of 
paradox and discontinuity to be read as meaningful and deliberate, and might offer 
further insights into how narrative authors approached their texts and their literary 
and poetic traditions.  

It will also contribute to further consideration of intellectual culture and its dynamics 
in the medieval world, especially relating to intersections between disciplines: the 
intricacies of language theory and scholastic method were thoughtfully considered 
by the authors of creative narrative texts as well as authors of philosophical treatises. 
This sense of a dynamic, heterogenous and intersecting intellectual culture is 
important to my research on medieval Irish material, and I hope that using the 
medieval French context as a comparative anchor will strengthen my argument that 
similar things were happening in Ireland.   

  
RC: This definitely gives us so much on which to reflect. Now, I’d like to hear some of 
your personal reflections on the showcase. What did you find helpful about sharing 
your work in this format? Is there anything that you might take forward from it for 
your research? 
  
AC: I found the showcase a hugely productive and positive experience. It was the first 
time that I shared my work in an arena in which the majority of the audience works 
on medieval French material. It was invaluable for me to gain focussed feedback on 
that side of my research from a specialised audience. 
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  I had some very useful feedback on my textual analysis, including a reference to the 
possible implications of the multiple meanings of the word glozer, ‘to gloss’ or ‘to 
envy’, which has already set me thinking about another aspect of my topic (that of 
the changing economic realities for professional poets, in Ireland and in France). I 
also absolutely loved François·e Charmaille’s paper, which touched on some similar 
issues as Roman de Silence and introduced me to material of which I was not aware. 
The more general conversation among the whole group about the nature of 
comparative study was also very thought-provoking. In medieval Irish studies, 
comparative work is still quite rare, and outside of so-called ‘Celtic’ studies, I think 
there is still a lingering impression of medieval Ireland as somewhat cut off from the 
rest of the world, despite evidence that this was not the case. I do not think that this 
impression is divorced from a modern tendency to regard Irish (and other places 
commonly termed ‘Celtic’) culture as marginal. I found the more theoretical 
discussion on comparative work helpful for thinking through some of the issues of 
conducting comparative literary analyses, particularly when faced with justifying its 
position in certain academic circles. The workshop was a very supportive space in 
which to present, and I really enjoyed the discussion on both papers. 
  

RC: Thank you so much, again, Anna. How can we follow your research? 
  
AC: Thank you for having me! You can access my profile page on the Faculty website 
here.  [Link: https://www.asnc.cam.ac.uk/people/graduates/Anna.Chacko]  
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Dedication: In honour of Simon Gaunt and his contribution to the field of medieval 
studies. 
  
  
About the seminar 
The Cambridge Medieval Literature & Culture Seminar (“CamMedSem”), formerly the 
Cambridge Medieval French Research Seminar, is an open space for scholars from the 
University of Cambridge, elsewhere in the UK, and beyond to present their current 
research, followed by discussion. The seminar is organised by doctoral students and 
early career researchers; the seminar’s convenors for 2021/22 are Emily Kate Price, 
Rebecca (Bex) Courtier, Matt Lampitt, and Cat Watts. CamMedSem works primarily in 
French, Francophone, and Occitan studies, though the seminar often engages with 
scholarship in the fields of Italian and English. We welcome speakers with various 
interdisciplinary, comparative, and theoretical interests. Our seminar is made possible 
by the generous funding of the Faculty of Modern and Medieval Languages and 
Linguistics at the University of Cambridge. W: cammedsem.co.uk. 
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