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國立政治大學英國語文學系碩士班 

碩士論文提要 
 

 

論文名稱：《奧菲歐爵士》：音樂的時空性 

 

指導教授：施堂模 先生 

 

研究生：鄭文嘉 

 

論文提要內容： 

 

《奧菲歐爵士》(Sir Orfeo) 是一首十三世紀晚期至十四世紀初期的傳奇敘事

詩，其中重複出現的時空特性強調出奧菲爾斯傳統中「失去」的主題。克服失去

的難題顯示了在無常的世界中維持恆常的困頓—如何在娑婆的世間找尋精神的

寄託所在，以解失去對於個人時空感受所造成的罣礙，體驗生命的當下？於多數

奧菲爾斯版本之中，到冥界挽回尤瑞柢思 (Eurydice) 的旅程是一個重要的場景，

其突顯了在無常之中對於秩序與生命延續 (continuity) 的訴求。這首詩中，不同

的延續觀出現於聽覺導向的人間王國與視覺導向的精靈王國，再再顯示了維持恆

常的重要性。作為重回秩序的工具，奧菲歐的豎琴為此議題提供了重要的線索。

問題的重心在於音樂中協調時空的力量，也就是所謂的共時性，其中蘊涵了奧菲

爾斯文本中自身與世界的關係，及其與變動時空，延續感，以及重建秩序的關聯。 

奧古斯都 (St. Augustine) 的《音樂論》(De musica) 從八世紀晚期到十五世

紀以來一直都是一部影響深遠的著作，為音樂中的時間經驗提供了完整的哲學分

析。從奧古斯都的音樂時間觀所呈現的先驗及秩序概念出發，此論文目的在於檢 

視奧菲歐的豎琴中所顯示出中古時期對於無常 (temporalia) 與先驗

(transcendence) 的關懷主題。此項研究在於一種經由音樂與時空所協調出的經驗 
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感受。除了探討人類王國與精靈王國之間的辯證關係，也揭示了《奧菲歐爵士》

對於存在、當下、以及人類價值 (humanity) 所表現出來的核心態度。誠如奧菲

歐與野外動物們共享短暫的和諧經驗所示 (272-80)，奧古斯都的先驗及永恆觀與

奧菲歐豎琴中變動的感官特性並不相符。儘管如此，他對於靈魂律動所提出的解

釋，以及記憶是一種出於心智印象 (phantasiai) 的看法，為我們提供檢驗精靈王

國時空感的理論基礎。 

為了解釋音樂中的和諧如何經由時間經驗讓奧菲歐在變動的世界中維持恆

心，此篇論文分成四個章節：第一章介紹相關主題及評論。第二章介紹 

中古時期與奧菲爾斯神化相關的音樂理論背景並且闡釋奧古斯都音樂論中的時

間觀。在第三章中，我將進一步分析《奧菲歐爵士》中的時空觀。奧菲歐的豎琴

所帶來的和諧經驗將會以個人內在與變動外在的互動回饋機制來檢視。這樣的內

外交流呈現出一種變動的先驗觀，將永恆寄託在一種有機變動中所體驗的延續感。 

其同時也揭露了自身與世界互動的關鍵模式，透過精神蛻變 (metamorphosis) 和

冥界之旅等面向，增進我們了解失去及無常的主題。最後，我將在第四章以豎琴

的社會意義作結，解釋其對於口說傳統的文化傳承帶來什麼樣的影響，並提供其

他奧菲爾斯文本一個不同的角度來觀看自身與世界的關係。
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Abstract 

Loss, the dominant theme in the Orphic tradition, is accentuated by the recurring 

issue of temporality in Sir Orfeo, a late thirteenth or early fourteenth century romance. 

The difficulty of overcoming loss posts the question of finding spiritual residence and 

maintaining spiritual progress in the temporal world. The underworld journey to 

retrieving Eurydice, as a major scene in most adaptations of the myth, signifies the 

quest of order and continuity through changes. Such an issue of maintaining constancy 

is highlighted by the different features of continuity appearing in the hearing-oriented 

human kingdom and the sight-oriented fairy world. Orfeo’s harping, as the means for 

recovery, offers a significant clue in viewing this issue. The question falls on the 

meditative power of music itself, i.e. the contemporal experience of sentiments, which 

reveals the particular self-world relationship embedded in the Orphic texts and its 

relation to temporality, duration, and the restoration of order.  

Augustine’s De musica, which had been an influential work from the late eighth 

century to the fifteenth century (Fitzgerald 575-76), provides an overall philosophical 

illustration on the experience of time in music and its relation to maintaining order. 

Deriving from Augustine’s idea of how the experience of time in music contributes to 

an understanding of transcendence and order, this thesis aims to examine the medieval 

concern of temporalia and transcendence manifested in Orfeo’s harping. It is a study 

of a relationship in space and experience of time that is negotiated through music, 

which explores the dialectic relationship between Orfeo’s kingdom and the fairyland, 

and also reveals essential attitude toward existence, presence, and humanity in Sir 

Orfeo. Although Augustine’s conception of timeless transcendence does not match the 
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temporal and sensual nature of Orfeo’s harping, as seen in the temporary harmony 

Orfeo shares with the wild animals (272-80), his exposition on the movement of the 

soul, together with the explication of memory as images (i.e. phantasiai) operated in 

the motions of the mind, provide us a theoretical basis for examining the temporality 

of the fairy world.  

To illustrate how the harmonic order generated through the experience of time in 

music contributes to the maintenance of internal consistency within the temporal 

world, this thesis is divided into four chapters: Chapter one introduces relevant issues 

and literary criticism. Chapter two offers a detailed explanation of the historical 

background of medieval music theories, the associated allegorical readings of the 

Orphic texts, and Augustine’s conception of time in the experience of music. In 

chapter three, I further analyze the temporality of music in Sir Orfeo and distinguish 

two types of temporality, that of Orfeo’s court and that of the fairyland. The harmonic 

relationship maintained by Orfeo’s harping is examined in terms of the reciprocal 

interaction between the inner self and the operating world, which prescribes continuity 

in temporal transcendence and reveals a significant mode of self-world relationship. 

Such a study contributes to our understanding of the theme of loss and change in 

relation to spiritual metamorphosis and the underworld journey. Finally, I conclude in 

chapter four with the social significance of the harping in order to examine the cultural 

legacy of the bardic tradition. Through the examination of the mediation of music, I 

offer an alternative view on the self-world relationship in the Orphic texts. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

 

The Quest for Continuity when Facing Change and Loss 

Loss, the dominant theme in the Orphic tradition, is accentuated by the 

reoccurring issue of temporality in Sir Orfeo
1
, a late thirteenth or early fourteenth 

century romance. The transient nature of the temporal world is highlighted in the 

abduction of Heurodis during the spring time of May (57), which signifies the 

unpredictability of loss in life. Owing to the great sorrow, Orfeo renounces his 

domestic duty and embarks on a ten-year wandering:  

 

The king into his chaumber is go 

And oft swooned opon the ston,  

And made swiche diol and swiche mon 

That neighe his liif was yspent; 

                                                         
1
 The main part of my discussion depends on J. A. Burrow and Thorlac Turville-Petre‘s edition of the 

Auchinleck manuscript. According to the introduction in A Book of Middle English, the Auchinleck 

manuscript is the canonical version among the three Sir Orfeo manuscripts because it is the earliest and 

best one (113). The other two later copies of the poem, i.e. the Harley version and the Ashmole version, 

are considered rather corrupted. Longsworth, however, suspects such a viewpoint, regarding the variants 

as typical of conventional oral performance which encourages variations rather than ―a definitive text for 

any specific ‗adventure‘‖ (2). Although Longsworth‘s argument raises a significant issue for the study of 

Sir Orfeoas well as the romance genre in general, I would focus on the Auchinleck version due to the 

scope limitation of this thesis. See Bliss for an overview of the three versions. 
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Ther was non amendement. 

He cleped togider his barouns, 

Erls, lords of renouns, 

And when thai al ycomen were, 

‗Lordinges‘, he said, ‗. . . . . . . . 

Ich ordainy min height steward 

To wite mi kingdom afterward. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

For now ichave mi quen ylore, 

The fairest levedi that ever was bore, 

Never eft y nil no woman se. 

Into wilderness ichil te 

And live ther evermore (196-213)  

 

Such a sudden break from one‘s present condition indicates the suspension of one‘s 

inner state and the difficulty of accepting loss and maintaining internal consistency in 

an ever-changing world, which makes it hard for Orfeo to let go of the sorrow and 

move on to his normal life. He goes into his chamber and swoons on the floor, 

indulging himself in grief moaning. There is no amendment. He swears not to look at 

any other woman and is determined to forsake his kingdom and live forever in the 

wild. The grief is so much that he even predicts his own death and leaves his will: 

 

With wilde bestes in holte shore, 

And when ye understond that y be spent, 

Make you than a parlement 
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And chese you a newe king. 

Now doth your best with al mi thing.‘ (213-18) 

 

How can life continue without the company of Heurodis? Orfeo‘s will to live seems 

to be frozen by the moment of such a great loss. The king retrieves into his inner 

sorrow and banishes himself into the wilderness. The difficulty of overcoming loss 

addresses the problem of discordance between one‘s experience of time and the 

presence of life. That is, the sorrow of loss easily traps oneself to past experiences 

and leads to a rather confined state of being, which makes it hard for one to adjust 

oneself to the status quo and find inner peace. Experiencing great change in life, one 

has to re-examine one‘s self-world relationship so as to sustain internal consistency. It 

is a process of finding spiritual residence and maintaining spiritual progress in the 

world of change, a quest of an order of constancy that enables spiritual 

metamorphosis.  

The process of how to sustain internal consistency is therefore the main concern 

in facing loss, which requires a particular order that prescribes continuity in the 

temporal world. In most adaptations of the myth, the protagonist has to undertake an 

underworld journey to retrieve his beloved wife and return to the human world. 

According to Radcliffe G. Edmonds, it is during this journey that a particular mode 

of world order is employed, which reflects the ―significant attributes‖ (24) of the 

living world as well as ―a prescriptive model for change in this world‖ (24): 

 

The myths of the journey to the realm of the dead, like all myths, create a 

narrative world that reveals the teller‘s models of the world and models for 

behavior within it; but the story pattern of the underworld journey permits 
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the teller to lay out these models in a particular clear way. The land of the 

dead is the ultimate other world, a realm in which normal conditions do not 

apply. The transition from the familiar everyday world to this unknown 

realm articulates the contrasts between this world and the other, between 

the living and the dead. In describing the conditions of life in the realm of 

death, that is, the hierarchies and distinctions between those whose journey 

was successful and those who failed to find the proper solutions to the 

obstacles that faced them, the teller can reinscribe the boundaries of the 

cosmos, the world order. (24) 

 

While it is admirable that Edmonds points out the significance of re-inscribing 

worldly boundaries through the underworld journey, the way in which this journey 

opens up the opportunity for the re-inscription of order needs further speculation. 

Through the imagination of the ―ultimate other world‖ (24), the underworld journey 

initiates an unknown signifying the chaotic state of being. It is an experience of the 

primal condition of being, through which cultural perception of existence unfolds. In 

terms of the theme of loss, it not only re-negotiates societal boundaries (Edmonds 

27), but also re-examines any granted order concerned with the maintenance of inner 

order. This particular inner order decides the way in which one prepares oneself for 

the uncertainty of life, a significant factor by which one is able to achieve spiritual 

rebirth and overcome loss. The process of the re-negotiation or re-examination of 

order appears to be a distinctive feature in Sir Orfeo in which Orfeo imposes himself 

a ten-year self-banishment before retrieving Heurodis and restoring his kingdom. 

Unlike classical rendition of the Orphic myths, where the harper directly searches for 
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Eurydice in the underworld,
2
 Orfeo just wanders aimlessly in the wild, indulging in 

his own sorrow. To make things stranger, the fairy world is even presented as a fancy 

otherworld with a sharp contrast between its splendid appearance (355-76) and the 

distorted bodies behind the gate (390-400). Nevertheless, Orfeo successfully recovers 

Heurodis and restores his kingdom. Orfeo is regarded as a successful model in 

regaining order, which prescribes a certain solution or order to the quest of 

continuity.  

The issue of maintaining order is highlighted by different features of continuity 

appearing in Orfeo‘s kingdom and the fairyland. It is interesting to note that both 

Orfeo and the fairy king declare a perpetual continuation of time: Orfeo renounces 

his domestic duty to live forever in the wild: ―Into wilderness ichil te / And live ther 

evermore‖ (212-13), and the fairy king insists that Heurodis should live forever in 

the fairy kingdom: ―. . . thou schalt with ous go / And live with ous evermo‖ 

(167-68). The status of being eternal appears to be a prominent theme in this poem. 

Two conceptions of eternity confront each other: While the fairy king claims his 

permanent domination over a kingdom of paradisiac splendor where the captives are 

tortured and Heurodis is put into eternal imprisonment (351-406), Orfeo only 

expresses his suffering of loss by claiming permanent hermitage in the wild, an act 

which lays stress on sentient experience of time. Opposing to the false image of 

timeless eternity of the fairy kingdom, the human kingdom maintains a rather 

temporal continuation of time by sharing celestial joy through harping, as seen in the 

laud of minstrelsy in the end of the poem, which celebrates the recoronation of Orfeo 

                                                         
2
 For the classical rendition of the myth, see Ovid 225-28 (bk.10, 1-111/107), 249-52 (bk.11, 1-84/100), 

Virgil 105-09 (bk.4, line 453-527), and Boethius 101-02 (bk.3, Song 12). For a romance contemporary 

to Sir Orfeo, see Henryson‘s Orpheus and Eurydice, the antagonist of which seeks Eurydice in the 

heavenly spheres before he undertakes the underworld journey. For more adaptations of the myth, see 

Friedman.  
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and also the succession of the human kingdom (589-96). Continuity in the human 

kingdom refers to a shared experience of sentiments and spiritual harmony which is 

to be sustained through the harp, an instrument usually signifies the eternity of 

transcendence. 

The detailed comparison of the two kingdoms renders a much thorough view on 

the Orphic theme of loss and change in that these two types of continuity reveal 

different attitudes toward the temporal world, which addresses the essential issue of 

maintaining internal consistency and spiritual progress through time. Most literary 

critics notice the significance of the harp as the source of continuity and 

transcendence. In ―Sir Orfeo, the Minstrel, and the Minstrel‘s Art,‖ Robert M. 

Longsworth attributes the power of order to the art of poetry, asserting that Orfeo‘s 

harp is a ―signal of continuity‖ (5) that symbolizes the minstrel‘s art and the power of 

poetry to retain order (8). Adopting Christian allegory in Boethius‘s Consolation of 

Philosophy, David Jeffery affirms the power of the harp which ―transforms and 

renews the mind eternally, confirming a love which death cannot defeat‖ (56). Fewer 

critics address the symbolic meaning of the architectural splendor of the fairyland 

and its association with continuity and order. In ―Orpheus and Orfeo: The Dead and 

the Taken,‖ Dorena Allen underscores the significance of studying relevant issues of 

human self strongly connected with the fairies, a ―dreaded but picturesque race of 

immortal beings‖ (102). These issues include the ideas about ―the relationship of soul 

and body‖ (102) and ―the nature of death and immortality‖ (102). Although Allen 

illustrates the primitive belief in Celtic tradition, which considers death as ―no more 

than an illusion and a deceit‖ (109), and explains the picturesque feature of the fairy 

world, the relation between such a feature and the issue of order and continuity needs 

further examination. Contrasting Orfeo‘s artistry with the artifice of fairyland, Seth 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

7 

Lerer regards the harp as music artistry which ―has the power to bring out the order 

inherent in Creation‖ (93). From here I probe into the two types of continuity 

exhibited in the human kingdom and the fairyland.  

What distinguishes the two types of continuity lies in the different perceptions 

of space, as seen in the contrast between the hearing-oriented human kingdom and 

the sight-oriented fairy world. Orfeo‘s harping, as the means for recovery, offers a 

significant clue in viewing the quest for continuity when facing loss and change. 

Contrasting to the dead image of the fairy world, Orfeo‘s harping not only shares 

harmony with the wild animals (272-80) and solaces Orfeo during the wandering 

(267), but delights the fairy king (383-84) and serves as a social practice that 

connects Orfeo‘s court (517-18). Most significantly, it possesses a regenerative 

power in sustaining cultural legacy, which is shown in the prologue that invokes the 

past adventures of ancient kings sung by the minstrels (1-24) and the epilogue that 

celebrates the succession of minstrel heritage (597-602). The harmonic effect of the 

harping can be no more accentuated as the means to recover order, which 

corresponds to the sustaining image of a skillful harper along the Orphic tradition in 

medieval time and arouses much scholarly attention.
3
 Consequently, Orfeo is 

regarded as a celestial harper like King David, who dispels the evil of one‘s soul 

(Friedman 148-49). 

While the harmonic and therapeutic power in Orfeo‘s harping renders him a 

Chrisitian figure, the essence of Orfeo‘s harping is rather ambiguous. Although the 

――blisseful notes‖ (438) of Orfeo‘s harping connotes religious meaning, he 

nevertheless calls himself ―an harpour of hethenisse‖ (513), a declaration that could 

                                                         
3
 For the identification of Orpheus as a religious figure like Christ or King David, see Friedman 38-85; 

Louis 645-46. For the reading of Orfeo both as Christ or Adam, see Jeffery 48-60. For the minstrel 

legacy, see Lerer 106-09; Longsworth 1-11. 
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indicate the possibility of regarding Orfeo as a secular minstrel. This secular feature 

is also observed in his harping. Different from the metaphysical harmony advocated 

in the Christian allegories of medieval music theories, Orfeo‘s harping addresses 

more on sensual experiences. Besides, the bardic tradition and the courtly setting 

endow the poem a rather secular tone. The distinction between the sacred or secular 

connotation of Orfeo‘s harping is difficult. Either classification could not explain the 

complexity and richness shown in Orfeo‘s harping. The question falls on the 

mediative power of music itself, i.e. the contemporal experience of sentiments, which 

reveals the particular self-world relationship embedded in the Orphic texts and its 

relation to temporality, duration, and salvation.  

Many literary critics have already elaborated on the impacts of the power and 

function of music. Differing in their approaches, they address the exertion of the 

power of music in recovering loss, the harmonic effect associated with the harping, 

and also the social, religious, and artistic significance of the harper. Less noticed is 

the very nature of music as the mediation between the harper and the changing world, 

within which a sense of duration is maintained and possibilities are opened up for the 

coexistence of different experiences of time. As the mediation for one to express 

one‘s sentiments, the harping demonstrates how one associates one‘s sentiments with 

the world, which reveals the mode of interaction between one‘s sentiments and the 

outer space, further illustrating the particular perception of space that determines 

one‘s self-world relationship and constitutes one‘s sense of being through time. It is 

based on this self-world relationship that one maintains certain inner order, a 

significant factor for one to face change, overcome loss, and maintain inner 

consistency and spiritual progress. Despite that the concept of the self is rather 

complicated, which includes essential factors like mind thoughts, emotions, or any 
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structured social values, this thesis would mainly focus on the sentiments of being 

derived from the perception of the space and its relation to the maintaining of inner 

consistency through time. The temporality shown through the harping may differ 

from one Orphic version to another and reveal different conceptions of salvation. 

Salvation here refers to the restoration of inner order, which is usually associated 

with Christian theology but is not limited as such. Transcendence, as the spiritual 

harmony prescribing a cosmic order beyond the limit of time, partakes a significant 

role in examining the restoration of inner order and the quest for continuity. While 

Christian theology in the Middle Ages often suggests timeless transcendence, 

Orfeo‘s harping carries a temporal feature, as seen in the temporary harmony Orfeo 

shares with the wild animals (272-80). The temporary harmony created through 

Orfeo‘s harping addresses more on the sensual aspect of the experience of music, 

which advocates temporal transcendence that embodies and actualizes spirituality in 

the transitory world. 

Although the contemporal experience of sentiments in music does not 

necessarily bring about spiritual harmony, it serves as a model for conceiving 

temporal transcendence and helps to understand the harmony appearing in Sir Orfeo, 

as well as the way in which temporal transcendence constitutes the experience of 

duration and continuity. The definition of music enables us to have a more thorough 

idea about the function of music and its relationship to our perception of life and 

world. According to Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary, music is the art of ―ordering 

tones or sounds in succession, in combination, and in temporal relationships to 

produce a composition having unity and continuity‖ (767). It is from here I address 

two distinctive features of music: 1. the experience of contemporality as a way of 

perceiving continuity and transcendence. 2. The sensual appeal of music that 
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contributes to the experience of contemporality. As the mediation that connects 

different sounds and tones, music creates a contemporal space that is richly engaged 

with temporality. Such a contemporal experience enables the harper to express his 

subjectivity and connects his own state of being with the external world, which 

discloses how the harper interacts with the temporal world and experience duration 

and continuity through time. Therefore, the experience of contemporality refers to a 

sense of connection generated through the mediation of music which associates 

diverse temporalities of beings in space and creates a harmonious unity by which 

transcendental experience is to be perceived. The ontological significance of music 

could be no more stressed by this feature.  

The other important feature associated with music is its appeal to hearing during 

a period of time that one experiences constant stimuli to the senses, the impression of 

which is simultaneously physical, emotional, and aesthetic. It is a somatic art of 

expression that is bound in time and retained in our memory. It embodies a form of 

life that is presented in space and continues in time. As a mediation which connects 

individual sentiments through bodily experience in time, music introduces a 

transcendental space where spiritual resonance is to be achieved by physicality. Such 

an art relates to the maintenance of a unity by creating a transcendental space within 

the temporal world. Owing to such a feature, it involves the idea of maintaining 

harmonic order and wholeness so that one can achieve a transcendental 

understanding of a world beyond material limits. In other words, the experience of 

contemporality introduces a sense of connection and relates oneself to a shared 

cosmic order of being, by which spiritual harmony is to be attained through constant 

interaction between one‘s sentiment and that of the changing world. This kind of 

duration is what constitutes the experience of continuity and order through time. At 
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the same time, it allows individual the openness to perceive the presence of being 

and maintain inner tranquility, a significant factor in experiencing continuity through 

change and achieve spiritual metamorphosis. The examination of how Orfeo‘s 

harping is connected to the experience of contemporality is crucial in viewing the 

theme of loss and salvation.  

