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Unless the Lord builds the house, 
its builders labour in vain.

Unless the Lord watches over the city, 
the w atchm en stand guard in vain.

In vain you rise early 
and stay up late, 

toiling for food to eat -
for he grants sleep to those he loves.

Psalm  127: 1-2
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S y n o p s is

This thesis was born of two assumptions about Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales. The first 
was that the rejection of poetry in the Parson’s Prologue and Tale and the Retractions 
was in no sense ironic, but rather the expression, in however conventional a form, of a 
genuine concern with the ethical implications of fiction. The other was a conviction 
that the alchemical tales of the Second Nun and the Canon’s Yeoman were of crucial 
significance in understanding this conclusion. During the course of my research into 
literary accounts of alchemy, I discovered a remarkable overlap between the depiction 
of the falsifiers in Dante’s infernal circle of Fraud and the discussion o f the 
relationship between Nature and Art in Jean de M eun’s part o f the Roman de la Rose. 
These parallels suggested a way of relating acts of falsification (such as 
counterfeiting, alchemy and impersonation) to artistic representation, offering a useful 
lens through which to examine medieval attitudes to the ethical implications o f tale- 
telling. This thesis teases out the implications of this analogy, and demonstrates that it 
was a pervasive influence on the works of Chaucer.

The Introduction lays the groundwork for the following chapters by analysing 
medieval attitudes to representation and authorship. In particular, it focuses on the 
concept of assimilatio, as defined in Averroes’ commentary on the Poetics, and 
elucidated by Judson Boyce Allen and others. This consideration demonstrates the 
importance of recognising the epistemological and linguistic realism characteristic of 
all major medieval authors, including Jean de Meun, Dante and Chaucer. In its 
consideration of Chaucerian realism, this thesis is influenced by Robert Myles, but 
takes issue with a number of his assumptions. Addressing medieval ideas of 
authorship, the Introduction examines the potential tovmrds falsification implicit in 
defences of the ethical function of poetry, arguing that the writers under consideration 
highlight this ambiguity through images of fraud and falsification. M oving on to 
consider the translatio topos and medieval translation theory, as outlined in the work 
of Rita Copeland, Roger Ellis and others, it is argued that the current tendency within 
Chaucer criticism to blur the boundaries between the poet’s translations and his 
literary output is misguided, since Chaucer is conscious of a sharp divide between the 
two, which he situates in an ethical framework. The images of falsification with 
which the thesis is concerned emerged as developments of, or responses to, the 
traditional image of the text as mirror; this metaphor and its limitations are briefly 
analysed. The Introduction concludes by considering the contemporary significance of 
crimes of falsification, and demonstrates the merits of this approach by offering close 
readings of allusions to fraud and falsification in a selection of medieval texts.

Chapter One is devoted to the relationship between Jean de Meun and Dante, which is 
traced to a powerful overlapping of the mirror imagery employed by both to express 
not only their realist epistemology, but also their attitudes to representation and the 
ethical function of poetry. In both cases, the mirror image is supplemented by images 
drawn from the world of fraud and falsification. For Jean de Meun, misrepresentation 
is an inevitable and unavoidable aspect of literary representation, but he attempts to 
forge a new poetic, one which involves mimicking not the products of Nature, but her 
very processes. Fraud is at the heart of the connection between the two poets, a fact 
established through close textual parallels and a consideration of II Fiore, an Italian 
response to the Rose, possibly by Dante. In spite of clear evidence that he is 
influenced by the Rose, Dante refuses to accept Jean’s implication that falsification is



an inevitable aspect of representation: in his account of the falsifiers, he imagines 
fraud as a form of illicit representation that contrasts with his own poetic vision. The 
chapter concludes with a consideration of that vision: this not only demonstrates the 
nature and extent of Dante’s transformation of Jean’s poetic, but also anticipates 
Chaucer’s response to his visionary poem.

Chapter Two is devoted to this response. It begins by examining the importance of 
images of coins and wax impressions (true and counterfeit) in Dante’s realist poetic 
and his self-definition as a vernacular auctor. The chapter considers other sources for 
the image of the artist as a counterfeiter, in particular arguing that Chaucer is 
influenced by the Consolation o f Philosophy, which provides a realist epistemology 
that is more openly critical of the limitations of poetry than anything found in the 
Commedia. The chapter moves on to consider the House o f Fame as a Boethian 
critique of Dante, while the final section traces the influence of D ante’s falsifiers on 
Chaucer’s shortest poem, Adam Scriveyn, which functions in part as a humorous 
comment on the inevitability of literary falsification.

Chapter Three considers a neglected aspect of Chaucer’s exemplary tales, namely the 
prominence of forged documents and other items in these narratives. Chaucer 
emphasises this feature to an extent not found in his sources; for him, the forged items 
offer a way of thinking about the nature of exemplarity itself. This chapter focuses in 
turn on the tales of the Man of Law, the Clerk and the Physician, culminating in an 
account of that consummate falsifier, the Pardoner. This final section focuses in 
particular on the ways in which the Pardoner exploits the faith of his audience in signs 
that are more than merely conventional. This involves close consideration of the less 
frequently discussed non-verbal aspects of the Pardoner’s performance.

Chapter Four focuses on Fragment VIII of the Canterbury Tales, which is structured 
around different kinds of alchemy. The chapter begins by revisiting Jean de Meun and 
Dante, before demonstrating the underestimated significance of G ow er’s account of 
the science. The themes of intellectual and linguistic decay are highlighted, while it is 
also argued that alchemy functions for Gower as a way of discussing translation and 
metaphor. The remainder of the chapter is devoted to considering how these themes 
are explored in Fragment VIII, though it also considers possible sources for the 
elusive trick that dominates the Canon’s Yeom an’s Tale.

The thesis concludes with a consideration of the M anciple’s Tale and its 
characterisation of the poet as one who can “countrefete the speche of any man” . By 
considering different ways in which the speech of poet and crow can be understood as 
counterfeit, the conclusion aims to clarify the significance of Chaucer’s abandonment 
of poetry in the P arson’s Tale and the Retractions.
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I n t r o d u c t i o n

T r u e  P i c t u r e s  a n d  F a l s e  H o r s e s ; P r o b l e m s  o f  R e p r e s e n t a t i o n  i n  M e d i e v a l

L i t e r a t u r e

Et creavit Deus hominem ad imaginem suam ad imaginem Dei creavit ilium 
masculum et feminam creavit eos.

[So God created man in his own image,/in the image of God he created him;/ 
male and female he created them.]

Genesis 1:27^

Non facies tibi sculptile neque omnem similitudinem quae est in caelo desuper 
et quae in terra deorsum, nec eorum quae sunt in aquis sub terra.

[You shall not make for yourself a graven image, or any likeness of anything 
that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water 
under the earth.]

Exodus 20:4

As Robert Myles has argued, the Genesis account of creation furnishes a major 

distinction between Judeo-Christian and classical Aristotelian metaphysics; because 

all that is created is significant of the intent of its creator, Judeo-Christian metaphysics 

can be described as semiological.^ Within this cosmogony, no created thing is more 

significant of its creator than man, who is fashioned in the image and likeness of God. 

It is therefore unsurprising that, as the first appearance of poetry in the Bible, the 

account of m an’s creation encapsulates principles pivotal to the philosophically realist 

understanding of representation in the M iddle Ages.’̂ To invoke the classifications 

advanced by Myles, it is obvious that the passage implies a foundational and 

intentionalist realism, since it proposes that man is created by a unique transcendent 

Being; moreover, in positing man as the image of God, it also articulates a semiotic

' V ulgate cited from B iblia  S acra  Vulgata  (Stuttgart: D eutsch B ibelgesellschaft, 1969). Translation 
from English Standard Version (C rossw ays B ibles, 2001).
 ̂Robert M yles, C haucerian R ealism  (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1994), p. 55.
 ̂ Though there is not universal consensus on whether it should be classed as poetry or poetic prose, the 

verse undeniably has many features o f  ancient H ebrew verse; in particular, its appositional style, its 
tripartite form in which each part repeats and builds on the preceding, and a repetitive prosodic  
structure. For d iscussions o f  B iblical poetry, see Robert Alter, The A rt o f  B ib lica l P oe try  (N ew  York, 
B asic B ooks, 1985); Joze Krasovec, A ntithetic S tructure in B ib lica l H ebrew  P oetry  (Leiden: Brill, 
1984), and James L. Kugel, The Idea o f  B iblical P oe try  (N ew  Haven: Y ale U niversity Press, 1981). 
There are also a number o f  interesting w ebsites devoted to the discussion o f Hebrew poetry and the 
generic status o f  G enesis 1:27. See in particular John Hobbins, ‘Is G enesis 1:27 Poetry?’: 
< http://ancienthebrewpoetrv.tvpepad.com /ancient hebrew poetrv/2007/03/is genesis 127.html>  [Last 
accessed , 1̂ ‘ M ay 2008].
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and, implicitly, epistemological realism.'^ Yet philosophically realist assumptions also 

pervade the poetic form of the verse. Its highly wrought structure circles perpetually 

back to the verb creavit, drawing the reader’s focus to the creative power of God. The 

neatly balanced appositional structure and the repetition of imaginem  evoke 

underlying themes of artistry and harmony and, more importantly, reinforce the 

impression of a created order whose relationship to its Creator is characterised more 

by intimacy and similarity than distance and difference.'"’ In this, the verse offers the 

M iddle Ages an ideal of poetic representation, or assimilatio.^

The analogy implicit in this verse between G od’s creative power and human art held 

undeniable imaginative appeal: Michael Camille has observed that the medieval artist 

became both elevated by comparison, and diminished by contrast with the Divine 

Artist.^ Perhaps in response to this tension, Hugh of Saint Victor formulated a 

hierarchy of creativity, which became standard in the M iddle Ages; indeed, a very 

similar hierarchy is offered by Dante in the Comrnedia (Paradiso XVIII-XX). The 

first and highest work is God’s shaping of man and the universe. The second is the 

work of nature, by which are brought forth things that lay hidden. In the third form - 

human artifice - disjoined things are brought together. For this reason, the human arts 

are called mechanical; Hugh further disparages human art by describing it as 

adulterate (moechus). The maker must appropriate G od’s creation to produce any 

image, and the result is consequenUy far removed from the works of God, who creates 

ex nihilo^  This philosophically realist position bears a striking resemblance to the

 ̂M yles, p. 1.
Indeed, the second instance o f poetry in the B ib le -  A dam ’s account o f  the relationship o f  w om an to 

man -  seem s calculated to reinforce this sense: T h is  is now bone o f  my bones /  and flesh  o f  my  
flesh;/she will be called ‘w om an’,/for she was taken out o f  m an.’ G enesis 2:23.
® The concept o f  assim ila tio  ( ‘likening’) is d iscussed m ost fully by Judson B oyce A llen, in The E th ica l 
P oetic  o f  the L a ter  M iddle  A ges: A D ecorum  o f  C onvenient D istinction  (Toronto: U niversity o f  Toronto  
Press, 1982), pp. 179-247. The concept is also discussed, with particular reference to the A verroistic  
P oetics, in A, J. M innis and A. B. Scott, M edieva l L iterary Theory an d  Criticism , c .I  1 0 0 -c .l375: The 
C om m entary T radition , rev. edn (Oxford: Oxford U niversity Press, 1988), pp. 282-4.
’ M ichael Cam ille. The G othic Idol: Ideo logy an d  Im age M aking in M ed ieva l A rt (Cambridge: 
Cambridge U niversity Press, 1989), p. 33. C am ille notes that manuscript illum inations frequently 
represented God as a sculptor (p. 35),
** See the d iscussion o f  D ante’s hierarchy o f  p o ie ta i in Piero Boitani, ‘The Poetry and P oetics o f  
Creation’, in The C am bridge Com panion to D ante, ed. by Rachel Jacoff, 2"'* edn (Cambridge: 
Cambridge U niversity Press, 2007 [1993]), pp. 218-35 (pp. 224-6).
 ̂ In this account o f  Hugh o f  Saint V ictor’s hierarchy o f  creativity, I am drawing on C am ille, pp. 34-5.
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views inherent in P la to ’s decision to banish poets from his ideal republic, though it is 

framed in theological rather than philosophical terms.

This suspicion of artistic representation was undoubtedly sharpened by the Second 

C om m andm ent’s proscription of creating likeness. As Camille notes, the text of the 

Second (and longest) Com m andm ent remained problematic in the image-centred 

culture o f  the Christian Middle Ages, and underwent a radical reformulation, being 

assimilated into the First Com m andm ent in order to elide the question of image- 

making altogether. Yet this did not serve to license representation, but crystallised an 

association between mimetic art and idolatry, implying that the creation o f  likenesses 

drew the m ind away from its proper object. The Lord’s subsequent instructions to 

fashion two golden cherubim to adorn the Ark o f  the Covenant heightened rather than 

diminished this sense, implying that licit acts o f  representation might be distinguished 

from illicit by being directed to the glory o f  God and guided by the hand o f  the Divine 

Artist.'*

The pervasive distinction in medieval literature between licit and illicit forms o f  

representation is at the heart of this thesis. Three of the greatest vernacular poets of 

the late M iddle  Ages, Jean de Meun, Dante and Chaucer, exploit the concepts of fraud 

and falsification in order to articulate core assumptions and concerns about the nature 

o f  poetic representation. Strong similarities in their respective treatments o f  fraud and 

falsification, moreover, indicate a direct line of influence. This culminates with 

Chaucer, who advances the discussion o f  fraud and falsification in his sources, while 

also drawing upon contemporary historical concern with these ethical and legal 

offences in order to construct a framework for theorising the responsibilities and 

limitations inherent in representation.

In an absorbing discussion, Nick Groom  considers the ways in which words such as 

“counterfeit” and “forge” have historically seeped into discussions o f  representation, 

indicating a pervasive awareness that the creation of likeness can never be entirely

See the discussion in Classical L iteraiy Criticism, ed. by Penelope Murray (London: Penguin, 2000), 
pp. xxiii-xxix, and pp. 1-56.
' '  Exodus 25:18-20; 31:1-6. See also the commentary by Camille, pp. 28-9.
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freed from  accusations o f f a l s i f i c a t i o n . A s  Thom as D ocherty has observed, 

“ [r]epresentation can only be such if it is always already m isrepresentation. Like 

m etaphor, it depends on a dissim ilarity between itself and its corresponding 

referent.” ''* Indeed, it is apparent that the seem ing innocence o f this failing, inherent 

in all acts o f representation, has never been able to absolve A rt o f the stain of 

falsehood. In Book II o f the Soliloquies, for exam ple, A ugustine addresses the 

problem  o f falsity. Considering a painting, he asks: “how w ould a p icture, for 

instance, be a true picture, unless it were a false horse?” *'̂  A ugustine attem pts to 

rem ove poetry and other acts o f artistic representation from  the category o f the false 

by claim ing that “it is one thing to will to be false, and another not to be able to be 

true.” ''’ Y et this solution is not entirely a com fortable one. A ugustine’s defence of 

poetry is little different from  Sidney’s fam ous observation that poetry never lies, as it 

never affirm s, yet this observation is contradicted by m uch of w hat A pology  says 

elsew here, as G eoffrey Shepherd n o t e s . I f  the poet m akes no truth claim  for his 

work. Shepherd asks, how can he also claim  that poetry m akes truth shine forth, as 

Sidney d o e s? '’ There is a fundam ental ethical am biguity at the heart o f all acts of 

representation, which has never been quelled sim ply by the observation that no one 

expects a poet to speak the truth.

I: Assim ilatio, Representation, M isrepresentation and Linguistic Realism

A verroes’ com m entary on the Poetics is the single m ost significant d iscussion of 

representation in the M iddle Ages, since it offers a theoretical consideration of 

representation rather than a discussion o f individual texts, such as is found in the 

accessus  to the auctores. A. J. M innis and A. B. Scott note that H erm ann the 

G erm an’s translation o f this work, though rarely studied in its entirety, exerted a good

N ick Groom , The F o rg e r’s Shadow : H ow  F orgery C hanged the C ourse o f  L itera ture  (London: 
Picador, 2002), pp. 16-66 (esp. pp. 16-8).

Thomas Docherty, ‘A nti-M im esis: The Historicity o f  Representation’, Forum f o r  M odern  L anguage  
Studies 26 .3  (1990): 272-81 (p. 273).

A S elec t L ibrary o f  the N icene and P ost-N icene F athers o f  the Christian Church: Volum e VII; St. 
A ugustine: H om ilies on the G ospe l o f  John, H om ilies on the F irst E pistle o f  John, Soliloqu ies, ed. by 
Philip Schaff (Edinburgh: T& T Clark, 1991), p.553.

ibid., p. 553.
Sir Philip Sidney, An A po logy  fo r  P oetry, or, The D efence o f  P o e tiy , ed. by G eoffrey Shepherd  

(Manchester: M anchester U niversity Press, 1973), p. 123, and pp. 71-2 . Jesse Gellrich argues that the 
central elem ents o f  S idney’s thesis are anticipated by B occaccio . See The Idea o f  the B ook in the 
M iddle A ges  (Ithaca: Cornell U niversity Press, 1985), p. 47.

Sidney, p. 119.
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deal of influence in extracts, often in very popular florilegia  such as Auctoritates 
18Aristotelis. The translation underwent a recension at Paris in the late thirteenth- or 

early fourteenth-century; it was taught in this form throughout the fourteenth-century. 

As Minnis and Scott note, the Poetics itself was not in fact lost in the Middle Ages. 

William of M oerbeke made an accurate translation of it in 1278, but scholars of the 

Middle Ages evidently preferred the moral context of A verroes’ version.*^ Hermann’s 

translation was particularly popular in Italy and was elaborately used by Benvenuto in 

his early commentary on Dante’s Commedia.~

Averroes’ commentary transforms Aristotle’s text, and especially his concept of

mimesis (rendered in Hermann’s translation as assimilatio, or ‘likening’), emphasising

the ethical function and didactic purpose of poetry to an extent that makes the original

barely recognisable. He takes Aristotle’s simple claim that all poetry originates in

m an’s imitative nature and enjoyment of music and harmony and transforms it into a

defence of the exemplary mode. Aristotle states that early poetry developed in two

main channels -  serious-minded poets represented noble actions, while trivial-minded

poets represented the actions of the lower sort of people. Averroes, as Minnis and

Scott note, seizes on this to the exclusion of much else, and uses it to assimilate poetry

to epideictic rhetoric, claiming that “Aristotle says: Every poem and all poetic
2 ]utterance, is either praise or blame”:

The crucial point to grasp is that the concept of imitation (mimesis) has largely 
been replaced with that of imagination (imaginatio) or imagistic ‘likening’ 
{assimilatio), representation of a kind which arouses the emotions of the 
audience in a way which encourages them to follow virtue and flee vice.^^

According to H erm ann’s Latin translation of Averroes, some men are imitators 

(representatores) of virtues, while others are imitators of vices.“  Hermann’s choice of 

the word representatores is striking -  moral agents are shown to peiform  morality, 

imitating virtue or vice. The relationship between mimesis as the representation of 

reality and the essentially imitative nature of ethical behaviour is crucial to medieval

M innis  and Scott , pp. 277-8. 
”  ibid., p. 279.
-“ ibid., p. 278.

ibid.,  p. 289.
-- ibid.,  p. 282. 

ibid.,  p. 291.
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understandings of representation.^"^ Praise and blame -  the cornerstones of Averroes’ 

poetic theory -  constitute imitations of the ethical actions of good and evil men, while 

simultaneously offering examples of virtue and vice for other men to imitate or shun. 

This assimilation with epideictic rhetoric is found in much Arab thinking on poetry. 

Avicenna argued that every representation is ‘either amelioration or depreciation’; 

while al-Farabi said that all poetry is ‘composed of things that aim at imaginative 

assent to the given m atter... and result in seeing it as better or worse, more beautiful 

or more ugly, more dignified or more base’.""̂  This, however, raises moral questions, 

since such addition or subtraction can be considered as no less than falsification. Here, 

in this highly moralistic vision of poetry, we actually find a tendency towards 

falsification that blurs the distinction between licit and illicit representation. To 

connect poetry with epideictic rhetoric is to associate it with a mode that seeks not to 

establish truth (which would be the function of judicative rhetoric) but rather to 

achieve unity of effect. Minnis and Scott are alert to this potential tension in 

A verroes’ commentary on the Poetics'.

But Averroes is not interested in the idea of poetry as a sort of pious fraud. He 
emphasises the connection between representation and reality, between nature 
and art.'^

Yet medieval writers were interested in the idea of poetry as a species of fraud, and 

whether or not such fraud could ever serve pious ends. Indeed, the inseparability of 

representation and misrepresentation are implicit in Averroes’ theory.

Allen notes that assimilatio, or likening, is a version of mimesis though not identical

with it. It is fundamentally based on the concept of analogy and denotes “not^he state

of the existence o f an entity but the result of the achievement of a relation” . ’̂ He

distinguishes three main types of assimilatio in Averroes’ work. The first he calls

“com parison” , where one term is compared to another term within the text, as in 
28simile or metaphor. The second is “description”, where the terms have a univocal

The d istinctions between these different types o f  imitation are succinctly explored by John D. Lyons 
and Stephen N icholls (eds), in their introduction to M im esis: From M irror to M ethod, A ugustine to 
D esca rtes  (Hanover; U niversity Press o f N ew  England, 1982), pp. 1-19 (esp. pp. 1-4),

M innis and Scott, p. 283. 
ibid., p. 284.
A llen , p. 179.
For a fine discussion o f  m edieval theories o f  metaphor, see Martin Irvine with D avid Thom pson, 

'G ram m atica  and Literary T heory’, in The C am bridge H istory o f  L iterary C riticism , Vol. II, The



reference to a reality in the physical world outside the text. The third type o f 

assim ila tio  is that which presum es and generates a relation to the universal. A llen
29argues that we m ust understand these three as being “all the sam e” . H e clarifies this 

rather m urky expression by stating that the com parative structures internal to poetry 

(sim ile and m etaphor) and those by which poetry relates to particulars and to 

universals are structurally identical.' In sum, the theory o f assim ilatio  im plies “a 

belief in a universe which was already, in m odern terms, so poetic that there was no 

need to claim  for the poet greater pow ers than those o f an honest reporter” .'** R ather 

less poetic , but perhaps m ore useful, is Eugene V ance’s observation that “m edieval 

poets subscribe not to the ontological autonom y of the poem but rather to its deep 

relational netw orks within a larger field o f being” . S u c h  an interpretation w ould 

seem  to  quell any disquiet over the status o f poetry as a pious fraud. If  the structure by 

which a w ord is related to a thing is the sam e as the structure by w hich a w ord is 

related to a universal, or related to another word, Allen argues, then the d ifference 

betw een fact and fiction is minimal. One can “relate m em ory to history, on the one 

hand, and im agery on the other, so as to m inim ize the difference betw een fact and 

fiction to the advantage o f poetry” .'*'’

On closer exam ination, however, this resolution is not as straightforw ard as A llen 

holds. A llen argues that all three types o f assim ilatio  are structurally identical, but that 

“com parison” (i.e. sim ile and m etaphor) is the m ost fundam ental, and is prior to the 

other tw o, a claim  which is deeply arguable. His observation appears to be based on 

the fact that “com parison” is dealt with at greater length in the com m entaries, and he 

represents it as being surrounded and defined by “description” and “relation to the 

universal” . A llen’s third term, however, “relation to universal” , is in fact m uch m ore 

im portant than the other two, and logically prior to both.'*'^ The m eans by which poetry 

can be said to presum e and generate a relation to universals is fundam ental because it

M idd le  A g es , ed. by Alastair M innis and Ian Johnson (Cambridge: C am bridge U nivers ity  Press, 2005),  
pp. 15-41 (pp. 33-7).
-’ A llen , p. 189,

ibid.,  p. 190.
"  ibid., p. 205.

E u g en e  V ance ,  ‘M ervelous S igna ls ', P oetics an d  Sign Theory in the M idd le  A g es  (Lincoln and 
L ondon: U nivers ity  o f  N ebraska  Press, 1986), p. 268.

Allen, p. 189.
I am deep ly  grateful to Dr. Helen Cooney  for a num ber o f  il luminating conversa tions  on the sub ject  

o f  A v e r ro e s ’ theories which have strongly influenced my understanding here.
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is the very aspect of assimilatio that enables poetry to have an ethical function. This is 

clearly implied by Averroes himself when he claims that the action represented in the 

poem must have universal significance if the poem is to persuade the reader towards 

virtue and away from vice.’̂”’

It seems clear that many of the concerns highlighted in Averroes’ concept of 

assimilatio  are relevant to the so-called “nominalist-realist debate” of the fourteenth- 

century, which has come to occupy a central position in the analysis of Chaucerian 

poetics. Allen explicitly acknowledges the late-medieval attack on analogical modes 

of thought by referring to an influential article by Sheila Delany. Delany addresses 

specifically the question of why Chaucer made so little use of allegory, “a literary 

mode that had dominated the European mind for nearly a thousand years” . A f t e r  

outlining the “late medieval attack on analogical thought”, which she traces briefly in 

the fields of science and political theory, as well as the philosophy of W illiam of 

Ockham and other thinkers, she asks us to consider “ [w]hat relevance to poetry has 

the attack on analogical thought -  especially to the poetry of a man like Chaucer, who 

knew little, if anything, o f the work of the scholars I have mentioned in this paper?”’̂’ 

Her answer posits that Chaucer participated in this movement away from analogical 

thought by “turning intuitively from allegory to other modes in order to express his
•30

vision of a complex and contingent world.”' Precisely the same disenchantment with 

the twin evils of allegory and philosophical realism lies behind the beguiling (but 

finally wrong) contention of Jorge Luis Borges that the shift from allegory to the 

novel might be traced to “the day in 1382” when Chaucer translated an (allegorical)
•3Q

phrase from Boccaccio as “the smyler with the knyf under the cloke” .’ The engaging 

possibilities suggested by such views have inspired a number of “nominalist” readings

M innis and Scott, p. 285.
Sheila D elany, ‘The Late M edieval Attack on A nalogical Thought: U ndoing Substantial 

C onnection’, in Chaos and Form: H istory an d  L iterature; Ideas and R elationsh ips, ed by Kenneth 
M cR obbie (W innipeg: U niversity o f  M anitoba Press, 1972), pp. 37-58 (p. 37). O riginally published as 
‘U ndoing Substantial Connection: The Late M edieval Attack on A nalogical Thought, M osa ic  5.4  
(1972): 31-52 . D elan y’s view s are summarised by Allen, p. 180.

D elany, ‘U ndoing Substantial C onnection’, 54.
ibid., 58,
Jorge Luis B orges, ‘From A llegories to N o v e ls ’, The Total L ibrary: N on-F iction  1922-1986 , ed. by 

Eliot W einberger, trans. by Esther A llen, Suzanne Jill L evine and Eliot W einberger (London: Penguin, 
2001), p. 340. The B occaccian phrase is “E con gli occulti ferri i Tradimenti” [“And Betrayal with 
hidden w eapons”].



of Chaucer."^° Such readings have been scathingly (though sometimes unfairly) 

rejected in the work of Robert Myles, whose Chaucerian Realism  argues forcefully 

that Chaucer can be understood as a realist in many ways, demonstrating that recent 

critics have misunderstood the concept of scholastic realism, often confusing it with 

Cratylic realism.'^'

Two aspects of M yles’ discussion of Chaucer’s realism are particularly relevant to 

Averroes’ concept of assimilatio. He notes that several critics claim that Chaucer 

believes that language is not only conventional, but also a deeply imperfect medium 

of expression, and that this implies a nominalist attitude to language. Of course, as 

Myles points out, a belief in the conventionality and imperfection of language is far 

from an exclusively nominalist position: such an understanding of language is entirely 

consistent with what Myles calls semiotic and linguistic realism. Myles also notes that 

such critics attribute the importance Chaucer places on the will to a philosophically 

nominalist stance; again he is correct to state that the primacy of the will is not the 

preserve of nominalist thinkers, and he plausibly describes Chaucer as an ethical 

realist in believing that “the proper order of this universe may be subject to acts 

(speech acts, or other human actions) which are either ‘proper’ (in line with a ‘natural’ 

order) or ‘improper’. M y l e s ’ key concern is to demonstrate that Chaucer’s 

awareness of the limitations of language (and implicitly representation) is not a sign 

of a nominalist position on the status of universals, but rather represents a 

conventionally realist understanding of signs that locates the unreliability of language 

in the will of its users, and not in the inevitable gap between sign and signified.

Though it might be objected that Myles has a rather capacious understanding of 

philosophical realism, his case for a realist Chaucer is compellingly made. There are, 

however, a number of limitations to his argument. As the present study shall argue,

Arguments broadly in favour o f  a “nom inalist” Chaucer include R ussell E. Peck, ‘Chaucer and the 
N om inalist Q uestions’, Speculum  53 (1978): 745-60, and Robert M. Jordan, C haucer's P oetics an d  the 
M odern R eader  (Berkeley: U niversity o f  California Press, 1987).

M yles, pp. 1-2, 6-11. Alastair M innis is also sceptical about Chaucer’s “nom inalism ”; though less 
d ism issive o f  the possibility that Chaucer broached the problems raised by nom inalist thought; A. J. 
M innis, ‘L ooking for a Sign: The Quest for Nom inalism  in Chaucer and Langland’, in E ssays on 
R icardian  L iterature in H onour o f  J. A. Burrow, ed. by A. J. M innis, Charlotte C. M orse and Thorlac 
Turville-Petre (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), pp. 142-78. James W im satt also argues for a realist 
Chaucer in ‘John Duns Scotus, Charles Sanders Pierce, and Chaucer’s Portrayal o f the Canterbury 
Pilgrim s’, Speculum  71.3 (1996): 633-45.

M yles, p. 1,
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what M yles perceives as the morally neutral ‘inadequacy’ of language is not as easily 

separable from the willed (and therefore ethically culpable) use or abuse of language. 

This is clear for a number of reasons. W hile no significant thinkers in the M iddle 

Ages pose a Cratylic relationship between word and thing, Myles, whose concerns are 

primarily philosophical rather than theological, fails to acknowledge the extent to 

which this relationship is consistently present in medieval discussions as an ideal of 

communication, in respect of which m an’s speech is but a fallen, decaying imitation. 

In a blistering (and often deeply ungenerous) attack on Robert Jordan’s “nominalist” 

interpretation o f  Chaucer, Myles hones in on a potentially fatal flaw. Noting Jordan’s 

limited understanding of Augustine’s understanding o f  signs (and particularly the lack 

of any reference to Marcia Colish’s study) he observes that Jordan seems to believe 

that A ugustine’s conversion to Christianity was accompanied by a shift from a 

conventionalist understanding of language to a belief “grounded in a 

naturalistic/Cratylic view that ‘[language is] a univocal emanation from God and the 

created wor l d’” . W h i l e  this would admittedly be a serious error, Myles is in fact 

being decidedly unfair. Jordan’s understanding of Augustine is more than tinged with 

bias, but he is surely right to point out that Augustine’s conversion to Christianity 

places his attitude to the conventionality o f  language in a new context, in which the 

conventionalist nature of human language is emblematic of the fallen nature of man. 

Indeed, M y les’ book singularly fails to address the importance o f  Augustine’s 

theology o f  the Fall in shaping his understanding of language; Eric Jager’s excellent 

analysis o f  this aspect of patristic thought appeared only a year before the publication 

of M y les’ book. In a study appearing in 2007, which is explicitly conscious of M y les’ 

work, John Fyler is in a position to effectively reassert Jordan’s position, highlighting 

the extraordinary affective and rhetorical power o f  Augustine’s faith in an ideal 

language beyond human speech.^'*

M yles, p. 12, citing Jordan, p. 10. M yles expresses particular surprise at Jordan’s failure to refer to 
Marcia L. C olish, The M irror o f  Language: A Study in the M edieva l Theory o f  K now ledge, rev. edn 
(Lincoln: U niversity o f  Nebraska Press, 1983). In 2001, M yles revisited this territory, making a critique 
o f Jordan central to his assessm ent o f  the career o f  D ouglas W urtele. See ‘Chaucer and Character: the 
H eresies o f  D ouglas W urtele’, in C haucer and L anguage: E ssays in H onor o f  D ouglas Wurtele, ed. by 
Robert M yles and D avid W illiam s (Montreal and Kingston: M cG ill-Q ueens U niversity Press, 2001), 
pp. 3 -10  (esp. pp. 7-9).

John Fyler, Language and the D eclining W orld in Chaucer, Dante, and Jean de M eun  (Cambridge: 
Cambridge U niversity Press, 2007), esp. pp. 17-27; Eric Jager, The T em pter’s Voice: Language an d  the 
F all in M ed ieva l L iterature  (Ithaca: Cornell U niversity Press, 1993).
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As indicated by this failure to discuss the consequences of the Fall, or, for that matter, 

of the scattering of tongues at Babel, Myles largely ignores the pervasive medieval 

belief that human language is subject to multiplication and decay over time. W hile 

such problems do not vitiate M yles’ central argument of the importance of the will of 

the speaker in judging the “truth” or otherwise of any speech act, they undoubtedly 

com plicate the untroubled picture painted by Myles of a clear-cut distinction between 

linguistic inadequacy and the ethical use of speech. As the following account will 

make clear, M yles’ account fails to do justice to a number of complexities of language 

use, specifically the problems of word choice, translation, and the status of fiction. 

The last two in particular pose problems for M yles’ argument, since his entire 

discussion is predicated on the assumption that language use is unavoidable. This is of 

course true, but it fails to take into consideration that not all uses of language are 

necessary, and that certain activities, such as translation or the writing of poetry, may 

fall entirely outside the sphere of ethical language use.

Both the strengths and weaknesses of M yles’ thesis are showcased in a perceptive 

analysis of Chaucer’s use of the “Platonic” dictum that words must be cousin to 

things. This dictum is cited twice in the Canterbury Tales, once in the General 

Prologue, and again in the M anciple’s Tale, the last tale told in verse. The situation 

and context of each occurrence of the phrase suggest that it is of great importance for 

any understanding of Chaucer’s poetics. The first occurrence is, as M innis has noted, 

“one of the most heavily quoted passages in the entire corpus of medieval literature” , 

though that is not to say that it has always been fully understood.'*”’ On the surface, it 

articulates a classic defence of poetry -  that the poet does no more than faithfully 

repeat his subject matter;

But first I pray yow, of youre curteisye.
That ye n’ arette it nat my vileynye,
Thogh that I pleynly speke in this mateere.
To telle yow hir wordes and hir cheere,
Ne thogh I speke hir wordes proprely.
For this ye knowen al so wel as I,
Whoso shal telle a tale after a man.
He moot reherce as ny as evere he kan 
Everich a word, if it be in his charge,

Minnis, M agister Amoris: The ‘Roman de La R ose’ and Vernacular Hermeneutics (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2001), p. 119.
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A1 speke he never so rudeHche and large,
O r ellis he m oot telle his tale untrewe,
O r feyne thyng, or fynde w ordes newe.
He m ay nat spare, althogh he were his brother;
H e m oot as wel seye o word as another.
Crist spak hym self ful brode in hooly writ,
A nd wel ye woot no vileynye is it.
Eek Plato seith, w hoso kan hym rede,
The wordes m oote be cosyn to the dede.

I. 725-42

This passage has been interpreted in a variety o f ways. P.B. T aylor has argued that the 

apology “m oves from  pleading the necessity o f a vernacular and base speech to a 

suggestion -  in citing both C hrist and Plato -  that words both clothe m orality and 

reflect in their particular references a world o f universals” ."̂  ̂ Rejecting this suggestion 

that the passage is anim ated by Boethian epistem ology, M innis contends that C haucer 

is seeking to evoke authority for vernacular speech, regardless o f how rude it can be."*’ 

M yles d iscusses the passage in som e detail, arguing that, w hile C haucer is not a 

Cratylic realist, he is nonetheless an ethical and intentionalist realist."^* For M yles, the 

passage dem onstrates that the propriety or otherw ise of the relationship betw een 

words and things lies in the will o f the speaker, not the words them selves. He fails to 

acknow ledge, however, the self-conscious irony that underpins the gentle hum our o f 

this passage. C haucer im plies that, while the pilgrim s m ay have acted im m orally  in 

using these words, he, as reporter, can legitim ately repeat these very words w ithout 

censure. Indeed, he suggests that it w ould be immoral o f him  not to reproduce their 

words in all their vulgarity, since this would be to m isrepresent his subjects. This, o f 

course, is a variation on A m ant’s deeply ironic declaration that he m ay legitim ately 

repeat the words he has found so objectionable com ing from  the m outh o f Raison:

Done le ram entevre je  voir, 
dis je  con rem anbranz et vistes, 
par tel m ot con vos le deistes.
Si m ’a mes m estres deffendu, 
car je  I’ai m out bien entendu, 
que ja  m ot n ’isse de m a boiche 
qui de ribaudie s ’aproiche.
M es des que je  n ’en sui fesierres.

P.B, Taylor, ‘C haucer’s Cosyn to the D ed e ', Speculum  57.2 (1982): 315-27 (p. 324). 
M innis, M agister Am oris, p. 129 (n. 23).
Myles, pp. 22-7.

12



j ’en puis bien estre recitierres; 
so nomere le mot tout outre.

Rose, vol. 1, 5680-9^^

I shall indeed remind you, I said with lively memory, o f the very word you 
spoke. My master, as I have clearly understood, has forbidden me to allow any 
word which is in the least indecent to fall from my lips. But since I am not the 
perpetrator, I may certainly repeat the word, so I shall say it straight out.'^°

Precisely this logic is again invoked by Jean de Meun in the apology that inspires the 

above Chaucerian passage (15165-272). Chaucer, like Jean de Meun, is ironically 

hiding behind the legitimising function of mimetic accuracy and the role of mere 

compiler or reporter. Not only does he suggest that this role absolves one of moral 

responsibility, he also implies that the retelling of even scurrilous tales is more moral 

than censoring them or otherwise falsifying one’s original material.

As such, it is hard to see this passage as being primarily about the relationship o f the 

particular to the universal, the status of the vernacular, or even the ontological 

relationship between words and things. Rather, the passage evokes, in a humorous and 

ironic way, the ethical conditions surrounding the relationship between literary 

representation and reality. It encapsulates one aspect of what Allen refers to as 

descriptio, namely the relationship of a description to the events it seeks to report. The 

passage claims that the source for the present text is a series of actual events, of which 

the text is a precise retelling, an exact copy. This claim seeks to minimise the 

distinction between poetry and history, suggesting that it is possible for an account of 

events to be complete, accurate and impartial. It presumes a simple correspondence 

between original and copy, in so far as it posits that the original had an absolute, 

objective occurrence in reality, and that the poet is duty-bound to record that truth 

with a historian’s rigour. Of course, this in turn assumes that the poet’s or historian’s 

words can and do record events precisely, that the original and its representation may 

concur in all respects. Furthermore, such a view claims (however disingenuously) that 

an act of representation does not presuppose an act of interpretation, and that an act of 

poetic representation can have a mimetic function that may be readily distinguished

Le Rom an de  la R ose, ed. by Felix L ecoy, 3 vols (Paris: Editions Champion, 1965-1970). All 
references to the R ose  are taken from this edition. Translations are from The R om ance o f  the Rose, 
trans. by Frances Horgan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994).

R om ance o f  the R ose, pp. 87-8
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from its rhetorical function. By thus attributing to poetic representation the ideal, 

dispassionate precision of the historical record, the author-compiler deftly sidesteps 

the issue o f moral accountability for his production.

Chaucer’s second invocation of the “Platonic” dictum, however, does not simply 

restate the poet’s apparent fidelity to historical truth. In fact, Chaucer’s concerns in 

the M ancip le’s Tale are appreciably different:

His wyf anon hath for hir lemman sent.
Hir lemman? certes, this is a knavyssh speche!
Foryeveth it me, and that I yow biseche.
The wise Plato seith, as ye may rede.
The word moot nede accorde with the dede.
If men shal telle proprely a thyng.
The word moot cosyn be to the werkyng.

IX. 204-210

Here, the dictum is invoked as part of an extraordinary discussion o f the relationship 

between sign and signified. In a remarkable outburst, the Manciple acknowledges that 

any act of signification involves an act of interpretation and judgement. Thus, he 

laments that we call the lover of a wealthy man his lady, but the lover of a poor man 

his wenche or his lemman (212-20). After his tirade about the relationship between 

word and thing, which is sustained over some thirty lines, the Manciple reverts to the 

problematic word lemman (238). The passage marks the convergence of a number of 

important ideas about language. Myles emphasises the role of the speaker’s will; the 

rightness or wrongness o f the word lies in the intention of the user of language, not in 

language itself.”’’ In his interpretation of this passage and its relationship to the 

corresponding passage in the General Prologue, Minnis draws attention to the 

concept o f speaking proprely, which he associates with speaking in a style appropriate 

to subject matter, arguing in particular for the influence of Trevet’s commentary on 

Boethius.'"’̂  Of course, as has often been noted, Chaucer’s “Platonic” dictum is 

influenced by the Roman de la Rose, lines 15147-64, though the reference to Plato 

(rather than Sallust) suggests that Chaucer was also influenced by De consolatione 

philosophiae III, prosa  12, 111-12. The implications of this are not always fully

Myles, p. 24-5.
M innis,  M a g is te r  Am oris ,  pp. 128-31.
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appreciated, though the passage has recently been penetratingly analysed by John
- C  t  -‘> 3Fyler.

In the Roman de la Rose, the quotation from Sallust about the relationship of words 

and things is introduced because of the poet’s fear that he will be accused of speaking 

inappropriately. Against this, he argues that he can use these words with impunity, 

since he is speaking only in a manner called for by his material. The context in which 

Philosophy introduces the reference to Plato’s Timaeus, however, is significantly 

different. W hile it is appropriate to note the influence of Trevet’s gloss on this 

passage, it is equally important to register the immediate context of the Prisoner’s 

dialogue.’̂'* Lady Philosophy has just eloquently explained to the Prisoner the divine 

order, culminating in a demonstration that evil is non-existent.'"’̂  The Prisoner, 

however, is troubled by the power of Philosophy’s eloquence, and fears that he is 

being won over by the elaborate rhetorical construction of her speech, the formal 

perfection of which seems designed to persuade him that a corresponding structure 

exists in the created order:

“Scornestow me,” quod I, “or elles, pleyestow or disseyvistow me, that hast so 
woven me with thi resouns the hous of Didalus, so entrelaced that it is unable 
to ben unlaced, thow that otherwhile entrist ther thow issist, and other while 
issist ther thou entrest? Ne fooldist thou nat togidre by replicacioun of wordes 
a manere wondirful sercle or envirounynge of the simplicite devyne?”

Boece, III, prosa  12, 154-62

The Prisoner’s concern is clear: he may be so impressed by a verbal, rhetorical 

representation of the divine order that he may err in his judgement, and leap to a false 

conclusion. This passage is unquestionably of great importance for Chaucer, who 

draws on it in the House o f Fame, where the House of Rumour is compared to the 

Domus Dedaly, and, with its structure of entwined twigs and innumerable points of 

ingress and egress, literally embodies the verbal trickery feared in this passage (1935- 

55)."’*̂ W hile he is prepared to admit Philosophy’s account of the divine nature, the 

Prisoner is wary of confusing verbal representation with the reality it seeks to 

represent. It is in this context that Philosophy’s reference to Plato must be understood:

Fyler, Lxinguage a n d  the D eclin ing  World, pp. 179-88.
For  a consideration  o f  the Trevet gloss, see Minnis, M agister Am oris, pp. 128-31.
B oece, B ook  III, prosa 12, 1-153.
It is surely also relevant that the goddess Fam e  is implicit ly com pared  to Lady Philosophy, with her 

shifting height: H ouse o f  F am e, 1368-76; B oece, I, prosa  1, 12-19.
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But natheles, yif I have styred resouns that ne ben nat taken from withouten 
the compas of the thing of which we trelen, but resouns that ben bystowyd 
withinne that compas, ther nys nat why that thou schuldest merveillen, sith 
thow hast lernyd by the sentence of Plato that nedes the wordis moot be 
cosynes to the thinges of whiche thei speken.

Boece, III, prosa  12, 200-7

It is instructive here to consider the influence on Chaucer of Trevet’s commentary on 

Boethius. As Alastair Minnis and Lodi Nauta comment, W illaim of Conches does not 

comment on Boethius’ reference to Plato, but Trevet rightly notes the Boethian 

passage’s source in the Timaeus.^^ To quote their account, Timaeus says:

that since ‘we have only the image {imago) of the physical universe to go by, 
and not the archetype (exemplum) in the divine mind, we cannot offer an 
account of the creator and His creation of the cosmos which would be 
consistent, evident and unassailable’. The best we can hope for is ‘an imagined 
account, as of an image, the semblance of an account, borrowing an inexact 
likeness’. Trevet remarks that here Plato is excusing himself for offering not 
rational demonstrations (“non ajfert demonstratiuas raciones") but assertions 
which are consonant with the thing or subject {“asserciones magis esse rei de 
qua loquimar consentaneas”), "cognatos” being glossed as ‘proprios et 
consentaneos’. Applying the same principle, Boethius had invoked divine aid 
(cf. Ill pr. xii, 100-02) in order that he might speak about the most important 
of all matters both appropriately (“conuenienter”) and decently (“decenter”).'

W hile the Timaeus focuses on the limitations of human imagination and language, 

Trevet focuses more narrowly on fitting style to subject matter. Minnis and N auta’s 

account of Boethius’ response to the Timaeus, however, seems inadequate. In the 

pedagogical context of the Consolatio just outlined, in which the Prisoner is 

concerned about being blinded or even deceived by an impressive representation of 

the divine order. Philosophy’s words emerge not so much as a qualification of the 

power of language than as a defence of her verbal assimilatio of the divine order. She 

does not intend to convince the Prisoner merely that style should match subject, or 

that we should resign ourselves to the fact that only a limited representation of the 

truth in possible, but rather that he should not be suspicious of her account because it 

is to be expected that the words will be cousin to the thing. At issue are two lingering

A.J. Minnis and Lodi Nauta, 'M ore P laton ico  loquitur: What Nicholas Trevet really did to William  
o f  C onches’, in C h au cer’s B oece and the M edieva l Tradition o f  B oethius, ed. by A.J. Minnis  
(Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1993), pp. 1-33 (esp. pp. 28-9).

Minnis and Nauta, ‘N icholas Trevet’, p. 29. They cite the summary o f  Tim aeus provided in Peter 
Dronke, Tabula: E xplorations into the U ses o f  M yth in M ed ieva l N eoplaton ism , Mitellateinische  
Studien und Texte, IX (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1974), p. 33.

16



doubts: a doubt over the ability of language to refer truthfully, and a suspicion of 

Philosophy’s techniques. Philosophy overcomes the Prisoner’s suspicion through 

appealing to the representative power of language, defending the principle of 

assimilatio, and making good her promise to replace Boethius’ muses with her own (I, 

prosa  1, 70-3). W hile she apparently succeeds in satisfying the Prisoner’s qualms 

about the dangers of her mode of representation, it is less clear that she has satisfied 

Chaucer’s. In his translation of the passage, the choice o f the ambiguous word 

“cosyn” perfectly captures a key problem of verbal representation. W hile it is possible 

for words to be cousins to the things to which they refer, it is also possible for words 

to dupe or cozen those who hear them.*’̂  This is deeply relevant to Chaucer’s use of 

this passage not only in the General Prologue, but also in the M anciple's Tale, which, 

as John Scattergood has noted, emphasises that one’s manner of speaking can be as 

significant as the content of one’s sp eech .S p ec ifica lly , the M anciple’s observations 

about the differences between a lady and a lemman highlight the fact that the very act 

of naming can also be an act of representation that presupposes an ethical 

interpretation.

In the light of this, it is possible to detect flaws in M yles’ account of Chaucer as an 

ethical, semiotic and linguistic realist. He argues that such a stance lends itself to a 

particular view of language which (in line with standard Augustinian thinking) locates 

the rightness or wrongness of any verbal act in the intention of the speaker, rather than 

in the status of language itself. As he states: “Because words may not perfectly 

communicate, the possibility of misunderstanding and misinterpreting was considered 

inevitable. Such unintentional miscommunication was not an abuti voce [abuse of 

w o r d s ] . W h i l e  this is no doubt true, it creates an artificially clear-cut separation 

between intentional and unintentional misrepresentation that fails to do justice to the 

complex ethical issues inherent in even the most basic aspects of using fallen 

language, such as word choice. In failing to do justice to the fact that language itself 

was understood to undergo decay through history, Myles also fails to pay attention to 

m an’s ethical responsibility not to further the linguistic decay and multiplication

See the discussion o f the ambiguity o f  the word cosyn  ( ‘cousin ’ or ‘co zen ’) by P.B, Taylor, 
‘C haucer’s C osyn to the D e d e ', Speculum  57 .2  (1982): 315-27.

John Scattergood, ‘The M ancip le’s Manner o f  Speaking’ in Reading the P ast: E ssays in M ed ieva l 
an d  R enaissance L iterature  (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1996), pp 165-82 (p. 175).

M yles, p. 26-7.
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inevitable in a fallen world. Thus, his account pays little or no attention to issues such 

as the ethical importance of verbal restraint, while it also does not differentiate 

between essential and inessential forms of linguistic expression. While it is essential 

to use language, it is not essential to write fiction or translate texts from one language 

into another: for poets such as Jean de Meun, Dante and Chaucer, the ethics of 

language use are inextricably bound to what it means to be a late-medieval vernacular 

poet.

II: Authority and Translation

M innis and Scott’s analysis of the texts in their collection presents a view of the 

commentary tradition as so steeped in ethical concerns that the editors are able to 

describe Grammar as “an art of living as well as an art of language”. O f  the many 

accessus they consider, the majority follow the philosophically-oriented model 

employed by Boethius in his commentary on Porphyry’s Isagoge^^ Almost 

invariably, as Allen demonstrates, prefaces that adopt this model ascribe their texts to 

the field of Ethics.^'' In an intriguing variation presented by Minnis and Scott, an 

anonymous commentator on Juvenal highlights a contemporary disquiet about the 

classification of poetic works as belonging to Ethics. He notes that Bernard (possibly 

Bernard of Chartres, though the text is not explicit) does not believe that the works of 

writers (actores) are part of philosophy (and therefore should not be treated under the 

heading "cui parti philosophiae supponitur”), but that William of Conches asserts that 

even if they are not part of philosophy, all authors {auctores) pertain to philosophy. 

The grammarian then draws a distinction between actores and auctores: actores 

merely imitate what they see (whether that is the world or the works of other writers 

and authors); auctores, by contrast, have a role to play in the furtherance of 

knowledge, and their works pertain to philosophy, particularly e t h i c s . M a r y  

Carruthers has shed light on this with her exploration of the concept of the poet as

M innis and Scott, pp. 13-14.
ibid., pp. 12-13.
A llen, pp. 3-11. The m ost important diversion from this tradition is to treat o f  poetry as part o f  logic. 

There could be som e confusion in the classification o f poetry, since it was studied as part o f  Grammar, 
but bore an unquestionable relationship to Rhetoric, one o f the other parts o f  the trivium . Arab scholars 
treated both the R hetoric  and the P oetics  o f  Aristotle as parts o f  logic, as they regarded them as the 
seventh and eighth parts o f  the O rganon. See M innis and Scott, pp. 279-280.

See M innis and Scott, pp. 134-8, especially  pp. 135-6.
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master b u i ld e r .T h e  metaphor is derived from Geoffrey of V insauf s Poetria Nova, a
67hugely influential text with which Chaucer was certainly familiar. Carruthers 

demonstrates that the poet is presented with a vast array of myths, exempla and 

morality that provide for him a core foundation, which was essentially unalterable, 

especially when drawn from certain well known and unassailable auctores. Upon this 

foundation, poets, as master builders, construct their poetic edifice and legacy. Thus 

the poetic process is similar to the process by which human knowledge accretes over 

time -  and thereby indicates that a true “poet”, as opposed to a mere versifier, can 

play a role in the furthering of human knowledge. Even the actores may truthfully 

represent the world around them, but mimetic accuracy is of little interest to the 

ethical poets of the Middle Ages.

O f course, in the hands of medieval poets, this apparently simple distinction becomes 

irreducibly complex. Many medieval writers employ rhetorical strategies that centre 

on adopting the pose of mere actor, one who is little more than a mouthpiece, and 

who makes no pretence to auctoritas. Minnis has noted that, in the M iddle Ages, the 

auctor was distinguished from the scribe, scriptor, the compiler, compilator, and the 

commentator, commentator. One way of asserting authority was in fact to deny the 

status of author and insist that one was no more than a humble compilator. This 

creates an interesting dichotomy between the respective responsibilities of the auctor 

and the actor, scriptor, compilator and commentator. While the auctor was respected 

for his contribution to moral truth, these lesser figures were charged with no more 

than accurate reproduction. Chaucer employs precisely this trope in Canterbury Tales, 

stating that as mere reporter and imitator of what he has heard he must relate it 

faithfully, “or elles falsen som of my mateere” (I. 3 1 7 1 - 5 ) .These techniques have 

been elucidated by numerous accounts of medieval techniques of translation; perhaps

Mary Carruthers, ‘The Poet as Master Builder: C om position And Locational M em ory in the M iddle 
A g es’, N ew  U tc ra ry  H istory  24.4 (1993): 881-904.

Geoffrey o f  Vinsauf, P oetria  N ova, trans. by Margaret F. N im s (Toronto: Pontifical Institute o f  
M ediaeval Studies, 1967), pp. 16-17. Chaucer’s familiarity with G eoffrey o f  V insauf is universally 
accepted and is attested by the N u n ’s P riest Tale (VII. 3347-50).

A. J. M innis, M edieva l Theory o f  Authorship: Scholastic L iterary A ttitudes in the L a ter M iddle A ges  
(London: Scolar Press, 1984), p. 94.

See the d iscussion by M innis, Theory o f  A uthorship, p. 199.
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especially in Rita Copeland’s dense but powerful analysis of the trope (long familiar 

thanks to Curtius) of translatio imperii et studiiJ^

The explosion of interest in translation studies, coupled with pervasive critical 

awareness of the literary tropes identified by Minnis, has led to the emergence of a 

new understanding of Chaucer’s relationship to his literary auctores. No longer self- 

effacing or uncertain, the Chaucer who has emerged from such studies is confident, 

even assertive, mimicking a traditional posture of subservience only to advance his 

vernacular poetic. This Chaucer is not content to merely kiss the steps o f Virgil, Ovid,
71Homer, Lucan and Statius, but can actually take his place alongside them. Crucial to 

this has been Copeland’s argument that the process by which a vernacular poet 

appropriates and displaces the literary auctores he claims to serve is parallel to the 

way in which vernacular translations appropriate and displace the role of the 

culturally privileged source text they claim to mimic. This assumption is implicit in 

Glending O lson’s observation that “thinking of Chaucer’s achievement as a range of 

different kinds of translation is perhaps as valid as any single approach to the entirety 

of his work” .’  ̂ In a somewhat looser sense, this view is also implicit in Carol 

Lipson’s argument that even an apparently “straight” translation such as the Treatise 

on the Astrolabe  features many additions and modifications we might normally 

consider more characteristic of his freer “literary” translations.^'^ The relationship 

between Chaucer’s role as translator and as poet is more cogently and forcefully 

argued in a fine article by Andrew Cole, which claims that the Prologue to the 

Astrolabe is “central to our understanding not only of the poet’s use of literary 

traditions and authorities but his sense of vernacularity and its politics” . '̂' All o f these

Rita Copeland, R hetoric, H erm eneutics and Translation in the M iddle A ges: A cadem ic  T raditions  
and V ernacu lar Texts, Cambridge Studies in M edieval Literature 11 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
U niversity Press, 1991), passim ; see  esp. pp. 103-7. The concepts o f translatio  im perii and tran sla tio  
stud ii feature prom inently in E. R. Curtius, E uropean L iterature an d  the Latin M iddle  A ges, trans. 
W illard R. Trask (London: R outledge and Kegan Paul, 1953).

H elen C ooper has been to the fore in arguing that Chaucer h im self is the ‘E nglish G aufride’ who  
stands alongside H om er and the other poets o f Troy in the H ouse o f  Fam e (1470). See ‘Chaucerian 
P oetics’, in N ew  R eadings o f  C h au cer’s P oetry , ed. by Robert G. Benson and Susan J. Ridyard 
(Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2003), pp. 31-50  (pp. 47-50). For C ooper’s argument that the H ouse o f  
Fame w as written after Traihis, see ‘The Four Last Things in Dante and Chaucer: U go lin o  in the H ouse  
o f Rum our’, N ew  M edieva l L iteratures  3 (1999): 39-66.

G lending O lson, ‘Goffrey C haucer’ in The C am bridge H istory o f  M ed ieva l E nglish L itera ture, ed. by 
David W allace (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 566-88.

Carol Lipson, “ ‘I n’am but a lew d com pilatour” : Chaucer’s Treatise on the A stro labe  as Translation’, 
N euph ilo log ische M itteilunen  84 (1983): 192-200.

Andrew C ole, ‘Chaucer’s English L esson’, Speculum  11  (2002): 1128-67 (p. 1136).
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views are legitimate, but they deliberately obfuscate the important distinction between 

Chaucer’s role as a translator and his exploitation in his poetic fictions o f the 

translatio  topos; Chaucer’s sense of the distinction between these two roles is finally 

more significant than our sense of their compatibility.

Chaucer did important work as a translator, rendering into English Boethius’ De 

consolatione philosophiae, A Treatise on the Astrolabe and at least some of the 

Roman de la Rose, as well as a number of presumably lost works such as Innocent’s 

W recked Engendrynge o f Mankynde or Orygenes on the Maudeleyne {Legend o f  Good  

Women, G, 414-5, 418). The sophisticated translation theory outlined in the Prologue 

to the Astrolabe makes it clear that the role of translator was one he took seriously; 

indeed, its close parallels to Lollard arguments in favour of the translation of Scripture 

strongly suggest that he was familiar with contemporary translation theory, though 

history is silent about his opinions on that particular controversy.’  ̂ One fascinating 

passage, however, is worthy of attention:

But considre wel that I ne usurpe not to have founden this werk of my labour 
or of myn engyn. I n ’am but a lewd compilatour of the labour o f olde 
astrologiens, and have it translatid in myn Englissh oonly for thy doctrine. 
And with this swerd shall I sleen envie.

A Treatise on the Astrolabe, 59-64

These lines are dense with terms that have come to shape our understanding of late- 

fourteenth century ideas of authorship and translation. Founden conjures the image of 

the poet as master-builder, while, as discussed above, Alastair Minnis has explored 

the authorial pose of compilatour. Chaucer derives engyn from Dante’s ingegno, the 

Latin source of which, ingenium, surfaces in the 1401 Oxford debate on Scriptural 

translation.’  ̂ The denial of labour, the stance of mere translator, and the Pauline 

notion of writing for doctrine are all of recognised importance. The concepts are 

framed by two tropes easily dismissed as mere convention: the affected modesty topos 

and the deprecation of envy.

Chauccr’s prologue finds parallels in texts such as the Prologue to the Wycliffite Bible, in Selections  
from  English Wyclijfite Writings, ed. by Anne Hudson (Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 
1981), pp. (fl-lA . See also Hudson’s ‘W yclif  and the English Language’ in W yclif in his Times, ed. by 
Anthony Kenny (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), pp. 85-104.

Ralph Hanna III, ‘The Difficulty of Ricardian Prose Translation: The Case of the Lollards’, M odern  
Language Quarterly  51(1990): 319-40. For the debate regarding the inadequacy of lay ingenium , see 
pp. 325-6.
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These topoi, however, which are usually expressed in defensive terms, are here highly 

charged with images of aggression. The general sense of the modesty topos is 

preserved, but Chaucer adds the suggestive word usurpe. The envy topos, by contrast, 

is completely transformed. In the examples cited by Frederick Tupper, the writer fears 

vicious backbiters, often invoking the Horatian commonplace of the poisonous tooth
77of envy. Here, by contrast, the writer challenges envy and speaks o f slaying the vice: 

fear is replaced by triumph. These changes suggest that Chaucer is conscious of the 

aggressive rivalry at the heart of the process of vernacular translation. As Copeland 

expresses it, “displacement of the source is a manoeuvre that medieval hermeneutics 

takes over from ancient rhetoric, which represents the ideal of oratorical discourse as 

a form of aggressive rivalry with a source or opponent” and that (in the Roman 

context), “interlingual imitation can hardly be theorized without reference to conquest 

as a component of contestation, or aggressive supremacy as a factor in the challenge
78to Greek hegemony”.

The word usurpe in the Prologue is unique in Chaucer and relatively rare in English 

before the accession of Henry IV. It clearly encapsulates ideas about displacing the 

original text, usurping the praise due the original author, and concerns about the 

legitimacy of the translated text. Intriguingly, the concept of usurpation surfaces in the 

so-called “world-upside-down” argument against vernacular translation, which 

predicted the overturning of social order if commoners gained access to clerical 

knowledge. As Nicholas Watson notes, Richard Ullerston cites this argument -  in 

order to reject it -  as part of the 1401 Oxford debate about Scriptural translation. If 

translation is permitted, the argument goes, old women will usurp {vsurparet) the
79office of teacher and preach to men.

Chaucer’s transformation of the envy topos also demonstrates a keen understanding of 

translation theory. This can be understood by looking at the importance of the word 

zelos (emulation) in Latin translation theory. Copeland writes:

Frederick Tupper, ‘The Envy Them e in Prologues and E pilogues’, Journal o f  E nglish  an d  G erm anic  
P h ilo logy  16 (1917): 551-72.

Copeland, Rhetoric, H erm eneutics an d  Translation, p. 4.
N icholas W atson, ‘Censorship and Cultural Change in Late-M edieval England: Vernacular 

T heology, the Oxford Translation Debate, and A rundel’s Constitutions o f  1409’, Speculum  70 (1995): 
822-64 (p. 843).

22



Dionysus of Helicarnassus had defined emulation (zelos) as an “activity of the 
soul impelled towards admiration of what seems to be fine” ; and zelos, the 
desire to vie with the object of admiration, is recognized throughout Roman 
theory of imitation as a factor that ensures excellence and cultural evolutiongo
through new achievement.

The Greek word zelos became something of a crux in the translation of biblical Greek. 

Jerome responded to its complexity by translating it with a variety of words including 

the transliteration zelus (jealously), aemulor (to rival, emulate, or, with dative, to 

envy), aemulatio  (a striving after, emulation, jealously rivalry), invidia (envy, 

jealously, ill-will), invideo (to envy, grudge). While the Vulgate uses different words 

to distinguish the different sense, the W ycliffite Bible almost uniformly translates 

these words as envy (occasionally, in the clearly positive senses, as love). This 

suggests that envy has something of the semantic range of the original Greek zelos\ 

this is more or less confirmed by the fact that the OED gives two different entries for 

the verb envy, one (the equivalent of the modern ‘envy’) derived, via French envier, 

from Latin invidia’, the other derived, also from French envier, from the Latin invitare 

( ‘to challenge’).

Given the ambiguity of the word envy and its particular pertinence to prologues 

defending translation, it seems possible that there is another meaning in Chaucer’s
8 ideclaration that he intends to slay envy. On the one hand, it means simply that he 

seeks to overcome the envy of others through his modest admission that the work is 

not his own. On the other, he acknowledges the envy (in the senses of ‘em ulation’ and 

‘challenge’) that is at the heart of the translation project itself, and vows to put it to an 

end in the only way possible: by successfully translating important works into English 

and displacing the cultural priority of Latin and the other learned and prestigious 

languages of the day. That such an interpretation is likely, and that it would dovetail 

beautifully with Chaucer’s desire to establish himself as a vernacular auctor is evident 

in another unusual use of the envy topos:

Copeland, Rhetoric, H erm eneutics an d  Translation, p. 28.
Envy is a preoccupation o f  a number o f vernacular prologues. See, for exam ple, Richard R o lle ’s 

Pi ulogue 10 The English P salter, in The Idea o f  the Vernacular: An A nthology o f  M iddle English  
L iterary Theory, I2 8 0 -I5 2 0 , ed. by Jocelyn W ogan-Brow ne, N icholas W atson, Andrew Taylor and 
Ruth Evans (U niversity o f  Pennsylvania Press, 1999), p. 246, and John T revisa’s Epistle to Thomas 
L ord  B erkeley , on the translation o f  H igden’s Polychronicon, ibid., p. 130. This trope has a long  
history; see for exam ple the discussion o f  envy in Philo Judaeus, D e vita M osis, trans. by F. N , Colson  
in W estern Translation Theory fro m  H erodotus to  N ietzsche, ed. by D ouglas Robinson (M anchester: St. 
Jerome Publishing, 1997), pp. 12-14,
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But litel book, no makyng thow n’envie,
But subgit be to alle poesye;
And kis the steppes where as thow seest pace 
Virgile, Ovide, Omer, Lucan and Stace.

