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Andrea Sieber / Antje Wittstock
Einleitung

»Melancholie« unterliegt einem permanenten Imagewandel und ist langst
in der Postmoderne angekommen. Als vermeintlich anthropologische Kon-
stante durchlebt das Phinomen in seinen wissenschaftlichen Kategorisierun-
gen und #sthetischen oder populdrkulturellen Konzeptualisierungen immer
neue ungeahnte Konjunkturen. Das Spektrum reicht von melancholischen
Ego-Dokumenten in Blogs der >digitalen Bohéme« {iber das resignativ-
trotzige Lebensgefiihl in Zeiten der aktuellen Finanz- und Wirtschaftskrise
bis hin zum self-fashioning der Sangerin Soap&Skin als »Sirene der Melan-
choliex. »

Ausfithrlich hat die in Paris und Berlin 2005/2006 realisierte Ausstellung
»Melancholie. Genie und Wahnsinn in der Kunst« zu Ehren Raymond KLI-
BANSKYs (1905-2005) der Aktualitdt und Uberkomplexitit von Melancholie

" gehuldigt und dabei nicht nur das ungebrochene Faszinationspotenzial von

Melancholie dokumentiert, sondern durch den weiten Fokus der Ausstellung
auch einen neuralgischen Punkt in der Auseinandersetzung mit Melancholie
von der Antike bis zur Postmoderne getroffen: Ob Gemiitslage, Sternenkons-
tellation, Temperament oder Krankheit; Gottin oder Teufel; Wahnsinn oder
Genie; Antriebshemmung oder Katalysator schopferischer Potenz — wie
kaum ein anderes Konzept basiert Melancholie geradezu programmatisch auf
dem Nebeneinander von Disparatem und der Dialektik des Gegensitzlichen.
Melancholie dndert dabei »ihr Gesicht«, verfiigt tiber oszillierende Semanti-
ken und zeichnet sich durch eine konstitutive Ambivalenz aus, die durch
wissenschaftliche Rationalisierungen immer wieder eingeebnet wurde, wih-
rend im Resultat postmoderner Allgegenwirtigkeit gleichzeitig alles >zum
Melancholischen« zu gerinnen droht.

—————Wihrend Zeitgeist und-Medienprisenz suggerieren;-dass-wir im 21. Jahr-

hundert am Ende einer langen historischen Entwicklung méglicher Weise in
einer >Black Box« melancholischen Bewusstseins >gefangenc sind, fiihlen wir
uns dazu herausgefordert, in dem vorliegenden Band nochmals den Blick
zuriick zu wagen: zuriick auf historische Diskursformationen und Asthetisie-
rungen, zuriick auf »Masternarrative< der Melancholie und zuriick auf ein-

. schldgige Theoriebildungen.

Zentral bei der Historisierung von Melancholie erscheint ihre diffuse Be-
griffsgeschichte, die seit jeher durch. die Heterogenitit der pragenden Dis-
kursfelder hervorgebracht wurde und sich in den disziplindren Kontexten von
Medizin, Philosophie, Astrologie und Moraltheologie, aber auch in den un-
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-———think-about-anything-else-but-Ginover:

Christiane Ackermann
Written Woundings

The Significance of Melancholy in the German prose
»Lancelot«

Das grofie Thema des »Prosa-Lancelot« ist die unmégliche Liebe zwi-
schen Ginover und Lancelot, die qualende Leidenschaft des Protagonis-
ten, seine emotionale Versehrung. Doch nicht nur die Distanz zwischen
den Liebenden ist ein zentrales Motiv, Trennung und Trennungsschmerz
erscheinen als wesentliche Modalititen von Sinn und Identitdt im Werk.
Sie wirken als Movens des Protagonisten, determinieren die Figuren und
die Handlung. Trennung und Trennungsschmerz sind gerade deshalb
zentral, weil sie offensichtlich an der Basis der Sinnbildung des Romans
liegen. Elementar ist die spezifische Wiederholungsstruktur des Leidens
Lancelots, welches sich dadurch als Melancholie charakterisieren lisst.
Ausgangspunkt der niheren Bestimmung von Melancholie sind im vor-
liegenden Beitrag die Uberlegungen der Kulturtheoretikerin und Sermio-
tikerin Julia KRISTEVA, die dazu anleiten, Melancholie im Zusammen-
hang von Sinnbildungsprozessen zu begreifen. Es ist so moglich, dle
Funktion und Funktionsweise von Melancholie, insbesondere im Rah-
men der narrativen Strukturen, im »Prosa-Lancelot« zu erkliren.