The study of the temporality of music in Sir Orfeo enables one to distinguish the 

relationship between Orfeo‘s self and the temporal world, different conceptions of 

temporality between the fairyland and the human kingdom, and the way minstrels 

and audiences interact with the practice of bardic tradition through the contemporal 

experience aroused by the harping. It is a study of a relationship in space and 

experience of time that is negotiated through music, which reveals essential attitude 

toward existence, presence, and humanity in Sir Orfeo.    

 

Literature Review 

Deriving from the classical myth Orpheus and Eurydice known to medieval 

people primarily through Greco-Roman tradition,
4
 Sir Orfeo tells a story of marvels 

and fidelity of love. This particular work of art distinguishes itself from other Orphic 

versions by Orfeo‘s successful recovery of Heurodis from the willful fairy king and 

also by his restoration of the kingdom from his steward. Within this rather short 

narrative, divergent literary traditions interweave with each other and flourish in the 

specific setting of medieval romance, resulting in variant allegorical readings of the 

poem and rendering it elusive for interpretation.
5
 Compared with the figure of 

                                                         
4
 See Ovid 225-28 (bk.10, 1-111/107), 249-52 (bk.11, 1-84/100), Virgil 105-09 (bk.4, line 453-527), 

and Boethius 101-02 (bk.3, Song 12). 

 
5
 For the problem concerning allegorical readings of Sir Orfeo and the distinction between 

interpretation of an allegory and allegorical interpretation, see Jeff Rider ―Receiving Orpheus in the  
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classical myth, the once pagan Greek harper is transformed into a minstrel king, who 

simultaneously performs a role of social, religious, and artistic significance. The 

bleak Hades is turned into a fairyland with a marvelous appearance like a paradise, in 

spite of its limbo scene behind the gate. Given different contexts, Orfeo could be 

identified with images ranging from courtly king (Kinghorn 363), Christ-like savior 

(Jeffery 57), and performers with various artistic values (Lerer 106-09),
6
 to name just 

a few. Accordingly, the fairy king represents fickle Fortune, which could be viewed as 

unchallengeable natural forces, the heartless Pluto, or the demonic Satan.
7
 The 

fairyland not only serves as the source of marvels for narrative enchantment but also 

as the counterpart of the human world, be it the underworld or the other world. In the 

face of such other spaces, values of all sorts embed their meanings on the issue of the 

inevitability of loss and the order retained.  

As mentioned above, the complexity of Sir Orfeo is mainly due to its different 

sources of literary traditions: classical myth, Celtic myth, Romance adventure, 

Christianity, and finally the bardic tradition. Each source has drawn a fairly large 

amount of critics‘ attention and has undergone long-term discussion.
8
 Accordingly, 

four trends of literary critiques emerge as canonical readings: mythical allegory, 

Christian allegory, human interests in Romance, and the bardic tradition. These 

interpretations divert from one another on issues concerning the image of the harper, 

which plays a crucial role in viewing the charm of the fairy world, the significance of 

                                                                                                                                                                 

Middle Ages: Allegorization, Remythification and Sir Orfeo.‖ Papers on Language & Literature 24  

(1988): 343-66.  

 
6
 For the ambiguity in defining narrative achievement of medieval minstrelsy and its association with  

musician, singer, or story teller, see George Shuffelton. ―Is There a Minstrel in the House?: Domestic  

Entertainment in Late Medieval England.‖Philological Quarterly 87 (2008): 51-76. 

 
7
 For the symbolic meanings of the fairy king, see Knapp 263-69; Jeffery 54; Friedman 184.  

 
8
 For a detailed review of the sources of Sir Orfeo, see Knapp 263-73; Keeble193-206.
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Orfeo‘s self-imposed exile and his recovery of Heurodis and the kingdom, as well as 

the narrative arrangement of the lay. Owing to this fact, the thesis would review 

associated issues, despite some of their seeming irrelevancies, so that the reader may 

obtain a thorough understanding of the image of the harper and its impact on the 

reading of Sir Orfeo.  

Early critics praise Sir Orfeo as one of the most charming medieval English 

romances and the best of lays (Keeble 193).
9
 Dazzled by the marvel of the fairyland, 

many of them resort to mythical sources for the symbolic importance of the fairyland. 

They agree with the influences of diverted mythical origins upon the text while 

proposing different viewpoints on the integration of classical myths and Celtic 

tradition. By maintaining the marvel of the fairies inherited from Celtic tradition, 

Bruce Mitchell regards the fairyland as a pleasant otherworld, where adventure takes 

place and further requires the elimination of structural banality of the limbo scene 

(156). Critics who adopt a more synthetic view relate the fairyland to the Hades of 

classical myth and see Sir Orfeo as a repetition of the theme of a mythical hero 

countering death, with details substituted from the fairy tradition (Allen 109), or as a 

mixture of mythical tales and medieval social setting (Davis 166). Consequently, the 

harper is recognized as a mythical hero who wins back his wife by his cunning wit 

and resolution (Allen 110-11). The role of the harper is almost unnoticed and serves 

only as a lingering image for mythical identification. Such studies of mythical sources 

stress the heroic image of Orfeo. What is left unexplained is the significance of his 

self-imposed wandering, the successful recovery without second loss, and the 

prologue that alludes to the bardic tradition, which distinguishes Sir Orfeo from other 

                                                         
9
 As Keeble points out, these scholarly praises include Renwick and Orton 418; Kittredge 176; 

Servers 187; Foulet 46; Hibbard 195. 
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Orphic works. 

Offering Christian allegorical interpretations, other early critics regard Orfeo as 

a biblical musician king, who exerts his power to cure the soul and overcomes loss 

through harping. While the analogy between the harper and Christian figures is 

commonly seen within a medieval religious setting, the multiplicity of the text in such 

readings tends to be reduced to the exposition of biblical truth. The harp is thought to 

be the kingly instrument of ―ratio and harmony‖ (Jeffery 50) which has ―a significant 

range of employments‖ (Jeffery 50).
10

 The harper is deemed as ―a divinely inspired 

musician who conquers the ruler of the Otherworld‖ (Louis 646) and overcomes the 

loss of his kingdom and his lady ―both by patience, humility, and loyalty‖ (Louis 

646).
11

 Such a reading identifies Orfeo as a Christian savior or a second Adam who 

restores his kingdom through the harmonic power of music. The exile is considered 

the pilgrimage that seems to be a ―Christian substitute for death‖ (Louis 648), during 

which Orfeo learns virtue. While David Jeffery admirably reveals the way that the 

sense of cosmic understanding derived from the harping accounts for its therapeutic 

power and also harmonizes Orfeo himself (56-58), the Christian allegory does not 

explain the powerlessness of the harping in curing his deranged wife and in guarding 

her from being taken away by the willful king. In fact, it‘s Orfeo‘s own monologic 

confession that brings Heurodis out of madness (102-116). As Jeffery indicates, the 

reason for this powerlessness at the beginning could be possibly ascribed to the 

merging of narrative and Christian allegory, which shows the poet‘s effort in 

synthesizing ―natural man and God man‖ (53). The split point could be detected in 

                                                         
10

 Jeffrey later on gives another title of the same article as ―Sir Orfeo‘s Harp: Music for the End of 

Time‖ in Houses of the Interpreter: Reading Scripture, Reading Culture, 2003. 

 
11

 For the study of Christian allegory, also see Louis 643-55; Masi 3–20; Friedman 148-55; Riddy 

5-15; Doob 158-207. 
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Orfeo‘s sudden spiritual metamorphosis and determination to enter the fairyland, 

from whence he ―carries his harp into the court of King Pluto‖ (54), i.e. the fairy king, 

and ―charm[s] away death‘s power‖ (54). Although the harmonizing power of the 

harp is carefully explicated in this reading, it could not explain the fairy king‘s quick 

withdrawal from his promise to grant any handsome reward to Orfeo (451), including 

the fair Heurodis. Orfeo‘s harping does not conquer the king of the other world but 

delights the fairy court and wins the chance for the king‘s consent to release Heurodis 

(Lerer 105). The analogy between Orfeo and Christian figures addresses Orfeo‘s 

virtues and kingship in terms of religious value. What needs further examination is 

the much more secular values embedded in the music of the minstrel, especially those 

of social and artistic significance.  

Critics who draw their attention on the thematic study of romance emphasize the 

social setting and human interest in Sir Orfeo. As Knapp summarizes Northrop Frye‘s 

viewpoint, romance is a genre that deals with the ―conditions of our world‖ (269). In 

this vein, Sir Orfeo exemplifies the medieval domestication of classical myths to tell a 

story of a human hero who wins back his wife by his prowess and fidelity in conjugal 

love. The narration is considered to have structural flaws, which result in the 

―awkward transition and inconsistencies‖ of the plot (Kinghorn 369). Similar studies 

address how the Greek harper is transformed into a kingly one.
12

 As in mythical 

studies, the role of the harper serves as a heroic image for the interests of the audience. 

The world of Sir Orfeo is based upon this human/evil dichotomy in which the 

narrative arrangement of the plot is rendered illogical. The ―inconsistent‖ narrative 

                                                         
12

 For the transformation between the Greek harper and the harper king, see R. H. Nicholson, ―Sir 

Orfeo: A ‗KyngesNoote‘‖ The Review of English Studies New Series 36 (1985): 161-79; James F 

Knapp also provides a synthetic view of the heroic image between mythos and romance: ―The conflict 

in Sir Orfeo may be described in terms of a mythic hero attempting to deliver his world from the 

powers of darkness.‖ (269)  
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arrangement of the self-imposed exile and the recovery is overlooked. The 

significance of the harping is also left unnoticed. 

Later scholars have begun to examine the minstrelsy in Sir Orfeo in terms of its 

artistic value and narrative achievement.
13

 By associating Orfeo‘s harping with the 

art of minstrelsy and oral tradition, the harping symbolizes the power of poetry and 

artistry that could bring about natural and civic harmony. As Lerer indicates, Orfeo‘s 

artistry is ―a musical skill which does not simply dazzle the senses but which can 

move the spirit‖ (93). Such an interpretation underscores the importance of minstrelsy, 

an oral tradition that could share a harmonic atmosphere between the 

performer/storyteller and the listener/audience. Critics admire the joy celebrated in 

Orfeo‘s melodious harping, which plays a crucial role in the art of minstrelsy. While 

critics have clarified the function of music as the source of establishing order and 

stressed on the civilizing force of music to ―bring into harmony nature, society, and 

other temporal powers‖ (Longsworth 8), the way in which sensual experiences in 

music create spiritual harmony—the exact process of how the practice of harping 

could ―move the spirit‖ (Lerer 93) and contribute to the maintenance of internal 

consistency or experience of contemproatliy—requires further examination. Besides 

focusing on phenomenal effects of the power of music and symbolic meanings 

associated with the harper, it is also of necessary importance to scrutinize the 

temporality associated with music in Sir Orfeo, which may contribute to our 

understanding of the conception of harmony, the function of music in Orfeo‘s harping, 

and its relation to the Orphic theme of loss. 

 

                                                         
13

 For a detailed discussion of the narrative achievement in Sir Orfeo, see Liuzza 282; Ker 194; Mehl; 

Keeble 193-206; Hynes-Berry 652-70; Longsworth 1-11. 
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Methodology and Thesis Statement 

Augustine‘s De musica, which had been an influential work from the late eighth 

century to the fifteenth century (Fitzgerald 575-76), provides an overall philosophical 

illustration on the experience of time in music. According to Augustine, the study of 

how physical movement is experienced through senses reveals intrinsic principles of 

the soul (336-37) and leads toward the understanding of ratios in music as the 

unchanging truth signifying metaphysical wisdom and transcendental order. 

Augustine also emphasizes the importance of understanding the movement of the soul 

through the memory activated in the corporeal experience of motion in music. 

Through the corporeal experience of music, Augustine explores the movement of the 

soul and recognizes the unchanging form of ratios as the transcendental order that 

connects the self to the eternity of God. As Augustine indicates in the beginning of 

chapter six of De musica, ―[t]he mind is raised from the consideration of changeable 

numbers in inferior things to unchangeable numbers in unchangeable truth itself‖ 

(324; bk. 6, pref.). By reasoning, one can detect ―incorporeal things‖ like the 

unchangeable truth of God from the changeable and inferior things like corporeal 

senses of the motion in the material world (325-26; bk.6, ch.2, sec.2). As will be 

explicated in chapter two, this conception of transcendence and continuity does not 

prescribe contemporality in the temporal world. Nevertheless, his exposition on the 

movement of the soul, together with the explication of memory as ―images‖ operated 

in the motions of the mind, provide us a theoretical basis for examining the 

temporality of the fairy world, which is sight-oriented.  

In examining the temporality of music in Sir Orfeo, I propose that music serves 

not only as the metaphysical and transcendental order of ratios that mediates between 

God and human, as contended in Augustine‘s De musica, but also as the sensual and 
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yet spiritual experience of a cosmic order that mediates between one‘s sentiments and 

the operating world. Starting from Augustine‘s idea of how musical experience of 

time contributes to a medieval understanding of transcendence, I would like to offer a 

secular and humane reading of Sir Orfeo that explains the narrative importance of 

Orfeo‘s self-imposed wandering, the successful restoration of his kingdom, and also 

the invocation of the past in the bardic tradition. I argue for the possibility that 

Orfeo‘s ―blisseful notes‖ (438) could be regarded as the harping of a secular minstrel, 

whose harmonic effect lies in music itself instead of the allegorical Christian savior. 

That is, the sensual aspect of Orfeo‘s harping could be viewed as an aesthetic 

experience of spiritual harmony other than the metaphysical and therefore conceptual 

harmony of ratios that signifies God‘s order. Through the contemporal experience of 

music, one‘s temporality corresponds to that of the temporal world, between which a 

polychronic harmony of multiple temporalities is sustained. In other words, the 

appreciation of music itself could also bring about spiritual harmony among the 

performers, the audience, and the changing world. The function of music is to 

harmonize and temper the heart, which contributes to the formation of duration and 

continuity in Orfeo, his followers, the minstrel narrator, and the audience as well. The 

sense of continuity and duration further explains the necessity of Orfeo‘s carrying the 

harp during his self-imposed exile. Orfeo‘s ability to sustain his heart through harping, 

together with his eloquence, is the key to his success in retrieving Heurodis and his 

kingdom. Music possesses the power to maintain integrity, love, and loyalty in Sir 

Orfeo, which offers us an alternative perspective on the theme of loss as a human 

condition. 
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Organization 

To illustrate the way in which the harmonic order is generated through the 

experience of time in music and how such an order contributes to the maintenance of 

Orfeo‘s heart within the temporal world, I divide my thesis into four parts: 

―Introduction‖ (Chapter 1), ―Music, Body, and Eternity‖ (Chapter 2), ―Orfeo‘s 

Harping and the Otherworld Journey: Being and Being beyond Time‖ (Chapter 3), 

and ―Conclusion‖ (Chapter 4). Such an organization also demonstrates how aesthetic 

and aural experiences of time in music influences cultural perception of the space 

both in Sir Orfeo and in the medieval society.  

Chapter one introduces the topic concerned and the relevant literary criticism. 

Chapter two offers a detailed explanation of the historical background of medieval 

music theories, the associated allegorical readings of the Orphic texts, and 

Augustine‘s conception of time in the experience of music. This section focuses on 

the metaphysical approach to a transcendental order perceived in the rhythm of 

musical experience, which serves as the philosophical basis for observing the 

temporality in the sight-oriented fairy world. Starting from Augustine‘s philosophy of 

music, I further analyze the temporality of Sir Orfeo in chapter three and distinguish 

two types of temporality, that of Orfeo‘s court and that of the fairyland. The 

harmonic relationship maintained by Orfeo‘s harping will be examined in terms of 

the reciprocal interaction between the inner self and the operating world, which 

prescribes continuity in temporal transcendence. This interaction explains the 

ontological significance of the harping in Sir Orfeo, which creates room for social 

union by the organically structured experience of time shared between individual 

beings and the world. Finally, I conclude in chapter four with the cultural 

significance of the harping in order to offer an alternative view on the self-world 
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relationship in other Orphic texts, as well as the legacy of the bardic tradition. 

 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

21 

CHAPTER II 

AUGUSTINE‟S DE MUSICA: MUSIC, BODY, AND ETERNITY 

 

A God enthroned beyond time in timeless eternity would 

have to renounce music. . . Are we to suppose that we 

mortals, in possessing such a wonder as music, are more 

privileged than God? Rather, to save music for him, we shall 

hold, with the Greeks, that God cannot go behind time. 

Otherwise what would he be doing with all the choiring 

angels?  

    Victor Zuckerkandl, Sound and Symbol: Music and the External World14 

 

Time and Eternity 

Time, as the determinant for existence in the temporal world, has always been a 

controversial factor in conceiving eternity. The major problem lies in the question 

whether time should be involved in transcendence, where there “should be” no 

fallenness and therefore is spared from the “corruption” of time. The ardent debates of 

such an issue are marked by the sharp contrast between the temporal eternity and the 

timeless one, a concept that is inherited mainly through the Platonic tradition.
15

 

Accordingly, different modes of order are generated from the divergent perspectives of 

time and eternity, which refer to disparate perceptions of change and continuity. The

                                                         

14
 Because of difficulty in accessing Zuckerkandl‟s work, this passage is quoted in Begbie 128. 

 
15

 While timeless eternity advocates a conceptual order through metaphysical reasoning in ratios, 

temporal eternity finds physicality in time the way to experience transcendence. For the references of 

Platonic tradition and Aristotelian views on timeless eternity, see Leyden 35-52. For temporal eternity 

and also the comparison between these two types of eternity, see Begbie 71-97. 
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controversy requires further clarification of the character of time. As Jeremy S. Begbie 

points out, the significance of time on order bases on the fact that “[t]ime is central to 

human change but also to stability: claiming that something is stable is to claim 

continuity of identity through time. Time is basic to human order, for without temporal 

order there can be no order in our lives at all” (30). Although the focus of this thesis is 

about the “experience” of continuity rather than the continuity of “identity,” which 

requires intellectual recognition, there is no doubt that time plays an essential part 

when it comes to the maintenance of duration and continuity through change. On the 

one hand, change could not occur without the passage of time. On the other hand, it is 

through time that lastingness could be experienced. The stability is evident of an 

operating order that transcends change and prescribes continuity through time and 

space. The way in which such an order is interrelated with time and space is 

significant in exploring the issue of transcendence, eternity, and its relation to loss.  

As will be elaborated in the following passage, the controversial issue of the 

timeless eternity and the temporal one has been the topic of concern along the Orphic 

tradition, for it addresses the quest of continuity in the temporal world. In Sir Orfeo, 

similar issue is highlighted by the contrast between the “joies of Paradis” (37) Orfeo 

shares with his audience and the “proude court of Paradis” (376) the fairy king 

dominates in order to satisfy his possessive urge of the beauty of temporal things. 

Despite expressing certain features of continuity, these two paradises refer to divergent 

states of being, which provides essential clue in understanding the significance of 

temporality in Orfeo‟s successful restoration of his previous state. That is, the entire 

poem emphasizes the transcendental experience of harping as the source of continuity 

in the human kingdom, in comparison with which the fairy kingdom resorts to 

glamorous appearance of everlasting lightness that magnifies his kingdom of marvel. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

23 

Dazzled by the splendor of all sorts of well-crafted jewels and architecture, Orfeo is 

made to believe he enters the realm of Paradise: 

 

He com into a fair cuntray 

As bright so sonne on somers day, 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Amidde the lond a castel he sight, 

Riche and real and wonder height. 

Al the utmast wal 

Was clere and schine as cristal; 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

The butras com out of diche 

Of rede gold y-arched riche; 

The vousour was anowrned al 

Of ich maner divers aumal. 

Within ther wer wide ones 

Al of precious stones; 

The werst piler on to bihold 

Was al of burnist gold. 

Al that lond was ever light, 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

As bright as doth at none the sonne. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Bi al thing him think that it is 

The proude court of Paradis. (351-76) 
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With all kinds of precious stones that shine brightly like crystal, this splendid castle 

represents medieval convention in describing Heaven (Lerer 100-01). It is so filled 

with architecture splendor (Lerer 101) that even the meanest pillar is adorned with 

burnished gold (368). This castle is indeed a spectacular wonder. Despite the 

seemingly resemblance of paradise and its everlasting lightness shining “[a]s bright as 

doth at noon the sonne” (372), the fairyland is shadowed by people captured in the 

castle: 

 

The porter undede the gate anon 

And lete him in to the castel gon. 

 Than he gan bihold about al, 

And seighe liggenand within the wal 

Of folk that were thider ybrought 

And thought ded and nare nought. 