Tw ilus  V, 1789-1792

Chaucer was undoubtedly conscious of the role he was carving out for him self as an 

English poet, and was also deeply aware of the importance of translation in the 

development of an English vernacular whose achievements might one day rank 

alongside those of the prestigious scholarly languages of the past: Greek, Hebrew, 

Arabic and Latin. It is important, however, to avoid uncritical acceptance of the 

argument that Chaucer confidently adopts and adapts the strategies of translation 

implicit in the Astrolabe in order to establish his reputation as a vernacular poet. 

These two projects, I suggest, remained separate for Chaucer; perhaps even finally 

opposed.

This tension can best be explained by consideration of another example of Chaucer’s 

sophisticated use of the envy topos. In the House o f Fame, the narrator contemplates 

the poets who hold up the fame of Troy, a group that includes Omer, Dares, Tytus, 

Lollius, Guydo de Columpnis and Englyssh Gaufride (1466-70). Helen Cooper has 

argued compellingly that this last figure can only be understood as Chaucer himself, 

as the English poet of Troy, noting that his self-inscription here serves to counter his 

coy refusal to at the end of Troilus to explicitly name himself among the great 

auctores.^^ Yet Chaucer’s placing of him self on top of the pillar o f Troy cannot 

simply be interpreted as a gesture of self-advancement, since this pillar is conspicuous 

above the others in Fam e’s palace for the bickering and envy of its poets:

But yet I gan ful wel espie,
Betwex hem was a litil envye.
Oon seyde that Omer made lyes 
Feynynge in hys poetries.
And was to Grekes favorable;
Therfor held he hyt but fable.

House o f Fame, 1475-80

In the Prologue to the Astrolabe, different versions of the same text could exist 

together in harmony without essential disagreement; this becomes impossible when

Cooper, ‘The Four Last Things’, pp. 58-60.
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poets tell different versions of the same story. The contrast can be seen by setting the 

above passage alongside the following from the Astrolabe'.

But natheles suffise to the these trewe conclusions in Englissh as wel as 
sufficith to these noble clerkes Grekes these same conclusions in Grek; and to 
Arabiens in Arabik, and to Jewes in Ebrew, and to Latyn folk in Latyn; whiche 
Latyn folk had hem first out of othere dyverse langages, and writen hem in her 
owne tunge, that is to seyn, in Latyn.

Astrolabe, 28-6

In the project of translation outlined in the Astrolabe, the possibility of texts 

conflicting is not seen as an insurmountable problem; indeed, it is not problem at all, 

since the texts either live alongside each other peaceably or (as is perhaps implicit), 

each newly translated version simply displaces its predecessor and makes it irrelevant. 

When different poets treat of the same matter, however, the texts are drawn into 

competition with each other: the previous texts are not simply displaced. As a result, 

the conflicts between the different versions must be accounted for; one version must 

emerge as dominant. But it is clear that this cannot be a matter of reader preference, as 

truth is an ethical issue: Homer is not accused therefore of telling his story badly, but 

of lying, of falsifying the truth. Chaucer must have been aware that the danger of 

falsification was one of the major arguments against vernacular translation; this thesis 

contends that, while he willingly exploited the conventions of translation in his poetic 

texts, he was not untroubled by the possibility that his poetic oeuvre contributed to the 

potentially senseless and endless multiplication and falsification of textual 

traditions. '

In works such as Boece, the Romaunt and the Astrolabe, Chaucer’s role as translator 

contributes to the dissemination of great works of human learning, making their 

sentence available to a wider public. In his fictional work, however, Chaucer is 

conscious that his “translations” of the great auctores often work against this project, 

existing in competition with their predecessors, producing multiplicity and confusion 

as well as variety and richness. It is essential to recognise that when Chaucer places 

him self on a pedestal in the House o f Fame, he does not see himself as having entered 

a kind of serene poetic pantheon such as Dante finds among the classical poets in

Ralph H anna  m akes  it c lear that fear o f  falsif ication was at the heart o f  clerical opposition to 
vernacu lar  translation, ‘T he  Difficulty  o f  Ricardian Prose T ransla tion’, pp. 319-40.
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Limbo {Inferno IV), but rather a place of envy, discord, squabbling and deceit. The 

project of “direct” translation of important works counteracts the effects of Babel, 

disseminating trouthe and sentence through the world. By contrast, the poetic process 

of “translation” upon which he has embarked may inevitably lead to further 

multiplication and falsification -  spreading confusion rather than countering it.

In spite of the broad acceptance that fiction was not identical to mendacity, M innis 

and Scott note that numerous commentators objected to the use of fiction per se. 

Thus, in narrating the story of Troy, Joseph of Exeter expressed a clear preference for 

the eyewitness account of Dares over the fictitious account of Homer, while Guido 

delle Colonne is equally dismissive of Homer, not to mention Ovid and Virgil.*"^ This 

posits a distinction between history on the one hand and fiction on the other, so that 

any fictitious account of an event necessarily misrepresents the historical truth. Such a 

view is clearly articulated in the debate among the squabbling poets of Troy in the 

House o f Fame', a similarly strict view is advanced by Chaucer’s Parson, who rejects 

the concept that fictitious stories might be anything other than inherently false:

Thou getest fable noon ytoold for me 
For Paul, that writeth unto Thymothee,
Repreveth hem that weyven soothfastnesse 
And tellen fables and swich wrecchednesse.

X. 31-34

In foregrounding the ethical function of “tale-telling”, the Parson abandons not only 

fiction, but all poetry. Thus, his rejection of bawdy subject matter and fable goes hand 

in hand with a rejection of poetic artifice, whether it consists of “Northern” alliterative 

lines, or “Southern” rhymed verse:

But trusteth wel, I am a Southren man;
I kan nat geeste ‘rum, ram, r u f , by lettre,
Ne, God woot, rym holde I but litel bettre;
And therefore, if you list -  I wo! nat glose -  
I wol you telle a myrie tale in prose.

X. 42-46

M innis  and Scott , pp. 113-5.
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W hat we are witnessing is not a defence of the ethical function of poetry, but rather a 

denial of the possibility of such a function. It is an extreme position, one that is finally 

less forgiving even than that of Lady Philosophy, who, even after banishing the 

comune stroinpettis (I, prosa  1, 47-50) from the Prisoner’s bedside, allows him to be 

healed by her own muses (I, prosa 1, 70-3), and offers several of her consolations in 

the form of exquisite verse. The articulation of such an extreme position near the 

conclusion of the Tales demands our attention. Even among thinkers who resolutely 

affirm the ethical function of poetry, we witness some vacillation when it comes to the 

central problem of the falseness of fiction. Thus, in his commentary on A ristotle’s 

Poetics, Averroes expresses a deep distrust of explicitly fictitious forms such as fable, 

and refuses the poet licence to make pure fictions.*'’ Nonetheless, as Minnis and Scott 

note, he argues that “the function of most poetry is not simply to image nature 

passively but to heighten or exaggerate certain natural qualities relating to what is fair 

and what is foul, in order to condition an audience’s response to whatever is thus 

represented” .*̂

As this last observation implies, any account of representation in the Middle Ages 

must take into consideration the traditional image of the text as a mirror. Indeed, the 

images of fraud and falsification deployed by Jean de Meun, Dante and Chaucer may 

all be understood as offshoots of the traditional image of the text as a mirror or 

speculum. Since at least M. H. Abrams’ seminal discussion of nineteenth-century 

literature, it has been widely recognised that the mirror was the commonest metaphor
87for the literary text from the time of antiquity to the Romantic period. In his 

discussion of “mimetic” theories of literature, Abrams comments that theories which 

stress the imitative nature of literary production tend to generate critical terms such as 

“reflection” , “representation”, “counterfeiting” , “feigning”, “copy” and “image” .** In 

one of the most significant accounts of the mirror metaphor in the medieval period, 

Anna Torti demonstrates that the mirror metaphor encapsulates much more than 

simply the mimetic aspects of literary texts; it also expresses the didactic and satiric 

impulse of many works. Indeed, a work does not have to be called a M irror or

**■'’ M innis and Scott, pp. 299-300. See also the editors’ com ments in the introduction to this section, pp. 
283-4. 

ibid., p. 284.
M. H. Abram s, The M irror and the Lamp: Romantic Theoiy and the Critical Tradition  (London:

Oxford U niversity Press, 1974), pp. 57-8. 
ibid., p. 11.
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Speculum  to function as one, since this didactic element is always prominent in a 

medieval author.*^ In spite of its pervasive popularity, the limitations of the mirror 

m etaphor have always been apparent. As Abrams has observed, the very nature of the 

m irror metaphor is such that any deviation from accuracy in a poetic text could (and 

did) open poets to accusations of falsehood and deceit: this problem was seized on by 

later generations of poets and critics, who sought other metaphors for the mind and for 

poetry, such as those based around childbirth, growth, and images of expression and 

over-flowing.^” Yet it is unlikely that medieval writers had quite as straightforward a 

view of the mirror metaphor as Abrams suggests, since medieval mirrors -  often 

convex, and usually made of polished metal rather than glass -  did not reflect with 

total clarity: this aspect of actual mirrors is discussed succinctly by Angela Lucas. 

Paradoxically, it was this very lack of clarity in the images reflected by medieval
92mirrors that allowed the mirror-metaphor to be used with such sophistication.

In calling attention to the physical nature of min'ors in the Middle Ages, Lucas 

highlights the importance of drawing on lived reality and historical record in 

explicating poetic metaphor and imagery. In the following chapters, it will be argued 

that the metaphor of fraud and falsification used by medieval poets emerged as an 

offshoot of the traditional image of the text as mirror, as Jean de Meun, Dante and 

Chaucer responded to the challenges and limitations of that established metaphor. 

Like the mirror metaphor, the analogy between representation and fraud did not 

develop in a vacuum: it was deeply influenced by contemporary concerns over crimes 

o f forgery and counterfeiting. In order to understand the analogy more fully, therefore, 

it is essential to consider the historical circumstances in which this analogy came to 

prominence.

Anna Torti, The Glass o f  Form: Mirroring Structures fro m  Chaucer to Skelton  (W oodbridge: 
Brewer, 1991), p. 1.
*  Abrams, p. 34.

A ngela Lucas, T h e  Mirror in the Marketplace: Januarie through the L ooking G lass’, Chaucer  
R eview  33.2  {\99%Y  123-45.

Lucas very usefully surveys the com plexity o f  the mirror metaphor in the period (pp. 127-33).
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Ill:  Historical Concerns and Crimen Falsi

In 1352, Edward III introduced an elaborate Statute of Treason, covering a wide range 

of offences against the person and majesty of the king. ' One clause rendered it 

treasonous to counterfeit the king’s Great or Privy Seal, or the king’s money; the 

statute thus enshrined in law a link between counterfeiting coinage and forging Royal 

d o cu m en ts .N o n e th e less , in 1371 -  in spite of apparent public support -  Parliament 

rejected a petition that sought to make the forgery of private seals a felony.^"’ Forgery 

presented a serious problem for the authority of written documents in the late M iddle 

Ages, but it is clear that the importance of the problem was felt to be closely related to 

issues of public authority and to the falsification of money. The connection between 

the coin and the king’s seal is not surprising when one considers the similarity 

between them as stamped impressions that signify the king’s authority and guarantee 

of authenticity. Moreover, this connection was not new when Edward enacted the 

Statute. The twelfth-century Glanvill treatise fulminates against the pei-petrators of 

“crimen falsi”, “quemadmodum de faLsis cartis, false mensuris, de falsa moneta.”^̂  

Pollock and Maitland note that both Glanvill and Bracton “at the suggestion of 

civilians would like to institute a crimen falsi” but that it was not until the 1352 

legislation that this became enshrined in law.^^ What Glanvill and Bracton make clear, 

however, is that the counterfeiting of money and documents was of grave concern in 

England from at least the twelfth century. B. J. Cook has shown that the two crimes

”  Sir F rederick  P o llo ck  and Frederic W illiam  M aitland , The H is to ry  o f  E n g lish  L a w  b e fo re  the T im e o f  
E d w a rd  / ,  2  v o ls , 2 ”'' edn, rev. by S .F .C . M ilsom ; II (C am bridge: C am bridge U n iv ersity  P ress, 1 9 6 8 ), p. 
5 0 2 . T he co n cep t o f  treason acquired renew ed urgency during the reign o f  R ichard II: R ichard Firth 
G reen has argued that the lega l defin ition  o f  this crim e w as ‘the overrid ing p o litica l issu e  in the last tw o  
d eca d es o f  the fourteenth cen tu ry ’. S ee  A C ris is  o f  Truth: L ite ra tu re  a n d  L a w  in R ic a rd ia n  E n g la n d  
(P h ilad elph ia: U n iversity  o f  P en n sy lvan ia  Press, 2 0 0 2 ), p. 2 13 . S e e  a lso  J. G. B e lla m y , The L a w  o f  
T reason  in E n g la n d  in the L a te r  M id d le  A g e s  (C am bridge: C am bridge U n iversity  P ress, 1 9 7 0 ), e sp . pp. 
134-235 .

T h e  co n n ec tio n  had lo n g  been  recogn ised : the T ra c ta tu s N o ve  M o n ete , written shortly  after Edw ard  
I ’s reco in a g e  in 1280, warns the W arden o f  the M int to keep  the d ies for the co in  as sa fe  as h e  w ou ld  
the K in g ’s Sea l. S e e  The D e  M o n eta  o f  N ic h o la s  O resm e  a n d  E n g lish  M in t D o c u m e n ts ,  ed. by C harles 
Johnson (L ond on: T hom as N e lso n  and Son s, 195 6 ), p. 77.

S e e  N ig e l R am say, ‘Forgery and the R ise  o f  the L ondon S cr iv en ers’ C o m p a n y ’, in F a k e s  a n d  
F ra u d s: V a r ie tie s  o f  D e c e p tio n  in  P r in t a n d  M a n u scr ip t, ed . by R ob in  M yers and M ich a e l Harris 
(W inchestei': St. P au l’s B ib lio g ra p h ies , 1989), pp. 9 9 -1 0 8  (p. 100). T his petition , a lo n g  w ith  other  
ex a m p les  o f  legal concern  over  forgery, is d iscu ssed  in John Scattergood , ‘“F am ilier  and H o m e ly ” ; T he  
Intrusion and A rticu lation o f  V ic e  in S k e lto n ’s M a g n y fy c e n c e ’, M e d ie v a l E n g lish  T h ea tre  27  (2 0 0 5 ):  
3 4 -5 2  (pp. 3 8 -9 )

7 7 2 2  T re a tise  on  the L a w s  a n d  C u sto m s o f  the R ea lm  o f  E nglan d , c o m m o n ly  c a lle d  G la n v ill, ed . by  
G .D .G . H all (L ondon: N e lso n , 1965), pp. 176-7.

P o llo ck  and M aitland , p. 504 .
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were consistently linked throughout the M iddle Ages, not only in Glanvill and 

Bracton, but also in the M irror o f  Justices, the Fleta, and Tractatus Nove M onete^^  In 

a more oblique way, the connection is also evident in Exchequer documents, which 

display a keen interest in ascertaining the purity of receipts and ensuring the accuracy 

and authenticity of written records. Dialogus de Scaccario lays out these processes, 

describing in detail the complicated work of assaying money in the lower exchequer, 

and outlining precisely both the role of scribes and the lengths taken to ensure 

documentary accuracy in the upper exchequer, including a painstaking account of 

where each scribe sits in relation to the officers, and the telling observation that 

erasure of mistakes is not permitted - a simple but effective means of counteracting 

potential falsification and forgery.

The church was similarly concerned about the falsification of coins and of charters. A 

number of Statutes of Excommunication call for the expulsion of those who falsify 

either charters or money, and explicitly link the two offences. For example, the 

sentences of excommunication found at the end of Sacerdos Parochialis call for the 

expulsion of;

[...] alle |)ey |)at false^ {)e kynges money / or {3er-to a-sentej). Also alle jDat 
gowd money cryppe^ or waste|3 hem / to a-fantage. Also alle {̂ at false}? {?e 
popes bulles of)er conterfete}), / or |)e ky[n]gges seel, oj?er any o{)er mannes, 
for falshede.'^°

As a significant landowner, the church played an important role in the production (and 

often falsification) of charters, while it also maintained a small but not insignificant

B J. Cook, ‘Crimes against the Currency in T w elfth- and Thirteenth-Century E ngland’, Bulletin o f  
the John R ylands U niversity L ibrary o f  M anchester  83.3 (2001): 51 -70  (esp. pp. 57-62). Cook cites 
Fleta, Selden Society  72 , 3 vols, ed. by H.G. Richardson and G.O. Sayles (London: Bernard Quaritch, 
1955-1983), I, pp. 58-9; The M irror o f  Justices, ed. by W.J. Whitaker, Selden Society  7 (1895), p. 8; 
and Tractatus N ove M onete, in The D e M oneta o f  N icholas O resnie an d  E nglish M int D ocum ents, ed. 
by C. Johnson (London: Thomas N elson  and Sons, 1956), p. 7. I am deeply grateful to B. J. Cook, who 
responded generously to my queries in relation to the falsification o f currency in the M iddle A ges.
”  On division o f  Upper and Lower Exchequer, see Richard Fitznigel (Fitz N eale), D ia logu s de 
Scaccario/T he C ourse o f  the Exchequer, ed. and trans. by Charles Johnson (London and N ew  York: 
Thomas N elson  and Sons, 1950); rev. with corrections by F.E.L. Carter and D .E. Greenway (Oxford: 
Claieiidon Press, 1983), pp. 8-9; the assay o f  coins is discussed in detail at pp. 36-40. On importance o f  
scribal accuracy, see pp. 18; 31-36. Fitznigel notes that scribal error was typically corrected by 
underlining the error, and adding the correct version o f  the line after the cancellation (p. 31).
™ Sacerdos P aroch ia lis , 1209-1211, cited from Niamh Pattwell, ‘Sacerdos Parochialis edited from  
British Library M S Burney 356 and Exornatorium Curatorum edited from Cambridge Corpus Christi 
S p .335 .2’ (doctoral dissertation. Trinity C ollege Dublin, 2004). I am very grateful to N iam h Pattwell 
for bringing m y attention to this text, and for perm ission to cite her research.
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role in the production of money, with a number of ecclesiastical mints continuing to

operate in England throughout the later M iddle Ages.''^' An outraged letter sent by

Archdeacon Simon Langdon to Gregory IX in 1238 affirms that “there is not a single

sort o f  forgery that is not perpetrated in the church of Canterbury. Fo r  they have
102forged in gold, in lead, in wax, and in every kind of metal.” This extraordinary list 

o f  proficiencies could cover a wide variety of chicanery, including not only the
103forging o f  coins and documents, but possibly even alchemy. ' The claim that 

Canterbury has forged in lead is especially suggestive, since Papal seals were made of 

this material, though whether this is what Langdon intended is difficult to say. Two 

things, however, are clear: seals issuing from Christ Church are not to be trusted, and 

the forgery of documents is closely associated with the counterfeiting o f  coinage.

In order to understand how such contemporary concerns with fraud and falsification 

might permeate medieval poetry, it is helpful to explore one particular image -  that o f 

the counterfeit coin -  in more detail. It is clear that the relationship between the face 

value and intrinsic value of money came increasingly under threat in the later M iddle 

Ages, to the extent that public confidence in coinage slipped considerably. The late 

fourteenth century witnessed a severe drop in the amounts of gold and silver being 

m ined in Europe, and mints found it progressively more difficult to meet the 

increasing demand for m o n e y . P l a g u e s  and wars across Europe contributed to the 

serious silver shortage, while English military campaigns in Wales, Scotland, Ireland 

and France placed a severe strain on the economy. The flourishing o f  mercantile 

activity (in England, most evident in a thriving wool trade) led to ever greater demand 

for money; and despite the increasing use o f  credit, demand for cash began to far 

outstrip supply. On the continent, leaders frequently met the demands for m ore money

Peter Seaby, The S tory o f  British C oinage  (London: Seaby, 1985), pp. 61-62 . Seaby m entions 
specifically  the ecclesiastical mints o f  Durham and Bury St. Edmunds.

M ichael Clanchy, From M em oiy  to W ritten R ecord: E ngland 1066-1307, 2'”* edn (Oxford: 
B lackw ell, 1993), p. 298.

That alchem y was frequently practised by clerics and members o f the orders is m ost clearly evident 
in the fact that it was frequently forbidden. See Helen Cooper, Oxford G uides to Chaucer: The 
C anterbur}’ Tales, 2"'* edn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), pp. 371-2; Carolyn Collette and 
V incent D iM arco, ‘C anon’s Y eom an’s T ale’, in Sources an d  A nalogues o f  the C anterbu ry Tales, 2 
vols, ed. by Robert M. Correale (gen. ed.) and Mary Hamel (assoc, gen. ed"). II fCambridae; D. S. 
Brewer, 2003-2005), p. 743.

Peter Spufford, M oney and Its Use in M edieva l E urope  (Cambridge: Cambridge U niversity Press, 
1988), pp. 339-62; David Sinclair, The Pound: A B iography  (London: Arrow B ooks, 2001 ) provides a 
survey o f  the causes and consequences o f  the problem, pp. 126-40; C. E. Challis, A N ew  H istory o f  the 
R oyal M int (Cambridge: Cambridge U niversity Press, 1992), provides a table that graphically  
demonstrates the drop in M int output at Calais and London between the years 1363 and 1439, p. 151.
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by debasing coinage, a short-term solution with disastrous long-term implications. 

Edward III refused to debase sterling; a brave decision, but one that saw bullion flow 

out of England to mints offering a higher r e t u r n . T h e  situation was serious, and it 

would have been impossible for Chaucer to be unaware of it. Indeed, Helen Phillips 

has persuasively suggested that the alchemists’ concern with making silver (rather 

than gold) in the Canon’s Yeom an’s Tale reflects the social reality of a shortage of 

silver bullion.

This situation inevitably led to a huge upsurge in counterfeit coinage. Moreover, most 

genuine currency was in such a poor condition, due to infrequent recoinage, that fakes 

were difficult to i d e n t i f y . M a l c o l m  Gaskill, though principally concerned with a 

later period than that discussed here, has observed that:

By the end of the fourteenth century a chronic shortage of coin, unmet by 
attempts to alleviate the problem, led to pennies being cut up for change, the 
unofficial manufacture of lead tokens, and widespread clipping and 
counterfeiting.'*^*

Three particular crimes against currency may be considered under the general rubric 

of counterfeit coin: importing imitation sterling, clipping and mutilating coins, and 

forging coins. Unfortunately, there is no comprehensive survey of crimes against the 

currency in late-medieval England. Ken Peters provides a general, informative and 

entertaining history of counterfeiting from the beginnings of coinage to the modern

Spufford, pp. 317-8.
Helen Phillips, An Introduction to ‘The C anterbury T a les’: Reading, Fiction, C ontext (B asingstoke  

and London: M acm illan Press, 2000), p. 204. There is a close connection betw een alchem y and crim es 
against the cuiTency in literature. See for exam ple Alexander Barclay The Ship o f  F ools, ed. by T.H. 
Jam eison, 2 vois (Edinburgh: W illiam  Patterson, 1884), p. 222, lines 5-10; cited by Stanton J. Linden, 
D arke H ieroglyphicks: A lchem y in English Literature fro m  C haucer to the R estoration  (Lexington; 
University Press o f  Kentucky, 1996), p. 68. See also Skelton’s G arlande o r  C haplet o f  L aurel (1523), 
in John Skelton: The C om plete English Poem s, ed. by John Scattergood (N ew  Haven: Y ale U niversity  
Press, 1983), pp. 606-11.

Charles Johnson notes that in the early years o f Richard II’s reign, there had been no large-scale  
coinage o f  silver in thirty years. See his introduction to O resm e’s D e M oneta, p. xi. W hile pre-conquest 
leaders had operated a strict system  o f  renovatio  m onetae, which meant m oney was recoined every few  
years, recoinage was much less frequent in the later M iddle A ges. This was a problem throughout the 
period, perhaps because increasing centralisation o f the mints made recoinage a much more substantial 
operation. The severe bullion shortage in English mints o f  late-fourteenth century exacerbated this 
problem greatly,

M alcolm  Gaskill, C rim e an d  M entalities in E arly M odern E ngland  (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), p. 125.
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day .'“  ̂ B.J. Cook offers a lucid, comprehensive account of the problem of crimes 

against currency in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and the principles he outlines 

are still largely relevant in Chaucer’s day ."° Paul Strohm addresses counterfeiting in 

E ngland’s Empty Throne, though his focus is primarily on symbolism rather than 

economic or numismatic h i s t o r y . Y e t ,  in spite of the relative paucity of critical 

work, it is clear that crimes against the currency were a significant problem. 

Falsifying money was extremely easy, since anyone could clip a coin, and even 

forging money was not prohibitively com plex."^ The prevalence of these crimes, and 

their clear metaphoric potential, provided a fertile source of imagery in medieval 

literature.

One of the most intriguing references to the problem of coin-clipping and falsification 

is found in The Myroure o f Cure Ladye, which advances an extraordinary analogy 

between coin-clipping and verbal transgression. Priests who fail to properiy enunciate 

every syllable of the divine service are compared to those who falsify coinage:

For lyke as clyppers or falsers of the kings money are punyssed by dethe; 
Ryght so they that clyppe away from the money of goddess seruyce, eny 
wordes or letters or syllables... deserue to be punysshed."'^

This striking comparison between verbal falsification and counterfeiting makes 

greater sense when we remember Seaby’s contention that the inscription of Scriptural 

verses on the circumference of Edward I ll’s florins and nobles was a deliberate

Ken Peters, The C ounterfeit Coin Story: Two A nd A H a lf Thousand Years o f  D eception  (Kent: 
E nvoy, 2002).

Cook, pp. 51-70. I am extrem ely grateful to A shby Kinch, who kindly forwarded me a copy o f  an 
unpublished paper. T estin g  the Limits: Chaucer and the Metaphor o f  Counterfeit C urrency’, w hich  
contains a very useful summary o f  Royal responses to monetary problems in the thirteenth- and 
fourteenth-centuries, as well as highlighting how  Chaucer’s role as Comptroller o f  the C ustom house  
would have inevitably provided him with a solid understanding o f  coinage problems.

Paul Strohm , E n glan d’s E m pty Throne: U surpation and the Language o f  Legitim ation, 1399-1422  
(N ew  Haven: Y ale University Press, 199^), passim .
"" Oddy and Archibald have explored the techniques o f counterfeiting, one o f  which, the cliche  
method, was adapted from a com m on jew eller’s technique familiar from T heophilus’ twelfth-century  
account o f  the arts. This involved sim ply taking a genuine coin, placing it between two extrem ely thin 
sheets o f  silver, then placing this “sandw ich” between two pieces o f  lead and dealing a sharp b low  with 
a hammer. The silver foil would then bear an exact im age o f  the coin , and could be stuck onto a disc o f  
base metal. W . A. Oddy and M. M. Archibald, T h e  Techniques o f Som e Forged M edieval Silver 
P ennies’, Scientific S tudies in N um ism atics, British M useum O ccasional Paper N o. 18 (British M useum  
Research Laboratory, 1980), pp. 81-90. Other methods o f  counterfeiting are discussed by Peters, 
C ounterfeit C oin  S to iy , p. 1.

M yroure o f  Oure Ladye, ed. by J. H. Blunt, EETS e.s. 19 (London, 1873), pp 54-5. I am grateful to 
Kathy C aw sey for drawing this passage to my attention.
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attempt to deter counterfeiters and clippers by conflating their actions with blasphemy 

as well as treason.’'"' Seaby’s theory may be supported by reference to Nicholas 

Oresme, who states that many coins are inscribed with the names of God, of saints, or 

with crosses, as guarantors of genuineness; he further associates the falsification of 

coinage with lying, perjury, false witness, and taking the name of the Lord in vain ." '’ 

F lorence’s prestigious florin was famously imprinted with the head of John the 

Baptist, while medieval English coins bore crosses on the reverse, which 

supplemented the authority of the king with the authority of the Church. In 1247 

Henry III extended the cross to the edge so that clipping would be more obvious, 

giving the cross a practical as well as a symbolic function in guaranteeing the 

authenticity of coins.

Perhaps for this reason, an abstract connection between the falsification of coins and 

heretical belief, which had once been articulated by Aquinas, became accessible to 

many in the later Middle A g es ." ’ W e shall shortly see it deployed by Dante, but even 

a writer such as Langland, who did not have such direct access to scholastic theology, 

shows consciousness of this connection when he claims that Avarice learned from 

Lombards and Jews how to clip coins."* At first glance, the reference to Lombards 

and Jews evokes nothing more than contemporary prejudices about these groups. Yet 

Paul Strohm has observed that accusations of counterfeiting coinage were repeatedly 

levelled at “deviant” religious groups in the Middle Ages; first Jews, and later the 

Lollards."^ The deceit and worthlessness of false belief might readily be compared to 

a counterfeit coin: Strohm observes that Jean Gerson, early in the fifteenth century, 

uses the image of counterfeit coin in an ambitious metaphor about distinguishing 

between true and false revelations. In De Distinctione Verarum Revelationum a 

Falsis, Gerson argues that those who would assess the validity of revelations should

The double leopard (florin) was inscribed with the words o f  Luke 4:30; the leopard (half-florin) with 
Psalm 6:1; and the helm, (quarter-florin) with Psalm 112:9. When these were eventually withdrawn, 
Edward’s nobles repeated the same legends. Seaby, pp. 64-5.

Oresm e, p. 21-2.
Cook, p. 61.
Suinma Theologiae  2 .2 .11 .art 3. See The Hell o f  D ante Alighieri,  ed. and trans. by Arthur John 

Butler (London: M acm illan. 1 892: repr. Elibron C lassics, 2001), pp. 362-3.
‘I lerned am ong Lumbardes a lesson, and o f  Jew es- /  To w eye pens with a peis, and pare the 

hevyeste, /  And lene it for love o f  the cros, to legge a wed and lese it.’ Piers P lowm an,  Passus V , 238- 
40. U nless otherwise indicated, all quotations from Langland are taken from ‘The Vision o f  P iers  
P lo w m a n ’: a  critical edit ion o f  the B-text b a sed  on Trinity College Cam bridge  M S B. 15.17, ed. by 
A .V .C . Schm idt, 2"‘* edn (London: Everyman, 1995).

Strohm, chapter 5.
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function as spiritual money-changers, shrewdly and accurately examining the precious 

and otherworldly coin of divine revelation, lest demons who seek to corrupt and 

falsify any divine and good money, should substitute false and worthless for true and 

genuine money.

H occleve’s remarkable digression on the falsification of coins in his Series {Dialogue, 

99-196) provides a powerful example of how counterfeiting could highlight m an’s 

inability to distinguish between true and false. Hoccleve’s discussion is deeply rooted 

in early fifteenth-century economic difficulties, particularly the shortage of bullion 

and the scarcity of high-quality coinage, which made clipped and counterfeit coin an 

exceptional problem in the p e r io d .N o n e th e le s s , the discussion is also influenced by 

a range of metaphorical associations. In a thought-provoking discussion of this 

passage, Strohm identifies a widespread concern on the part of Lancastrian poets with 

issues of authenticity and falsification.'"^ Strohm persuasively demonstrates the 

relationship between the counterfeit passage and Hoccleve’s own concern that others 

do not recognise that he has been healed of his i l l n e s s . T h i s  interpretation is 

supported by a consideration of the dual significance in the poem of the concept of 

preeving. In a famous passage, Hoccleve reads the Synonyma of Isidore of Seville and 

finds com fort in the following words of Reason:

Gold pourged is thow seest, in the fourneys 
For the fyner and clenner it shal be.
O f thy disese the weighte and the peys 
Bere lightly, for God to preeve thee 
Scourgid thee hathe with sharp adversitee.

Complaint, 358-62

At one level, Hoccleve is determined to see his own illness as an instance of being 

proven by God, as dross is purged from gold. At another, he is deeply concerned with 

proving to others that his sanity has been restored. In passage after passage he

See Strohm, p. 134, citing Jean Gerson, Oeuvres C o m p l ie s ,  vol. 3 (Paris: D eselee, 1962), p. 38.
The bullion shortage o f  H occleve’s day was extrem ely serious. This problem, and the crim es against 

currency that flow ed from it, are discussed by Burrow in his edition o f  the Complaint  and Dialogue.  
See Thomas H occlcvc's  Complaint an d  Dialogue,  ed, by J. A. Burrow. Early English Text Society, os 
313 (Oxford: Oxford U niversity Press for Early English Text Society, 1999), Excursus III: Falsing o f  
Coin. D ia logue  99-196,  pp. 120-24. All references to H occleve’s text are from this edition.

See Strohm, ‘Counterfeiters, Lollards, and Lancastrian U nease’, New M edieva l Literatures  1 (1997): 
31-58.

Indeed, H occleve h im self signals such an interpretation when he asks his Friend to recognise the 
difference between his illness and various criminal actions, including coin-clipping. Dialogue,  64-70.
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connects his struggle to prove that he is well with the drawn-out process of proving 

gold.'""' In this way, the digression on counterfeit coinage reinforces Hoccleve’s sense 

that he is made in the image of God, while also condemning a society that has lost the 

ability to distinguish between true and false.

The image of man as a coin defaced by sin and purged in the fire is of course derived 

from the familiar biblical image of dross being purged from gold.'^^ Hoccleve’s image 

speaks of a world in which man, like a counterfeit coin, has become a debased image 

of his Creator, and cannot even recognise the difference between false and true. There 

is an underlying association here between the coin image and the tradition of the 

decline of the world from the Golden Age to the age of iron, a concern that can be 

traced through the works under discussion in this study. Oresme’s De M oneta begins 

with a discussion of the division of nations and tongues that refers back to the Tower 

of Babel; indeed, he specifically quotes a famous passage from Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses that informs this entire t r a d i t i o n . O r e s m e  thus exploits the 

traditional connection between the Christian and classical images of human 

degeneration, in a way that allows him to subtly connect monetary debasement with 

moral transgression. Chaucer evokes the same nexus of ideas in The Former Age,
j  2 * 7

tying the loss of the Golden Age to the scattering of nations at Babel. By allowing 

Babel to stand as the primal moment of human degeneration, Chaucer ties the loss of 

the golden age to a pivotal episode in the fall of language. More importantly, he 

exploits this imagery further by connecting coinage and counterfeiting to the decline 

in human nature and the corruption of human signification.

See C om pla in t 197-200, 204-5 , 217, 224, 243-5
The concept informs many biblical passages; e.g. Job 23:10; 28:1; Psalm  66:10; Proverbs 17:13; 

Isaiah 48:10-11; D aniel 11:35; Zechariah 13:9; Malachi 3: 2-3; 1 Peter 1: 6-7; R evelation 3:18. In 
D ialogus d e  S caccario  the master declares that the assay o f  coins is a literal m anifestation o f  1 
Corinthians 13, ‘the fire shall try every m an’s w ork’, the biblical passage w hich is the root for the 
im age o f the poet as masterbuilder. Chaucer exploits the same im agery in the C le rk ’s Tale, 1163-9.

See Oresm e, pp. 4-5. He specifically  cites D euteronom y  32:8 (a passage that refers back to the 
scattering o f  the nations at B abel, G enesis 11:1-9) and M etam orphoses  I 140-2.

For useful d iscussions o f  the poem , see George B. Pace and Alfred D avid, Variorum  E dition  o f  the 
Works o f  G eojfrey Chaucer, 5: The M inor P oem s I (Norman: U niversity o f  O klahom a Press, 1982); 
A .V .C . Schm idt, ‘Chaucer and the Golden A g e’, E ssays in C riticism  26 (1976): 99-1 15, and ‘C haucer’s 
Ncmbrot: A  N ote on The Fonrier A g e ’, M edium Aevum  47 ("1978): 304-7; Jay Ruud, ‘M any a Song an d  
M any a L eccherous L a y ’: T radition  and Individuality in C h au cer’s L yric  P oe try , Garland Studies in 
M edieval Literature 6 (N ew  York: Garland, 1992), pp. 58-72; and V.J. Scattergood’s d iscussion  in A.J. 
M innis, with V.J. Scattergood and J.J. Smith, O xford G uides to Chaucer: The S h orter  P oem s  (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1995), pp. 486-89 . The poem ’s concern with Nimrod and the them es o f  tyranny and 
confusion are also discussed in Lawrence Warner, ‘Woman is M an’s Babylon: C haucer’s “N em brot” 
and the Tyranny o f  Enclosure in the N un’s P r ie s t’s T ale’, C haucer R eview  32.1 (1997): 82-107.
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The Former Age couples allusions to the tradition of the Golden Age (drawn primarily

from Boethius, but also the Metamorphoses and the Roman de la Rose) with a series
128of references to contemporary political and economic difficulties. John Scattergood 

describes Chaucer’s work as the “the bleakest poem he ever wrote” , noting that he 

offers no positive moral position to counter the negativity he sees, unlike C lanvowe’s
I 2 Q

similar take on these ideas in The Two Ways. On the whole, the textual similarities 

between the Former Age and its sources are very close: Pace and David offer a table 

that shows the extent of Chaucer’s debt to specific passages in the Consolatio, the
1 S OM etamorphoses, the Rose, the Aeneid  and Tibullus’ Elegies. ' As well as thematic 

and verbal parallels, textual tradition associates The Former Age closely with Boece.

The poem exists in only two manuscripts, and the usual copy text, Cambridge MS

Ii.3.21, fols. 52v-53r, is a copy of Boece with accompanying Latin text and 

supplementary material that Skeat believed to be copied from Chaucer’s own text. The 

Former Age  and Fortune are copied into the text after Boece, II, metrum 5, arguably 

indicating that the scribe found these poems in this position in Chaucer’s original 

copy o f B o e c e . Indeed, the third verse of The Former Age corresponds especially 

closely to this metrum, with almost every line closely paralleling Boethius. One image 

stands out, however, as it is not closely paralleled in Chaucer’s source:

No mader, welde, or wood no litestere 
Ne knew; the flees was of his former hewe;
No flesh ne wiste offence of egge or spere.
No coyn ne knew man which w asfa ls or trewe.
No ship yit karf the wawes grene and blewe,
No marchaunt yit ne fette outlandish ware.
No trompes for the werres folk ne knewe,
Ne toures heye and walles rounde or square.

Former Age, 17-24 {emphasis added)

As Ruud notes, the stanza has a clear design. Having in previous stanzas discussed the 

agricultural and dietary habits of the first people, Chaucer goes on to enumerate in 

rapid succession the developments of more recent times in altering Nature through

Pace and David (pp. 91-2) discuss the literary heritage o f the Golden Age and the possibility of 
allusions to contem porary political events, such as the exorbitant taxation of the final years of 
R ichard 's reign.

The Shorter Poems,  p. 489. Ruud, however, makes a plea for seeing the poem as less pessim istic 
that is usually thought. ‘Many a S o n g ’, p. 72.

Pace and David, p. 92. In spite o f the numerous parallels with its sources. Jay Ruud has argued that 
the Former Age  is not a slavish copy, since Chaucer makes alterations and variations that slant the 
poem in the direction he desired. ‘Many a Song’, pp. 59-60.

See Pace and David, pp. 93-96. As they note, both of these poems may be drafts.
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man-made technology. Yet none of the parallels detected by Pace and David offers 

anything like the specificity of the reference to true and false coins, even though there 

are of course references to the deleterious effects of the discovery of gold in Boethius, 

Trevet, and Jean de Meun.''*'’ Just as in the example cited from Oresme’s De Moneta, 

Chaucer seeks to associate true and false coinage with the perceived erosion of G od’s 

image in man. The invention of money itself marks the loss of the Golden Age, and 

indicates man’s separation from the plenitude of Eden.''^"' The counterfeiting of 

coinage marks a further deterioration, as necessity is replaced first by greed and then 

fraud. Moreover, the phrasing of this line evokes both the greed represented by 

legitimate coin and the fraud represented by the counterfeit, as well as hinting at the 

difficulty in distinguishing the false coin from the true. In this way, the coin image 

captures the two dominant impulses that, as Scattergood has demonstrated, guide 

Chaucer’s critique of contemporary society in the poem, namely the redundant 

accretion of wealth and the perversion of the natural order.

The readings of the texts just outlined have hopefully helped to illuminate and justify 

the methodology that will be employed throughout this work. At heart, this 

methodology is based on close textual analysis, paying attention to the ways in which 

individual works respond to, develop and occasionally falsify images and ideas found 

in their sources. The goal of the work is unified in seeking to demonstrate the ways in 

which realist poets of the later Middle Ages (Jean de Meun, Dante and Chaucer) 

exploit the imagery of fraud and falsification in order to define and sometimes defend 

the function of the poet. I have found, however, that this imagery is at times 

remarkably diffuse and complex. Fraud and falsification appear in countless guises in 

medieval texts: in philosophical works, they highlight epistemological issues 

regarding distinguishing the original from the copy and the false good from the true; 

in religious texts, they give voice to the distinction of the authentic and the 

inauthentic; in political and economic works, they serve to discuss the legitimisation

Ruud, 'Many a Song ', p. 63.
Pace and D avid, p. 92. For an excellent discussion o f  relevant com parisons between B oethius and 

liic g losses uf Trevct, Jean dc Meun and Chaucer, see M innis, ‘C haucer’s Commentator: N icholas  
Trevet and the Boece'  in Chaucer's Boece and  the M edieva l Tradition o f  Boethius,  ed. by A.J. M innis, 
(Cambridge: D .S . Brewer, 1993), pp 83-166, esp. pp. 114-17.

Chaucer’s use o f the comparative “form er” (rather than “first”) in line 2 o f  the poem  reinforces the 
sense o f  deterioration over time. See Ruud, ‘M any a Song’, p. 60, and the notes to these lines in Pace 
and David, p. 97.

Scattergood, The Shorter Poems,  pp. 486-9  (esp. p. 487).
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of power, while it is impossible to lose sight of the fact that fraud and falsification are 

both sins and crimes of great significance. All of these meanings and connotations 

have proved important in understanding how the language of fraud fits the concept of 

poetic representation. The following discussion ranges at times widely over very 

different areas; I have found this necessary in order to at least begin to do justice to 

the range of meanings evoked by the language of fraud and falsification. If this 

methodology seems eclectic, it is nonetheless necessary for the delineation of the 

present argument, and can hopefully be justified by Lady Philosophy’s (troublesome) 

assertion that “nedes the wordis moot be cosynes to the thinges of whiche thei 

speken” (Boece III, prosa 12, 7).

The remainder of the thesis will consider ways in which Jean de Meun, Dante and 

Chaucer exploit this rich nexus of imagery. The first chapter considers the 

extraordinary transformations of the mirror metaphor in Jean de Meun and Dante, 

arguing that from their exploitation of this image emerges an alternative set of 

metaphors for representation, drawn from the lexicon of fraud and falsification. In 

particular, concepts of impersonation, counterfeiting and alchemy enable these writers 

to explore aspects of representation unreachable by recourse to the traditional mirror 

metaphor. Chaucer was a discerning reader of both these works, and the remainder of 

this study delineates his fascination with the pervasive imagery of fraud and 

falsification he found there, as well as in the world around him. Chapter Two begins 

by commenting on Dante’s use of images of coins and other sealed impressions to 

expound his realist epistemology and Christian poetic, before considering how 

Chaucer deploys similar concepts in a critique of that vision. Chapter Three explores 

the pervasive use of forged and counterfeit documents in Chaucer’s works, 

particularly in his exemplary narratives, arguing that such documents are crucial to 

Chaucer’s understanding of the possibilities and limitations of the exemplary mode. 

Chaucer’s use of alchemy as a metaphor for representation is explored in the fourth 

chapter, which argues that he is influenced not only by Jean de Meun and Dante, but 

also by G ower’s fascinating account of the pseudo-science.

Behind this thesis lies a fascination with Chaucer’s self-inscription near the close of 

the Canterbufj Tales, in which he observes of the M anciple’s crow that “countrefete 

the speche of every man / He koude, whan he sholde tell a tale” (IX. 134-5). As Helen
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Cooper notes, “ [o]ne could scarcely find a better way o f  summing up Chaucer’s own 

method in the Tales" B y  the end of this journey through the world o f  fraud and 

falsification in medieval literature, I hope to show, at the very least, that when 

Chaucer described h im self as a counterfeiter of other m en ’s speech, he implied a role 

that went far beyond mere imitation.

Helen Cooper, The Structure o f  'The C anterbury T a les’ (Athens: U niversity o f  G eorgia Press, 
1983), p. 238.
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C h a p t e r  O n e

‘M y  A c t i o n s  A r e  Q u i t e  D i f f e r e n t  F r o m  M y  W o r d s ’ : R e p r e s e n t a t i o n  a n d  

F r a u d  in  t h e  R o m a n  d e  l a  R o s e  a n d  t h e  C o m m e d i a

[...] si garde conment Nature euvre, 
car mout voudroit fere autele euvre, 
et la contrefet conme singes; 
mes tant est ses sens nus et linges 
qu’el ne peut fere choses vives, 
ja  si ne sembleront naives.

Roman de la Rose, 15999-16004'

si vedrai ch’io son I’ombra di Capocchio, 
che falsai li metalli con alchimia: 
e te dee ricordar, se ben t’adocchio, 

com ’ io fui di natura buona scimia.
Inferno XXIX, 136-39^

Cosi vo io mutando e suono e verso 
E dicendo parole umili e piane,
Ma m olt’e il fatto mio a dir diverso.

II Fiore c m ,  9-11"^

In both the Roman de la Rose and the Commedia, images of fraud and falsification 

represent an evolution of the traditional metaphor of the text as a mirror. In his 

continuation of the Rose, Jean de Meun picks up on the pivotal importance of the 

Narcissus episode in Guillaume de L ords’ part of the text, and extrapolates a complex 

system o f mirror imagery that enables him to articulate a vision of poetics that 

surpasses the traditional image of the speculum. This vision includes a series of 

metaphors and analogies drawn from the lexicon of fraud and falsification, which 

Dante adapts, though to very different ends. In fact, though it is often presumed that 

Dante was influenced by the Rose, direct influence has never been satisfactorily 

demonstrated. Consideration of the close parallels of image and theme relating to 

fraud and falsification strengthens the evidence for direct influence, and helps to 

illuminate Chaucer’s response to his two great vernacular auctores.

' “[...1 and she fArtl watches how Nature works, for she would very much like to do the sam e work 
herself. L ike an ape, she m im ics {contrefet)  Nature, but her understanding is so weak and bare that she 
cannot make living things, how ever natural they seem ”.
 ̂ “[...] and thou shalt see that I am the shade o f C apocchio, who counterfeited metals by alchem y; and 

thou must recall, if  I make thee out aright, how good an ape I was o f  nature.”
“And thus I go about changing both tone and verse /  and saying humble and sim ple words, /  but m y  

actions are quite different from my w ords.”
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James L. M iller has demonstrated that Dante’s numerous references to mirrors are all 

variations on two fundamental metaphors: the mirror of creation {speculum inferius) 

and the mirror of God {speculum superius).'^ As such, the occurrences of the metaphor 

in Dante imply a hierarchical relationship between these realms; yet it is clear that an 

analogical relationship is also presumed, in which can be recognised the outlines of an 

epistemological process by which m an’s understanding ascends from temporal things 

to a knowledge of God. First the intellect peers into the mirror of the physical world 

and detects traces of God in the design of creation; second, the mind looks upon itself 

as an inner mirror, reflecting the divine light; third, the soul turns to contemplate the 

nature of the angels, and thence to a consideration of the supreme certainties 

emanating from the Divine Mind."’ It is possible that Dante is influenced by the 

Anticlaudianus of Alain de Lille, in which Reason holds a three-fold mirror. In the 

first glass, she perceives the system of causes operating in the physical world; in the 

second, the immutable world of spiritual substances; in the third, the ultimate 

exemplar of all things. As M iller notes, this account “illustrates that the ascending 

mirrors o f knowledge imply the descending mirrors of being” .̂  This dual potential of 

the mirror metaphor -  to illustrate not only the relationship between creation and 

creator, but also the process by which the mind ascends from knowledge of created 

things to knowledge of God -  is crucial to Dante’s realist poetic project.

For both Jean de Meun and Dante, the mirror metaphor becomes a key symbol of 

representation, or assimilatio. In its mimetic aspect, the poetic text functions as a 

mirror; the mirror also stands as a metaphor for the way in which the poetic text 

presumes and generates a relation to the universal. Yet both writers are aware that 

mirrors can deceive, can draw the mind away from the things of God to the things of 

the earth. Both develop imagery of false mirrors, and supplement this with images of 

fraud and falsification, which stand as examples of illicit and deceitful representation. 

Against this background, each of these very different thinkers and writers formulates 

his own realist poetics, each reimagining the mirror metaphor in startlingly different 

ways.

James L. M iller, ‘The Three M irrors o f D ante’s Paradiso', University o f  Toronto Quarterly 46.3 
(1977): 263-79 (p. 266).

ibid., p. 268.
* ibid., p. 269.
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I: Le Rom an de la Rose

The first mirror encountered in Guillaume’s text is in the hand of Oiseuse, a figure 

that arguably influences the characterisation of Leah (and her counterpart M atilda) in 

the Commedia, a parallel to which we will return later.’ There are a number of 

divergent interpretations of the figure of Oiseuse, and any satisfactory interpretation 

must deal both with the traditional status of idleness as the gateway to other sins and 

the fact that leisure is an essential element in the pursuit of earthly love. Robertsonian 

critics such as John Fleming have traditionally seen Oiseuse as an emblem of Luxuria,
o

while others see her merely as an example of the otium  of the nobility. Regardless of 

the possibility that the gentler, courtlier interpretations reflect Guillaume’s original 

intent, it remains probable that Fleming’s account more accurately represents the w'ay 

Oiseuse was received by the earliest readers of the combined Rose, which is so 

heavily dominated by Jean de Meun.^ However we interpret it, the looking-glass 

carried by the porter of the garden prepares us to encounter the most important mirror 

symbol in Guillaume’s work: the spring of Narcissus. This episode is clearly of 

importance; Claire Nouvet has argued that it provides Guillaume with a way to 

discuss the allegorical mode, while Suzanne Conklin Akbari has found in this episode 

the organising principle of Guillaume’s work.*° Akbari argues that, influenced by 

medieval optics, Guillaume embeds “a mirroring structure within the first Rose: the 

work is composed of two parts, separated by the narrator’s look into the well of 

Narcissus. Each half is, in turn, divided into two, the second pair reflecting the first:

 ̂ For the comparison o f  O iseuse and Leah, see Earl Jeffrey Richards, D ante an d  the 'Roman de  la  
R ose': An Investigation  into the V ernacular N arrative Context o f  the 'C onim edia' (Tubingen: Max 
N iem eyer Verlag, 1981), pp. 85-9; George T. Reid, ‘Dante and the Rom an de  La Rose: A  Contribution  
to the Study o f  Dante and Old French Literature’ (unpublished doctoral thesis. U niversity o f  Reading, 
2003), pp. 194-5.
* John V. Flem ing, 'The Rom an de la R ose': A Study in A llegory  an d  Iconography  (Princeton; 
Princeton University Press, 1969), p. 75. For a useful survey o f  interpretations o f  O iseuse, see G eorge  
M. Sadlek, ‘Interpreting Guillaume de Lorris’s Oiseuse: Geoffrey Chaucer as W itness’, South C entral 
R eview  10.1 (1993): 22-37 (pp. 23-24).
’ Though Sadlek finds som e am biguity in Chaucer’s interpretation o f O iseuseA"delnesse, he argues that 
for the m ost part it coincides with the stricter Exegetical reading favoured by Flem ing (p. 28).

Claire N ouvet, ‘An A llegorical Mirror: The Pool o f Narcissus in Guillaum e de Lorris’s R om ance o f  
the R o se’, Rom anic R eview  (N ovem ber 2000):
< http://ilndarlicles.eom /D/articles/m i qa3806/is 2 0 0 0 1 1/ai n8906373/pg 1>. no pagination, [accessed  
12.07.2007]; Susan Conklin Akbari, ‘M edieval Optics in Guillaume de L ord s’ Roman de la R ose', 
M edieva lia  et H um anistica, n.s. 21 (1994): 1-15 (p. 1).

43



the dream and the walled garden are mirrored by the tower and the hedge” .*' This 

argument is undeipinned by Akbari’s affiliation with a school of criticism that seeks 

to reclaim Guillaume’s work as a distinct (and even complete) poem. It is crucial to

recognise, however, that Jean’s continuation effects a reinterpretation of Guillaume’s
1 2

text in which such concerns become indiscernible. This is especially relevant when 

considering Guillaume’s account of Narcissus and his use of mirror imagery, since, as 

Thomas Hill has observed, “whatever meaning the digression on Narcissus might 

have borne in Guillaume’s poem, had he completed it, it is clear that this digression is
1 3invested with significance in the continuation of the Roman". ' The episode of 

Narcissus is of course revisited by Genius in his contrast between the vergier de 

deduit and the biau pare of the Heavenly Shepherd (19901-20637). Specifically, the 

well of Narcissus and its crystals (1505-68) are contrasted with the fountain and 

carbuncle of the fair park (20339-548). Furthermore, the significance for Jean de 

Meun of Guillaume’s Ovidian myth of Narcissus is highlighted by the fact that he 

provides it with a counterpart in the form of an elaborate version of Ovid’s 

Pygmalion, in which the artist explicitly compares his folly to that of Narcissus 

(20829-58).

Thomas Hill has noted that there is universal agreement on the significance of the 

figure of Narcissus in the Rose, even among such diverse critics as John Fleming and 

Alan Gunn; Narcissus is the emblem of destructive self-love.*'^ The most significant 

aspect of the Narcissus episode is the importance attributed to the crystals located at 

the bottom of the spring. Not only do these receive significant attention from 

Guillaume, they are also crucial in Genius’ contrast between the vergier de deduit and 

the biau pare (20409-548). For Guillaume the crystals become an emblem of the 

literary text, a connection that is unsurprising, since it has been noted that Ovid’s

'' Akbari, p. I . A kbari’s account is deeply flawed, not least in its tenuous suggestion that the nam ing o f  
the verg ier de dedu it is inspired by the Latin detu itio , a word signifying refracted vision in G uillaum e  
de C onches’s G losae su per P latonem  (pp. 4-5).

Akbari cites a number o f  very prominent critics who support this v iew , including David Hult, Paul 
Strohm, D aniel Poirion and Karl Uitti, (p. 10 and p. 15, notes 28 and 29). O f course, the vast array o f  
manuscripts o f  the R ose, which occur in a com plex variety o f groupings, makes it difficult to establish  
the version o f  the Rose Dante or Chaucer might have read. A  thorough and fascinating account o f  the 
different manuscript traditions o f  the R ose  can be found in Sylvia Huot, The ‘R om ance o f  the R o s e ’ an d  
its M ed ieva l R eaders: Interpretation, Reception, M anuscript Transm ission  (Cambridge: Cam bridge 
U niversity Press, 1993), esp. pp. 16-46 and 130-206.
'■’ Thom as D. H ill, ‘Narcissus, Pygm alion, and the Castration o f  Saturn; T w o M ythographical T hem es 
in the Rom an de  la R o se ', S tudies in P h ilo logy 1 \ (1974), 404-26  (p. 406),
''' Hill, p. 407.
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original version is also a meditation on the poetic art.'^ The aspect of the crystals that 

is m ost strongly emphasised is their extraordinary power to reveal the contents o f the 

garden in remarkable detail:

Si est cil cristaus merveilleus, 
une tel force a que li leus, 
arbres et flors, et quan qu’aorne 
le vergier, i pert tot a orne.
Et por la chose feire entendre, 
un essample vos voils aprendre: 
ausi con li mireors montre 
les choses qui sont a I’encontre 
et i voit Ten sanz coverture 
et lor color et lor figure, 
tot autresi vos di por voir 
que li cristaus sanz decevoir 
tot I’estre dou vergier encuse 
a celui qui en I’eve muse; 
car torjors, quel que part qu’il soit,
I’une moitie dou vergier voit; 
et c ’il se torne, maintenant 
porra veoir le remenant; 
si n ’i a si petite chose, 
tant soit reposte ne enclouse, 
dont demontrance ne soit feite 
con s’ele ert ou cristal portrete.

Rose, vol. 1, 1547-68

The crystal is so marvellous and has such power that the whole place, with its 
trees and flowers and everything adorning the garden, is revealed there in due 
order. To help you understand the phenomenon I shall give you an illustration. 
Just as things placed in front of a mirror are reflected in it, and their
appearance and colour are seen quite plainly, exactly so, I assure you, does the
crystal truly disclose the whole of the garden to him who gazes into the water. 
For whichever side he is on, he can always see half of the garden, and by 
turning he is at once able to see the remainder. And so there is nothing so 
small, so secret, or so hidden that it is not displayed there, as if it were etched 
in the crystal.'^

It is easy to be distracted by the observation that the crystal reveals only half the

garden at any one time, since this is what Genius seizes upon in his account (20409-

34). Guillaume, however, implies no limitation in the crystal itself: rather, it is the 

perspective of the onlooker that is limited, since it is he whose position must be

See, for example, M aggie Kilgour, “ T h y  Perfect Image V iewing” : Poetic Creation and O vid’s 
Narcissus in Paradise Lost', Studies in Philology 102.3 (2005): 307-39 (esp. pp. 311-24). 

Rom ance o f  the Rose, pp. 24-5.
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adjusted in order to see the remainder of what the crystal, presumably, reveals all at 

once. We are being reminded simultaneously of the temporal and spatial limitations of 

human perception and o f human acts of (artistic) representation. These limitations 

represent a challenge to all medieval artists who seek to represent a reality beyond 

that which may be apprehended through mere sense perception. Such an interpretation 

is supported by reconsidering one of the most perplexing cruces in this section of the 

Rose-, the shift from the plural ‘crystals’ referred to by Amant at lines 1536 and 1603 

to the singular ‘crystal’ described in the passage quoted above. Perhaps the only 

reasonable explanation is that, while he initially describes an historical fact (the 

presence of two crystals in the spring), Amant turns to an abstract consideration of the 

generic properties of the crystal.’’ Such a distinction between the abstract, atemporal 

and singular ‘crystal’, and the particular, temporal and plural ‘crystals’ is admittedly 

strained, but is supported by David Hult’s excellent analysis of the passage, which 

observes that the past tense is employed consistently when referring to the ‘crystals’, 

while the present tense is used when discussing the singular ‘crystal’.'* This makes it 

likely that Amant progresses from a consideration of the crystals he saw in the spring 

to a consideration of the properties of the stone itself, apart from any particular 

temporal and spatial setting. For Guillaume, allegory, which represents just such a 

process of abstraction, is a way of overcoming the limitations of mimetic 

representation, which struggles to transcend the temporal and spatial limitations of 

human perspective.

Jean de M eun’s transformation of Guillaume’s mirror imagery also reflects a desire to 

challenge the spatial and temporal limitations of representation, though in Jean’s case 

this is coupled with a critique of allegory, which he believes also incapable of 

transcending these limits. The mirror metaphor is of pivotal importance to his plan for 

the combined Rose}'^ Halfway through the completed work, when the God of Love 

sketches out the plan of the text, the work is renamed Mirouer aus Amoureus (10621), 

a title that may be translated as either a mirror o /lovers or a m irro r/o r lovers. W hile 

earlier critics felt that Jean’s renaming of the Rose was intended to highlight its

This is the interpretation favoured by L ecoy in his notes to these lines, and it is fo llow ed  by Horgan.
David F, Hult, Self-F ulfilling P roph ecies: R eadersh ip  and A uthorit}’ in the F irst ‘R om an de la R ose' 

(Cambridge: Cambridge U niversity Press, 1986), pp. 276-9  (esp. pp. 278-9).
See the discussion by Patricia J. Eberle, ‘The L overs’ Glass: Nature’s D iscourse on Optics and the 

Optical D esign o f  the R om ance o f  the R o se’, U niversity’ o f  Toronto Q uarterly  46 .3  (1977): 241-62.
ibid., p. 246.
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encyclopaedic nature, more recent studies, following Patricia Eberle, have recognised

that the work has elements in common with other kinds of mirroring texts, especially
21satiric works such as Speculum stultorum. Eberle notes that Jean draws on recent 

developments in optics, arguably including the work of Robert Grosseteste, to 

establish the metaphysical relationship between the “mirror” of divine providence and

the created order, and to demonstrate how the simplicity of the divine light is
22mediated through the heavenly spheres and the corruption of the sublunary realm. 

The use of the mirror metaphor thus allows Jean de Meun to address the ‘assimilative’ 

function of representation and to negotiate a rhetorical model that distinguishes itself 

from simple allegorical correspondence, a mode of representation he views as not 

only inadequate but also morally dubious. Moving away from either a mimetic or an 

allegorical model, he seeks to develop a poetic that, as Eberle puts it, mimics not the 

products of Nature, but its very p ro cesses.N onethe less , he remains conscious of the 

possibility that the text will become a falsifying mirror that draws man to the false 

goods of the sublunary world rather than leading him towards the true good.

Eberle has demonstrated that Nature’s discussion of optics is not the notorious 

digression it was once considered, but is rather the key to the bewildering stmcture of 

Nature’s discourse, and possibly to the entire Roman de la Rose^'^ The discussion of 

optics plays a crucial role in the goddess’ articulation of the divinely established order 

over which she rules; indeed, it is paradigmatic of the natural order. Influenced by the 

growing prestige of the science of optics, Jean de Meun modified the traditional 

notion of poetry as the mirror of nature: “[t]he science of optics provided Jean de 

Meun with more than simply the material for a popularized account of mirouers', it 

influenced both his view of Nature and his view of poetry as a mirouer that imitates 

and reveals the operations of Nature herself.”^”’ The discussion of optics centres on a 

description of the moon, as Nature pauses to consider the enigmatic moonspots:

Eberle com m ents on earlier misinterpretations o f Jean’s title (pp. 246-7). The influence o f  E berle’s 
interpretation can be seen in Kevin Brownlee, ‘R eflections in the M iroer aus Am oreus: The Inscribed 
Reader in Jean de M eiin’s Roman de la R ose’, in M im esis: From M irror to M ethod, A ugustine to  
D escartes, ed. by John D, Lyons and Stephen G. N ichols, Jr (Hanover: U niversity Press o f  N ew  
England, 1982), pp. 60-70  (p. 61).
■■ Eberle, pp. 244, 248-53. 

ibid., p. 254. 
ibid., p. 244. 
ibid., p. 249.
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Si sem ble il aus genz que la lune 
ne sois pas bien nete ne pure 
par ce q u ’el pert par leus occure; 
m es ce ’st par sa nature double 
q u ’el pert par leus espesse et trouble: 
d ’une part luit, d ’autre part cesse 
por ce q u ’ele est clere et espesse; 
si li fet sa lueur perir 
ce que ne peut pas referir 
la clere part de sa sustance 
les rais que li soleuz i lance, 
ainz s ’an passent par mi tout outre; 
m es I’espesse lueur demoustre, 
qui bien peut aus rais contrester 
por sa lum iere conquester.