1. Lancelot’s mdlspensable pain: self-induced separation as an indication
of melancholy

It is common knowledge that the main topic of the prose »Lancelot« is the
unfulfilled love between Queen Ginover and the knight Lancelot and the
unique passion of the protagonist, his pain and emotional wounding. Longing
for his beloved, Lancelot seriously suffers; he is often restless and cannot

Die history sagt uns das Lancelot sere zu ungemach ist und sere verdacht
nach der frauwen die er mynnet [...]. Er enspielt oder lachet noch enhett
keyn freud in der welt anders dann das er allweg in groBen gedencken
was. Er enifit noch trincket noch enschleffet wedder tag noch nacht, er
ist oben off dem thorn zu allerdberst und sicht alumb als ein man der se-
re in ungemach ist. [...] Da lag Lancelot zu allersberst off dem torne und
gedacht als er gewon was zu thun. (STEINHOFF I, 1202,29-1204,35)1

1 »The story tells us that Lancelot was very unhappy and restless and could not help
thinking about the woman he loved [...]. He is joyless and does not laugh and has
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Lancelot’s symptoms that result from his being completely absorbed in
love, his loss of self and occasional disorientation have sometimes been com-
pared to medieval concepts of melancholia and amor hereos, that is, love-
sickness.2 Kurt RUH, who was one of the first to see Lancelot as the image of

no other pleasure in the world than being deeply lost in thought. He does not eat or
drink and sleeps neither day nor night; he [...] looks around like a man who is
completely restless« (henceforth all translations of the quoted passages from the
prose »Lancelot« will be provided in the footnotes. The translation is the author’s
own). — The following abbreviations (provided in the brackets below) will be used
for quotations taken from the STEINHOFF-edition: Lancelot und Ginover, Vol. I
(Prosa-Lancelot I). Nach der Heidelberger Handschrift Cod. Pal. germ. 147. Hg. v.
KLUGE, Reinhold, ergénzt durch die Handschrift Ms. allem. 8017-8020 der Biblio-
théque de I’Arsenal Paris. Transl., annot. and ed. STEINHOFF, Hans-Hugo. Frank-
furt a. M. 1995 (Bibliothek deutscher Klassiker 123; Bibliothek des Mittelalters
14) [short-title = STEINHOFF IJ; Lancelot und der Gral, Vol. II (Prosa-Lancelot IV).
Nach der Heidelberger Handschrift Cod. Pal. germ. 147. Hg. v. KLUGE, Reinhold,
ergénzt durch die Handschrift Ms. allem. 8017-8020 der Bibliothéque de 1’ Arsenal
Paris. Transl., annot. and ed. STEINHOFF, Hans-Hugo. Frankfurt a. M. 2003 (Bib-
liothek deutscher Klassiker 183; Bibliothek des Mittelalters 17) [short-title =
STEINHOFF IV].

2 Onthe topic of melancholy in the prose »Lancelot« cf. besides the studies men-
tioned below OHLY, Friedrich: Bemerkungen eines Philologen zur Memoria.
Miinstersche Abschiedsvorlesung vom 10. Februar 1982. Miinchen n.d. [ca. 1985],
Pp. 59-64; WALTENBERGER, Michael: Das grofie Herz der Erzdhlung. Studien zur
Narration und Interdiskursivitdt im >Prosa-Lancelot«. Frankfurt a. M. etal. 1999

- (Mikrokosmos. Beitriige zur Literaturwissenschaft und Bedeutungsforschung 51),
pp- 59-64. For the medieval understanding of amor hereos cf. MATEJOVSKI, Dirk:
Das Motiv des Wahnsinns in der mittelalterlichen Dichtung. Frankfurt a. M. 1996
(stw 1213), pp. 48-52; HAAGE, Bernhard Dietrich: Melancholie und Liebe in der
Antike und im Mittelalter. In: Melancholie. Sinnaspekte einer Depression. Ed. by
Jaspert, Bernd. Hofgeismar 1994 (Hofgeismarer Protokolle. Tagungsbeitrige aus
der Arbeit der Evangelischen Akademie Hofgeismar 307), pp. 6-38, here pp. 9-15;
HAAGE, Bernhard Dietrich: Amor hereos als medizinischer Terminus technicus in