Sum stode withouten hade, 

And sum non armes nade, 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

And sum astrangled as thai ete, 

And sum were in water adretny, 

And sum with fire al forschreynt; 

Wives ther lay on child-bedde, 

Sum ded and sum awedde,  

And wonder fele ther lay besides 

Right as thai slepe her undertides; 
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Eche was thus in this warld ynome,  

With fairi thider ycome. (385-404) 

 

The distorted bodies and suffering people create an uncanny atmosphere, which marks 

a sharp contrast to the fanciful appearance of the fairyland. The key to understanding 

the significance of such a contrast lies in the poem‟s referring of the fairy castle as a 

“proude court” (376), which unfolds its double meanings through the narrative 

transition of these two scenes: First, it seems to indicate Orfeo‟s amazement upon 

seeing the splendor of the fairy castle. Yet, it also reveals the character flaw about this 

paradise, a superficial place of visual grandeur where suffering inhabitants are caught 

in extreme pain (Lerer 102). Illustrating A. Bartlett Giamatti‟s idea of enameled 

vision as a symbol of “falsity and artificiality” (101), Lerer indicates that the 

paradisiac fairy castle, which is wrought in all manners of “aumal” (364), represents 

the deceitful world of artifice (98). He further indicates the moral implication of this 

architectural term by explicating the medieval usage of “admallum” (100) and 

“aumallum” (100) as “artificial enamel made by painting on glass or foil” (100) rather 

than “true enamel work” (100). Such an obsession toward external and secular world 

leads to the impairment of higher concerns (101). The artificial splendor of the 

fairyland strongly suggests moral deficiency (100-01). In spite of its visual 

resemblance to paradise, the falsity of this place leads to infernal torture (102), posing 

a sharp contrast to the harping of the human world, which, as evidently shown in 

music theories of the Boethiun and Fulgentian traditions, is usually related to 

medieval concern of the union with God and transcendence. It is probable to infer that 

this artificial world is meant to be an antithesis to the human world, where civil order 

and its legacy is based upon harmony and sincerity, not the vanity in maintaining 
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superficial appearance (104-05). 

Undoubtedly, the contradictory scenes indicate inconsistency of this paradise, 

which retains only the image of eternity: The detailed description of the distorted 

bodies presents its fragmental nature. People either stand without heads or arms or get 

pierced through the body. Besides dismembered bodies, this unsettling world also 

delineates a rather lively scene of suffering. Some are drowned in the water. Some are 

put into the fire. The most painful torture appears to fall on women who die in labor 

or become lunatic. These grotesque bodies create a sense of stagnation, replaying the 

very scene of death without end. Suspended in a fanciful otherworld, the fairy 

kingdom releases a rather moribund atmosphere, where the captured people are 

thought dead but actually not (389-90). As John Block Friedman observes, the fairy 

world bears little resemblance to the classical underworlds, where nearly all shades 

“appear as simulacra of the people they represent, complete and intact” (193).
16

 Yet 

the quasi-death image here shares some similarity with Hades in that it symbolizes a 

spiritless world devoid of joyfulness—the major difference is that the distorted bodies 

accentuate the bodily experience in space, which emphasizes the particular state of 

being dead and makes it even more like a world of death. Eternity in this world is 

timeless and yet stagnant, where women were taken by the dictation of the fairy king 

(404) and caught in a dream-like trance (402). The reason why such a representation 

of bodily experience appears in Sir Orfeo, together with how the temporality of this 

bodily experience is related to the Orphic theme of loss, needs further examination. 

Unlike the fairy kingdom which retains only the image of eternity, the human 

kingdom finds the paradisiac joys in harping as the source of continuity in the 

                                                         
16

 As Friedman points out, the only exception is Deiphobus. 
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temporal world. The practice of harping not only connects people in Orfeo‟s court, but 

serves as the source of glee during his self-exile: 

 

His harp whereon was al his gle 

He hidde in an holwe tre, 

And when the weder was clere and bright, 

He toke his harp to him wel right 

And harped at his owhen wille; 

Into alle the wode the soun gan schille, 

That alle the wilde bestes that ther beth 

For joie abouten him thai teth (267-74)  

 

The significance of the harping is emphasized by the fact that the harp is the only 

instrument Orfeo brings with him and preserves well “in an holwe tre” (268). It is 

important to notice that the harping functions as the means for Orfeo to sustain his 

subjectivity and connect with the outside world. That is, the harp is an instrument of 

spontaneity that Orfeo plays “at his owhen wille” (271). The harping not only delights 

the audience but serves as the mediation for Orfeo to interact with the world by 

intuition and spirit. It is through the harping that Orfeo is able to establish deep 

connection with his steward and delight the fairy king, both of which play essential 

roles in the final restoration. Without doubt, the harp has always been of crucial 

symbolic meanings along the Orphic tradition, especially those concerned with 

salvation and order. Despite the fact that associated ideas of salvation may contradict 

each other, as we shall return in the following passage, the harp always represents the 

way to transcendence and eternity, by which particular attitude to the solution of loss 
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is revealed. In Orfeo‟s case, the glee of the harping is presented as a transcendental 

experience that sustains the temporal world, which expresses a rather affirmative 

attitude toward salvation in this world. That is, through the harping, Orfeo is capable 

of sharing spiritual harmony with this world and solaces himself in the wild. With the 

help of his wit and eloquence, as seen in his persuading the fairy king into releasing 

Heurodis (463-72; Lerer 105), he retrieves his beloved wife and recovers his kingdom 

as well. 

While wit and eloquence serve practical functions, harmony often signifies 

eternal truth and transcendence recognized as wisdom and profound thoughts. Wisdom 

and eloquence (sapientia et eloquentia), as Friedman points out, had always been one 

of the most important topoi of educational concern in the Middle Ages (101). The 

association of these features with the harper not only reflects dominant cultural values 

at that time, but renders Orfeo as a skillful musician who is born with the spirituality 

of harmony, as evidently shown in the very beginning of the poem: 

 

Orfeo mest of ani thing 

Loved the gle of harping. 

Siker was everi gode harpour 

Of him to have miche honour. 

Himself he lerned for to harp 

And leyd theron his wittes scharp; 

He lerned so ther nothing was 

A better harpour in no plas. 

In al the warld was no man bore 

That ones Orfeo sat bifore, 
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And he might of his harping here, 

Bot he schuld thenche that he were 

In on of the joies of Paradis,  

Swiche melody in his harping is. (25-38)  

 

Through his sharp wits, Orfeo himself mastered the skill of harping and learned the art 

of harmony, which reveals Orfeo‟s natural disposition and also demonstrates a balance 

between eloquence as practical skill producing beautiful voices and wisdom as 

profound thoughts sustaining spiritual harmony.17 Unlike the Augustinian dictum 

which, as shown in the De Doctrina Christiana, contrasts these two features by 

valuing wisdom over eloquence (Friedman 101-02), Sir Orfeo offers a rather eclectic 

view. The integration of these two features approves the possibility of embodying and 

actualizing spirituality in the transitory world. That is, through eloquence, the temporal 

voices of music notes could bring about spiritual harmony, which signifies, as will be 

illustrated in the following introduction of Boethian and Flugentian tradition, the 

eternity of transcendence. The harping emphasizes the eternity of spirituality, which 

suggests a rather temporal eternity and opposes the fanciful image of timeless eternity 

exhibited in the fairy world. The significance of the harping could be no more 

accentuated by such a contrast. To understand the relationship between salvation and 

the harping in Sir Orfeo, it is necessary to probe into the way in which temporality is 

                                                         
17 As inferred from Stevenson, the contrast between eloquence and wisdom in the Middle Ages is not a 

definite one. Summarizing the viewpoints of the twelfth-century philosopher Adelard of Bath, 

Stevenson explicates two metaphysical principles in music, which are symbolized in two ladies called 

“Philocosmia (lover of the world)” (388) and “Philosophia (lover of wisdom, truth)” (388). While the 

former “stands for the pleasure in the musica practica pura of minstrels and uninstructed singers” (388), 

Philosophia “delights in a more intellectual music, created and understood only by true musici; this is 

letitia, joy” (388). Being an uninstructed minstrel who shares paradisiac joy, Orfeo appears to be the 

mixture of these two principles, which also explains the sensual feature of Orfeo‟s harping. 
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associated with the transcendental experience in music, without which Orfeo can 

hardly maintain integrity, sustain his own sorrow, and restore his kingdom. 

In terms of the study of temporality in transcendental experience, there would be 

no more suitable model than music not only because it is a form of art most richly 

engaged with temporality, as already illustrated in chapter one, but also because it 

functions as the mediation presenting spirituality through bodily experiences in space, 

which corresponds to the sentient nature of reality and is thus essential in perceiving 

continuity of the soul, a topic that I will return in chapter three. The temporality of 

music could be briefly summarized by Zuckerkandl: 

 

In the temporal component of music, then, we have to deal with a two-faced 

force, not to say a two-minded force. So far as it is responsible for the 

organization of the individual [bar], it is perpetually intent upon closing a 

cycle, reaching a goal; it wills the finite. On the other hand, with its renewed, 

even more insistent “On! Once again!” which hammers out [bar] after [bar], 

it is a striving without end that accepts no limit, a willing of the infinite 

(emphasis added). (qtd. in Begbie 123) 

 

The willingness of the infinite created through temporal experiences best exemplifies 

the aesthetic of time in music, which indicates a transcendental space experienced 

through and within the temporal one. Hence, music occupies an important, if not 

fundamental, place in the understanding of theology, one of the most prominent 

examples could be shown in Augustine‟s De musica. In this treatise, Augustine argues 

for the eternity of the form as the transcendental order observed in the rhythm of 

music. Despite that he aims to prove God‟s existence by such an order, which seems to 
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contrast the sensual experience of Orfeo‟s harping, his philosophical insight on 

temporality, motions, and related mental conditions is of significant values in viewing 

the issue of loss and regaining order. To figure out the reason why Augustine‟s 

philosophy of music contributes to the reading of Sir Orfeo, the following passage 

examines the historical setting of medieval music theory and its interaction with the 

Orphic tradition.  

When it comes to the development of Orphic tradition and music theories, the 

Middle Ages is never dark, a fact which is evident by its successive era of the 

flourishing Renaissance.
18

 Both traditions attained significant popularity and at times 

shared with each other the same concern in relation to music and transcendence. In the 

Consolation of Philosophy, Boethius takes an ethical stand in viewing the myth, 

rendering Eurydice representative of temporalia, by which Orpheus is deterred from 

unifying with the intelligent light of God and dragged back to the darkness of earthly 

desires (Friedman 93-95). Boethius‟ treatment of the myth shows agreement with his 

philosophy in the Fundamentals of Music, which follows the Platonic tradition in 

recognizing ratios in music as the unchanging truth signifying metaphysical wisdom 

and upholding the intelligence of mind as the solution to spiritual freedom and 

transcendence.
19

 Temporalia, as representative of the transient nature of the body and 

earth, is dismissed as the “heavy chains” (Friedman 92) that bond human soul to 

sensuality (Friedman 92). Despite the fact that the Boethian music theory suggests 

moral and practical concern of this world (Chamberlain 97), the earth is apparently not 

the place for spiritual residence.  

                                                         
18

 Fully absorbing the intellectual nourishment from the Greco-roman philosophy, the Middle Ages in 

fact witnessed the birth and proliferation of music theories, see Bower, “The Transmission of Ancient 

Music Theory into the Middle Ages,” 136.  

 
19 

Nevertheless, Boethius‟ treatment of the myth is not necessarily limited to the Platonic tradition. 
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The correspondence between music theories and the Orphic allegory also appears 

in the Fulgentian tradition.
20

 Fulgentius puts more emphases on the practice of music, 

whether in eloquence or in singing itself, other than the Platonic abstraction of 

knowledge.
21

 In Mitologiae, Orpheus is represented as “the power of words to move 

the listener” (Friedman 89), while Eurydice symbolizes “the more mystical harmony 

of tones” (Friedman 89). Eurydice is no longer denounced as the cause for degradation. 

In Musica Enchiriadis, she is recognized as “profound understanding” (profunda 

diiuidicatio; Bower 157) hidden in the underworld, from which Orpheus, as “most 

excellent voice” (optima vox; Bower 157), temporally enlivens her through the sound 

of his song, for even the discipline of music could not get a whole grasp of the mystic 

being in life (Bower 157).
22

 With no repudiation to the transience of the body and 

earth, Eurydice is considered as the “higher level of being” (Bower 158) temporally 

attained through the sonorous experience of music. Rather than approaching a timeless 

eternity through the knowledge of the intelligence of God, this perspective 

encompasses the sentient reality of life, supporting a temporal transcendence 

experienced within the present of time and space. Moreover, it also acknowledges the 

limit of human perception in knowing and resorts to the bodily experience of music for 

spiritual epiphany, as shown in Calvin M. Bower‟s exposition that “the discipline of 

                                                         
20

 Also known in the 10-12
th
 theoretical tradition of Musica Enchiriadis, see Bower 157. 

 
21

 The major concern of Fulgentius is, nevertheless, his use of etymology. See Friedman 89. 
 
22

 According to Stevens, the original text is as follows: Sed dum rursus per Orpheum, id est, per 

optimum cantilenae sonum, a secretis suis ac si ab inferis evocatur, imaginarie perducitur usque in 

auras huius vitae, dumque videri videtur, amittitur. Scilicet quia inter caetera, quae adhuc ex parte et in 

aenigmate cerrnimus, haec etiam disciplina haud ad plenum habet rationem in hac vita penetrabilem. 

Stevens also translates the text as follows: But whilst it [the true understanding of music] is being 

summoned from its secret places, as if from the underworld by Orpheus,—that is, by „the best sound of 

song‟—and being brought in mental images up into the clear air of this present life and at that moment 

seems to be seen [for what it is], it is lost. This is evidently because, amongst other things which in the 

present we see only in part and darkly, this knowledge too has a basis to which in this life our minds 

can hardly penetrate to the full. (397) 
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music should be directed toward gaining some understanding—albeit incomplete—of 

the sonorous revelation of a higher order reflected in the cantor’s song” (emphasis 

added; 158). The Fulgentian tradition maintains a balance between the practice of 

music and transcendence. As Bower contends, “the essence of the [Fulgentian] 

narrative lies in the importance of singing beautiful song rather than in knowing 

quantities abstracted from sensual reality” (158), which releases a rather secular, albeit 

still spiritual, tone on the significance of music and the myth. The Fulgentian view 

continued to flourish in the Middle Ages, developing into humanistic interests shown 

in Nicolas Trivet‟s focus on “the civilizing influence of Orpheus‟ wisdom and 

eloquence” (Friedman 112). Regarding Orpheus as the initiator of poetic activities, 

Boccaccio also followed this vein and attributed him the quality of wisdom and 

eloquence in artes to move men out of obstinacy (Friedman 137-40). Together with 

the various features endowed from other adaptations of the myth, Orpheus and 

Eurydice were “eventually naturalized into the medieval world” (Friedman 90-91) and 

shaped into a pair of courtly lovers who “inspired the anonymous Sir Orfeo and 

Henryson‟s Orpheus and Eurydice” (Friedman 91). 

Although Orfeo‟s harping corresponds to the Boethian view of music as the 

source of “spiritual enlightenment” (Friedman 90; 92) that brings about spiritual 

freedom and happiness, the successful restoration owes its heritage to the Fulgentian 

tradition, which renders Orfeo a humanist ideal of an orator-hero. Such a hero, as 

explicated by Hanna H. Gray, possesses “good character” and “persuasive capacity” 

(504). The major difference is that, instead of symbolizing “profound understanding” 

(Bower 157) or “unattainable ideal of the mystic being and transcendence” (Bower 

158), Heurodis is transformed into a rather humanized courtly lady. On the other hand, 

she no longer represents the temporalia that bonds Orfeo to the earthly desires. Yet the 
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ethical concern of temporalia still has its legacy in Sir Orfeo (Friedman 189), a similar 

example of which is to be found in the Metamorphosis Ovidiana by the Benedictine 

Pierre Bersuire, an early-fourteenth-century mythographer devoting his life to 

elaborating on the issue of moralization and human salvation:  

 

Or let us say that Orpheus is a sinner who, by the bite of the serpent, that is, 

by the temptation of the Devil, lost his wife, that is, his soul, when she was 

indiscreetly collecting flowers, that is, applying her mind to the flux of 

temporalia. But he recovered her spirituality when he descended to the 

lower world through thought and through the power of his sweet measured 

words. (trans. Friedman 128)
23

 

 

Despite Bersuire‟s rather Christianized allegory of the myth which does not match the 

secular tone of Sir Orfeo, a parallel still could be drawn from the flower-collecting 

scenes: 

 

Bifel so in the comessing of May 

When miri and hot is the day, 

And oway beth winter schours, 

And everifeld is ful of flours, 

And blosme breme on everi bough 

Over al wexeth miri anough, 

                                                         
23

 According to Friedman, the original text is as follows: Vel dic quod Orpheus est peccator, qui 

scilicet morsu serpentis, .i. diaboli temptatione, uxorem suam .i. animan perdit dum indiscrete ad 

collagen dum flores .i. ad congreganda fluxibilia temporalia intendit, sed tamen ipsam spiritualiter 

recuperat quando ad inferos per considerationem descendit & per orationem dulciter modulatur. (129) 
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This ich quen, Dame Heurodis, 

Tok to maidens of priis, 

And went in an undrentide 

To play bi an orchard side,  

To se the floures sprede and spring 

And to here the fouls sing. (57-68) 

 

Given the symbolic meaning of the fully bloomed flower, Heurodis is vulnerable to 

the temptation of earthly desires, i.e. the temporalia, which explains the reason for 

fairy king‟s abduction in a spring garden (Friedman 181-85). Her extraordinary 

fairness (51-56), as depicted in the beginning of the poem, also reflects fairy king‟s 

obsession of temporal appearance, which is easily ruined after Heurodis “froted hir 

honden and hir fet” (79) and “crached hir visage” (80). The drastic change of Heurodis‟ 

appearance and Orfeo‟s lament for such a loss of beauty (105-10) repetitively address 

the theme of temporalia. Nonetheless, the significance of temporalia here is not 

limited to earthly desires. The abduction also signifies the uncertainty of temporalia, 

which, as Lerer contends, could not be guarded against by the physical strength of 

Orfeo‟s “ten hundred knightes” (183), nor by the orchard which represents the “power 

of human craft to reshape nature” and tame wilderness (Lerer 95-97). The quest for 

constancy could not simply be guaranteed by any form of artificial order, a fact which 

is accentuated by the artificial world of the fairyland where human craft “manipulates 

surfaces for the awe or delectation of the beholder” (Lerer 93). 

Contrasting the deceptive artifice of fairyland with Orfeo‟s artistry of music, 

Lerer regards the harping as the “power to bring out the order inherent in Creation”, 

which is to be found only by the true artist (93) and acquired during Orfeo‟s journey 
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(97). Unlike the superficial order of artifice which offers only the “semblance of 

security” (93) and “illusion of control” (102), the artistry in music is the art which can 

“harmonize man with nature and with man” (93). This rather civilizing power 

establishes a consistent order that maintains constancy through internal connection and 

harmony with the world, which, instead of binding one‟s self by false pursuit and 

control of the temporalia, sustains one‟s inner freedom through the tranquility of heart. 

By creating room for spiritual unity, the harping initiates an openness essential in 

promoting motion of the spirit and maintaining duration of the self that transcends 

temporalia. The dynamic between artifice and artistry demonstrates divergent attitudes 

toward temporalia, endowing the poem an ethical implication greater than traditional 

Orphic works which, in spite of addressing the quest for continuity and salvation, do 

not lay emphasis on the contrasting order of artifice and artistry. Besides, the moral 

here is a humanistic one. While Orfeo‟s affection, and therefore an essential part of 

soul, is still bound to his lover, the allegorical significance is rather diluted—Orfeo is 

not recognized as any kind of savior or sinner but a minstrel king.  

Even though the harping creates room for spiritual transcendence, it does not 

promise timeless eternity, as seen in the temporal harmony Orfeo shares with the 

animals: 

 

Into alle the wode the soun gan schille, 

That alle the wilde bestes that ther beth 

For joie abouten him thai teth, 

And alle the foules that ther were 

Come and sete on ich a brere 

To here his harping affine, 
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So miche melody was therin; 

And when he his harping lete wold, 

No best bi him abide nold. (272-80) 

 

Hardly does the departure scene appear in other versions of the myth, which 

underscores the significance of temporality in Sir Orfeo. The fact that the animals 

leave soon after Orfeo‟s harping is indicative of temporal transcendence, following the 

Fulgentian tradition in that the sound of music temporally enlivens “the higher level of 

being” (Bower 158). Also, as Lerer maintains, Orfeo‟s harping restates the “Fulgentian 

idiom of the power of music to give „the hidden forces [of the spirit] the effect of 

delight‟”, as proved by the repeating “praise of „melody‟” throughout the poem (104). 

Appearing in all five scenes of Orfeo‟s harping, such a motif not only renders music as 

the poem‟s main subject, which distinguishes itself from all other texts, but also 

“reveal[s] the Auchinleck narrator‟s claims for music as an ordering force” (104). 

For the reason mentioned above, Lerer attributes the civilizing power mostly to 

the artistry of music:  

 

If there is a philosophical and literary explanation for the function of melody 

in the poem, it may lie less with Boethian musical inheritance than with the 

place of song in the communities of man and nature. The poet plays on the 

earthly and celestial connotations of „melody‟ to show how Orfeo‟s artistry 

brings man and nature into a shared community. (102)  

 

Given the social setting of Sir Orfeo, which, as mentioned earlier, bears little 

significance of Christian and therefore Beothian allegory, such a viewpoint matches 
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the secular tone of the poem. Also, the very arrangement of the poem highlights the 

Fulgentian concern of sensual reality: The allusion to the bardic tradition (1-24; 

597-604) and the succession of the human kingdom (593-96) suggests a temporal 

cycle, prescribing continuity in practical music and earthly body. The emphases on 

bodily experiences or temporal harmony address mainly the experiences of being 

rather than metaphysical wisdom. Most importantly, the temporal transcendence of 

Orfeo‟s harping disagrees with the unchanging truth of Platonic ideas, which finds 

intelligence the ultimate residence for man to “contemplate the Being” (Schrade 190) 

and releases man from the “deceptive world of change” (Schrade 190), a fundamental 

philosophy of Boethian music theory:  

 

. . . from there [Republics] he took Plato‟s idea that there is inherent in 

mathematics a knowledge that draws the human soul from becoming to 

being. Indeed, Boethius‟ “summit of perfection”, where philosophy resides 

and where man becomes able to contemplate the Being, exercises this very 

attraction which diverts man‟s mind from the confusing and deceptive world 

of change to the ever true and unalterable world of ideas. (Schrade 190) 

 

Instead of advocating timeless eternity which leads man from “becoming to being”, 

the temporal transcendence conceives “being as becoming”. It is an order of becoming 

that follows the temporal nature in Creation, which distinguishes itself from the 

immutable being of metaphysical contemplation. 