Rose, vol. 3, 16806-20

People think that the moon is not quite clean and pure, because it looks dark in
places, but it is because o f its double nature that it som etim es looks dense and
m urky: one part o f it shines but not the other, because it is both c lear and
opaque. Its light is extinguished because the clear part o f its substance cannot
reflect the rays o f the sun that shine upon it; instead they pass straight through
it. But the opaque part is lum inous, because it is resistant to the rays and thus

26takes its light from them.

In order to explain the existence o f the dark patches on the m oon. N ature draw s an 

analogy betw een the moon and a m irror (16825-16850). In a text that has been 

renam ed M irouer aus Am oreus, this is a pivotal m om ent. The com parison perm its the 

developm ent o f an analogy between the relationship of the sublunary realm  to the 

heavens and the relationship o f the text to that which it seeks to represent. In this 

respect, it offers a valuable illustration o f A llen’s claim  that in the m edieval 

understanding o f assim ilatio, the stuctures o f analogy within the text are identical to 

the structures o f analogy by which the text is related to the w orld and to the
27universal.

Proceeding from  this analogy between the m oon and a m irror. N ature addresses the 

relationship betw een Providence and free will (17171-468). As E berle notes, this 

discussion is clearly  influenced by the Consolation o f  Philosophy, but the account has 

been supplem ented with exam ples drawn from  optics in order to suggest a sim ilarity 

betw een the influences called ‘fa te’ and ‘fo rtune’ and other influences transm itted  by

R om ance o f  the R ose, p. 260  
Allen, p. 190,
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the rays o f heavenly bodies.^* Crucially, the mirror metaphor is expanded at this point 

to include not just the distorted glass of creation, but also the properties of the 

Creator. Specifically, Nature compares Divine Providence to a mirouer pardurable 

(17438) and a biau mirouer poli (17473). This mirouer is the source of all light and 

goodness; the heavenly bodies transmit its influences by means of their own rays and 

bring into effect toutes leur transmutacions (17478). But the heavenly influences man 

calls fate are not transmitted to him directly by the heavenly bodies, but indirectly, as 

mediated through the sublunary atmosphere. Furthermore, this atmosphere refracts 

and reflects the rays emitted by the human eye; thus ensuring that human perception 

in only ever partial, imperfect, and subject to illusion. As Eberle develops the 

argument, it appears that the science of optics “reveals the basic principles involved in 

the operation of all manner of ‘influences’ in the world of sublunary nature and it 

provides the basis of an explanation of all manner of illusions to which humans living 

in this world are subject, includmg the illusions created by the passion of love.”

Having invoked mirrors to describe the mediation of the divine light through the 

created realm, Jean de Meun is in a position to fundamentally transform the traditional 

image o f the text as mirror. Earlier critics had argued that Jean’s text holds up a clear 

and unblemished mirror to love, one that is opposed to the distorting mirrors of 

Nature’s discourse on optics (18004-30); to Eberle, the poem becomes instead a 

complex optical instrument “designed to supplement the single perspective offered in 

Guillaum e’s dream-vision of love with a multiplicity of perspectives on the subject of 

love and on the dream-vision itself.” '̂’ For her, it is precisely the distorting mirrors of 

Nature’s discourse that provide the closest analogue to Jean’s art. Art must function as 

a mirror not by offering a precise reflection, but rather by acting as a distorting lens 

that can help overcome the limitations of human vision. As she puts it: “Man cannot 

attain the simplicity of divine vision while his soul is enclosed in a body that ‘clouds’ 

its vision, as Nature says; he can only supplement the defects of his natural vision 

with a variety of optical instruments that will enable him to see from a multiplicity of
S  Iperspectives at once.”' Eberle is precisely right about establishing a connection

Eberle,  p. 252  
ibid., p. 253.  

™ ibid., p. 245.  
ibid., p. 255.
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between the mirrors discussed in Nature’s discourse on optics and the image of the 

text as a mirror, but she draws the wrong conclusions from the analogy.

The flaws in her argument are clearest in her defence of the formal unity of Jean’s 

work, a defence clearly intended to counter Lewis’ damning critique of Jean’s 

formlessness and to “satisfy the objections raised in the Allegory o f  Love": She 

boldly suggests an analogy between the unity of Jean’s poem and that found in Cubist 

painting, “an art that attempts to transcend the limits of flat canvas and paint by 

creating the illusion of simultaneous perceptions from a multiplicity of 

perspectives” . T h e  analogy encapsulates several of the assumptions that underpin 

her analysis. First, it suggests that the “multiple perspectives” detected in Jean’s poem 

are all equally valid and, indeed, valued precisely for their multiplicity and partiality. 

This is confirmed in Eberle’s statement that Nature herself is an illusionist akin to 

Ami, La Vielle and Faux Semblant, while Raison is no more than “a species of 

transformed lover”, thus revealing Eberle’s affinity with the school of thought that 

refuses to attribute an absolutely authoritative role to any of the characters in the 

poem, including R a i s o n . Y e t  it is deeply misguided to characterise Raison and 

Nature as having no greater authority than the other characters, even if one is also 

reluctant to grant that either of them represents a completely authoritative and 

authorial viewpoint.^^

Eberle implies that Jean’s work is a mirror because it views a single subject, love, 

through a series of lenses that provide a more complete and complex picture. 

However, as she acknowledges, this seems to imply that Jean was moving away from 

the older moral view of poetry as a satiric g l a s s . E b e r l e  denies this, arguing that Jean

ibid., p. 244. 
ibid., pp. 255-6.
ibid., p. 255. In this, Eberle displays affinity with the position described by F lem ing as the “Ithacan 

heresy” : the v iew  that Raison “is a ‘lim ited’ character within the poem , incapable o f  addressing the 
L over’s situation or incom petent to pass moral judgm ent on his behavior”, Reason and the L over  
(Princeton: Princeton U niversity Press, 1984), pp. 4-5. Flem ing (w hose characteristic wit fails here to 
mask his extrem e irritation with this school o f thought) singles out a number o f offending critics, citing  
in particular: W inthrop W etherbee, ‘The Literal and the A llegorical: Jean de M eun and de  Planctu  
N aturae’, M ed iaeva l Studies  33 (1971): 264-91: Carol V . Kaske, ‘Getting Around the P a r s o n ’s Tale: 
An A lternative to A llegory and Irony’, in Chaucer a t  Albany, ed. by R ussell H ope Robbins (N ew  York: 
Burt Franklin, 1975), 147-77; and H ill, ‘N arcissus, Pygm alion and the Castration o f  Saturn’.

M y own position, briefly stated, is that the view points o f  Raison and Nature are limited in respect o f  
the sim plicity o f  the divine m ind, but not corrupted by fallen concupiscence. A s such, their opinions 
hold vastly more sw ay than those o f  Ami, La V ielle, and Faux Semblant.

Eberle, p. 256.
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includes moral references in his treatment of optics.'*^ This fails to solve the problem, 

however, since her argument implies that Jean establishes a fundamental moral 

equivalence among his characters and does not clearly privilege any moral stance. In 

such an interpretation, the multiplicity of perspectives becomes a virtue in itself, 

illum inating the subject simply by virtue of complicating it. Yet surely the multiple 

and conflicting views in the poem serve only to obscure the nature of love, not to 

reveal it. W hereas Raison offers the possibility of a better love, one in harmony with 

divine love, Amant is led to a grossly literal physical consummation. Jean de M eun’s 

poem works as a mirror, not because it provides many lenses (in the form of his 

characters) through which love may be viewed to better effect, but rather because he 

views those characters (and their views on love) through a satirical glass that lays bare 

their deceit and error. One might go further, and argue that the true object of his 

consideration is not love, but rather the multiplicity, partiality and above all, error, of 

human perspectives on love. This interpretation assumes greater significance if we 

allow that the dramatic multiplicity of the Rose is a defining influence on the poetic 

and stylistic variety of the Canterbury Tales: Rather than argue that the Rose and the 

Tales offer some sort of relativistic experiment in perspective, it is more plausible that 

both poets participate in a wider intellectual movement that welcomes the articulation 

of m ultiple viewpoints in order to stimulate thought and reflection, and to jo lt readers 

out of simple credulity.'

That Jean’s poetic endeavour involves piercing through the falsehoods of his 

characters is made evident in his comments on the deceit of Faux Semblant, a 

character whose importance is recognised by both Dante and Chaucer:'*°

Mes ja  ne verrez d ’apparance

ibid., p. 256.
It is difficult to dispute Benson’s argument in favour of this. See C. David Benson, C haucer's  

D ram a o f  Style: Poetic Variety and Contrast in the Canterbury Tales (Chapel Hill and London: 
University of  North Carolina Press, 1986), p. 23.

Jean de M eun surely deserves a place in the general movement delineated by Michaela Paasche 
Grudin in ‘Credulity and the Rhetoric of Heterodoxy; From Averroes to Chaucer’, Chaucer Review  
35.2 (2000): 204-22. Grudin builds on a study in which Alcuin Blamires discusses the relationship 
between the Wife of Bath and Lollardy, T h e  Wife of Bath and Lollardy’, M edium Aevum  58 (1989): 
224-42; sensibly, she resists pursuing an approach designed to find Chaucer either Lollard or orthodox, 
preferring to associate him with a wider intellectual movement that sought to recognise multiple 
viewpoints in order to resist credulous faith in orthodox teaching.

The influence on Dante shall be discussed presently; Faux Semblant is of course a key source for 
Chaucer’s Pardoner.
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conclurre bone consequance 
en nul argument que Ten face, 
se deffaut existance efface; 
tourjorz i troverez soffime 
qui la consequance envenime, 
se VOS avez soutillite 
d ’entendre la duplicite.

Rose, vol. 2, 12109-116

But in any argument, if deficiency cancels existence, you will not find that 
mere appearance can produce a good consequence; if you have the subtlety to 
see through the deception, you will always find the consequence is 
undermined by a sophism /'

In an interesting study, Susan Stakel has noted that the entire text o f  the Roman de la 

Rose is permeated by references to deceit, duality, fraud and hypocrisy, with a large 

proportion of these references to be found, unsurprisingly, in the episode of Faux 

Semblant, a figure of pivotal importance in the Rose!^^ In a brilliant analysis, Kevin 

Brownlee argues that Faux Semblant must be understood both as character and 

language. As character, he is a religious hypocrite in the guise of a mendicant friar; as 

language, “he embodies a radical detachment of sign from referent, a systematically 

duplicitous discourse which is ungrounded in, unguaranteed by any extralinguistic or 

transcendent ‘truth’. F u r t h e r m o r e ,  Brownlee argues that Faux Semblant becomes 

the emblem of “multivoicedness” in the poem, and that his speech deals at length with 

“questions of the authority of writing and the process of literary continuation”."̂  

Images of fraud and falsification come to dominate Jean’s understanding of the 

dangers of representation and misrepresentation; moreover, George Reid has 

demonstrated the remarkable influence of Faux Semblant and Jean’s treatment of 

fraud on Dante’s responses to the Rose in II Fiore and the Inferno.

Jean’s concern with the dangers of misrepresentation is elaborated most fully is his 

discussion of the relationship beween Art and Nature (15975-6082). This passage 

introduces numerous images of falsification, which are directly adopted by Dante in

R om ance o f  the Rose, p. 187.
Susan Stakel, F alse R oses: Structures o f  D uality  an d  D ece it in Jean de  M eu n ’s 'Roman de  la  R o se ’, 

Stanford French and Italian Studies 60 CSaratoga: A N M A  Libri, 1991), esp. pp. 46 -65 .
Kevin Brow nlee, ‘The Problem o f  Faux Semblant: Language, History, and Truth in the R om an de  la 

R ose', in The N ew  M edievalism , ed. by Kevin B row nlee, Marina Brownlee, and Stephen G. N icholls  
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991), pp. 253-71 (p. 258).

Brownlee, ‘The Problem o f  Faux Sem blant’, p. 264.
Reid, ‘Dante and the Rom an de  La R ose', p. 168. R eid’s work (which aims to settle the question o f  

D ante’s authorship o f  the F iore) will be discussed in more detail presently.
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the Inferno. W e are first introduced to Nature in her forge, concentrating all her 

efforts on the preservation of the species through forging individuals (15975-83). This 

establishes both the primacy of the species over the individual and the fact that 

universals subsist in individuals: the form itself could not survive if all individuals 

were destroyed. This position clearly associates Jean de Meun with a moderate form 

of scholastic realism. Eager to avoid the destruction of the species, Nature is 

continually at work, forging countless new individuals, a preoccupation that is echoed 

in Genius’ exhortation to man to gain immortality through reproduction (19531-732). 

It is in this context that Nature is introduced in her role as a coiner, minting numerous 

individuals according to the pattern of the form:

Quant autre conseill n’i peut metre, 
si taille anpraintes de tel letre 
qu ’el leur doune fourmes veroies 
an quoinz de diverses monoies, 
don Art fesoit ses examplaires, 
qui ne fet pas fourmes si vaires.

Rose, vol. 2, 15983-88

When she has no other solution, she stamps them out bearing the impress of 
particular letters, for she gives them true forms in coins of different 
currencies. Art took these for her models, but her forms are less true."*^

The image of nature as a coiner is extremely apt, since it conveys simply yet 

memorably that matter is differentiated through the imposition of form, in the same 

way that silver or gold only becomes a coin when it receives the appropriate 

impression. This image o f Art as a counterfeiter stems from Alain de Lille’s account 

of Nature, in which the goddess claims that God appointed her as coiner of his 

creation:

Me, then. He appointed a sort of deputy, a coiner for stamping the orders of 
things, for the purpose that I should form their figures on the proper anvils, and 
should not let the shape vary from the shape of the anvil, and that through my 
activity and skill the face of the copy should not be changed by additions of any 
other elements from the face of the original.

Here, Alain invokes a Nature concerned to guard against the falsification of her 

coinage. He is of course exploiting the analogy to build a picture of fraudulent

Rom ance o f  the Rose, pp. 247-8.
Alain of Lille, The Com plaint o f  Nature, trans. by Douglas M. Moffat (New York: Henry Holt and 

Company, 1908), p. 44.
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sexuality, in which unnatural sexual acts are seen as the illegitimate copy of 

reproductive intercourse. This context is important when we consider that Jean de 

Meun redirects the coin analogy into a consideration of art, since it suggests the 

possibility that Art is viewed neither as supplementing Nature nor as simply her 

inferior, but as actively striving against her. As we shall see, Jean associates Art 

closely with sexual sterility; indeed, it is important to register the strong implications 

of censure in Jean’s source for the image of coinage and counterfeiting, as it would be 

easy to interpret the analogy as implying no more than a mimetic relationship between 

original and copy. The observation that Art takes the coins of Nature as the model for 

her own works makes it impossible not to associate her activities with the 

counterfeiting of coinage, an offence that incurred serious penalties throughout the 

Middle Ages. While Jean does not develop this in detail, it colours the remainder of 

his discussion of the relationship of Art and Nature. A strong impression is created of 

the vanity (in the fullest sense) involved in artistic attempts at perfect mimesis; 

indeed, it is useful in this connection to recall Aquinas’ observation that the similarity
48of complete identity is not desired by a rational man. Art is here guilty of a desire 

that is utterly irrational, if not sinful:

mes par mout atantive cure 
a genouz est devant Nature, 
si prie et requiert et demande, 
conme mandianz et truande, 
povre de sciance et de force, 
qui d ’ansivre la mout s ’efforce, 
que Nature li viellle aprandre 
comment ele puisse conprandre 
par son angin an ses figures 
proprement toutes creatures; 
si garde conment Nature euvre, 
car mout voudroit fere autele euvre, 
et la contrefet conme singes; 
mes tant est ses sens nus et linges 
qu ’el ne peut fere choses vives, 
ja  si ne sembleront naives.

Rose, vol. 2, 15989-16004 {emphasis added)

With most attentive care she kneels before Nature, like a poor beggar who 
lacks both knowledge and strength but who strives hard to follow her. She 
begs and prays and implores Nature to teach her how to use her skill so 
that her figures may properly encompass every creature, and she watches

Summa Theologiae, 2 .2.163.art. 2.

54



how Nature works, for she would very much like to do the same work 
herself. Like an ape, she mimics (contrefet) Nature, but her understanding 
is so weak and bare that she cannot make living things, however natural
1 49they seem.

In the context of the previous image of Nature as coiner, the ambiguous verb contrefet 

that describes the aping of Nature by Art reinforces the dual sense o f straightforward 

imitation and conscious deception, and so captures the ambiguity at the heart of Jean’s 

understanding of representation. The gulf between the created world and the works of 

Art, which are utterly incapable of adequately reflecting it, is clearly analogous to 

G enius’ later dismissal of the crystals that purport to reveal everything in the garden 

of delight, yet fail to do so (20409-32). Throughout, the emphasis is on the 

inadequacy of artistic representation, but all the proffered analogies are tinged with 

moral judgement. This is especially evident in one early interpretation of the passage: 

in a fascinating account, Claire Croft has noted that M olinet’s Roman de la Rose 

M oralise interprets the figure of Art as the A n t i c h r i s t . I t  is by no means clear that 

such an intei'pretation was intended by Jean de Meun, but it is worth bearing in mind 

when considering his reference to art as the ape of Nature. This image was 

conventionally used to describe artistic imitation and the inadequacy o f art to Nature, 

and its popularity is well attested by Curtius in an excursus that cites numerous 

examples from highly influential works.*’’ At one level, the image of the ape of Nature 

is the medieval equivalent of modern theories about representation, such as 

D ocherty’s observation that “[r]epresentation can only be such if it is always already 

misrepresentation.”— However, the image also carries strong undertones of moral 

opprobrium which are not always fully recognised. H. W. Janson, in his study of ape 

imagery in the M iddle Ages and Renaissance, enumerates a number of ways in which 

the ape is associated with evil: as a figura  diabolv, as a type for the sinner (especially 

the lustful and avaricious); and as a reminder of man’s imitative hubris at the moment 

of the Fall.'”''̂

R om ance o f  the Rose, p. 248.
Claire M. Croft, ‘Pygmalion and the M etam orphosis o f M eaning in Jean M olinet’s Roman de la Rose 

M oralise’, French Studies 59.4 (2005); 453-66 (pp. 464-5).
E.R. Curtius, T h e  Ape as M etaphor’, in European Literature and the Latin M iddle Ages, pp. 538-40.
Docherty, p. 273.
H. W. Janson, Apes and Ape Lore in the M iddle Ages and the Renaissance, Studies o f the W arburg 

Institute 20 (London; W arburg Institute, 1952). For the ape as figura diaboli, see pp. 13-27; for the ape 
as sinner, pp. 29-71; for the association with the Fall, pp. 107-44. Janson also provides an interesting 
survey of the concept o f art as the ape of Nature, pp. 287-325.
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The most popular etymology of the word simia in the Middle Ages was, 

understandably enough, drawn from the Latin similitudo. Isidore of Seville rejected 

this, but his alternative etymology -  that simia evolved from the Greek for “flat

nosed” -  was neither as imaginatively appealing nor as readily comprehensible to an 

audience unacquainted with Greek.'”’'' Janson notes that Albertus Magnus refers to the 

ape as resultatio obscura hominis, an indistinct echo or reflection of man, which he 

suggests is an allusion to a Christian folklore tradition of the Dual C re a t io n .T h is  

held that the devil tried to rival God’s acts of creation, but produced only distorted 

echoes of the original; thus, his attempts to replicate man resulted in the ape, his 

attempt to replicate the horse resulted in the ass, the lion in the cat, and so on. Even in 

its narrowest conception, the image of ars simia naturae evokes the sterility of human 

artistic representation when contrasted with God’s creative powers; conceived more 

broadly, it associates the imitation of God’s work with a hubris verging on 

blasphemy. In the light of this, Jean’s observation that art cannot create living things 

evokes not only the artist’s inadequacy, but also his profound hubris. The suggestion 

that the artist seeks to mimic nature even to the extent of endowing artistic creations 

with life (an allusion, perhaps, to the myth of Pygmalion) is suggestive of idolatry:

ja  por figures ne por trez 
ne le fera par eus aler, 
vivre, mouvoir, santir, paler.

Rose, vol. 2, 16032-34

And yet, for all their shapes and features. Art will never make them walk of 
their own accord, nor live, move, feel, or speak.

Both A rt’s partial success and its fundamental inadequacy are intimately related to the 

limitations of human perception. Art may be successful in creating its illusions to the 

extent that the senses are susceptible to deceit; fundamentally, however, Art itself is 

thwarted by these same failings. Just as human vision cannot penetrate the surface of 

objects, so too art is confined to surfaces, and cannot mimic the processes that vivify 

N ature’s creation. This is an analogy for which we have already been prepared during

Janson, pp. 16-19. Chaucer apparently shows an awareness of the etymology of  the word when he 
calls the miller in the R eeve 's Tale Symkyn (3941), and says he has a snub (camus) nose (3934), with a 
possibly pun on Latin sinius (flat-nosed, snub-nosed). See Douglas Gray’s note for line 3941 in The 
Riverside Chaucer.

Janson, p. 26.
Rom ance o f  the Rose, p. 248.
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the speech of Ami, who tells us that men would never be fooled by the artificial 

beauty with which women cover themselves if they had the eyes of the lynx:’

car linx a la regardeiire 
si fort, si percent et si pure 
qu ’il voit tout quan que Ten li moutre 
et dehors et dedenz tout outre.

Rose, vol. 2, 8923-26

Because the linx has eyesight so strong, so piercing and so pure that he sees 
quite plainly the exterior and interior of everything he is shown.

Man is susceptible to the illusions of art (and especially of artful women) because his 

vision cannot penetrate the surfaces of things. Thus, while Art appears limited and 

feeble because she cannot mimic the inner processes of Nature, this does not mean 

that she cannot deceive man. Jean seeks to establish an art that transcends the frailties 

of human vision by seeing into the very essence of things and not resting on their 

surfaces. This becomes clear in his discussion of alchemy, which he divides into the 

genuine and the false, hinting at a distinction between true and false art:

Ou d ’alkemie tant apreigne 
que touz metauz en couleur teigne, 
qu ’el se porroit ainceis tuer 
que les especes transmuer, 
se tant ne fet qu’el les ramaine 
a leur matire prumeraine: 
euvre tant conme ele vivra, 
ja  Nature n ’aconsivra.

Rose, vol. 2, 16035-42

“She (Art) may learn enough alchemy to be able to colour every metal, but 
she would kill herself before she could transmute the species, unless she first 
reduced them to their elemental matter; if she worked all her life, she would

C O

never catch up with Nature.”'

Here, Jean refers to two related aspects of the alchemical art: the ability to “colour” 

metals, or make one metal take on the appearance of another, and the actual 

transmutation of the species which is the true alchemist’s ultimate goal. The ultimate 

goal of human art is seen most explicitly in this desire to exactly replicate the

Romance o f  the Rose, p. 137. I have slightly modified Morgan’s translation, which describes the 
linx’s eyesight as “good and sharp and clear” , thus losing some of the the specificity of Jean’s meaning. 

Rom ance o f  the Rose, p. 248.
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processes of Nature; alchemy becomes the human art par e x c e l le n c e .The focus on 

the colouring o f metals suggests an analogy between alchemical trickery and mimetic 

art: the true artist, like the true alchemist, is not content with outward similitude, 

which is both easier to attain and more deceptive. This distinction has an ethical 

aspect: the reference to colouring metals specifically recalls the earlier allusion to the 

counterfeit coin, and thereby Art’s potential for deception and fraud. Indeed, we are 

reminded of the distinction between genuine alchemists and tricksters only a little 

later (16115-16).^’'̂  To counteract this focus on limitation and deceit, Jean devotes a 

lengthy digression to demonstrating that alchemy is, after all, a true art (16053-18).^' 

This passage was at the root of an intriguing tradition that associates Jean de Meun 

with the alchemical opus; the passage had an important influence on Chaucer, and 

will be discussed in more detail in a later chapter.^^

Jean’s use of alchemy is part of a coherent attempt to advance a new poetic, one that 

transcends the limitations of Guillaume’s work. Indeed, much of the latter part of the 

Rose is devoted to reinterpreting the vergier de deduit and the myth of Narcissus, 

most strikingly in Genius’ account of the biau pare. The critical am.biguity 

surrounding Genius makes interpretation of this passage particularly complex. W hile 

Fleming dismisses Genius as “unregeneratedly carnal and literal”, M innis rightly 

points out that there is much doctrinal truth and value in what he says.* ’̂̂ The fairest 

interpretation is that Genius’ views about the relative merits of the vergier de deduit 

and the biau pare  (and the contrast between them) are entirely right, but that he errs 

when he suggests that man can gain access to the biau pare through sexual 

reproduction. In this, Jean comments on the limitations of analogical thought, since 

Genius fails to distinguish properly between perpetuity and eternity, and fails to 

recognise the need for grace to mediate between them. Just as Nature revealed her 

limitations in her inability to comprehend G od’s plan for mediating between man and

The reference to the ultimate aim o f human art -  to precisely m im ic Nature -  anticipates the myth o f  
P ygm alion at the conclusion o f  the Rose.

R om ance o f  the R ose, p. 249.
ibid., pp. 248-9.
See P ierre-Yves Badel, ‘A lchem ical Readings o f  the Rom ance o f  the R ose’, in R ethinking the 

R om ancc o f  the Rose: Text, Image, R eception, ed. by Kevin B rownlee and Sylvia Huot (Philadelphia: 
U niversity o f  Pennsylvania Press, 1992), pp. 262-85 . See esp. pp. 264-5 , where Badel demonstrates 
that Jean de M eun’s com m ents about alchem y in the R ose  were occasionally  attached to alchem ical 
works attributed to him.

See Alastair M innis, M agister A m oris: The ‘Roman de la R o se ’ an d  V ernacular H erm eneutics  
(Oxford: Oxford U niversity Press, 2001), pp. 108-1 8. M innis cites Flem ing, A llegory  an d  Iconography,
p. 210.
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God through the Incarnation of Christ and the Virgin Birth (19127-60), Genius 

reveals his limitations through a misguided and potentially dangerous attempt to 

suggest a salvation that may be effected by man himself without the aid of grace. It is 

precisely this confusion that Jean desires to avoid in his own poetic model, as he 

develops a realist poetic that can mediate between the particular and the universal.

Genius begins his account of the biau pare  by rejecting Amant’s account of the 

garden. This clearly undermines the authority of Amant, and we soon realise that in 

allowing Genius to describe a park similar to, but transcending the garden of the first 

part of the Rose, Jean de Meun is deliberately substituting his own poetic vision for 

that o f Guillaume de Lorris:

Ce n ’est pas cele desouz I’arbre, 
qu ’il vit en la pierre de marbre.
L ’an li devroit fere la moe 
quant il cele fonteine loe: 
c ’est la fonteine perilleuse, 
tant amere et tant venimeuse 
qu’el tua le biau Narcisus 
quant il se miroit iqui sus. [...]
Puis si redit que c ’est sanz fins 
qu ’ele est plus clere qu’argenz fins.
Vez de quex trufles il vos pleide!
Ainz est voir si trouble et si leide 
que chascuns qui sa teste i boute 
por soi mirer, il n’i voit goute.
Tuit s’i forsanent et s’angoissent 
por ce que point ne s ’i connoissent.

Rose, vol. 3, 20375-81; 20401-8

This is not the same spring that the young man saw welling up from the 
marble stone beneath the tree. He deserves to be mocked for praising that 
spring, the perilous spring, so bitter and venomous that it killed the fair 
Narcissus when he gazed at his reflection from above. [...] He goes on to say 
that it is infinitely brighter than pure silver. See what tales he is telling you! In 
fact, it is so ugly and muddy that anyone who hangs his head over in order to 
look at himself will be unable to see a thing. Everyone goes wild with anguish 
because he cannot recognize himself.^'*

Genius here dismisses precisely those qualities of the spring and the crystals that are 

discussed at such length in Guillaume’s part of the Rose. In Guillaum e’s version, the 

inability of the crystals to reveal the entire garden commented only on the limitations

Romance o f  the Rose, p. 314.
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of human perspective (1547-68); Genius, iiowever, attributes this failing to a fault in 

the crystals themselves. In this, his account becomes a critique of a limited poetic, 

such as Guillaume’s love allegory:

Au fonz, ce dit, a cristauz doubles, 
que ii soleuz, qui n ’est pas troubles, 
fet luire, quant ses rais i giete, 
si cler que cil qui les aguiete 
voit tourjorz la moitie de chose 
qui sunt en ce jardin ancloses, 
et peut ie remanant voair 
s ’il se vet d ’autre part soair, 
tant sunt cler, tant sunt vertues.
Certes ainz sunt trouble et nueus.
Por quoi ne font il demonstrance, 
quant li soleuz ses rais i lance, 
de toutes les choses ansamble?
Par foi, qu’il ne peuent, ce samble, 
par I’occurte qui les obnuble [...]

Rose, vol. 3, 20409-23

At the bottom, he says, are two crystals of such power and radiance that when 
the rays of the unclouded sun fall upon them, they shine so brightly that 
anyone looking at them can always see half the things that are enclosed in the 
garden, and can see the remainder by stationing himself on the other side. But 
it is certain that they are cloudy and murky. Why, when the sun’s rays fall 
upon them, do they not reveal everything at once? By my faith, it seems to me 
that they cannot, because of the gloom that shadows them.^'^

The two crystals -  Genius refers to them consistently in the plural -  are contrasted 

with the solitary but three-faceted carbuncle that represents the Godhead in the biau 

pare. This is characteristic of Jean’s handling, in which he emphasises the doubleness 

of the garden and the triune unity of everything in the park.®^ The stone in the park, 

we are told, is completely impervious to the interference of the sublunary elements 

that so cloud and diminish the reflective ability of the crystals in the garden (20494- 

506).^^ The carbuncle defies the temporal and spatial limitations associated with the 

two crystals; moreover, it is paradoxically both a light source and a perfect reflector:

Cist la nuit en essil anvoie; 
cist fet le jour que dit avoie, 
qui dure pardurablement.

R om ance o f  the R ose, p. 315.
W hile the stream in the garden emanates from two channels, the stream in the park flow s from three 

channels that are alw ays one: 1528-30; 20435-48  (Rom ance o f  the Rose, pp. 24; 315).
R om ance o f  the R ose, p. 316.
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san fin et san conmencement, 
et se tient an un point de gre, 
san passer signe ne degre 
ne minut ne quelgue partie 
par quoi puisse estre iieure partie.
Si ra si merveilleus poair 
que cil qui la le vont voair, 
si tost con cele part se virent 
et leur faces an I’eve mirent, 
tourjourz, de quelque part qu’il soient, 
toutes les choses du pare voient 
et les connoissent proprement, 
et eus mei'smes ansemant; 
et puis que la se sunt veii, 
ja  mes ne seront deceii 
de nule chose que puisse estre, 
tant i devienent sage mestre.

Rose, vol. 3, 20529-548

It sends night into exile and creates the everlasting day of which I have told 
you, that has neither ending nor beginning and of its own accord remains fixed 
at a particular point, without passing through a zodiacal sign or a degree or a 
minute or any other fraction into which an hour could be divided. And it has 
such marvellous power that as soon as those who go to see it turn towards it 
and look at their own faces in the water, whatever side of it they are on, they 
are always able to see, and rightly to understand, all the things in the park and 
themselves as well. Once they have seen themselves there, they become such 
wise masters that nothing that exists will ever be able to deceive them.

Jean’s attempt to banish the spring of Narcissus from the Rose finds completion in his 

substitution of the Ovidian myth of Pygmalion for Guillaume’s Ovidian myth of 

Narcissus. The parallels between these figures are key to understanding the 

differences between the two authors of the Rose. Thus, Daniel Poirion argues that, 

while it is necessary to study all of the mythological allusions in the Rose, “la seule 

comparaison de deux legendes de Narcisse et de Pygmalion peut deja nous aider a 

comprendre la difference entre les deux parties de I’ouevre” .̂  ̂ The status of 

Pygmalion as Jean’s response to Guillaume’s Narcissus is assumed and explored in a 

variety of critical studies.™ The importance of this connection between the two

Rom ance o f  the Rose, p. 316.
Daniel Poirion, ‘Narcisse et Pygmalion dans Le Roman de la Rose', in Essays in H onor o f  Louis 

Francis Solano, ed. by Raymond J. Cormier and Urban T. Holmes (Chapel Hill: University o f North 
Carolina Press, 1970), pp. 153-65 (“[T]he com parison alone of the two legends o f N arcissus and 
Pygmalion can nonetheless help us understand the difference between the two parts o f the w ork” , pp. 
153-4 [my translation]).
™ See Hill, pp. 404-26; Paul Zumthor, ‘Narrative and Anti-Narrative: La Roman de la Rose’, trans. by 
Frank Yeom ans, Yale French Studies 51 (1974): 185-204; Kevin Brownlee, ‘O rpheus’ Song Re-Sung: 
Jean de M eun’s Reworking of M etamorphoses, X ’, Romance Philology 36.2 (1982): 201-9; Robert
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episodes was spotted very early in the history of the Rose by an anonymous editor of 

the text. In a fascinating account, Lori Walters notes that Gui de Mori removed all 

mention of Pygmalion from his revision of the Rose, but that the copyist of the 

Tournai manuscript (a version of G ui’s text which incoiporates emendations by an 

anonymous editor) very deliberately restores the references to Pygmalion, while the 

planner of the MS (who Walters suggests may have been identical with the copyist) 

took pains to coordinate the Narcissus and Pygmalion episodes in the program of 

illumination.^' Indeed, the idea that the connection of the two episodes was spotted 

early by readers of the Rose is strengthened by Sylvia Huot’s brilliant analysis of the 

M edusa interpolation found in a number of MSS of the Rose, which demonstrates that 

this fascinating passage serves to strengthen the relationship of the Narcissus and 

Pygmalion episodes.^' Indeed, it is even possible that Dante’s use of the figure of 

M edusa was influenced by her appearance in some manuscripts of the French text.^"*

The myth of Pygmalion is closely related to the earlier discussion of Nature and Art, 

in which the sculptor was named as an example of the limitations of even the greatest 

artists (16147). There, as we have seen. Art is singled out for its inadequacy in 

representing nature and its inability to make living things (16002-4), thus precisely 

describing Pygm alion’s dilemma. Indeed, Jean de Meun has highlighted this aspect of 

the Pygmalion story; whereas Ovid’s Pygmalion carves his statue in a gesture of 

disgust at the vices of the Propoetides women, Jean’s Pygmalion carves his simply to 

dem onstrate his artistry.^"* The episode is thus framed by artistic hubris at its outset, 

while the story reminds us of the alchemists, who attempt to mimic every aspect of 

the objects of their imitation, but fail to do so. Pygmalion’s disordered desire for his

Gregory, ‘Reading as Narcissism : Le Rom an de la R o se ', SubStance, 12.2 (1983): 37-48; Sylvia Huot, 
‘The M edusa Interpolation in the R om ance o f  the Rose: M ythographic Program and Ovidian Intertext’, 
Speculum  62 .4  (1987): 865-77; Phillip M cC affrey, ‘G uillaum e de Lorris and Jean de Meun: N arcissus 
and P ygm alion ’, R om anic R eview  90  (1999): 435-49; Jean Dornbush, P yg m a lio n ’s F igure: R eading  
O ld  French R om ance  (Lexington: French Forum Publishers, 1990), pp. 49-97  (esp. pp. 53-7); Reinier 
L eushuis, ‘P ygm alion’s Folly and the Author’s Craft in Jean de M eun’s R om an de la R ose', 
N eoph ilo logu s  90 (2006): 521-33.

Lori W alters, ‘Illum inating the Rose: Gui de Mori and the Illustrators o f  M S loi o f  the M unicipal 
Library, Tournai’, in Rethinking the R om ance o f  the Rose: Text, Image, R eception , ed. by Kevin 
B row nlee and Sylvia Huot (Philadelphia: U niversity o f  Pennsylvania Press, 1992), pp. 167-200 (esp. 
pp. 177-80).

S y lv ia  Huot, ‘The M edusa Interpolation’, pp. 865-77. Huot argues that the M edusa interpolation 
forges a strong bond between the Ovidian exem pla  o f  N arcissus and Echo, D eucalion and Pyrrha, and 
Pygm alion and Galatea.

S ee John Freccero, ‘Medusa: The Letter and the Spirit’, 'Yearbook o f  Italian S tudies 2 (1972): 1-18.
S ee M cC affrey, ‘Guillaum e de Lorris and Jean de M eun’ (no pagination).
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statue, which leads him to pray for her to become a real woman, becomes an emblem 

of artistic hubris: enamoured of his own creation and creative powers, the human 

artist hopes for the ultimate act of representation, namely equalling Nature.^”’ 

Pygmalion, however, is dependent on divine intervention to achieve his goal: the story 

is an example of artistic failure, not success. At the heart of the story is not the 

mimetic skill of an artist, but the power of art to blind even the artist himself: it is at 

once an illustration of the limitations of art and a condemnation of artistic hubris.

Critics have disagreed profoundly on the interpretation of the figure o f Pygmalion. 

Thus, as Hill has noted, the Ovidian character has been interpreted by Alan Gunn as 

an example of the mature lover who attains his desire, while the exegetical school of 

criticism (particularly Robertson) has identified him solely with concupiscence, and 

made him the counterpart, rather than the redeemer of the narcissitic lover.^^ Hill 

successfuly debunks both these theories, noting that the interpretation of Pygmalion as 

the mature lover is impossible since the figure is made patently ridiculous.’  ̂ He 

objects to the Robertsonian analysis on the grounds that the interpretation of
78Pygmalion as concupiscence was far from universal. Hill advances a theory that sees 

the central significance of the Pygmalion episode in the fact that the union of the artist 

with the statue-maiden results in the birth of a child, anticipating the impregnation of 

the Rose, and thus offering a potential synthesis of the dictates of Reason, Nature and 

Venus; this view was subsequently excoriated by Fleming.’  ̂ Reinier Leushuis has 

observed that the story of Pygmalion “participates in the larger dynamics of both the 

artistic and biological regeneration of the Rose, not only prefiguring the Lover’s 

fertilization of the Rose at the level of the plot, but also mimetically celebrating Jean’s

authorship as a linguistic fertilization of the summa that is Guillaume de Lorris’ and
80Jean de M eun’s combined text” . W hatever one makes of the metaphoric sleight of 

hand by which he connects these two elements, Leushuis here rightly insists that any 

interpretation of Pygmalion must acknowledge that he functions as an analogue for

Unlike Ovid’s Pygmalion, who only dare pray for a woman like his statue, Jean de M eun’s figure 
prays for his statue to come to life; see McCaffrey. ‘Guillaume de Lorris and Jean de M eun’, (no 
pagination).

Hill, pp. 408-9.
Hill, pp. 408.
Hill, pp. 408-13.
Fleming, Reason and the Lover, pp. 106-9.
Leushuis, p. 522.
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the narrator as both as an artist and as a lover, and thus draws together Am ant’s quest 

for the Rose and the poet’s reflections on the artist’s craft.

Leushuis’ argument arises from a desire to reconcile the critical interpretations of the 

Pygmalion episode as a a self-referential commentary on authorship with those that 

see it as a contribution to the poem ’s consideration of regeneration and sexuality. He 

must also reconcile the radically divergent opinions among the latter group, 

specifically between Exegetical criticism and what has been called the ‘School of 

Cosmic Regeneration”.*' As he summarises it, “these different examples of sexuality 

[Narcissus and Pygmalion] have led critics like John Fleming to state that Pygmalion, 

whose veneration of the statue he calls ‘an obscene and disordered passion’, is a lover 

as foolish as Narcissus, thus allowing Jean to ‘drive home the concept of idolatry’ in 

the postlapsarian context, whereas on the other hand Thomas Hill believes that both 

the Lover and Pygmalion in their fo l  amour achieve an ultimately Christian goal of 

crescite et multiplicamini.”^̂  Leushuis clearly leans more towards H ill’s 

interpretation, though he surprisingly fails to refer to Flem ing’s merciless dismantling
Q -J

of that argument. ' His preference for this position is unsurprising in that it has a more 

congenial relationship with the school of thought that sees the Pygmalion episode as a 

comment on authorship.*'' Faced with radically divergent interpretations (one of 

which considers Pygm alion’s insane passion beneficial to the human race, another 

which sees it as a negative exemplum, and a third which recuperates Pygmalion as 

artist/author), Leushuis attempts a bold reconciliation, claiming that Pygmalion can be 

understood as an author figure because of his madness. As he puts it, “ [...] just as the 

Lover impregnates the Rose because he is a fol’amant and Pygmalion in his madness 

ferlilizes his Galatea, so Jean de Meun, writing Pygmalion’s folly, stages him self as a 

demiurgic linguistic fertilizer” . ‘

The former school is epitomised by Robertson and Fleming, the latter by Alan Gunn and, to a lesser 
extent, Thomas Hill; see Leushuis, p. 522, n. 6 and n. 7. In a playful jibe at Fleming, Hill acknowledges  
his affinity with the “School o f  Cosmic Regeneration”, p. 415.

Leushuis, p 523, citing Fleming, A llegory  and Iconography, pp. 226-37 and Hill, p. 417.
Fleming, R eason an d  the Lover, pp. 106-9.
See Leushuis, p. 523, citing Brownlee, ‘Orpheus’ S on g ’, pp. 201-7, and ‘Pygmalion, M im esis  and 

Multiple E ndings’, pp. 193-211, as well as Sylvia Huot, From  Song to Book: The P oetics o f  W riting in 
O ld  French L yris an d  L yrica l N arra tive  P oetr)’ (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987), esp. pp. 96-9.

Leushuis, p. 523.
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This interpretation strikes me as entirely wrongheaded, since it presumes that

Pygm alion’s activities are intended as fundamentally, even triumphantly, positive

instances of artistry and reproduction. In fact, Pygmalion functions as a negative

exemplum, not only of sexual passion but also of the artist; his madness is not that of

the demiurge, but of the blind, hubristic artifex. Hill is right to express reservations

about the Robertsonian interpretation, since, as he demonstrates, there is substantial
86disagreement among medieval commentators on the figure. Nonetheless, the text 

provides its own gloss on the story in the form of the exemplum of M yrrha (21154- 

84), which sees Pygmalion’s progeny mired in incest, insanity and ultimately the love 

tragedy of Venus and Adonis.*’ If there has been extraordinary difference among 

interpretations of Pygmalion, it is arguably because critics fail to recognise the 

significance of this passage. W hatever we have thought of Pygmalion as a lover, we 

must surely recognise that the disordered passion that marked his beginning of his line 

bears ill fruit in Myrrha, who embodies the most disordered of passions in her love for 

her father. More importantly, M yrrha provides a gloss on her ancestor’s role as an 

artist: in imitating her mother in order to seduce her father, Myrrha embodies deceitful 

(mis)representation and the perversion of art in the service of wrongful desire. Indeed, 

it is striking that Dante places M yrrha among the falsifiers {Inferno XXX, 37-9), 

rather than among the lustful or those who sin against Nature, as it suggests that 

misrepresentation is her defining sin.

Jean’s critique of Guillaume’s poetic began with his exploitation of the mirror 

imagery at the heart of the earlier part of the Rose. His development of the mirror 

metaphor allowed him to highlight the potential for fraud and falsification inherent in 

poetic representation; a potential explored most fully in his discussion of the 

relationship between Art and Nature, which exploited the images of counterfeiting, 

alchemy and Art as the ape of Nature. Towards the conclusion of the poem, he was 

able to dismantle Guillaume’s central myth of Narcissus, by devoping the figure of 

Pygmalion. This myth concluded with corrupt multiplication, resulting in the birth of 

Myrrha who stood as the poet’s gloss on the perverse desire at the heart of the Rose, 

as well as the negative exemplum of the dangers of falsification. A nexus of ideas 

closely similar to these is articulated in Dante’s Inferno among the falsifiers, where

pp. 408-13.
The union of Myrrha and her father resulted in the birth of Adonis (21172); his story ends in a 

tragedy recounted earlier in the Rose (15629-720).
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we encounter not only counterfeiters and alchemists, but Myrrha herself, as well as 

allusions to Narcissus and the ape of Nature.

II: Dante’s debt to the Roman de la Rose

As the suggestion that Dante was influenced by the Roman de la Rose has been traced 

back to the fifteenth-century, it comes as a surprise that modern scholarship has failed 

to provide any indisputable evidence of the connection. The earliest surviving 

articulation of a thematic parallel is found in a letter by Christine de Pisan, addressed 

to Pierre Col during ‘La Querelle de la Rose’, and dated October 2, 1402.** Christine, 

acknowledging that there is much of worth in the Rose, observes its fine description 

of Paradise, but modifies her praise by invoking the clear superiority of Dante’s 

account. Nothing in her comments explicitly indicates that she entertains the 

possibility of literary influence, yet the comparison is telling, as some of the most 

striking parallels between the two works centre precisely on the relationship between 

the Roman’s vergier de deduit and biau pare and Dante’s accounts of the Earthly
89Paradise in Purgatorio  XXVII and of the River of Light in Paradiso XXX. Another 

French writer of the early fifteenth century, Laurent de Premierfait, built on a tradition 

which held that Dante had spent time studying in Paris to argue not only that Dante 

was familiar with the Rose, but indeed that the Italian poet sought in the Commedia to 

“contrefaire au vif le beau liure de la rose”, though being in all likelihood unfamiliar 

with either work, he was in no position to defend the c l a i m . M o d e r n  scholarship on 

the subject has for the most part presumed that Dante was influenced to some extent 

by the Rose, though few critics have claimed that there is indisputable evidence of 

influence, with most content to observe that the majority, if not all, of the parallels 

may be attributable to shared intellectual and cultural traditions.^' Dante nowhere 

explicitly refers to the Rose, even in De vulgari eloquentia, and none of his

See Richards, pp. 71-3 .
’̂ ibid., p. 73.

^  ibid., pp. 74-7 . Richards traces the tradition that Dante spent time in Paris to V ilann i’s C hroniche  and 
B occacc io ’s Vita di D ante  (pp. 75-6).

In his doctoral thesis, George Reid argues strongly that the influence o f  the R ose  on Dante is direct 
and pervasive, but also repeatedly reminds the reader that the case depends finally on a substantial 
body o f largely circum stantial evidence. The importance o f  exercising caution when attributing textual 
parallels to direct literary influence is highlighted by Richard H. Lansing’s useful review  o f R ichards’ 
D ante an d  the 'Rom an', Speculum  58 .3  (1983): 801-3.
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definitively attributed works draw on it to an extent that would put the matter beyond 

dispute.

Earl Jeffrey Richards’ account of the relationship between the Rose and the 

Commedia is one of the most useful discussions of the topic available, and it 

highlights the complexities of demonstrating literary influence. These are well 

highlighted by Richards’ observation that Dante was familiar not only with Brunetto 

Latini’s Old French Livres dou Tresor, but also the Tesoretto -  Brunetto’s Italian
92verse translation of his prose work, which borrows heavily from the Rose. In a 

general way, Richards argues that the Rose, as the most successful vernacular work to 

date, provided a model for Dante’s own literary and linguistic ambitions. He can 

easily demonstrate that both Jean de Meun and Dante “participate within a vernacular 

poetological tradition inform.ed by the values of the translatio  topos”, but he is deeply 

aware that this is insufficient evidence o f direct i n f l u e n c e . I n  support of his claim, 

therefore, he adduces five specific examples of textual reminiscences between the two 

works. There is insufficient space here to analyse each of these in detail, but, in 

summary, the specific parallels are between: the Earthly Paradise {Purgatorio XXVII- 

XXX) and the vergier de Deduif, Beatrice’s discourse on moonspots {Paradiso II) and 

Nature’s remarks on moonspots; the river of light, fountain of light and celestial Rose 

{Paradiso XXX) and the fontaine de vie in the biau parc\ the cluster 

oltraggio/sognando/Rosa {Paradiso XXX) as a conflation of recurring themes of 

outrage and songes in the Rose\ and, finally, between the letargo passage {Paradiso 

XXXIII) and the Rose’s use of Jason and its handling of the problems of lyric 

poetry.^"' An equally persuasive analogue is suggested by Simon A. Gilson, who 

draws attention to the use of the mirror metaphor in the “Cacciaguida cantos” of 

Paradiso, and notes that “[g]iven the context of the Cacciaguida cantos with their 

emphasis on predestination, divine omniscience and the limits of human vision, the 

closest parallel known to me is found in Jean de M eun’s section of the Roman de la 

Rose”.^̂  It is surely more than coincidental that several of these parallels involve the 

mirror metaphor.

R ichards , pp. 24-30.
ibid., p. 70.
Here, I fo l low  the sum m ary  offered  by Richards, p. 85.
Simon A. Gilson, ‘L ight Reflection, M in o r  M etaphors ,  and Optical F ram ing  in D a n te ’s C om edy: 

Precedents  and T ransfo rm at io ns’, N eoph ilo logus  83 (1999): 241-52  (esp. pp. 246-7, citing R ose, 
17434-8, 17441-8, and P arad iso  XV-X VIII) .
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The argument that Dante was familiar w ith the Rose  has relied on tw o principal 

factors: the ex istence o f verbal parallels betw een the Rose  and the C om m edia ,  and the 

possib ility  that Dante was the author o f II Fiore, a late thirteenth-century Italian 

(possib ly  Florentine) translation o f  the Rom an de la Rose,  in a sequence o f  232  

s o n n e t s . I t  m ight be thought that the attribution to Dante o f  11 F iore  w ould  settle the 

matter, but w h ile  critical opinion is generally in favour o f the attribution, the debate 

continues.®’ Indeed, even if  the attribution were demonstrated con clu sively  w e w ould  

be left w ith a peculiar anom aly, as the Fiore  largely om its aspects o f  the R ose  that one
98would have expected  to attract the interest o f the eventual author o f  the Com media.

A  recent doctoral thesis by G eorge Reid offers the m ost extensive dem onstration o f  

the relationship between the Rose  and D ante’s works; it demonstrates the remarkable 

extent to which Dante appears to have been influenced by Jean de M eu n ’s treatment 

o f deceit and fraud. In his attempt to demonstrate that Dante was the author o f  II 

Fiore,  Reid notes that the Fiore  draws heavily  on the Faux Sem blant ep isode o f  the 

Rose,  and expands it significantly. He calculates, indeed, that the Faux Sem blant 

ep isode constitutes a not insignificant 5% o f the Rose,  w hile the character o f  

Falsem biante dom inates a remarkable 16.7% o f  the Fiore.^^

In an excellen t analysis o f  the Falsem biante passage, Zygm unt Baranski notes that the 

author o f  II F iore  uses this ep isode to d iscuss his role as a writer, and sp ecifica lly  as a 

t r a n s l a t o r . H e  notes that Falsem biante consistently links his activities to the practice

For the text o f II Fiore, see The ‘F iore’ and  the ‘Detto d 'a m o re’: A Late 13'''-Century Italian  
Translation o f  the 'Roman de la Rose', attributable to Dante Alighieri, trans. by Santa Casciani and 
Christopher Kleinhenz (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame, 2000). Casciani and Kleinhenz 
com m ent only briefly on the Dante attribution, but see their citation o f relevant critical discussions (pp.

Richards expresses doubt about the attribution, and argues that sim ilarities between II Fiore and 
D ante’s other works suggest literary influence, not common authorship (pp. 5-41, esp. pp. 32-4). 
However, the more recent discussion by George Reid adduces an impressive quantity o f (largely 
circum stantial) evidence that makes a com pelling case for D ante’s authorship. A useful guide to the 
argum ents surrounding the attribution (though it predates R eid’s doctoral thesis) is found in Patrick 
Boyde, ‘Sumnius M inimusve P oeta l Arguments for and against A ttributing the Fiore  to D ante’, in The 
‘F io re’ in Context: Dante, France, Tuscany, ed. by Zygm unt G. Baranski and Patrick B oyde (Notre 
Dame: U niversity o f N otre Dame Press, 1997), pp. 13-45. Baranski and B oyde’s book (the proceedings 
of a 1994 conference on the Fiore) includes details o f an interesting questionnaire circulated to 
delegates to determ ine prevailing academic opinions on the authorship. In his presentation of the po ll’s 
findings, Boyde expresses surprise at the level o f disagreement, and notes that ‘the onus probandi still 
lies with those who believe that Dante was the author’ (pp. 363-78, esp. pp. 364-6, 375).

Boyde, pp. 35-6. Boyde notes that the om ission of the most obviously “D antesque” passages from 
the Fiore m ight simply be the result of poetic immaturity.
’’ Reid, p. 107.

Zygm unt G. Baranski, ‘The Ethics of Literature: The Fiore and Medieval Traditions o f R ew riting’, 
in The Fiore in Context, pp. 207-232.
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of writers, and adduces several “metaliterary” features of Falsembiante’s speech,

observing that the most significant is found when the hypocrite declares “Cosi vo io

mutando e suono e verso /  E dicendo parole umili e piane, / Ma m olt’e il fatto mio a

dir diverse” , (And thus I go about changing both tone and verse / and saying humble

and simple words, / but my actions are quite different from my w o r d s . A s

Baranski notes, the lines cited here capture precisely the very process of translatio by
10^which the author of the Fiore assimilates the authority of his source. “ Moreover, in

the words “umili e piane”, he firmly identifies the style of his corona of sonnets:

Baranski even suggests that Falsem biante’s account of the techniques of the poet
10^would not be out of place in a prooemium  or an accessus. ‘ Neither Baranski nor 

Reid address the fact that it is Falsembiante who utters these words, but it is surely of 

significance that the author of the Fiore associates the works of the poet/translator 

with the practises of the arch-hypocrite and consummate fraud. Yet the association is 

far from coincidental, since Brownlee has demonstrated that Faux Semblant’s speech 

deals at length with the process of literary continuation. Faux Semblant discusses two 

books, Guillaume de Saint-Amour’s De Periculis, and Gerard de Borgo San 

D om ino’s Evangelium Eternum sive Spiritus Sancti, a work which was (wrongly) 

ascribed to Jean de Parme, the general of the Franciscan Order, thus causing his 

d o w n f a l l . F a u x  Sem blant’s treatment of the latter work (1 1791-896) presents it as a 

negative, diabolical version of the poetics of continuation, because it claims to 

continue, complete and fulfill the G o s p e l s . B y  contrast, Guillaume de Saint- 

Am our’s De Periculis, which is a response to and condemnation o f the Evangelium, 

provides a model text for Jean de M eun’s simultaneous rewriting and continuation of 

the first part of the Rose}^^ As Brownlee puts it, “Guillaume de Lorris’ literary, 

courtly romance text is here displaced by a work of religious and political polemic

See Baranski, p. 208; Text and translation taken from The F iore, trans. by Casciani and K leinhenz, 
Sonnet 103, lines 9-1 1, pp. 240-41. Baranski cites only lines 9-10 , but I include the com plete tercet to 
make the context clearer.

Baranski, p. 208. Baranski’s interpretation o f  this passage squares w ell with the interpretation 
advanced by K evin Brow nlee, ‘The Practice o f  Cultural Authority: Italian R esponses to French 
Cultural D om inace in 11 T esoretto , II Fiore, and the C om m edia ', Forum fo r  M odern  Language S tudies  
33 (1997); 258-69 . See also the discussion o f  the topic o f  translation in the F iore  in the introduction to 
the edition by Casciani and Kleinhen?,, pp. 10-18.

Baranski, pp. 208-9
Brow nlee, ‘The Problem  o f  Faux Sem blant’, pp. 264-5. B rownlee points out a coincidence that 

could not have gone unnoticed by Jean de Meun: one o f  these books was written by a Guillaum e, the 
other was ascribed to a Jean, 

ibid., pp. 266-9 . 
ibid., pp. 265-6 .
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situated in contemporary history.” Thus,  at the centre of Faux Semblant’s speech 

we find two models of poetic continuation and transmission. One offers a positive 

model for the transcendence of secular material and the avoidance of doctrinal error; 

the other reminds us that the process of continuing and completing authorial texts is 

potentially morally dangerous, since the continuation may falsify the original and 

contribute to the propagation of error. The relevance of this to the medieval translatio 

topos is clear. In his use of Faux Semblant to articulate a vision of literary translatio, 

therefore, the author of the Fiore has revealed himself to be a deeply insightful 

inteipreter of the Roman de la Rose, who understands the process of displacement 

inherent in both literary continuation and translation (including his own), and who is 

aware that such displacement is at least potentially an act of falsification worthy of 

Falsembiante himself.

This moment in the Fiore accrues even greater significance when we turn to Reid’s 

discussion of the influence of the Rose on the Commedia. Reid argues, against the

prevailing wisdom, that evidence of the Rose's influence on Dante can be found
108throughout the Inferno, and is not just isolated to Purgatorio and Paradiso. 

Importantly, Reid traces many of the Inferno’s allusions to the Rose specifically to the 

character of Faux Semblant, as well as some of Jean de Meun’s other references to 

fraud. Specifically, he argues that “the Inferno attacks the biologically-based ideology 

and celebration of fraud in Jean de Meun’s part of the Rose, whilst recanting the 

similar values of II Fiore”. Given its pertinence to the fundamental argument here, 

it is worth quoting Reid’s thesis at length:

The Inferno thus mainly challenges Jean’s ideology, in which every law, 
moral value, and religious belief is subordinated to the needs of sexual love, 
by condemning the offensive behaviour which it gives rise to. This is 
particularly true of Jean’s shameless advocacy of deceit and hypocrisy. The 
Commedia's strictly Christian treatment of human behaviour cannot tolerate 
fraud at all, as it is an abuse of the intellect and of the gift of free will, and 
Dante in writing the Commedia could certainly not tolerate deceit with 
unspiritual, sexual love as its motive. Jean’s advocacy of fraud, in ostentatious

ibid., p. 266.
Richards, who does not believe that the F iore  is by Dante, argues that concrete evidence o f  the 

influence o f  the R ose  can only be found in the closing sections o f  the P u rga torio  and throughout the 
P arad iso , suggesting that Dante encountered the R ose late in his poetic career. See p. 85. R eid, who  
em phatically argues that the F iore  is an early work o f  D ante’s, is understandably eager to demonstrate 
the influence o f  the R ose throughout the Com m edia.

R eid, p. 3.
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defiance of Guillaume’s courtly etiquette, is made through the voices of 
several of his interlocutory characters, but most conspicuously through that of 
Faux Semblant, the hypocrite friar, who is given a key role in Jean’s narrative, 
and delivers a lengthy didactic oration (vv. 10, 956-11,980). Faux Sem blant’s 
shameless exuberance, impunity, and successful support of the protagonist’s 
erotic quest seem to confirm that Jean genuinely intended him to serve as a 
celebration of hypocrisy, ecclesiastical and otherwise. It is thus no surprise 
that the Inferno ‘critically imitates’ Faux Semblant more specifically and 
thoroughly than any of Jean’s other characters.'*'^

I cannot agree with Reid’s analysis of the tenor of Dante’s response to Jean de Meun,

since the suggestion that Jean “genuinely” intended Faux Semblant as a “celebration

of hypocrisy” is perverse, and represents an extraordinary failure to appreciate Jean’s

sa tire .'"  Nonetheless, his argument that the Inferno  alludes to Faux Semblant more

than any other character in the Rose is deeply provocative. Reid’s argument is at times

complex, as his account includes verbal parallels between Jean de Meun and Dante

that are mediated through the Fiore\ nonetheless, a number of these parallels

command attention. Before analysing them further, it is worth noting that R eid’s

identification of Faux Semblant as the character that most influences Dante makes it

unsurprising that his discussion of the influence o f the Rose on the Inferno  focuses on
112Malebolge, the circle of the fraudulent.

As Reid acknowledges, a number of the parallels he adduces are unpersuasive when 

considered alone; their significance only emerges as part of a larger pattern of 

correspondence. Reid suggests several connections between the Rose, the Fiore and 

the M alebolge sequence, citing in particular the broad thematic similarities between
113Geryon (a beast representing Fraud in the Inferno) and Faux Semblant; ' a number of 

vague and decidedly inconclusive comparisons between the structure of M alebolge 

and the castle of the Rose\^^^ and a largely persuasive account of textual similarities 

between the treatment of sexually-motivated deception in the Fiore and the account of

" “ R eid , p. 168.
T hrough out h is thesis, R eid  su g g ests  that D ante respond s m ore p o s it iv e ly  to G uillau m e de L orris 

than Jean d e  M eu n. T his seem s based  on a m isun derstand in g  o f  Jean de M eu n ’s critique o f  G u illa u m e ’s 
v ision , and a general failure to reco g n ise  the satirical tone o f  his work.

R eid , p. 166. R eid  notes that the nam e M a leb o lg e  for this sec tio n  o f  Inferno,  as w ell as the nam e  
M alebranche {Inferno  X X I, 37 ) for  the d em on s guarding the barrators, and the nam e M alacod a  {Inferno  
X X I, 7 6 , 7 9 )  for the leader o f  the M alebranche, m ay all be m o d elled  on the nam e o f  M a la b o cca  in the  
Fiore,  w h ich  in turn is  a transliteration o f  the R o se ' s  M a leb o u ch e  (p. 182).

R eid , pp. 176-8.
R eid , pp. 178-9 . R eid  notes that the architectural layou t o f  M a leb o lg e  is likened  to a ca stle  {Inferno  

X V III, 1 -21 ) but adduces no p ersuasive ev id en ce  to support his c la im  that D ante w as insp ired by the  
Rose.
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the sexual deceivers in M a l e b o l g e . ' H i s  account of the connection between 

Malebolge and the Rose is at its strongest in a powerful demonstration of the verbal 

parallels between Dangier in the Rose, Schifo in the Fiore and the first of the 

Malebranche encountered by Dante and Virgil in Inferno XXL Further important 

parallels are found in the account of the hypocrites in Inferno XXIII, though they 

point directly only to the Fiore and hence only indirectly to the Rose.^^^ Reid’s 

account of allusions to the Rose and the Fiore in Inferno ends abruptly with some 

minor parallels between the depiction of Guido da Montelfetro in Inferno XXVII and 

the character of Falsembiante in the Fiore}^^ Yet by far the most persuasive allusions 

to the Rose in the Inferno are found lower in Hell, in the circle of the falsifiers. While 

Reid has demonstrated that Maleboge contains the majority of the Inferno's allusions 

to the Rose, he fails to note the complex series of allusions to the Rose in the lowest 

pit of Malebolge -  a set of parallels more persuasive than those found earlier in 

Dante’s text.

Ill:  Fraud and Falsification in the Commedia

Immediately prior to their descent to Malebolge, Dante and Virgil encounter Geryon,

the foul imagine d ifroda  {Inferno XVII, 7). The beast is so extraordinary and hideous

that Dante feels it necessary to insist that he is telling the truth, even if it is a truth

with the face of a lie (XVI, 124-7). As Freccero argues, the remark “amounts to

distinguishing a fiction from a fraud: his story is the truth with the face of a lie, while

fraud, Geryon, has the face of truth (‘la faccia d ’uom giusto’), hiding a lie, or at least
118the tail of a scoipion” . With the invention of the extravagantly fictive and 

“exquisitely literal” Geryon, Dante deliberately invokes the vice of fraud in order to 

mount a defense of the truth value of fiction.*'^ This fundamental distinction between 

fiction and fraud is highlighted consistently throughout the circle of Malebolge: 

Dante’s understanding of the poetic craft is richly illuminated by observing the place 

of fraud in the Inferno.

ibid., pp. 180-1. The textual parallels here strongly indicate that Dante was fam iliar with the Fiore. 
ibid., pp. 185-7. 
ibid., pp. 187-8.
John Freccero, ‘Allegory and A utobiography’, in The Cambridge Companion to Dante, ed. by 

Rachel Jacoff, 2"“̂ edn (Cambridge: Cam bridge University Press, 2007 [1993]), pp. 161-80 (p. 169). 
ibid., p. 163. As Freccero notes, the beast is a veritable patchwork of literary allusions.
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In On Free Will 3.10.31, Augustine argues that the Devil persuaded man to fall, rather

than forcefully snatching him from God, and that it was for this reason that man was
120not snatched from the devil by force. This distinction between force and persuasion 

is keenly reminiscent of Dante’s distinction of force and fraud in Inferno XI:

D ’ogne malizia, ch’odio in cielo acquista, 
ingiuria e ’1 fine, ed ogne fin cotale
0 con forza o con frode altrui contrista.