ziplindren Kolloquiums. 3. Kolloquium der Forschungsstelle fiir europdische Lyrik
des Mittelalters. Ed. by Stemmler, Theo. Mannheim 1990, pp. 31-73; WACK, Mary
Frances: Lovesickness in the Middle Ages. The Viaticum and its Commentaries.
Philadelphia 1990. — Arnaldus de Villanova explains the pathological type of mel-
ancholy as a possible intensified form (among others) of amor heroicus, cf. his
Tractatus de amore heroico. Edidit et praefatione et commentariis anglicis instruxit
Michael R. MCVAUGH. In: Opera medica omnia. Vol. 3. Barcelona 1985. On Ar-
naldus’s view on amor heroicus cf. M. R. MCVAUGH’s introduction to the »Trac-
tatus«, pp. 11-39, esp. p. 29 and KLINGER, Judith: Der mifiratene Ritter. Konzepti-
onen von Identitét im Prosa-Lancelot. Miinchen 1996 (Forschungen zur Geschich-
te der dlteren deutschen Literatur 26), pp. 249, 254.
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the great melancholic, states that although the love between Ginover and
Lancelot spurs him onto heroic action, it does not, however, purify, invigo-
rate or illuminate the soul; instead, love throws shadows of grief upon the
soul. »And these shadows are reflected by Lancelot’s countenance: the head
is cast down, thoughts are running restlessly through it, while it seems diffi-
cult to communicate them.«> RUH’s diagnosis is based on Lancelot’s re-
occurring mental condition throughout the romance, his being lost in thought.
RUH also calls attention to Lancelot’s swaeren muot, his sad, depressed and
dark state of mind. Another symptom of Lancelot’s melancholic mood is his
gedencken, his absent-mindedness, which befalls him repeatedly after he first
catches sight of Ginover:

Er sah wiedder off sie, wann das nymant geprifen mocht, und wundert
yn sere wie die frauw so schn mocht gesyn. [...] Die konigin nam yn
mit der hant und fraget yn wannen er were. Da er ir hant enczib, er
erschrack als ob er von eim traume erwacht were; er gedacht so sere
nach yre das er nit enwiiit was sie gesprochen hett. Sie sah zuhant wol
das im nicht recht was, und fraget es yn anderwert. »Sagent mir«, sprach
sie, »wannen sint ir?« Er sah off sie sere einfelticlichen und sprach
suffozende: »Frauwe, ich bin ein knappe und hatt mich ein jungfrauw
biBherre gezogen.« »Wie heiBent ir dan?« sprach sie. »Des weiB ich
nicht, sprach er. Die frauw sah zuhant wol das er sinselbs nit geweltig
was mit den groBen gedencken die er hette. Sie getorst nit volliclichen
gedencken das es durch yren willen were [...] und fraget yn nit me, umb
das sie yn in mere affenheit nit wolt bringen. [...] Sie ducht wol das er in
sym synne nit enwas [...]. (STEINHOFF I, 366,8-37)%

Walter BLANK rejects those who would describe the protagonist as a mel-
ancholic and regards Lancelot’s depressive mood as an expression of his
Minnekrankheit, that is, his suffering from love; only to a certain extent does
Lancelot’s »pathology« correspond to the usual symptoms present in a melan-

3 RuH, Kurt: Lancelot. In: DVjs 33 (1959), pp. 268-282; see also the revised version
of the study. In: Der Arthurische Roman. Ed. by Wais, Kurt. Darmstadt 1970

(WdF 157), pp. 237-255, here p. 247 (translation: C.A.).

4 He looked at her again when nobody could observe it and he was stunned by her
beauty. [...] The queen took his hand and asked him where he came from. When
he felt her hand, he was frightened, as if he had woken from a dream. He was lost
in thought, only thinking about her so that he did not know what she had said to
him. She immediately realized that he was confused and asked him once more:
»Tell me, where are you from?« He looked at her foolishly and sighed: »My lady,
I am a squire and a noble woman has raised me.« »And what is your name?,« she
asked. »I don’t know,« he said. She noticed that he was deeply absorbed in thought
and not in control of himself. She did not dare to believe that this really was be-
cause of her [...] and did not ask any further so that she would not embarrass him
even more. [...] It seemed to her that he was out of his mind.
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cholic person.5 Nevertheless, there are certain characteristics of Lancelot that
everyone seems to agree on: First, Lancelot suffers from his unfulfilled love
for Ginover and from his being separated from her; secondly, his suffering is
very intense; thirdly, his anguish even shows pathological characteristics of a
somatic and mental nature; and fourthly, Lancelot’s mental symptoms are
those of or at least close to the symptoms of depression and melancholy. The
special character of Lancelot’s sadness and its relation to the structure of the
romance reveal, however, that his suffering is much more than a mere con-
vention; it is not mere love-sickness, there is a further dimension to it. Judith
KLINGER points out that the hero’s physical, emotional and mental wounding
and suffering is an integral part of his character and a clear sign of his iden-
tity.6 While taking this into consideration, I would like to emphasize that it is
necessary to read this essence of identity in relation to the following two
central characteristics of the romance:

1. Lancelot himself revives separation and, thus, suffering; he holds on to
his mental wounding.

2. Separation is crucial for the narration itself because it provides its
structural basis. In order to understand the importance of separation for
the signifying process presented in the prose »Lancelot«, this basic
structure must be taken into account.