Although the sensual experience of Orfeo‟s harping corresponds to the Fulgentian 

tradition, its ordering force represents Boethian concepts of music in several ways, 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

39 

which may indicate an overlap between the two traditions
24

: 1. The delighting effect of 

the harping refers to the instrumental music that fosters “wisdom and virtue” through 

“pleasing rhythm, melody, and text” (Chamberlain 85), which explains the 

significance of the harping as Orfeo‟s source of glee and its influence on cultivating 

Orfeo‟s integrity. 2. The cultivating effect further echoes Boethian idea of human 

music as the “psychological music between soul and body” (Chamberlain 90), which 

demonstrates how instrumental music affects one‟s inner being, and therefore, Orfeo‟s 

inner being. 3. Because of the great power music has over man‟s moral condition, 

human music is primarily considered as the moral music that tempers the soul 

(Chamberlain 90-93). This very fact reinforces the significance of Orfeo‟s bringing the 

harp during his exile and its function of maintaining Orfeo‟s patience and loyalty, 

which corresponds to the Boethian view of music as “a necessary guardian of virtue” 

(Chamberlain 84) and endows the poem with a humanistic tone by that Orfeo, as a 

man of good morals, achieves successful restoration. 4. According to Boethius, armor, 

which “produces holy concord among peoples, spouses, and friends” (Chamberlain 88) 

and represents the unifying power of world music, is considered the “further aspects of 

human music” (Chamberlain 88). The harping in Sir Orfeo testifies this unifying 

power: It not only possesses the power to connect people in Orfeo‟s court but 

maintains the loyalty of Orfeo‟s steward, who is found to preserve the musical order at 

the time of Orfeo‟s returning (Lerer 105): “Ther were trompours and tabourers, / 

Harpours fele and crouders; / Miche melody thai maked alle” (521-23). Just like Orfeo, 

whose harping is abundant with “blisseful notes” (438) and “melody” (38; 278; 442), 

the music in the steward‟s court also maintains such a melody, which delights the soul 

and represents the ordering power of music (Lerer 105). 
                                                         
24

 For the overlap between sacred and secular views of music in the Middle Ages, see Stevens 388. 
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The significance of true artistry is even accentuated by the fact that, in the fairy 

court, the practice of minstrelsy appears to be fanciful mimicry (Lerer 104) and 

produces no melody, as Orfeo has perceived in the wilderness: 

 

And otherwhile he seighe other thing: 

Knightes and levedis com daunceing 

In queynt attire gisely, 

Queynt pas and softly; 

Tabours and trunpes gede hem bi, 

And al maner menstraci. (297-302) 

 

The similarities between Orfeo‟s harping and Boethian music may indicate hybridity 

between sacred music theory and a secular one, and yet it is for sure Sir Orfeo entails 

the Fulgentian view of rather mystic and temporal transcendence. As to the question 

whether there were any sorts of interrelation between the two traditions, no definite 

conclusion can be drawn until further research is conducted.
25

 Nevertheless, it is 

obvious that music, as the approach to wisdom and spirituality in both traditions, is 

the crucial key to understanding the morals of the poem.  

Boethius‟ and Fulgentius‟ cases demonstrate how medieval theological thoughts 

in music are reflected in the Orphic myth, especially those concerned with temporalia 

and transcendence, a recurring motif that dominates the Orphic theme of loss 

                                                         
25

 As Stevenson specifies, secular musical experience in the Middle Ages includes two significant 

features—“the love of this world and the love of God” (392), which offers an alternative view on the 

ambiguity of Orfeo‟s music. Besides, he also identifies the strong relation between courtly/courteous 

love and “the love of this world” (392) as “the central and most frequently recurring idealism” (392) 

appearing in romance from the mid twelfth century to the fifteenth.  
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(Friedman 107; 119; 128; 141).
26

 Undoubtedly, medieval music theories are richly 

engaged with the making of the myth. Although only parts of the theories directly 

address the myth, other theories also contribute to the understanding of the myth in 

relation to the issue of order, temporality, and eternity, as well as the practice of music. 

Cassiodorus, who introduced the secular learning of seven liberal arts to his 

community (Bower 147), is such an instance. In explaining the purifying power of 

David‟s music, he expressed a quite affirmative attitude toward the sounds of music 

(Friedman 149). Similar examples could be drawn if sufficient research effort is made. 

Yet, owing to the scope limitation of this thesis, these cases would not be fully 

addressed.
27

 Nevertheless, judging from the prominence of medieval music theories 

and the scholarly trend in adopting the myth for theoretical explication, it is probable 

that the music theorists may exert great influences on medieval views of the figure of 

Orpheus and the myth, not mentioning to Augustine, whose thoughts in music, along 

with other philosophical insights, had been crucial influences in the Middle Ages. 

Although Augustine‟s De musica has been an effective source for medieval music 

theories, the Augustinian approach to a secular interpretation of Sir Orfeo encounters 

the question of its validity for the seemingly incompatibility between Christian 

thoughts and the secular ones, especially that between the timeless eternity of ratios 

and the temporal transcendence of Orfeo‟s harping. True, early medieval music 

theories advocated the timeless eternity of the Platonic tradition. They were cultivated 
                                                         
26

 In page 119, Friedman explicates the earlier exposition of Ovid in the fifteen books of Allegoriae 

super Ovidii Metamorphosin by Arnulf of Orleans. The “opposition of virtue and vice”, respectively 

symbolized by Orpheus as a “most wise and musical man” and Eurydice as “having fallen into vice”, 

appears to be the main concern along the Orphic tradition in the Middle Ages. The issue of temporalia 

is also emphasized by Arnulf‟s disapproval of Eurydice, who, “misled by the deceits of this life”, 

“judged the false and transitory things of this life to be durable and true”. The dichotomy between 

Orfeo and the fairy king follows this vein.  

 
27

 For the way in which music theories from the Platonic tradition, Roman rhetorical tradition, or 

Fulgentian tradition are embedded in the symbolic meaning of Eurydice, Orpheus, and his lyre, see 

Friedman 80, 88, 133. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

42 

and preserved exclusively for the purpose of theological knowledge and Christian 

worship in church (Abelson 130). But the intersection between Christian and secular 

thoughts was by no means scarce. First, Christian music theorists of the Augustinian 

vein may express affirmative attitude toward the sensual experience in music while 

maintaining Christian theology. For instance, Cassiodorus and Isidore, who inherited 

the Neoplatonism advocated by Augustine (Pelikan 11), introduced secular learning in 

art to their communities (Bower 147-49) and put much more emphases on the practice 

of the songs and liturgies. Besides, the circulation of Christian music theories is not 

limited to the church. Through the establishment of universities around the eleventh 

and twelfth century, the study of music theories became a prevalent cultural 

phenomenon not only in the church, but also in the academy and society (Abelson 

131). It is through universities that theological thoughts in Augustine were probably 

embedded in the secular learning of music, which had been passed down to the time 

when Sir Orfeo was composed.
28

 

Second, on account of the popular cultural activities in reinventing and 

re-appropriating the Orphic tradition for Christian, ethical, civil, and rhetorical 

allegories, the line between Christian and pagan is not definite when interpreting the 

Orphic myth. As Friedman illustrates in Orpheus in the Middle Ages, the medieval 

renditions of the Orphic myth demonstrate a wide range of allegorical concerns, which 

renders it possible for the author to integrate any of these allegories for his own 

purpose of exposition. Accordingly, the authors were free to explore the richness 

embedded within the Orphic tradition, which were accompanied with philosophical 

                                                         
28

 While arguing for the Augustinian influence on the secular view of music, I do not deny the 

possibility that the secular connotation of music in Sir Orfeo was originated from other pagan sources. 

Yet, owing to the research limits, I could not offer a much thorough view of this origin.  
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thoughts in music, and create their own narratives of the myth.
29

 Such are the cases of 

Boccaccio and Salutati, who “see themselves as comparative mythographers, 

marshaling the information of a wild range of authors, both Christian and pagan” 

(Friedman 139). Therefore, it is conceivable that the author of Sir Orfeo bore in mind, 

or at least was influenced by, the philosophical thoughts in music theories and 

reinvented this myth into a secular but spiritual and humanistic acclaim of minstrelsy, 

other than the Christian one.
30

 Owing to the reasons above, Augustine‟s theory of 

music could presumably explain the significance of music on the theme of loss and 

related issues of temporalia and transcendence, but serves not as the sole reference in 

reading Sir Orfeo, a rather complicated work of art to which a mythographic view is 

suggested:  

 

The author has made a romance out of a classical story, not by allegorizing it 

or by simply elaborating upon it, . . . , but by drawing details from the 

various portraits of Orpheus we have seen and creating a new story in which 

to assemble them. Sir Orfeo is a unified whole of a quality far superior to 

any of the postclassical treatments we have seen so far mainly because it 

relies more upon the imagination of the author than upon any single literary 

source, however evident its sources may be. (Friedman 178) 

 

Music, Time, and Order 

                                                         
29

 Although the innovation of the myth is highly possible, the medieval period shows a conservative 

tendency of transcribing and imitating the Orphic texts, resulting in a rather slow development of the 

myth. See Friedman 97-98. 

 
30 

For further information of the secularization of the Orphic myth, see Friedman 86-145. 
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As Augustine illustrates in De musica, the experience of time in music reveals 

two distinct features: the rhythm indicative of the number of ratios (356; bk.6, ch.11, 

sec.31) and the memory retaining the motion of soul (358; bk.6, ch.12, sec.34) or the 

phantasiai of sensual experiences of the body (357; bk.6, ch.11, sec.32). While the 

“beauty of ratio” (356; bk.6, ch11, sec.31) serves as the judicial number in soul that 

measures harmonic rhythm when hearing, the memory exhibits the way in which mind 

operates through images, that is, the impression of senses. Although both features are 

highly related to the experience of time in music, they do not address the experiencing 

of presence and continuity in time. This core issue would be dealt with in chapter three. 

Nevertheless, these two features demonstrate how the vision of mind exerts its 

influence on the perception of space and thus clarify the relationship between images 

and continuity, an essential factor that determines one‟s perception of change and loss. 

They share with each other the same characteristic of images while differing in matter, 

for the former refers to the measurement of time by forms and the latter the impression 

of space in time. Distinguished as the image of intellect and the image of senses, they 

offer a perceptive schema in viewing the temporality of Orfeo‟s harping and that of the 

sight-oriented fairy world. 

The significance of Augustine‟s exposition of memory lies in how he 

appropriates the Greek idea of phantasiai to illustrate the motions of mind, which 

reveals the fragmental nature of images and explains the problematic illusion of 

phantasms that hinder one from perceiving reality: 

 

Then whatever this memory contains from the motions of the mind brought 

to bear on the passions of the body are called phantasiai in Greek. . . . And 

the life of opinion consists in having them instead of things known and 
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things perceived, and such a life is at the very entrance of error. But when 

these motions react with each other, and boil up, you might say, with various 

and conflicting winds of purpose, they generate one motion from another; 

not indeed those impressed from the senses and gotten from the reactions to 

the body‟s passions, but like images of images, to which we give the name 

phantasms. . . . But some follow their phantasms so headlong the only 

ground for all false opinions is to hold phatasias or phantams for things 

known, known by the senses. (356-57; bk.6, ch.11, sec.32)  

 

Augustine‟s expounding of how images function through the motions of the mind 

provides a significant reference for the temporality of images. The “various and 

conflicting winds of purpose” (356-57; bk.6, ch.11, sec.32) signify the intentionality of 

the mind, by which images are projected and imposed on reality. Such motions of the 

mind take a quite chaotic route. Finding no bases on empirical senses of reality, they 

“react with each other” and boil up “in tumultuous fashion” (366; bk.6, ch.11, sec.42). 

With “purposes” as the only resort to continuity, images are carried through the 

motions of the mind, which renders the experience of the space fragmental. In fact, 

such a state of being does not prescribe the experience of continuity, for the presence 

easily falls into the projection of the mind, which rids individual subjects of the 

dynamic of the soul‟s movement. Trapped in the void of images invented through the 

restless motions of the mind, individual subjects experience a rather fragmental and 

stagnant condition of being. While never fully accepting the presence of life, the 

subject‟s consciousness fluctuates between the reminiscence of past and the 

expectation of future, distorting reality out of the reinforcement of one‟s own 
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psychological tendency.
31

 Since the cause to this tendency is rather complicated and 

highly related to one‟s life experiences, mental condition, and personal beliefs, this 

topic would not be incorporated into the discussion. The focus of this thesis is to 

delineate the characteristics of such condition and its relation to time and space. 

Nevertheless, as Augustine indicates, pride (364; bk.6, ch.11, sec.40) and desires (358; 

bk.6, ch12, sec.33) are the two major causes, which correspond to the disposition of 

the “proude court of Paradis” (376) of fairy world, where the fairy king‟s desire of 

material splendor is evident. This issue would be further elaborated in chapter three.  

Although it is inappropriate to relate the corruptive image of senses with the 

eternity of the divine order, the Augustinian way of transcendence shares with the 

image of senses similar features in that they both operate through the intentionality of 

the mind. Through metaphysical reasoning, Augustine tends to reduce the multiplicity 

of worldly phenomena to his exposition of ratios as a conceptual order signifying 

God. As Augustine contends, the unchangeable numbers observed in rhythm refer to 

the eternity of the form endowed from God (361; bk.6, ch.12, sec.36), by which the 

soul “pass[es] judgment on things given even if varied within certain lengths, by 

approving harmonies in them and rejecting discords” (343; bk.6, ch.6, sec.18). It is 

through such judicial numbers that the world unifies with equalness in ratios and 

operates in harmony (377; bk.6, ch17; sec.58). The understanding of these numbers 

therefore enables one to perceive eternity and admire God as the creator of the 

transcendental order that is perfectly true and incorruptible. The Augustinian 

conceptualization of harmony is typical of metaphysical reasoning. Functioning 

through the image of the intellect, it renders the space an object of the mind, for the 

                                                         
31

 The extreme cases of this could be the psychotic killer who delights in the thrill of killing. Losing 

sentimental connection with presence, his state of mind only exists in the moment of thrill, recalled 

from his mind‟s image by his collection of the dead body as some kind of souvenirs.  
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principle of the form, as W. T. J. Mitchell clarifies in “What Is an Image?”, functions 

as some “intermediate or transcendental object—an idea, form, or mental image—that 

provides a mechanism for explaining how our categories arise” (522).
32

 In 

Augustine‟s case, the ratios are identified as the transcendental object, by which 

empirical experience of hearing is judged and categorized as harmonious one and 

disharmonious one. Such a way of conceiving reality is characteristic of the 

intentionality of the mind since the form (the Latin species) is a matter of the 

“mechanisms of consciousness” (Mitchell 522) that subordinates and reduces life 

experiences to its “representational models” (Mitchell 522). 

The focus of the Augustinian transcendence is not on the representational 

models of measurement, however. As Kathi Meyer-Baer explicates in “Psychologic 

and Ontologic Ideas in Augustine‟s de Musica,” the way in which rhythm is measured 

in music reveals the intrinsic motions of the soul: 

 

The act of measuring is more decisive than the idea of measure itself. We are 

able to measure because rhythm and time, as they exist outside of us, 

correspond to qualities of the internal motions of our soul. . . . External 

motion is perceived in space, internal motion can be realized through the 

sound only, through a course of sounds in poetry and music. Therefore music 

is defined as ars bene modulandi, the art of good motion. The good motion 

establishes the harmonic relation between inner and outer world and life. 

Motion in the soul is the origin, the principle of time. (228) 

 

                                                         
32

 Mitchell emphasizes that images are not pictures or impressions, see 522. Yet they are highly 

involved in the picturesque logic. See chapter three for further explanation.  
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There is no doubt Augustine‟s conception of time as motion in the soul is of 

significant value for the rhythm signifies the operation of the soul. Yet the act of 

measuring still refers to the motions of the mind.
33

 Based on the will to judge, such 

an act is typical of intellectual observation. Harmony is conceived through the 

distention of the mind, by which the ratios in rhythm mediate between the inner and 

outer world. Through the quantitative abstraction of reasoning, the Augustinian 

transcendence renders the motions determined by the measure of time, which 

prescribes continuity in the image of the ratios rather than the experience of presence 

and contemporality. Agency is considered as the act of the mind, in which time is 

perceived, as Richard McKeon illustrates in “Time and Temporality,” through the 

present actions of memory, attention, and anticipation in mind: “past, present, and 

future exist therefore in the present—the past is the present memory of the past, the 

present is present perception of the present, and the future is present anticipation of 

the future” (126). In this way, the presence is processed as the “myth of passage” 

(Begbie 63) while the quest of continuity and duration remains unsolved, a significant 

issue that will be elaborated in the following section. 

With no further explication of how inward harmony and order are maintained 

through one‟s sentient connection with the temporal world, Augustine indicates that 

the belief in God, and thus the unity with Him, is the way to inner tranquility, i.e., the 

“wholeness to the soul‟s sentiment” (376; bk.6, ch.17, sec.56). According to 

Augustine, the soul is reformed and elevated because of its knowledge of the “divine 

numbers of wisdom” (333; bk.6, ch.4, sec.5), by which it is “turned from its servant 

[the body] to its God” and “necessarily progresses and furnishes its servant a very 

                                                         
33

 The analysis here only addresses rhythm in terms of the ratio of numbers. Rhythm could be 

conceived otherwise. 
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easy life, and, therefore, the least laborious and full of business, no attention [to the 

temporal things] being given it in its surpassing peace” (337-8; bk.6, ch.5, sec.13). 

His elucidation of the form of ratios ends up with the oneness in God as the final 

resort to all creation, the acknowledgement of which is the way to salvation (375; 

bk.6, ch.17, sec.56).  

Different from the contemporal experience earlier defined in chapter one as the 

condition of the integrity of individual being and the unity of the world, Augustine 

finds God the only resort for maintaining unity in the transient world.
34

 His dialectic 

of God as the origin of unity suggests an unchangeable transcendence induced from 

intellectual speculation, in which harmony in ratios signifies the eternity of God. 

Continuity is perceived through a series of displacements of references: from 

harmony in bodily experiences to the form of ratios as the transcendental order, the 

immutability of which is ascribed to the eternity in the unchanging God. God is turned 

into the symbol of eternity projected through metaphysical reasoning, which defines 

inner tranquility as a symbolic connection of such an image—Because God is eternity, 

the unity with him is spiritual progress and salvation. Although the Augustinian 

approach to transcendence offers meticulous analysis of the phenomenon of hearing 

and mind‟s motions, it seldom explains the interrelation between presence and one‟s 

sentiments. Deriving from detailed discrimination of bodily experiences of harmony, 

the metaphysical reasoning goes all the way through linear chains of thoughts up to its 

teleological end of God as the origin of the temporal world, which forms the hierarchy 

ranging from the inferior physical world to the superior God. The multiplicity of 

worldly phenomena is reduced to the images of the mind space and subordinated to 

                                                         
34

 God here refers specifically to the image of God, which concerns not the God but how God and 

eternity are perceived through Platonic metaphysics. 
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the image of God. Instead of searching for unity within the present world, the belief in 

God is harmony and eternity. The formless presence is somewhat mystified as the 

pre-ordained autonomy, which corresponds to the oneness in God and is 

self-sufficient.
35

 Accordingly, worldly beings function through the “secret will of the 

judicial numbers” (345; bk.6, ch.8, sec.20) and the soul obtains virtues like 

temperance, fortitude, prudence, and justice because of its conversion to God, who 

prescribes numbers in the moving body (371-75; bk.6, ch.14, sec.50-ch.16, sec.55). 

Without addressing how harmony is attained through subjective recognition of the 

relationship between individual self and the space, harmony is considered the 

equalness in numbers that conducts motions of the world. The transcendence is apart 

from the presence of the present world, which does not concern how inner space is 

structured through one‟s self relationship with the world and thus designates nothing 

about the “experience” of continuity.  

A split is made between the earth as temporal phenomena and the mind as the 

eternal truth, according to which different motions of the soul correspond to 

respective inner states: the souls of those staying in the transcendental order have the 

“good inmost” and progress to inward tranquility while the souls of those bound to 

desires and pride “go forth to the outermost” and “become empty” (338-39; 364-65; 

bk.6, ch.5, sec.14; bk.6, ch13, sec.40). Applying different actions in hearing as a trope 

for the movement of the soul, Augustine further illustrates how the motions of the 

soul operate in proud people (365-66; bk.6, ch13, sec.42). It is obvious that a temporal 

                                                         
35

 As Robert Catesby Taliaferro notes in his translation of De musica, the Augustinian dialectic bases 

itself on the “doctrine of oneness”, which recognizes beings as objects of intellectual observation but 

“independent of it”. Therefore, the oneness signifies the self-sufficiency in individual beings, the very 

“ground of all recognition and knowledge” (375-76). Such a doctrine of oneness presupposes a factual 

reality of being which considers autonomy at its appearance while concerning nothing about the subject 

experience of beings, as well as the conditions of beings which determines individual relationship with 

the space.  
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transcendence is not Augustine‟s option. Nevertheless, his elaboration on 

transcendence and the movement of the soul in proud people provide significant 

perspective in viewing the temporality of the fairy kingdom and serves as a 

comparison to the experience of harmony in Orfeo‟s harping, which helps us to figure 

out the pattern of the soul‟s movement in Sir Orfeo, and consequently, reveals the 

relationship between the state of being and salvation.  