Every kind of wickedness that gains the hatred of Heaven has injustice for its 
end, and every such end afflicts someone either by force or fraud.

Inferno XI, 22-24

Dante divides lower Hell into two main segments -  Force {forza, often glossed as 

‘violence’) and Fraud (froda). Fraud is further subdivided into simple Fraud, punished 

in the eighth circle, Maleboge, and complex Fraud (or treachery) punished in the ninth 

circle, Cocytus. This conflation of treachery with fraud is essential, because Dante 

wants us to see Satan, who is punished in Cocytus, as both a traitor (in his rebellion 

against God) and a fraud, since it was by fraud that he cost mankind the Garden of 

Eden.'" ' As they leave upper hell, where sins of incontinence are punished, and enter 

lower hell, devoted to the punishment of bestiality and malice, Virgil explains the 

structure of the underworld, noting that fraud is a sin peculiar to man and therefore is 

punished lower in Hell than animal violence (25-7). Now, this argument is 

problematic, since all the sins punished in lower Hell involve the deliberate accession 

of the will to evil, and it therefore follows that forza  must also be seen as a 

particularly human vice. As Singleton notes, Dante’s distinction has no warrant in 

medieval theology; to resolve the quandary, the poet borrows Aristotle’s division of 

sin into Incontinence, Bestiality and Malice (the abuse of reason). Formally, Dante’s 

forza is a species of Malice, but he carefully highlights its affinity with Bestiality. By 

imagining/brzfl as a kind of deliberate accession to violent, animalistic urges, Dante

succeeds in i d e n t i f y i n g a s  both the more serious and the more quintessentially
1 ^ 2human vice. " The artistic sleight of hand used to place/ro<ia so low in the Inferno 

Jager, p. 101.
W e  should  recall that D a n te ’s account o f  G eryon , the creature representing Fraud in the In ferno , 

differs from  V ir g il’s account. A s  D av id  H ig g in s com m en ts in h is notes to S is s o n s ’ translation, D a n te ’s 
beast is in flu en ced  in character by the serpent o f  Eden, a clear sign that D an te asso c ia tes  S a ta n ’s 
trickery w ith  fraud. The D iv in e  C o m ed y , ed. by C. H. S isso n s  (O xford: O xford  U n iversity  Press, 199 8 ), 
In ferno  X V II, Iff. and note.

D ante A lig h ier i, The D iv in e  C o m ed y , trans. by C harles S. S in g leton , 6 v o ls  (Princeton: P rinceton  
U n iv ersity  P ress, 1970), II, notes to In ferno  X I, 2 2 -3 1 , pp. 166-8 .
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alerts us, as we enter lower Hell, to the exceptional importance of the vice of fraud in 

Dante’s scheme. This importance is further highlighted by the fact that the two lowest 

circles of hell, Malebolge and Cocytus, are both devoted to fraud, a sin which Dante 

subdivides into simple and complex. Simple fraud is the betrayal of those to whom 

one is not tied by any special bond; complex fraud is the betrayal of those to whom 

one is tied by familial, social or other bonds, and is otherwise known as treachery 

{Inferno XI, 52-66). Thus, Dante indicates that he is concerned with the sin of fraud in 

one form or another from Canto XVIII to Canto XXXIV: a remarkable seventeen 

cantos -  precisely half the length of Inferno . T h o u g h  the circle of Treachery 

occupies the lowest spot in Hell, the circle of simple fraud, Malebolge, is without 

question the most strikingly unique, vividly imagined, and intricately subdivided 

section of the Inferno. It is by far the longest segment of the cantiche, occupying, with 

thirteen cantos, more than a third of the text. No other circle comes close to matching 

its structural complexity: it is composed of ten descending levels, interconnected by 

stone bridges. These ten bolgia punish procurers and seducers; flatterers; simonists; 

diviners; barrators; hypocrites; thieves; fraudulent counsellors; makers of discord; and 

finally, in the lowest and most reprehensible position -  scarcely removed from the 

traitors o f Cocytus -  we encounter the falsifiers.

The importance of the episode of the falsifiers soon becomes apparent. Not only are 

they damned to a position of special ignominy in the tenth and final pouch of 

Malebolge, they are also allotted some two-hundred and fifty lines and two entire 

cantos. Such lengthy exposition is only afforded to sins of particular significance: the 

deliciously bitter, darkly humorous account of barratry (a false accusation of which 

resulted in D ante’s exile) also spans two cantos (XXI and XXII), and some two 

hundred and ninety lines. The account of the falsifiers is also striking for the wide 

variety o f sinners represented: we encounter seven falsifiers, whose lively and 

occasionally violent exchanges make these cantos distinctly memorable. The 

importance of this episode is strongly impressed on the reader by the explicit 

significance attached to it by the poet-narrator, who is drawn into an extraordinary set 

of correspondences with the sinners he encounters in these cantos, relating to them

Inferno  alone has thirty-four cantos, the first being usually treated as an introduction to the entire 
work. T his numeric trickery allow s Dante to sustain a 1+33+33+33 structure, maintaining his 
Trinitarian focus on the number three, w hile allow ing the total number o f  cantos to reach a perfectly 
round hundred.

I here fo llow  the description offered by Sinclair in his account o f  the system  o f  D ante’s H ell, p. 19.
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variously as a poet, a blood relative, a latino, a Florentine and ultim ately, as a 

potential falsifier himself.

The entire  episode of the falsifiers is fram ed by two startling instances in w hich Virgil 

sharply rebukes Dante; the context o f each m akes it clear that Virgil is acting not only 

as a representative o f reason or the conscience, but also as D ante’s poetic m entor. 

Canto XXDC begins as the wayfarers depart the ninth pouch o f M alebolge, w here the 

Schism atics are punished. Dante has been so fascinated by the figure o f a poet -  

Bertran de Born -  that he fails to notice a m em ber o f his own fam ily {Inferno X X I X  

1-36). Bertran used his rhetorical and poetic skill to drive a wedge betw een H enry II 

o f England and his son. Prince Henry, and thus provides an exam ple o f the potential 

abuse o f  eloquence (XXVIII, 115-42). V irgil rebukes Dante for his fascination; this is 

both the action o f Reason, encouraging the w ayfarer to proceed to his u ltim ate goal, 

and the advice o f a poetic auctor  against yielding to the w icked exam ple o f another 

poet. S tunned by both the rebuke and the sudden recognition o f his hateful relative, 

Geri del Bello, Dante is confronted by a kind o f double self-recognition: he sees 

h im self in both poet and cousin. That the account o f the falsifiers should be 

introduced with this extraordinary scene prepares us for the association o f the sin o f 

falsification with D ante’s own art.

In the p it of the falsifiers, we m eet seven sinners who represent four kinds o f 

falsification;

1. The alchemists; the A retine and Cappocchio;
2. The im personators; M yrrha, who pretended to be her m other to gratify her lust 

for her father, and G ianni Schicchi, who im personated a recently deceased 
m an in order to dictate his will and include him self am ong its beneficiaries;

3. The counterfeiter; Adam  of Brescia;
4. The liars and false witnesses; P otiphar’s wife, who bore false w itness against 

Joseph, and Sinon, who persuaded the Trojans to accept the w ooden horse.

In a dense, occasionally brilliant, but often strained analysis o f the im age o f the coin

as a m etaphor for linguistic reference, R. A. Shoaf has drawn attention to this passage,
1and particularly  to the figure o f the counterfeiter. ' Shoaf em phasises the relationship

R. A. Shoaf, D ante, C haucer an d  the C urrency o f  the Word: M oney, Images, an d  R eference in Late  
M edieva l P o e try  (Norman, OK: Pilgrim B ooks, 1983), pp. 21-38. The fo llow ing discussion presents a 
summary o f  S h o a f s view s as outlined in these pages.
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between the counterfeiter and the poet, who is also a maker of images; the poet must
126avoid becoming an abuser o f signs like the counterfeiter. This is emphasised further 

by the counterfeiter’s allusion to the figure of Narcissus, which strengthens the sense 

of self-reflection in the scene. S hoaf s characteristically dense account holds that the 

Commedia's reflections on Narcissus (of which this is the first) function as reflections 

on the act of writing the poem. He argues that, when the poet falsifies language he 

becomes like M aster Adam, the counterfeiter in Inferno XXX, who, along with Sinon,
I 2 ”7

is a figure of Narcissus with whom Dante is perilously close to identifying. The 

poet is in danger of becoming a Narcissus who makes an image but does not use it to 

function as a way of mediating between the created world and its Creator:

...fraud, falsification and narcissism provide Dante with a system of discourses 
about imagery. And since the poet is obviously a worker in images, this 
system doubles as Dante’s discourse about his own craft and his practice of 
it.'^^

The status of the account of the falsifers as a comment on the craft of the poet has 

been noted by a number of critics. Teodolinda Barolini has argued that Dante uses the 

entire account of the falsifiers to condemn mimesis as misrepresentation (w'hile of 

course exempting his own poetic from, such censure), while Brownlee has seen it as a 

meditation on “fiction-making and its attendant dangers”.’"̂  Neither these critics nor 

Shoaf, however, appear to notice the extraordinary overlap between Dante’s falsifiers 

and the figures that appear in Jean de M eun’s account of the relationship between 

Nature and Art. That discussion featured the explicit comparison of art to 

counterfeiting and alchemy: metaphors literalised here in the figures o f the 

counterfeiters and alchemist. Jean’s account also featured the traditional image of the 

artist as the ape of nature: this very image is adopted by one of D ante’s alchemists to 

define his own craft. Moreover, the Rose is framed by two Ovidian myths -  

Guillaum e’s Narcissus and Jean’s Pygmalion -  which delineate the process by which 

Jean de Meun displaces his forebear. The same two myths occur here: as will be 

shown presently, the counterfeiter refers directly to Narcissus, while one of the 

falsifiers is Myrrha, whose story in the Rose provides the moralistic foil to Jean’s

' - S b id . ,p .  32. 
ibid., pp. 42-5.  
ibid., p. 27,
Teodolinda Barolini, The U ndivine C om edy: D etheologizing D ante  (Princeton: Princeton University  

Press, 1992), p. 92; Brownlee, ‘Dante and the Classical Poets’, in Joacoff (ed.), C am bridge C om panion  
to D ante, pp. 141-60 (p. 154).
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Pygm alion. D ante’s location o f these figures in Hell effects a striking transform ation

of the handling o f these figures in the Rose. W hereas Jean ’s account presents a m ore

am biguous attitude to poetic representation which focuses prim arily on the lim itations

and possib ilities o f Art, D ante’s account presents an unam biguous and unapologefic

division betw een licit representation and sinful m isrepresentation. Dante firm ly links

the m orality  o f works of art to the intentionality and will o f  the artist, enabling him  to
1 ^ 0distinguish  his own Christian poetic from  illicit form s o f representation. ‘

The first tw o shades we encounter am ong the falsifiers are the alchem ists. The A retine 

claim s that he was burned to death by Albero o f Siena for falsely claim ing he could 

teach him  to fly, but it is for his practice of alchem y that he has been condem ned to 

this p lace in H e ll.‘'’‘ Dante scorns the vanity o f the Sienese, and is seconded by a 

second alchem ist, Capocchio -  a fellow Florentine who, since he expects D ante to 

recognise him , was apparently known to him  personally. As when he encountered his 

cousin and the dam ned poet in the previous circle, Dante is again drawn into an 

uncom fortable relationship with the sinners o f M alebolge. C apocchio invites D ante to 

exam ine his face and rem em ber what a good ape of nature he was:

M a perche sappi chi si ti seconda
contra i Sanesi, aguzza ver me I’occhio, 
si che la faccia m ia ben ti risponda: 

si vedrai ch ’io son I’om bra di Capocchio, 
che falsai li metalli con alchimia: 
e te dee ricordar, se ben t ’adocchio, 

c o m ’ io fui di natura buona scimia.

But, that thou m ayst know who thus seconds thee against the Sienese, sharpen
thy looks on m e that my face may rightly answ er thee, and thou shalt see then 
that I am the shade of Capocchio, who counterfeited m etals by alchem y; and 
thou m ust recall, if I m ake thee out aright, how good an ape I was o f nature.

Inferno X X \ X ,  133-9

It m ay appear tenuous to argue that D ante was directly inspired by Jean de M eun’s
132uses o f  the ape m etaphor, since, as Curtius has shown, the figure was com m on. ‘ Yet

it is surely striking that D ante’s m etaphor is placed in the m outh o f an alchem ist,

while Je an ’s use o f the ape image is followed im m ediately by his discussion o f

W e  shall later see  this d ev e lo p ed  in relation to the m oral worth o f  pagan poetry, such as the w orks  
o f  V irg il.

T h e  fa ls if ie rs  are linked w ith  each other through subtle con n ection s: th is “lie ” (the A retin e in sists it 
w as a jo k e )  links G riffo lin o  w ith the liars, though it is for a lch em y he is pu n ish ed  here.

C urtius, pp. 5 3 8 -4 0 .
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alchemy. For Jean, alchemy represented the ideal of perfect imitation; its failure 

typified the inadequacy of art. Here, the alchemical project is blurred with alchemical 

fraud: it is literally impossible to ascertain whether the alchemists have been damned 

for pursuing genuine alchemy or alchemical trickery. Moreover, it has already been 

argued that Jean de M eun’s figure of Pygmalion is associated with his image of 

alchemy as a “tme art” capable of mimicking precisely the products of Nature; it is 

therefore provocative that, at the precise moment when Capocchio praises his talent as 

an ape of Nature, the alchemists are attacked by the impersonators, Gianni Schicchi 

and Myrrha:

M a ne di Tebe furie ne troiane
si vider mai in alcun tanto crude, 
non punger bestie, non che membra umane, 

quant’ io vidi due ombre smorte e nude,
che mordendo correvan di quel modo 
che ‘1 porco quando del porcil si schiude.

L ’una giunse a Capocchio, ed in sul nodo 
del collo I’assanno, si che, tirando, 
grattar li fece il ventre al fondo sodo.

But no fury of Thebes or Troy was ever seen so cruel against any, rending 
beasts and even the limbs of men, as I saw two pallid and naked shades which 
ran biting like the hog loosed from the sty. The one came at Capocchio and set 
its fangs into the nape of his neck, then, dragging him, made his belly scrape 
on the hard bottom.

Inferno  XXX, 22-30

Dante’s inclusion of Myrrha in his scheme of falsifiers is significant: Brownlee notes 

that she is one of relatively few Ovidian characters to appear in the Commedia at the 

level o f plot, and that her presence “functions as an important aspect of the 

presentation of the tenth bolgia as an extended meditation by Dante on fiction-making 

and its attendant dangers, which is overtly linked to a meditation on O vid’s text” .''̂ '̂  

O vid’s account of Myrrha offers an exceptionally interesting account of the 

relationship between truth and morality in poetic works. The story is part of the song 

of Orpheus in Book X (Orpheus was to become an example of the supreme artist in 

the M iddle Ages). In the link between the story of Pygmalion and that of Myrrha, 

Ovid (or rather, Oi'pheus) warns readers about the horrible nature of the story he is

B ro w n lee , ‘D ante  and the C lassical P o e ts ’, p. 154.
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about to r e l a t e . H e  offers the reader two choices: if he enjoys the story, he can 

simply choose to believe that it is false; alternatively, if he believes the story is true, 

he should take the moral of the story, which lies in M yrrha’s cmel punishment. ' 

This choice advances a dichotomy between fiction and morality; it is history and not 

fiction that generates moral lessons. That which is false cannot have a moral; 

precisely this logic lies behind Dante’s entire conception of his ethical fiction as a 

historical encounter with those experiencing the eternal consequences o f their earthly 

actions. D ante’s selection of M yrrha as an example of impersonation owes much to 

O vid’s observations of the truth value of poetry; however, her significance is 

heightened when we recall her function in the Rose, where her story functions as the 

moral coda to an extended meditation on art as Fraud that can be traced from the 

account of the relationship of Nature and Art to the quasi-alchemical transformations 

of M yrrha’s ancestor, Pygmalion.

Moving on from the violent encounter between the alchemists and the impersonators, 

Dante next meets the counterfeiter, Adam. His punishment (a grossly disfiguring 

dropsy and parching thirst) is augmented by the eternal torment of false images of 

water running before his eyes -  a suitable punishment for a creator of false images. 

Indeed, De Planctu Naturae, which is a source for the image of art as a counterfeiter, 

is also a possible source for the punishment of the counterfeiter, since it refers to the
1 ^ 7avaricious man who thinks after money with “the fires of dropsical thirst” . ' Whereas 

alchemy was a key metaphor for Jean de Meun, it becomes clear that the counterfeiter 

is the key figure in Dante’s passage. The other figures falsify words, persons and 

things, while the counterfeiter falsifies all three; not only the metal of the coins, but 

also the authority of the inscription and image stamped on them. The significance of 

this passage will be seen in more detail in the next chapter; here it is sufficient to note 

the clear overlap established by Dante between the counterfeiter and the verbal sins of 

the liars.

Perhaps this was in Chaucer’s mind when he warned the reader about the churlish matter o f  the tales 
o f the M iller and the R eeve (I, 3166-85).

O vid  in Six Volumes, HI, M etamorphoses,  trans. by Frank Justus M iller, 2 vols (Cam bridge MA: 
Harvard U niversity Press, 1977), X , 298-303 (vol. 2, pp. 84-87). U nless otherw ise stated, all references 
to the M etam orphoses  are from this edition.

There is perhaps a suggestion o f  these lines when Dante drinks the waters o f  Lethe (Purgatorio  
X X X I, 100-5), into which he has previously gazed and seen his face (Purgatorio  X X X , 75-81).

Alan o f  L ille, Complaint o f  Nature,  p. 64.
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W hen the counterfeiter speaks to Dante, he reveals the identity of the shades lying 

beside him: Sinon and the wife o f  Potiphar, who falsely accused Joseph. ‘ Furious at 

being so named, Sinon lashes out and strikes Adam. In what follows, a strong link is 

m ade between Adam, the falsifier of coins, and Sinon, the falsifier of words, as 

violent blows and insults fly backwards and forwards between the two. This 

culminates in the ultimate image o f  similarity between the falsifiers of words and of 

coins, as Sinon responds to taunts about his dishonesty:

S ’io dissi false, e tu falsasti il conio

If I spoke falsly, [. . .]  thou too didst falsify the coin.
Inferno  XXX, 115

As noted above, Shoaf makes the counterfeiter the centre of his analogy between 

poetry and falsification, and has a number of interesting com.ments to make about the 

analogy between m oney and language. He wrongly focuses, however, on what he 

calls the “arbitrary” nature of both verbal signs and c o i n s . S i n o n ’s analogy between 

lying and counterfeiting is not a comment on the way in which words signify, but 

rather an observation that speech is an ethical act, which may be properly or 

improperly performed. It is properly used if words are the cousins of things, and 

improperly if words are used to cozen.

The physical and verbal fight between the counterfeiter and the liar culminates in 

S inon ’s reference to the myth o f  Narcissus, which is in essence an accusation of 

Narcissism:

Allora il monetier: ‘Cosi si squarcia
la bocca tua per tup mal come sole; 
che s ’ i ’ ho sete ed umor mi rinfarcia, 

tu hai I’arsura e ‘1 capo che ti dole,
e per leccar lo specchio di Narcisso, 
non vorresti a ‘nvitar molte parole.’

In his account o f  the concepts o f  fam e, glory and infamy, Boitani notes that Potiphar’s w ife was 
often cited as an exam ple o f  vainglory. Piero Boitani, C haucer and the Im aginary W orld o f  Fam e, 
Chaucer Studies X  (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1984), p. 4.

Shoaf, pp. 34-7.
One may note that Alain de L ille ’s Natura compares those who love coins to N arcissus (p. 37).
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Then the coiner: ‘Thus thy m outh gapes, as usual, to put thee in the wrong, for 
if  I th irst and hum our stuffs me, though hast burning fever and aching head 
and w ould need little persuasion to lap N arcissus’ m irror.’

I n f e r n u X X X ,  124-9

In this passage, the counterfeiter m ocks the liar for his lack o f self-know ledge: though 

both are dam ned with sim ilar punishm ents (the liar with a burning fever, the 

coun terfeiter with dropsy), the liar insists that the counterfeiter’s transgression is 

w orse than his. O f course, the counterfeiter is no less a figure o f N arcissus, as 

suggested  by the false im ages o f water that run before his eyes (64-72). D an te’s 

incisive use o f the N arcissus myth captures the com plexity o f the m om ent perfectly. 

A t a literal level, the m irror o f Narcissus refers only to water, and underlines the 

physical nature o f the punishm ent. At another level, the allusion to N arcissus strongly 

evokes the lack o f self-know ledge so characteristic o f the scene. M oreover, we are 

strongly urged to detect a note o f narcissistic self-identification in the pilgrim  D ante’s 

fascination with the scene. As Shoaf has noted, the reference to Narcissus is follow ed 

im m ediately  by V irg il’s sharp rebuke o f D ante for his fascination with the scene:

Ad ascoltarli e r’ io del tutto fisso,
Quando ‘1 m aestro mi disse: ‘Or pur mira!
Che per poco che teco non mi risso .’

I was all intent on listening to them , when the M aster said to me: ‘Now keep 
looking. A  little m ore and I quarrel with thee.’

Inferno X X X ,  130-2

The im plication that D ante has becom e like N arcissus becom es clearer if  we m odify 

S ing le ton’s translation som ew hat to recognise the elem ent o f physical fixation 

suggested by the words “tutto fisso” . Dante has becom e transfixed by the scene: a fact 

that rem inds us o f O vid’s N arcissus, who rem ains m otionless before the spring. 

V irg il’s rebuke o f Dante at this m om ent implies that the poet is him self reflected 

am ong these falsifiers o f coins and words.'""

W e have seen that the figure of N arcissus is im portant in ascertaining Jean de M eun’s 

attitude to poetic representation. W hile it is im possible to prove that D ante is inspired 

by the Ruse  in his treatm ent of Narcissus, one elem ent of the passage would seem to 

suggest that this is the case. Specifically, V irg il’s use of the verb mirare  echoes the

Shoaf, p. 45.
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consistent use of the verb mirer (and the reflexive se mirer) to describe the act of 

reflection in the Rose:

C ’est li miroers perilleus, 
ou Narcisus, li orgueilleus, 
mira sa face et ses ieuz vers, 
dont il ju t puis morz toz envers.
Qui en ce miroer se mire 
ne peut avant garant ne mire 
que il tel chose as ieuz ne voie 
qui d ’amors I’a mis tost en voie.

Rose, vol. 1, 1569-76

This is the perilous mirror where proud Narcissus looked at his face and his 
bright eyes, and afterwards lay stretched out in death. W hoever looks at 
himself in this mirror can have no help or remedy against seeing something 
which promptly causes him to fall in Love.''*^

Indeed, this verb is used consistently throughout the Rose in passages that allude 

directly or indirectly to the myth of Narcissus, such as the lover’s account of staring 

into the spring of Narcissus, Reason’s request that the Lover seek him self in her face, 

and Genius’ account of the spring of Narcissus and the fountain of life.

Virgil’s two rebukes of Dante highlight distinct moral dilemmas facing the poet. First, 

poetry may lead the reader into a Narcissus-like fascination with false goods, which 

fails to lead the mind to the true good. Second, it can be deliberately used to beguile 

and deceive others, as was the case with Bertran de Born. In this way, Dante provides 

a warning not only to readers, but also to poets. These cantos dramatise D ante’s desire 

to distinguish between a false, dead poetry, and a true, living p o e t r y . T h e  status of 

poetry as meaningless fiction is specifically addressed in the pit of the falsifiers. 

Speaking of the extinction of inhabitants of Aegina, and the subsequent restoration of 

the race from the seed of ants, Dante draws attention to the unlikeliness of the story 

by commenting that only poets attest it: “Secondo che i poeta hanno per ferm o” (“As 

the poets hold for certain”; XXIX, 63). Moreover, Dante’s fascination with Bertran de 

Born makes it clear that he is determined to distinguish his own poetry from such 

abuses of eloquence. A hint of this concern to distance his own works from false and

R om ance o f  the R ose, p. 25.
See 1573-576; 1605; 2274-76. For a discussion o f  the use o f  m irer  and se m irer  in the the R ose, see  

Huot, ‘The M edusa Interpolation’, p. 897.
This is w itnessed by D ante’s prayer to make poetry rise again from the dead: P u rga to r io  I, 7-12.
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m isleading poetry is highlighted in Inferno V among the lustful, where Dante hears 

the story of Paolo and Francesca, whose eyes met while reading a romance about 

Lancelot and Guinevere (73-138). Francesca attributes blame for her destruction to 

the book and he who wrote it. Though her accusation is prompted by the desire to 

exculpate herself from wrongdoing, the implication for the poet is clear: in his choice 

of subject matter and in the delight his stories give, the poet may lead the soul into 

sin. It is an awareness of this fact, and not simply pity, which causes Dante to faint at 

the close of Inferno  V (139-42).

The circle o f the falsifiers develops this keen interest in the dangers posed by 

language and poetry in a fallen world. After Virgil rebukes Dante for his fascination 

with the fight between the counterfeiter and the liar, the Florentine poet is struck 

dumb with shame. Nonetheless, Virgil (who in part signifies the conscience) reads 

D ante’s thoughts and excuses his fault (XXX, 136-48). This moment harks back to a 

prelapsarian time in which language did not rely exclusively on external corporeal 

signs; indeed, as they leave the falsifiers, Virgil and Dante encounter Nimrod, who is 

damned for his constmction of the Tower of Babel and the linguistic confusion caused 

by his actions (XXXI, 45-80).'^^ In a fallen world, in which language is both corrupt 

and corrupting, poetry can become at best irrelevant, at worst an agent of the moral 

decline of the human race. Throughout the Commedia, however, Dante attempts to 

redeem poetry, and to advance it to a position of honour within contemporary society 

and Christian theology. In this respect, he responds not only to classical poets, 

including Virgil, but also to contemporary poets, arguably including even Jean de 

Meun. D ante’s extraordinary claims for his poetic are of cmcial importance, since 

they provide an essential context for considering Chaucer’s response to the 

extravagant brilliance of his literary forebear.

IV: From speculum inferius to speculum superius: Dante’s perfection of poetry

O divina virtii, se mi ti presti
tanto che I’ombra del beato regno 
segnata nel mio capo io manifesti, 

venir vedra’ mi al tuo diletto legno
e coronarmi allor di quelle foglie 
che la matera e tu m ifara i degno.

For a d iscussion  o f  language before the Fall, see Jager, p.53.
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O power divine, if thou grant me so much of thyself that I may show forth the 
shadow of the blessed kingdom imprinted in my brain thou shall see me come 
to your chosen tree and crown myself then with those leaves o f which the 
theme and thou will make me worthy.

Paradiso I, 22-27 {emphasis added)

One of Dante’s overarching purposes in the Commedia is to develop a vernacular 

Christian poetic that will not only transcend the classic works of pagan auctores, but 

also help overcome the limitations of fallen language and the moral ambiguity 

inherent in the writing of fiction. His extraordinary personal poetic ambition is of 

course inseparable from this vision, and it can hardly be denied that in addition to 

securing auctoritas for both himself and his language, Dante played an important role 

in establishing what Albert Ascoli has called “the new modern, vernacular, 

individualised ‘author’ who would become the darling of Renaissance studies and 

forerunner of Romantic expressionism”.*"'̂  He intends to surpass all previous poetic 

endeavours: he expects to be crowned with laurel, but will receive this crown from no 

hand but his own. He is perfectly aware of the extraordinary presumption of this 

claim; indeed, he acknowledges it on the girone of the Proud, where numerous poetic 

concerns coalesce (Purgatorio  X-XII). On this girone, Dante views an extraordinary 

collection of reliefs, carved by the hand of God (X, 28-96):

La su non eran mossi i pie nostri anco,
quand’ io conobbi quella ripa intorno 
che, dritta, di salita aveva manco, 

esser di marmo candido e adorno
d’intagli si che non pur Policleto, 
ma la natura li avrebbe scorno.

Our feet had not yet moved on it when I perceived that the encircling bank, 
which was perpendicular and impossible to climb, was of white marble and 
adorned with carvings such that not only Polycletus but nature would be put to 
shame there.

Purgatorio X, 28-33

Reid has suggested that Dante was indebted to the Rose for this remarkable scene, 

arguing in particular for the influence of the figures depicted on the wall outside the 

garden of delight (139-460).''*^ Yet the similarity adduced here is superficial at best. A 

much more persuasive analogy, based on thematic and verbal similarities, can be

Albert Russell A scoli, ‘From A uctor  to Author: Dante Before the C om m edia ', in Jacoff (ed.), 
C am bridge C om panion to D ante, pp. 46 -66  (p. 47).

Rom ance o f  the R ose, pp. 5-8.
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drawn with Jean ’s discussion of the relationship between N ature and Art, which 

observes that not even Polycletus could successfully depict N ature (16153-54).'''® 

Dante ex tends the analogy to note that the works o f N ature pale in com parison to the 

works o f G od, ju st as the works of man pale alongside the works o f Nature. In his 

account o f  art, Jean em phasises that art cannot m ake living things, cannot m ake its 

creatures live, m ove or speak, foreshadow ing his later discussion o f Pygm alion 

( 1 5 9 8 9 - 1 6 0 0 4 ) . By contrast, D ante’s carved figures o f hum ility are o f such an 

astonishing pow er that they deceive the senses into thinking that they have life, 

m ovem ent and speech. This is especially the case with the depiction o f the 

A nnunciation:

G iurato  si saria ch ’el dicesse ‘Ave!’;
perche iv ’era im aginata quella 
ch ’ad aprir I’alto am or volse la chiave; 

a avea in atto im pressa esta favella
'Ecce ancilla D e i ', proprYamente 
com e figura in cera si suggella.

O ne w ould have sworn he [Gabriel] said: ‘A v e ’, for she was im aged there who 
turned the key to open the suprem e love, and in her bearing she had this word 
im printed: ‘Ecce ancilla D ei' as clearly as a figure is stam ped in wax.

Purgatorio  X, 40-5

Dante is clearly transform ing classical m yths o f  extraordinary feats o f m im esis by 

artists such as Polycletus, Zeuxis and Appelles. As the passage progresses, the pilgrim  

Dante is throw n into a confusion o f the senses:

D inanzi parea gente; e tutta quanta,
partita in sette cori, a ’ due m ie’ sensi 
faceva dir I’un ‘N o ’, I’altro ‘Si, can ta .’

S im ilem ente al fum m o delli ‘ncensi
che v ’era im aginato, li occhi e ‘1 naso 
e al SI e al no discordi fensi.

In front people appeared and the whole com pany, divided into seven choirs, 
m ade two of my senses say, the one: ‘N o ’, the other: ‘Yes, they sing ’; in the 
sam e way, at the sm oke of the incense that was im aged there, eyes and nose 
w ere in contradiction, with yes and no.

Purgatorio  X, 58-63

ibid., p. 250. 
ibid., p. 248.
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As Freccero notes, this passage demonstrates Dante’s understanding that “mimetic 

representation constantly affirms and simultaneously denies its identity with the 

original it seeks to produce”. The sensory confusion experienced by Dante is 

rem iniscent of that experienced by those who witness exceptional works of mimesis 

by classical artists.’”’' Yet this pervasive confusion is more closely paralleled in the 

tradition of Pygmalion than in any other legend of remarkable mimesis. W e are 

arguably prompted by Dante’s reference to his naso (62) to think of O vid’s version; 

Sowell has argued that Dante consistently alludes to his debt to Ovid by punning on 

his name in this fashion.’"'̂  In Ovid’s account, Pygmalion returns from his visit to the 

temple to find that his prayers have been answered and his statue has been brought to 

life;

ut rediit, simulacra suae petit ille puellae 
incumbensque toro dedit oscula: visa tepere est; 
admovet os iterum, manibus quoque pectora temptat: 
temptatum mollescit ebur positoque rigore 
subsidit digitis ceditque, ut Hymettia sole 
cera remollescit tractataque pollice multas 
flectitur in facies iposque fit utilis usu. 
dum stupet et dubie gaudet fallique veretur, 
rursus amans rursusque manu sua vota retractat.

When he returned he sought the image of his maid, and bending over the 
couch he kissed her. She seemed warm to his touch. Again, he kissed her, and 
with his hands also he touched her breast. The ivory grew soft to his touch 
and, its hardness vanishing, gave and yielded beneath his fingers, as 
Hymettian wax grows soft under the sun and, moulded by the thumb, is easily 
shaped to many forms and becomes usable through use itself. The lover stands 
amazed, rejoices still in doubt, fears he is mistaken, and tries his hopes again

1 S 3and yet again with his hand. "

The reference to wax here perhaps reminds the reader the similar metaphor invoked in 

the description of the relief depicting the Annunciation (45), but there is little else 

reminiscent of D ante’s response to the marble carvings. A more interesting parallel is 

found in Jean de M eun’s version, where Pygmalion experiences sensory confusion

Freccero, ‘A llegory and A utobiography’, p, 175.
In P lin y ’s fam ous account o f  the painting com petition between Zeuxis and Parrhasius, Z euxis paints 

a hunch o f  grapes so realistic that birds flew  down to peck at them; when he triumphantly asks 
Parrhasius to rem ove the curtain from his painting, the curtain is revealed to be a painted trompe I'oeil 
that has deceived  everyone, including Zeuxis.

M adison U. S ow ell, ‘D ante’s N ose  and Ovidius Publius Naso: A Gloss on Inferno  2 5 .4 5 ’, in Dante  
a n d  Ovid: E ssays in Intertextuality,  ed. by M adison U. Sow ell (Binghamton: M edieval and 
R enaissance T exts and Studies, 1991), pp. 35-49.

M etam orph oses  X ,  280-8 (vol. 2, p. 84-5).
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after his completion of the work but before the statue has been brought to life.'"''^ In 

this context, the confusion of his senses signals the triumph of mimetic art, as well as 

the dangers of concupiscent love;

Ne set s ’ele est vive ou morte; 
soavet au mains la detaste, 
et crait, ausinc con ce fust paste, 
que ce soit sa char qui li fuie, 
mes c ’est sa main qu’il i apuie.

Rose, vol. 3, 20896-900

He did not know whether she was alive or dead; he touched her gently with his 
hands and believed that her flesh yielded to his touch as if it were putty, but it 
was his own hand that yielded.'*’*’

One might note that Pygmalion’s confusion between sense object and self recalls the 

myth of Narcissus, but the confusion is also indicative of a more fundamental failing 

of human perception. In the Metamorphoses, the confusion indicates that a miracle 

has taken place beyond human understanding; in the Rose, it denotes the power o f art 

and the deficiency of the senses. Both interpretations are present in D ante’s discussion 

of the marble carvings: the miracle is the marvellous achievement of a supreme art 

that is beyond m an’s comprehension. It might be objected that the sensual tone of the 

Pygmalion episode is far removed from Dante’s concerns here, yet this is entirely 

characteristic of Dante’s response to his literary forebears, as emblems of earthly love 

are again and again transformed into emblems of spiritual love. In this passage, 

therefore, Dante is not merely acknowledging the superiority of divine art, but also 

establishing a new standard for human art.

The girone of the Proud is dominated by artist figures, as Dante paradoxically 

considers the limitations of human art and the dangers of artistic hubris while 

trumpeting his own status as a surpassing genius. At one point, Virgil encourages 

Dante, who has been standing to his left, to examine an image to his right;

Per ch’ io varcai Virgilio, e fe’mi presso, 
accio che fosse alii occhi miei disposta.

This aspect o f Jean’s transformation o f  Ovid is discussed in Leushuis, pp. 524-6 . 
' R om ance o f  the Rose, p. 322.
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I went past Virgil, therefore, and drew near to it that I might have it before my 
eyes.

Purgatorio X, 53-4

The carvings on the cliff-face do not merely represent the superiority of divine art to 

human art; they also provide a backdrop against which Dante dramatises the 

superiority of his Christian poetry to V irgil’s pagan poetry. That Dante is conscious of 

the presumption of this act is suggested when he bows down to engage in 

conversation with the bowed and bent figures of artistic pride he encounters here 

{Purgatorio XI, 7 3 - 8 ) . Dante encounters the great manuscript illuminator, Oderisi, 

prompting a discussion of artistic achievement and the pride it engenders. Oderisi 

informs Dante that great artists are always displaced by those who follow them, and 

concludes his discussion with a coy reference to an emerging poetic talent who may 

well sui-pass those who are now hailed as great poets:

Credette Cimabue nella pintura
tener lo campo, e ora ha Giotto il grido,
SI che la fama di colui e scura: 

cosi ha tolto I’uno all’altro Guido
la gloria della lingua; e forse e nato 
chi I’uno e I’altro caccera del nido.

In painting, Cimabue thought to hold the field and now Giotto has the cry, so 
that the other’s fame is dim; so has the one Guido taken from the other the 
glory of our tongue, and he, perhaps, is born that shall chase the one and the 
other from the nest.

Purgatorio  XI, 94-9

Throughout Purgatorio, Dante establishes his superiority to his literary forebears, 

culminating in his parting from Virgil. His establishment of his literary authority is 

complex, but it is widely recognised that he consistently invokes the translatio topos
157in a way that has also become familiar to Chaucer scholars. ‘ D ante’s use of the 

translatio topos is distiguished, however, by the fact that it extends not only to the 

appropriation and incorporation of material from one language into the vernacular, but 

also in ‘translating’ (or carrying accross) the works of his auctores from the realm of 

the earthly to the realm of the divine.

The Proud on this girone  are bowed down by the weight o f the enorm ous boulders they carry to 
effect their purgation (X  115-39). By crouching to speak to them, Dante m im ics their gestures and 
acknow ledges his own sinful pride, even as he relentlessly and sham elessly advances his own poetic 
reputation.

See Richards, pp. 3-4 and chapters 1 and 2; the translatio  topos is also a pervasive them e o f  R eid ’s 
dissertation.
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Dante’s attempt to articulate a Christian poetic in which the earthly is translated into 

the spiritual is seen in his attempts to distance him self from previous poetic masters 

and from the dolce stil nuovo or ‘sweet new style’ of which his own love poetry had 

become a leading exemplar. In Purgatorio XXIV, among those purged of gluttony, 

we encountered Bonagiunta of Lucca, a poet and senior contemporary of Dante. 

Bonagiunta asks if Dante is the author of the “new rhymes” {le nove rime) -  referring 

to La Vita Nuova (49-51). Thus prompted, Dante gives an account of the guiding 

principle of the dolce stil nuovo:

E io a lui: ‘I ’ mi son un che, quando
Amor mi spira, noto, e a quel modo 
ch’e ’ ditta dentro vo significando.’

And I said to him: ‘I am one who, when love breathes in me, take note and in
that manner which he dictates within go on to set it forth.’

Purgatorio XXIV, 52-4

The grateful Bonagiunta now sees what prevented him and other earlier poets from 

achieving true greatness (55-63). This ‘sweet new style’ is distinguished from the old 

style because its inspiration is drawn from continued contemplation of the beloved. 

By contrast, the poetry of Bonagiunta was marked by artificiality and semi- 

philosophical discussions of love.'’̂* This concept of poetic evolution is furthered in 

Purgatorio  XXVI (among those purged of lust), where we meet another two poets: 

Guido Guinizelli and Arnaut Daniel (92-148). In the comparison between these two, 

Dante reinforces the centrality of inspiration and contemplation as the features that 

separate the dolce stil nuovo from older poetry. He is carefully preparing us for the 

introduction of a new term in the analogy, which will see the ‘sweet new style’ give 

way in its turn to Dante’s new Christian poetic, rooted in the contemplation of divine, 

not earthly, love. In this canto, Arnaut Daniel is specifically referred to as a craftsman 

or maker, and Sinclair comments that he is clearly treated as an example of verbal 

skill and craftsmanship in the vernacular:

“O frate,” disse “questi ch ’ io ti cerno
col dito”, e addito un spirto innanzi 
“fu miglior fabbro del parlar materno.”

See com m entary by Sinclair, p. 320. 
N otes to Purgator io  X X V I, p. 347.
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“O brother,” he said, “he there whom I point out to thee” -  and he pointed to a 
spirit ahead -  “was a better craftsman of the mother tongue.”

Purgatorio XXVI, 115-17

He is distinct from Guinizelli, who typifies the dolce stil nuovo}^^ Explicit craft and 

philosophical musing are irretrievably passe', a poetic based in inspiration and 

contemplation is now in vogue. This “sweet new style” is the very foundation of 

Dante’s transformation into the poet of Christian authority, for in both cases he draws 

inspiration from Beatrice, first as the emblem of human love, later of divine. As 

Sinclair makes plain, this principle remains the same whether the poet “sings the 

ardours of an earthly affection, or the ecstasy of a spiritual worship” .'^' Yet within 

this vision, the poetry of earthly love is firmly subordinated to that of divine love. For 

this process, an entirely suitable model could be found in Jean de Meun, whose 

continuation of Guillaume de L ords’ work provided not only a powerful model of 

vernacular literary achievement, but also a model of poetic transcendence, through 

which an earthly tradition might be translated into a spiritual one. There are clear and 

striking parallels between the ways in which Jean transcends the work of Guillaume, 

and the ways in which Dante transcends his auctores. Jean’s transcendence of 

G uillaum e’s work centred on a system of deliberate antitheses, in which Guillaum e’s 

vergier was supplanted by Jean’s biau pare. At the very centre of this was a contrast 

between two very different types of mirror: the crystals in the Spring of Narcissus and 

the triune carbuncle in the Fountain of Life. Dante directly incorporates this structure; 

moreover, he reinforces it by drawing on the distinction between active and 

contemplative lives in order to distance his own theological and contemplative poetic 

from the ethical poetic of Virgil. In this way, he extends the opposition he had 

previously established between the old style and the dolce stil nuovo into the 

relationship between pagan and Christian poetry. This analogy is crystallised in 

D ante’s dream of Leah.

At dawn on the summit of M ount Purgatory - when dreams were most reliable - Dante 

dreams that he is approached by a lovely woman, who gathers flowers and sings:

See Purga tor io  X X V I, 112-114, where Dante refers to G uido’s sw eet lines (“/i dolc i detti vostri”) as 
exam ples o f  the modern use { “I’uso in odern o”).

See com m entary by Sinclair, p. 321. Sinclair claim s to be quoting V. R ossi, but does not provide a 
specific citation.

See the notes to Purgator io  IX, 16-18, in S isson s’ translation o f  the Comedy,  which cites the 
authority o f  C icero, Aibertus M agnus and Aquinas for the reliability o f  dawn dreams (p. 590).
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“Sappia qualunque il mio nome dimanda
ch’ i ’ mi son Lia, e vo movendo intorno 
le belle mani a farmi una ghirlanda.

Per piacermi all specchio qui m ’adorno;
ma mia suora Rachel mai non si smaga 
dal suo miraglio, e siede tutto giorno.

E ir  e de’ suoi belli occhi veder vaga
com ’ io dell’adornarmi con le mani; 
lei lo vedere, e me I’ovrare appaga.”

“Know, whoever asks my name, that I am Leah, and I go plying my fair hands 
here and there to make me a garland; to please m yself at the glass I here adorn 
myself, but my sister Rachel never leaves her mirror and sits all day. She is 
fain to see her own fair eyes as I to adorn me with my hands. She with seeing, 
and I with doing am satisfied.”

P urgator ioX X V ll,  100-108

The distinction between Leah’s hands and Rachel’s eyes makes it clear that the sisters 

appear in their most familiar aspect, as the respective emblems o f the active and 

contemplative lives. In the formulation offered by Aquinas, all human life can be 

fittingly divided into these two m o d e s . T h e  active life pertains to external actions, 

including moral actions as well as labour; Aquinas stresses that it also involves the 

subjugation of the passions to reason. Its province is that of the four moral virtues of 

prudence, fortitude, justice and temperance, and therefore it is not the exclusive 

preserve of the Christian.’̂ "' In a Christian context, it serves the higher life of 

contemplation, the life that pertains to the soul’s contemplation of God, and the 

theological virtues of Faith, Hope and Love.'^"’ Unlike the active, which ends in this 

world, the contemplative life only begins here, being continued and perfected in 

Heaven.

Dante’s Leah and Rachel foreshadow Matilda and Beatrice, whom we later meet in 

the Earthly Paradise. As David Higgins comments, M atilda “is the realisation of Leah 

of D ante’s dream in Purgatorio XXVII, 97, symbolic of the moral and intellectual 

virtues of the perfected active life, attained through the teachings of philosophy. [...] 

In so far as she fulfils here a Christian role, she is ‘infused’ Philosophy, which 

operates to the ends of Christian love (caritas). Matilda is thus the Christian

Suinma Theologiae, 2.2.179.art. 1. 
ibid., 2.2.181.art. 1.
ibid., 2.2.182.art. 1 and 2; and 2.2.180.art. 3. Aquinas makes clear that the contemplative life 

pertains especially to Love, since its ultimate goal is the direct contemplation of  the godhead, 
ibid.. Quest. 180, Art. 8.
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fulfilment of Virgil. [...] Beatrice will be the fulfilment of Rachel in Dante’s dream, 

symbol of the contemplative life.” The parallels between Virgil, Matilda and Leah 

connect Virgil directly to the active life and the operation of the four cardinal 

virtues.'^* D ante’s characterisation of Leah is rich, and has become the focus of one of 

the most enigmatic and problematic parallels between the Rose and the Commedia. 

Richards and Reid both argue that the verbal parallels between Guillaume de L ords’ 

Oiseuse and D ante’s Leah are close enough to demonstrate direct influence. Reid 

enumerates the correspondences: each figure is associated with a locus amoenus] in 

both cases our attention is drawn to hands and eyes; both figures wear garlands of 

flowers; both, moreover, offer their names in a strikingly haughty m a n n e r . L a n s i n g  

vigorously rejects a similar argument advanced by Richards: “not only is D ante’s 

Leah conceptually far-removed from the self-indulgent Oiseuse (surely Fleming is 

right to see her as an image of ‘Gothic Luxuria’), Leah carries neither comb nor 

(contrary to Richards’ assertion) mirror. Rather, it is Leah’s sister, Rachel, who sits
170before and is associated closely with a mirror [...]” . Lansing’s caution is 

commendable, but his conclusions are questionable. Even if we grant that Oiseuse 

signifies “Gothic Luxuria” (and debate on this point has been considerable) Lansing 

misapprehends the “conceptual distance” between Guillaume de Lorris’ character and 

Dante’s L eah .’’ ’ W hatever Oiseuse signified to Guillaume, we must remember that 

Jean’s continuation of the poem places the figure in an entirely new context, one 

dominated by Genius’ demolition of the values of the vergier de deduit. Though it 

sounds perverse, the most compelling argument for the direct influence of Oiseuse on 

Leah lies not in their similarities, but rather in the extent of the “conceptual distance”

Dante, The D ivine C om edy  (trans. C.H. Sissons), notes to P u rga torio  XXVIII, 40.
Virgil leaves Dante at the precise mom ent that Beatrice appears to take over from M atilda as 

D ante’s guide {P urgatorio  X X X , 22-54). Beatrice is dressed in red, white and green -  the colours o f  
the theological virtues o f  charity, faith and hope (ibid., 28-33), Later, we learn that she is enthroned  
alongside R achel in the Empyrean, in the third tier (just below  the Virgin and E ve), sealing her 
identification with the contem plative life {P aradiso  X X X II, 4-9).

Reid, pp. 85-6; Richards, p. 194.
Lansing, p. 802.
L ansing’s confident assertion that Flem ing is “surely right” to identify O iseuse as Luxuria g losses  

over the strong critical disagreem ent on the subject. John F lem ing’s identification was influenced by 
D.W . Robertson, Jr., A P reface to  C haucer (Princeton: Princeton U niversity Press, 1962), pp. 90, 103, 
361. F lem ing h im self developed this identification in A llegory  an d  Iconography  and in ‘Further 
R eflections on O iseu se’s Mirror’, Z eitschrift fUr R om anische P h ilo log ie  100 (1984): 26-40. F lem ing’s 
approach has caused som e disquiet among critics, especially  those such as D avid Hult w ho are deeply  
skeptical about applying to G uillaum e’s text the sam e exegetical principles that F lem ing applies so  
successfu lly  to Jean’s. See Hult, Self-Fulfilling P rophecies, esp. p. 222n. For a useful introduction to 
the interpretive problem s surrounding O iseuse, see Sadlek, pp. 22-37 . Sadlek concludes that C haucer’s 
writings “g ive  support to no single theory o f  the R om an’s m eaning”, although he tentatively suggests  
that “his oeuvre conveys an attitude o f  disapproval or, at least, distrust” o f  id leness (pp. 32, 33).
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between them. The figures are not so much conceptually distant as conceptually 

opposed: Leah, as the symbol of the active life, is the diametric opposite of Oiseuse, 

the m eaning of whose name ranges over ‘inaction’, ‘leisure’, ‘laziness’ and ‘folly’. 

This conceptual opposition, combined with the numerous iconographic similarities, 

strengthens rather than weakens the sense of deliberate parallel between the figures. 

Lansing is also wrong to discount the iconographical association between the figures. 

Both wear garlands of roses, and both state that their primary occupation to tend to 

their hair: among Romance heroines, such similarities would be of little note, but they 

can and must be taken more seriously in an allegorical context. Moreover, while 

Lansing rightly points out that Rachel is the sister most closely associated with the 

mirror, Leah is also explicitly associated with one. In fact, Leah’s mirror is a crucial 

iconographical feature, since it establishes that the active life serves the 

contemplative, as Aquinas noted.

If Dante is indebted to the Rose for his account of the Earthly Paradise, it is entirely 

likely that the depiction of Leah is influenced by Oiseuse, since Oiseuse leads Amant 

into the garden, while Leah appears to Dante immediately before he enters the Earthly 

Paradise, and is the symbolic counterpart of Matilda, the keeper of this garden and
1 7 ^D ante’s guide through it. ' Indeed, there are other hints that Dante is indebted to the 

Rose in his treatment of these figures. The figures that represent the active life in the 

Commedia (Leah, Matilda, Virgil and the personified Cardinal Virtues) are 

consistently associated with hands, while the figures of the contemplative life 

(Rachel, Beatrice, Dante and the personified Theological Virtues) are associated with 

vision. The focus on hands as an emblem of the active life is not unexpected; but it is 

worth noting that it is also a characteristic feature of Jean de M eun’s distinction 

between the active and the contemplative lives. In his assault on mendicant friars, we 

are reminded by Faux Semblant that man is under a strict injunction to eat bread in the

T hese definitions are cited from Sadlek, p. 22, citing A.J. Greim as’ Dictionnaire  de I ’ancien  
frangais ,  2'"̂  ed. (Paris: Larouse, 1968), with support from Frederic Godefroy, Lexique de I ’ancien  
fra n ca is  (Parh: Honore Champion, 1964).

In exploring the connection between the figures o f  O iseuse and Leah, it is essential to rem em ber not 
only that Leah prefigures M atilda, but that Rachel prefigures Beatrice. On being admitted by O iseuse to 
the vergier,  Amant is led (by Courtoisie) into a carol; in an analogous scene in the Commedia,  M atilda 
leads D ante by the hand into the dance o f  the four cardinal virtues (X X X I, 100-5). On the importance 
o f dance in Parad iso  (though without reference to this scene in Purgatorio),  see A. N. W illiam s, ‘The 
T heology o f  the C om m edia’ in Jacoff (ed.), C ambridge Companion to Dante, pp. 215-6.
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sweat of his brow (11287-92).'^'* A life of contemplation is permissible, as long as one
175enters an order with sufficient means to support such an existence (11377-478). 

Begging is permitted in extenuating circumstances but, if at all possible, men must 

earn their living with their hands. At this point, to counter spurious attempts at an 

allegorical interpretation of “hands”, Jean inserts two diagrams; one of a bodily hand, 

the other of a spiritual hand. The latter is inscribed with the words of Genesis 

regarding G od’s creation of the e a r t h . T h u s ,  the two diagrams highlight the 

distinction not only between the active and contemplative lives, but also between the 

works of God and the works of man, looking forward to the disquisition on the
177relationship of Nature and Art that precedes the confession of Nature.

In the Commedia, the distinction between hands and eyes is used to associate Virgil 

with the contemplative life and to distinguish him from Dante. This imagery subtly 

underscores one of D ante’s primary themes: that the classical tradition, for all its 

virtues, may only ever be the handmaid of Christian poetry, just as the active life 

serves the contemplative. The imagery of hands begins at the very gate of Hell, where 

Dante stands petrified at the ominous inscription above the poets. In a scene by which 

Chaucer was directly inspired, Virgil takes Dante by the hand and leads him into the
I 7 8realm of the damned. There are numerous other examples of Virgil leading Dante 

by the hand, and directing him with hand gestures, and references to Dante’s vision 

and eyes are equally in e v i d e n c e . I n d e e d ,  Shoaf treats Dante’s vision as one of the 

central metaphors of the entire text, arguing that his sight is gradually cleansed and 

purified, so that, in spite of being successively blinded by the appearance of angels 

and heavenly messengers, he is eventually able to sustain direct contemplation of the 

face of Beatrice, and subsequently to raise his eyes and enjoy the facie  ad faciem  

vision of God promised by St. Paul in his letter to the C o r i n t h i a n s . T h e  relationship

R om ance o f  the R ose, p. 174. 
ibid., pp. 175-7.
R om ance o f  the R ose, pp. 176-7. Horgan reproduces the drawings which occur in the M SS, w hile  

L ecoy m erely describes them in his notes to 11449-50.
For the relationship o f  Nature and Art, see R ose, 15975-16201; R om ance o f  the R ose, pp. 247-251 . 

For Nature’s confession , see R ose, 16677-19380; R om ance o f  the Rose, pp. 258-299 .
Inferno III, 19-21, c.f. P arliam ent o f  F owls. 169-70.
For the association o f V irgil with hands, see Inferno X , 38, Inferno XIII, 130, Inferno  X X X I, 28, 

P urgatorio  I, 49-51 , 121-9. For the association o f  Dante with vision, see Inferno  I, 62; III, 52 , 79; IV, 
130; P u rgatorio  I, 111; IV, 56; IX, 79  and especially  XII, 25-63, with his contem plation o f  the 
sculptures crafted by God on the cornice o f  the proud. A lso P aradiso  III, 19; VIII, 40; XXX III, 129.

Shoaf, p. 22. Shoaf has noted that Dante relates to the counterfeiter Adam -  to this we might add 
that attention is also drawn to the eyes and hands o f  the counterfeiter. See Inferno X X X ,  67, 123. For
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between V irgil’s hands and Dante’s eyes is brought vividly into focus at the Gates of 

the City of Dis, when the Furies summon Medusa. Virgil fears that Dante will be 

turned to stone and, to protect his charge, clasps his hands over his eyes:

Cosi disse ‘1 maestro; ed elli stessi
mi volse, e non si tenne a le mie mani, 
che con le sue ancor non mi chiudessi.

My M aster said this and himself turned me round and, not trusting to my
hands, covered my face with his own also.

Inferno  DC, 58-60

At this early stage, V irgil’s hands must protect Dante’s sight, since his control over 

his will is weak. It must also be remembered, however, that this moment represents a 

remarkable turning point in V irgil’s status as Dante’s guide, since the Latin poet 

reveals him self to be unable to effect an entrance into Lower Hell without divine 

assistance. Indeed, as Brownlee notes, the density of references to Aeneid 6 falls off 

sharply after this point, since the Virgilian Aeneas does not enter Tartarus, and 

therefore V irgil’s use to Dante as a poetic guide is more limited from this point on.'*' 

As a poet of ethics and moral behaviour, associated with reason and the active life, 

Virgil accompanies Dante through Purgatory, as Dante’s disordered will is 

r e c t i f i e d . B y  the time the poets arrive in the Earthly Paradise, however, Virgil has 

fulfilled his role and can take leave of Dante (Purgatorio XXVII, 127-42). V irgil’s 

departure signifies not only that Dante’s will has been perfected, but also that his 

Christian poetic has transcended the limitations of V irgil’s pagan poetry.

The triumph of Dante’s poetry is made clear in M atilda’s account o f the Earthly 

Paradise. Dante evokes a topography reminiscent of Classical poetic authority, only to 

replace it with a redemptive Christian landscape:

Quelli ch ’anticamente poetaro
I’eta dell’oro e suo stato felice, 
forse in Parnasso esto loco sognaro.

St. P aul’s assertion that we now see in a glass darkly, but one day will see face to face, see 1 
Corinthians, 13:12.

Brow nlee, ‘Dante and C lassical P oets’, p. 144.
'*■ See H igg in s’ notes to S isson s’ translation o f  these lines.
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Those who in old times sang of the age of gold and of its happy state perhaps 
dreamed on Parnassus of this place.

P urga torioX X N lll, 139-41

M atilda’s words evoke a parallel between M ount Parnassus and Mount Purgatory, but 

only to emphasise the limitations and shortcomings of the pagan past. Dante turns his 

face to Virgil and Statius, who are now standing, significantly, behind him. It is 

entirely fitting that Virgil, who had prophesied a return of the Golden Age, is granted 

a glimpse of the Earthly Paradise before returning to L i m b o . Y e t  it is perfectly clear 

that this is the very moment in which Dante surpasses the poets of classical antiquity.

If the earthly Paradise marks Dante’s break with the poetic tradition embodied by 

Virgil, it is also ironically the site o f one of his greatest poetic debts to a 

contemporary poet, since, as both Reid and Richards demonstrate, D ante’s Earthly 

Paradise contains numerous echoes of the Roman de la Rose, specifically the vergier 

de deduit}^ ‘̂ Richards has observed that these parallels become even more striking 

when one remembers that both scenes feature pivotal allusions to the myth of 

Narcissus. He refers to the ever-insightful work of Kevin Brownlee, who connects 

Rachel’s contemplation with the moment Dante gazes into Beatrice’s eyes, 

com menting that this constitutes a partial “inversion of the self-contemplation of 

Narcissus” . M o r e o v e r ,  as Richards notes, there are strong narrative similarities 

between the two episodes.’*̂  In the Rose, Amant is allowed into the garden by 

Oiseuse, then led by Cortoisie into the carol, before wandering through the garden
187until he comes to the Spring of Narcissus, where Amor shoots him with his arrows.

In Purgatorio, Dante encounters Matilda (like Leah, reminiscent of Oiseuse) who 

explains the Earthly Paradise. Shortly thereafter, Beatrice appears and rebukes Dante,

V irg il’s F ourth E clogue  speaks, in language rem iniscent o f  Isaiah, o f  a child just born under whom  
the iron race shall cease and a golden spring up in the world. D ante’s Statius claim s to have been  
converted to Christianity with the aid o f  this passage {P urgatorio  XXII, 64-93). As B row nlee argues, 
there is a “striking construct o f  reversal” at play here: “V irgil is damned, but his text is salvific; Statius 
is saved, but his text seem s not to have Christian salvific value.” See ‘Dante and the C lassical P oets’, p. 
148. For a detailed discussion o f  the relationship o f  V irgil and Statius, see Olga Grlic, ‘D an te’s Satius 
and A ugustine: Intertextuality in Conversionary N arrative’, M edievalia  et H um anistica, n.s. 21 (1994); 
73-84.

See R eid, pp. 73, 85-105 and Richards, pp. 194-8.
K evin B row nlee, ‘Dante and N arcissus {P urgatorio  X X X , 7 6 -9 9 )’, D ante S tudies  96 (1978), p. 205; 

cited in R ichards, ‘Dante and the R om an’, p. 86.
The account given here o f  the narrative sim ilarities differs slightly from the excessively  condensed  

account presented by Richards, which fails to notice som e o f  the more important parallels.
Richards, p. 194.
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causing him to cast down his head, only to find his shame increased by the sight of his 

face in the water;

Li occhi mi cadder giii nel chiaro fonte;
ma, veggendomi in esso, i trassi all’erba, 
tanta vergogna mi gravo la fronte.

My eyes fell down to the clear fount, but, seeing myself in it, I drew them 
back to the grass, so great shame weighed on my brow.

Purgatorio XXX, 76-8

As Shoaf and Brownlee both note, this is a clear allusion to the myth of Narcissus; as 

such, it reminds us of V irgil’s rebuke of Dante at just the moment when Adam the 

counterfeiter alludes to that myth in the Inferno}^^ Moreover, this specular image 

plays an important role in the Earthly Paradise scene, since it recalls the account of 

L,eah and Rachel, and looks forward to the moment in which Dante, having emerged 

from Lethe, is led by the Cardinal Virtues to gaze into Beatrice’s eyes where he sees 

the Griffin reflected:

Cosi cantando cominciaro; e poi
al petto del grifon seco menarmi, 
ove Beatrice stava volta a noi, 

disser; “Fa che le viste non risparmi:
post t ’avem dinanzi alii smeraldi 
ond’Amor gia ti trasse le sue armi.”

M ille disiri piii che fiamma caldi
strinsermi li occhi alii occhi rilucenti, 
che pur sopra ‘1 grifone stavan saldi.

Come in lo specchio sol, non altrimenti 
la doppia fiera dentro vi raggiava, 
or con altri, or con altri reggimenti.

Thus they began to sing and then brought me with them to the breast of the 
Griffin, where Beatrice stood turned to us, and they said: “See thou do not 
withhold thy gaze; we have set thee before the emeralds from which love once 
shot his darts at thee.” A thousand desires hotter than flame held my eyes on 
the shining eyes, which remained still fixed on the Griffin, and even like the 
sun in a mirror the two-fold beast shone within them, now with the one, now 
with the other nature.

Purgatorio H X X l, 112-23

These moments of reflection constitute a rich and complex response to the myth of 

Narcissus in the Rose. There, Amant first narrates the story of Narcissus, who saw his

Shoaf, pp. 49 -66  (esp. pp. 49-52); Brownlee, ‘Dante and the Classical P oets’, p. 156.
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own face in the spring, and then narrates his own story, which finds him gazing into 

the crystals and seeing not his own face but rather the rose-bush that becomes the 

object of his desire. In the same way, Dante first looks into the chiaro fonte  and sees 

his own face, but later, having passed through Lethe, gazes into Beatrice’s eyes and 

sees the Griffin. We might observe that the reference to Amor shooting his arrow is 

reminiscent of the Rose, while the comparison of Beatrice’s eyes to emeralds recalls 

the Rose’s crystals. Indeed, Dante’s reference to these two gems, following the 

reference to the (grammatically singular) chiaro fonte, reminds the reader of a similar 

distinction between the singular surface in which Guillaume’s Narcissus sees him self 

and the double crystals in which Amant spots his beloved. In turn, this double 

reflection becomes a triune reflection in the carbuncle of the biau pare  and triune 

circle of Paradiso XXXIII, in which Dante sees our image (127-45). Thus, Dante 

responds to both Guillaum e’s myth of Narcissus and his imagining of himself as a 

corrected version of Narcissus; he surpasses the greatest vernacular poem of his age 

as surely as he has surpassed the classical poets.

Dante’s poetic supremacy is made clear in V irgil’s parting speech. He hands over 

authority to Dante in language that draws attention both to Dante’s vision and to the 

fair eyes of Beatrice. This is by no means incidental, as the eyes of Beatrice will
189shortly replace those of Rachel as symbols of the contemplative life:

Tratto t ’ho qui con ingegno e con arte: 
lo tuo piacere omai prendi per duce: 
fuor se’ dell’erte vie, fuor se’ dell’arte.

Vedi lo sol che in fronte ti riluce;
vedi I’erbetta, I fiori e li arbuscelli, 
che qui la terra sol da se produce.

Mentre che vegnan lieti li occhi belli
che, lacrimando, a te venir mi fenno, 
seder ti puoi e puoi andar tra elli.

Non aspettar mio dir piia ne mio cenno: 
libero, dritto e sano e tuo arbitrio, 
e fallo fora non fare a suo senno;

Per ch’io te sovra te corono e mitrio.