The preservation and self-induced repetition of separation as well as men-
tal wounding typifies Lancelot’s sad state of mind. These aspects are crucial,
since they mark the protagonist’s mourning as being melancholic. Cultural
theorist, semiotician and psychoanalyst Julia KRISTEVA describes the self-
repetitive structure of suffering as part of the basic logic of melancholy.”
According to her, melancholy is not only mourning for something lost, but

5 BLANK, Walter: Der Melancholiker als Romanheld. Zum deutschen »Prosa-Lance-
lot, Hartmanns >Iwein< und Wolframs »>Parzival<. In: Ist mir getroumet min leben?
Vom Traumen und vom Anderssein. FS Karl-Emst Geith. Ed. by Schnyder,

André. Goppingen 1998 (GAG 632), pp. 1-18, here pp. 5, 8.

KLINGER [note 2], p. 248.

7 Of'course it is necessary to differentiate between medieval concepts and a modern
understanding of melancholy. Since I focus on structural phenomena of the text
and its inscribed poetics in correspondence with the protagonist’s constitution and
action my argumentation is based on a semiotic understanding of melancholy in
analogy to KRISTEVA’s conception. This does not imply a rejection of investiga-
tions interested in extrapolating the medieval idea or occurrences of melancholy.
Doing so calls for, as KLINGER points out, »separating melancholy as a medical
term and melancholy as a literary topological field that overlaps with the multifac-
eted pathology of the melancholic [...].« KLINGER [note 2], p. 241 (translation:
C.A).

(=)
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also a result of mental wounding that is closely related to language or man’s
existence in language. KRISTEVA’s understanding of melancholy within a
semiotic context and her emphasis on the connection between melancholy
and the »process of signification<® can be of some help in grasping how the
logic of melancholy functions within the framework of the narrative structure
of the prose »Lancelot«.

IL. Melancholy according to Julia KRISTEVA

KRISTEVA’s concept of melancholy is based on FREUD’s explanation, but
she adds a semiotic dimension to it.9 According to Freud, the melancholic,
unlike the mourner, holds on to loss. The lost object usually consists in an
imaginary, abstract quality; it is hardly possible to say what has actually been
lost.10 The attitude towards the lost object is ambivalent; it is destructive and
libidinous at the same time, characterized by the urge to destroy the object
and simultaneously to maintain the relation to it.1! KRISTEVA agrees with
FREUD only partly since she argues that there is no actual hostility toward
what is lost and that »the melancholic feels wounded rather than hostile«!2.
This understanding is based on the idea that melancholy does not originate

from the loss of an object, but rather from loss itself. The cause of melan-

choly is closely related to the most basic human condition, that is, to exist in
language and also to experience separation out of necessity. According to
KRISTEVA, different experiences of separation are central to the constitution
of the individual’s psychic life: »[...] birth, weaning, separation, frustration,
castration. Real, imaginary or symbolic, those processes necessarily structure
our individuation.«!3 They are accompanied by a >depressive stage« that »is
essential to the [...] access to the realm of symbols and linguistic signs.«14

8 The term is used following concepts in the field of literary and semiotic studies, cf.
besides the works of KRISTEVA, e.g. those of Kaja SILVERMAN and Slavoj ZIZEK.

9 KRISTEVA analyses melancholia in the context of art, literature, philosophy, relig-
ion, culture and psychoanalysis in: Soleil noir. Dépression et mélancolie.

Paris 1987. For the English translation which_is used here cf, Black Sun. Depres-.. -
sion and Melancholia. Transl. by Leon S. Roudiez. New York 1989.

10 Cf. FREUD, Sigmund: Trauer und Melanchiolie. In: Sigmund FREUD: Psychologie
des UnbewuBten. Frankfurt a. M. 2000 (Studienausgabe Vol. 3), pp. 193-212, here
p- 199. On FREUD and his study on »Mourning and Melancholia« cf. K{/CHENHOFF,
Joachim: Trauer, Melancholie und das Schicksal der Objektbeziehungen. Eine Re-
lektiire von S. Freuds »Trauer und Melancholie«. In: Jahrbuch der Psychoanalyse
36 (1996), pp. 90-117.

11 Vgl. KUCHENHOFF [note 10], p. 98.

12 MCAFEE, Noélle: Julia Kristeva. New York, London 2004 (Routledge Critical
Thinkers), p. 61.

13 KRISTEVA [note 9], p. 132.

14 KRISTEVA [note 9], p..133.
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