 

Metaphysics and the Myth of Passage 

The immutability of the Augustinian transcendence brings us to the question 

about the eternity in form and its relation to temporality, change, and loss, which 

inevitably refers to the problem of image in metaphysics. According to Augustine, 

change is a pre-ordained image of form that is actualized through time and space. 

Owing to this programmed pattern, things grow and decay over time as transient 

matters. The temporal world is considered the imitation of eternity immune from 

change and corruption in time (355; bk.6, ch11, sec.29). Even the soul itself is only 

the carrier of that form as God‟s order (364; bk.6, ch.13, sec.40), which negates any 

sort of continuity in the present world:  

 

The love of this world is more wearisome. For, what the soul seeks in it, 

constancy and eternity, it does not find, since the lowest beauty is finished 

out with the passage of things, and what there imitates constancy is thrown 

through the soul by the highest God. For the form [species] changeable only 

in time is prior to that changeable both in time and place. (367; bk.6, ch.14, 

sec.44) 
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In this sense, time is conceived as the “moving image of eternity” (McKeon 124), 

which indicates a rather linear and picturesque way of temporality. Ontological reality 

could be basically categorized into the hierarchy ranking form eternity, time, to space, 

by which worldly matters follow the image of eternity, operate through a passage of 

time, and exist only in the presentness of mind‟s perception,
36

 a problematic 

conceptualization of time termed by Begbie as the “myth of passage” (63) and 

illustrated as follows:  

 

In this tradition [which Augustine represents], the kind of scheme which 

emerges is that of things or events moving down a time line, or of the 

present moment doing the same. In other words, it is a conception of things 

moving in time or time itself moving. Strictly speaking, only what is present 

can be said to ‘exist’. Past and future are not given to our experience now in 

any other way than in out memory and expectation, whereas the present is 

there not only in the mind but for the mind. . . . Past and future are given in 

our experience (in our minds) but not to our experience. So existence 

necessarily carries the predicate of temporal presentness. This is a vision of 

the exclusive reality of the present moment (albeit a durationless present), 

of the equivalence of „what is‟ (the case) and „what is‟ (now). (63-64) 

 

Time is perceived through the projection of the mind space of a solitary bystander, 

who reifies the object of observation by imposing his or her frame of mind, such as 

the image of eternity and the conception of futurity and pastness (as non-existent 

                                                         
36

 See Confession, 292-93. 
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entities),
37

 on worldly matters when observing, as if looking at a phantasmagoria of 

temporal events from an a-temporal distance, detached and immobile. Therefore, 

existence is reduced to the subjective consciousness of the present which subordinates 

worldly matters to the image of mind and equates subjective observation of temporal 

phenomena with presence.
38

 Consequently, temporal events follow a linear time line, 

moving in and out of the present of the mind as conceptualized entities. Only the 

mind‟s vision exists, an experience A. J. Torrance regards as “temporal solipsism” 

(qtd. in Begbie 63).
39

 

Because of the a-temporality of mind‟s vision, time runs independently by itself 

while existence is determined by the present of the consciousness in mind, which 

precludes any sorts of continuity: “Ironically, despite the apparent ontological 

magnification of the present, in this view there is a tendency towards the 

disappearance of the present, for in order to retain its status as not future or past (and 

therefore existent) the present must be without duration; is it any more intelligible 

than an entity with zero breadth and length?” (Begbie 64).
40

 The durationless present 

reveals the problem of conceiving space through the anatomy of intellectual reasoning, 

which renders existence entities for subjective comprehension and treats worldly 

being as representational matter in order to fit into certain standard of form. In other 

words, such a way of perception regards living phenomena as entities, from which the 

                                                         
37

 The frames of mind vary according to subjective conditions, and yet they share in common the 

reification of reality from mind‟s judgment and image. 

 
38

 I do not deny the significance of subjective consciousness in perceiving time. What I am arguing 

here is the problem of reducing time to subjective consciousness.  

 
39

 It is a pity that Torrance‟s article remains unpublished, due to which related details are not addressed 

here. See A. J.Torrance. “The Self-Communication of God: Where and How does God Speak?” 

unpublished paper delivered at the Annual Conference of The Society for the Study of Theology, 1997. 

 
40

 For Augustine‟s awareness of the contradiction posed by his assumption of the present of mind as the 

only resort to existence and related issues, also see Begbie 64-66. 
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eternal truth of form or images are derived and at the same time applied to subject 

consciousness of reality. Owing to the teleological end of metaphysics as sticking to 

the ultimate truth that transcends “beyond” physics and the temporal world, the space 

is necessarily to be reified for intellectual reasoning and subjugated to the hegemony 

of form. As a result, “only the „presentness‟ can be understood to be a property of a 

thing which impacts its nature. We cannot say the same „futurity‟, for the future is not 

yet; nor of „pastness‟, for the past is no longer. An entity cannot have the property of 

being future or past. It only „is‟ in the present” (Begbie 63).
41

 

The insistence on absolute truth of form as the ultimate resort of validity is 

characteristic of the intentionality of logical induction, which entails a hegemonic 

view over reality and results in the split between reality of matter and pure form. As 

Theodore Kisiel clarifies in The Genesis of Heidegger’s Being and Time, being and 

meaning are thus considered as the negotiation between the pure form and 

inconceivable matter, which renders a rather obscure view on matter and presence:  

 

Meaning is that very union [of form and matter], which is why the ultimate 

answer to the question “whence sense?” cannot simply be “matter” but 

rather “by way of matter,” “relatedness to matter.” The “moment of 

meaning” is the “relatedness of the validlike to the outside” (GS 2:170). The 

answer is not at all surprising, in view of the operative concept of 

intentionality which governs the analysis. From the standpoint of “pure” 

form, meaning is an “excess” arising from its reference “to a something 

lying outside of it.” Lask, as a Kantian, views this inescapable “reference” 

                                                         
41

 For elaboration on the measure of time as presupposing time as infinite divisible entities, see Begbie 

64-65. 
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to matter as a kind of fall of pure form from the realm of “pure” validity 

into a “lower” realm mediating the univocal homogeneity of the logical 

realm (FS 224) with the “multiplicity of all that is alien to validity,” with 

the “opaqueness, impenetrability, incomprehensibility” and “irrationality of 

matter” (GS 2:59-61; 77). (34) 

 

The metaphysic reasoning posits an ultimate end in the transcendence of form, which 

takes place in a homogenous space created through the projection of mind and 

therefore always hovering outside the “lower” realm of the temporal world. Devoid of 

the heterogenous nature of matter and presence, this pure form functions as an 

absolute measure in which “time flows evenly and smoothly” (McKeon 128) through 

an empty space. As a result, the lightness of such perception of a “pure” space 

encounters the heaviness of multiplicity in the temporal world, which defies its 

speculative appropriation. The necessity in accessing the “outside” is reflexive of its 

own character, which always resides in somewhere other than the present world.  

With the fixation to the unchanging eternity of pure form as a model prior to the 

temporal world, existence in this world is considered a falleness in essence, which, 

according to Begbie, signifies the Platonic and Neoplatonic traditions of a strong “link 

between temporality, unreality and fallenness” (76). As one of the Neoplatonists, 

Augustine inherited this feature and exhibited a rather discontinuous worldview: 

 

…, his conversion represents the discontinuity between classical culture and 

Christen culture. He is best known in the history of Christian doctrine for 

his analysis of the discontinuities between nature and grace, between man 

created and man as fallen; and he is best known in the general history of 
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ideas for his celebration of the discontinuity in the history of the two cities, 

the City of Earth and the City of God. (Pelikan 3)  

 

The contrast between the eternity in God and the temporality of earth represents the 

dichotomy posed by the intentionality of metaphysics, which renders existence as a 

contradictory combination of the primitive nature and purified grace, or that of 

creation and fallenness. Owing to its unilateral perspective which holds tight to the 

eternal truth as authentic reality, change and temporality are denied any subjective 

importance. Paradoxically, intentionality operates in a similar way as desires, which 

bind subjective consciousness to its intended objects and result in the reduction of 

dynamic life experiences only as the tools to its preset aims. As a consequence, the 

temporality of the present world is dismissed as unreality—fragmental, corruptive, 

and falling—while continuity in this world remains mystic and questionable.  

 

Reconsidering Contemporality in Music 

The lack of a transcendence in the presence of earth is not only a philosophical 

trend reflected in the Platonic theology but also a cultural legacy persisting to the 

modern day, as Colin Gunton observes in The One, the Three and the Many: God, 

Creation, and the Culture of Modernity: “Whatever the integration of space and time 

in science, in modern life there is at once cultural stagnation and febrile change, a 

restless movement from place to place, experience to experience, revealing little 

evidence of a serene dwelling in the body and on the good earth” (emphasis added; 

77). The quest for a temporal eternity on earth is in its dire need. That is, a durational 

order necessarily consists in temporality. A timeless order is the order as concept, 

which refers to the reality as outside entities and is unrelated to the experience of the 
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presence on earth. It is an order of fixation, unable to incorporate the sentiments in 

space and time and prescribing no flexibility with change and becoming. Forming a 

rigid enclosure, it refrains one from perceiving the sentient connection between 

individual self and his or her surroundings, no matter that between one and others, or 

that between one and the world. Without the sentient experience of the spiritual unity 

with the temporal world, the experience of continuity is hardly attained.   

The way in which a common space of spirituality is perceived in the temporal 

world is therefore of crucial importance in conceiving transcendence and experiencing 

continuity through change. Such a common space entails a flexible order by which 

individual subject engages with the dynamics of temporality and maintains spiritual 

movement through time and a “serene dwelling” (Gunton 77) is established. In other 

words, the solution to change lies in a harmonious space created through subjective 

connection with the spiritual reality shared among worldly beings, a consciousness of 

contemporality that allows individual the openness to perceive the presence of being 

and experience duration. The key to release such a harmonious space is to realize the 

sentient nature of being and the interrelation between one‟s sentiments and the space. 

It is only through the acknowledgement of one‟s sentient relation with worldly beings 

that one is able to recognize the world as spiritual unity, find spiritual residence in the 

temporal world, and maintain inner tranquility.   

The contemporal experience in music is such a model for conceiving the 

temporal eternity. As a mediation which connects individual sentiments through 

bodily experience in time, music introduces a transcendental space where spiritual 

resonance is to be achieved in the temporal world. Within a limited flow of time, 

polychronic experiences of beings relate to one another. The past, the present, and the 

future of the music flow, along with individual participants, constitute the very 
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experience of eternity in presence, where time becomes the reservoir of spiritual 

movements, regenerated at every play of the song. The examination of how Orfeo‟s 

harping is connected to the contemporal experience of transcendence is of significant 

importance in viewing the theme of loss and salvation.  
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CHAPTER III 

ORFEO‟S HARPING AND THE OTHERWORLD JOURNEY:  

BEING AND BEING BEYOND TIME 

 

Bifor the king he sat adoun  

And tok his harp so miri of soun, 

And tempreth his harp as he wele can, 

And blisseful notes he ther gan, 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

The king herkneth and sitt ful stille, 

To here his gle he hath gode wille; 

Gode bourde he haffe of his gle, 

The riche quen also hadde he. (435-46)  

 

Defining Contemporality: the Journey into the Chaotic State of Being 

In an attempt to reveal the principle of the soul and its programmed order by God, 

Augustine endeavors to illustrate an incorporeal reality that is perceived through the 

corporeal experiences of time in music. The way in which he explicates the process of 

achieving transcendence through experiences of music offers significant perspective in 

viewing Orfeo‟s harping, the harmonious experience of which is much more 

emphasized than the harping in other Orphic texts. As obviously shown in Sir

Orfeo, the harping serves not only as the means for recovery, but also the very source 

of joyfulness during Orfeo‟s ten-year wandering: “His harp whereon was al his gle” 

(267). This joyful experience permeates the entire poem, releasing a rather distinctive 

milieu that characterizes the human kingdom Orfeo represents. The understanding of 

the role and the function of the harping therefore provides essential clues in examining 
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the significance of the wandering and also portrays crucial elements that differentiate 

the human kingdom from the sight-oriented fairy world.  

In addition, the musical effects the harper exerts on his surroundings also reveal 

an essential issue to be noted especially in narratives of mythical tradition: the 

self-world relationship which reflects the particular world order prescribed within a 

socio-cultural setting. This very worldview symbolizes a collective mode of order that 

is to be appropriated by individuals in formulating selfhood, one of the major concerns 

to be further discussed in this chapter. Although such a modality of order, as well as 

the associated values, is not necessarily equal to subjective consciousness, it most 

likely represents essential attitudes that deeply affect the operating mode of individual 

psyche and could not be overlooked in considering the underlying spirit of the text and 

the society in general.  

In terms of the theme of loss, the prescriptive worldview also reflects and shapes 

the way in which one positions oneself within the changing world, the influence of 

which is to be embodied in the formation of individual relationship with the other in 

reality. It is based on this self-world/other relationship that the individual exercises 

one‟s agency and maintains certain attitude in facing changes, uncertainty and the 

unknown, which in turn constitutes the fundamental mode of life experiences and 

social dynamics. This socio-cultural phenomenon is rendered much more prominent in 

social practices like the Orphic tradition, which is inherited through collective 

narratives sung by the bard. For individual text, the study of the harping reveals crucial 

attitudes in facing the uncertainty of loss, mainly the flexibility of inner order in 

experiencing the chaotic state of being and spiritual metamorphosis one must go 

through to overcome loss. On an overall scope, it renders an alternative standpoint to 

our interpretation on other Orphic texts and also to our detecting of repeating mode(s) 
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of world order throughout the tradition. If a particular motif of order is to be observed, 

it probably reveals universal consensus of values and worldviews concerning loss and 

the changing world, a significant humane issue worthy of our attention and scrutiny.  

The fundamental questions are: how does the role of harping explain the 

significance of the musical effect in Sir Orfeo and other Orphic texts? What does the 

duration of musical power imply for the relationship between the harper and the outer 

world? In what way does this relationship help us understand the integrity of the 

harper himself? Why does Orpheus generate sympathy from the world in the 

Metamorphoses, while Orfeo can attain only temporal harmony with nature? In what 

way do different musical effects and experiences imply for the issue of regaining order? 

The different impacts of the power of music give us a clue of different attitudes toward 

human interaction with nature and the temporal world, further illustrating the 

embedded concept of selfhood that is essential in viewing the condition of facing 

change and loss in life.  

The key to these questions could be located mainly in two aspects: the 

underworld journey and the harping, both of which play indispensable parts in the 

process of spiritual metamorphosis. While the underworld journey initiates the chaotic 

state of being one must recognize to overcome loss, the harping, as the mediation 

between the self and the world, reveals the particular self-world relationship that 

determines one‟s sense of being and inner order. It is through this self-world 

relationship that the essential attitude toward change is observed, a fundamental factor 

which decides whether one could achieve spiritual metamorphosis. Before going into 

detail examination, it is necessary to consider the issue of temporality to clarify the 

major concern in transforming psychic status and regaining order, that is, the 

maintenance of inward tranquility under the condition of being temporal.  
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The suffering of loss accentuates the dilemma in maintaining the integrity and 

flexibility of heart within a changing world. Generally speaking, the problem of 

suffering loss is about the predicament of releasing one‟s sentiments from loss and 

being in tune with the presence of life. Therefore, it is the stagnation of psychic status, 

rather than the bereavement of loss, that characterizes the predicament and traps 

oneself to loss. Such a stagnation indicates the fixed bondage of one‟s sentiments 

toward a particular expectation of space and time, which is highly related to the way in 

which the inner order is structured with the changing world. That is, the suffering of 

loss manifests difficulties in adjusting one‟s sentiments with the status quo, indicating 

a problematic mode of inner order that is innately rigid. As a consequence, the rigidity 

of inner order becomes one of the major reasons causing constraint of sentiments that 

does not correspond to change and deprives one‟s self of inner peace.  

In this sense, the suffering of loss is seemingly a psychological phenomenon 

resulting from loss in the temporal world but is in fact more about the way in which 

one perceives loss and maintains spiritual progress with time. Inward harmony, as the 

liberal status of sentiments through which one openly engages one‟s self with the 

world, brings about the continuous sense of being essential in initiating spiritual 

progress and overcoming loss. The suffering of loss therefore refers to the problem of 

how one attains spiritual freedom through one‟s inner relationship with the world, 

especially when it comes to one‟s sentiments. At the same time, this problem is 

rendered a philosophical one in that the attainment of spiritual freedom presupposes an 

ontological foundation, from which one perceives the essential condition of sentiments 

shared among beings so as to engage oneself with the world and develop flexible ways 

of spiritual movement. That is, the suffering of loss addresses the problem of 

maintaining internal concordance with the changing world, which postulates the 
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question of a transcendental space that substantiates spiritual condition of existence 

and serves as the foundation for one to establish continuous inner connection with 

presence and maintain inner freedom.  

The contemporal experience of sentiments is what substantiates the common 

ground. The significance of the transcendence lies in the experience of the chaotic 

state of being, the very existence of being irreducible in its condition of sentiments and 

irreplaceable in its own trajectory of life. It is the affirmative attitude toward the 

primal state of being, the evolving experience of life that could not be simply reduced 

by intellect, but is perceived through the recognition of the sentiments co-related 

between the self and the world. Presented as various forms of life, the transcendence 

signifies the integrity of individual being and the unity of the world, the organism of 

“chaos” shared among world creatures beyond the limit of space and time. It is the 

spiritual resonance attained through the connection of one‟s sentiment with that of the 

world. Since the sentiment is what mainly constitutes the sense of being, such an open 

status enables one to perceive one‟s presence within the world, which consequently 

brings about one‟s sense of duration and spiritual progress. In other words, 

transcendence, as the unconditional state of heart, could only be perceived through the 

understanding of the sentiments conditioned within the contingency of life experiences. 

It is the journeying out that repetitively refers back to the self, which operates like the 

dynamic core of existence and serves as the root for inward liberation.  

At the same time, the transcendental experience also motivates one to interact 

with the evolving presence and initiates the communicative status of being essential 

for one to encompass the incorporeal reality of sentiments shared among the self, the 

other, and the world. By opening up the inward space for perceiving incorporeal 

reality of sentiments, it enhances one‟s capacity to embrace all kinds of sentiments 
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derived from the changing world and therefore maintain the flexibility of heart 

significant in adapting one‟s self to the uncertainty of change, being, and the other. 

Through the inward harmony generated as such, one is able to attain the spiritual 

freedom and constancy of heart experienced as tranquility and eternity. When it comes 

to the theme of loss, the embracing of one‟s sentiments leads to the acceptance of the 

self that breeds the power to free one‟s self from the constraint of sentiments, 

especially the traumatic ones initiated by loss and easily foreclosed as the chaotic. On 

the other hand, it also develops affirmative attitude toward existence, which 

constitutes the fundamental dynamic to achieve spiritual metamorphoses and rebirth. 

 Briefly speaking, the Orphic theme of loss is mainly about the human quest for 

salvation and constancy within a changing world. The predicament of suffering loss 

concerns not only the problem of spiritual movement through time, but the question of 

the experience of sentiment in space. Temporality of the spirit, the way in which one 

experiences space through time, is the key to understanding the spiritual movement 

essential in perceiving one‟s inward relationship with the transcendental space of 

contemproality and explaining how the corresponding sense of being influences one‟s 

experience of loss and the regaining of inward harmony in life. The perception of 

space, as the crucial factor determining how one associates one‟s sentiments with the 

space, therefore becomes the locus for examining the temporality embedded within the 

particular world order along the Orphic tradition. In addition, different modes of the 

perception of space, as will be illustrated in Orfeo‟s kingdom and the fairy world, refer 

to the peculiar self-world relationships that signify the flexibility of the order 

prescribed within a cultural setting. The spiritual conditions derived as such further 

reflect cultural conceptions of transcendence and reveal the exact cultural view toward 

salvation, an important factor that constitutes the spiritual condition of life experiences 
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in reality, be it natural, social, or individual.  

  What follows is the question of how the Orphic narrative is structured to reveal 

the perception of space and temporality that constitute the essential attitude for one to 

face the chaotic state of being and be in order. As previously mentioned, the 

predicament of suffering loss indicates a stagnant condition of sentiments that lacks 

the inner drive to enliven one‟s spirit and motivate one to acknowledge the sentiments 

co-related between the self and the world, the initial step for one to adapt one‟s self to 

change and maintain inner composure. While the loss itself brings out such a problem, 

it is the stagnant condition of sentiments that results in the predicament. To the extent 

of spirituality, the issue of regaining order is not about the “retrieving” of a particular 

order. Rather, it concerns the experience of the chaotic state of “being” that enables 

one to maintain inward harmony with change and continue spiritual progress through 

time. Temporality, as the mode of spiritual movement revealing one‟s condition of 

sentiments, serves as the key to examining one‟s sentient connection with the 

transcendental space of chaos, which determines whether one has the vigor and 

flexibility of heart to undergo spiritual metamorphoses and maintain inner order. The 

theme of loss therefore addresses the question of one‟s own sense of being conditioned 

through his or her attitude in perceiving the incorporeal reality of sentiments. This 

issue is rendered philosophical in that it probes in to the very core of “existential 

experience” generated through the sentiments. That is to say, the fundamental cause of 

the predicament could only be detected through one‟s state of heart since it is “being” 

in the sentiment of loss that traps oneself in loss. It is of necessity to examine the 

self-world relationship embedded in the Orphic texts, which reveals cultural 

perception of the chaos and the sense of being derived as such. The specific sense of 

being further explains the existential status prescribed within the cultural worldview 
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and its interrelation with the sentiment of loss. Accordingly, the Orphic tradition 

represents the cultural attitudes toward existence, where lies the ontological root in 

formulating the particular state of being concerning loss and salvation.  