I have brought you here with understanding and with skill. Take henceforth
thy pleasure for guide. Thou hast come forth from the steep and the narrow

W hen Beatrice appears in the pageant that concludes Purgatorio, Dante gazes upon her, and sees 
reflected in her eyes the Christ figure o f  the griffin, from which she does not m ove her eyes: a clear 
sym bol o f  the contem plative life {Purgatorio  X X X I, 118-23).
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ways. See the sun that shines on thy brow; see the grass, the flowers and the 
trees which the ground here brings forth of itself alone; till the fair eyes come 
rejoicing which weeping made me come to thee thou mayst sit or go among 
them. No longer expect word or sign from me. Free, upright and whole is thy 
will and it were a fault not to act on its bidding; therefore over thyself I crown 
and mitre thee.

P urga torioX X N ll, 130-42

As Ascoli notes, this complex passage indicates “the completion of a moral- 

intellectual education that reverses the effects of the Fall, but also, as a consequence, 

his pupil’s liberation from institutional authorities” .'̂ '  ̂ W e may also note that the 

imagery of hands and eyes used to distinguish Virgil and Dante finds completion here. 

Having earlier used his hands to cover Dante’s eyes and protect him from the 

weakness of his corrupted will, Virgil now shows faith in D ante’s use of his vision. In 

allegorical terms, we are seeing Reason give way to Love, and the active life give way 

to the contemplative. There is also, however, a transfer of poetic authority. Virgil is 

aware that he is no longer qualified to lead Dante, since the Christian poet is about to 

write about a subject for which there is no Classical authority. V irgil’s silence -  “No 

longer expect word or sign from me” -  acknowledges his inadequacy as a poetic 

source for the ParadisoP^ V irgil’s references to ingegno and arte suggest that Dante 

has finished his poetic apprenticeship, making it appropriate that he hand over the 

crown and mitre; surely Ascoli is right to suggest that “the figurative crown should 

also be understood as a version of the laurel wreath, emblem of all true poetic 

auctoritas” .'^“ Indeed, only a few cantos later, Dante expresses his desire to be 

crowned with laurel leaves (Paradiso I, 22-7).

That Dante seeks to rescue language from the taint of fallen human nature is clear in 

Virgil’s reference to ingegno and arte, which carry both moral and poetic 

significance. As such, these words are not quite identical with the “understanding” 

and “skill” of Sinclair’s translation. Both, in fact, are strongly suggestive of the verbal 

art of rhetoric. The characters in Cicero’s De Oratore discuss three factors necessary 

for skill in the rhetorical arts: natural ability (natura, ingenium)', theory or art

A sco li, p. 63.
The inadequacy o f  the pagan poetic tradition is best indicated in D ante’s desire to write a com m edia ,  

as opposed to V irg il’s alta  tragedia  (Inferno X X ,  113) -  a conscious, deeply Christian inversion o f  the 
classification o f  tragedy as the highest literary form. Compare Chaucer’s professed desire at the end o f  
Troilus to write “som com ed ye” (V , 1788).

A scoli, p. 63.
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{doctrina, ars); practice {exerlitatio, V irgil’s ingegno and arte clearly

associate him with this tradition, though it is apparent that his use of rhetoric contrasts 

sharply with poets who abuse rhetoric, such as Bertran de Born, as well as falsifiers 

such as Sinon who abuse language. The semantic range of ingegno is wide; it can 

suggest either the proper or improper use of rhetoric.'^'* While it is obvious that Dante 

rejects the abuse of ingegno and arte, it is clear that he also wishes to transcend their 

limitations. This is seen in Purgatorio IX, where the wayfarers encounter an angel 

who opens the gate to Purgatory. Two keys are required to open it; a silver one, which 

signifies the moral virtues of the active life, and a golden one, which signifies divine 

grace (124-126).'^"^ The silver key is turned by ingegno, and just as this key is inferior 

to the golden key of G od’s grace, so too must poetic ingegno be supplemented by 

divine assistance.

As Dante ascends through the constellation of Gemini, under which he was born, 

Dante refers to his in-born genius, but highlights that it has been supplemented by 

grace:

O gloriose stelle, o lume pregno
di gran virtu, dal quale io riconosco 
tutto, qual che si sia, il mio ingegno, 

con voi nasceva e s’ascondeva vosco
quelli ch’e padre d ’ogne mortal vita, 
quand’ io senti’ di prima I’aere tosco; 

e poi, quando mi fu grazia largita
d ’entrar nell’alta rota che vi gira, 
la vostra region mi fu sortita.

O glorious stars, O light pregnant with mighty power from which I 
acknowledge all my genius, whatever it be, with you was born and with you 
hidden he that is the father of each mortal life when I first tasted the Tuscan 
air; and after, when grace was granted me to enter into the high wheel that 
bears you round, your region was assigned to me.

Paradiso XXII, 112-20 {emphasis added)

G ideon Burton, ‘Rhetorical A b ility ’, Silva Rhetoricae  online at http;//rhetoric.byu.edu/
In B o cca cc io ’s D ecam eron,  it is one o f  the three forces which govern the world: Fortune (Fortuna), 

Intelligence (Ingegno) and Love (Amore).  N egative exam ples o f the words ingegno  and arte  can be 
found in Dante: ingegno  describes the cunning o f  the Sophists (Paradiso  X X IV , 79 -81), w hile arte  
describes the cunning o f  Deidam ia, w ife o f  A chilles, (Inferno X X V I, 55-63) and the achem ists in 
M alebolge (Inferno X X IX , 115). See also Inferno X XV II, 76-7, where arte  is used to describe the fo x 
like cunning and fraudulent tendencies o f  a sinner.

See also the recital o f  the Lord’s Prayer at P urgator io  XI, 7-9, where grace is treated as a necessary  
supplem ent to moral ingegno.
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At the beginning of Paradiso, Dante replaces ingegno with inspiration. Just as Virgil 

is no longer an adequate guide for Dante, artistic ingegno is insufficient to deal with 

Dante’s high matter. In the invocations to Inferno and Purgatorio, Dante evokes the 

power of his ingegno even as he appeals to the Muses, but in the invocation to 

Paradiso, he arrives at a vision of divine inspiration that will make him worthy to 

crown him self with l a u r e l s . I n  this way, Dante consistently constructs him self as a 

divinely inspired figure, who leaves behind the created world for the contemplation of 

the divine. It is important to note the significance of this word for D ante’s poetic 

vision, since it is transliterated by Chaucer (as engyn) in his commentary on D ante’s
197visionary poetics in the House o f Fame.

Dante’s characterisation of his Christian poetic returns again and again to the mirror 

metaphor, and this is nowhere clearer than in Paradiso, which M iller has argued is 

stmctured around a distinction between the speculum inferius and speculum  

superius}'^^ Miller demonstrates that this structural principle is evident in the 

comparison of Paradiso II and Paradiso XXXIII. In both cases, Dante’s use of the 

mirror metaphor seems clearly indebted to Jean de Meun. In the first, Beatrice’s 

discussion of the moonspots recalls the similar passage in Reason’s discourse. D ante’s 

discussion o f the moonspots passage is particularly interesting because it marks a total 

rejection of the theory on the subject he had earlier supported in Convivio II, xiii, 9- 

10, which is the same theory advanced by Jean de Meun in the Rose}'^'^ Both Jean de 

Meun in the Rose and Dante in the Convivio accept the Averroistic theory that the 

spots on the moon are due to the combination of dense and rare matter. In Paradiso, 

Beatrice rejects this view, drawing in part on Albertus Magnus. Though this 

constitutes Dante’s rejection not only of his earlier view, but also of that found in the 

Rose, Richards argues that Dante remains indebted to Jean de Meun for the suggestion 

of using an “experiment” rather than a gloss to demonstrate his point, though Lansing 

objects that Jean offers an ensample, not an experiment.^^°

Inferno  II, 7-9; P u rgatorio  I, 1-12 (here, Dante speaks o f  being accompanied, rather than inspired 
by, the Muse); P arad iso  I, 1-27.

H ouse o f  Fam e, 528.
Miller, p. 266.
Richards, pp. 89-94.
ibid., pp. 91-4; Lansing, p. 802.
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Nonetheless, D ante’s discussion of the moonspots is distinctly reminiscent of Jean de 

M eun’s. More importantly, it is built into an analogy with the final use of the mirror 

image in Paradiso. Beatrice’s experiment calls for the use of three mirrors and a 

hidden light source to demonstrate that the light will shine as brightly in all three 

mirrors, thus demonstrating that the divine light is spread with equal brightness 

through the universe, though not all surfaces reflect it equally. As Allen Tate notes, 

only two mirrors are actually necessary for the experiment: Beatrice’s use of three is 

designed to foreshadow the triune ‘m irror’ in which Dante sees ‘our im age’ reflected 

at the end of his p i l g r i m a g e . M a n ’s fall defaced the image of God in man, and 

exiled him from his Creator, but also resulted in the corruption of language and the 

loss of reference. Dante has similarly tied the fate of language and poetry to 

redemption of man. He has shown, in the Inferno, that misrepresentation led man 

away from God; but also, in Purgatorio and Paradiso, that language and poetry can 

be perfected and restored through grace. Dante finally presents him self as “Narcissus 

redeemed” ;̂ ^̂

Quella circulazion che si concetta 
pareva in te come lume reflesso, 
dalli occhi miei alquanto circunspetta, 

dentro da se, del suo colore stesso, 
mi parve pinta della nostra effige; 
per che ‘1 mio viso in lei tutto era messo.

Qual e ‘1 geometra che tutto s’affige 
per misurar lo cerchio, e non ritrova, 
pensando, quel principio ond’elli indige, 

tal era io a quella vista nova: 
veder volea come si convenne 
r  imago al cerchio e come vi s’indova; 

ma non eran da cio le proprie penne; 
se non che la mia mente fu percossa 
da un fulgore in che sua voglia venne.

A ll’alta fantasia qui manco possa;
ma gia volgeva il mio disio e ‘1 velle,
SI com e rota ch’ igualmente e mossa,

I’amor che move il sole e I’altre stelle.

That circling which, thus begotten, appeared in Thee as reflected light, when 
my eyes dwelt on it for a time, seemed to me, within it and in its own colour, 
pamted with our likeness, for which my sight was wholly given to it. Like the

Allen Tate, ‘The Symbolic Imagination; The M irrors of D ante’, in The New Orpheus: Essays 
toward a Christian Poetic, ed. by Nathan A. Scott, Jr (New York: Sheed and W ard, 1964), p. 113, n.lO; 
cited in M iller, p. 264, n. 3.

Shoaf, pp. 98-9. See also Brownlee, ‘Dante and the Classical Poets’, p. 159.
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geometer who sets all his mind to the squaring of the circle and for all his 
thinking does not discover the principle he needs, such was I at that strange 
sight. I wished to see how the image was fitted to the circle and how it has its 
place there; but my own wings were not sufficient for that, had not my mind 
been smitten by a flash wherein came its wish. Here power failed the high 
phantasy; but now my desire and will, like a wheel that spins with even 
motion, were revolved by the Love that moves the sun and the other stars.

P a rad isoX X X ll l ,  127-45

It is a stunning consummation, and unlike anything in the corpus of medieval 

literature. Yet, for all its beauty and profundity, there is a lie at the heart of this 

passage which another medieval writer, equally conscious of the ethical 

responsibilities of the poet, was reluctant to embrace. For all his admiration of the 

brilliance o f Dante’s achievement, for all his sympathy with D ante’s sublime 

delineation of Church orthodoxy, Chaucer was finally unconvinced of the merit of 

D ante’s visionary poetic. In much of his writing, he balances profound admiration for 

the Commedia  with far-reaching criticism of the poetic vision that made it possible.

Both Jean de Meun and Dante build on the traditional image of the text as mirror and 

develop it in surprising new ways. At the centre of this for both writers is a profound 

question about representation, as each considers the appropriate subject and method 

involved in assimilatio. Yet each is equally motivated by the problem of dealing with 

poetic inheritance, and each recognises that to take a place alongside the literary 

giants of the past it is necessary to both defer to and surpass them. Each develops a 

language of fraud and falsification, though in remarkably different ways. For Jeun de 

Meun, falsification is inherent in a poetic that is either purely mimetic or purely 

allegorical: it is no accident that he ends his poem with what Brownlee has called a 

hybrid mimesis (the human pilgrim ’s penetration of the metaphorical flower) that
203acknowledges but ultimately refuses such extremes of representation. ' Jean is 

deeply conscious of the obfuscation engendered by the innate multiplicity of human 

perspectives and the unavoidable inadequacy of human perception, but forges a poetic 

that transcends falsification through acknowedging its limitations. This solution could 

never be sufficient for Dante. Dante builds on the allusions to fraud and falsification 

in the Rose in order to articulate an important distinction between his own acts of

903
Kevin Brownlee, ‘Pygmalion, Mimesis , and the Multiple Endings o f  the Rom an de  la  R o se ', Yale 

French S tudies  95 (1999): 193-211 (pp. 209-11).
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representation and those of the falsifiers. From here, he is able to articulate a very 

different vision of poetry, one rooted in a fundamental distinction between the active 

and contemplative lives, and building to the remarkable climax o f Paradiso  XXXIII. 

Throughout his poetic career, Chaucer responded to his two greatest vernacular 

auctores, but crafted a poetic powerfully different from those of Jean de Meun and 

Dante, though no less philosophically realist in tone or ethical in intent.
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C h a p t e r  T w o

‘A  V o Y S  A l  H o o l ’ : M u l t ip l ic a t io n  a n d  D im in is h m e n t  in  C h a u c e r ’s R e a l is t

P o e t ic s

Q uant autre conseill n ’i peut m etre, 
si taille anpraintes de tel letre 
q u ’el leur doune fourm es veroies 
an quoinz de diverses m onoies, 
don Art fesoit ses exam plaires, 
qui ne fet pas fourm es si vaires.

W hen she has no other solution, she stam ps them out bearing the im press o f 
particular letters, for she gives them  true form s in coins o f different 
currencies. A rt took these for her m odels, but her form s are less true.'

Rose, vol. 2, 15983-8

Ivi e Rom ena, la dov ’ io falsai
la lega suggellata del Batista; 
per c h ’ io il corpo su arso lasciai.

[...] there is Rom ena, where I falsified the currency stam ped with the B aptist 
and for that left above my body burnt.

Inferno  XX X, 73-5

I: Counterfeiting Nature in Jean de Meun, Dante and Boethius

W hen Jeun de M eun describes N ature as a coiner, as Alain de Lille had done 

previously , he gives expression to an unm istakably realist onto logy .“ In such an 

understanding. A rt can only ever exist at a distant rem ove from  the source o f all 

things, dim inishing its value as an epistem ological tool. W hen Adam  of Brescia 

reveals to D ante the nature o f his crim e, the reader is arguably less conscious of 

philosophical or m etalinguistic undertones, since the political, econom ic and religious 

im plications o f his actions are to the fore: counterfeiting the florin is a threat to the 

econom ic stability o f Florence, an affront to her m ost prestigious sym bol, and a near- 

b lasphem ous assault on her patron saint.' Yet the coupling o f the words lega  (which 

im plies a thing bound, from  legare, ‘to b ind ’) and suggellata  ( ‘sealed’ or ‘stam ped’)

' R om ance o f  the R ose, pp. 247-8.
■ C om pla in t o f  N ature, p. 44.
’ See Inferno X X X ,  58 -90 , and S inclair’s notes on the passage. It has been argued that the prominence 
o f religious sym bolism  on m edieval coins served as a deterrent to w ould-be falsifiers and clippers, who 
might be m ore reluctant to deface or forge a religious im age than a secular one. See Seaby, Stor)’ o f  
B ritish C oinage, pp. 64-5.
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alerts us to a deeper philosophical significance, one that is strongly and deliberately 

reinforced by the contrapasso that sees the falsifier of the lega punished by having his 

limbs bound {‘‘legate’) by dropsy {Inferno XXX, 81). Throughout the Commedia, these 

words are consistently coupled in order to articulate the images of stamped or sealed 

impressions that Dante invokes to embody familiar epistemologically realist 

assumptions. Eugene Vance argues that Dante’s Convivio is influenced by A quinas’ 

account of the “law”, whose purpose, as suggested by its etymology, is to “bind 

together” {ligare) individuals in the body politic.'* “These same ideas” , Vance argues, 

“are extended by Dante to a yet broader notion of authority, which, he says, remains 

centred upon the action of the proper ‘binding of words together’ {legare parole), and 

which may therefore be understood, for etymological reasons as well, to include the 

notion of ‘author’ as someone whose words are of ‘highest authority’ {altissima 

autoritade).”  ̂ Further support is lent to this by Joan Ferrante, who demonstrates that 

Dante deliberately exploits the ambiguity in the word “legge”, allowing it to function 

as both a noun, ‘law ’, and a verb, ‘reads’, in a pair of complex rhyming puns {Inferno 

V, 56 and 58; XIX, 83 and 85).^ The concept of binding words, as Ascoli argues, is 

crucial to D ante’s attempts to fashion himself as an author, since the Convivio makes 

sophisticated use of the etymological relationship of the word auctor to the verb 

avieo, ‘to b ind’.̂  The imagery of true and counterfeit coins {lega) in the Commedia is 

perfectly chosen as a way of distinguishing between the authentic and the inauthentic, 

and of establishing Dante’s cherished concept of auctoritas. Furthermore, it 

participates in a much larger metaphoric structure through which Dante defines not 

only the relationship between creator and creation, universal and particular, and 

individual and society, but also the cognitive processes by which man apprehends 

these relationships and ascends from knowledge of earthly things to knowledge of the 

divine.

'* Thomas Aquinas, Sumina theologica,  Prima secundae partis, quaestio 90.1 , as published in Aquinas:  
Selected  Poli t ica l  Writings, trans. by J.G. D awson and A. P. D ’Entreve (Oxford; B lackw ell, 1959), p. 
109 Cited by V ance. ‘Mervelous S ig n a ls ’, p. 235.
 ̂ V ance, 'M ervelous S ig n a ls ’, p. 235. See also pp. 262-3  for other exam ples o f  the importance o f  

“binding” in D ante’s works, especially  in D e vulgari eloquentia.
Joan Ferrante, ‘A Poetics o f  Chaos and H arm ony’, in The Cambridge Companion to Dante,  ed. by 

Rachel Jacoff, 2'"̂  edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007 [1993]), pp. 181-200 (p. 191).
’ A scoli, pp. 55-7 . He also notes (p. 57) that Dante carefully latches onto the first-person singular form  
o f the verb, thereby inscribing the words “I [Dante] author” into his text.

106



One of the most powerful articulations of this nexus of ideas is found in Paradiso  II, 

when Beatrice, responding to Dante’s confusion regarding the spots on the moon, 

elaborates on the multiplication of the divine form through creation:

Lo m oto e la virtii de’ santi giri,
come dal fabbro I’arte del martello, 
da’ beati motor convien che spiri; 

e ‘1 ciel cui tanti lumi fanno bello,
della mente profonda che lui volve 
prende 1’image e fassene suggello.

E com e I’alma dentro a vostra polve
per different! m em bra e conformate 
a diverse potenze si resolve, 

cosi I’intelligenza sua bontate
multiplicata per le stelle spiega, 
girando se sovra sua unitate.

Virtu diversa fa diversa lega
col prezioso corpo c h ’ella avviva, 
nel qual, si come vita in voi, si lega.

Per la natura lieta onde deriva
la virtu mista per lo corpo luce 
come letizia per pupilla viva.

The motion and the virtue of the holy wheels must derive from the blessed 
movers, as the craft o f  the hammer from the smith; and the heaven that so 
m any lights make fair takes its stamp from the profound mind that turns it, and 
o f  that stamp becomes itself the seal; and as the soul within your dust is 
diffused through different members that are adapted to various faculties, so the 
Intelligence unfolds its bounty, multiplied through the stars, itself wheeling on 
its own unity. Diverse virtue makes diverse alloy {lega) with the precious 
body which it quickens and with which, even as life in you, it is bound {lega)\ 
by the joyous nature whence it springs the mingled virtue shines through the 
body as joy  through a living pupil.

Paradiso  II, 127-44 (emphasis added)

To invoke the categories of realism delineated by Robert Myles, the cosmogony 

represented by this imagery embodies a foundationalist, intentionalist realism, since it
Q

invokes creation as the work o f  a single divine creator. As an extension o f  this, the 

imagery implies that traces o f  this creator can be detected in his creation: an 

epistemologically realist position. Moreover, Beatrice’s analogy between the 

dispersion o f  the faculties o f  the soul and the diffusion of the Divine Intellect 

highlights that m an’s intellective faculty is the image of G o d ’s, thus intensifying the 

sense that the Divine Nature can, to at least some extent, be apprehended by the

* M yles,  p. 1.
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exercise o f reason. As a corollary to this, one might note that the image necessarily 

implies a semiotic realism, since the relationship between the seal and the matrix is 

direct, and thus suggests that the created order is a sign that refers truthfully, whatever 

m an’s ability to understand it. Beatrice’s image is closely analogous to Alain de Lille 

and Jean de M eun’s treatment of Nature as a coiner (especially when we recall that 

medieval coins were hammer-struck). This conception of nature is alien to even a 

moderate nominalist view of the relationship between individuals and their exemplars 

in the mind of God, since it was a nominalist (or more properly conceptualist realist) 

view that the forms of individual beings exist in the mind of God as particulars rather 

than as universals.^

Since any realist philosophy of the nature of universals must necessarily account for 

the differences between members of the same species and genus, it is necessary for 

Dante to modify the image of the wax seal. The solution is advanced by Charles 

Martel, when he explains to Dante the diversity of human temperaments, and notably 

the fact that children are often unlike their parents;

La circular natura, ch’e suggello
alia cera mortal, fa ben sua arte, 
ma non distingue I’un dall’altro ostello.

Circling nature, which is a seal on the mortal wax, plies its art well, but does 
not distinguish one house from another.

Paradiso  VIE, 127-9

By compelling children into professions for which they are not marked out by Nature, 

mankind thwarts her best efforts. Yet the craft of Nature is both dependent upon and 

(necessarily) inferior to that of God. To express this creative hierarchy, Dante again 

has recourse to the seal image. This is seen in his account of the differences between 

men engendered by natural means and the two men -  Adam and Christ -  created 

directly and perfectly by God:

Se fosse a punto la cera dedutta
e fosse il cielo in sua virtij suprema, 
la luce del suggel parrebbe tutta; 

ma la natura la da sempre scema,
similemente operando all’artista

’ For a lucid and concise d iscussion o f  these distinctions, see M yles, p. 5.
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c ’ ha I’abito dell’arte e man che trema.
Pero se ’1 caldo amor la chiara vista

della prim a virtu dispone e segna, 
tutta la perfezion quivi s ’acquista.

Cosi fu fatta gia la terra degna
di tutta r  animal perfezione; 
cosi fu fatta la Vergine pregna; 

si c h ’ io com m endo tua oppinione,
che r  um ana natura mai non fue 
ne fia qual fu in quelle due persone.

If the wax were moulded perfectly and the heavens were at the height o f  their 
power, all the brightness of the seal would be seen; but nature always gives it 
defectively, working like the artist who has the skill of his art and a hand that 
trembles. But if the burning Love moves the clear Vision of the primal Pow er 
and makes o f  that its seal, all perfection is attained there. Thus, once, was the 
dust made fit for all the perfection of a living creature, and thus was the Virgin 
m ade to be with child; so that I approve thy judgem ent that nature never was 
nor shall be what it was in these two persons.

Paradiso  XIII, 73-87

This passage offers a three-way analogy between God, Nature and Man, which rests

upon a familiar hierarchy o f  artistic creation such as that advanced by Hugh o f  St.

V i c t o r . I n d e e d ,  as Boitani has demonstrated, Dante carefully assimilates his own

poetic project to this creative hierarchy."  That the Incarnation represents the

perfection o f  the craft o f  the divine artist -  which not only surpasses the craft of  man

but even transcends the limitations of Nature -  provides the explanation for the

inclusion o f  the Annunciation in the tableau o f  divine art on the girone  o f  the Proud,
12where Dante further advances his own place as a supreme artist. The perfection of 

the representation of the Annunciation is captured by the image of a wax seal, 

referring back to the previous quotation, and forging a powerful link between creation 

and representation. Though it has been quoted previously, it is worth examining 

again:

Giurato si saria c h ’el dicesse ‘AveV;
perche iv ’era imaginata quella 
c h ’ad aprir I’alto amor volse la chiave; 

a avea in atto impressa esta favella
'Ecce ancilla D eV , propri'amente 
come figura in cera si suggella.

D iscussed  by C am ille, pp. 34-5.
" See Boitani, ‘The Poetry and Poetics o f  Creation’, pp. 224-6.
'■ Through w itnessing the Incarnation and Virgin birth, Jean de M eun’s Nature discovered -  alm ost to 
her chagrin -  that divine craft would not be circumscribed by the laws o f  Nature {Rose,  19127-60).
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One would have sworn he [Gabriel] said; ‘A ve ’, for she was imaged there who 
turned the key to open the supreme love, and in her bearing she had this word 
imprinted: ‘Ecce ancilla D ei’ as clearly as a figure is stamped in wax.

Purgatorio X, 40-5

It would be difficult to find any passage in the corpus of medieval literature that more

perfectly demonstrated Cam ille’s observation that the medieval artist became both
1 ^elevated by comparison, and diminished by contrast with the Divine Artist. ’ W e must 

not forget, nonetheless, that the subject of any ecphrastic description is as much the 

poetic medium itself as the work of visual art it describes; as Marianne Shapiro puts 

it, “ [e]cphrasis is motivated by the need to explore the mimetic potential of poetry” .''  ̂

Here, the significance of the image of the stamped impression (which holds equally 

for the coin as the seal) lies in its ability to indicate that the relationship between the 

Creator and his creation is direct and real, and thus that the created world may 

legitimately function as a natural (rather than conventional) sign of God. Yet the 

image of the wax impression also represents an ideal of mimetic accuracy, as well as 

evoking the role of art in stimulating intellectual response and a movement of the will 

towards the good. The wax impression, of course, is a standard image for describing 

the impression of images on the senses: Mary Carruthers notes that it is the dominant 

model of cognition and memory from at least as early as Plato’s Theaetetus.'^ Shapiro 

recognises that D ante’s image must be understood in terms of the process of cognition 

familiar from Augustine (among others), according to which the work o f art, like any 

sense-object, is imprinted on the memory before being judged by the intellect.'^

That Dante is deliberately invoking the process of cognition in his description of the 

Annunciation appears likely when we recall that the seal metaphor is also at the heart 

of V irgil’s explanation of perception as the root cause of the movement of the will 

towards the good:

Cam ille, p. 33. Cam ille notes that manuscript illum inations frequently represented God as a sculptor 
(p. 35).

Marianne Shapiro, ‘Ecphrasis in V irgil and D ante’, C om parative L iterature  42 .2  (1990): 97 -115  (p. 
113) ,

Mary Carruthers, The Book o f  M em oiy: A Study o f  M emory’ in M ed ieva l C ulture (Cambridge: 
Cambridge U niversity Press, 1990), esp. pp. 16-45.

Shapiro, 99-100.

1 10



Vostra apprensiva da esser verace
tragge intenzione, e dentro a voi la spiega, 
si che I’animo ad essa volger face; 

e se, rivolto, inver di lei si piega,
quel piegare e amor, quell’e natura 
che per piacer di novo in voi si lega.
[...] ma non ciascun segno 
e buono, ancor che buona sia la cera.

Your perception takes from outward reality an impression and unfolds it
within you, so that it makes the mind turn to it; and if the mind, so turned,
inclines to it, that inclination is love, that is nature, which by pleasure is bound 
on you afresh. [...] but not every stamp is good, even if it be good wax.

Purgatorio XVIII, 22-7, 38-9.

That not every stamp is good {non ciascun segno / e buono) introduces an important 

modification of this theme. M an’s faculties are limited, and are susceptible to 

deception by false impressions.'^ Virgil acknowledges that he cannot explain the 

matter as fully as Beatrice, since a proper understanding is dependent on faith, not 

reason (46-8). In this way, faith is seen as an essential guard against falling foul of

false, fraudulent sensory impressions. The distinction between good and bad

impressions is related to Dante’s attempt to distinguish between licit and illicit 

representation, which he had carefully developed in his discussion of fraud in 

Malebolge.

Dante is aware that even faith itself may be true or false, and it is unsurprising that St. 

Peter resorts to the imagery of true and false coins when, in Paradiso XXIV, he

examines Dante’s faith. The examinations of Dante by Saints Peter, James and John
! 8in Paradiso  XXIV-XXVI are crucial in establishing Dante’s auctoritas\ the image 

of the coin in the first of these examinations perfectly encapsulates the dual themes of 

testing and authority:

Cosi spir5 di quello amore acceso;
indi soggiunse: “Assai bene e trascorsa

For an analysis o f  tiiis passage and its contexts, see Gerald M organ, ‘Natural and Spiritual 
M ovem ents o f  L ove in the Soul: An Explanation o f  Purgatorio.  X V III.16-39’, M odern Language  
Review  80.2  ( m S ) :  320-9.

A scoli notes (p. 48) that the exam inations are the equivalent o f  the scholastic “bachelor’s 
exam ination” o f  the great m edieval universities, and confer Dante with apostolic and ecclesiastical 
approval. A. N. W illiam s disagrees, finding these scenes more the equivalent o f  the university  
disputations or quaestiones,  designed to provide an opportunity for dialogic learning. T h e  T heology o f  
the C o m m e d ia ' , p. 205.
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d ’esta m oneta gia la lega e ’1 peso: 
m a dim m i se tu 1’ hai nella tua borsa.”

O n d ’ lo: “Si ho, si lucida e si tonda, 
che nel suo conio nulla mi s ’inforsa.”

This breathed from  that kindled love; and it continued: ‘N ow  the alloy and the 
w eight o f this m oney have been well exam ined; but tell m e if  thou hast it in 
thy p u rse .’ I therefore: ‘I have indeed, so bright and round that o f its m intage I 
am  in no doub t.’

Paradiso  XX IV , 83-7

It is very likely that D ante intended a connection between the lega  in Inferno X X X  and 

this discussion o f right belief: A quinas m akes explicit a connection betw een 

counterfeiters, who falsify coinage, and heretics, who falsify f a i t h . B u t  while Shoaf 

argues that D an te’s use o f coin im agery in the Inferno  derives from  the arbitrariness 

o f coins and w ords as signs, this passage m akes clear that D ante has another 

significance in mind.^° In a discussion of St. Peter’s coin o f faith, G iuseppe M azzotta 

has noted the oddness o f the m etaphor, but argues that it helps D ante offer a radical 

tw ist to St. T hom as’ elaboration o f the sym bolic theology o f Pseudo-D ionysus, since 

the resistance o f the m etaphor to pure intellectual understanding highlights the 

im possibility  o f direct and precise know ledge o f m atters o f f a i t h . M a z z o t t a  argues 

that the tenor o f  the m etaphor is to show how faith displaces and subverts what the 

world holds dear. M oreover, he argues that “the coin, as a m etaphor o f exchange, 

m akes faith, the bedrock of all o ther virtues, a m etaphor for a pow er to re-define or 

dism iss the values o f  the world, though it itself is outside any proper defini t ion” . Y e t  

this is only partially  true. The point to grasp is that for St. Peter, unlike Adam  of 

Brescia, the coin retains both value and signifying pow er, in spite o f being rem oved 

from the very system  o f exchange believed to confer these qualities. The w orld to 

which A dam  o f B rescia belongs is a  world o f lim ited resources, in w hich individuals 

prosper at the expense o f others. St. Peter’s coin image, by contrast, is analogous to 

the P earl-m aiden’s invocation o f the penny paid to each w orker in the V ineyard in 

order to detach the narrator from  his earthly fixation on a system  o f  exchange based

ST 2 .2 .1 ! ,art 3. See Tke Hell o f  D ante  Alighieri, ed. and trans. by Arthur John Butler (London: 
M acm illan, 1892; repr. Elibron C lassics, 2001 ), pp. 362-3. In his discussion o f  the counterfeiter, Butler 
notes that Aquinas com pares counterfeiters to heretics, but fails to note the connection  with the passage 
in w hich St. Peter com pares true faith to a true coin.

Shoaf, pp. 9 -12  and passim .
■' G iusseppe M azzotta, ‘Dante and the V irtues o f  E x ile ’, P oetics  Today  5.3 (1984); 645-67  (pp. 663-4). 
■■ M azzotta, p. 664.
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inherently upon scarcity v a l u e . I t  is therefore important to note that Peter does not 

ask Dante if he has a coin in his purse but if he has the coin: faith is like no earthly 

currency, since it can be dispersed widely with no diminishment, and shared with 

others w ithout loss to the self. Just as the quality and perfection of Dante’s coin of 

faith is distinct from the mondiglia ( ‘dross’, Inferno  XXX, 90) of those minted by 

Adam, so too the singularity of his coin is distinct from the senseless multiplication of 

the coins of the counterfeiter."'* At the heart of the coin metaphor, then, are two related 

impulses. In the first, the coin is understood as an impressed figure, forging an 

analogy with the impression of form on matter and of the senses on the mind. The 

second recognises the coin’s fundamental role as a medium of exchange, noting in 

particular that it cannot increase in one place without diminishing in another. This 

establishes a crucial contrast with the coin of which Peter speaks, which, being 

spiritual in nature, can be constantly distributed without ever diminishing.

When St. Peter inquires of Dante how he acquired his faith, he responds by

developing a different but related metaphor:

[...] La larga ploia
dello Spirito Santo ch’e diffusa 
in su le vecchie e ’n su le nuove cuoia, 

e sillogismo che la m ’ ha conchiusa
acutamente si, che ‘nverso d ’ella 
ogni dimostrazion mi pare ottusa.

[...] The plenteous rain of the Holy Spirit that is poured out (diffusa) on the old
and the new parchments is a syllogism which has established it for me with
such acuteness that every other demonstration, compared with that, seems to 
me futile.

Paradiso XXIV, 91-6

The image of the ink as the rain of the Holy Spirit being diffused over the parchment 

of Scripture is surprisingly closely related to the image of the coin. First, the depiction 

of the material, non-living parchments being infused and imprinted with divine form 

continues the imagery of sealed impression and the imprint of form on matter. 

Second, the emphasis on plenitude and bounty in the image of the rain of the Holy

Pearl, in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, Pearl, Cleanness, Patience, ed. by J. J Anderson and A. 
C. Cawley (London: Dent, 1994), 481-600.

Sinon notes that he is in Hell for only one sin, while Adam is there for more than any demon, 
indicating that each coin he falsely minted was a damnable offence {Inferno XXX, 115-17).
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Spirit evokes the sense of shared treasure imphcit in the comparison of faith to a coin. 

It is furthermore impHed that this treasure (like the coin of St. Peter, but unlike both 

the true florin and Adam of Brescia’s counterfeits) may be bestowed on all equally, 

without ever being diminished.

In this way, both the book of Scripture and the book of Creation are sealed with the 

image of God, and participate in the divine nature without lessening its substance. 

This train of imagery reaches its apex in the final canto of the Commedia. Here, Dante 

provides two key images of textuality that unite the images of stamping and binding, 

the first being the beautiful metaphor of the Sibyl’s leaves:

Da quinci innanzi il mio veder fu maggio
che ’1 parlar nostro, ch ’a tal vista cede, 
e cede la memoria tanto oltraggio.

Qual e colui che somniando vede,
che dopo il sogno la passione impressa 
rimane, e I’altro mente non riede, 

cotal son io, che quasi tutta cessa
mia visione, ed ancor mi distilla 
nel core il dolce che nacque da essa.

Cosi la neve al sol si disigilla;
cosi al vento nelle foglie levi 
si perdea la sentenza di Sibilla.

From that moment my vision was greater than our speech, which fails at such 
a sight, and memory too fails at such excess. Like him that sees in a dream and 
after the dream the passion wrought by it remains and the rest returns not to 
his mind, such am I; for my vision almost wholly fades, and still there drops 
within my heart the sweetness that was born of it. Thus the snow loses its 
imprint in the sun; thus in the wind on the light leaves the S ibyl’s oracle was 
lost.

Paradiso XXXIII, 55-66

The fact that this is the Commedia's, final reference to the Aeneid, as Brownlee argues, 

neatly “emblematizies the Paradiso’s new critical attitude towards its privileged 

classical model, while simultaneously reinscribing that model as essential to the 

Dantean project” . T h e  significance of the Sibyl’s leaves derives from the Aeneid  

(III, 442-52), in which Helenus warns Aeneas to ask the Sibyl for a spoken rather than

As will be argued presently, Chaucer meditates in the House o f  Fame on the im possibility o f  
language being multiplied without dim inishm ent, arguably inspired by a connection betw een m oney  
and language.

B row nlee, ‘Dante and the C lassical P oets’, p. 147.
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a written reply, since she usually gives her replies on leaves that only make sense in 

the order in which they are given, but are always scattered by the wind.^^ However, 

while the warning to Aeneas highlights the fragility and unreliability of the written 

text, Dante’s use of the metaphor signifies the prestige of the written word: fragility 

and transience are here qualities of the memory, necessitating a written record to 

secure and transmit the vision. In this final canto, Dante is forging a place for his own 

text, as one that displaces all previous canonical auctores, while assimilating itself to 

no less a book than Scripture itself.

All of the meanings implicit in the Sibyl image must be borne in mind when 

considering Dante’s final use of the book metaphor in this canto (and, of course, the 

entire work);

Nel suo profondo vidi che s ’ interna,
legato con amore m un volume, 
cio che per I’universo si squaderna: 

sustanze e accidenti e lor costume,
quasi conflati insieme, per tal modo 
che cio ch’ i’ dico e un semplice lume.

In its depth I saw that it contained, bound by love in one volume, that which is 
scattered in leaves through the universe, substances and accidents and their 
relations as it were fused together in such a way that what I tell of is a simple 
light.

Paradiso XXXIII, 85-90 (emphasis added)

It is at first easier to visualize what is described here if we imagine the leaves 

scattered through the universe as copies of pages from the divine book, but this would 

be to miss Dante’s point. The poet’s epistemological and semiotic realism is nowhere 

more evident than in this striking paradox: the leaves of the divine book are scattered 

throughout the cosmos, without resulting in any diminishment of the book itself. 

While the things of the world bear only a trace of the origin and end of all things, it is 

nonetheless a trace that relates to the original not through identity, nor even mere 

likeness, but through participation. Crucially, as Ahern notes, this passage must also 

be read as a statement about the Commedia as a written text. This is true of the 

encyclopaedic nature of the text, but it is also true in a more literal sense: Ahern

See the d iscussion by John Ahern, ‘Binding the Book; Herm eneutics and Manuscript Production in 
P arad iso  3 3 ’, PMLA  97.5 (1982): 800-809.
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persuasively argues that these lines constitute an appeal by Dante that his work -  

which was probably circulated in quadernetti of six to eight cantos over ten to 

seventeen years -  be bound into a single volume in order to minimise the risk of 

textual mistransmission and corruption."^ Thus, the poet articulates a profound vision 

of unity in apparent division, and earnestly beseeches the reader to preserve that 

vision, legato con amore in un volume. The desire to see the volume bound becomes 

for Dante a way to overcome the temporality of signification, and to achieve a unity 

of vision that reflects the poem’s status as revealed t r u t h . I t  is beyond doubt, as 

Ascoli demonstrates, that the image of this book as a thing bound recalls Dante’s 

complex account in the Convivio of the etymological connection of the word auctor 

with the verb avieo, T bind/author’. I n  this closing canto, Dante’s dense system of 

imagery centred on impressed images (including the coin) culminates in a vision of 

the wide dissemination of Dante’s book without diminishment or falsification, a 

process of dissemination effectively parallel to the dispersal of the divine book 

through creation.

Returning to consider the scene of the counterfeiter who falsified la lega suggellata 

del Batista {Inferno XXX, 74), the full significance of the action of counterfeiting 

becomes clear. To falsify the coin is to abuse the relationship between sign and 

signified and, ultimately, to uncouple the substantia] connection between Creation and 

Creator; leading people away from the apprehension of the true faith. The actions of 

the counterfeiter lead to a grotesque multiplication of coins without any increase in 

wealth; it is no wonder that Sinon finds Adam damnable for each and every coin he 

minted {Inferno XXX, 115-17). As one who has unbound that which should be 

coupled together, his punishment -  being bound {legate) by dropsy -  is entirely 

suitable. The counterfeiter’s very name links him to the first man, who, later in the 

Commedia, describes his fall from grace as the trespass of the sign.’̂ ' As Jager points 

out, one of the causes of the Fall was the use of language to falsify doctrine and true 

belief, while the Fall itself resulted in a linguistic uncertainty that further compounded

Ahern, p. 800.
For a discussion o f this passage in relation to Augustine’s understanding of the temporahty o f the 

sign, see Ahern, pp. 803-4.
Ascoli, p. 61.

■̂ 'See Paradiso  XXVI, 117, and the discussion by Shoaf, p.44.
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this problem .'" The problem represented by the counterfeit coin, then, is not merely an 

ethical and economic crisis, but potentially a crisis of epistemology, semiotics and 

hermeneutics.

Dante’s complex use of the imagery of the coin {lego) and the sealed impression are 

of considerable significance in his poetics. Drawing, as Shoaf suggests, on a familiar 

metaphorical connection between language and money, his allusions to genuine and 

counterfeit coins allow Dante to establish a distinction between licit and illicit 

representation, and to confer his own poetic with auctoritas, while also assimilating it 

to St. Peter’s coin of faith. The underlying concept of ‘binding together’ reinforces 

Dante’s identity as auctor; more importantly, it encapsulates the encyclopaedic nature 

of his own text, as he draws together {legato con amore in un volume) things scattered 

through the universe. Finally, it allows Dante to inscribe in his text his faith in the 

capacity of his own vernacular work to be disseminated and dispersed through time 

and space without suffering falsification or diminishment. It is an extraordinary poetic 

that entirely befits this extraordinary poem. It is, however, a view of poetry with 

which Chaucer was decidedly uncomfortable, and he responds to it by inscribing in 

his own works images of fraud and falsification that counter Dante’s vision. 

Chaucer’s response to these images of coinage and counterfeiting is in part influenced 

by the same metaphorical associations that influence Dante’s work, but it also draws 

perceptively on a number of key allusions to money in Boethius’ De consolatio  

philosophiae. In the House o f Fame and, perhaps more surprisingly, in Adam  

Scriveyn, Chaucer draws on the very concepts that animate Dante’s poetic in order to 

undermine it.

II: True and Counterfeit in Medieval Understandings of Representation

The symbolic potential of the coin metaphor is an important factor in considering the 

significant and pervasive overlapping of the semantic fields of counterfeiting and 

forgery with those of signification and representation. " Nick Groom’s analysis of this 

phenomenon provides insight into medieval understandings of representation, v.'hich 

frequently exploit this semantic overlap to great effect. Groom’s account of the

Jager, esp, pp. 31-32.
Both the OED and the M E D  cite numerous examples.
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famous literary forger Thomas Chatterton seeks to reassess traditional notions of 

literary authority and truth, and begins with a fascinating discussion of several terms 

central to the idea of representation, including counterfeit and forgery. He notes a 

development in the use of the word counterfeit, the original ambiguity of which has 

increasingly been supplanted by the modern pejorative sense:

It creeps in the same sinister manner as copying, lays the same traps as 
plagiarism, and exhibits the same systole and diastole between pejorative and 
positive meanings as imitation: the counterfeit is a craft, and like a craft may 
be an example of technical expertise, or of cunning. In this it is also, of course, 
akin to forgery. Historically, positive and negative uses of counterfeit existed 
side by side, but eventually meanings of pretence gained ground, as if the sign 
were less concerned with its object, and more and more interested in itself and 
how convincingly it performed.’̂''

Groom’s assertion that “positive and negative uses of counterfeit existed side by side” 

is not strictly accurate, at least not in respect of medieval instances of the verb. In 

Middle English, counterfeit is often used to refer to the imitative nature of art, yet it 

always carries some negative connotations, in that it suggests the demonstrable 

inferiority of art to Nature; thus it might be more accurate to state that negative 

connotations are implicit in every medieval use of the word, even when criticism is 

not overtly stated. The verb counterfeit is flexible enough not only to suggest the 

unavoidably imitative nature of art and the equally unavoidable inadequacy of any act 

of representation, but also to suggest deliberate falsehood and misrepresentation, and 

thus to raise the important moral issues surrounding representation in the Middle 

Ages.

In order to more fully understand the significance of the language of counterfeiting in 

medieval theories of representation, it is necessary to analyse medieval accounts of 

the analogy between true and false coinage and the use and abuse of language. 

Analogies between language and money are not uncommon in classical and early 

Christian writings that were popular in the Middle Ages. Horace, for example, draws 

an analogy between money and words in his Ars Poetria, a text well known to

Nick Groom; The F orger’s Shadow: How Forger)’ Changed the Course o f  Literature (London: 
Picador, 2002), p. 44.
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Chaucer and other medieval w r i t e r s . A s  noted earlier, R. A. Shoaf has explored in 

detail the analogy between language and money, and demonstrates that, far from 

being a modern notion emerging only with Saussure and Derrida, it exerted strong 

influence throughout the Middle Ages.^^ In particular, he cites Boethius’ second 

commentary on A ristotle’s De Interpretatione, in which the image of a coin is used to
■j-i

describe the process by which a sound becomes the name of a thing.' According to 

this passage, the difference between sound (vox) and word {verbum) is the same as 

that between a piece of copper and a coin -  the raw matter must be imprinted by the 

signifying form. S hoaf s main interest in the coin -  as a medium of exchange -  is 

especially apparent in the importance he attributes to Boethius’ comparison of words 

and coins on the basis that a coin may be the price of something else.’ In this, he 

overlooks a different but crucial relationship inherent in the coin metaphor: that 

between the stamp which guarantees value and the inherent value of the metal itself. 

This was implicit in St. Peter’s use of the coin metaphor in Paradiso, where the coin 

image retained symbolic significance even when separated from a system of 

exchange, and the importance of this principle can be affirmed by reference to 

medieval monetary theory. In the Middle Ages, as C. E. Challis has pointed out, “ [a]ll 

English medieval coins were intended to have a face value equal to their intrinsic 

v a l u e . T h u s ,  while the Boethian passage cited by Shoaf is one possible source for 

the coin image in Dante and Chaucer, a clearer picture emerges when we look at some 

more representative discussions of the relationship between money and semiotics in 

the late Middle Ages.

The fascinating Dialogus de Scaccario {Dialogue o f  the Exchequer) by Richard 

Fitznigel provides a graphic illustration of the place of the coin image in medieval 

s e m i o t i c s . A s  the discussion progresses through the mundane details of calculating

Horace, The A rt o f  P o e ti j ,  in C lassica l L iterary Criticism', translated by Penelope Murray and T. S. 
Dorsch (London: Penguin, 2000), pp. 99-100.

Shoaf, p. 9.
ibid, pp. 10-11.
ibid., p. 11.
Challis, A N ew  H istory o f  the R oyal M int, p. 130. The actual situation was frequently more com plex, 

as mints routinely tolerated small levels o f  alloy in their coinage, w hile the econom ic pressures facing  
numerous European countries in the later M iddle A ges led to numerous experim ents in debased  
currency, such as those lambasted in O resm e’s D e M oneta.

Richard Fitznigel (Fitz N eale), D ialogus de Scaccario, or, The C ourse o f  the Exchequer, ed. and 
trans. by Charles Johnson (London: Thom as N elson  and Sons, 1950), rev. with corrections by F.E.L. 
Carter and D .E. Green way (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983). Since my com pletion o f  this section, a
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Exchequer accounts, we learn that the accountant uses pennies as counters -  letting a 

penny stand for, say, a hundred or a thousand pounds. The imagination of the 

discipulus is immediately captured by the symbolic possibilities inherent in this 

arrangement, prompting a remarkable discussion of the workings of both fortune and 

semiotics, as the exchequer penny, standing now for a pound, now a thousand pounds, 

is compared to m an’s lot as he is moved by Fortune’s wheel:

Discipulus: Videre mihi uideor fieri posse ratione calculandi ut idem denarius 
pro calculo missus nunc unum nunc solidum nunc libram nunc centum nunc 
mille significet.

M agister  Sic est quibusdam tamen appositis. Itemque fieri potest eisdem 
demptis, si calculatori placeat, ut qui mille significant gradatim descendens 
unum significet.

Discipulus-. Sic fit ut quius de plebe, cum homo sit et aliud esse non possit, 
temporalibus appositis uoluntate presidentis ab imo conscendat in summum ac 
deinceps fortune lege seruata retmdatur in imum, manens quod fuerat, licet 
uideatur ratione dignitatis et status a se sibi mutatus.

Scholar. It seems to me that in this system of accounting, the same penny, 
used as a counter, may stand for either a penny, a shilling, a pound, a hundred 
pounds or a thousand pounds.

Master. It may, if certain ‘accidents’ are added to it. It may also, if the 
‘accidents’ be removed, at the pleasure of the Accountant, begin by standing 
for a thousand, and sink step by step to a penny again.

Scholar. In like manner, any common man, who is essentially a man, and can 
be nothing else, may, if the President wills to add some worldly ‘accidents,’ 
rise to the top, and as the wheel of Fortune revolves, be thrust down again to 
the bottom, without changing his nature, however much he may appear to be 
changed by his rank and estate.^’

In the Boethian passage cited by Shoaf, the coin’s significance as a medium of 

exchange was crucial to the analogy between coins and language. Here, however, the 

coin has been removed from the context of exchange, yet continues to function as a 

sign. It should be noted, however, that the text allows two very different modes of 

signification to the coin in this new context. On first inspection, it appears to have an

new  edition o f  the text has emerged; ‘D ialogus de S ca cca r io ’ and ‘Constitutio D om us R e g i s ’, ed. by 
E m ilie Amt and S.D . Church (Oxford: Oxford U niversity Press, 2007). E m ilie A m t very kindly  
responded to my queries as this edition was awaiting publication.

Fitznigel, pp. 25-6 . The magister  proceeds to com m end the disciple, noting that the workings o f  the 
Exchequer are a figure o f the “strict account” o f  the affairs o f men that w ill be revealed on the Day o f  
Judgment (p. 26).
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entirely conventional signification, capable of standing for anything agreed by those 

present. On closer consideration, it seems that Fitznigel still attributes a form of 

inherent, direct signification to the coin, noting that a penny is always just a penny. In 

this latter context, he is not considering the coin in its familiar nature as a medium of 

exchange, unit of account and store of value, but rather as a piece of stamped precious 

metal whose surface value is directly related to its intrinsic value. In this way, the 

medieval coin retains the ability to signify an intrinsic, direct, and almost natural 

relationship between sign and signified. While this passage recognises the 

fundamentally conventional nature of signification, it is far from abandoning belief in 

the ideal of direct signification, and certainly does not embrace any kind of free play 

of signification. In Shoaf s understanding of the metaphor, the coin’s significance lies 

in its arbitrariness, in the fact that, as he puts it, “a field of corn, a porcelain vase, a 

pint of blood, and a prostitute’s tricks can be rendered equal in value at $500 or 

$1,000 or 10 cents’’."'̂  Fitznigel would not be surprised by this assessment, but it 

could not vitiate his belief in direct signification: his statement that a penny is always 

only a penny, just as a man is always a man implies a deeply realist presumption that 

the form of a penny, like the form of a man, has a real existence outside the world of 

particulars and the dictates of convention.

As discussed in the introduction, the financial crises of the late Middle Ages brought 

the ideal relationship between the face value and the inherent value of the coin under 

pressure, as rulers sought to increase cash flow by debasing the currency. This threat 

is most clearly seen in Nicholas Oresme’s De Moneta, a text devoted to maintaining 

the intrinsic value of the coin in the face of the twin dangers of debasement and 

counterfeiting. Whereas Boethius uses the image of a coin to describe a normative 

relationship between sign and signified, Oresme approaches the analogy from a 

different perspective, by relating falsification and debasement of currency to false 

verbal signification. Objecting to alterations to the value of the currency, even by the 

prince, he writes that when money is changed “oportet uocare denarium illud quod in 

ueritate non est denarius et libram quod non est libra” (it is necessary to call 

something which in truth is not a penny, a penny, and which is not a pound, a

Shoaf, p. ] 2.
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p o u n d ) .O r e s m e  is fixated on the names of coins, and while he acknowledges that 

some of these names are conventional and change over time, he insists that many are 

essential and should not be altered, since they are related to the weight of precious 

metal they contain.'*'^ He also attaches great importance to the word Moneta 

(money/mint) itself, claiming that it derives from moneo, to warn, because it warns us 

against fraud in metal or weight."*'  ̂ Furthermore, he cites Cassiodorus and argues:

Non potestis omnino nomina integriatum dare et scelestas imminuciones 
efficere. Talia ergo nature secreta uiolare, sic certissima uelle confundere, 
nonne ueritatis ipsius uidetur crudelis ac feda laceracio?

You cannot by any means use the names of whole units and yet make 
fraudulent deductions. Is not such a violation of nature’s secrets, such an 
attempt to obscure the greatest certainties, plainly a disgraceful wound to truth 
itself?"̂ ^

Oresme seeks to directly associate any alteration of coinage with lying and fraud, 

even -  or rather particularly -  a legally sanctioned alteration. He notes that many 

coins are inscribed with the name of God or of saints, and with the sign of the cross, 

which act as a witness to the genuineness of the money, and thus he associates any 

alteration of coinage, even legal alteration, with an array of verbal sins, including 

lying, perjury, bearing false witness and taking the name of the Lord in vain.'*^ Again, 

he cites Cassiodorus:

Quapropter prencia uestra leccionibus erudita dogmaticis scelestam falsitatem 
a consorcio ueritatis eiciat, ne cui sit appetible aliquid de ilia integritate 
subducere.

Wherefore let your prudence, learned in philosophic doctrines, expel wicked 
lying from the company of truth, lest anyone should be tempted to diminish its 
integrity.

This explicit comparison of altering coinage with lying, perjury and other verbal sins 

reminds us of the pairing of the counterfeiter and the liar in Dante’s Inferno, 

particularly Adam’s accusation of perjury against Sinon, and Sinon’s observation that

Nicholas Orcsmc, The 'De M oriela' o f  Nicholas Oresme and English M int Documents, ed. by 
Charles Johnson (London: Thomas Nelson and Sons, 1956), p. 26. 

ibid., pp. 17-18. 
ibid., p. 22.
ibid., p. 26. See also his reiteration of this argument, in slightly different terms, on page 30. 
ibid., pp. 21-2.
ibid., pp. 29-30, Oresme specifies that Cassiodorus is writing in the name of  Theodoric.

122



“S ’io disso falso, e tu falsasti il conio” (“If I spoke falsly, [ ...]  thou too didst falsify 

the coin” , Inferno  XXX, 115).“̂  ̂ In the medieval comparison between lying and 

counterfeiting, we encounter a strong sense of ethical realism; the awareness that 

speech acts can be used properly or improperly. The propriety or impropriety of any 

speech act lies not in the words themselves, but in the will of the speaker.

The usefulness of words such as counterfeit and the analogous forge  for conveying 

the problems of poetic representation lies in their ability to succinctly express both 

halves of Augustine’s fundamental dichotomy between false things and things that are 

unable to be true: more precisely, they highlight that this distinction is not always 

easy to make. In his discussion of forged documents, Clanchy argues that there was an 

overlap in the Middle Ages between mistrust of documentary evidence (due to the 

prevalence of forgery and inaccuracy) and the mistrust of poetry (due to its status as 

fiction). Noting that medieval writers often claimed that their works were factually 

true, whereas modern writers feel no such need to justify their works in such terms, he 

comments that:

[...] the distinction between fact and fiction in writing, which leads the modern 
reader to think of Walter, abbot of Battle, or Osbert de Clare as forgers and 
Hue de Rotelande as an entertaining romancer, would not have been as sharp 
to medieval people, although they were very conscious of the moral difference 
between truth and falsehood and of the penalties, both material and spiritual, 
for fabricating seals or documents.'’'̂

Clanchy is correct to highlight the difference between medieval and modern responses 

to these ideas, though his manner of accounting for it (“the distinction [...] would not 

have been as sharp to medieval people”) is inadequate, since it situates the problem in 

a medieval confusion over these ideas, an argument that does little to illuminate the 

matter and fails to recognise the importance of literary convention as a contributing 

factor. Clanchy also neglects to note that the legal definition of forgery at the time 

was strikingly different from that to which we are accustomed. As Pollock and 

Maitland have put it, forgery in the Middle Ages was not defined as the falsification 

of documentation for advantage, but rather as the reliance on false documents in a 

court of law."’* In order to understand that it might be possible for a medieval person

A dam  accuses  Sinon o f  perjury at In ferno  X X X , 118.
C lanchy , p. 321.
P ollock  and Maitland, p. 540.
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to see little distinction between forgery and fiction, it is therefore necessary to modify 

our understanding of both. To distinguish a forgery from a poem because one wills to 

be false, while the other is unable to be true is insufficient when we recall that, while 

it may be essential for human beings to use language, it is not essential to create 

fictions. To respond more directly to St. Augustine’s distinction: poems and pictures 

are unable to be true; poets and painters are not. It is clear that such an understanding 

lies behind the Parson’s claim that he will not sow J ra /w h e n  he may sow whete (X. 

35-6). More telling, perhaps, is the implicit association of mendacity, fiction and 

forgery in his description of lying, in which he speaks of people’s “delit for to lye, in 

which delit they wol forge a long tale” (610).

While it would be ill-advised to equate the Parson’s views with Chaucer’s, it seems 

apparent that Chaucer had a keen interest in the ethical implications of writing fiction. 

In many of his works, perhaps most extravagantly in the House o f  Fame, Chaucer 

explores the question of whether there is any meaningful difference between that 

which wills to be false, and that which is unable to be true. This is important, because 

it helps us to distinguish between medieval and modern theoretical applications of the 

counterfeiting metaphor, such as that employed by Jacques Derrida. In “Given Time: 

I. Counterfeit Money”, Derrida considers the impact of dematerialised currency on the 

process of signification. As Michael Tratner has put it, Derrida argues that: “[l]ifting 

the ‘curse’ on irredeemable monies is tantamount to lifting the curse on signs that 

operate without reference, a central element of Derrida’s linguistic project.”' Such an 

understanding -  of money or of language -  would have struck any medieval 

commentator as perverse, especially at a time when crimes against the currency 

threatened to destabilise entire economies. Rather than being influenced by a relativist 

or nominalist attitude to signs, Chaucer’s language of counterfeiting is deeply 

influenced by the epistemologically and ethically realist views outlined in Boethius’ 

Consolatio.

Chaucer’s understanding of the role of poetic representation within an ethically and 

epistemologically realist framework can be illuminated by considering his use of the

Jacques Derrida, Given Time: I Counteifeit Money,  trans. by Peggy Kam uf (Chicago: C hicago  
U niversity Press, 1992), cited by M ichael Tratner, ‘Derrida’s Debt to M ilton Friedm an’, N ew  L iterary  
History  34 .4  (2004): 791-806  (p. 792).
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verb counteifeit in his translation of a key passage in tiie Consolatio. Of particular 

importance is Chaucer’s use of the English verbs countrefetin and feynen  to translate 

the Latin verb effingere, which is used by Boethius to express the emulation of the 

divine by created beings. In Book V, prosa  6, Lady Philosophy offers her final 

consolation to Boethius. Attempting to account for the difference between God, who 

is eternal, and the world of temporal things, which is perpetual, she says:

hunc enim uitae immobilis praesentarium statum infinitus ille temporalium 
rerum motus imitatur, cumque eum effingere atque aequare non possit, ex 
immobilitate deficit in motum, ex simplicitate praesentiae decrescit in 
infinitam futuri ac praeteriti quantitatem[... ]

The infinite changing of things in time is an attempt to imitate this state of the 
presence of unchanging life, but since it cannot portray or equal that state it 
falls from sameness into change, from the immediacy of presence into the

S3infinite extent of past and future.' ‘

The subject here is familiar, and is clearly realist in orientation: the world of temporal 

things imitates the Creator, but precise replication is impossible. We might note that a 

similar understanding lies behind Dante’s image of God as a book in which is united 

all that is scattered on leaves through the universe {Paradiso XXXIII, 85-90). Given 

that Chaucer worked from a number of manuscript sources, including glossed texts, 

we cannot always be precisely sure what words he is attempting to translate at any 

given moment in his Boece, but it appears that his version of this passage constitutes a 

subtle but deliberate modification and extension of Boethius’ original concerns.'^"' He 

renders the passage as follows:

For this ilke infinit moevyng of temporel thinges folweth this presentarie estat 
of the lif immoevable; and, so as it ne mai nat contrefetin it ne feynen it, ne be 
evene lik to it, [fro] the immoevablete (that is to sein, that is in the eternite of 
God) it faileth and falleth into moevynge, [and] fro the simplicite of the 
presence of [God] disencresith into the infinit quantite of future and of 
preterit[...]

Boece V, prosa  6, 67-76.

Boethius, The Consolation o f  Philosophy, trans. by V. E, Watts (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1969), p.
i UH.

On the importance of judging Chaucer’s translation within a medieval context, rather than simply 
comparing it with modern scholarly editions of Boethius, see Tim William Machan, Techniques o f  
Translation: C haucer’s 'Boece' (Norman: Pilgrim Books, 1985), pp. 7-10, and A. J. Minnis and Tim 
William Machan, ‘The Boece as Late-Medieval Translation’ in Chaucer's ‘B oece’ and  the M edieval 
Tradition o f  Boethius, ed. by Alastair Minnis, Chaucer Studies 18 (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1993), 
pp. 167-88.
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Chaucer translates imitatur a.s folweth, but strikingly couples two words, contrefetin 

and feynen, to render ejfingere. This verb has given even scholarly twentieth-century 

translators pause: W. V. Cooper renders it as imitate,^^ while V. E. Watts translates it 

as portray This last word was available to Chaucer, as he uses it elsewhere, but the 

coupling of contrefetin and feynen  is revealing, especially since these words are 

coupled a number of times in Chaucer."'^ The word fe ign  does indeed derive from 

Latin fingere, though one may note that the Latin implies a sense of fashioning 

something, without necessarily implying deceit, while the English cognate most 

usually suggests something being fashioned fictitiously or deceptively.' It is a word 

often associated with poetic fictions; in the House o f Fame, Homer is accused of 

“[fjeynyng in his poetries” (1478). Chaucer’s translation extends the analogy between 

creator and creation to the relationship between the works of Nature and of the artist. 

At the same time, however, the fact that Nature cannot counterfeit God is more than a 

statement of inadequacy; it reminds us that Nature’s similarity to God is real and not 

feigned: it is a sign of God that signifies naturally, rather than by mere convention. It 

is important to note that this passage concludes by referring (V, prosa  6, 97) to 

Philosophy’s previous discussion of the Timaeus, and thus reminds the reader of the 

relationship of word and thing. This indicates that, for Boethius, the process by which 

words imitate things is analogous to the process by which creation imitates the 

Creator, a connection Chaucer could hardly have missed.

We have seen previously that Alain de Lille, Jean de Meun and Dante each turned to 

images of true and counterfeit coin to capture the relationship between God, Nature 

and Art, and it seems that Chaucer’s use of the word countrefete is conscious of both 

Boethius and these other auctores. Thus, we see an insistence on the verb countrefete 

in the Physician’s Tale, where Nature says of her handiwork:

“Thus kan I forme and peynte a creature.
Whan that me list. Who kan me countrefete?

Boethius, The C onsola tion  o f  P h ilosophy, trans. W .V . Cooper (London: J.M. Dent, 1902), p. 162.
B oetiiius, The C onsolation  o f  P h ilosoph y, trans. V. E. Watts, p. 165.
The OED offers exam ples o f p o rtra y  as early as c.1330 , and cites Chaucer’s use o f  it in The Book o f  

the D uchess, 783; An ABC, 81; Rom aunt, 897 (in the first fragment, which is usually ascribed to 
Chaucer). C ountrefete feyn e  are coupled in Troilus II, 1528-32, Legend o f  G ood  W omen, 1374-76,
and the P h ysic ia n ’s Tale, where, in spite o f  the fact that she uses no countrefetred  termes, V irginia has
often feigned sickness to avoid occasions o f  vice (51, 62).

See OED, ‘fe ig n ’, senses 1 and 2.
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Pigmalion noght, thogh he ay forge and bete,
Or grave, or peynte; for I dar wel seyn,
Apelles, Zanzis, sholde werche in veyn 
Outher to grave, or peynte, or forge, or bete,
If they presumed me to countrefete[...]
I made hir to the worship of my lord;
So do I alle myne othere creatures,
What colour that they han or what figures.”

VI. 12-8, 26-8

It is clear that Nature critiques all representational arts here, verbal as well as visual, 

since the “colours” and “figures” of the last line are deliberately reminiscent of the 

figures of rhetoric. Moreover, as John Micheal Crafton has noted. Nature here gives 

voice to a conservative form of realism, which accords well with both the teller’s 

insistence on telling the historical truth for didactic purposes and his distaste for the 

false and counterfeit judge, Appius.'^® The references to Pigmalion, Apelles and Zanzis 

make it clear that Chaucer is alluding to the Rose, and is deliberately connecting Jean 

de M eun’s account of Art as a counterfeiter with his allusion to these great artists. 

However, the negative construction -  the artists cannot counterfeit Nature -  suggests 

that Chaucer is also thinking of Boece, where it was stated that finite nature could not 

counterfeit the infinitude of God. Chaucer’s understanding of Boethius also exerts 

influence on his other accounts of representation, including the House o f Fame. In the 

palace of Fame, Chaucer notes the presence of a number of famous musicians 

(including Orpheus, who sings the stories of Pygmalion and Myrrha in the 

Metamorphoses) who are being mimicked by a lesser group:

Ther herde I pleyen on an harpe,
That sowned bothe wel and sharpe,
Orpheus ful craftely,
And on his syde, faste by,
Sat the harper Orion,
And Eacides Chiron,
And other harpers many oon.
And the Bret Glascurion;
And smale harpers with their glees 
Sate under them in dyvers sees.
And gunne on hem upward to gape,
And countrefete hem as an ape.
Or as craft countrefeteth kynde. House o f  Fame, 1201-13

John M ichea l  Crafton, ‘E m pty ing  the V esse l:  C haucer’s H um anistic  Critique o f  N o m in a l i s m ’ , in 
L iterary N om inalism  an d  the Theory o f  R ereading Late M edieva l Texts: A N ew  R esearch  P arad igm , 
ed. by Richard J. Utz ,  M ed iaeva l  Studies 5 (Lewiston: E dw in  M ellen ,  1995) ,  pp. 11 7 -2 0 3  (pp. 127-8 ) .
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Here, the reference to craft counterfeiting nature like an ape is clearly influenced by 

the juxtaposition of the images of art as counterfeiter and art as the ape of Nature, 

which Chaucer found similarly juxtaposed in Jean de Meun and Dante. Indeed, Sheila 

Delany has argued strongly for the influence on this passage of both Dante’s 

description of Capocchio as an ape of Nature, and Jean de M eun’s account of Art’s 

imitation of the goddess; she goes so far as to suggest that Chaucer’s Orpheus 

represents Dante, while he himself is the ape struggling to imitate his great forebear. 

More importantly, however, she notes that one of the crucial elements of the ape 

metaphor is its ability to suggest “the difficulty of distinguishing true from false, 

original from imposture” . I t  seems probable that Chaucer is highlighting the 

inadequacy of Art precisely by extending the Boethian concept of the imitative 

relationship between God and Nature not only into the relationship of Nature and Art, 

but further, into the relationship between greater and lesser a r t i s t s . T h e  relationship 

between greater and lesser artists is one of the dominant themes of the House o f  

Fame, which is so pervasively concerned with poetic tradition. Glenn A. Steinberg, 

who has applied the theories of Pierre Bourdieu to the poem, argues that “poetic 

tradition is the immanent history of past struggles over literary legitimacy in the field 

of cultural production, still present by implication in contemporary struggles and in 

each author’s contributions of professed novelty within those struggles”. I t  has often 

been felt that Chaucer’s delineation of these forces implies a profoundly relativistic 

poetic. Thus, Laurel Amtower has argued that “[b]y destabilizing the force by which 

such cultural models retain their authority, Chaucer gives his readers a basis for 

reassessing the more problematic assumptions of their culture on their own.” '̂̂  But, 

while Amtower would make the text a validation of reader-response theory, and a 

vindication of subjective judgement, the poem in fact indicates an ethical concern 

with the fate of truth in a poetic tradition dominated primarily by a struggle for 

cultural priority.

Sheila D elany, “ ‘Ars Sim ia Naturae” and C haucer’s House o f  Fame', English Language N otes  11.1 
(1973): 1-5.

Sheila  D elany, ‘Ars Sim ia Naturae’, p. 3.
Incidentally, ape imagery invades the very architecture o f the House o f  Fame -  the “babew ynnes” or 

architectural grotesques that adorn F am e’s palace d l S Q )  descend etym ologically  from OF babouin,  
“baboon, dunce”. See OED, ‘baboon’.

Glenn A. Steinberg, ‘Chaucer in the Field o f  Cultural Production: Hum anism , Dante, and the House  
o f  Fame',  Chaucer Review  35.2 (2000): 182-203.

Laurel A m tow er, ‘Authorizing the Reader in Chaucer’s House o f  F a m e ’, Philo logical Quarterly,  
79.3  (2000): 273-91. Reference taken from < http://ww w.geocities.com /salferrat/chaucam .htm >. N o  
pagination, [accessed 13.02.2008]

128



In Boece, the simultaneous desire and inability of nature to counterfeit God results in 

a creation that falls away from the unity of the Godhead to the multiplicity of 

temporal things. In a similar manner, the simultaneous desire and inability of Art to 

counterfeit Nature results in further multiplication, as art operates at an even greater 

removal from the divine unity. At first glance, it seems that the smale harpers 

imitating the great artists merely extend this process, resulting in greater multiplicity. 

Yet it is clear that they also participate in the endless battle for cultural prestige that 

permeates the poem. This extends from the implicit conflict between the versions of 

Dido to which the reader is directed, through the startling image of the flayed 

“Marcia” who competed with Apollo, to the enmity directed towards Homer by the 

other poets of Troy.^^ This struggle for cultural prestige takes on greater significance 

if we accept Helen Cooper’s argument that Chaucer’s reference to “Englyssh 

Gaufride” (1470) is an attempt to claim for himself a place among the great poets of 

Troy. “

Dante represents the development of artistic tradition as a series of staged movements 

towards a goal, whereby the cultural priority of Cimabue must give way to the 

superior art of Giotto, just as Dante himself outstrips Bonagiunta, Guido Guinizelli 

and Arnaut Daniel, not to mention Virgil himself.^’ Dante’s extraordinary 

presumption is carefully modified to suggest only that he stands on the shoulders of 

giants; Chaucer, however, is not fooled. Dante, like any other ambitious artist, 

establishes cultural dominance by claiming to build on traditions while 

simultaneously attempting to render them obsolete. Chaucer’s House o f Fame, by 

contrast, is structured around the tension between two different visions of poetic 

tradition as a form of multiplication. The Eagle imagines the transmission of sound as 

an unproblematic process of multiplication that brings it, via a process of natural 

inclining, to the palace of Fame. By contrast, the concept of poetic tradition 

represented by Fame and Aeolus operates through a grim process of multiplication-as- 

falsification which is more akin to that practised by the cozening alchemists in the

Sec, ies,peclively, House o f  Fame 375-82, 1229-32, 1475-80. The allusion to “M arcia” is especially 
com plex in term o f the satyr’s appearance in Paradiso  I, 19-21, where, Brownlee argues, he is re-read 
by Dante “as a radically positive figure for Apollonian poetic inspiration” . See ‘Dante and the Classical 
Poets’, p. 157.

Helen Cooper, ‘Chaucerian Poetics’, in New Readings o f  C haucer’s Poetry, ed. by Robert G. Benson 
and Susan J. Ridyard (Cambridge; D. S. Brewer, 2003), pp. 31-50 (pp. 47-50).
"  See Purgatorio  XXIV, 49-51; XXVI 92-148; XXVII 130-42.
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Canon’s Yeom an’s Tale. When Chaucer places himself among the great poets in the 

palace of Fame, he does so with the awareness that there is finally no successful 

displacement of canonical auctores. Each successive act of imitation contributes only 

multiplication, confusion, and, inevitably, falsification.

Ill: The House o f Fame: Chaucer’s Boethian critique of Dante

Helen Cooper has observed that Chaucer’s House o f  Fame is “powered by two

massively strong responses to Dante on Chaucer’s part: first, that he was awesomely,

mind-blowingly great as a poet; and second, that he was wrong. Second-guessing, or

indeed first-guessing, the judgments of God was theologically inadmissible and close

to heresy; and passing off your own opinions as eternal divine judgment was not the

task of the poet, who had more than enough to do with coming to terms with the
68judgments offered by the unverifiable record of history.” Furthermore, in her 

compelling argument that the poem is of a later date than traditionally accepted, 

Cooper highlights Chaucer’s resistance to Dante’s practice of commenting on the 

state of souls after death and judgement: noting the specificity of the dating of the 

poem (10’'’ December), she analyses the poem in the context of the Four Last Things, 

which would have been spoken of on the second Sunday in Advent.*"^ The importance 

of these observations lies in the fact that they register the extent to which Chaucer’s 

response to Dante is ethical in orientation, a fact which is by no means acknowledged 

by all critics. Thus, in his most recent analysis of the poem, John Fyler has noted that 

“if Dante’s vision is of the upper bounds of language, which force a redefinition of 

poetry and eventually its transcendence into a wordless realm, Chaucer’s is in some 

respects of the other extreme, the foul rag and bone shop from which the poet, like all 

other human beings, takes his terms of discourse. What he sees is a simulacrum, a

Helen Cooper, ‘After C haucer’, Studies in the A ge o f  C haucer 25 (2003): 3-24 (p. 12). In an 
interesting article, N ick  H avely argues that it is not sufficient to see the poem  m erely as a response to 
Dante; rather it should be understood more w idely in relation to “other Italian writing on the status o f  
poetry, and [...] the reputation o f  Dante as a vernacular author”. See N . R. H avely, ‘M uses and 
Blacksm iths: Italian Trecento Poetics and the R eception o f  Dante in The H ouse o f  F am e', in E ssays on  
R icard ian  L iterature in H onour o f  J. .4. B urrow , ed. by A. J. M innis, Charlotte C. M orse and Thorlac 
Turville-Petre (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), pp. 61-81. It is usual for critics to note both admiration 
and apprehension in C haucer’s response to Dante; see Piero Boitani, ‘W hat Dante Meant to C haucer’, 
in C haucer and the Italian Trecento  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), pp. 115-39. 
Chaucer’s scepticism  is em phasised in Lisa J. Kiser, Truth and Textuality in C haucer's P oetry  
(Hanover: U niversity Press o f  N ew  England, 1991), pp. 24-41.

Cooper, ‘Four Last T h in gs’, pp. 39-66.
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representation of language, as it works in a fallen w o r l d . F y l e r  implies that Chaucer 

(surely unlike the dogged but embittered narrator of Yeats’ Circus Anim als' 

Desertion) warmly embraces the “foul rag and bone shop of the heart” ; the poem 

celebrates “the generative powers of fallen language itself, the cacophany that 

perpetually underlies and undermines human efforts to impose unity, clarity, and 

order on the evanescent works of human memory and art.”^' Yet it is by no means 

apparent that the tone of the poem is celebratory. Rather than celebrating this 

disorder, Chaucer explores the process by which poetic tradition imposes a fraudulent 

simulacrum of “unity, clarity, and order” on the chaos of human existence.

In spite of its imaginative appeal, Fyler’s allusion to Yeats’ “foul rag and bone shop” , 

and his claim that the poem celebrates “the generative powers of fallen language” risk 

perpetuating a false view of the philosophical assumptions that underpin the House o f  

Fame, namely that it articulates a “nominalist” poetic. Indeed, Fyler displays a clear 

affinity with Robert Jordan’s cheerful view of the “multiplicity” at work in Chaucer’s 

p o e t r y . T h e  House o f Fame is to some extent a lynchpin in Jordan’s argument, and it 

is striking that, in spite of his forensic dismantling of Jordan’s position, Robert Myles 

attempts no detailed analysis of this poem. Nonetheless, while Jordan’s account of the 

nominalist leanings of the House o f Fame has been influential, not all scholars have 

been convinced. Thus, while Crafton detects a strong nominalist vein in the poem, he 

argues that “Chaucer finally critiques nominalism as well. He presents the logical 

extension of the premises to the point that the results are revolting”. A  similar 

ambiguity is detected by Kathryn Lynch, who believes that the poem “parodies the 

logical systems that attempt to organize and give meaning to worldly diversity, a 

meaning that remains firmly earthbound” .̂ "' She argues that the poem is reminiscent 

of the most extreme late fourteenth-century responses to nominalist excesses, 

specifically WycHf’s attacks on Ockham, but appears troubled by the implications; 

“ [a]s a mocker of Fam e’s logic, does Chaucer, then, become a realist of W yclifite

™ Fyler, Language and the Declining World, p. 152.
ID IU ., p . 0 4 .

ibid., p. 219, n. 306 and p. 220, n. 308, where Fyler approvingly cites Jordan’s observations about 
Chaucer’s poetics of uncertainty and multiplicity.

Crafton, p. 124.
Kathryn L. Lynch, ‘The Logic of the Dream Vision’, in Literary Nominalism  and the Theory o f  

Rereading Late M edieval Texts: A New Research Paradigm, ed. by Richard J. Utz, Mediaeval Studies 
Volume 5 (Lewiston: Edwin Mellen, 1995), pp. 179-203 (p. 182).
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proportions? Such a conclusion would be surprising, given the poem’s cagey refusal
7Sto embrace a single abstract truth.” ' Yet this conclusion blurs the boundary between 

poetry and philosophy, and fails to recognise that the poem is concerned with the 

specific inability of poetiy  to attain truth, a view that is entirely compatible with a 

realist outlook, and need not imply that truth itself is forever beyond reach, or, indeed, 

that there is no absolute truth. While Lynch resists and ultimately rejects the 

possibility that the House o f  Fame is an “extreme” realist text, the poem is 

nonetheless demonstrably influenced by the realist philosophy of Boethius. Indeed, 

the poem can to some extent be understood as Chaucer’s Boethian response to (and 

critique of) Dante’s poetics of fame.

The dominant critical attitude to the Boethian influence on the poem is perhaps best 

captured by Fyler’s argument that “ [t]he House o f Fame has examined in turn the 

impermanence and illusory quality of every subject it has touched: books, experience, 

love, fame, and art. Chaucer’s message in all of this is almost a Boethian one, but we 

are not offered Boethius’ r e c o u r s e . F y l e r ,  of course, contends that the moral of the 

poem is Ovidian, in line with the overall argument of his book that Chaucer engages 

with Dante in much the same way as Ovid engaged with V i r g i l . W h i l e  there is a 

strong imaginative appeal to this argument, and while the House o f Fame is 

undoubtedly influenced by Venus clerk Ovide (1487), it is important to remember 

that, far from providing Chaucer with a poetic solution in this poem, Ovid is presented 

as part of the problem. This is most clearly seen in the discussion of Dido, which 

draws into opposition the conflicting versions of Virgil and Ovid in a way that 

undermines both.^* In fact, though Fyler rightly notes that the poem does not 

explicitly offer Boethius’ most profound solutions to epistemological uncertainty, the 

prevailing attitude to these problems is strongly influenced by the Consolatio. If such 

an interpretation has met with resistance, it is perhaps due to a reluctance to embrace 

the interpretation of the poem offered by B. G. Koonce, who turns to the exegetical

ibid., p. 199.
John Fyler, Chaucer and Ovid  (New Haven; Yale University Press, 1979), pp. 63-4 
ibid., p.2.
See the penetrating discussion by Fyler, ibid., pp. 33-9. See also Robert Clifford; 'A M an o f  Gret 

Auctorite: the Search for Truth in Textual Authority in Chaucer’s House o f  F am e', Bulletin o f  the John  
Rylands Universit}’ Library o f  M anchester ?,] A (1991): 155-65 (pp. 161-4).
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tradition to supply the “missing answers” to the problem of Fame.’  ̂Koonce’s account 

has been superseded by Boitani’s, which argues that K oonce’s version of the 

medieval tradition of Fame “oversimplifies matters and flattens out a tradition that is 

instead extremely varied and even contradictory” . I n  Boitani’s wide-ranging study, 

Boethius necessarily takes a minor place; this is unfortunate, since few of the texts 

cited by Boitani exerted as direct an influence on Chaucer as the Consolatio.

To understand Chaucer’s poem as a Boethian critique of Dante, it is essential to 

remember that, as Fyler notes, “the Commedia is also a poem about Fame, but Fame 

strictly subordinated to G od’s justice”.*' While Dante presented him self as an adjunct 

of divine justice and opposed himself to fraudulent misrepresentation, Chaucer 

reveals that no poetic vision, least of all one so reliant on the concept of Fame, can be 

anything other than fraudulent. It appears that Chaucer derives much of this insight 

into Dante’s poetics of Fame from Boethius. Of course, the influence of the 

Consolatio on the House o f Fame has long been recognised: Boethius is cited by 

name at line 972, when the dreamer alludes to the feathers of Philosophy (a passage 

that also inspired D a n t e ) . I n  particular, Chaucer is heavily indebted to the following 

passage:

For see now and considere how litel and how voyde of alle prys is thylk 
glorye. Certein thyng es, as thou hast leerned by the demonstracioun of 
astronomye, that al the envyrounynge of the erthe about ne halt but the resoun 
of a prykke at regard of the gretnesse of hevene; that is to seyn that, yif ther 
were maked comparysoun of the erthe to the gretnesse of hevene, men wolde 
juggen in al that the erthe ne heelde no space. Of the whiche litel regioun of 
the world, the ferthe partye is enhabited with living beestes that we knowen, as 
thou hast thyselve lerned of Tholome that proveth it. And yif thow haddest 
withdrawen and abated in thy thought from thilke ferthe partie as moche space 
as the see and the mareys contene and overgoon, and as moche space as the 
regioun of drowghte overstreccheth {that is to sayn, sandes and desertes), wel 
unneethe sholde ther duellen a ryght streyte place to the habitacioun of men.

B.G. Koonce, Chaucer and the Tradition o f  Fame: Symbolism in the ‘House o f  F am e' (Princeton; 
Princeton University Press, 1966).

Piero Boitani, Chaucer and  the Imaginary World o f  Fame, Chaucer Studies 10 (Cam bridge: D. S. 
Brewer, 1984), p. 2.

Fyler, Chaucer and Ovid, p. 56. Fyler revisits this concept in his most recent work, arguing that 
“D ante’s suffused emphasis on Fam e is certainly among the sources” of C haucer’s poem. Sec 
Language and the Declining World, p. 140.

Dante alludes to this passage at Paradiso  XV, 54. See J.A.W . Bennett, C haucer’s Book o f  Fame: An 
Exposition o f  ‘The House o f  F am e' (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968), esp. pp. 90-2, 11 Iff., 155-6. Piero 
Boitani also provides details of the influence of Boethius on Chaucer in this poem. See Imaginary 
World o f  Fame, pp. 46-9, and the discussion of T revet’s gloss on the Consolatio, pp. 137-8.
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And ye thanne, that ben envyrouned and closed withynne the leeste prykke of 
thilke prykke, thynken ye to manyfesten or publisscen your renoun and doon 
your name for to be born forth?

Boece \\,p ro sa  1, 21-46

As Boitani observes, this passage describes precisely the world that the dreamer 

explores in the House o f  Fame: the desert that surrounds the Temple of Venus (482- 

6), the grete bestes (900), and the image of the earth as a prikke  (906-7). He 

demonstrates that Chaucer is probably also indebted to Boethius for the unreadable 

names engraved on the rock of ice, the theory of how words reach Fam e’s dwelling 

place, and the association of the spreading of fame with the wind.*'’

While Chaucer is undoubtedly influenced by Boethius’ account of the insubstantiality 

of earthly Fame, this in itself would do little to persuade him that Dante’s poetic was 

misguided, since this is a view Dante shared, as seen in Purgatorio XI, when Oderisi 

reminds Dante that fame is but a breath of wind (100-17). Yet, while Dante claims 

that Oderisi’s words have humbled him, his poem remains profoundly committed to 

Fame: the work crystallises the reputations of the souls he encounters, presenting 

personal opinion as divine judgement. It is in this respect that Boethius provides 

Chaucer with a way of responding to Dante, by characterising as false and fraudulent 

those who spread fame and infamy under the guise of articulating divine pleasure or 

displeasure. The passage in question occurs during the course of the prisoner’s bitter 

complaint that he has been fraudulently robbed of both his position in life and his 

good name. Boethius blames his current position firmly on acts of fraud:

For touchynge the lettres falsly maked, by whiche lettres I am accused to han 
hoped the fredom of Rome, what aperteneth me to speken therof? Of which 
lettres the fraude hadde ben schewed apertely, yif I hadde had liberte for to 
han used and ben at the confession of myn accusours, the whiche thyng in alle 
nedes hath greet strengthe. [...] But certes, to the harmes that I have, ther 
bitydeth yit this encrees of harm, that the gessynge and the jugement of moche 
folk ne loke nothyng to the desertes of thynges, but oonly to the aventure of 
fortune; and jugen that oonly swich thynges ben purveied of God, which that 
temporel welefulnesse commendeth. [...] And thus moche I seie, that the laste 
charge of contrarious fortune is this: that whan eny blame is leid upon a caytif, 
men v/enen that he hath desservyd that he suffreth.

Boece I, prosa  4, 168-76; 281-8; 298-302

Boitani, Im ag in m y W orld o f  Fame, p. 47.
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It seems probable  that Chaucer’s conflation o f  Fame and Fortune in the H ouse o f  

Fame  is influenced by this damning critique o f  human judgement, which deems 

earthly fortune to be a genuine indication of divine approval or disapproval, and 

spreads the fam e of others accordingly. If  it is wrong to rob a man o f  his good name 

by reference to the workings of fortune, how much more misguided is the poet who 

claims that his own opinion represents the true judgem ent of God?

W hile Dante  sought to distance himself from fraudulent misrepresentation, Chaucer 

makes clear that the process by which such a poetic tradition disseminates Fam e is 

entirely fraudulent. This is especially evident in the description of Fam e -  a figure,
84like D an te ’s Geryon, made up o f  an extraordinary patchwork of literary allusions. 

The reader is perhaps especially struck by the observation that Fam e has partr idges’ 

wings on her feet (1392). This odd feature has been seen as the result o f  misreading 

Virgil’s pern ic ibus alis  (swift wings) for perd icibus alis (partridge’s wings), yet it has
85also been noted that Chaucer renders the phrase correctly at Troilus 4.661. If Cooper 

is correct, and the poem was written after Troilus, then simple mistranslation cannot 

be the culprit.**^ This would lend further credence to Norton-Sm ith’s suggestion that 

partridges are m entioned because of their association with fraud, an association that 

can be traced back to Jeremiah 17:11, where those who gain wealth through unjust
87means are com pared to the partridge that hatches eggs it did not lay. Indeed, this 

reading can be defended regardless of dating, since at line 350 of the H ouse o f  Fam e  

Dido refers to the swiftness of Fame, while the glosses in the Fairfax and Bodleian 

MSS quote the authority of A eneid  IV, the very passage Chaucer is accused of
QQ

mistranslating at line 1392. It therefore appears unlikely that Chaucer was ignorant 

of the correct translation o f  pernicibus alis  when he placed partridges’ wings on the
89feet o f  Fame. Moreover, as Eugene Vance notes, there is a further appropriateness in

The patchwork character o f  Geryon is described by Freccero, ‘A llegory and A utobiography’, p. 163. 
C haucer’s Fam e features elem ents drawn from the biblical book o f  R evelation, B oeth iu s’ Consolation  
o f  P h ilosoph y  and the Aeneid.

See F y ler’s notes to the line in the R iverside edition.
C ooper, ‘T he Four Last T hings’, 39-66. See also ‘W elcom e to the House o f  F am e’, Times L ite ra iy  

Supplenient,  27 Octobcr 2000, pp. 3-4.
John N orton-Sm ith, Geoffrey Chaucer  (London: R outledge and Kegan Paul, 1974), p. 43 , cited by 

Fyler in the notes to the R iverside edition o f House o f  Fame, 1392.
*** S ee F yler’s note to line 350 in the R iverside edition.

The placem ent o f w ings on her feet suggests an association with Mercury. This is interesting, 
because Chaucer has earlier stated that M ercury’s intervention excuses A eneas’ betrayal o f  D ido, thus 
attributing to Mercury a role in the redemption o f  A eneas’ good fame (427-32).
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selecting the partridge, since that bird’s wings thunder as it takes off, and also “drum” 

during the mating season, causing a vibration that travels large d i s t a n c e s . T h e  

association of partridges with fraud was widespread, as Helen Barr notes in her 

comments on the partridge image in Richard the Redeless {Passus III, 37-63).^’ In this 

way it is invoked by Gower in Vox Clamantis (VI, 143):

The plunderer warms another’s eggs like a partridge, but in the end it is
92clear what right he has to them.

Gower’s use of the metaphor is extremely interesting in this context, as the early part 

of Book VI deals with the legal profession, and Gower’s voice in the wilderness cries 

out against injustice. The injustices listed include offences such as lawyers who 

defend guilty clients, and who twist the truth. Nothing could be more relevant to 

Chaucer’s portrayal of an unjust and fraudulent Fame, who sits in judgement on her 

supplicants, awarding good or ill fame according to her momentary whims.

Dante is careful to contrast himself with the counterfeiter Adam, whose crime against 

the lega unbound the relationship of sign and signified and undid the substantial 

connection between the universal and the particular by promulgating a grotesque 

multiplication of signs that lacked the capacity to signify beyond themselves. By 

contrast, Dante’s vision offered a model of unity and harmony that seemed to unfold 

the deepest mysteries of the universe, and culminated in a vision of the Divine Nature 

as a book in which is bound together that which is scattered as leaves through the 

universe. As Piero Boitani has noted, Chaucer’s work is in part an ironic inversion of 

this progression, “a movement from the Book at the beginning (the ‘Aeneid’) to the 

oral fragments of it at the end.”'̂ ’̂ Like the wind outside the Sibyl’s cave, however, 

Chaucer scatters the leaves of Dante’s Commedia. Whereas Dante sought to oppose 

himself to the falsifiers, Chaucer uses the language of fraud and falsification to 

condemn a poetic that allows rumour and fame to masquerade as the judgement of

Eugene V ance, ‘C haucer’s H ouse o f  Fam e and the Poetics o f  Inflation’, boundary  2, 7 .2  (1979): 17- 
38.

The P iers P low m an Tradition: A C ritical E dition o f  'P ierce the P lough m an ’s C re d e ’, 'R ichard the 
R ed e le ss ’, 'Mum an d  the S a th segger', an d  'The C row ned K in g ’, ed. by Helen Barr (London: Dent, 
1993), p. 272.

The M ajor Latin Woriis o f  John G ow er, ed. by Eric W, Stockton (Seattle: U niversity o f  W ashington  
Press, 1962).

Piero B oitani, ‘Old books brought to life in dreams: the Book o f  the D uchess, the H ouse o f  Fame, 
and the P arliam en t o f  F ow ls', in The C am bridge Com panion to Chaucer, ed. by Piero Boitani and Jill 
Mann, 2"'' edn (Cambridge: Cambridge U niversity Press, 2003 [1986]), pp. 58-77 (75-6).
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God, and which ultimately leads the reader away from the divine truth and into an 

endless process of meaningless multiplication.

IV: M ultiplication, Falsification and Translation in the House o f  Fame

In his most recent consideration of the House o f Fame, Fyler highlights the centrality 

of the words multiply and multiplication in the House o f Fame, where they are used to 

describe the amplification and dissemination of sound (784, 801, 820). As Fyler 

comments, the verb multiply appears in Philosophy’s dismissal of human efforts to 

amplify fame:^^

Seestow nat thanne how streyte and how compressid is thilke glorie that ye 
travailen aboute to schewe and to multeplye?

Boece II, prosa 7, 66-9

Philosophy uses the concept of multiplication again to highlight the insignificance of 

human time to eternity, in respect of which man’s fame has no duration:

But natheles thilke selve nowmbre of yeeris, and eek as many yeris as therto 
mai be multyplyed, ne mai nat certes be comparysouned to the perdurablete 
that is endlees; for of thinges that han ende may ben maked comparysoun, but 
of thynges that ben withouten ende to thynges that han ende may be makid no 
comparysoun.

Boece II, prosa 7, 103-9

Here, the vain hopes of mankind are captured by an image of meaningless but 

unproductive multiplication: though they multiplied for ever, the years of man could 

never be compared with infinity. The significance is closely connected to the later 

passage in which Lady Philosophy highlights the inability of the temporal to 

counterfeit the infinite. In this, Boethius is contrasting human concepts of value with 

divine. Human understanding struggles to escape from the concept of scarcity value, 

and thus can scarcely comprehend the different meaning of value in the realm of 

infinity. In this, we may be reminded of Dante’s distinction between the coin falsified 

by Adam of Brescia and the coin of faith spoken of by St. Peter. A contrast between 

two moments in which Boethius contrasts speech and money may help to illuminate 

these ideas, as well as Chaucer’s response to them.

Fyler, Language an d  the Declining World, p. 153.
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In Boethius’ second commentary on Aristotle’s De Interpretatione, as noted earlier, 

the image of a coin is used to describe the process by which a sound becomes the 

name of a thing:

non enim (ut dictum est) nomen et verbum voces tantum sunt, sicut nummus 
quoque non solum aes inpressum quadam figura est, ut nummus vocetur, sed 
etiam ut alicuius rei sit pretium: eodem quoque modo verba et nomina non 
solum voces sunt, sed positae ad quandam intellectuum significationem.

For, as it has been said, names and words are not sound merely. Thus just as a 
coin is copper impressed with a certain figure not only in order that it might be 
called a coin but also in order that it might be the price of some specific thing, 
so, in the same way, words and names, are not only sounds, but are imposed to 
a certain signification of thoughts.

This image focuses on the idea of significant sound as a thing impressed with 

meaning, and the relevance of the coin image lies in its status as an impressed figure 

which signifies by convention. In the Consolatio, however, Boethius draws on a 

different aspect of the analogy between voice and money:

For, syn that swiche thyng as is transferred fro o man to an othir ne may nat 
duellen with no man, certes thanne is thilke moneye precyous whan it is 
translated into other folk and stynteth to ben had by usage of large yyvynge of 
hym that hath yeven it. And also yif al the moneye that is overal in the world 
were gadryd toward o man, it sholde make alle othere men to be nedy as of 
that. And certes a voys al hool (that is to seyn, withouten amenusynge) 
fulfilleth togydre the heryng of moche folk. But certes your rychesses ne 
mowen noght passen unto moche folk withouten amenusynge; and whan they 
be apassed, nedes they maken hem pore that forgoon tho rychesses.

Boece 11, prosa  5, 17-36

Here, the focus is not on the coins as impressed figures, but on money as a medium of 

exchange, which cannot gather in one place without diminishing in another. This 

passage provides important clues for the interpretation of the House o f Fame. 

Boethius here contrasts money, which cannot be “transferred” or “translated” without 

parting from the original owner, with a voice, which may fill the hearing of many 

equally. The image of the sound filling the room immediately reminds us of the 

Eagle’s description of the multiplication of sound and perhaps, by extension, the 

Summoner’s devilishly funny and ingenious explanation for the departynge o f the fa r t

A nicius  M anlius  Severinus Boethius, D e in terpre ta tione , ed. by Charles M eise r  (Leipzig: Teubner ,  
1880), p. 32, cited by Shoaf, pp. 10-11.
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on t w e l v e . A similar contrast is evident in the House o f Fame when we contrast the 

heralds and their helpers scattering coins around the Palace of Fame (1313-15) with 

the dispersion of the “loos” of the supplicants by Aeolus, “that al the world may of it 

here” (1721). The pivotal concept in the House o f Fame is multiplication; not only the 

natural multiplication of sound, but also the unnatural multiplication of fame. In this, 

it appears that Chaucer has invoked a contemporary understanding of the unnatural 

multiplication of money, as well as the problem of counterfeiting.

In an intriguing article that is rarely cited by critics of the House o f  Fame, Eugene 

Vance argues that the “House o f Fame may be read as a pragmatic study of a special 

kind of verbal fetishism that Chaucer saw as perverse, all the more so because it 

subsumed other kinds of fetishism that he saw as threatening to the social order: I 

have in mind the fetishism of m o n e y . V a n c e ’s argument is flawed in a number of 

respects; nonetheless, many of his insights are telling, and it is worth summarising his 

main points. His argument, not unlike S hoaf s in Dante, Chaucer and the Currency o f  

the Word, pivots on a sense of analogy between words and coins as conventional 

signs. He notes that the serious economic problems facing late-medieval Europe led to 

a number of economic innovations. First, kings responded to inflationary crises and a 

shortage of silver coinage by producing gold coins such as the florin, the ducat, the 

noble and the ecu, two of which are mentioned by Chaucer in the House o f  Fame 

{ducat, 1315; nobles, 1348). Second, the period was marked by repeated attempts to 

devalue the currencies of Europe in order to generate more cash and purchasing 

power. Third, in spite of the lack of a modern science of economics, these changes 

took place within a clear intellectual and ethical framework, which can be seen not 

only in Scholastic discussions about the appropriate use of money, but also in texts 

such as Oresme’s De Moneta.'^^ Vance contends, but fails to demonstrate, that these 

changes bear an analogical relationship to the development of rhetorical practice and 

theory in the period. In particular, he argues for the correspondence of the trimetallic 

system of coinage with the hierarchical rhetorical system of high, middle and low 

styles. From here, he proceeds to a discussion of the relationship between the 

fetishism of both gold and the high style in the House o f Fame.

For the multiplication of sound, see House o f  Fame, 782-822; for the discussion o f the division o f the 
fart, see the conclusion of the Sum m oner’s Tale (III. 2243-86).

Vance, ‘C haucer’s House o f  F am e', p. 17.
Vance, ‘C haucer’s House o f  F am e', pp. 20-1.
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Vance’s connection of the fetishism of gold and of the high style may be 

unpersuasive, but his premise -  that the House o f Fame is influenced by an 

understanding of the workings of money -  remains provocative. A more satisfactory 

explanation can be derived from considering the contrast established by Boethius 

between the “translation” of money from one person to another and the process by 

which a voice fills the hearing of many without diminishing. While Boethius focuses 

on the contrast between these two kinds of exchange -  the financial and the verbal -  

Chaucer forges a connection between the multiplication of Fame and the 

multiplication of money, by framing the introduction of the goddess Fame with 

financial references that both critique ostentatious expenditure and allude to 

contemporary economic difficulties. Thus, as Fame enters, heralds and pursuivants 

cast money around the room:

[...] Thus herde y crien alle,
And faste comen out of halle
And shoken nobles and sterlynges. [...]
Thoo atte last aspyed y
That pursevauntes and heraudes.
That crien ryche folkes laudes,
Hyt weren alle [...]

House o f Fame, 1313-5; 1320-3 

Shortly thereafter, the dreamer is overcome by the conspicuous wealth of court:

Ne of the halle eke what nede is 
To tellen yow that every wal 
Of hit, and flor, and roof, and al 
Was plated half a foot thikke 
Of gold, and that was nothyng wikke,
But for to prove in alle wyse.
As fyn as ducat in Venyse,
Of which to lite al in my pouche is?

House o f  Fame, 1342-9

We might note that the clear, shining gold contrasts with the diverse metals of the 

pillars that uphold the palace and upon which the poets stand (1419-1512). More 

importantly, however, the dreamer here shows a shrewd understanding of money; 

hardly surprising, given that Chaucer’s employment as Com.ptroller of the Wool 

Custom and Clerk of the King’s Works were both essentially related to accounting. 

His reference to the Venetian ducat indicates an understanding of the prestige of that 

coin, while the protestation that the gold is not “wikke” is arguably an allusion to
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other coins less pure than the ducat, whether through counterfeiting or legal 

debasement. Moreover, his witty comment contrasting the plenitude of gold in Fame’s 

palace with his own penury indicates a keen understanding of the workings of money, 

which, as Boethius notes, cannot increase in one place without diminishing in 

another.^^

As we have seen, Boethius comments on the process by which money is “translated” 

from one person to another. This provides Chaucer with the seed of a comparison 

between the process by which money is shared and the process by which knowledge 

is multiplied through translation. As seen in the Introduction, the House o f Fame 

expresses the vast difference between different types of translation, looking back 

through the process by which a poetic tradition is forged and seeing not ordered 

progression, but senseless multiplication. To expand on the earlier discussion, we 

might note that the difference between these concepts of translation can be seen by 

comparing the senseless multiplication of the House o f Fame to the fascinating 

account of translatio studii in the Prologue to the Astrolabe. In the Prologue, Chaucer, 

having defended the ability of English, offers an important analogy for understanding 

translation:

And God woot that in alle these langages and in many moo han these 
conclusions ben suffisantly lerned and taught, and yit by diverse reules; right 
as diverse pathes leden diverse folk the right way to Rome.

Astrolabe, 36-40

The list of the great literary cultures is reminiscent of the pillars of the House o f  

Fame, each of which represents a different culture. However, while the House o f  

Fame envisages these literary traditions as essentially separate, the Astrolabe 

represents the cultures as participating in an ordered, historically sequential process of 

translatio studii, in which knowledge passes undiminished from one culture to 

another. The comparison to the many paths leading to Rome admirably captures this 

and serves to counteract any implication that the dispersion of texts necessarily entails

B oece, B ook  II, P rose  5, 17-36. T he  ability o f  m o ney  to multiply was widely regarded as a 
perversion  o f  the natural order. Thus, Oresm e, cit ing O vid , argues that, while it is natural for certa in  
natural r iches to multiply, m onstruosum  est et contra  na turam  q u o d  res in fecunda  pariat, q u o d  res 
sterilis  a to la  specie  fru c li fie t uel m u ltip lice tu r ex se, cu iu sm od i est pecu n ia  (“it is m ons trous  and 
unnatural that an unfruitful th ing should bear, that a thing specifically sterile, such as money, should  
bear fruit and m ultip ly  o f  i t s e l f ’). D e M oneta , p. 25.
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the dissipation of k n o w l e d g e . I t  also emphasises that the dominant impulse of 

translation is not centrifugal but centripetal: translation overcomes the scattering of 

tongues and nations at Babel, enabling mankind to converge on a single point of truth.

By contrast, the reference to Rome in the House o f  Fame highlights that the dominant 

motion of tidings is centrifugal, as they multiply wildly and spiral out of control, 

while their attachment to truth dissipates and diminishes. When the dreamer comes to 

the House of Rumour he hears a noise that -  like all sound -  multiplies rapidly, 

travelling through space:

And therout com so gret a noyse 
That, had hyt stonden upon Oyse,
Men myght hyt han herd esely 
To Rome, y trowe sikerly.
And the noyse which that I herde.
For al the world ryght so hyt ferde 
As dooth the rowtynge of the ston 
That from th’engyn ys leten gon.

House o f  Fame, 1927-34

A sound heard by an English dreamer is transported metaphorically to France and 

then on to Rome; one might imagine this West-East movement as an inversion of the 

classic direction of translatio imperii. Moreover, the reader is struck in this passage 

by a profound sense of the gradual diminishment of the significance of verbal signs. 

Throughout the House o f Fame, engyn has referred to mental ingenuity, and has 

translated Dante’s ingegno. Here the engyn, far from producing sense, is reduced to a 

mechanical device, good only for flinging stones and producing noise.

Chaucer’s attempt to distance himself from Dante’s poetic is especially clear when we 

consider the deliberate connection forged between the place of ‘Englissh Gaufride’

There is an undeniable overlap between the vision o f secular translation outlined in the Prologue and 
Lollard defences o f vernacular translation o f  Scripture. See the discussions o f Lollard translation theory  
in N icholas W atson, ‘Censorship and Cultural Change in Late-M edieval England: Vernacular 
T heology, the Oxford Translation Debate, and A rundel’s Constitutions o f  1409’, Speculum  70  (1995): 
822-64, and Ralph Hanna IIL ‘The D ifficu lty o f  Ricardian Prose Translation: The C ase o f  the 
L ollards’, M odern Lxinguage Q uarterly 5 1 (1990): 319-40.

Dante offers just such an inversion o f  the “natural” East-W est progression o f  em pire when he speaks 
o f the Imperial Eagle turning back against the course o f  heaven, which sign ifies C onstantine’s removal 
o f the seat o f  empire from Rom e to Byzantium ; P arad iso  VI, 1-9. A useful guide to D ante’s theory o f  
Empire is found in Charles Till D avis, ‘Dante and the Em pire’ in The C am bridge C om panion  to D ante, 
ed. by Rachel Jacoff, 2"‘* edn (Cambridge: Cambridge U niversity Press, 2007 [1993]), pp. 257-69 .
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within the architectural structure of the Palace of Fame and Dante’s encounter with

his poetic auctores within the castle in L i m b o . A s  Mary Carruthers has

demonstrated, both D ante’s castle and Chaucer’s palace are examples of locational

memory systems which serve to provide readily recoverable background locations
! 0^into which memory images are placed {Inferno IV, 88-102). ‘ Carruthers observes 

that both are described like memorial devices, viewed initially from a distance that 

allows the observer to see all at once. Moreover, Dante’s seven pillars (influenced by 

the seven pillars of the House of W isdom) are echoed by the eight pillars of the palace 

of Fame, while Dante’s placing him self among the auctores is echoed in Chaucer 

seeing “Englissh Gaufride” among the auctores on top of the pillars of Fam e’s palace. 

The representation of these figures, moreover, conflates D ante’s castle of learning 

with another key passage in the Co?nmedia: the description of the proud in 

Purgatorio. Thus, Chaucer’s description of the classical auctores, each crouched 

under the weight of the subject he carries, bears a striking resemblance to Dante’s 

presentation of the Proud, crouched under the weight of the boulders they carry, who 

are explicitly compared to carved c o r b e l s . C h a u c e r  is clearly paying close attention 

to Dante, since the cornice of the proud, as we have seen, is the locus for one of 

Dante’s most important digressions on art and artistic hubris. More importantly, this 

passage offers a discussion of the process by which one artist chases another from the 

nest (possibly an allusion to the partridge, whose wings appear on Fam e’s feet).*^'’ 

This association of the canonical auctores with pride is important, because the 

iconography of the poetic auctores of the House o f Fame owes something to the 

traditional representation of the fall of Idols during the flight to Egypt, as Nicolette 

Zeeman has noted. The conflation of the poetic auctores with idols simultaneously 

highlights the high regard in which they are held and the fact that they are false gods.

In this passage, the only significant difference from the list o f poets included at the end of Troilus is 
the appearance of Horace, rather than Statius.

M ary C anuthers, ‘The Poet as M aster-Builder: Compositional and Locational M em ory in the 
M iddle A ges’, New Literary H isto iy  24.4 (1993); 881-904 (esp. pp. 881-6).

See Purgatorio X, 112-39 and the discussion o f these parallels by Boitani, Imaginary World o f  
Fame, pp. 86-8.

Purgatorio  XI, 79-117. This passage focuses on the artistic supremacy o f Giotto; M ichael 
Hagiioannu has argued that the House o f  Fame is influenced by G iotto’s experim ents in individual 
perspective, examples of which Chaucer m ight have seen in Florence. ‘G iotto’s Bardi Chapel Frescoes 
and C haucer’s House o f  Fame'. Influence, Evidence, and Interpretations’, Chaucer Review  36.1 (2001): 
28-47.

N icolette Zeeman, ‘The Idol of the T ext’, in Images, Idolatry, and Iconoclasm  in Late-M edieval 
England: Textuality and the Visual Image, ed. by Jeremy Dimmick, James Simpson and Nicolette 
Zeeman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), pp. 43-62 (p. 49).
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The pillars on which the great authorities stand are composed of various metals and 

minerals which appear again in the Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale (VIII. 825-8). Indeed, it 

would be impossible to ignore the strong associations of the House o f Fame with 

alchemy; Fyler has observed that the Eagle’s explanation of the transmission of sound
107repeatedly invokes the alchemical concept of “multiplication”. This use of 

alchemical imagery extends to the figure of Aeolus, who blows the fame of the 

goddess’ supplicants using two trumpets -  Clere Laude and Sklaunder. In one striking 

image, the smoke that comes from Aeolus’ black trumpet of Slander is deeply 

evocative of the Canon’s Yeoman’s description of an alchemical laboratory:

And such a smoke gan out wende 
Out of his foule trumpes ende,
Blak bloo, grennyssh, swartish red.
As doth where that men melte led.

House o f Fame, 1645-8

Here, as in the C anon’s Yeom an’s Tale, multiplication is synonymous with deceit, and 

the narrator continually resists this kind of senseless multiplication. Thus, one of the 

characteristic rhetorical devices of the poem, occupatio, represents the refusal to
I Q Q

endlessly repeat and multiply information that is already available elsewhere. 

Moreover, the narrator of the House o f Fame has been described as intractable, a 

quality J.A. Burrow has connected with the “elvishness” of the Chaucerian persona. 

Yet the intractability of the narrator is perhaps more understandable when we see it as 

a resistance to the prolixity and endless multiplication that dominates the poem. Thus, 

when the dreamer tersely declines the Eagle’s offer to show him the stars, he points 

out that he accepts the authority of previous written accounts:

“No fors,” quod y, “hyt is no nede.
I leve as wel, so God me spede,
Hem that write of this matere[...]”

House o f Fame, 1011-13

To see the stars and to give his account would merely be to senselessly duplicate and 

multiply information already available in writing. The same logic dominates the

House o f  Fame, 784, 801, 820; Fyler, Language and the Declining World, pp. 153-4.
Striking examples are found at 375-82; 439-50; 1329-35; 1503-06; 1513-19.
J. A. Burrow, ‘Elvish Chaucer’, in The Endless Knot: Essays on Old and M iddle English in Honor 

o f  Marie Borroff, ed. by M. Teresa Tavormina and R. F. Yeager (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1995), pp. 
105-1 1, esp. pp. 107-9.
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dreamer’s pursuit of tidings. Though the Eagle has made it clear that the entire 

purpose of the vision is to provide the dreamer with tydynges (661-99), the dreamer 

fails to learn any new information in the palace of Fame (1884-1906) and heads to the 

House of Rumour. When, however, he finally hears tidings of interest to him, he 

decides against sharing it with the reader, claiming that “Folk kan synge hit bet than 

r  (2138).

This concern with the dangers of multiplication extends both to his concerns over the 

accurate reproduction of his dream and the accurate transmission of the poem. Thus, 

in an invocation derived from Dante, the dreamer expresses the desire to accurately 

reproduce the dream that has been locked away in the treasure chest of his memory:

O Thought, that wrot al that I mette.
And in the tresorye hyt shette 
Of my brayn, now shal men se 
Yf any vertu in the be 
To tellen al my drem aryght.
Now kythe thyn engyn and myght!

House o f Fame, 523-8

More fundamentally, the poet is conscious that he himself is caught up in a poetic 

tradition that will almost inevitably result in the falsification of his own work. From 

the start he both acknowledges and resists his powerlessness to control the fate of his 

text:

And whoso thorgh presumpcion.
Or hate, or skorn, or thorgh envye.
Dispit, or jape, or vilanye,
Mysdeme hyt, pray I Jesus God 
That (dreme he barefot, dreme he shod).
That every harm that any man 
Hath had syth the world began 
Befalle hym therof or he sterve [...]

House o f  Fame, 94-101

Though we may be prepared to read into this passage both a strong vein of irony and a 

quiet hint of resignation, it surely offers little support to those, such as Laurel 

Amtower, who would make the poet a champion of relative truth and subjective 

r e s p o n s e .C o n t r o l  of his texts is not something easily yielded by any writer, and the

Laurel Aintowev, ‘Authorizing the Reader’, pp. 273-91.
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prayer for the fate of his text at the close of Troilus makes it clear that Chaucer was no 

exception {Troihis V, 1793-8). The malediction that opens the House o f Fame is 

thematically very similar to this passage, though in form and tone it is more closely 

related to the book curse; however we interpret it, it gives clear expression to the 

poet’s concern at being caught up in a web of potential falsification and 

mistransmission.’"  This concern is nowhere more evident than in Chaucer’s other 

foray into the genre of the book curse: Adam Scriveyn.

J12y :  Adam Scriveyn and the Falsifiers of Dante’s Inferno

Adam scriveyn, if ever it thee bifalle 
Boece or Troylus for to wryten newe 
Under thy longe lokkes thou most have the scalle.
But after my makyng thou wryte more trewe;
So ofte adaye I mot thy werk renewe,
It to correcte and eke to rubbe and scrape,
And al is thorugh thy negligence and rape.

Chaucers Wordes unto Adam, His Owne Scriveyn

In his account of the falsifiers in the Inferno, Dante draws a key distinction between 

licit and illicit representation that pervades the entire Commedia. As argued already, 

he advances an extraordinary poetic, which assimilates his own poetic voice to 

Scripture, culminating in the final canto, with a startling metaphor of textual 

transmission, which gives voice to his hope that his work and his reputation will be 

transmitted and disseminated without diminishment or falsification. In his shortest 

surviving poem, Adam Scriveyn, Chaucer returns to Dante’s depiction of the falsifiers, 

channelling Dante’s distinction between licit and illicit representation into an account 

of the relationship between the “making” of the poet and the (falsifying) “writing” of 

the copyist. In this way, he demonstrates an awareness that the work of the poet, if it 

is to survive, is inevitably bound up in a process of multiplication and 

mistransmission over which he must eventually cede control.

For a discussion o f  the relationship o f  this m alediction to the book curse, see L eslie  K. A rnovick, 
'Whoso thorgh presumpcion...  mysdeme hyt: Chaucer’s Poetic Adaptation o f  the M edieval “B ook  
Cursc” ‘, in P lacing M iddle English in Context, ed. by Irma Taavitsainen, Terttu N evalainen, Palvi 
Pahta and Matti Rissanen, (Berlin: W alter de Gruyter, 2000), pp. 41 1-24. Cited in G iending O lson, 
‘Author, Scribe, and Curse: The Genre o f  Adam Scriveyn’, Chaucer Review  42 .2  (2008): 284-97 (p. 
295, n. 6).
"■ The argument presented here is a shortened and m odified version o f  Brendan O ’C onnell, ‘A dam  
Scriveyn  and the Falsifiers o f  D ante’s Inferno: A N ew  Interpretation o f  C haucer’s W ordes', C haucer  
R eview  40.1 (2005): 39-57.
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N one o f  Chaucer’s short poem s has sustained as great a level o f  critical interest as this 

brief work. Early critics, assum ing that a historical personage w as intended, suggested
I I

a number o f  candidates w ho might be thought suitable. ’ M ore recently, som e critics 

have exp lored  the figurative im plications o f  the name, arguing an analogy between  

C haucer’s erring scribe and the biblical Adam.'''* A further trend has been to locate 

the poem  within a tradition o f  com plaints by artists against the transmitters o f  their 

work, an approach that generally finds little o f  specific importance in the name itself. 

Thus, R .K . R oot com pares Chaucer’s com plaint to similar com plaints in Petrarch; 

E.P. Kuhl looks at attempts to im prove standards in the Scriveners’ Guild, and John 

Scattergood exp lores the tradition o f  artists com plaining about the transmitters o f  their 

work, from antiquity to the era o f  the early printers."*’ S ince Linne M o o n ey ’s 

apparent identification o f  Adam Pinckhurst as the scribe o f  the E llesm ere and 

H engwrt m anuscripts, critical attention on Chaucer’s A dam  Scriveyn  has naturally 

increased.''^ In a recent article, G lending O lson has elucidated the relationship o f  the

Aage Brusendorff, The Chaucer Tradition (London: Humphrey Milford, 1925), p. 57; Ramona 
Bressie, ‘Chaucer’s Scrivener,’ TLS, 9 May 1929, p. 383; John Matthews Manly, ‘Chaucer’s 
Scrivener,’ TLS, 16 May 1929, p. 403; Bernard M. Wagner ‘Chaucer’s Scrivener,’ TLS, 13 June 1929, 
p. 474. Further comments are found in E. P. Hammond, ‘Omissions from the Editions of Chaucer,’ 
M LN  19 (1904): 35-38, and Chaucer: A Bibliographic M anual (New York: Macmillan, 1908), p. 405. 
See also Edith Rickert, ‘Thou Vache,’ M odern Philology 11 (1914): 223, for the suggestion that 
“Scriveyn” could be A dam ’s surname, as the name was “not uncommon.”

Russell A. Peck, ‘Public Dreams and Private Myths: Perspectives in Middle English Literature’ 
PMLA 90 (1975): 461-67; R.E. Kaske; ‘Clericus Adam  and Chaucer’s Adam  Scriveyn' in Chaucerian 
Problems and  Perspectives: Essays presented to Paul E. Beichner C.S.C, ed. Edward Vasta and 
Zacharias P. Thundy (Notre Dame: Notre Dame University Press, 1979), pp. 114-18; Jane Chance, 
'Chaucerian Irony in the Verse Epistles ‘Wordes unto A dam ’, ‘Lenvoy a Scogan’ and ‘Lenvoy a 
Bukton,”  Papers on Language and Literature 21 (1985): 115-128; Jay Rudd, ‘M any A Song and  M any 
A Leccherous L a y ’: Tradition and Individuality in C haucer’s Lyric Poetry  (New York: Garland, 1992), 
pp. 120-25; Britt Mize, ‘Adam, and Chaucer’s Words unto H im ’; Chaucer Review  35 (2001): 351-77. 
Carolyn Dinshaw’s C haucer’s Sexual Poetics (Madison: University of  Wisconsin, 1989), pp. 3-11, 
opens with an account of the poem that builds on such approaches.

R. K. Root, The Poetry o f  Chaucer: A Guide to Its Study and Appreciation', (London: Archibald 
Constable, 1906), pp. 69-70; E. P. Kohl, ‘Publication before Printing’ PMLA  28 (1913): 417-31.; ‘A 
Note on Chaucer’s Adam  Scriveyn'\ M LN  29 (1914): 263-64; [V.] John Scattergood; ‘The Jongleur, the 
Copyist, and the Printer: The Tradition of Chaucer’s Wordes unto Adam, His Own Scriveyn’ in 
Courtly Literature: Culture and Context, ed. Keith Busby and Erik Kooper (Amsterdam: John 
Benjamins Publishing Company, 1990), pp. 499-508; see also ‘The Short Poems’ in Oxford Guides to 
Chaucer: The Shorter Poems, ed. A.J. Minnis with V. J[ohn] Scattergood and Jeremy J. Smith (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1995). For relevant general information on medieval scribes, see Curt F. 
Buhler, The F ifteenth-C entuiy Book: The Scribes, the Printers, the Decorators, (Philadelphia, 
University of  Pennsylvania Press, 1960), and Ramsay, ‘Forgery and the Rise of the London Scriveners’ 
Com pany’, pp. 99-108.

Linne M ooney’s findings were announced at the 2004 New Chaucer Society Congress in Glasgow, 
and published as ‘Chaucer’s Scribe’, Speculum  81 (2006): 97-138. My 'Adam  Scriveyn’ was published 
after the presentation of M ooney’s findings, but before their publication. See also Alexandra Gillespie,
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text to the medieval genre of the book c u r s e . T h e  curse with which Chaucer 

threatens Adam -  the scalle -  is striking. Its specificity contrasts with the dramatic, 

almost apocalyptic grandeur of Chaucer’s similar curse in his invocation to The House 

o f Fame, where he wishes that “every harm that any man / Hath had syth the world 

began” may fall on anyone who “misdeems” his work (99-100).

The word scalle has interesting origins. The OED  cites an etymological link to Old 

Norse skalle, a (naturally) bald head, and refers to it as “a scaly or scabby disease of 

the skin, especially of the scalp [OED scall, n. (and a.)]. However, in the Middle Ages 

there was also an overlap (or perhaps confusion) with the word scale. The OED's 

account of the word scale n. 2, explains that, as well as referring to the scales of fish, 

it could refer to flakes of skin that became detached due to certain diseases of the 

skin, and notes that the word is applied with or without qualifications to various skin 

diseases, as it was likely confused with scalle. The MED  also testifies to this overlap 

of meanings."* Trevisa’s translation of the account of the disease in De 

proprietalibus rerum  will quickly elucidate this overlap of meaning, since it refers to 

the disease as skalle, and describes scales falling from the patient:

[...] {)e heed is ofte disesid wij? an famuler passioun |5at children hauen ofte. And 
by Constantyn |}at yuel hatte squama ‘skalle’, and we clepith Ĵ at yuel tinea 
‘mo|5{5e’, for it fretij) and gnawe|) |)e ouer partie of Jdb skyn o f {?e heed as a 
mojj^e fretij^ cloof) and cleueth J)erto wi|)out departinge, and holdij? {̂ e skyn wel 
faste. And suche an iuel bredi|) passinge great icchinge and fretinge [in j^e heed. 
And after cracching] and clawinge of |3at icching falli{) many scales."^

It is important to refer to the disease as the scalle, a word that preserves the 

association with the word scale. But why did Chaucer select this particularly 

unpleasant disease as a suitable punishment for his erring copyist? Ewald Fliigel has 

claimed that it is specifically a clerkly illness, but a more suggestive reason is found 

in Dante’s Inferno, where the disease (or one strikingly similar) is used as a 

punishment for two of Dante’s f a l s i f i e r s . A s  we have seen, the falsifiers are

‘Reading C haucer’s W ords to A dam ’, Chaucer Review, 42.3 (2008): 269-83; G lending O lson, ‘Author, 
Scribc, and Curse: The Genre o f  Adam Scriveyn’. Chaucer Review,  42 .2  (2008): 284-297.

Glending O lson, ‘Author, Scribe, and C u r s t ' , passim.
M ED  scale,  n. 1 (a) and (f), and n. 2 (a); see also M ED  scal(le  n. (a) and (b).
On the Properties  o f  Things, bk. 7, chap. 3, ed. M .C. Seymour et al. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1975), 1.344-45. Cited by Pace and David, p. 136
Fliigel, Ewald; ‘C haucer’s Kleinere G edichte’, Anglia  23 (1901): 195-224, cited by Scattergood, 

‘The Jongleur, the Copyist, and the Printer’, p. 500.
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punished with a number of illnesses, and indeed physical illness is alluded to 

throughout the passage (XXIX 46-51).'^' His counterfeiter suffers from dropsy; his 

liars from fever; but the first two falsifiers we meet, the alchemists, suffer from a 

disease similar to the scalle:

lo vidi due sedere a se poggiati,
com ’ a scaldar si poggia tegghia a tegghia, 
dal capo al pie di schianze macolati; 

e non vidi gia mai menare stregghia
a ragazzo aspettato dal segnorso, 
ne a colui che mal volontier vegghia, 

com e ciascun menava spesso il morso
de I’unghie sopra se per la gran rabbia 
del pizzicor, che non ha piii soccorso; 

e SI traevan giij I’unghie la scabbia,
come coltei di scardova le scaglie 
o d’altro pesce che piij larghe I’abbia.

I saw two sitting propped against each other as pan is propped on pan to 
warm, spotted from head to foot with scabs; and I never saw curry-comb plied  
by a stable-boy whose master waits for him or by one kept unwillingly awake 
as each plied on him self continually the bite of his nails for the great fury o f  
the itch that has no other relief, and the nails were scraping o ff the scabs as the 
knife does the scales o f the bream or other fish that has them larger.

Inferno XXIX, 73-84

The symptoms of this scaly, scabby disease suggest that we are dealing with the same

illness. Dante even compares the disease to the scales of fish, and we have already

noted the overlap in ME between scalle  and scale. Indeed, the Italian word scaglia

has a semantic range which is notably similar to ME scal(l)e, referring both to the
122scales o f fish and flakes o f skin that become detached due to skin disease. Early 

commentators described the disease as either scabies or leprosy, but it seems likely  

that the combination o f scabbia, scaglia  and the intense itching would have suggested  

the scalle  to Chaucer, especially as itching is not a symptom of l e p r o s y . L i n e  124 

refers to one o f the falsifiers as lebbroso, however it is not uncommon for medieval

The falsifiers are the only sinners in the Inferno  to be punished by physical illness.
Salvatore Battaglia, Grande Dizionario Della Lingua Italiana  (Turin, 1994); Scaglia, senses 1. and

7.
■ See ihe notes to these lines by Robert M. Durling and Ronald L. Martinez feds), The D ivine  

Comedy: Inferno  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996). John D. Sinclair, in his notes to these lines, 
interprets the disease as leprosy, but observes that this would make D ante’s description of the itching 
inaccurate. And yet intense itching seems to be the most important aspect of this illness for Dante, 
suggesting that we would be wiser not to expect the description of the illness to correspond precisely to 
modern medical knowledge. After all, the disease has a largely symbolic function as an example of 
contrapasso.
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writers to use the term “leprosy” to cover any number of skin ailments, especially 

those associated with moral degeneracy. Saul Brody notes that the term leprosy was 

used to cover disease as various as scabies, psoriasis, eczema and a host of other 

a ilm ents . '’"̂

In what is perhaps the most persuasive of the numerous accounts that consider the 

correspondence between Chaucer’s Adam and the biblical Adam, Kaske notes that a 

correspondence between God as Creator and the artist as creator is fundamental to the 

analogy between the two figures. The passage from Dante, however, provides an 

analogy that is at least as persuasive; namely the description of his role as the ape of 

Nature by the alchemist Capocchio, who admits that has not been a true copier 

{Inferno  X X IX  136-39). If we accept, as Kaske does, the correspondence between the 

artist as creator and God as Creator, then the consequent analogy -  between the scribe 

who tries to copy the artist’s work but instead corrupts it, and the alchemist who tries 

to copy the work of Nature and instead falsifies it -  seems closer than the suggested 

correspondence between the two Adams. Furthermore, an analogy between the scribe 

who fails to accurately copy the work of the artist, and the artist as the ape of nature, 

who copies but cannot match the work of God, appears more precise, and perhaps 

more interesting than an analogy between the scribe and the biblical Adam. It seems 

that Chaucer has latched onto Dante’s attempt to distinguish h im self  from the 

falsifiers, and has reinvigorated the analogy in order to focus attention on the 

inevitably negative effects of transmission and dissemination on the preservation o f  a 

literary legacy.

One may note a comparison between the alchemists, who ceaselessly and furiously 

scratch their skin, and Chaucer, who is condemned to spend every day rubbing and 

scraping, as if to suggest that he is forced to endure the punishm ent that rightly 

belongs to his falsifying scribe. Jay Ruud, following Russell Peck, has noted that the 

curse is perfectly appropriate: Adam has made it necessary for Chaucer to rub and 

scrape his manuscript, and so it is just that he be made to rub and scrape the scalle  in 

his s c a l p . I n d e e d ,  a glance at the M ED  soon confirms that the m eanings of “rubbe”

See Saul Nathanie l Brody, The D isease  o f  the Soul: L eprosy in M ed ieva l L itera tu re  (Ithaca: Cornell 
U niversity  Press, 1974), p. 41, and also pp. 21, 25 and 57.
' - " R u u d ,  p. 122.
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and “scrape” will easily accommodate such a pun.'^^ Mize suggests that the disease is 

an example of contrapasso, but when we recognise that Chaucer’s curse is in fact 

modelled on the contrapasso suffered by two of Dante’s falsifiers, we can hardly be
1 ^ 7surprised by the sense of poetic justice in the poem. " Moreover, Olson’s recent 

analysis of the poem as an example of the book curse demonstrates that a sense of

poetic justice or contrapasso is a recognisable (though not pervasive) feature of the
128genre.