 As earlier mentioned, the related issues of the self-world relationship could be 

examined mainly in two aspects—the underworld journey as the opportunity to 

encounter the primal condition of chaos and the harping as the mediation connecting 

one‟s sentiments with the outer world. The significance of the underworld journey lies 

in the imagination of death, which initiates the exploration of the ultimate unknown 

(Edmonds 24) and articulates essential attitude toward existence and life—the mystic 

entity of chaos beyond the reification of intellect and presented as the darkness. By 

approaching the ultimate unknown, the underworld journey opens up an experience of 

the intangible darkness symbolic of the constant evolving chaos, through which 

cultural perception of existence unfolds. If the regaining of order represents the 

lightness obtained through inward harmony, the underworld journey reveals the way in 

which one attains such a state through the acknowledgement of the darkness that 

substantiates living condition of existence. This interdependency between the lightness 

of order and darkness of chaos could be viewed as the dialectical process toward 

spiritual metamorphosis and transcendence. As contended in chapter one, the 

particular world order employed in this journey reflects the “significant attributes” 

(Edmonds 24) of the living world as well as “a prescriptive model for change in this 

world” (Edmonds 24). It is based on this model that the protagonist reacts to change 

and maintains order. Even though such a model does not necessarily correspond to the 

transcendental space of contemporality, it decides the way in which one prepares 

oneself for the uncertainty of life, a significant factor by which one is able to achieve 

spiritual rebirth and overcome loss.  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

67 

In most adaptations of the myth, the protagonist has to undergo a journey through 

the world of darkness to retrieve his beloved and return to the human world of light. 

The harper‟s encountering of the nature and the underworld symbolizes the entering of 

the realm of uncertainty that is beyond intellectual comprehension. It is the ultimate 

other representative of the very existence of being in the cosmos, the chaos that is to 

be perceived in its formlessness. Under this primal condition, the way in which the 

harper interacts with his surroundings signifies the particular world order to which one 

associates his or her sentiments and positions one‟s self. This order serves as the 

model for inner relationship with the world and determines the adaptability of the self, 

whose feature is to be reflected in the plot development of regaining order. Through 

the theme of loss, the Orphic tradition addresses the “model for change in the world” 

(Edmonds 24), which is delineated in narrative arrangements like the pattern of action, 

solution to loss, and the consequential result (Edmonds 20-24). In Orfeo‟s case, this 

model portrays worldviews that exhibit cultural values associated to the issue of loss 

and the a priori attitudes toward restoration. Most significantly, it refers to the peculiar 

perspective of space and time to which one relates one‟s sentiments and formulates the 

way of perceiving existence, experiencing life, and establishing order. 

While the underworld journey initiates the primal experience of being, the 

practice of harping reveals the self-world relationship through the music effects the 

harper exerts on his surroundings. As the mediation for one to express his or her 

sentiments, the harping demonstrates how one associates his or her sentiments with the 

changing world. Therefore, the musical effects provide essential clues in 

distinguishing the mode of interaction between one‟s sentiments and the outer space, 

which further illustrates the particular perception of space embedded in the Orphic 

texts and thus the experience of space and time. In short, the practice of harping 
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exhibits the mode of spiritual movement which determines one‟s sense of being and 

the inward relationship with the transcendental space of contemporality, the very root 

for one to experience salvation.  

The significance of spiritual movement here refers to the sense of being through 

time, the rhythm of life earlier defined as “temporality of the spirit”. It is the way in 

which one integrates his or her psychic process, mainly the sentiments, with the outer 

world and engages his or her inner self with presence. In terms of the state of mind, 

the temporality of the spirit reflects the specific principle of inner order, through which 

one conceives reality. Such a cognition of reality does not necessarily bring about the 

transcendental experience of contemporality, however. It conveys the way in which 

one positions oneself within the world and recognizes the entity of the world and the 

other, which formulates a particular state of being affecting individual sense of 

existence, life experiences, and the selfhood. As the way in which one perceives the 

world and experiences existence, the temporality of the spirit manifests the reciprocal 

cycle between the cognition of the world and the integrity of individual self, which 

sheds light on the very truth of “being” as the embodiment of how one recognizes the 

spiritual reality of sentiments and participates in the unity of worldly existence.  

In De musica, Augustine tries to explicate “the movements of the soul” (337; 

bk.6, ch.5, sec.11) by observing the rhythm in hearing, which renders a theoretical 

basis for the spiritual movement revealed in Sir Orfeo and also for the significance 

between the temporality of the spirit and cultural view towards salvation. Corporeal 

senses, as the fundamental elements through which one experiences life and involves 

oneself with the world, constitute the way in which one perceives the space, 

recognizes the sentiments of being, and makes spiritual progress through time. The 

examination of the sense of being derived from corporeal experiences of time in 
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harping therefore reveals the way in which one recognizes the spiritual reality of 

sentiments and engages oneself with the world. Although Augustine does not focus on 

the contemporal experience of sentiments, his explication of creation and order 

reveals how he conceives of chaos and therefore the essential attitude toward 

existence and being, as well as the perception of the space. The interdependency 

between order and chaos not only reveals the dialectical process toward transcendence, 

but also the particular perspective of space on which creation is based and understood. 

The imagining of chaos, as the way in which one perceives ontological bases, reflects 

the specific aspect of space one regards as the essence to existence and being. For 

Augustine, God is the order from which the world is created out of nothing. His 

concept of creation ex nihilo presumes an absolute emptiness from which, by means 

of God‟s order, the world is made into existence.
42

 Such a cognition of creation bases 

itself on total nullity of space, by which God is attributed as the origin of an ultimate 

order that resorts to form as the determinant for existence and being. Augustine‟s 

view of chaos and order exemplifies the way in which worldly matter is subject to the 

immutable norms set up by metaphysical reasoning, which renders the space an object 

of intellectual observation. Under this reification, the space is recognized as an entity 

between non-existence and existence and falls into the conceptual dichotomy of 

categorization. That is, Augustine‟s concept of space is an extension of the vision of 

mind, which measures living phenomena and experiences by means of categorization, 

differentiation, and binary opposites.  

As an immobile image denoting the very principle to which the space abides, the 

form casts upon the space a conceptual frame that marks the boundary of the 

                                                         
42

 For an overview of the Augustinian conception of ex nihilo and its relation to De musica, see 

Begbie 71-97. 
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otherwise elusive presence of being and yet simultaneously forecloses the dynamics 

of living condition.
43

 It is in this way the space is appropriated and “image-ised” by 

the intellectual sight. Through the act of judgment, the metaphysical approach 

imposes an ideological hierarchy over reality of life, conceiving a rather rigid order 

from the image of form. The presence of being is thus reduced to the specific 

intellectual perspective at the moment of demarcation, as if frozen by the teleological 

end of metaphysics. Bound to the image of form, the space is regarded as merely 

phenomenal of the metaphysical truth, devoid of any subjectivity and mystery.
44

 To 

put in other words, the metaphysical reasoning presupposes the objectification of the 

space, which disregards any subjective importance within the space itself. Such a 

problem of reification has had its fundamental root along the Platonic tradition, as 

Kisiel clarifies in The Genesis of Heidegger’s Being and Time: “This traditional 

tendency is oriented toward the ultimate worldview, seeking an absolute domain 

which sets the standards for human life, the solution to the mystery of life” (129). 

Owing to this teleological tendency, the ever-evolving presence, as the mystery of life 

conditioned by life experiences and individual sentiments in space, is subsumed to the 

                                                         
43

 Here the form does not involve in any kind of visible image that is of certain empirical and physical 

origins, but functions like an image of an immutable concept that provides certain perspective in 

viewing things. For further discussion of the issue of images in metaphysics, see Patter‟s Image and 

Reality of Plato’s Metaphysics. 

 
44

 In reality, if one adopts this position of an observer without any other sentient connections with the 

space, it is easily for him or her to enter into an arrogant state of being which precludes one from 

perceiving the reality and renders one‟s life experiences the projection of one‟s own judgment of the 

world. In this way, it is not only the external world that is subsumed to the observer‟s viewpoints but 

also his or her own subjectivity, for his or her perception of the space bases on his or her judgments, 

which renders oneself aloof from the space, bound to one‟s conceptual frame of reality, and 

disintegrated with the surroundings. Obtaining the seeming clarity from his or her ideological 

perspective, one fails to distinguish the differences between his conceptual frame and the reality, which 

forecloses any possibility for him or her to approach the presence that is essentially mysterious due to 

its dynamic feature while leaving the subjectivity and agency of the space neglected and sometimes 

distorted. Instead of perceiving clarity through one‟s reflection on his or her inner relationship with the 

space, such observer conceives of the space through the authority and power of judgment, which may 

result in the expansion of his or her own ego over the space. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

71 

ultimate worldview of metaphysical truth. The rigidity and totality caused by the 

intentionality of an absolute domain are well explicated by Richard Patterson in 

Image and Reality in Plato’s Metaphysics: “[T]he eternality of Forms consists in utter 

immunity to any sort of becoming whatsoever. Their sort of being—intelligible, 

non-spatial, indivisible—precludes the conditions necessary for motion, change, „or 

any of the things becoming attaches to the objects of sense (38a6)‟” (91). As if 

securing a certain realm of clarity, the image of form forecloses any sort of becoming 

that characterizes presence, the mysterious, chaotic status of being in which the 

contemporal experience of sentiments is to be perceived and individual subjectivity 

takes place. This preclusion indicates the void of presence caused by the problematic 

subordination of being to the conceptual representation in metaphysical reasoning. 

Despite that Augustine‟s approach to harmony differs from the contemporal 

experience of presence earlier defined as the condition to change and transcendence, 

his explication of spiritual movement offers a valid standpoint in viewing the 

temporality of the fairy kingdom. The sight-oriented fairy world is characteristic of its 

glamorous appearance, which indicates the fairy king‟s disposition of perceiving the 

space by image. The fairy king tends to perceive the space in the position of an 

observer, as shown in his taste in dazzling appearance (149-52), the displaying of his 

splendid properties to Heurodis (153-60), and his disavowing of releasing Heurodis 

because of the mismatch between the fair-looking Heurodis and the poorly-attired 

Orfeo:  

 

„Nay,‟quath the king, „that nought 

A sori couple of you it were,  

For thou art lene, rowe, and blac.  
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And sche is lovesum withouten lac. 

A lothlich thing it were forthi 

To sen hir in thi company.‟ (457-63) 

 

His perception of the space bases on the attention to appearance, a consciousness 

which, through the motion of mind, results in the projection of images toward his 

surroundings. Without asking for the reason of Orfeo‟s request of Heurodis, which 

may reveal a telling story of the couple that moves the audience to tears, the fairy king 

refrains from his grant of handsome reward simply because the images of Orfeo and 

Heurodis do no match. Although the image here refers to a quite literal meaning and 

is far more different from the image of form, they both involves in the objectification 

of the space. The fairy king judges his surrounding only by the fitness of appearance 

and images, showing no mercy toward his captives. He even considers the couple 

“loathly” and “sorry” regardless that it is he who imposes the tragedy upon the couple 

and indeed makes them miserable. Owing to the intentionality of the image, such a 

consciousness forms ideological frame that forecloses one‟s perception of sentiments 

in space. Establishing a rather unilateral perspective in conceiving reality, the image 

turns the ever-evolving phenomenon of presence into fixation, which ties one‟s 

sentiments into its vision of the world and renders the experience of time rigid, 

discontinuous, and fragmental.  

The motion of mind, as the way in which the image operates, is therefore 

significant in perceiving the temporality of the fairy world. It also serves as the 

comparison in examining the temporality of the human kingdom, which stresses on 

harmony and its legacy brought about by the practice of harping. Accordingly, the 

distinction between the temporality of the two worlds contributes to the understanding 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

73 

of the relation between temporality, loss, and salvation, which explains Orfeo‟s 

success in regaining order and the lethargic atmosphere of the fairy world. Augustine 

adopts the idea of phantasia and phantasm
45

 (357; bk.6, ch.11, sec.32) in explicating 

the phenomenon of memory as motions of the mind. How he illustrates the mental 

condition brought about by phantasiai helps to understand the temporality of the fairy 

world and its state of being, a notable issue which addresses the psychological impact 

of images and is to be later discussed. 

While Augustine‟s illustration of phantasia and phantasm helps to clarify the 

temporality of the fairy world, the temporality of the human kingdom requires other 

approaches. As mentioned earlier, the practice of harping is the mediation that reveals 

the self-world relationship of the harper. The examination of the musical effects is 

therefore essential in perceiving the temporality of the human kingdom. To probe into 

the self-world relationship mediated through the harping, it is necessary to elaborate 

on the state of being derived respectively from harmony and image. As the modes 

with which one recognizes the outer world, harmony and image could be viewed as 

two types of the perception of space correlating to different kinds of temporality and 

positioning of the self, which correspond to the contrast between the hearing-oriented 

human kingdom and the sight-oriented fairy world. Though usually strongly 

connected to respective senses, these two sense-based perceptions are not necessarily 

equal to the empirical sense of sight and hearing. They refer to the particular way of 

                                                         
45

 I‟ve been thinking about the seeming paradox of why Augustine could clearly explain the operation 

of images while he himself participates in another kind of images. The explanation is that his 

observation of phantasia and phantasm is about the confusion between image and reality while his own 

kind of image is about the problem of intentionality of metaphysics. Therefore, he could at the same 

time observe the problem of image and is yet involved in another kind of image. It is worth noting that 

both of these two types of image tend to subsume the space into one‟s own thoughts and establish a 

rather rigid world perspective that is disconnected from presence, rendering one‟s self bound to his or 

her vision of the external matter, disintegrated with the world, and paralyzed with the fragmental sense 

of the space.  
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communicative logic and picturesque one, both of which could appear in the real life 

experience of hearing, sight, or other senses. Therefore, they could be regarded as the 

trope for the spiritual condition derived from the two modes of logic. Similarly, 

although the harping serves as the medium for the harper to express his sentiments 

and brings about contemporal effects to its surroundings, such an experience does not 

necessarily bring about spiritual harmony. Rather, it creates a particular milieu in 

space, which, by means of the temporality shown in the musical effects, reveals the 

mode of spiritual movement the harper maintains. The temporality shown through the 

harping may differ from one Orphic version to another.  

What then, is the temporality of the harping in Sir Orfeo? Does it suffice to say 

the human world represents harmony? How is the temporality between the two worlds 

related to the theme of loss and salvation? In what way does the understanding of 

temporality reveal the symbolic meaning of the human kingdom, the wandering, and 

the fairy world? How does the temporality tell about Orfeo‟s state of being, agency, 

and pattern of action?—the questions concerned are too numerous to enumerate. The 

answer lies in the sense of being observed in the bodily experiences, which not only 

clarifies one‟s self-world relationship but explains the world order and model of 

change. 

 

The Temporality of Music in Sir Orfeo 

The problem of suffering loss indicates the discordance between the self and the 

changing world, which could be resorted to the ontological question of continuity and 

its relation to temporality, transcendence, and eternity. The major concern falls on the 

way in which one maintains the sense of continuity through change in time. Therefore, 

the examination of the inter-relation between temporality and spiritual movement is of 
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crucial significance, which further sheds light on the theme of loss and salvation. The 

mediation of music, through which bodily experience of time is revealed, serves as 

the key factor in studying such a relation and also the temporality of the human 

kingdom.   

In order to understand how temporality is observed in the bodily experience of 

time in music, it is essential to distinguish the differences between the transcendence 

of contemporality and the transcendence of metaphysics. Just as Augustine has 

indicated, the corporeal experience of time in music serves as the path to the 

incorporeal reality of the transcendence. The understanding of the transcendence 

varies from different perceptions of the space, however. It involves the hermeneutic 

interpretation of reality. The study of the transcendental experience in music is 

reflective of the particular aspects one regards as the essence of transcendence, among 

which these two types of transcendence should be elucidated. As clarified in chapter 

two, Augustine finds the ratio of rhythm evident of the order of God, by which 

worldly unity and harmony are attained. He considers the “visible forms” (363; 370) 

of numbers the transcendental experience shared among worldly being, a common 

ground that dwells on the image of form, overtops the space and does not concern the 

inter-relation between one‟s sentiments and the outside world. Although it is also a 

perception of the space, the temporality of this transcendence is motionless and 

a-spatial, which renders a rather fixated sense of being, mobile in mind thoughts but 

stagnant in spiritual movement.  

As for the transcendence of contemporality, the common ground is perceived 

through the dynamic motions in presence, which connects individual sense of being 

into a unified harmony of sentiments in space. It is the communicative experience 

created through the integration of multiple temporalities in bodily senses, which, as 
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Begbie illustrates, characterizes the dynamic of existence as an evolving unity of 

diverse beings not only in living creatures but also in the physical world:         

 

. . . many of music‟s most instructive lessons for theology arise because in 

and through its “making” it has the capacity for an intense and respectful 

engagement with “given” temporalities integral to the world (human and 

non-human), and that to take this seriously entails taking with equal 

seriousness the intrinsic physicality and materiality of music practices. (34) 

 

Such a view of musicality corresponds to the Fulgentian view of music in that they 

both resort to an intuitive way of transcendence, laying emphasis on the very moment 

of spiritual unity while maintaining an equal balance on the significance of sensibility 

in space. As Bower indicates, “[t]he musical structures themselves perceived by the 

ears in the performance, not mathematical ratios, offer direct, albeit partial, 

knowledge of a higher reality, a reality that will be known in full only when one exists 

at a higher level of being” (158). The transcendence of contemporality carries a rather 

this worldly feature. It is the mobility of rhythm perceived through bodily experience 

in music, which incorporates individual sentiments into a simultaneity both of the 

presentness of here and now and of the duration of spirituality beyond change in space 

and time. Through the contemporal experience connecting individual senses of beings 

with the external world, the simultaneity introduces an openness with which 

individual subjects participate in the “profound understanding” (Bower 157) of a 

“higher level of being” (Bower 158), a transcendental space that unifies one‟s being 

with the world and maintains one‟s sense of continuity through time.  

Both types of transcendence could be observed in the bodily experience of time 
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in music, referring to totally different perceptions of temporality. The metaphysical 

one involves in the “observation of presentness” while the contemporal one the 

“experience of presence”. The former prescribes continuity in the eternal truth of form 

while the latter the sense of duration in presence. Each is representative of the inner 

order structured respectively through image and aurality, resulting in distinctive ways 

of perceiving reality. The metaphysical reasoning presupposes a detached position 

from the present world, regarding temporality and change as unreality and fallenness. 

Bound to the eternity as the true reality, the metaphysical transcendence renders the 

presence of the temporal world an experience of loss from eternity. Taking a rather 

absolute stance, it possesses the tendency of perceiving the space in a very 

self-centered way. By contrast, the transcendence of contemporality resorts to the 

integration of individual self within presence, initiating the sense of continuity and 

freedom of spiritual progress through internal connection with the changing world. It 

is an experience of constancy through time, which finds temporal eternity in the 

present world. By means of the experience of a unified heterogeneity in presence, the 

transcendence of contemprality enables one to maintain an equal position with the 

world, a significant factor in maintaining inward harmony.  

After the distinction has been made, the next question falls on the way in which 

the temporality of harping is embedded in the Orphic texts and to what extent it is 

related to the theme of loss and salvation. It is noticeable that there is significant 

difference between the bodily experiences of the harping in real life and that in the 

Orphic tradition. In reality, the study of temporality in music often applies to a 

particular piece of music, which entails detailed analysis of musical form and is 

impractical to the reading of the harping in a literary work. Instead of the 

musicological approach, the harping in the Orphic texts could be treated as a symbolic 
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projection of cultural spirit, the temporality of which is to be perceived in the 

self-world power relationship manifested in the musical effect and its duration. 

Together with the Augustinian approach to the temporality of the fairy world as the 

antithesis of the human world, the study of temporality in Orfeo‟s harping explains 

how cultural perception of the space functions as the principle for spiritual movement 

and reflects its feature in the plot arrangement, especially that of the restoration and 

continuation of the human kingdom. 

 

The Wandering as the Waiting: the Preparatory State of the Journey 

The significance of Orfeo‟s ten-year wandering has always been the topic of 

controversial debates due to the uniqueness of the plot arrangement that distinguishes 

Sir Orfeo from other Orphic versions. Unlike the classical rendition of Orpheus, who 

goes directly after Eurydice into the underworld, attempting to rescue his beloved 

wife, Orfeo withdraws from worldly affairs and retires into the woods for permanent 

hermitage. The lack of Orfeo‟s motivation in searching Heurodis appoints the 

wandering a rather ambiguous role in relation to the final restoration. The Christian 

allegorical interpretation regards the exile as a penitential pilgrimage, by which Orfeo 

learns virtues (Louis 646) and thus is granted the recovery of Heurodis (Louis 250). 

Quite the opposite, the significance of the wandering is relegated by romance critics 

like Kinghorn, who considers the self-imposed exile a narrative flaw that functions as 

an “awkward transition” to the human interest in happy ending (369).  

Despite the controversy in interpreting Orfeo‟s wandering, the self-imposed exile 

shares with other Orphic versions one thing in common: the encountering of nature 

that reveals the specific self-world relationship prescribed within cultural settings, or, 

put in other words, the symbolic nature reflective of cultural perception of the space. 
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As earlier mentioned, the underworld/otherworld journey initiates the exploration of 

the ultimate unknown, which opens up an opportunity of experiencing the primal 

condition of being. Through the imagination of the death, the Orphic texts address 

cultural perception of existence and change, which represents the particular order of 

the living world (Edmonds24). The nature, as the liminal space that introduces the 

supernatural world, serves as a transitional place where the harper directly encounters 

the pure state of being. By means of the harping as the mediation between the 

sentiments of the self and the world, the harper interacts with the nature, the influence 

of which exhibits the cultural positioning of the self. The way in which the self is 

positioned determines one‟s inner order, which lays the fundamental pattern in facing 

the ever-changing world. This pattern is the crucial key to the understanding of the 

maintenance of continuity of the self, which in turn explains the Orphic theme of loss 

and salvation.  