The influence of the Dante passage on Chaucer’s poem is not merely thematic, 

however. Ruud has noted the tone of the poem depends largely on the combination of 

the letters j', k, (or hard c) and r. He also notes that three words in the stanza begin 

with what is, in Chaucer, the relatively unusual sc- combination (two with scr-): 

scriveyn, ^ a l le ,  scrape. This combination, he comments, does not appear at all in the
129more sedate ballades Truth, Gentilesse and Lak o f Stedfastnesse. The combination 

may be rare in Chaucer, but it is notably common in the passage cited from Dante (see 

for example, ^ a ld a r , ^h ia n ze , c ia ^u n , ^a b h ia , ^a rd o va , p e ^ e ,  and, of course, 

^a g lie ) .  Indeed, all the letters Ruud regards as fundamental to establishing the tone of 

Adam Scriveyn (s, k  and r) are also significant features that give the Dante passage its 

particular character; as Ferrante notes, the dominant sound effects in Inferno, 

unsurprisingly, are harsh and d is tu rb in g .F u r th e rm o re ,  Ruud does not comment on 

the importance of the plosive consonants b and p  in creating the tone of Chaucer’s 

poem, but these are no less striking -  bifalle, Boece, But, rubbe, scrap_e, rape. Again, 

this is a marked feature of the Dante passage -  poggiati, poggia, capo, pie, aspettato, 

spesso, sopra, pizzicor, piu, scabbia, pesce, abbia. Thus, we see a clear overlap of

linguistic, as well as thematic features, between Adam Scriveyn and the Dante
n ipassage.

M ED\ rubben, sense 3; scrape, sense 1 (a) and (b). The first sense of scrape recorded by the M ED  is 
tai<en from the W ycliffite Bible, and refers to Job scraping off the scabs of his skin disease.

Mize, pp. 359-60.
Olson, ‘Author, Scribe, and C urse’, p. 289.
Ruud, pp. 123-4.
Ferrante, p. 194.
M any critics have com mented on the word “rape” in the poem, noting that the word could mean 

“haste”, “seizure” or even sexual rape. Given the apparent influence of the description of the alchem ists 
in Inferno, it is perhaps interesting to note that Chaucer also conflates the possible m eanings o f the 
word “rape” in his description o f the fraud of the alchem ist in The C anon’s Yeom an’s Tale (VIII. 
1422). A ttention has been drawn to C haucer’s use of this phrase in the C anon’s Yeom an’s Tale by 
Dinshaw, C haucer’s Sexual Poetics, p. 8; and M ize, p. 359.
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Of course, one singularly important word provides the most intriguing example of 

verbal parallel between the two texts, since both Chaucer’s scribe and Dante’s 

counterfeiter are named Adam {Inferno XXX, 61, 104). Kaske, in his discussion of 

Adam Scriveyn, argued that Chaucer may have been capitalizing on the “happy 

correspondence” between the name of his scribe and the biblical Adam, but Chaucer 

may have equally been struck by the coincidence between the name of his scribe and 

Dante’s counterfeiter.*^’ In general terms, the counterfeiter is also a copier who makes 

a false version of the original; more specifically, Dante articulates an explicit link 

between A dam ’s counterfeiting and the falsification of words when Sinon and Adam 

trade insults and Sinon explicitly connects verbal and monetary falsification (XXX, 

115).

Dante’s Adam is a counterfeiter, whose punishment is to be grotesquely swollen with 

dropsy. This brings us to another important question. Why would Chaucer threaten his 

own Adam with the punishment Dante reserves for the alchemists (the scalle)! To 

answer this, we need look no further than Chaucer’s poem itself, which clearly 

derives much of its wit from the poetic justice of the scalle as a punishment for scribal 

error. The intense itching that accompanies scalle is the perfect contrapasso for this 

scribe, as his errors require Chaucer to constantly rubbe and scrape the offending 

copies of his works. As Mize has noted, this punishment is even more appropriate 

given the mention of Adam’s long locks, which would seem to suggest a concern for 

his appearance. To invoke any of the other punishments in this passage (e.g. dropsy or 

fever) would be to sacrifice this sense of contrapasso, and with it the comic heart of 

the poem.

As this suggests, the brilliance of Chaucer’s allusion to Dante lies in the seamless way 

he has woven it into the literal level of his poem. To appreciate the wit and humour of 

the “curse” , it is not necessary to look outside the text itself; this becomes important 

when we consider the intended audience of the poem. We need not imagine that the 

scribe to whom it was addressed was expected to comprehend the parallel with Dante, 

as the rebuke would be felt keenly enough without it. Bui we should not assume that

K aske, pp. 116-17.
C h a u c e r ’s selection o f  the a lche m is t’s p un ishm en t m ay  also have been in f luenced by the fact that, as 

noted above, the a lchem is t C apocch io  d iscusses his sin in terms o f  imitation, referring to the figure o f  
the ape o f  nature.
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Adam Scriveyn is merely an occasional poem, or that Chaucer intended it to be read 

by no one other than the scribe himself. Whether, like Root and Scattergood, we 

situate the poem within the history of writers complaining about their scribes or, like 

Olson, identify the poem as belonging to the genre of the book curse, it seems clear 

that its early reader would have understood the work as part of a recognisable (if 

minor) literary tradition.*'*'’ In such a context, it seems plausible that the poem was 

intended for a wider audience, though whether such an audience would be expected to 

recognise the parallels with Dante’s falsifiers is only a matter for conjecture. The fact 

that the poem is preserved in only one manuscript (Trinity College Cambridge, MS 

R.3.20, which belonged to the professional copyist, John Shirley) suggests that the 

poem was not intended for mass circulation; it seems more likely that it was a coterie 

poem, whose audience would have recognised its complex wit.

Throughout his work, Chaucer displays a keen fascination with the concepts of 

falsification and counterfeiting, and draws explicitly on the works of Jean de Meun, 

Dante and Boethius in order to explore the processes by which signs become 

uncoupled from that which they signify, and more importantly, by which literary 

transmission results not in the preservation of knowledge but in multiplication and 

confusion. This is not a process of which the poet can remain wilfully ignorant, since 

it permeates every aspect of his work, including the way in which his own work is 

transmitted through space and time. More fundamentally, however, it raises a strong 

ethical aspect to the process of literary imitation, in which the benefits of creative 

interpretation of previous works must be measured against the possibility that 

multiplication of texts will result only in confusion and error. Chaucer’s profound 

sense of the ethical implications of the dangerous motility and instability of the 

written word is brilliantly captured by the prominence of forged and counterfeit 

documents (and other objects) in the exemplary Tales that are the focus of the 

following chapter. In these works, Chaucer explores ways in which the ethical 

function of poetry can transcend the limitations and falsifications of fiction and the 

written word.

Root, Poetry o f  Chaucer, pp, 69-70 and ‘Publication before Printing’, pp. 417-31; Scattergood; ‘The 
Jongleur, the Copyist, and the Printer’, pp. 499-508; Olson, ‘Author, Scribe, and Curse’, pp. 284-97.
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C h a p t e r  T h r e e

‘T h e y  W o l  F o r g e  a  L o n g  T a l e ’ : C o u n t e r f e i t  E x e m p l a  in  t h e  C a n t e r b u r y  T a l e s

But certes, how so evere it be of this, I putte it to gessen or prisen to the 
judgement of the and of wys folk. Of whiche thyng al the ordenaunce and the 
sothe, for as moche as folk that been to comen aftir our dayes schullen knowen 
it, I have put it in scripture and in remembraunce. For touchynge the lettres 
falsly maked, by whiche lettres I am accused to han hoped the fredom of 
Rome, what aperteneth me to speken therof? Of which lettres the fraude hadde 
ben schewed apertely, yif I hadde had liberte for to han used and ben at the 
confession of myn accusours, the whiche thyng in alle nedes hath gret 
strengthe.

Boece I, prosa 4, 163-76

I seye, he bad they sholde countrefete 
The popes bulles, makynge mencion 
That he hath leve his firste wyf to lete,
As by the popes dispensacion.

C lerk’s Tale, 743-5

First I pronounce whennes that I come,
And thanne my bulles shew I, alle and some.
Our lige lordes seel on my patente.
That shewe I first, my body to warente.

Parduner’s Prologue, 33.5-8

Falsly imprisoned and facing execution, Boethius turns his attention to the lettres 

fa lsly  m aked  that provided the basis for his unjust conviction. For a medieval 

audience, such complaints could only serve to justify the widespread mistrust of 

documents, which, as Clanchy has amply demonstrated, coloured attitudes to the 

written word throughout the period.* It is clear, however, that Boethius is also keen to 

draw into opposition two kinds of documentary history: in the future, readers of the 

past will have to distinguish between true and false histories, a choice Boethius 

figures as analogous to distinguishing between genuine and forged documents. Forged 

and counterfeit documents and other items are a common feature of the Canterbury 

Tales', the counterfeit letters of the Man o f  L aw ’s Tale and the C lerk’s Tale] ih&feyned 

mandement of the F riar’s', the Pardoner’s fake relics, and perhaps some if not all of 

his legitimising documents. Strikingly, all of these can be classed among Chaucer’s

' For a thorough consideration, see Alfred Hiatt, The M aking o f  M edieva l F orgeries: F alse  D ocum ents  
in F ifteenth-C entury E ngland  (London: British Library and University o f  Toronto Press, 2004). A  brief 
account is available in Ramsay, ‘Forgery and the R ise o f the London Scriveners’ C om pany’, pp. 99- 
108. John Scattergood provides a useful exam ple o f  the significance o f  forged docum ents in literary 
texts, focusing on S k elton ’s M agnyfycence, ‘Familier and H om ely’ (pp. 34-52).
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exemplary tales. There has been a recent surge o f interest in the ethical aspect of 

medieval poetry, with the 2006 New Chaucer Society Congress in New York 

featuring numerous panels on ethics and ethical criticism, while a number of notable 

studies have em erged.” This chapter considers some of the most prominent instances 

of fraud and falsification in the Tales, and argues that they are pivotal to an 

understanding of Chaucer’s attitude to the exemplary mode.

The presence o f counterfeits and forgeries in these tales highlights a number of key 

concerns about the relationship between representation and truth. At one level, they 

offer a key insight into the need to distinguish between the truth and mere simulacra 

of the truth. The process of educating the mind to distinguish between the true good 

and apparent goods is fundamental to the exemplary mode. Moreover, in the work of 

a writer so deeply interested in the translatio topos (and in particular in the 

competition among auctores witnessed in the previous chapter), the use of counterfeit 

documents offers a key image for the process by which different textual histories of 

the same event are pulled into a relationship of conflict, in which only one can emerge 

as authoritative. In this way, the tales of the Man of Law and the Clerk explore the 

nature of poetic truth and literary tradition, while the tales of Fragment VI (the 

Physician's and Pardoner’s Tales) address the truth claims of fiction and the ethical 

responsibility of the author, while also questioning the very possibility of ethical tale- 

telling. In these tales, moreover, Chaucer highlights the pivotal importance of reading 

as an active, ethical act, which requires judicious distinction between the true and the 

counterfeit. In this, he anticipates the eloquent account of the limitations of exemplary 

fiction advanced by Italo Calvino;

[M]oral problems reside not in the field of literature, but in that of practical 
behavior. Literature creates autonomous figures that may be used as terms of 
comparison with experience or with other constructions of the mind. It is only 
by means o f such reflection on the part of the reader that literature can be 
linked to some ethical activity; that is, only by means of a comparison of the 
values the reader is looking for with those that the work of literature seems to 
suggest or imply. But this has to be a critical reflection, which is why 
“moralizing,” “edifying,” or “educative” literature has never been any good as

'  See for exam ple Larry Scanlon, N arrative, A uthority, an d  P ow er: The M edieva l Exem plum  an d  the 
Chaucerian T radition  (Cambridge; Cambridge U niversity Press, 1994); ‘W hat’s the Pope Got to D o  
With It?: Forgery, D idacticism , and D esire in the C lerk ’s T a le ', N ew  M edieva l L iteratures  6 (2003); 
129-65; J. A llan M itchell, E thics an d  E xem plary N arra tive  in C haucer and G ow er  (Cambridge: D . S. 
Brewer, 2004).
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a moral stimulus, except for the reader who strips it o f the hoax and discovers 
the falsity and hypocrisy o f it.^

I: The Man o f  L aw ’s Prologue and Tale

The counterfeit letters at the centre o f the tale of Constance are among the most 

persistent features o f the legend, and appear in the versions o f Trevet and Gower as 

well as Chaucer.'^ The forged letters highlight the relationship between original, copy 

and counterfeit, which is pivotal to the tale. Just as the major crisis -  Constance’s 

banishment from Northumbria -  is precipitated by the failure o f A lla’s constable to 

recognise the letters as forgeries (806-26), so the tale’s resolution is precipitated by 

A lla’s successful recognition o f the relationship between original and true copy, when 

he recognises Constance’s features in the face o f their son (1030-43).'’ The counterfeit 

letters highlight a key problem of analogical and exemplary modes o f thought: how  

does one respond to a world that is at once both a true copy and a false counterfeit of  

the Good? Yet the letters take on an added significance in the Man o f  L a w ’s Tale, 

which is so pervasively concerned with texts and textual authority. At one level, the 

presence o f counterfeit texts draws attention to the theological flaws inherent in one 

of the Man o f Law’s key textual images: the book of the heavens (190-203). More 

importantly, the counterfeit documents gain a renewed significance when we 

remember that the Man o f  L a w ’s Tale is unique among versions o f the Constance 

legend (and indeed among the Canterbury Tales) because o f the extent to which it

‘Two Interviews on Literature and Science’, II, from an interview for Kolo (Zagreb), O ctober 1968, 
in Italo Calvino, The Uses o f  Literature, trans by Patrick Creagh (San Diego; H arcourt Bruce and 
Com pany, 1986 [originally printed in Una pietra sopra, Turin: Giulio Einaudi Editore, S.p.A., 1980]), 
pp. 28-38 (p. 36).
* See Robert M. Coreale, ‘The Man of L aw ’s Prologue and T ale’, in Sources and Analogues, pp. 277- 
350. For T revet’s account, see esp. pp. 310-15; for G ow er’s, see pp. 337-9. For C haucer’s debt to 
Gower, see Peter N icholson, ‘The M an o f  L a w ’s Tale: W hat Chaucer Really Owed to G ow er’, Chaucer 
Review  26.2 (1991): 153-74. G ow er’s version is discussed in detail in M arfa Bullon-Fernandez, 
Fathers and  D aughters in G ow er’s 'Confessio A m antis’: Authority, Family, State, and  Writing, 
Publications o f the John Gower Society 5 (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2000) pp. 75-101, and in Kurt 
Olsson, John Gower and  the Structures o f  Conversion: A Reading o f  the ‘Confessio A m an tis’, 
Publications o f the John Gower Society 4 (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1992), pp. 92-106. In an 
innovative online venture, Peter Beidler has edited a collection of graduate essays on the differences 
between the versions o f  the Constance story told by Trevet and Gower, which recognises the 
significance of the counterfeit letters in the Constance tradition by making them the subject o f an entire 
chapter. See Ellen Lcm pcreur, ‘The Substitute Letters’, in John G ow er’s Transformation o f  the Tale o f  
Constance fro m  Nicholas Trevet’s 'O f the Noble Lady Constance', ed. by Peter G. Beidler, available 
online at: http://w w w.johngow er.org/sholarship/beidler/substitute-letters.htm l.
 ̂ On a related note, Christine F. Cooper has argued that the tale addresses “the varying means by which 

translation is imagined to function in different genres, specifically the sain t’s life or vita, the romance, 
and the chronicle history.” “ ‘But algates therby was she understonde” : Translating Custance in 
C haucer’s M an o f  L a w ’s T a le ', Yearbook o f  English Studies 36.1 (2006): 27-38.
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draws into parallel different versions of itself, whether through insistent allusion to its 

sources or through the dominant presence (in Ellesmere and Hengwrt) of glosses 

drawn from the source material.

Twice in the Tale, Donegild supresses authentic documents, and replaces them with 

forged texts. In the first instance, the document is a letter being carried by a 

messenger to inform Alla o f  the birth of his son;

This messager drank sadly ale and wyn.
And stolen were his lettres pryvely 
Out o f  his box, whil he sleep as a swyn;
And countrefeted was ful subtilly 
Another lettre, wroght ful synfully.
Unto the kyng direct of this mateere 
Fro his constable, as ye shall after heere.

II. 743-9

The counterfeited letter states that Custance has been delivered o f  a monstrous child, 

and revealed as an e lf  (750-6). Donegild’s plot is placed in jeopardy when Alla writes 

to say that his wife and child must be kept safe (764-70), so she resorts again to 

forgery:

Eft were his lettres stolen everychon.
And countrefeted lettres in this wyse:
“The king comandeth his constable anon,
Up peyne of hangyng, and on heigh juyse.
That he ne sholde suffren in no wyse 
Custance in-with his reawme for t ’abyde 
Thre dayes and o quarter of a tyde.”

II. 792-8

Though Chaucer is dependant on his sources for this episode, there is a telling 

innovation. Immediately prior to the second act of forgery, the narrator addresses 

Donegild in an apostrophe:

O Donegild, I ne have noon English digne 
Unto they malice and thy tirannye!
And therfore to the feend I thee resigne;
Lat hym enditen o f  thy traitorie!
Fy, mannysh, fy! -  o nay, by God, I lye -  
Fy feendlych spirit, for I dar wel telle,
Thogh thou heere walke, thy spirit is in helle!

II. 778-84
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This stanza is exceptionally dense, but it provides the key to understanding C haucer’s 

concerns with forgery in the tale. Donegild, the forger of letters, is herself a 

counterfeit, concealing an evil nature within a virtuous exterior. Chaucer enacts for us 

the confusion engendered by such misrepresentation, as his narrator shifts 

dramatically in mid-line from one interpretation of her to another: at first she conceals 

a rnannysh  soul in a female body; next, a fiendish spirit in human form. This difficulty 

of interpretation manifests itself in a struggle for accurate representation that 

encompasses both a sense of verbal insufficiency and a concern over the ethical 

implications o f  misrepresentation. In the opening lines o f  the stanza, the narrator 

expresses a fear o f  inadequacy; but this fear is supplemented by an ethical concern (/ 

lye) when he finds himself torn between two interpretations of the character he 

describes. The fraudulent nature of Donegild and her forged documents lends urgency 

to accurate representation; the moral significance of this for the poet is suggested in 

the use o f  the word enditen  (781).

That Chaucer is conscious of Dante in this stanza is evident in the reference to 

D onegild’s soul being in hell though her body is on earth: an allusion to D an te ’s 

Inferno  and the punishment of the traitors (XXXIII, 121-38).^ In particular, Dante had 

stated that the souls in Ptolomea, who are guilty of betraying guests, are taken to hell 

as soon as they commit the act, while their bodies continue to live on earth, possessed 

by evil spirits. This is appropriate for D onegild’s betrayal of Custance, but it also 

conceals a deeper significance that serves to highlight the importance o f  D oneg ild ’s 

act o f  counterfeiting. This description of Donegild is not linked to her first act o f 

counterfeiting, in which she forged the letters of the constable, but to her second, in 

which she counterfeits the letter o f  the king -  an act that, since Edw ard  I l l ’s 1352 

statute, was a treasonous offence.^ Treason is treated by Dante as a form o f  fraud, and 

the description o f  the traitors follows directly the encounter with the falsifiers, which 

included both counterfeiters of coinage and the impersonator Gianni Schicchi who 

forged a will. Thus, the connection established between counterfeiting and treason in

'' S incla ir’s notes speculate on the reasons for this punishment (p. 417).
’ A. C. Edwards notes that both Trevet and Gower specify the location o f  D o n eg ild ’s treachery as 
Knaresborough: Chaucer rem oves this reference, possibly out o f  deference to John o f  Gaunt, who  
ow ned the castle, and was in residence there at the time o f  the Peasant’s Revolt, when he was accused  
o f treason by the government. ‘Knaresborough Castle and “The K ynges M oodres Court’” , P h ilo log ica l 
Q u arterly  19 (1940): 306-9; reprt. in Chaucer: M odern E ssays in C riticism , ed. by Edward 
W agenknecht (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1959), pp. 83-7.
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the Man o f  L a w ’s Tale is informed by the classification of forgery under English law 

and the moral distinctions of Dante’s Inferno, which treat falsification and treason as, 

respectively, simple and complex Fraud. In this way, the act of counterfeiting 

becomes instrumental in understanding the complex betrayals and falsifications of 

Donegild.

While the account of the forged documents bears witness to a concern over the 

trustworthiness of written documents in Chaucer’s day, it should also be borne in 

mind that the two separate instances of counterfeiting elicit different responses, and
o

thus provide a key to the ethical and philosophical lessons of the tale. In both cases, 

the counterfeit letter succeeds in deceiving the addressee, but the consequences are 

radically different. In spite of being deceived by the letter, Alla responds in a morally 

appropriate way. His Christian faith leads him to refer all that has happened back to 

the will of Christ:

Wo was this kyng whan he this lettre had sayn,
But to no wight he toold his sorwes soore.
But of his owene hand he wroot agayn,
“Welcome the sonde of Crist for everemoore 
To me that am now lerned in his loore!
Lord, welcome be thy lust and thy plesaunce;
My lust I putte al in thyn ordinaunce.”

II. 757-63

As Roger Ellis observes, this passage is linked with Custance’s subsequent 

submission to the divine will.^ Alla unquestioningly places his faith in the one person 

who “nyl falsen no wyght” {Troilus V, 1845). While he does not realise that the letter 

is a forgery, his Christian faith informs him that the world itself is but a pale imitation 

of the divine, and that his own will {my lust) is but a pale and corrupted version of the 

will of Christ {thy lust), and must be made identical with it. This insight allows him to 

rise above the crude deception practised by Donegild. Unfortunately, the constable 

who receives the second forged letter does not possess the same insight: he is guilty of 

valuing earthly power over divine, and his mortal life over his immortal soul:

** A n na  B a ld w in  discusses the problematic  status o f  the Tale as an ethical and philosophical narrative in 
'T he M an o f  L a w 's  Tale  as a Philosophical N arra t ive ’, Yearbook o f  E ng lish  S tu d ies  22  (1992): 181-9. 
B a ld w in ’s solution to the in imitability o f  C ustance  is to advance a “sem i-a l legor ica l” in terpre tation  (p. 
182),

R og er  Ellis, P atterns o f  R e lig ious N arra tive  in the ‘C anterbury T a les ' (London: C ro om  H olm , 1986), 
pp. 147-8.
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Full ofte he seyde, “Allas and weylaway!”
“Lord Crist,” quod he, “how may this world endure,
So ful of synne is many a creature?

“O myghty God, if that it be thy wille,
Sith thou art rightful juge, how may it be 
That thou wolt suffren innocentz to spille.
And wikked folk regne in prosperitee?
O goode Custance, alias, so wo is me 
That I moot be thy tormentour, or deye 
On shames deeth; ther is noon oother weye.”

II. 810-19

This passage is highlighted by A. C. Spearing in his attempt to dismiss interpretations

that depend on “narrative voice” , and to highlight the essential moral seriousness of

the tale.'” As Spearing rightly suggests, the tale poses “searching metaphysical

questions of or about the Christian God that in the K night’s Tale can be asked only by

pagans about their false gods” .’* Yet it is important to recognise that the constable’s

complaint, for all its apparent timelessness, is based on a complaint early in the

Consolatio, before Lady Philosophy has begun to administer her medicines, and must

therefore be seen as a limited response (I, metrum  5, 34-46). More importantly,

Spearing fails to recognise that this is the second time that a character in the tale

responds to a forged letter whose contents appear to call into question the

benevolence of the Christian God, and that the constable’s response falls short of the

unquestioning acceptance of the king. Though apparently a Christian, the constable

fails to recognise that there “is bettre lyf in oother place” (VIII. 323). His address to

God indicates that he believes he is acting in accordance with both the will of the king

and the permissive will of God, when in fact he is a victim of deception and the
12spiritual blindness that John Gardner argues dominates the tale. Not only has the 

constable misread the analogical relationship between earthly power and divine, he 

has also privileged the things of this world -  temporal power and physical life -  over 

their eternal exemplars. In this way, his being fooled by a counterfeit document 

becomes emblematic of a more serious fault -  that of man’s tendency to mistake false 

goods for the true good.

A. C. Spearing, ‘Narrative Voice: The Case of the Man o f  L a w ’s Tale', New  Literary History 32 
(2001): 715-46 (esp. pp. 741-2).
"  ibid., p. 741.

John Gardner, The Poetry o f  Chaucer  (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1977), p. 272.
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Through foregrounding the need to distinguish between originals and copies, the 

counterfeit letters provide the key to understanding one of the most important features 

of the tale, namely its concern with texts and textuality. The meta-fictional note of the 

Introduction, with its keen awareness of the story-telling competition and its 

(puzzlingly inaccurate) catalogue of Chaucer’s works, has proved an enigma to 

critics, leading some to consider that this episode was once intended to inaugurate the 

whole tale sequence, while the narrator’s claim that he speaks in prose (96) suggests 

that a prose work such as the Melibee may have been originally assigned to the 

speaker.''^ The teller’s observation that he has learned the story from a merchant is 

also problematic since, despite a number of mercantile allusions, the ta le’s 

combination of romance elements with religious pathos makes it an unlikely example 

of such tidings, while the reputation of merchants as tale-tellers further problematises 

the issue of truth in the story. Yet one central theme unites the Introduction and Tale: 

a pervasive fascination with the problems of textual authority and the relationships 

between texts. The Man of Law displays a keen legalistic interest in the authority of 

documents and written sources that is sustained through both Introduction and Tale. 

He stresses the absolute authority of certain texts, such as book of the heavens and the 

book of Scripture, and the temporal authority of others, such as royal letters, while 

also foregrounding the more nebulous authority of poetic tradition, as well as the 

threats posed to textual authority by counterfeit documents. It might be expected that 

these texts would exist in a vertical or hierarchical relationship in which one could 

chart diminishing authority; Chaucer, however, employs a number of strategies that 

draw the Tale's, various texts into horizontal relationships with each other in a way 

that undermines the very notion of authority. Moreover, the Man of Law draws his 

tale into competition not only with the stories of the other pilgrims and the entire 

corpus of Chaucer’s works, but also with every previous version of the story.

This process of conflating discourses and drawing them into a competitive, rather than 

hierarchical relationship begins in the Introduction, with the Man of L aw ’s 

observation that, by competing with Chaucer, he is likely to be compared to “M uses 

that men clepe Pierides” (92).'" In Chaucer’s account, the natural hierarchy betVv'een

For a discussion  o f  these features, see Cooper, Oxford Guides, pp. 123-5.
For an interesting discussion o f  the influence o f  the M u ses’ encounter with the P ierides  on C haucer’s 

poetic strategy (particularly in the M erch an t’s Tale), see Marc M. Pelen, ‘Contradictions and Self-
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the M uses and the presum ptuous daughters o f Pierus, which the M an o f Law  intends 

to evoke, is deliberately subverted by the conflation of the figures. A sim ilar sense o f 

the inversion o f the natural, hierarchical order betw een different “texts” appears in the 

deliberate analogy drawn between two very different types o f book -  the book o f the 

heavens and the book o f the poet. In the Introduction, we are told:

W hoso that wole his large volum e seke,
C leped the Seintes Legend of Cupide,
T her m ay he seen the large w oundes wyde 
O f Lucresse, and o f Babilan Tesbee;
The swerd o f D ido for false Enee;
The tree o f Phillis for hire Dem ophon;
The pleinte o f D ianire and o f H erm yon [ ...]

II. 60-5

There are clear sim ilarities between this passage and the Tale's  account o f the book of 

the heavens;

Peraventure in thilke large book
W hich that men clepe the hevene ywriten was
W ith sterres, whan that he his birthe took.
T hat he for love sholde han his deeth, alias!
For in the sterres, clerer than is glas.
Is written, God woot, whoso koude it rede.
The deeth o f every man, w ithouten drede.

In sterres, m any a w inter therebiforn.
W as written the deeth o f Ector, Achilles,
O f Pom pei, Julius, er they were born;
The strif o f  Thebes; and o f Ercules,
O f Sam pson, Turnus, and o f Socrates 
The deeth; but m ennes w ittes ben so dulle 
T hat no w ight kan wel rede it atte fulle.

II. 190-203

Here, C haucer is draw ing on the enduring tradition o f com paring the created  order to 

a book, which has been richly explored by Jesse G ellrich.'^ Ellis has noted that this 

account o f the book o f the heavens (which lists prim arily pagan heroes) is paralleled  

by the list o f biblical heroes we encounter later in the text.'*^ H ow ever, far m ore

Contradictions in C h aucer ’s P oetic  S tra tegy’, F lo r i le g iu m  10 (1 9 8 8 -9 1 ):  107-27  (esp. pp. 111 -1 8 ) .  It is 
also relevant that D ante  presents h im se l f  in P u rg a to r io  as a corrected vers ion o f  the P ierides (I, 9 -1 2 ) .  

Jesse  G ellrich , The Id e a  o f  the B o o k  in the M id d le  A g e s  (Ithaca: Cornell U n ivers ity  Press ,  1985).
Ellis ,  R e l ig io u s  N a r ra t iv e ,  pp. 156-57 .

162



instructive parallels can be found in the passage describing Chaucer’s book of stories. 

Here again we have a “large” volume, listing tragic deaths, including those who died 

for love. Furthermore, the two lists balance each other out -  one listing the deaths of 

women, the other of men. Indeed, the parallels are even closer, since Achilles and 

Hector, two of the men mentioned in book of the heavens, are the lovers of Deianira 

and Briseyde, two of the women named as the subjects of the Legend o f  Good 

Women. Neither of these women appears in the Legend  as it has come down to us, and 

it may be that they are mentioned to establish a connection between these two 

volum es.'’ On the surface, the connection appears to articulate a relationship between 

fate, history and poetry that is both deeply analogical and strictly hierarchical, but the 

relationship is more complex than that. Chaucer is drawing the book o f the heavens 

into comparison with his own compositions in a way that recalls D ante’s attempt at 

the end of the Commedia to draw parallels between the book of creation and his own 

book, legato con amore in un volume (Paradiso XXXIII, 86). This is less surprising 

when we consider that the glosses on the Man o f Law ’s Tale include an explanation of 

the “book of the heavens” passage that traces its source to Bernardus Silvestris’ 

Cosmographia, a text that, as Brian Stock has shown, is frequently “bound with 

treatises on composition, like Geoffroi de Vinsauf, or other twelfth-century poets, like 

Alan of Lille.” '* As this suggests, Chaucer is here influenced by a medieval tradition 

that consciously associates the books of poets with the “books” of creation.

The Man o f  L aw ’s Tale is among the most perplexing of the Canterbury Tales in 

terms of its handling of the role of divine providence in human affairs. Here (and in 

the C lerk’s Tale), a theme usually handled by Chaucer with assurance and elegance is 

treated with apparent uncertainty.'^ This can be seen as early as the Man of Law ’s 

account of the book of the heavens. In the order of creation, the book of the heavens is

The story o f  Hercules and Deianira is told by the Monk, (VII. 2095-2142); B riseyde is m entioned in 
H ouse o f  Fame, 398.

Brian Stock, M yth and Science in the Twelfth Century: A Study o f  B ernard S ilvester  (Princeton: 
Princeton U niversity Press, 1972), p. 275. Stock argues that the Bernardus is undervalued as a 
successor to Boethius and a fore-shadower o f Alan o f  Lille, Jeun de Meun and Dante.
”  A useful account o f  the ambiguous treatment o f  Providence in the Man o f Lawn’s Tale is found in 
Helen Cooper, Oxford G uides, pp. 130-3. As she notes, however, other critics find the treatment o f  
Providence less ambiguous. See V .A . K olve, C haucer and the Im agery o f  N arra tive: The F irst F ive  
C anterbury Tales (Stanford: Stanford U niversity Press, 1984), ch. 7. Cooper also notes that C haucer’s 
handling o f  his sources in the C lerk's Tale  tends to sharpen the “elem ents o f  potential contradiction” in 
the generic shapings o f  the material (p. 188); this extends to a disquiet about the exem plary status o f  
the narrative and its problem atic spiritual interpretation (see pp. 193-7).
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clearly anterior and superior to the book of history, which in turn is anterior and 

superior to the books of poets. In the Man of L aw ’s order of description, however, the 

account o f  the book o f  the heavens follows the account of the books of Chaucer, and 

has arguably been modified to suggest parallels with Chaucer’s works. In this way, 

the relationship between archetype and copy, or between original and counterfeit, 

becomes blurred. The counterfeit documents of the tale take on new significance as 

the tale brings different textual histories into conflict with each other, a technique 

enhanced by a number o f  other strategies.

The first o f  these involves the peculiar relationship that the tale generates with 

G ow er’s version. As Alfred David notes in his rich account of the Tale, there are 

many resemblances between the Man o f  Law and Gower: the legal training, the 

sententious m anner and the didactic a e s t h e t i c .D a v id  notes that the M an o f  Law is 

not identical with Gower, especially when he praises Chaucer for not telling tales of 

incest, including the tales of Canacee and her brother and Antiochus and his daughter 

that had been told by Gow er (77-89). Such comic indirection, however, surely only 

strengthens G ow er’s presence in the episode, and thus draws Chaucer’s retelling of 

the tale o f  Custance into competition with his version. Though it may never be finally 

demonstrated that Chaucer was influenced by Gower rather than the other way 

around, such a direction o f  influence seems likely in a text that so insistently refers to 

other versions of itself.

Roger Ellis provides an intersting account o f  the relationship between T reve t’s story
21of Custance and the versions of Gower and Chaucer. One of the m ost striking

features o f  Chaucer’s story is the narrator’s frequent intrusion on the narrative in
22order to remind us there are other versions of the story. The oddness o f  this feature

is highlighted in E llis’ account o f  the relationship to Trevet and Gower, whose stories,
2^he notes “appear almost to tell themselves” . ' By contrast, the interjections of the Man 

of Law serve to heighten our sense that the story conflicts with previous versions. Just

David, Strum pet M use, p. 125. See also, ‘The Man of Law vs. Chaucer: A Case in Poetics’, PMLA
82.2 (1967): 217-25.
■' Ellis, Religious Narrative, pp. 119-68.
"  In addition to E llis’ account, see the discussion of the effects of this feature in M orton W. 
Bloom field, T h e  Man of L aw ’s Tale; A Tragedy of Victimization and a Christian C om edy’, PMLA
87.3 (1972): 384-390 (esp. pp. 385-6). See also A. C, Spearing, ‘Narrative V oice’, pp. 715-46.

Ellis, Religious Narrative, pp. 146-7.
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as the letters of the tale are stolen and counterfeited in ways that entirely alter their 

original intent, so story-tellers alter the original meaning of their sources. The narrator 

even highlights the fact that he himself is capable of such manipulation;

Som men wolde seyn at requeste of Custance 
This senatour hath lad this child to feeste;
I may nat tellen every circumstance -  
Be as be may, ther he was at the leeste.

II. 1009-12

Som men wolde seyn how that the child Maurice 
Dooth this message unto this Emperour;
But, as I gesse, Alla was nat so nyce 
To hym that was of so sovereyn honour 
As he that is of Cristen folk the flour,
Sente any child, but it is bet to deeme 
He wente himself, and so it may wel seeme.

II. 1086-92

Ellis has observed that at moments like this the narrator seems to abandon his god-like 

stance: “no longer an editor, much less an author, he is rather the transmitter of 

another m an’s work” .̂ '̂  However, in the context of the tale’s emphasis on the 

counterfeiting of documents, and the radical juxtaposition of the text with glosses that 

challenge its authority, the effect is rather to highlight that the multiplication of stories 

leads inevitably to confusion. As each teller revisits the story, it becomes ever more 

necessary to make judgements about which version of events is most plausible. By 

bringing this process of judgement so clearly to the surface, Chaucer reinforces the 

impression that each version of a tale, including the present one, increases confusion 

about the “authoritative” version, even as it seeks to clarify it.

This feature of the tale is made especially clear when we consider the layout of the 

Tale in the Ellesmere and Hengwrt manuscripts. The exceptional authority of these 

two manuscripts and the extensive similarities between the layout of the Tale in both, 

have led Graham Caie to suggest that the unusual layout may have been part of
9 SChaucer’s original design. ‘ If we accept Linne Mooney’s contention that both 

Ellesmere and Hengwrt were written by Adam Pinckhurst, and that this scribe had a

ibid., p. 147.
G rah am  D. Caie, “ T h is  was a thrifty tale for the nones” : C h au ce r ’s M an o f  L a w ’, in C haucer in 

P erspective: M idd le  E nglish  E ssays in H onour o f  N orm an B lake, ed. by G eoffrey  Lester  (Shefield: 
Sheffield A cadem ic  Press, 1999), pp. 47-60, esp. pp. 48-49, 52.
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close working relationship with Chaucer, then Caie’s suggestion about the 

significance of the glosses becomes even more c o m p e ll in g .C a ie ’s summary is 

worth quoting at length:

The glosses are certainly not ‘m arginal’ in any sense of the word and are 
found in around 30 of the fifteenth-century manuscripts containing the M an o f  
L a w ’s Tale. In the Ellesmere and Hengwrt manuscripts they have been placed 
centrally, and have been given the same visual prominence as the text. In the 
case of Ellesmere, the text itself is placed to the left of the page in order to 
give way to the glosses, while in both manuscripts they are in the same hand 
and in as large a hand as the text, with the same size of initial capitals. They 
are not simply source references, but many are extended quotations which 
divert the reader’s attention from the text to the source material.

In this way, the glossator, who may have been Chaucer himself, draws attention to the 

sources of the text, and places them quite literally in parallel with the Tale. However, 

the relationship between the two is even more complex than this would suggest, since 

in many cases the gloss serves to undermine the authority of the text. The first major 

gloss in the tale accompanies the description of the book of heavens, which has been 

discussed previously, and is a close transliteration of the ultimate source o f the 

passge, the first book of Bernardus Silvestris’ Cosmographia, on the “M egacosmos” ;

Sceptra Phoronei, fratrum discordia Thebe,
Flamme Phetonis, Deucalionis aque;...
In stellis Priami species, audatia Turni,
Sensus Ulixeus, Heculeusque vigor (39-40, 43-44)

The scepter of Phoroneus, the conflict of the brothers at Thebes, the flames of
Phaeton, Deucalion’s flood... In the stars are Priam’s pomp, the boldness of

28Turnus, Odyssean cleverness, and Herculean strength.

Caie observes that the Cosmographia was extremely influential throughout the 

M iddle Ages, and it is not unlikely that Chaucer could have had direct access to it, 

especially since, as Stock claims, it was often found in manuscripts containing the 

Poetria Nova. As I have just argued, the Man of Law’s account o f the book o f the 

heavens is drawn into contrast with the book of Chaucer; moreover, the gloss 

arguably draws the passage into conflict with its source. Caie notes that there are

Linne M ooney, ‘C haucer’s Scribe’, Speculum  81 (2006): 97-138.
Caie, p. 48.
T ext from Bernardus Silvestris, C osm ographia , Textus M inores 53, ed. by Peter Dronke (Leiden: 

Brill, 1978); translation from The C osm ographia  o f  Bernardus Silvestris: A Translation  with  
In troduction  and N otes, Records o f  C ivilisations: Sources and Studies 89, trans. by W inthrop 
W etherbee (N ew  York: Colum bia U niversity Press, 1973), p. 76; cited in Caie, p. 50.
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significant differences between the Man of Law ’s version of this text and the original 

source, which are highlighted rather than minimised by the visual parity of text and 

gloss in Ellesmere and Hengwrt. There is, of  course, a significant difference between 

the tone and purpose of Bernard’s work and the Man of L aw ’s version. B ernard’s 

work shows how the stars inscribe human behaviour, and the passage culminates in
29the advent o f  Christ when ‘earthly existence realises true divinity’. But even within 

the confines of the gloss, strong contradictions occur. The list o f  names is 

considerably different; Caie notes that the Man o f  Law offers nine names, only four of 

which appear in Bernard’s list o f  thirty. He does not note, however, that this listing 

again conflates the book of the heavens with Chaucer’s book: all the tales he selects 

are told elsewhere by Chaucer, and the list is supplemented by other men discussed in 

Chaucer’s works. Moreover, the text differs from the gloss in that there is no mention 

o f the virtues of these characters that Bernard states are seen in the stars, rather the 

Man of Law sees only their deaths. This fatalistic turn reverses the focus of Bernard 

on cosmic order, rationality and freedom of will, and works against the use of these 

figures as moral exemplars -  they become merely examples of the inexorable 

workings o f  Fate.

Since, as Caie notes, the glossator of this tale is possibly Chaucer himself, we may 

wonder what Chaucer intended to achieve by providing these misquotations and (if he 

was the glossator) the counterbalancing glosses. Indeed, not all critics have felt that 

these inconsistencies are significant or even apparent: both Cooper and Spearing cite 

them only as evidence of the moral seriousness of the work.’ Caie argues that our 

attention is shifted from the tale to the teller, as the glossator aims to show how the 

narrator manipulates texts. In this, Caie reveals his affinity with a school of criticism 

that seeks to distinguish sharply between the Man of Law as narrator and Chaucer as 

poet, a trend that has resulted in numerous deeply unconvincing interpretations of the
3  1tale.' It seems unlikely to me that Chaucer is motivated by a desire to establish the 

character o f  the teller. Rather, he is drawing attention to the ways in which stories are 

altered and changed over time. It is important to remember that this is the tale in

Caie, p. 51, citing Wetiierbee, Cosmographia, p. 76.
Cooper, Canterbury Tales, p. 126; Spearing, ‘Narrative Voice’, p. 726.
Spearing devotes much of iiis essay on the tale to debunking several implausible interpretations, 

including those by Carolyn Dinshaw, Susan Schibanoff and James Landman. ‘Narrative Voice’, esp. 
pp. 715-25.
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which Chaucer offers one of his most remarkably explicit observations of the effects 

of time on language:

A maner Latyn corrupt was hir speche,
But algates thereby was she understonde.

II. 519-20

Rather than reading this as a “xenoglossic miracle”, as has recently been attempted, 

these lines reveal the negative effects of time on language. " The lines focus our 

attention squarely on problems of interpretation and understanding, which is one of 

the pervasive concerns of the text. As with the Tale's focus on counterfeit letters, 

these lines are concerned with the hermeneutic problems faced by those who 

encounter corrupt texts, though here the corruption is natural and not the result of 

intentional falsification.

The use of counterfeit documents serves to remind us of the relationship between the 

things of this world and the things of the next, between the copy and the original. 

W here there are differences between the text and the gloss, this theme is especially 

heightened. A similar problem is presented by the next gloss in the Man o f  L a w ’s 

Tale, which comments on the arrangement of the marriage of Custance and the 

Sultan, and is related particularly to the apostrophe to the heavens:

O firste moevyng! Crueel firmament,
With thy diurnal sweigh that crowdest ay 
And hurles al from est til Occident 
That naturelly wolde holde another way,
Thy crowdyng set the hevene in swich array 
At the bigynnyng of this fiers viage,
That crueel Mars hath slayn this mariage.

II. 295-301

Here, the gloss draws the reader’s attention to Ptolomy’s Almagest, and the account 

of contrary movements of the heavens; the east-west motion of the Primum M obile 

and the west-east motion of the moving planets. The movement of the Primum M obile 

is associated with order and rationality; the movement of the planets is associated

Christine F. Cooper, ‘“But algates therby was she understonde” : Translating Custance in C haucer’s 
M an o f  L a w ’s Tale', Yearbook o f  English Studies 36.1 (2006): 27-38
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with irrational desire, as the planets struggle against the Primum Mobile. ’ In this 

way, the gloss makes it clear that the Man of Law’s accusation of the “firste 

moevyng” confuses the copy and the original and that this confusion leads him to 

conclusions that are both incorrect and possibly blasphemous. The relationship of 

original and copy is affirmed, but the limitations of m an’s capacity to understand are 

emphasised. The focus, however, is not on a specific teller, but on the processes of 

literary transmission as a series of Chinese whispers, gradually distorting the meaning 

of the original.

The Man o f L a w ’s Tale has not been among the most popular of Chaucer’s works in 

latter years. Recently, however, there has been an attempt to reclaim the work, based 

in part on what is seen to be the studied relativism in operation in the tale. The most 

startling example of this has stemmed from what is seen as the renewed relevance 

(after 11*'̂  September 2001) of the Tale's representation of cultural divisions and 

conflicts between a Christian West and an Islamic East." '̂̂  In her recent account of the 

tale, Carolyn Dinshaw foregrounds Chaucer’s characteristic elusiveness, which makes 

it difficult to know whether the values of the tale are Chaucer’s own. She cites the 

work of Fyler, who suggests that Chaucer’s project in the tale is to explore the ethical 

potentials of impersonation: “Chaucer reveals the ethical nature of his characters by 

their degree of magnanimity in the way they people their tales” .' As with the anti- 

Semitism of the Prioress’s Tale, the Man o f L a w ’s Tale pushes critics to find in the 

poet’s characteristic indirection evidence of a Chaucer whose values are not so 

different from our own. Thus, diverse critics including Ellis, Gardner and Dinshaw 

have responded favourably to Chaucer’s characterisation of the Sultaness’ strong 

proclamation of faith (330-43): Ellis speaks specifically of the “relativising of

Caie, p. 54; W alter C lyde Curry, C haucer an d  the M ediaeva l Sciences (Oxford: Oxford U niversity  
Press, 1926), pp. 164-94; North, C h au cer’s Universe', pp. 427-31.

See Carolyn D inshaw, ‘N ew  Approaches to Chaucer’, in C am bridge C om panion to Chaucer, pp. 
270-89  (esp. pp. 270-6 , 83-6). This aspect o f  the tale has always attracted interest. See for exam ple  
Paul E. Beichner, ‘C haucer’s Man o f  Law and D isparitas Cultus', Speculum  23.1 (1948): 70-5 , w hich  
analyses the tale in terms o f  the canonical arguments regarding marriage between Christians and 
M uslim s or Jews. Christine M. R ose’s argument that the tale establishes a connection betw een Jews 
and M uslim s is influenced by contemporary representations o f  E cclesia as mother and Synagoga as 
m olhcr-in-law, ‘The Jewish M other-in-Law: Synagoga and the Man o f  L a w ’s T a le ', in C haucer a n d  the 
Jews: Sources, Contexts, M eanings, ed. by Sheila D elany (N ew  York: Routledge, 2002), pp. 3-23. 
Susan Schibanoff applies Said’s concept o f  Orientalism in ‘W orlds Apart: Orientalism, A ntifem inism , 
and Heresy in Chaucer’s M an o f  L a w ’s T ale’, E xem plaria  8 (1996): 59-96.

D inshaw , p. 285, citing John Fyler, ‘Chaucerian Rom ance and the W orld Beyond E urope’, in 
L itera iy  A spec ts  o f  C ourtly Culture, ed by. Donald M addox and Sara Sturm-M addox (Cambridge: 
Cambridge U niversity Press, 1994), p. 258.
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religious positions” in the s t o r y . S i n c e  this account is so different from the sources, 

it is tempting to read it as evidence of Chaucer’s humanistic capacity for relativism. 

Yet this is to fall into a trap that the Man o f L aw ’s Tale urges us to avoid: the apparent 

parrallelism between Christianity and Islam in the tale is in fact only one more 

contrast between the true and the counterfeit. The tale draws these two faiths into a 

horizontal relationship, only to remind us that one is false version of the other. In 

Dante’s Inferno  (XXVIII, 22-45), the prophet Mohammed is found in Malebolge, in 

the pit just before that of the falsifiers, and in the same pit as the poet Bertran de Born. 

His place among the Schismatics is guaranteed because medieval tradition claimed he 

had once been a Christian, but had deviated from the true path. Far from encouraging 

us to think that competing faiths or competing histories can be true, the Man o f L a w ’s 

Tale encourages us, by means of the forged documents, to be vigilant in 

distinguishing the true from the counterfeit.

II: The C lerk’s Tale

If the tale of Griselda has occasioned powerfully divergent responses in every 

generation of readers, it is arguably because, almost since its inception, readers have 

been forced to negotiate between two competing versions of the text; those of 

Boccaccio and Petrarch. O f the two, Petrarch’s heavily moralised version has 

undoubtedly both exerted most influence and encountered most resistance. As David 

W allace puts it: “It is very difficult for readers (especially readers of Chaucer) to 

approach Boccaccio’s novella without crossing the lines of Petrarch’s
' i - j

interpretation.”' A core element of W allace’s brilliant analysis of the Tale is sketched 

out in the following passage, which is worth quoting at length:

Part of Chaucer’s meaning in translating Petrarch is that there can be no final 
translation. Despite the studied casualness with which he announces his own 
translating, Petrarch evidently sees his own work as a literary and historical 
terminus', future translation is obviated by a text that is good for all times and 
all places. Chaucer, I am arguing, sees the Petrarchan text as a response to a 
particular historical and political moment. As that moment recedes Chaucer 
needs to translate Petrarch into his own cultural present. Chaucer, unlike

Ellis, Religious Narratives', p. 146. See also Gardner, P oetiy o f  Chaucer, pp. 270-1; Dinshaw, ‘New  
Approaches’, p. 284.

David Wallace, Chaucerian Polity: Absolutist Lineages and Associational Forms in England and 
Italy (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997), p. 278.

170



Petrarch, does not see his own narration as a unitary moment that can save 
itself from past and future translations.’

W allace observes that the tale is a palimpsest, in which we can detect the versions of 

both Boccaccio and Petrarch; furthermore, he notes that, once the Clerk ceases to 

speak, other voices within the Tales will contest his pronouncements on politics, 

religion and marriage.^^ Along with the work of Carolyn Dinshaw, who also 

highlights the relation of the tale to the translatio topos, W allace’s account has 

emerged as a benchmark against which to measure interpretations of the tale."^° The 

interpretations of Wallace and Dinshaw must be addressed in any new interpretation, 

yet it is clear that each of these approaches seeks to move away from critical 

responses exclusively focused on the the transhistorical ethical dilemma posed by the 

Tale. Ultimately, however, the work demands that this ethical dilemma be answered 

by every reader. The crucial question is that posed by J. Allan Mitchell; “The tale is 

emphatically a problem exemplum in which the most pressing practical question -  for 

medievalists and medievals -  is what to do with Griselda’s voluntary submission to 

the inhuman demands of Walter. What is it good to do with her exam ple?”''* What 

Mitchell recognises, even more keenly than Wallace, is the extent to which Chaucer’s 

translation attempts not only to rewrite the text for his own historical moment, but to 

rescue, from the transhistorical ethical sterility imposed by Petrarch, the exemplary 

relevance of the tale. The key to a satisfactory interpretation of Chaucer’s dual 

concerns lies in an understanding of the centrality of the forged papal bull, which 

features in all versions of the story of Griselda.

As Larry Scanlon notes, the moment of forgery, though present in all versions, is 

particularly emphasised in Chaucer’s, receiving considerably more attention than in
I 42the sources:

Whan that his doghter twelve yeer was of age,
He to the court of Rome, in subtil wyse 
Enformed of his wyl, sente his message,
Comaundynge hem swych bulles to devyse 
As to his crueel purpos may suffyse -

ibid., p. 282.

40 Dinsiiaw, C h a u cer 's  Sexua l P oetics, pp. 132-55.
Mitciieli, E th ics a n d  E xem p la iy  N arra tive, p. 116.
Scanlon, ‘W h a t ’s the Pope  G ot to Do W ith  It?’, p. 149.
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H ow  that the pope, as for his peples reste,
Bad hym to wedde another, if hym leste.

I seye, he bad they sholde countrefete 
The popes bulles, makynge mencion 
That he hath leve his first w yf to lete,
As by the popes dispensacion
T o stynte rancour and dissencion
B itw ixe his peple and hym; thus seyde the bulle,
The which they han publiced atte fulle.

IV. 736-49

As noted above, any satisfactory inteipretation o f  the Tale must accom modate both 

W allace’s observation that Chaucer’s tale demonstrates that there is no final 

translation of a text and M itchell’s argument that the tale demands that we answer the 

question o f  what is good to do with Griselda’s example. The counterfeit bull is 

em phasised so strongly by Chaucer because he recognises that it serves the same 

function for W alter within the text as the Petrarchan moral serves at the ta le’s 

conclusion. The counterfeit bull situates W alter and Griselda’s marriage within a 

hierarchy o f  power relationships that is profoundly analogical, in which the wife 

relates to the husband as commons to ruler, as the temporal power of lords to the 

spiritual pow er o f  popes, and ultimately, of all worldly power to the power o f  God. In 

this, the bull anticipates the Petrarchan moral o f  the tale’s conclusion; yet also hints 

that this interpretation is a counterfeit exemplum. Petrarch’s re-writing of B occaccio’s 

tale exists in relation to it not as copy to original, but as counterfeit to original (or 

perhaps even counterfeit to copy).

That Chaucer should connect the counterfeit bull to Petrarch’s counterfeit exem plum  

is entirely appropriate, since the forgery of the bull is precisely that which reveals 

Petrarch’s sleight of hand in making the work an exemplum o f  the relationship 

between G od and man. W hile W alter’s other actions are more likely to prom pt the 

audience’s outrage, none of them prove an impediment to allegorical interpretation, 

since they find biblical sanction in the tales of Abraham and Job. The counterfeiting 

o f  the papal bull, however, offers two potentially insurmountable obstacles to such an 

interpretation. First, the decision to have the bull counterfeited necessarily implies 

W alter’s acknowledgement of the limitations of his own power and dependence on 

papal approval. Thus, the act reminds us that W alter requires “leve  his first wyf to

172



lete, / As by the popes dispensacion” (745-6; emphasis added). The analogy between 

W alter as husband/lord and God is unobjectionable in itself; yet W alter’s explicit 

deference to papal authority introduces a new element into the analogy that 

undermines attempts to allegorically map W alter directly onto God. Moreover, the act 

of forgery itself finds no parallel among traditional accounts of G od’s testing of his 

people; as an explicit act of fraud, it is finally irreconcilable with the interpretation of 

W alter as God. The authority of husbands and lords is indeed a reflection of divine 

authority, but the very act by which W alter attempts to arrogate this power to himself 

reveals that his power is a corrupt reflection of divine power, existing in relation to 

that power not as copy to original, but as counterfeit to copy.

In this way, the allegorical reading is thrown into confusion. Yet this is not to say that 

the tale ultimately rejects the truth of the relationships upon which such an 

interpretation is based. As in the Man o f L a w ’s Tale, the safety of the C lerk’s heroine 

is threatened by a counterfeit document, yet this very threat becomes an opportunity 

for the central character to rightly interpret the relationship between earthly things and 

divine. As she hears of the papal bull, Griselda is forced to navigate a complex moral 

course, in which she must assimilate the authority of her husband (simultaneously her 

political lord), the spiritual lordship of the Pope, and the absolute authority of God. 

Almost instinctively, she turns to the highest of all authorities. In her response, her 

apparent obedience to Walter is revealed to be only a corollary of her more 

fundamental obedience to God;

Ther I was fostred of a child ful smal 
Til I be deed my lyf ther wol I lede,
A wydwe clene in body, herte, and al.
For sith I yaf to yow my maydenhede,
And am your trewe wyf, it is no drede,
God shilde swich a lordes wyf to take 
Another man to housbonde or to make!

IV. 834-40

The relationship between wifely submission to husbands and human submission to 

God is at the heart of much criticism of the tale."^  ̂ Both the Host and the Merchant

See Jam es Sledd, ‘The C lerk’s Tale: The M onsters and the C ritics’ in Chaucer Criticism  I: The 
Canterbury Tales, ed. by Richard J. Schoek and Jerome Taylor (Notre Dame; University o f Notre 
Dame Press, I960), pp. 160-74, repr. from M odern Philology 51 (1953): 73-82; Alfred David, Strum pet 
Muse, pp. 159-69; Dolores W. Frese, ‘C haucer’s C lerk’s Tale: The M onsters and the Critics

173



take the w ork  so le ly  as a moral tale about wife ly  obedience, and fail to read  for the 

h igher s ign if icance  o f  the story."''' Yet it is finally im possib le  to separate  th e  two, as 

G rise ld a  h e rse lf  recognises  in the above quotation. T he  coun terfe it  bull p rov ides  

G rise ld a  with  h e r  greatest test because, a lthough she has no w ay o f  k n o w in g  that the 

bull is coun terfe it ,  she  does know  that the things o f  this w orld  are bu t a pale  and 

coun terfe i t  im itation  o f  d ivine things; an insight that gu ides  her to an eth ica lly  

appropria te  re sp o n se  to a seem ing ly  insupportab le  humiliation.

G r ise ld a ’s abso lu te  m oral truth, the total fidelity o f  her deeds to her w ords, is su m m ed  

up in the im ag e  o f  the true coin, which is explicitly  contrasted  to the coun terfe i t  or 

debased  coin  tha t  represents  those  w ho lack such fidelity:

B ut 0 w ord ,  lo rdynges ,  herkneth er  I go;
It w ere  ful hard  to fynde  now -a-dayes 
In al a toun  G risild is  thre or two;
F or if that  they w ere  put to sw iche assayes.
T h e  go ld  o f  h em  hath now  so badde  alayes 
W ith  bras,  that thogh  the coyne  be fair at ye,
It w o lde  ra ther brest a- tw o than plye.

IV. 1163-9

Here, the m e tap h o r  o f  true and counterfe it  coins addresses  a central issue o f  

exem pla rity .  T h e  coin im ag e  implies that G rise lda  is m ad e  in the im age  o f  G od , but

that in her v ir tue  she is c loser to him  than o ther individuals , w ho  appear  m ere ly  as

debased  coin. M oreover ,  as W en d y  H ard ing  notes, the com parison  evokes  “ the 

m o ra l is t ’s nos ta lg ia  for a lost G olden  A g e” (1164, 1167), and suggests  that  G rise lda  

represents  values  now  a lm ost  entire ly  lost."'*' A t another level, the im age  sugges ts  the 

p ro b lem s o f  exem plarity .  T he  coin represents  the p rob lem  o f  m oral im itation: m an  is 

the im ag e  o f  G od, bu t  that im age has been defaced  through sin and  tem pora l 

degenera tion .  T h e  im age  can be  restored through em ula tion  o f  the virtues, bu t now

R econsidered ', Chaucer Review  8.2 (1973): 133-46; Roger Ellis, Religious Narrative, pp. 37-68, esp. 
pp.63-5; L inda Georgiana, 'The C lerk’s Tale and the Grammar of A ssent’, Speculum  70 (1995): 793- 
821; Robert R. Edwards, Chaucer and Boccaccio: Antiquity and M odernity (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 
2002), pp. 128-52; M ark M iller, Philosophical Chaucer: Love, Sex, and Agency in the ‘Canterbury 
Tales' (Canibiidge: Cam bridge University Press, 2004), pp. 216-48; ,T. Allan M itchell. Ethics and  
Exem plary Narrative, pp. 116-40.

See IV. 1212a-1212g; 1213-25. It is possible that the H ost’s envoy was intended for cancellation, 
since it offers little that is not present in the M erchant’s words, which are closely linked to the last lines 
o f the C lerk's Tale.

W endy Harding, ‘The D ynam ics o f Law in the C lerk’s Tale', Chaucer Yearbook 4 (1997): 45-59 (p. 
58).
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people seek only the outward appearance of virtue. Ultimately, the image of Griselda 

as a coin is derived from the familiar biblical conceit of God testing mankind much as 

gold is refined in the fire.'*  ̂The most famous of these is found in Paul’s Letter to the 

Corinthians:

According to the grace of God which was given unto me, as a wise 
masterbuilder I laid a foundation; and another buildeth thereon. But let each 
man take heed how he buildeth thereon. For other foundation can no man lay 
than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ. But if anyone builds on the 
foundation with gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay, or stubble; each m an’s 
work shall be made manifest; for the day shall declare it, because it is revealed 
in fire; and the fire itself shall prove each man’s work of what sort it is.

1 Corinthians 3:10-3

Of course, this passage is not just a key source of the image of trial by fire: it also 

provides an important architectural model for the process by which knowledge 

accretes, as well as the familiar trope of the poet as masterbuilder, which we find in 

Geoffrey of Vinsauf.'^^ In the light of this, it is interesting to notice that the first person 

to be “preved” in the tale is not Griselda, but Petrarch, whose status as a noble clerk is 

“preved by his wordes and his werk” (28). Yet Petrarch is not finally preved  by his 

work, which offers a counterfeit exemplum that falsifies the spirit of Boccaccio’s 

version, and which is exposed in Chaucer’s.

These problems of exemplarity and imitation are brought out forcefully in the Envoy, 

where a seemingly incongruous exemplary alternative to Griselda is offered:

O noble wyves, ful of heigh prudence,
Lat noon humylitee youre tonge naille,
Ne lat no clerk have cause or diligence 
To write of yow a storie of swich mervaille 
As of Grisildis pacient and kynde,
Lest Chichevache yow swelwe in hire entraille!

Folweth Ekko, that holdeth no silence.
But evere answereth at the countretaille.

The concept informs a vast number of biblical passages; for example, Job 23:10; 28:1; Psalm 66:10; 
Proverbs 17:13, Isaiah 48:10-11; Daniel 11:35; Zechariah 13:9; M alachi 3: 2-3; 1 Peter 1: 6-7; 
Revelation 3:18. Paul Strohm notes that Page du Bois argues that the classical association of  torture 
and truth relies on an underlying metaphor involving the separation of true gold from counterfeit in the 
assay, Paul Strohm, E ngland’s Empty Throne, p. 134, citing Page du Bois, Torture and Truth: The New  
Ancient W orld  (London: Routledge, 1991).

Geoffrey of  Vinsauf, Poetria Nova, pp. 16-17, Chaucer’s familiarity with Geoffrey of  Vinsauf is 
universally accepted and is attested by N un 's Priest Tale, 3347-50,
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Beth nat bidaffed for youre innocence,
But sharply taak on yow the governaille.
Emprenteth wel this lessoun in your mynde.
For commune profit sith it may availle.

IV. 1183-94

The last two lines confirm that this passage deals with the relationship between 

exemplarity and ethical imitation. The instruction to “imprint” the lesson moreover 

suggests that we have not moved too far from the earlier image of the coin; indeed, 

the economic imagery is reinforced by the allusion to counter-tallies (1190). The 

implied relationship between Echo and the counter-tally is difficult to interpret. The 

counter-tally refers to the opposite half of a tally-stick, which serves to prevent fraud 

and disagreement when two accounts of a transaction are compared. In the case of a 

tally involving no disagreement. Echo might be the perfect example to invoke, 

suggesting that the two halves of the tally told the same story. This is patently not the 

case, however, as the envoy advertises not harmony and agreement but discord and 

disagreement, encouraging women not to conform to their husband’s account, but 

fight for their own advantage. The suggestion is entirely of the wife providing an 

account that does not tally with the husband’s (an interpretation reinforced by the 

dedication of the envoy to the Wife of Bath). The reference to Echo becomes 

distinctly puzzling in this regard. Harding suggests that the Clerk “advises women to 

emulate Echo’s meaningless multiplication and dispersion of the Word rather than 

Griselda’s oneness” . Yet, in spite of her loquacity, Echo remains less than apt as an 

example of the aggressive verbal strategies recommended here.

Holkot argues that there are two explanations for echo; one natural, and the other 

fabulous. The natural explanation he offers is related to the traditional image of the 

multiplication of sound, such as that found in the House o f Fame. He explains that “if 

a pebble is thrown out into water, there come into being many circular ripples where 

the pebble fell, and a smaller circle when set in motion causes a bigger, and that one 

another; and thus one after another, until the power of the first one set in motion 

fails... In the same fashion, when on account of striking and being struck there is a 

sound in the air, the sound is multiplied [muiiiplicaiur], and that sound generates 

another and that one another, in circles, as long as the power of the first striking

"*** Harding, ‘The Dynamics o f  L aw ’, p. 58.
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lasts” . I n  this natural view, the power of the first sound is preserved for a time 

through its echo, until the power wanes. One might note that such a description 

provides an apt metaphor for the process of literary continuation, as original works 

survive as long as they are read and imitated by others.