The self-world relationship mediated through Orfeo‟s harping therefore reveals 

the particular pattern of the inner order and explains the significance of waiting as the 

distinct feature of Sir Orfeo. For a king like Orfeo, the exile to the forest could be 

regarded as a self-willing material loss, which makes the wandering not only a 

renunciation of the past but also a withdrawal from a rather cultivated and yet 

domesticated human world (Lerer 94-96):  

 

Al his kingdom he forsoke, 

Bot a sclayin on him he toke; 

He no hadde kirtel no hode, 

Schert no no nother gode; 

Bot his harp he tok algate;  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

80 

No man most with him go. 

O way! what ther was wepe and wo 

  When he that hadde ben king with croun 

Went so poverlich out of toun. (227-35) 

 

With barely anything in his hands, Orfeo walks out of the town, forsaking all his 

kingdom. The narrator meticulously describes his belongings, which lacks common 

outfit like “kirtel,” “hode,” or “[s]chert” (229-30) but two things: a cloak and a 

harp—by the time of Orfeo‟s departure, he is no one but a “poverlich” beggar (235), 

accompanied by none of his retinue (232). The narrator even laments for Orfeo‟s 

withdrawal from the court. From this moment on, Orfeo is no longer the king who 

was once crowned and lives, on his own, a rather miserable life (236-66). As Lerer 

puts it, “[t]he narrator‟s description of his loss . . . emphasizes that Orfeo‟s journey is 

a departure from the regulated world of court. With each new rhetorical antithesis, he 

progressively strips away from the veneer of civilized life” (98). Here, the narrator 

stresses again on the contrast between life in the civilized court and the wilderness. 

By repetition of the paired phrasing of “He that hadde” and “Now,” the narrator 

juxtaposes the drastic changes befalling on Orfeo, especially the loss of his privileged 

life in which the kingdom was under his sovereign and knights and ladies were at his 

command. Such a contrast finally concludes in the narrator‟s lament for the king who 

suffered this great malaise more than ten years and ends up as a poorly weathered 

man with his untrimmed beard hanging low to the waist. With minimum living 

qualities (240-62), the self-imposed exile signifies the transition from the stability of 

courtly life into the uncertainty of a primal state of being, through which Orfeo rids 

himself of any granted social orders, submits himself to the unknown chaos, and 
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engages into a pure condition of being. It is under this pure condition that one has to 

face his or her own being, a time that any civilized order does not interfere but the 

order negotiated between one‟s self and the cosmos. That is, the wandering is the 

moment when the granted social order budges, opening up a new space for the 

re-inscription of world boundaries and most importantly, the re-examination of the 

inner order. While the encountering of the wilderness calls for the negotiation 

between the self and the world, it also informs the reader of Orfeo‟s double loss: the 

loss of his beloved Heurodis and the consequential loss of secular life due to his great 

sorrow. The reader is left to fathom about the worthiness and value in this 

world—what is the real true thing that counts?  

Despite the seemingly retrieving into one‟s own sorrow that implies the 

suspension of inner state and sudden break from presence, Orfeo maintains certain 

inner connection with the world through the practice of harping. As the only solace he 

finds during the wandering (267), the harping enables Orfeo to share harmony with 

the wild animals (274-78), which, as stated in chapter two, symbolizes the 

transcendental space created through the contemporal experience in music. By 

integrating individual selves into a temporal unity, such a transcendental experience 

substantiates the sense of being necessary in maintaining one‟s spiritual progress with 

time. It is the dynamic experience of multiple rhythms in beings, which, through the 

somatic experience in space, associates one‟s sentiments with the external world and 

prescribes continuity in the present world. Through the openness of the contemporal 

experience, the self is at the same time consolidated from and integrated with the 

temporal world. The establishment of the sentient connection shared between the self 

and the world enables one to recognize the sentiments of the self as the fundamental 

resort to inner being and maintain constancy of heart through change. The practice of 
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harping therefore serves as the means to sustain loss and maintain inner tranquility, 

which echoes the poem‟s assertion that the harp is the very source of joyfulness 

during Orfeo‟s ten-year wandering: “His harp whereon was al his gle” (267). 

It is through the experience of music in Orfeo‟s harping that we begin to 

understand the gist of the poem as well as the significance of the wandering. The harp, 

as the instrument that connects Orfeo‟s sentiments to the world, is the instrument of 

spontaneity that reveals the modal of world order entailed in the poem and therefore 

articulates the self-world relationship essential in understanding the moral in SirOrfeo. 

The encompassing attitude toward the multiple rhythms of beings signifies the 

rendering of the self that is actualized in the patience of waiting. As Begbie illustrates, 

the temporality of musical experience is requisite of an unconditioned belief in 

waiting, a necessary process one must go through for any kinds of transformation and 

readiness:  

 

As Rowan Williams puts it, music says to us “There are things you will 

learn only by passing through this process, by being caught up in this series 

of relations and transformations.” Music requires my time, my flesh and 

blood, my thought and action for its performance and reception. Music asks 

for my patience, my trust that there is something worth waiting for. And it 

does this without promising some particular visible thing or idea or 

principle we can take away with us when the music is over, something 

which shows us that it was “worth the wait”. Music itself is not the bearer of 

detachable commodities, timeless truths or abstract principles or visions 

(though it has often been yoked to these). And yet, even without a neatly 

packaged reward or “take-away” value, the waiting which music demands, 
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by catching us up in its interrelations, is experienced as anything but 

pointless or vain. Music can teach us a kind of patience which stretches and 

enlarges, deepens us in the very waiting. (emphasis added; 87)  

 

The “trust” (Begbie 87) is the very token of stepping out, the rendering of the self into 

the unknown of worldly beings, where the primal condition of being is experienced 

through the sentient experience of presence as the only resort for duration and 

continuity. In this sense, waiting is considered, as Rowan Williams terms it, a “moral 

event” (qtd. in Begbie 87) that liberates one from rigid expectation of certain outcome: 

“it can remind us we are not in control of the world, that we do not have the overview, 

that we are in the narrative of the world‟s history and never above it” (emphasis added; 

qtd. in Begbie 89).  

Opposite to the aesthetic and ethic experience of waiting in music, the fairy 

kingdom represents the obsession in control (Lerer 102). Compared with Orfeo, who 

shares harmony with his audience and awaits the coming of the right time, the fairy 

king demonstrates a possessive urge in his attempt to persuade Heurodis to live 

forever in his kingdom and threatens to dismember her if she disobeys his commend, 

which signifies his dominant personality: 

 

“Loke, dame, tomorwe thatow be  

Right here under this ympe-tre, 

And than thou schalt with ous go 

And live with ous evermo; 

And yif thou makest ous ylet, 

Whar thou be, thou worst yfet, 
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And totore thine limes al, 

That nothing help the no schal, 

And thei thou best so totorn, 

Yete thou worst with ous yborn.” (165-74) 

 

Perhaps there could be nothing much more horrible than such a threat. The fairy king 

forces Heurodis into a dire end by imposing on her no choices but miserable death or 

eternal imprisonment. As a consequence, Heurodis is driven into a fit of 

derangedment and self-torturing:  

 

Sche crid and lothli bere gan make,  

Sche froted his honden and hir fet 

And crached hir visage, it bled wete, 

Hir riche robe hye al torett, 

And was reveyd out of hir witt. (77-82) 

 

Just as the reader later realizes, this tormenting scene echoes the distorted body 

lurking behind the gate of the artificial fairy castle, which, as mentioned in chapter 

two, signifies the deceptive artifice of the fairyland and its “illusion of control” 

(Lerer102). Although the fairy king owns such splendid properties that he proudly 

shows to Heurodis (57-60), he nevertheless turns his surroundings into restless 

nightmare. Therefore, the fairy king brings about mental disorder toward Heurodis, 

who is “reveyd out of hir witt” (82) and tears her robe into shreds, an act that also 

symbolizes the breaking of order. This disorder marks a sharp contrast to Orfeo‟s 

eloquence in eliciting order, which is shown in his soothing Heurodis out of madness 
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(102-16), or, as Lerer contends, in his persuading the fairy king into releasing 

Heurodis (105).
46

 The “moral vacuity of the king,” as Lerer terms it, probably finds 

its symbolic parallel in the hunting Orfeo witnesses in the wilderness:  

 

He might se him besides, 

Oft in hot undertides, 

The king of fairy with his rout 

Com to hunt him al about 

With dim cri and bloweing, 

And houndes also with him berking; 

Ac no best thai no nome, 

No never he nist whider thai bicome. (281-88) 

 

The harsh noises of din, cry, and blowing accompanying the fairy king form a rather 

intriguing contrast to the human king right after the Edenic representation of Orfeo‟s 

celestial harping: “Into alle the wode the soun gan schille, / That alle the wilde bestes 

that ther beth” (272-73).
47

 Unlike Orfeo who draws wild beasts to his audience, the 

fairy king attracts no beast, which may imply discordance of the king‟s inner state.
48

 

                                                         
46

 Using John Tzetzes‟ version to illustrate the magical powers of Orpheus‟ music, Friedman depicts a 

typical case in which Orpheus‟ power in curing mental distress and restoring order becomes a medieval 

motif: “. . . overcome by pain, she[Eurydice] swooned from mental distress or from her heart‟s fear. . ., 

and cheerful Orpheus drove out her suffering by music” (174); John Tzetzes, . . . , tells us that when 

Eurydice was on the verge of death from the snake bite, the singer brought her back to life by means of 

„spell which he knew, both from the Muse and by his native wit and wide learning‟” (emphasis added; 

155-56). The portrayal of Orpheus here carries a mystic feature since it lays emphasis on a rather 

intuitive origin of the music power. Friedman further illustrates the ritual and primitive origin of the 

Orphic belief dating from Strabo‟s time, in which Orpheus‟ music first appeared to be the means for 

money making and derived its power from “the orgies connected with the mystic initiatory rites” (156). 

The very fact that Orfeo is self-instructed and the temporary effect of his harping, as indicative of 

sensual and practical music, correspond to the above features. 

 
47

 For more details of the medieval background of the Edenic representation of the harper, see Lerer 
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As a consequence, the significance of the wandering could be examined in terms 

of the moral contrast displayed between the two kingdoms. Other than viewing the 

wandering as a penitential trip or a narrative flaw, the significance of the self-imposed 

exile is revealed through the very act of waiting, which lays the foundation of a rather 

flexible and yet persistent attitude in facing change. Although it is hard for Orfeo to 

accept the loss of Heurodis, through the practice of harping, Orfeo learns to stay tuned 

with drastic change in life. This constancy of heart not only explains Orfeo‟s patience 

in waiting but also endows him the courage to undergo any sorts of challenges in life, 

as seen in his resolution to enter into the fairy world after his silent encounter of his 

beloved wife: 

 

„Allas,‟ quath he, „now me is wo. 

Whi nil deth now me slo? 

Allas, wroche, that y no might 

Dye now after this sight. 

Allas, to long last mi liif, 

When y no dar nought with mi wiif, 

No hye to me, o word speke. 

Allas, whi nil min hert breke? 

Parfay,‟ quath he, „tide wat bitide, 

Whider so this levedis ride, 

                                                                                                                                                                 

102-03 and also Friedman.  

 
48

 It is worth noticing that the hunting tradition of the grey hounds may connote a symbolic meaning 

for harmony. A famous example could be drawn from Shakespeare‟s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, in 

which the cry of the grey hounds should concord with each other and produce tuneful and harmonious 

sounds (4.1.100-35). Also, according to Friedman, numerous manuscript illustrations depict Orpheus as 

a minstrel playing a medieval harp and accompanied by the “greyhounds at his feet” (161).  
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The selve way ichil streche. 

Of liif no deth me no reche.‟ (331-42) 

 

Given the repetitive sighs of “allas”, it is not hard to tell Orfeo‟s regret in being 

unable to speak to Heurodis after more than ten years‟ separation. For a man who 

possesses eloquence in words, Orfeo‟s aphasia, together with the pitiful “teres fel out 

of” Heurodis‟ “eiye” (327), deepens the grief between the couple. Therefore, he 

curses his very own life for its length and regrets not having died. This time, 

nevertheless, he is not overwhelmed by the sorrow. After recognizing his own will 

(345), he is determined to venture his life: Come what may! For life or death, I do not 

care! With cloak and harp on his back (343-44), he follows the ladies into the 

fairyland:  

 

. . .had wel gode wil to gon;  

  He no spared neither stub no ston. 

  In at a roche the levedis rideth 

  And he after and nought abideth. 

  When he was in the roche ygo 

  Wele thre mile other mo, 

  He com into a fair cuntray (345-51)  

 

Without hesitation, Orfeo knocks himself into a rock and enters into the fairy 

world. Such a resolute act not only responds to the previous scene of Orfeo‟s harping 

at “his owhen wille” (271), which reveals the spiritual influence of music in 

sustaining Orfeo‟s integrity and good will (345), but also signifies the moment of 
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metamorphosis as an essential progress one has to undertake through the underworld 

journey. As Edmonds summarizes, scholars who consider the underworld journey as a 

ritual of initiation regard this progress as a rebirth of the self:  

 

These scholars explain the peculiar pattern of a person‟s departure from the 

land of the living and journey to the realm of the dead as the relic of a ritual 

of initiation, which entails the death of the old self and rebirth into the new 

mature personality. Eliade sees a universal pattern of such initiatory 

experiences: “Descending into Hades means to undergo „initiatory death‟, 

the experience of which can establish a new mode of being. The descent to 

the underworld fits into van Gennep‟s schema of the rite de passage, the 

three-part transition consisting of separation, liminality, and reaggregation. 

The deceased separates himself from the world of living, goes through a 

liminal period in the realm of the dead, and is finally brought back into the 

normal world as a new person. . . . in structuralist terms, the tale expresses 

the bipolar opposition of life and death, as well as the mediation between 

them. Whether the protagonist is the hero descending alive into Hell, the 

initiand experiencing initiation, or the deceased suffering death, the pattern 

and the meaning are taken to be the same—the replacement of the old self 

with the new. (18) 

 

The wandering could be understood as a preparatory stage to the underworld/ 

otherworld journey, a “liminal period” (Edmonds 18) during which Orfeo renders 

himself into an absolute kind of waiting until the coming of the right time. Through 

harping, he is able to adapt himself to a pure condition of being, the yoke that 
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mediates between the realm of life and death. It is out of the harmonious experience in 

music that the root to the new being emerges, a spiritual order that is to be perceived 

in the very experience of presence, the recognition of one‟s sentiment, and its 

integration with the world of being. As an instrument of spontaneity, the harp allows 

Orfeo the way to express his subjectivity, communicate with the world, and maintain 

constancy and tranquility. In this sense, the harping creates and represents the primal 

space of being that transcends life and death. Therefore, it enables Orfeo the courage 

to face change—He is ready to go. The temporality of this waiting is an integration of 

the experience of spirituality in being (i.e. the experience of eternity) and the flow of 

time, which maintains a balanced inter-relation between the constancy of the inner 

world and the temporality of the present reality, as evidently shown in the temporal 

harmony Orfeo shares with the animals (272-78), his responsible arrangement of 

domestic affairs before leaving for the woods (213-18), and later his wit in testing the 

loyalty of his steward (535-52). Unlike the canonical rendition of Orpheus, who 

searches for Eurydice right after her death, without any particular arrangement of 

worldly affairs, and overwhelms the nature with his great sorrow, Orfeo is a man who 

sticks to himself, but at the same time is fully aware of the temporal condition of the 

outside world. 

 

The Double of the Kingdom of Life and the Kingdom of Death 

The enchanted fairy world casts a certain ambiguity on the interpretation of Sir 

Orfeo. Instead of Hades, Orfeo ventures into a supernatural world of marvelous 

appearance, which endows the otherworld a rather distinct feature from other Orphic 

versions. The significance of the underworld journey lies in the initiation of death that 

symbolizes cultural imagination of otherness. Through this journey, the protagonist 
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encounters the world of darkness and overcomes certain challenge, by which one 

acquires the prescribed order of change in the living world (Edmonds 24). Compared 

with the mythical treatment of the underworld as a place where suffering of the 

afterlife is envisioned through detail description of the act of punishment, the fairy 

world lays stress on the bodily experience in space and turns the suffering into a 

contradictory presentation of distorted body images within the gate (390-400) and the 

paradisiac appearance of the castle (352-76).  

Most disturbingly, the fairyland shares similar courtly background with Orfeo‟s 

kingdom, which also deviates from traditional presentation of Hades. As the reader is 

informed by the narrator‟s lament of Orfeo who once “. . . had castles & tours, / Riuer, 

forest, frith with flours” (245-46), the fairy king displays exactly the same property to 

Heurodis (Lerer 97):  

 

And as son as he to me cam, 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

And brought me to his palays 

Wele atird in ich ways, 

And shewed me castels and tours, 

Rivers, forestes, frith with flours. (153-60) 

 

The similarity could also be drawn to the social setting of the court, the fairy court‟s 

practice of minstrelsy (301-02), albeit an artificial one, and the adaptation of courtly 

language and manners, as seen in Orfeo‟s conversation with the porter at the gate and 

the fairy king (Lerer 105-06):  
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 Orfeo knokketh ate gate; 

The porter was refi therate 

And asked what he wold have ydo. 

„Parfey,‟ quath he, „ich am a minstrel, lo! 

To solas thi lord with mi gle, 

Yif his swete wille be.‟ 

The porter undeded the gate anon 

And lete him in to the castel gon. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Ther he seighe his owhen wiif, 

Dame Heurodis, his lef liif, 

Slepe under an ympe-tre; 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

He went in to the kings halle; 

Than seight he ther a semly sight, 

A tabernacle blisseful and bright, 

Therin her maister king sete 

And her quen fair and swete; 

Her crounes, her clothes schine so bright 

That unnethe behold he hem might. 

When he hadde beholden al that thing, 

He kneled adoun bifor the king. 

„O lord,‟ he seyd, „yif it thi wille were, 

Mi menstraci thou schust yhere.‟ (379-420) 
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Instead of defeating or charming any kinds of monsters that usually guard the 

entrance to the underworld/otherworld, Orfeo knocks at the gate, and a porter is right 

there at his service. After explaining his intention of visiting, he enters into the castle 

effortlessly (Lerer 105). His proposal of solacing the king refers to the famous scene 

of David soothing the ill soul and probably implies the king‟s moral condition. Here 

again Orfeo is stunned by the artificial grandeur: He sees “tabernacle blisseful and 

bright” (412) and the fair queen, whose crown and clothes also shine brightly (Lerer 

102). It takes him a while to finish watching this marvel and finally he kneels down, 

asking for the fairy king‟s permission in a very gentle way: “„O lord, . . . „yif it thi 

wille were, / Mi menstraci thou schust yhere‟” (419-20). Given the courtly setting and 

practices shared between the two kingdoms, it is hard to find any other 

underworld/otherworld that bears such a close resemblance to the human world (Lerer 

97). As Friedman indicates, the fairy world is a “counter world that exists side by side 

with the world of man,” which renders it hard to identify the fairy king with any 

demonic figure in pure Christian sense (190-91). The ambiguity of the otherworld 

also extends to the motivation of fairy king‟s abduction of Heurodis, who does not die 

but is captured, laying motionless in a lethargic trance (407).  

Why is the journey to the underworld changed into that to an otherworld? How 

does this replacement tell about the symbolic meaning of the fairy world or the fairy 

king? While there is hardly any definite answer, the significance of the otherworld 

could be approached through the thematic structure of romance. As Northrop Frye 

clarifies, the romance genre mainly concerns about the present of the human world, 

where conflict occurs and is to be overcome by an ideal hero who embarks on an 
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adventure to meet his enemy
49

:  

 

The enemy may be an ordinary man, . . . The central form of romance is 

dialectical: everything is focussed on a conflict between the hero and his 

enemy, and all the reader‟s values are bound up with the hero. Hence the 

hero of romance is analogous to the mythical Messiah or deliverer who 

comes from an upper world, and his enemy is analogous to the demonic 

powers of a lower world. The conflict however takes place in, or at any rate 

primarily concerns, our world, which is in the middle, and which is 

characterized by the cyclical movement of nature. (187)  

 

Sir Orfeo follows this traditional pattern in that the fairy king, as a supernatural being, 

is attributed human-like features and turned into a rather human-like enemy, a fact 

which accentuates the character flaw of the willful king and makes it possible to 

regard his kingdom as a double of the human world. The parallel is even more 

emphasized by the fact that “Heurodis sleeps under an „ympe-tree‟ in the fairy world 

just as she had in the world of Winchester” (Friedman 191).
50

 These two worlds 

could be viewed as counter references by which social values of the human world is 

underscored and “bound up with the hero” (Frye 187). In this sense, Orfeo represents 

the ideal hero for he is regarded as a loyal king who always stays true to his heart and 

possesses the courage and wit to recover Heurodis.  

The major difference of the two kingdoms lies in their distinct ways of 
                                                         
49

 Although there would be no definite consensus in viewing the structure of romance genre, it is 

pertinent to regard the contrast between Orfeo‟s kingdom and the fairyland in Frye‟s sense. Knapp 

offers an overview on this issue, 268-69. 

 
50

 For further references, see Jirsa. “In the Shadow of the Ympe-tre: Arboreal Folklore in Sir Orfeo.” 

English Studies 89 (2008):141-151. 
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perceiving the space, which respectively refers to the bodily experience of hearing 

and sight. These two perceptions of the space are representative of the communicative 

logic and the picturesque one, which result in totally different ways of conceiving 

temporality. In terms of experiencing continuity, the human world corresponds to the 

dynamic of life experiences while the fairy kingdom the stagnancy of dead images. 

Therefore, these two worlds could be considered as the double of the kingdom of life 

and the kingdom of death, which maintain disparate, if not opposite, orders of eternity. 

Both Orfeo and the fairy king declare a perpetual continuation of time (167-68; 

212-13). The temporality of these two types of continuity could be examined by the 

opposite perceptions of the space. The romance setting of nature, as indicated by the 

abduction of Heurodis during the spring time of May (57), echoes the cyclical 

dynamic of the human world, by contrast of which the fairy world exhibits a rather 

stagnant feature of its lethargic atmosphere.  

What distinguishes the two types of continuity lies in the sentiment of being 

revealed through contemporal experience of presence in harping, which could not be 

perceived by the image of sight that does not incorporate one‟s senses and sentiments 

into the spiritual motion in space.
51

 It is obvious that Orfeo‟s declaration of perpetual 

retirement into the woods (212-13) and lament for his long-lasting life without 

Heurodis (335) are emotional expressions, from which Orfeo determines to end his 

present living condition and moves forward to the next stage of life. The recognition 

of his sentient status is what constitutes his agency and continuity in life, which finds 

eternity in the very own existence of sentiments. The practice of harping symbolizes 

this constancy of heart. The stability of the heart requires constant embodiment of 

                                                         
51

 Although the discussion of image here seems to degrade the logic of sight, this thesis does not deny 

the possibility of sight as a mediation of transcendence. 
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one‟s self within the changing world, an interactive process that is best operated in the 

mediation of music. Through the transcendental space created by harping, one is able 

to share his or her inner state of being and attain a moment of unity within presence, 

which in turn ensures one‟s sense of continuity in life. The experience of time as a 

unity in music consolidates one‟s connection to the operating world that is both 

transcendental and temporal, as seen in the harmonious experience of Orfeo‟s harping 

in the wild. Different from Augustine‟s contention of transcendence as the inner 

connection with the motionless eternity of God, Sir Orfeo addresses a rather secular 

significance on the inter-connection between the self and the temporal world, which 

prescribes a flexible order sustained through the spiritual progress with time. 

Continuity and love are sustained through this constant negotiation between the self 

and the world. As an important means for maintaining the heart and soul, the practice 

of harping lays the foundation for the theme of fidelity in Sir Orfeo, both the love 

between Orfeo and Heurodis and that between Orfeo and the steward, who welcomes 

the disguised Orfeo for his lord‟s love of harping: 

 

And as he gede in the street, 

With his steward he gan mete 

And loude he sett on him a crie: 

„Sir steward,‟ he seyd, „merci! 

Ich am an harpour of hethenisse; 

Help me now in this destresse.‟ 

The steward seyd, „Com with me, come! 

Of that ichave thou schalt have some. 

Everich gode harpour is welcome me to 
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For mi lords love Sir Orfeo.‟ (509-18) 

 

As mentioned in the introduction, it is strange for Orfeo to call himself a “harpour of 

hethnisse.” (513) If he wants to get the entrance into the steward‟s court, the title of a 

poor minstrel is just enough, as could be seen when Orfeo introduces himself to the 

fairy king: “Y nam bot a pover minstrel” (430). The multiple meaning of “hethnisse” 

renders this claim ambiguous for it could connote religious meanings. Given the 

social setting of Sir Orfeo, it is probable that such a claim shows Orfeo‟s ingenuity in 

disguise so that the steward would not discover his true identity. It also marks a 

contrast to the fairyland in that rather than being offended by a foreign intruder, like 

what the fairy king does (421-28), the steward sincerely welcomes harpers from other 

territories (Lerer 105). Whatever the meaning, it is certain that being a good harper is 

the only condition for hospitality. Music here becomes a civil order for it is associated 

with lord Orfeo‟s love of harping (Lerer 105).  

Nevertheless, this order does not promise permanent loyalty—like Odysseus, 

Orfeo disguises as a beggar and does not reveal his true identity until the steward‟s 

heart is proved. It is interesting to notice that in terms of the theme of homecoming, 

Odyssey employs a rather problematic solution to the restoration of order. While 

Odysseus, who has no difficulty in demonstrating cunning in words, resorts to 

violence and God‟s will, Orfeo, who masters in words and the harping, restores his 

kingdom through cautious negotiation and the sharing of spiritual harmony. This issue 

further extends to the problem of the continuation of order: unlike the sudden 

restoration of Odysseus‟ court by violence and God‟s favor, which appoints no 

heritage to the human world, Orfeo‟s kingdom promises a cyclical succession, as seen 

in Orfeo‟s insistence in the steward‟s succession of his throne after his reign:  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

97 

 

King Orfeo knewe wele bi than 

His steward was a trewe man 

  And loved him as he aught to do, 

  And stont up and seyt thus, lo: 

  „Steward, herkne now this thing. 

  Yif ich were Orfeo the king, 

  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

  And with a begger her in ynome, 

  And were miself hider ycome 

  Poverlich to the thus stille 

  For to asay thi gode wille, 

  And ich founde the thus trewe, 

  Thou no schust it never rewe. 

  Sikerlich, for love or ay, 

  Thou schust be king after mi day. 

  And yif thou of mi deth hadest ben blithe, 

  Thou schust have voided also swathe.‟ (553-74) 

 

Although Orfeo‟s testing of the steward still suggests uncertainty toward the temporal 

world, which matches its secular worldview and shows that harmony in harping is not 

the guaranteed condition for constancy, true heart is still the key to continuity. Just 

like Orfeo who awaits the coming of the right time through the tempering of the 

harping, the steward patiently waits for his lord and preserved the musical order. 

Through harping, the steward also renders himself into an absolute trust in waiting, 
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preserving his loyalty to Orfeo (555). It turns out his “gode wille” (568), which 

signifies persistence and internal consistency, is proven by Orfeo. The poem 

highlights the significance of being a “trewe” man (554; 569) who is capable of love. 

The consequent succession of the steward (568-72) reaffirms this value.  

On the other hand, the fairy king exhibits a rigid mode of inner order derived 

from the image of desires, the temporality of which corresponds to Augustine‟s 

illustration of the fragmental images of senses. As earlier described, the fairy king has 

the taste for glamorous appearance, as evidently shown by his “proude court of 

Paradis” (376). According to Augustine, this taste in temporal things diverts mind‟s 

attention from the truth of God and is characteristic of the vanity of people who sin 

with pride: “But the general love of action turning away from the true arises from 

pride by which vice the soul has preferred imitating God to serving God. And so it is 

rightly written in Holy Scripture: „The beginning of man‟s pride is to fall from God,‟ 

and „The beginning of all sin is pride‟” (364; bk.6, ch.13, sec.40). Unlike Orfeo who 

shares his “joies of Paradis” (37), the fairy king finds his pleasure in the artificial 

paradise, the splendor of which competes with the light of God. Augustine further 

explicates the restless state of mind caused by the sin of pride, which bounds people 

with the external world and deprives one‟s self of “interior freedom of peace” (339; 

bk.6, ch.5, sec.14). With the mind‟s attention fixed to the outside world, people who 

“puff with pride is to go forth to the outermost” and “become empty, that is to be less 

and less” (365; bk.6, ch.13, sec.40). Bound by the image of desires projected from 

one‟s mind to the external world, one disconnects oneself from presence and 

experiences a rather rigid and fragmental state of being. In other words, the 

temporality of images prescribes a sedentary motion of the soul and yet chaotic 

motions of the mind. With the image of desires served as an ideological frame of 
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mind that subordinates external objects, one finds no resort for inner continuity and 

therefore experiences falling from time.  

The sedentary motion of the soul is also explicated by Augustine. In explaining 

the proud soul‟s tendency to operate on other souls by commands or persuasion, 

Augustine demonstrates how the sedentary condition ends up in the experience of a 

timeless void of phantasms: 

 

The motions the soul thrusts upon those cleaving to it and servant to it, then, 

are like the advancing ones, for it acts as if on its own body. But those 

motions it thrusts out, wishing to attach some to itself or to enslave, are 

counted as reacting motions. For it acts as if in the senses forcing a thing 

moving up outside to become one with it, and a thing not able to do so to be 

kept out. And the memories takes in both these motions, and makes them 

memorial, likewise boiling up in tumultuous fashion with the phantasias and 

phantasms of these acts, . . . (365-66; bk.6, ch.13, sec.42) 

 

Bound by the image of desires, the seemingly active motion of subordinating the 

others turns out to be the same as a reacting motion, which signifies the constraint of 

sentiments and the stagnation of psychic status. The attempt to control the outside 

world actually confines the inner self, resulting in a broken and vacant feeling in time. 

It is a rather inertial and probably egoistic mode of psychic expansion, which 

corresponds to the fairy king‟s dictatorial command that Heurodis should live forever 

in his domain (135-38; 165-74) and his anger over Orfeo‟s intrusion into his domain: 

 

. . . „What man artow 
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That art hider ycomen now? 

Ich, no non that is with me, 

No sent never after the. 

Seththen that ich here regni gan, 

Y no fond never so folehardi man 

That hider to ous durst wende 

Bot that ichim wald of sende.‟ (421-28) 

 

The fairy king‟s asking for Orfeo‟s identity is not like the common request appearing 

between a lord and a foreign visitor for he is offended by Orfeo‟s uninvited visit: Who 

are you? I did not send for you. No man dares to enter my domain without my 

permission! This is clearly the king‟s declaration of his power over his domain. 

Unlike the fairy world, the human world exhibits a rather hospitable atmosphere, as 

seen in the steward‟s welcoming of good harpers (517-18; Lerer 105). The contrast 

could be extended to Orfeo‟s sharing of harmony in the wild. Although he lives a 

miserable life like a beggar, he shows an open attitude toward his surroundings. The 

fairy king, who indulges himself in a world of material splendor, demonstrates an 

exclusive attitude toward his possession, bringing about miserable suffering to the 

captive people. As a consequence, the sedentary condition forecloses one‟s inner 

connection with the presence and hinders one from experiencing inward harmony. In 

this sense, the fairy kingdom symbolizes a fallen world of loss, which underscores a 

humane value of death as the absence of integrity. Although it is hard to prove the 

author‟s intention in presenting the fairy kingdom as a symbol of disharmonious state 

of being, the distorted and numb bodies clearly demonstrate his emphasis on the 

bodily experience in space. The broken and lethargic experience of the space signifies 
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the timeless void of stagnation. Besides viewing the fairy king‟s abduction of 

Heurodis as symbolic of the fickle fortune, the abduction could be regarded as the 

fairy king‟s possessive urge for the beauty of temporal things (Friedman 188-89) 

while the fairy kingdom as the manifestation of his vanity. Unlike the Boethian 

rendition of Orpheus as the one whose sight is drawn back to temporalia (Friedman 

92), the fairy king embodies this fallenness.
52

 The very fact Orfeo‟s harping delights 

the fairy king reveals his vanity and incongruity, which in turn accentuates the 

humane value of the integrity of heart.  

 

The Temporal Transcendence as Continuity and Salvation 

The practice of harping, as an important means for Orfeo‟s successful restoration, 

not only explains Orfeo‟s state of being but offers a fundamental explication to his 

agency, which echoes the temporary harmony shared between Orfeo and the external 

world. Besides the maintenance of the constancy of heart, Orfeo‟s wit and 

resourcefulness also partake important roles in the saving of Heurodis and final 

restoration. While the constancy of heart constitutes Orfeo‟s fidelity of love and 

resoluteness in action, his wit and strategy in testing the steward‟s loyalty suggests the 

awareness of the temporal condition of the outside world. A parallel mode of 

temporality is observed between Orfeo‟s action and the temporary harmony, which 

lays equal stress on the eternity of heart and the awareness of unpredictable 

circumstances in a transient world. The fact that Orfeo “asked tidings” (487) of the 

human world after he rescued Heurodis from the fairy world is evident of such an 

awareness of the time flow. Of course it is reasonable for a man to ask the tidings 

                                                         
52

 As Friedman contends, the fairy king, as an “evil supernatural being” (186), should be regarded as 

Satan, the fallen angel.  
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since he has wandered over ten years, and yet it is worth noticing that the entire poem 

emphasizes particular space and time, which, as Friedman indicates, is against the 

narrative pattern of romance (187).
53

 This deviation is clearly shown in the 

description of sudden leaving of the animals at the end of the harping (279-80), which, 

as to my own knowledge, is not seen in other Orphic versions. Therefore, Sir Orfeo is 

endowed with a humane and secular value, by which salvation is considered a 

generative power of heart sustained within the temporal world. 

This secular value is also observed in Orfeo‟s interaction with the fairy king and 

the successful recovery without the challenge of not looking back. The harping no 

longer exerts an effective power to move Pluto in the Greek myth, but becomes a 

social practice that delights the fairy king and wins the chance of retrieving Heurodis 

(Lerer 104-05). Social convention becomes an important factor. Instead of Pluto‟s 

request of not looking back, Orfeo argues with the fairy king about the promise to 

give whatever he requires (Lerer 105) and regains his kingdom by strategic disguise. 

The disappearance of the second look, a fatal error appearing in canonical Platonic 

and Ovidian versions, signifies the dissolving of the temptation to worldly desires. 

Just like how he enters the fairyland, Orfeo leaves the fairy court resolutely: 

 

  He kneled adoun and thonked him swathe, 

  His wiif he took bi the hond 

  And dede him swathe out of that lond, 

  And went him out of that thede; 

  Right as he come, the way he geyde. (472-76) 

                                                         
53

 Nevertheless, Friedman means to argue for the possibility that the fairy king is a noon-day demon 

who appears in “hot vndrentides”.   
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The temporal transcendence as the way to salvation offers a significant view to 

the symbolic meaning of the harper, which, judged by Orfeo‟s parental origin, has 

probably altered its meaning. Instead of inheriting from Apollo and Calliope, a much 

more circulated parental origin which respectively symbolize wisdom and eloquence 

(Friedman 112), Orfeo becomes a minstrel king with the unique parental inheritance 

from Pluto and Juno (43-44), the god of death and the goddess of birth (or marriage). 

This parental origin may signify the generative power of the harping that overcomes 

death, which responds to the Orphic theme as the quest of continuity within the 

temporal world. In this way, Orfeo is presented as a minstrel king that embraces the 

natural cycles of death and birth.
54

  

To go further, the ontological significance of the temporal transcendence could 

be viewed in terms of worldly and universal value, which creates room for social 

union by the dynamic experience of temporality shared among individual beings. That 

is, the harping provides the room for individual beings to maintain their duration 

within a harmonized order of a world that is simultaneously temporal and eternal. 

Through the practice of harping, Orfeo maintains his love and shares his joyfulness 

with the wild animals, the steward remains loyal, and the minstrel legacy is likewise 

inherited. Meanwhile, the audience also rejoices in the story and participates with the 

harping of the bardic tradition (Lerer 108-09). By contrast, the fairy kingdom 

symbolizes a world that is dissonant, unstable, and fragmental, as seen in the din and 

cry the fairy routs make when hunting (284-86), their sudden apparition in the wild 

(288), and the distorted and motionless bodies inside the kingdom (390-402). Instead 

                                                         
54

 Offering a Christian allegorical reading, Jeffery also notices the harmonizing power of Orfeo‟s 

music that conquers death (57-58). 
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of sharing peace with the temporal world, the fairy king exerts his power to capture 

humans. The experience of time in the fairy kingdom is timeless, yet not eternal, 

within which the fairy court is suspended in a numb, stupefied, limbo-like trance. The 

inhabitants of this world can take only temporary delight from Orfeo‟s harping. In 

Orfeo‟s kingdom, which is the audience‟s as well, one‟s temporality corresponds to 

that of the operating world, between which a polychronic harmony is sustained. This 

polychornic harmony is not limited to the present moment of reality. It is a spiritual 

reservoir that units and transcends being through time. The time is simultaneously the 

past, the present, and the future.  
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CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

 

„Lord,‟ quath he, „trowe ful wel, 

Y nam bot a pover minstrel, 

And, sir, it is the maner of ous 

To seche mani a lords hous; 

Thei we nought welcome no be, 

Yete we mot proferi forth our gle.‟ 

(429-33) 

 

The temporal transcendence in music finally brings up the issue of cultural 

heritage maintained in the bardic tradition. In Sir Orfeo, the succession of minstrel 

heritage also appears as a thematic topic, which lays stress on the cultural significance 

of the harping and the lay: 

 

We redeth oft and findeth ywrite, 

And this clerks wele it wite, 

Lays that been in harping 

Ben yfounde of ferli thing. (1-4) 

 

Aside from the sweetness of melody, the conjoining of music and words addresses 

another significant concern emerging from the humanistic era of late medieval time 

and the Renaissance—the power of the word that reinvents human experience of 

rhetoric and literature. Being an orator-hero, Orfeo shares with the bard the eloquence 
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in “guid[ing] men toward virtue and worthwhile goals” (Gray 498). The harp, which 

mediates one‟s sentiment with the world, becomes the suitable instrument of such a 

moral concern, just as what the invocation continues: 

 

Sum bethe of wer and some of wo, 

And sum of joie and mirth also, 

And sum of trecherie and of gile, 

Of old aventours that fel while, 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

Of al thiges that men that men seth, 

Mest o love, for soothe, that beth. 

In Breteyne this layers were wrought, 

First yfounde and forth ybrought, 

Of aventours that fel bi days. 

When kinges might our yhere 

Of ani mervailes that ther were, 

Thai token an harp in gle and game 

And maked a lay and gaf it name. 

Now of this aventours that weren yfalle 

Y can tel sum, as nought alle. 

Ac herkneth, lordinges that beth trewe, 

Ichil you telle of Sir Orfewe. (5-24) 

 

Like Orfeo, who harps at his own will, the Bretons find pleasure in harping whenever 

they hear of intriguing lays, the topic of which always centers on sentient experience. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

107 

Some of them deal with sorrow in life and some others joyfulness. Love, which 

“produces holy concord” (Chamberlain 88) and represents the unifying power of 

world music (Chamberlain 88), appears to be the most significant topic. As the line 

goes, the narrator carefully addresses his moral concern: “. . . lordinges that beth 

trewe, / Ichil you telle of Sir Orfewe” (emphasis added; 23-24). With the unfolding of 

the adventure, the audience ventures into the journey of the orator-hero and 

participates in the true artistic work of the bard‟s narration. As Lerer points out, the 

aesthetic experience in music and the lay signify the cultural spirit to be inherited and 

shared by the audience: 

 

This emphasis on scenes of narrative recitation suggests a role for Sir 

Orfeo‟s audience. Like the fairy court or the steward‟s courtiers, the poem‟s 

readers are asked to render judgment on the artistry of a performance, and to 

recognize that the poem‟s theme is the ability of art to bring us to an 

awareness of our shared humanity. In addition to making its audience 

judges, Sir Orfeo makes them celebrants. By focusing both on the melody 

and the sweetness of Orfeo and his narrator, the Auchinleck version brings 

its readers and listeners into the shared experience of loss and restitution. 

(108) 

 

Together with the narrative of words, the song of the heart is to be remembered 

through time. The invocation of minstrelsy (1-25), the celebration of minstrelsy (589), 

and the inheritance scene (595-600) indicate the extension of the past and the present 

toward the coming future, corresponding to the present relationship between the 

bardic tradition, the minstrel, and his audience. Through the contemporal experience 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

108 

of music, which associates one‟s sense of being with a transcendental space, one is 

able to perceive the eternity of presence as the constancy of heart, within which 

memory of different times and space is united. Through the transcendental experience 

of the harmony, individual beings unite and relate to each other. Based on this 

universal understanding, the audience rejoices in the lay, which reminds them that the 

very truth lies in the presence of heart. In this way, the harping and the lay also 

become a regenerative power between the bard and the audience. At the end, the 

sweetness of the note and goodness in words (602) are to be rejoiced (Lerer 108-09).  

As a mediation that introduces a contemporal space for temporal transcendence, 

the harp functions as the means for Orfeo to sustain his subjectivity and maintain 

internal consistency. The harping creates and represents the primal space of being that 

transcends life and death, which explains the significance of the harp both as the 

source of glee during Orfeo‟s self-exile and as the instrument that negotiates between 

Orfeo and the cosmic order of transcendence, an issue that is commonly dealt with in 

Christian readings if not in a more secular ones. Based on the two types of temporality 

shown between the human world and the fairyland, this thesis explores the medieval 

concern of temporalia and transcendence that is often associated with an allegorical 

reading of Orphic texts and appears to be a prominent theme in Sir Orfeo. The 

contrasting temporality of the two worlds also explains the incongruity of the fairy 

world where distorted bodies are found behind its splendid appearance, a fact which 

has long puzzled readers who seek mythic and Celtic meanings in Sir Orfeo. At the 

same time, the thesis also presents a secular reading that explains the cultural heritage 

of the bardic tradition and finds in the poem a rather humanistic sense in viewing 

Orfeo as a minstrel king rather than the celestial harper in Christian allegories. Most 

important of all, the temporal transcendence of Orfeo‟s harping reveals a significant 
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mode of self-world relationship that contributes to our understanding of the theme of 

loss and change in relation to spiritual metamorphosis and the underworld journey. In 

this sense, Orfeo‟s retrieving of Heurodis and the succession of the human kingdom 

symbolize the restoration of order through spiritual harmony in time. 

Introducing a contemporal space for subjective expression, music reveals the 

particular pattern of self-world relationship embedded in the Orphic texts, which not 

only prescribes certain modes of spiritual movement in space but also indicates the 

way in which the self is positioned in the world. Generally speaking, the music effects 

in the Orphic tradition could be regarded as the cultural projection of particular 

pattern of worldviews, which lays the foundation in examining the theme of loss, 

salvation, and the regaining of order.
55

 Through the examination of the mediation of 

music, I offer an alternative perspective in the reading of Orphic texts.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                         
55

 Take the Metamorphoses as an example, Orpheus harping indicates a rather one-sided self-world 

relationship, as seen in the compassion shared among his audience. Time seems to be suspended at the 

moment of the loss of Eurydice, and this particular moment of sorrow is regenerated through Orpheus‟ 

harping, which is suggestive of a rather egoistic self-world relationship for Orpheus does not share 

harmony with the nature but only his own sorrow. Of course, this is just a preliminary speculation. The 

way in which this pattern of worldview is related to Orpheus failure in recovering Eurydice needs 

detailed examination. 
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