Yet, as Holkot acknowedges, there is also a fabulous explanation for Echo: that 

derived from M etam orphoses III, and this provides a very different analogy for the 

process o f  literary transmission. O vid’s Echo is much more than a merely passive 

force, simply repeating the last words of what others say. In one of the m ost brilliantly 

constructed passages in Ovid, her words echo those of Narcissus in a way that, while 

apparently reproducing his speech, actually subverts his original meaning and 

substitutes her own:

[...] ille fugit fugiensque “manus complexibus aufer! 
ante” ait “emoriar quam sit tibi copia nostri!” 
retulit ilia nihil nisi “sit tibi copia nostri”

But he flees at her approach and fleeing, says 
“Hands off! embrace me not! may I die before 
I give you power o ’er m e!”
“I give you power o ’er me!” she says, and nothing more.”’°

This passage is notoriously difficult to translate: the echoed phrase has also been 

translated as “I would die before I would have you touch m e” / “I would have you 

touch m e” .'"’' In spite of the difficulty of the passage, the technique remains clear. 

Though she merely repeats Narcissus’ last words, Echo succeeds in articulating her 

own feelings. More importantly, by selectively echoing his words, she effectively 

misrepresents him, representing his words as carrying a meaning precisely opposite to 

his intent. E cho’s strategy has been extensively studied by Kenneth Knoespel, while 

Elizabeth Dobbs has given an account o f  the pertinence of this feature to the speech in
52which Aurelius refers to Echo in the F ranklin ’s Tale. In such an interpretation. Echo 

becomes an example not of the limitations of imitation, but a model for not only the 

woman who responds to male authority, but also for the poet-translator, who

Robert Holkot, In Librum Sapientiae Regis Salomois Praelectiones CCXIII (Basel, 1586), Lectio 
CXCIIII, p. 638, cited by Fyler, Language and the Declining World, p. 151 and n. 173. 
’''^Metamorphoses III, 390-2 (vol. 2, pp. 150-4).

Ovid; M etamorphoses, trans. by Mary M. Innes (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1955), p. 84.
Kenneth J. Knoespel, Narcissus and the Invention o f  Personal H istoiy (New York, 1985); Elizabeth 

A. Dobbs, ‘Re-Sounding Echo’, Chaucer Review, 40.3 (2006): 289-310.
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transforms the meaning of his sources even as he translates, both articulating an 

individual voice and, crucially, falsifying a received message.

Ill: Fragment VI: the Physician and the Pardoner

(a) The P hysician’s Tale

The function and status of the Physician’s Tale within the Canterbury project remains 

somewhat obscure. Its subject matter arguably connects it with the Legend o f Good 

Women: indeed, it has been argued that it was at one stage intended for that 

collection.'’̂  It is also marked by generic indeterminacy: Derek Pearsall has described 

it as a “tale which has been unsuccessfully abstracted from its history” , while Ellis 

comments unfavourably on its “uncertainty of narrative direction”. I t s  

hagiographical elements connect it to the ‘religious tales’, though such a classification 

is problematised by the poem ’s classical setting, and its teller’s explicit statement that 

this “historial thyng notable” (156) is taken directly from Livy’s history of Rome (1). 

The problem of identifying the tale’s genre is evident in the evolution of more 

accommodating, but nonetheless problematic, classifications such as ‘tales of 

pathos’.*'’̂ The tale’s relationship to its partner in Fragment VI, the P ardoner’s 

Prologue and Tale, has occasioned much debate, but there is general consensus that 

they are meaningfully linked. The most persuasive evidence of artistic unity lies in the 

complex manner in which the fragment weaves together themes and images from the 

Roman de la Rose, though broad thematic connections are suggested by the H ost’s 

reference to the gifts of Nature and Fortune in the Introduction to the P ardoner’s Tale 

(294-96), as well as the implicit contrast generated through the juxtaposition of tellers 

responsible for, respectively, physical and spiritual health.

See A nne M iddleton, ‘The P h ysic ia n ’s Tale and L ove’s Martyrs; “Ensam ples M o Than T en” as a 
Method in the C anterbury T a les’, C haucer R eview  8.1 (1973): 9 -32  (esp. p p .10, 27-31).

See respectively, Derek Pearsall, The Life o f  G eojfrey C haucer  (Oxford: Oxford U niversity Press, 
1992), p. 264-5; E llis, R elig ious N arra tive , p. 205.

The tale is treated by Roger E llis as one o f  the religious tales, a categorisation he acknow ledges as 
problem atic. R elig ious N arra tive , pp. 13-16, 203. The classification o f “tales o f  pathos” has recently 
gained support in an attempt to group the tales o f  the Man o f  Law, the Second Nun, the Clerk, the 
Physician, the Prioress and the M onk under one heading. See Robert Worth Frank, Jr., ‘The Canterbury 
Tales III: pathos’ in Boitani and Mann (eds) C am bridge C om panion, pp. 178-94. The consequences o f  
the P hysician’s claim  that the story is “knowen for historial thyng notable” (156 ) are considerd in 
A ngus Fletcher, ‘The Sentencing o f  V irginia in the P h ysician 's Tale', C haucer R eview  34.3 (2000): 
300-8 (p 300).

For arguments about the connection betw een the tales o f  this fragment, see Marc M. Pelen, ‘Murder 
and Immortality in Fragment VI (C) o f  the Canterbury’ Tales: C haucer’s Transformation o f  T hem e and
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In a brief but remarkably penetrating account of the relationship between these tales, 

Lee Patterson has observed:

The Physician’s Tale, in short, is a fraudulent or “counterfeit” hagiography. 
“W ho kan me countrefete?” (13), Nature asks, and her interdictive question is 
directed against both those who would attempt to work as she works and, in a 
sense of which the Physician is unaware, against those who would attempt to 
represent her. [...] Virginia, on the other hand, has “no countrefeted termes... 
/To seme wys” (51-52): she provides a norm of verbal innocence by which to 
measure the narrator of her Tale. [...] In foregrounding the question of 
authentic versus counterfeit language, the Physician’s Tale establishes the 
terms of the Pardoner’s performance.'

As we have already seen. Nature’s speech in the Physician’s Tale is the site of one of 

Chaucer’s most interesting responses to Jean de M eun’s account of the relationship of 

Nature and Art and the counterfeiting inherent in artistic representation. It is precisely 

this emphasis on counterfeiting that provides the most interesting link between the 

two tales. In its emphasis on counterfeit language, the Physician’s Tale looks forward 

to the Pardoner’s', in its consideration of counterfeit exempla, however, it harkens 

back to the earlier tales of the Man of Law, the Clerk and, arguably, the Franklin.

There is unquestionable irony in the Physician’s rendering of Nature’s interdictive 

“W ho kan me countrefete?” (13). The irony, however, has been misapprehended. 

Patterson notes, rightly, that the original passage in the Rose criticises artists who 

attempt to represent Nature, but he is quite wrong to suggest that this is what the 

Physician has just done. The Physician makes no attempt whatsoever to describe 

Nature; not only is there no physical description of the goddess. Nature’s “speech” is 

also merely presented as a hypothesis (“As though she wolde seyn” [11]; “Thus 

semeth me that Nature wolde seye” [29]). It is undoubtedly ironic that a teller so 

preoccupied with the historical accuracy should embark on so poetic a flight of fancy, 

and Angus Fletcher has obseved that the Physician’s insistence on a firm division

Image from the Roman de la Rose', Chaucer Review  29.1 (1994): 1-25; M arijane Osborn, 
‘Transgressive W ord and Image in C haucer’s Enshrined Coillons Passage’, Chaucer Review  37.4 
(2003): 365-84 (esp, p. 370); R. M ichael Haines, ‘Fortune, Nature, and Grace in Fragment C ’, Chaucer 
Review  10.3 (1975): 220-35. Adopting a Bakhtinian paradigm, Brian S. Lee discusses the P hysician’s 
Tale as m onologue and the P ardoner’s as dialogue, arguing that Justice is the governing theme o f the 
fragment. See ‘Justice in the P hysician’s Tale and the P ardoner’s Tale: A Dialogic C ontrast’, Chaucer 
Yearljooli 4 (1997): 21-31. A useful summary of the relationship between the tales is offered by 
Cooper, Canteri?ury Tales, pp. 255-6, 258-9, 271-3.

Lee Patterson, Chaucer and the Subject o f  History (Madison: University o f W isconsin Press, 1991), 
p. 370,
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between historia and fabulae  evaporates in this speech as the distinction collapses.’ 

The important fact about the Physician’s theory of Hterary decorum, however, is not 

his insistence on the division of history and fable, but rather his insistence on the 

conflation of history and exemplum:

This fals juge, that highte Apius,
(So was his name, for this is no fable.
But knowen for historial thyng notable;
The sentence of it sooth is, out of doote).

VI. 154-7

The word sentence has dual significance here. It refers both to the essentials of the 

story (the gist of it) and its moral. The fact that he holds history and fable in 

opposition (though his tale collapses the distinction) is interesting; more interesting is 

his assumption that precise recounting of history is compatible with the exemplary 

mode. In short, he sees no conflict between the conscientious mimesis of the historian 

and what Mitchell has called the “pragmatic reduction” necessary when reading for 

the m o r a l . N o t i n g  that one of the central aspects of the modern dislike of the 

exemplary mode is that its very nature involves a kind of reduction that extrapolates a 

single point from the plurality and complexity of narrative, Mitchell argues that this 

concern was not shared by medieval r e a d e r s . I t  seems it is certainly not shared by 

the Physician.

The irony of the Physician’s critique of those who counterfeit Nature, then, is not that 

he has just attempted such a representation. The Physician counterfeits Nature not by 

representing her, or by competing with her creative function, but rather by mimicking 

what he interprets as her dual function, namely to create individuals who are, in their 

own time, historical agents and, in later times, moral exempla to lead the mind out of 

the temporal truths of history to the eternal truth of God. This strongly informs the 

Physician’s mode of storytelling, and it is clear in his (arguably unsuccessful) attempt 

at grafting hagiography onto history. Nature’s speech makes it clear that human 

beings are individual creatures that increase and multiply throughout time and space, 

but they are also signs that lead back to the univocal truth of God. Carolyn Collette

Fletcher, T h e  Sentencing of Virginia’, pp. 301-2.
Mitchell, Ethics and Exemplary Narrative, pp. 17-21.
See Mitchell’s interesting comment on positive connotations of the ME verb reducen\ E thics and  

Exem plary Narrative, p. 18.
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has discussed this aspect of Nature’s speech in relation to Wycliffite concerns about 

the use and abuse of images; Virginia is a sign that is abused by the lust of Apius.^' It 

becomes clear, therefore, that the Physician negotiates a place for himself as a 

successful counterfeiter of Nature, for unlike the great artists he names, who attempt 

only to imitate the historical, physical incarnation of a creature, the Physician imitates 

nature by bringing before our eyes not only the historical personage Virginia, but also 

the inner truth her life signifies.

It becomes clear, however, that the Physician’s claim to both historical and exemplary 

truth are problematic, and indeed that they conflict with each other. The Physician 

insists on the truth of his sentence, implying both historical accuracy and moral 

sententiousness. Yet the word sentence is highly charged in this tale. As Angus 

Fletcher has noted, the word occurs five times in the last hundred and thirty lines of 

the Tale.^^ The Physician uses the word twice to refer to the entirely false contents of 

Claudius’ bill, framing the perjurer’s testimony with the words “The sentence of it 

was as ye shul here” (177) and “Lo, this was al the sentence of his bille” (190). It is 

extraordinary that the Physician’s own insistence on the truth of the sentence of his 

story (157) should be so soon followed by a perjurer’s insistence on the truth of the 

sentence of his bill. Furthermore, the legal sense of the word is twice invoked to 

describe the false judgment of Apius in the case (172; 204), and is again used to 

describe Virginius’ decision to kill his own daughter (224). By any calculation, the 

insistence on this word is noteworthy, and the persistent association of the word with 

deceit and misjudgement undermines the original sense of the word as used by the 

Physician to affirm the truth of his tale. We become aware that the tale of the 

Physician is being drawn into parallel with the falsehoods of the tale, and this sense is 

reinforced by a number of verbal parallels which are drawn between the false bill and 

the tale itself.

It might be objected that the bill of the Tale is not a “counterfeit” or “forgery” in the 

modern sense, as there is no original of which it is a copy. Such an observation, 

however, would be doubly true, since the bill does not feature in cither of Chaucer’s

Carolyn Collette, ‘“Peyntyng with Gret Cost” : Virginia as Image in the P hysician’s Tale’, Chaucer 
Yearbook 2 (1995): 49-62 (esp. pp. 54-62).

Fletcher, ‘The Sentencing of Virginia’, p. 304.



presumed sources for the Tale. It is thus clear that the bill is significant; it certainly 

recalls the false and fraudulent documents of the Man o f L aw ’s and C lerk’s Tales. 

Moreover, there are strong verbal clues that invite the reader to draw comparisons 

between the perjurer’s assertions in the false bill and the Physician’s statements about 

his own tale. The language of the bill is designed to recall the opening words of the 

Tale, by expressly contradicting the assertions made by the Physician about Virginia’s 

parentage;

Ther was, as telleth Titus Livius,
A knyght that called was Virginius,
Fulfild of honour and of worthynesse,
And strong of freendes, and of greet richesse.
This knyght a doghter hadde by his wyf [...]
“To yow, my lord, sire Apius so deere,
Sheweth youre povre servant Claudius 
How that a knyght, called Virginius,
Agayns the lawe, agayn al equitee,
Holdeth, expres agyn the wyl of me.
My servant, which that is my thral by right.
Which fro myn house was stole upon a nyght,
Whil that she was ful yong.”

VI. 1-5, 178-85

Here we see one account, duly vouchsafed with impressive authority, contrasted with 

a false history. The history narrated by the Physician and that narrated by the false 

cherl are linked by a number of verbal echoes, which in part serve to remind the 

reader of the distinction between truth and falsehood, though they rather remind us of 

our total reliance on the authority, intentions and trustworthiness of the storyteller. 

Both the Physician and the cherl insist on the “sooth” of their tales; indeed, when the 

cherl speaks of the sooth... that my bille wol expresse (170), the use of the relatively 

rare verb reminds us of the Physician’s reference to This mayde, o f  which I  wol my 

tale expresse (105). The churl refers to his false document as this piteous bille (166); 

the Host refers to the Physician’s account as a pitous tale (302). If the Physician 

intends these parallels, it is surely to effect a contrast; yet the verbal echoes also alert 

us to the hermeneutic difficulties generated by the existence of competing histories.

The bill is one of Chaucer’s numerous additions to the tale, and serves to connect the 

tale to the earlier stories of counterfeit exempla, in which the use of a forged or false 

document precipitates a moral decision in which the protagonists decide to set the
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world at nought and choose the higher truth. Such a pattern is again evident in the 

P h ysic ia n ’s Tale, where this feature is emphasised by the addition o f  a remarkable 

scene: the dialogue between Virginius and his daughter, which, as Anne Lancashire 

has demonstrated, is influenced by literary and dramatic representations o f  the 

dialogue between Abraham and I s a a c . I n  a helpful discussion of this passage, Lianna 

Farber argues that, along with the speech of Nature and the digression on governesses, 

this scene constitutes an interrogation o f  the factors that shape an individual and her 

understanding.^"^ More specifically, the episode in which Virginia assents to her death 

provides keen insight into the processes by which authority figures create consent.^"’

W hat is most striking about the dialogue between father and daughter is the 

distinction between their modes o f  argument, a distinction that recalls a similar 

distinction between the modes of reasoning employed by Arveragus and Dorigen. In 

the F ra n k lin ’s Tale, Arveragus practiced a form of inductive reasoning, drawing a 

solution to Dorigen’s predicament from the universal principle that “Trouthe is the 

hyeste thyng that man may kepe” (1479); by contrast, Dorigen attempted to solve her 

predicament by turning to a form of deductive reasoning in her long list o f  exemplary 

wom en who chose death over shame (1355-1456). The P hysic ian ’s Tale revisits not 

only the moral dilemma (shame or death) but the modes o f  reasoning. Like 

Arveragus, Virginius proceeds from an absolute moral principle; ironically, however, 

the principle to which he is committed is not that articulated by Arveragus but that of 

Dorigen -  the preferability o f  death to shame. Virginia, however, is less inclined to 

proceed from an a priori certainty and seeks analogous cases that m ay offer another 

solution: “Is there no grace, is ther no rem edye?” (236). W hen this avenue is shut 

down, she attempts to win time through invoking the specific example of Jephtah:

“Thanne yif me leyser, fader m yn,” quod she,
“M y deeth for to compleyne a little space;
For pardee, Jepte yaf his doghter grace 
For to compleyne, er he hir slow, alias!”

VI. 238-41

Anne Lancashire, ‘Chaucer and the Sacrifice o f Isaac’, Chaucer Review  9.4 (1974); 320-6.
Lianna Farber, ‘The Creation of Consent in the Physician's Tale', Chaucer Review  39.2 (2004): 151- 

64.
Farber, ‘Creation of Consent’, pp. 161-2.
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The reference to Jephtah and his daugher has been well considered. It is often 

regarded as a rather ironic allusion, since Jephtah’s daughter sought leave to bewail 

that she would die a virgin.^^ Such observations misrepresent the case, however. First 

of all, the biblical episode is primarily introduced as an analogue to the choices facing 

Virginius, not Virginia. It is in this regard entirely apt. Second, the focus on the 

“irony” of the allusion detracts from the fact that the distance between Jephtah’s 

daughter and Virginia serves to reinforce that she serves a higher ideal: the spiritual 

perfection of virginity rather than the lower perfection of m a r r i a g e . I n  her 

consideration of her biblical exemplar, Virginia comes to realise that she must choose 

the things of heaven over the things of this world: “Blissed be God that I shal dye a 

mayde” (248). The exemplum of Jephtah’s daughter is not an “irony” of the tale, then, 

but an exemplum that provides Virginia not only with a model for her own 

submission, but, perhaps more importantly, a limited, human ideal of perfection that 

her own sacrifice can transcend. In this way, Virginia marks herself out as a 

prototypical virgin martyr; her status as a pagan means, however, that this potential 

cannot be fully realised in the Physician’s telling of her tale.^*

The issue of exemplarity in the Tale is fraught with difficulty. The link between

history and exemplum is evident when Virginia, the ultimate work of Nature, is

compared to a book that acts as an example to those who encounter her:

This mayde, of which I wol this tale expresse,
So kepte hirself hir neded no maistresse.
For in hir lyvyng maydens myghten rede.
As in a book, every good word or dede 
That longeth to a mayden vertuous.
She was so prudent and so bountevous.

VI. 105-10

See Middleton, ‘Physician’s Tale’, pp. 22-3; Cooper, Canterbury Tales, p. 248. O f course, the 
medieval versions of the story emphasis Virginia’s affinity with virgin martyrs, in part through 
omitting reference to Virginia’s fiance, Lucius Icilius. See the discussion of virginity in R. Howard 
Bloch, ‘Chaucer’s Maiden’s Head; the Physician’s Tale and the Poetics o f Virginity’, Representations 
28 (1989); 113-34, repr. in Chaucer, New Casebooks, ed. by Valerie Allen and Ares Axiotis 
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1997), pp. 145-56. For a discussion of the importance o f the Virginia story in 
Livy, see James A. Aricti, ‘Rape and Livy’s V iew  of Roman History’, in Rape in Antiquity, ed. by 
Susan Deacy and Karen F. Pierce (London: Duckworth, 1997), pp. 209-29 (esp. pp. 214-18).

Jephtah’s daughter laments, not that she will die a virgin, but rather that she will never be a wife and, 
implicitly, a mother.

This conflict between the poem ’s pagan setting and hagiographical treatment are discussed in 
Catherine Sanok, ‘The Geography of Genre in the Physician’s Tale and Pearl',  New Medieval 
Literatures 5 (2002); 177-201 (esp. pp. 181-5).

184



Virginia’s life and behaviour constitute a text that provides a pattern for moral 

imitation; but it is a text that is explicitly contrasted with counterfeit, false texts:

Though she were wis as Pallas, dar I seyn,
Hir facound eek ful wommanly and pleyn,
No countrefeted termes hadde she 
To seme wys, but after hir degree 
She spak, and alle hire wordes, moore and iesse,
Sownynge in vertu and in gentillesse.

VI. 49-54

The use of the word countrefeted here recalls Nature’s earlier speech and serves to 

establish a connection between ethical and rhetorical imitation. Exemplars are found 

in perfect behaviour and true speech, not in the countrefeted termes associated with 

artifice. We detect a familiar preference for plain-speaking, which is here explicitly 

contrasted with countrefeted termes. This theme recurs at the conclusion of The 

Canterbury Tales, with the Parson’s dismissal of all forms of poetry, as well as fable. 

More strikingly, we are told that Virginia’s wordes “sown[e] in vertu and gentilesse,” 

a phrase that is echoed in the Manciple’s observation that man takes no pleasure in 

anything “ [t]hat sowneth into vertu any while” (195) and is famously reiterated in 

Chaucer’s retraction of the Canterbury Tales, “thilke that sownen into synne” (1086). 

Virginia’s speech sets a moral standard, but it seems likely that the Physician regards 

his own work as reproducing these values. And yet, problems emerge. Virginia’s very 

inimitability is a difficulty not only for artists who seek to represent her, but 

individuals who seek to emulate her. Though the Physician attempts to make Virginia 

an example, her perfection again and again makes her exemplary status problematic. 

This is clearly seen in the digression on governesses, which is dismissed even by the 

Physician as irrelevant, since Virginia had no need of governance. As has often been 

noted, the Physician draws no moral from Virginia’s virtue, but only from the vice of 

the judge: “Here may men seen how synne hath hys merite” (277).^^ The Host’s 

response, though it refocuses attention on Virginia, is no more apt. His trite 

observations about the dangers of the gifts of Nature and Fortune serve little purpose 

as a moral to the Physician’s Tale, though they do serve to create a link to the 

following tale.

“  See the penetra ting  discussion o f  the T a le 's  moral in M iddleton, 'The P h y s ic ia n ’s T a le ’, pp. 12-14. 
See also Ellis, R elig ious N arra tive , pp. 216-17; C ooper,  O xford  G uide, pp. 252-55; Catherine  Sanok, 
‘G eography  o f  G e n re ’, pp. 181-85.
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(b) The P ardoner’s Tale

The P ardoner’s Tale is of course Chaucer’s most extended meditation on the theme 

of fraud as found in the Roman de la Rose, since the Pardoner himself is the 

embodiment of Faux Semblant. The most telling moment in the Pardoner’s 

confessional prologue is his defiant and unapologetic refusal to mimic apostolic 

poverty: “I wol noon of the apostles countrefete” (447). The verb countrefete here 

easily qualifies for Pandarus’ definition of ambages, those “double wordes slye, / 

Swiche as men clepe a word with two visages” {Troilus V 897-9). As the Pardoner 

intends it, the statement is forthright and unapologetic: not only does he refuse to live 

“in poverte wilfully” (441); he entirely rejects the apostolic example; we might note 

that the word apostle could comprehend not only Christ’s twelve followers and the 

other ministers of the early church, but also contemporary friars and wandering 

preachers.’” In this context, the verb implies a sort of moral or ethical imitation, thus 

highlighting exemplarity as a key theme of the text: the Pardoner will neither follow a 

good example nor live as one. Behind his intended meaning, however, lurks another 

interpretation of the word countrefete, since there can surely be few better ways of 

describing the Pardoner than to brand him a counterfeit apostle, a charlatan posing as 

a man of God. In this context, the word labels the Pardoner a fraud and a hypocrite; 

yet his unembarrassed use of the word suggests as much a lack of self-knowledge as a 

lack of moral sense. Indeed, the challenge of the Pardoner’s Tale can be conceived as 

an attempt to negotiate between two distinct types of ‘counterfeiting’, as we are asked 

to consider whether, and to what extent, the counterfeit performance of the Pardoner 

can furnish an exemplary model for those who do wish to countrefete the apostles.

In a thought-provoking discussion of the Pardoner’s Tale, Eugene Vance draws 

attention to the Pardoner’s insistence on seals as visible marks of the authority vested

See M E D , apostle (n). In the R om aunt o f  the R ose  (6270), the Pardoner’s alter-ego, Fals-Sem blant, 
uses liie word ‘ap ostclis’ to describe friars, translating Jean de M eun’s ‘apostres’ (11104). In what is 
perhaps a more interesting analogue, Piers Plowm an uses the word in his attack on “Robert Renaboute” 
and itinerant preachers: “A c Robert Renaboute shal noght [recey]ve o f  myne, /  N e postles, but they 
preche konne and have pow er o f  the bisshop” (B-text, VI, 148-9). This entire passage provides a 
fascinating analogue to the Pardoner’s P rologue, containing references to itinerant preachers who 
prefer a com fortable life to poverty; it also refers to the (m iraculous?) m ultiplying o f  grain (125-8), 
w hich reminds one o f the Pardoner’s claim s for the miracle associated with his holy ‘m iteyn’ (372-76).



in h im 7' He observes that the seal was a privileged sign in medieval semiotic theory 

because it represents not so much a thing as a relationship-, its relationship of 

conformity, indeed, offers a model of ideal likeness. Furthermore, he argues for the 

relevance to the Pardoner’s Tale of the theological concept of the sacramental seal, an 

orthodox and well established view that the sacraments imposed a ‘character’ on the
79soul, in the manner of a seal. Essentially, the doctrine of sacramental character held 

that three sacraments (baptism, confirmation and ordination) impressed the soul with 

an indelible character or seal. This was an important metaphor in orthodox accounts 

of the effects of the sacraments; Vance notes that it was challenged by W yclif in the 

fourteenth century, suggesting contemporary relevance for Chaucer. ‘ At this point, 

V ance’s argument would appear to become derailed, as he attempts an analysis that 

posits that the Pardoner’s deficient body is “an exterior sign of his spiritual inability to 

retain the character of ordination”. T h i s  is a serious error since, as Alastair M innis 

has put it, “there is not a scrap of evidence to suggest that the Pardoner is an ordained 

priest” . Y e t ,  in spite of this, there remains some merit in Vance’s argument, since 

one of the Pardoner’s most pernicious and characteristic vices is that he repeatedly 

claims the power of absolution, which was the exclusive privilege of ordained 

priests.’  ̂ In his brazen claims to the offices of preaching and absolution, the Pardoner 

counterfeits, as it were, the sacramental seal of ordination. Vance is surely right to 

note that seals occupy a privileged role in medieval semiotics, since a seal signifies in 

a way that is more than conventional or arbitrary: it denotes a relationship.’  ̂W e have 

already seen the ways in which Dante exploits this imagery to develop his Christian 

poetic; in his creation of the Pardoner, Chaucer has latched onto precisely this nexus 

of imagery in order to show the Pardoner’s abuse of a Christian poetic. The seal 

provides an extremely useful way of thinking about the Pardoner’s abuse of the 

process of signification.

Eugene Vance, ‘Chaucer’s Pardoner: Relics, Discourse, and Frames o f  Propriety’, New Literaiy 
History 20.3 09H9): 723-45.

Vance, ‘Chaucer’s Pardoner’, p. 735.
See the detailed discussion by Aquinas, ST Pars tertia, questio 63. The concept is clearly related to 2 

Corinthians 1:21-22: “He... that hath anointed us is God, Who has also sealed us, and given the pledge 
of the spirit in our hearts”.

Vance, ‘Cliaucer’s Pardoner’, p. 736.
Alastair Minnis, ‘Reclaiming the Pardoners’, Journal of  Medieval and Early Modern Studies 33,2 

(2003); 311-34 (p. 323). The Pardoner’s claim that he has been contemplating marriage strongly 
suggests that he is not ordained; Prologue to the Wife o f  Bath’s Tale, III (D) 166-8.

The Pardoner’s insistence that he can absolve from sins is found at VI (C) 913, 931-4, 937-40. See 
Minnis for a discussion of the Pardoner’s false claims, ‘Reclaiming the Pardoners’, pp. 322-4.

Vance, ‘Chaucer’s Pardoner’, p. 735.
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In an article deeply influenced by Vance, David Williams argues that all the offences 

of which the Pardoner is guilty may be classed under the offence of “impiety of
78signification”, by which he means that the Pardoner is a grotesque abuser of signs.

As Williams sees it, the Pardoner offers “an unlimited assault on signification itself,

beginning with the relation of word to thing [...] and culminating in the deicidal

sacrilege of denying the mysterium of presence in the consecrated host” .^̂  For

Williams, the philosophical position of the Pardoner is consciously rejected by

Chaucer, whose “evident belief in the power of signification to make manifest the

beings of things {res) indicates his realist philosophical assumptions and his
80inclination towards the incarnational metaphor” . He objects to what he sees as 

Vance’s erroneous equation of Chaucer’s concept of signs with Wyclif’s; both of 

which, he claims, are represented by Vance as relativist, or even nominalist. This 

goads Williams into arguing that: “[w]hile one can imagine such a view being held by 

Wyclif, to attribute to Chaucer a concept of language as lacking ontological continuity 

or ethical centre has the effect of identifying him with his character, the Pardoner, 

who clearly does subscribe to a theory of language as decentred, arbitrary, and 

subjective” .** This characterisation of the Pardoner as simultaneously both arch

nominalist and shrill Lollard offers a crude and unlikely caricature of these 

philosophical positions.*^ In a footnote, Williams claims to agree that “Wyclif did 

probably view signification in the nominalistic way that Vance suggests and that the 

case for his being realist has been overstated”.*’̂ He adduces not a shred of evidence 

for this extraordinary claim; nor is it immediately obvious where he might have found

David W illiam s, ‘“Lo how I vanysshe”: The Pardoner’s War against S ign s’, in C h aucer an d  
Language: E ssays in H onour o f  D ouglas Wurtele, ed. by Robert M yles and David W illiam s (Montreal 
and Kingston: M cG ill-Q ueen’s University Press, 2001), pp. 143-73.
’■’ ibid., p. 145 

ibid., p. 144. 
ibid., pp. 158-9.
W illiam s desires to distance Chaucer from any heterodox beliefs expressed by his characters. It is 

interesting to note that the back cover o f  his m ost recent book features a review  by David L yle Jeffrey, 
w hich claim s that W illiam s show s us a Chaucer whose works offer “a confident celebration o f  Catholic 
orthodoxy” . See David W illiam s, Language Redeem ed: C h au cer’s M ature P oetry  (N aples, FL; 
Sapieniia Press o f  A ve Maria University, 2007).

W illiam s, ‘The Pardoner’s W ar’, p. 219, n. 29.
W illiam s’ most extensive analysis o f  Chaucer’s philosophical realism has not been especially  

influential, partly due to the scant attention (five and a half pages) it g ives to the terms o f  the 
philosophical debate between realism and nominalism. See The C anterbury Tales: A L iterary  
P ilgrim age  (Boston; Twayne, 1987). M onica M cA lpine observes in her review  that “one must doubt 
the efficacy o f such a brief presentation in producing understanding” . Speculum  64.1 (1989) 237-8.



Nothing in the Pardoner’s Prologue or Tale suggests that he represents the kind of 

com prehensive ideological onslaught against signification that W illiams claims for 

him. It is inappropriate to suggest that the Pardoner’s abuse of signification amounts 

to a philosophical stance on the nature of signs or of universals: one need not be a 

nominalist or Lollard, after all, to be a hypocrite or liar. The pertinent question is not 

what the Pardoner believes about signs, but rather how he exploits for his own 

advantage the often naive beliefs about signification held by his audience. In 

connection with this, it is useful to recall E. Talbot Donaldson’s observation that 

nowadays the Pardoner “would probably represent himself as an image-maker, an 

advertising man” .̂  ̂ The Pardoner is dangerous not because he represents or advances 

any particular semiotic theory, but because of his keen understanding of what people 

believe (or v/ant to believe) about signs; an understanding that dictates all his 

rhetorical and performative strategies. He consciously stimulates the belief o f his 

listeners in a real and tangible commerce between the material world and the divine, 

and in his power to make present and immediate the spiritual values his audience 

craves.^*’ At stake is not the relationship between the true opinions held by Chaucer 

and the false opinions of the Pardoner, but rather between the subtlety of the Pardoner 

and the naivety and credulity of his audience. The lesson of the tale’s insistence on the 

vitiation of the proper process of signification by those who intentionally abuse signs 

is less about semiotics than about rhetoric and hermeneutics. W e are invited not only 

to censure the Pardoner’s abuse of signs, but also to consider the art of the con-man 

and ask how he succeeds in procuring the assent -  as well as the assets -  of his 

audience.

The Pardoner’s performance begins even before he opens his mouth; it pervades his 

careful arrangement of his physical appearance. The critical determination to assert 

the status and significance of the Pardoner’s deficient body and/or sexuality has 

tended to draw attention away from the Pardoner’s self-conscious fashioning o f his

W illia m s’ theories are strongly  in e v id en ce  in the w ork o f  Robert M y le s , w h o se  P hD  th esis w a s  
su p erv ised  by W illia m s, and w h o se  C h a u ce r ia n  R e a l i sm  has proved d eep ly  in fluentia l in its field .

E. T albot D o n a ld so n , ‘C h aucer’s T hree “P ’s” : Pandarus, Pardoner, and P o e t’ , M ich ig a n  Q u a r te r ly  
R e v ie w  14 (1 9 7 5 );  2 8 2 , cited  in B en so n , D r a m a  o f  Sty le ,  p. 49 .

T hough I agree  w ith the observation  o f  M artin S tev en s and K athleen F a lv ey  that the Pardoner is a 
“litera list” , it is  m ore d ifficu lt to accep t their v ie w  that “m etaphor and spiritual m ean ing  are as m uch  
beyond  his grasp as they are out o f  p lace  in the w orld he has created”, s in ce  a so p h istica ted  ex p lo ita tio n  
o f  h is a u d ien ce ’s faith in such co n cep ts is central to h is su ccess . S e e  ‘Su bstance, A ccid en t, and 
T ransform ations: A  R ead ing  o f  the P a r d o n e r ’s  T a le ’, C h a u c e r  R e v ie w  1 7 .2  (1 9 8 2 ): 1 4 2 -6 2  (p 154).
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87image. A notable exception to this is the discussion by Vance, whose argument 

about the way in which the Pardoner constnicts his image of authority through the 

presentation of seals is prefaced by the deceptively simple observation that the 

Pardoner’s body is “as soft as it is unwholesome”, noting in particular the reference to 

his hair being as yellow as wax (675-6).*^ The blond hair does not necessarily connote 

femininity: in the K night’s Tale, it is a trait of both Emelye and Emetrius (I, 1049, 

2165). The comparison with wax, however, is striking, and is nowhere else found in 

Chaucer; the dwarf in Sir Degare has hair as yellow as wax, yet he, unlike the 

Pardoner, has a beard to m a t c h . T h e  Pardoner’s yellow, waxy appearance suggests 

the softness that the Merchant associates with pliable young women (IV, 1429-30); 

Vance argues that the association with wax heightens our sense of the Pardoner’s 

femininity, given the familiar representation of sexual generation as (male) form 

being imprinted on (female) matter in the manner of a wax seal.^° We might go 

further and note that identifying the Pardoner with the wax, as opposed to stamp, 

reminds us of another of Chaucer’s yellow-haired males, the Legend o f  Good 

W omen's Jason, who is compared to “mater [that] apetiteth forme alway / and from 

forme into forme it passen may” (1582-83).^* This association suggests that the search 

for a definitive answer to the question of the Pardoner’s sexuality may be misguided. 

Indeed, Alastair Minnis has provocatively argued that “some of the ‘queer’ Pardoners 

we have been offered are just not queer enough”. As he rightly points out, the 

Pardoner “is deeply objectionable for reasons which have nothing to do with his

Numerous studies o f tiie Pardoner’s body and sexuality have appeared. See in particular, Curry,
Chaucer and the M ediaeval Sciences, pp. 54-70; Robert P. Miller, ‘Chaucer’s Pardoner, the Scriptural
Eunuch and the Pardoner’s Tale’, Speculum 30.2 (1955): 180-99; Jill Mann, Chaucer and M edieval
Estates Satire: The Literature o f Social Classes and the General Prologue to the ‘Canterbury T ales’,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973), pp. 145-52; Monica E. McAlpine, ‘The Pardoner’s
Homosexuality and How It Matters’, PMLA 95.1 (1980): 8-22; Carolyn Dinshaw, Chaucer's Sexual
Poetics, pp. 156-84; Glenn Burger, ‘Kissing the Pardoner’, PMLA 107.5 (1992): 1143-56; Gregory W.
Gross, ‘Trade Secrets: Chaucer, the Pardoner, the Critics’, Modern Language Studies 25.4 (1995): 1-
36; Richard F. Green, ‘The Sexual Normality o f Chaucer’s Pardoner’, M edievalia  8 (1982): 351-7; C.
David Benson, ‘Chaucer’s Pardoner: His Sexuality and Modern Critics’, M edievalia  8 (1982): 337-46;
Robert S. Sturges; Chaucer’s Pardoner and Gender Theory: Bodies o f  Discourse, (Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 2000); Lee Patterson, ‘Chaucer’s Pardoner on the Couch: Psyche and Clio in Medieval
Literary Studies’, Speculum  76.3 (2001): 638-80.
88 Vance, ‘Chaucer’s Pardoner’, p. 736.
89 Sir D egare, in The M iddle English Breton Lays, ed. by Anne Laskaya and Eve Salisbury, 
(Kalamazoo: Western Michigan University, 1995), 785-6.

Given the prominence of the Pardoner’s sealed documents, it might be observed that the yellow, 
waxy hair anticipates the seals on his ecclesiastical letters; or even that the thin ‘colpons’ o f flax-like 
hair evoke the hempen cords by which seals were attached to bulls o f jurisdiction.

Jason is deeply associated with falsification, and is described as a counterfeiter o f pain and woe 
(1376). Medea repents her attraction to Jason’s yelwe h er(\6 1 2 ).

Alastair Minnis, ‘Chaucer and the Queering Eunuch’, New M edieval Literatures 6 (2003): 107-29.
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sexuality, but reference to that sexuality (however understood) is an effective if  crude 

way o f expressing well-founded disapproval” . The Pardoner’s sexuality is 

significant in the most fundamental meaning o f  the word: it signifies something other 

than itself. However we interpret his sexuality, it seems that the image is o f one 

whose ability to imprint matter with form is vitiated through his status as a eunuch, a 

homosexual or, as is arguably the case with Jason, a feminised heterosexual.^"*

Fig. 1: The Ellesmere portrait o f the Pardoner

The ambiguity o f the figure is well captured in the depiction o f the Pardoner in the 

Ellesmere manuscript, in which a number o f details are given particular prominence 

{Fig. 1). The overseer o f  this manuscript, it seems, was a keen observer o f the 

Pardoner. One is struck immediately by the colour red: the Pardoner wears more o f 

this colour than any other pilgrim in the Ellesmere illustrations. The ostentatiously 

large and ornate latoun cross is also strongly emphasised (I. 699). Only slightly less 

prominent is the male in which the Pardoner carries his documents and relics; in the 

text we are told it is carried in his lap (686), but here it is brought visibly further into 

prominence, being slung around the horse’s neck. Care has been taken to render the

M innis, ‘Queering Eunuch’, p. 123.
The view  o f  the Pardoner as a fem inised heterosexual has been m ost strongly argued by Richard 

Firth Green.
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hair, yeloM> as wex, hanging down by colpons oon and oon (675, 679); the delicate, 

almost pretty, features of the beardless face aptly convey the ambiguity suggested by 

the narrator’s “/  trowe he were a geldyng or a mare'" (691

Fig. 2; The Ellesmere portrait of the Pardoner (detail)

One feature o f the depiction, however, must surely have stuck out for the early readers 

of the Ellesmere manuscript. The vernicle in the Pardoner’s cap (Fig. 2) is striking not 

only for its disproportionate size, but also because it is the sole divine face in the 

entire manuscript.^^ The notable absence of religious imagery in Ellesmere -  and its 

apparently satiric purpose when it is employed -  has led Maidie Hilmo to argue that 

the designers of the manuscript were deeply conscious of the contemporary sensitivity 

surrounding the depiction of religious images, perhaps even displaying Wycliffite 

lean in g s .H o w ev er we account for the prominence of the vemicle and other

U seful analyses o f  the Ellesm ere portraits can be found in Richard K. Emerson, ‘Text and Im age in 
the Portraits o f  the Ellesm ere T aletellers’, The E llesm ere Chaucer: E ssays in In terpreta tion  ed. by 
Martin Stevens and Daniel W oodward (San Marino: Huntington Library, 1995), pp. 143-70; Mary C. 
Olson, ‘Marginal Portraits and the Fiction o f  Orality: The Ellesm ere M anuscript’, in C h aucer  
Illustrated: F ive H undred Years o f  ‘The C anterbury T a le s ’ in P ictures, ed by W illiam  K. F inley and 
Joseph Rosenblum (N ew  Castle: Oak Knoll Press; London: The British Library, 2 0 03 ), pp. 1-31; 
Joseph Rosenblum with W illiam  K. Finley, ‘Chaucer Gentrified: The N exus o f  Art and Politics in the 
Ellesmere M iniatures’, C haucer R eview  38 .2  (2003): 140-57; M aidie Hilm o, M edieva l Im ages, Icons, 
an d  Illu stra ted  English L iterary Texts: From  the R uthw ell C ross to  the E llesm ere C haucer  (Aldershot: 
Ashcroft, 2004), pp. 160-99.

See the discussion by Hilm o, M edieva l Im ages, p. 162. 
ibid., esp. pp. 160-3.
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attributes of the Ellesmere Pardoner, it remains clear that the illustration reflects the 

peculiar prominence given to the vernicle in Chaucer’s description:

Hym thoughte he rood al of the newe jet;
Dischevelee, save his cappe, he rood al bare.
Swiche glarynge eyen hadde he as an hare.
A vernycle hadde he sowed upon his cappe.
His walet, biforn hym in his lappe,
Bretful of pardoun comen from Rome al hoot.

I. 682-7

The unruly order of the description, which switches back and forth between physical 

and moral attributes and clothing, serves first to draw our attention to the cap, then 

down to his eyes, then back up to the cap and the vernicle sewn on it, and then down

to the well-stuffed wallet in the Pardoner’s lap. Indeed, this last juxtaposition suggests

that the vernicle serves something of the same talismanic purpose for the Pardoner as 

his bunch of pardons. Moreover, Chaucer has emphasised the vernicle in another way, 

in that it is the only token of pilgrimage the Pardoner wears. By contrast, the pilgrim 

we encounter in Piers Plowman shows no such restraint:

An hundred of ampulles on his hat seten,
Signes of Syse and shelles of Galice,
And many a crouch on his cloke, and keyes of Rome,
And the vernicle bifore, for men sholde knowe 
And se bi hise signes whom he sought hadde.

Piers Plowman, Passus V, 520-24^*

Chaucer could easily have adapted this model when describing his Pardoner, 

especially if his quaestor is derived from Langland’s (Prol. 68-86) as Mann 

s u g g e s t s . I n  light of this, we may well wonder why he chose to emphasise the 

Pardoner’s vernicle over any other sign of pilgrimage. In itself, the vernicle signifies 

no more than that the Pardoner has taken a pilgrimage to Rome at a time when the 

Veronica was on d i s p l a y ; t h e  prominence with which it is displayed, however.

W illiam  Langland, The Vision o f  Piers Plowman, ed. by A.V.C. Schmidt, 2"'’ edn (London: 
Everyman, 1995).

M ann, Chaucer and M edieval Estates Satire, p. 149. Langland derides pardoners in Piers Plowman
B II 109; 216-223 and V 639-42.
100 A fascinating account o f the history and cult of the Veronica (and its Eastern prototype, the 
M andylion) and the vernicles that were sold to pilgrims in Rome is given in Hans Belting, Likeness and  
Presence: a History o f  the Image before the Era o f  Art, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1994), pp. 208-224. O ther useful accounts can be found in Flora Lewis, ‘The Veronica: 
Image, Legend and V iew er’ in England in the Thirteenth Century: Proceedings o f  the 1984 Harlaxton  
Symposium, ed. By W.M. Ormrod (W oodbridge: Boydell, 1986), pp. 100-6; M ary Swan,
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suggests that he brandishes it almost as another device of authentication for his 

documents, in a manner akin to the attention he draws to his lige lordes seel and his 

bulles (VI. 337, 342).'*^* Perhaps the ostentatious advertising of his presence in Rome 

is designed to lend credence to his later outlandish claim that he has received his 

relics and pardons from the Pope’s own hand (VI. 920-2).

For the Pardoner, the vernicle functions as a statement about signs. It speaks of his 

awareness of the believer’s desire for signs that are not merely conventional, but that 

bear a direct relationship to the things they signify. The Veronica in Rome was both 

image and relic par excellence. It provided tangible evidence of Christ’s historical life 

and of the reality of his human nature; moreover, as a miraculous image, it was an 

entirely legitimate object of veneration, since it was exempt from any taint of 

i d o l a t r y . B o t h  the mandylion of the Eastern Church, and the Veronica (traditionally 

associated, via dubious etymology, with vera icon) enjoyed a strong traditional 

association with perfect representation; Belting traces the long history of this idea, 

noting that Vasari and Michelangelo mocked the inscription on Ugo da C aip i’s 1525 

altarpiece for the relic, which recorded that the artist has painted it without using a
i 03brush (per Ugo Carpi intaiatore, fa ta  senza penelo). ' Ugo da Carpi was of course 

capitalising on the association of the Veronica with perfect representation; perhaps 

claiming divine sanction for his craft, and presenting himself as a vessel through 

which the Divine Artist worked. For the Pardoner, the vernicle he wears on his cap 

acts as a sign that he has direct access to papal and even divine authority, even though 

such badges were widely available.

The Veronica, moreover, was a relic as well as an image. Like any relic, its 

significance was not arbitrary but intrinsic; it was a sign that bore a direct relationship 

to what it signified. As a brandea, or touch-relic, that had actually been in contact

‘R em em bering V eronica in A nglo-Saxon England’ in W riting G ender an d  G enre in M ed ieva l 
L iterature: A pproach es to  O ld  and M iddle  English Texts, ed. by Elaine Treharne (Cambridge; D.S. 
Brewer, 200 2 ), pp. 19-39; James F. Rhodes, ‘The Pardoner’s Vernycle and H is Vera Icon ’, M odern  
L anguage S tudies  13 (1983): 35-6. An entirely different account o f  the V eronica is given  by Robert 
Sturgcs, P a rd o n e r’s B ody, pp. 63-80. Sturges analyses the im age o f  the veil o f  V eronica in terms o f  the 
veil o f  allegory.

W e may note in passing that the W ife o f  Bath, for all her many pilgrim ages, is not described as 
carrying any o f  the familiar badges o f  pilgrim age, though there must surely have been plenty o f  space 
for them on her hat, which was “[a]s brood as is a bokeler or a targe”, G eneral P ro logu e  I, 471.

B elting, pp. 208-9 .
ibid., p. 222.
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with Christ’s body and quite literally received the imprint of his features, it 

represented (or rather, it was) a potently physical link between humanity and God.'°‘* 

Nonetheless, it remained a sign that must be transcended if the spirit was to enjoy 

direct contemplation of the divine face. Julian of Norwich draws on the image to 

develop a complex and affecting theology, in which the Veronica’s problematic 

darkness and lack o f fayerhede becomes emblematic of the corruption, through sin, of 

the image of God in Man.'°'’ Dante eschews such distractions, choosing to focus 

instead on a contrast between the earthly Veronica, which is but a sign of God, and 

the actual sight of God which will be the reward of the saved. He deploys this analogy 

in the course of his encounter with St. Bernard in Pam diso, a section of the 

Commedia with which Chaucer was intimately f a m i l ia r .F a s c in a te d  by Bernard, the 

pilgrim is unable to look away:

Qua! e colui che forse di Croazia
viene a veder la Veronica nostra, 
che per I’antica fame non sen sazia, 

ma dice nel pensier, fin che si mostra:
‘Signor mio Gesii Cristo, Dio verace, 
or fu SI fatta la sembianza vostra?’; 

tal era io mirando la vivace
carita di colui che’n questo mondo, 
contemplando, gusto di quella pace.

Like one that comes, perhaps, from Croatia to see our Veronica and whose old 
hunger is never satisfied, but he says within himself, as long as it is shown: 
‘My Lord Jesus Christ, very God, was this then your true semblance?’, such 
was I, gazing on the living charity of him who in this world tasted by 
contemplation of that peace.

Paradiso XXXI, 103-11

The scene unquestionably foreshadows Dante’s/<3c/e adfaciem  encounter with God; 

but Bernard is quick to remind Dante that he must turn his gaze upwards and continue 

his pilgrimage. The Veronica is a privileged and potent sign, but it remains merely a 

sign, which must be transcended in order to enjoy the direct sight of God. We have 

seen that Dante exploits numerous images of sealed inpressions in order to advance

ibid., p. 221.
The Showings o f  Julian o f  Norwich,  Norton Critical Edition, ed. by D enise N. Baker (N ew  York: 

W .W . Norton, 2005), Revelation II, Chapter 10, pp. 17-20. The problematic darkness o f  the face o f  
Christ in m edieval representations o f  the Veronica is discussed in L ew is, ‘The V eronica’, p. 101.

Bernard’s hymn to the Virgin is translated in both P r io re ss ’s Tale, 474-80 , and Second  N u n ’s Tale, 
36-56.

195



his realist poetic; the Pardoner too is conscious of the evocative power of such 

images, though he uses them intentionally to deceive and defraud his audience.

In the light of this tradition, the Pardoner’s vernicle takes on new significance. As 

depicted in the Ellesmere manuscript -  whose supervisor, as Emerson has suggested,
107was an astute critic of Chaucer’s work -  it becomes even more remarkable. The 

depiction in Ellesmere is extraordinary in representing the face of Christ as beardless: 

the delicately featured face, with its expression of serenity, its ruddy cheeks and its 

smooth hair are startlingly reminiscent of the Pardoner himself. It is as though we are 

being reminded that, like Pandarus’ ambages, the Pardoner possesses two visages 

(Troilus V 897-9). The prominence of the vernicle thus becomes part of the 

Pardoner’s greater strategy: he invokes the archetypal image of an analogical 

relationship between the divine and the human and presents himself as having a direct 

relationship with it. The Veronica in Rome provides direct proof of the Incarnation 

and of a real connection between things earthly and divine; the vernicle signifies -  no 

doubt truthfully -  that the Pardoner has been to Rome. However, the Pardoner’s 

incorporation of it into what we might call his iconographic program is designed to 

signify something more: that he is a direct mediator of papal and even divine 

authority. It is as though the Pardoner seeks to draw his audience unconsciously into a 

false syllogism: his pardons are authentic and have come from Rome al hoot (I. 687), 

his vernicle indicates that he has been in Rome; therefore, we may accept that he has 

received his pardons in Rome, perhaps even from the Pope’s own hand as he suggests. 

As seen earlier, one of the characteristic features of Faux-Semblant is that he succeeds 

in deceiving others through the use of false syllogisms and enthymemes (Rose, 

12109-116).

The description in the General Prologue draws our mind’s eye from the vernicle to the 

pardons, and reinforces a sense of connection between them. And indeed, the seals on 

the Pardoner’s documents provide perhaps the clearest example of the method by 

which he abuses signs, and by which he claims to make spiritual goods present to the 

people. There is no evidence to suggest the sealed documents that the Pardoner carries 

in his lap (apparently as much for the convenience of psychoanalytical critics as for

Emerson, Text and Image, pp. 143-70.
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his own) are anything other than genuine. As the classic study of Kellogg and 

Haselmayer makes clear, the process of authentication applied to indulgences was 

rigorous and complicated. The indulgences were copied and sealed, and later counter

sealed by the examining bishop. The questor also carried a letter showing his 

appointment by the Chapter, while the bishop, having examined the documents, 

furnished him with another sealed l e t t e r . T h e  satiric intent of the portrait would 

seem to depend on the documents being genuine, but it is not entirely impossible that 

Chaucer’s satire is directed against unlicensed sellers of pardon, rather than the 

ecclesiastical system that failed to adequately regulate the practice of granting 

i n d u l g e n c e s . R e c e n t  research by Robert Shaffern suggests that we have 

underestimated the extent to which the Church successfully monitored and countered 

abuses of its system of indulgence; it also suggests we may have failed to take 

properly into consideration the existence of unlicensed ‘pardoners’ operating entirely 

outside Church s a n c t i o n . ' W e  must remember, however, that Chaucer is less explicit 

than Langland on the question of the authenticity of his Pardoner’s documents. 

Langland’s satire is directed unambiguously at the church system that places its seal 

on the documents of pardoners whose unscrupulous activities it fails to control:

Were the bisshop yblessed and worth bothe his eris.
His seel sholde noght be sent to deceyve the peple.

Piers Plowman, Prologue, 78-9

At one level, this precedent may lead us to assume that Chaucer’s Pardoner is also 

properly licensed. Nevertheless, as Alastair Minnis has noted, “the incredible number 

of ‘Bulles o f popes and of cardinales, / Of patriarkes and bishopes’ (VI. 342-43)” 

produced by the Pardoner inevitably raises questions about their authenticity .'"  It is

Alfred L. K ellogg and Louis A. Haselmayer, ‘C haucer’s Satire o f  the Pardoner’, PMLA  66 .2  (1951); 
251-77 , pp. 262-3 .

Earlier comm entators on the Pardoner were in no doubt about the object o f  C haucer’s satire. 
K ellogg and Haselm ayer note that the satire “is not directed against false pardoners or against 
pardoners o f  any particular establishm ent, but against the state o f institutional decay w hich m ade the 
existence o f  the pardoner possib le”, p. 251. Alastair M innis has rightly noted that “the theology o f  
indulgences was far more com plicated (not to mention sophisticated)” than earlier scholars had 
allow ed, and suggested the “blatant Protestant bias” o f  som e o f the early studies has also been an 
inhibiting factor in understanding the phenom enon, ‘R eclaim ing the Pardoners’, p. 325. M innis’ 
challenge to scholars to “reclaim ” the pardoners is taken up by Robert W. Shaffern in a very useful 
article, ‘The Pardoner’s Promises: Preaching and Policing Indulgences in the Fourteenth-Century  
English Church’, The Historian, 68.1 (2006); 49-65.

Shaffern, ‘The Pardoner’s Prom ises’, paj^(/7z.
Alastair M innis, ‘C haucer’s Pardoner and the “O ffice o f  Preacher’” , Intellectuals and  Writers in 

Fourteenth-Centuiy  Europe: The J.A.W. Bennett M em oria l Lectures, Perugia, 1984,  ed. by Piero
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also by no means improbable that the Pardoner carries both authentic and inauthentic 

(or at least unofficial) documents: properly licensed, but aware o f the persuasive 

power of documents, he carries an impressive pile of unnecessary documents to 

further ensure the good will of his listeners. The Pardoner is virtually the embodiment 

of the fa ls  and soth compouned  that [t]ogeder flee  fo r  oo tydynge from Chaucer’s 

House of Rumour (House o f Fame, 2108-9).

The Pardoner’s profusion of documents is designed not only to ensure his 

preservation (338), but also to impress upon his audience that he is part of a chain of 

earthly authority stretching down from the Pope himself. Moreover, he seeks to 

reinforce the sense that he is making papal (and, implicitly, divine) authority available 

directly to his audience: this is made particularly clear when he claims to have 

received his pardons from the Pope’s very hand (922). In this, and throughout his 

performance, he seeks to persuade his audience that the pardon contained in the bulls, 

as well as his saintly relics, have, by extraordinary good fortune, been made present 

and available to them. One might note that a similar faith in the ability o f seals to 

make the sender present to the receiver lies behind Troilus’ bathing of his signet ring 

in tears before sealing his letter to Criseyde and showering it with kisses {Troilus II, 

1086-92)."^ The affective power of this illusion is the key element in the Pardoner’s 

rhetorical strategy: he impresses upon his audience that they are in close proximity 

with objects that are not merely signs of spiritual power but have actually been in 

physical contact with the pope (in the case of the pardons), or the saints (in the case of 

the relics). By this and countless other sleights, the Pardoner exploits the faith of his 

dupes in the existence of commerce between the earthly and the divine in order to 

make them trade corporeal goods for spiritual benefits. It has often been recognised 

that the Pardoner represents a meditation on the possibilities and limitations of 

Christian poetry ;" ’̂ perhaps it is not coincidental that this false preacher employs

Boitani and Anna Torti (Tubingen: Gunter Narr Verlag; Cambridge: D .S. Brewer, 1986), pp. 88-119  
(csp. pp. 100, 101), For a very different v iew  on the relevance o f  the Pardoner’s bulls, see Robert 
Em m et Finnegan, ‘B ovine (E )sc(h)atology: Papal “B ulles A sso iling” in The P a rd on er 's  Pro logue an d  
Tale’, N euphilo logische Mitteilungen  93 (1992): 303-12,
"■ Brigitte Miriam B edos-R ezak notes that sealers “som etim es went so far as to im press parts o f  their 
own bod ies on the waxen seals: toothmarks, fingerprints, bits o f  hair or beard” . ‘M edieval Identity: A  
Sign and a C oncept’, American Historical Review  105.5 (2000): 1489-1533 (p. 1527).

See for exam ple, Benson, D ram a o f  Style, pp. 44-63.
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images of sealed impressions in a way that is strikingly reminiscent of Dante’s use of 

similar imagery.

The Pardoner shows an astute awareness of the significance of seals; but he is equally 

aware of other marks of authentication: particularly those by which a true coin is 

distinguished from a false. At the conclusion of the tale, the Pardoner demands to be 

paid for his services with “nobles or pens, whiche that be goode and trewe” (930), 

betraying a fear that someone might trick him by paying with a counterfeit coin for 

the privilege of kissing his counterfeit relics and obtaining his (ineffectual?) pardons. 

This echoes his earlier observation that the coins found by the three rioters of his tale 

fl^oryns fine  o f  gold ycoyned rounde (770). This dense line betrays the Pardoner’s 

almost sensual appreciation of money, and contains in one line almost as much as is 

possible to say about a coin: floryns  specifies the value (and possibly even the origin); 

fine, the purity; gold, the material, ycoyned  the mint and stamp; and rounde the shape. 

More importantly, however, this remarkable level of specificity betrays the Pardoner’s 

keen eye for spotting counterfeit, clipped or debased coinage: D. C. Skemer notes that 

late-medieval recognizances frequently called for good, round, undipped coin.” "* One 

is reminded inevitably of the similar specificity expressed by Dante when describing 

the coin of faith {Paradiso XXIV, 83-7), yet the contrast could hardly be greater.

A keen eye for distinguishing true from fake coinage is entirely appropriate and even 

naturalistic in a charlatan such as the Pardoner, but it also has deeper significance. As 

seen earlier, the C lerk’s Tale concludes by invoking the metaphor of coinage to define 

character: the purity of Griselda is contrasted with the brass alloy of contemporary 

women (IV. 1163-9)."^ In this, Chaucer must have been influenced by contemporary 

concerns about the influx of debased coinage into the country. This problem stemmed 

back to Edward I’s reform of the coinage in 1279, which ushered in an era of 

unprecedented prestige for sterling. The new coinage remained the standard type in 

England for two hundred years, and was extensively imitated throughout Europe.*'^ 

The imitation coins are the subject of a magisterial work by N. J. Mayhew, which

D. C. Skeiner, ‘King Edward Fs Articles of Inquest on the Jews and Coin-Clipping, 1279’, 
Historical Research 11 (1999); 1-26 (p. 7).

One might argue that a similar moral significance implied in the fact that the Pardoner’s cross is 
inade of latoun, a brass alloy; General Prologue, 699.
' Seaby, p. 60.
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documents and catalogues scores of imitations of the Edwardian type tFiroughout 

E urope ."^  These “sterlings” were originally of high purity, and were often accepted 

by English m erchants as sterling. Imitation sterlings allowed contintental merchants to 

trade with their English counterparts without having to pay the minting charges 

necessary in order to have their money converted to sterling. However, continental 

mints soon started producing “sterlings” o f  a much lower purity. This meant that base 

coins were often accepted at face value, but were often worth no more than three- 

quarters, or, in extreme cases, as little as half. This had disastrous results in England, 

which soon becam e flooded with base coin.'** In times of low mint output, such as the 

1380’s, this problem  increased dramatically.*'^

Such concerns lie behind both Chaucer’s contrast between the purity of Griselda and 

the impurity o f  contemporary women, and the Pardoner’s concern with ascertaining 

the authenticity o f  any money tendered to him. Yet there is another aspect to the

Pardoner’s concern with counterfeit coin. This can be gauged by looking at the use

made by Langland of the economic problems just outlined. Langland uses the image 

of the “ lusshebourne” (a generic name applied to all imitation sterling at the time, 

though technically meaning only those from Luxembourg) as a metaphor for false 

preachers -  those whose words do not accord with their deeds:

Ac ther is a defaute in the folk that the feith kepeth.
W herefore folk is the febler, and noght ferm o f  bileve.
As in lussheburwes is a luther alay, and yet loketh he lik a sterlyng:
The merk o f  that monee is good, ac the metal is feble.
And so fareth by som folk now: thei han a fair speche,
Crow ne and Cristendom, the kinges mark of hevene,
Ac the metal, that is mannes soule, [myd] synne is foule alayed:
Bothe lettred and lewed beth alayed now with synne.
That no lif loveth other, ne Oure Lord, as it semeth.

Piers Plowtnan  XV, 346-54

M any of the ideas in this quotation could serve as a gloss on the C lerk’s account of 

Griselda; the whole passage, however, almost qualifies as a description o f  C haucer’s

N.J. M ayhew , Sterling Im itations o f  E dw ardian  Type, The Royal Num ism atic S ociety  Special 
Publication 14 (London, 1983). The introduction is o f particular use to the non-specialist; pp. 1-28.

One m ight take a coin in good faith as a sterling penny, only to find that it was not acceptable as 
payment to others w ho recognised that it was in fact worth much less than a penny. The problem  
affected both rich and poor, though obviously those less accustom ed to dealing with m oney were 
particularly vulnerable.

M ayhew , p. 26.
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Pardoner. The Pardoner’s speech is certainly “fair” , but the deeds of his own life tell a 

very different story. He is the perfect example of the base coin alluded to in both the 

C lerk’s Tale and Piers Plowman. When Langland observes that the merk o f  that 

monee is good, ac the metal isfeble, he indicates that the words of false preachers are 

not akin to their deeds, and implicitly warns the flock to “Do as they say, but not as 

they do”.'"° Through the Pardoner, Chaucer explores the very issues that Langland 

outlines here, but employs a complex system of images that includes documents, 

coins and relics, as well as the significance of the Pardoner’s own ambiguous body 

and sexuality.

Given the Pardoner’s interest in tme and counterfeit coins and Langland’s use of the 

image of the “lussheburwes”, it is interesting to consider the Pardoner’s sexuality in 

the light of the coin imagery used by the Host when discussing the M onk’s sexual 

potency. In the Prologue to the M onk’s Tale, Chaucer uses the image of the base coin 

in a more humorous, though ultimately no less serious a fashion than Langland. Here, 

the monk’s implied sexual misbehaviour is the butt of the joke. The contrast between 

genuine and base coin is used to indicate the monk’s sexual potency -  the reason why 

the Host ironically laments clerical celibacy:

This maketh that oure heires been so sklendre 
And feble that they may not wel engendre.
This maketh that oure wyves wole assaye 
Religious folk, for ye mowe better paye 
Of Venus paiements than mowe we:
God woot, no lussheburghes payen ye!

VII. 1957-62

As usual with Chaucer’s coarse imagery, a lot is going on here. While it appears at

first that this is a mercantile reference, it is surely also influenced by the image of

nature as a coiner, which we have seen in the works of Alain de Lille and Jean de 
1 ^  1Meun. " The Host suggests that secular men strike base, weak coin, as opposed to the 

healthy “issue” of clergy. This dense metaphor -  it seems almost wasted on the Host -  

is comically enriched by the deft allusion to illegitimacy. The apparent tribute to the 

monk’s virility masks a critique of spiritual impotence, in much the same way that the

It may also remind us of the passage cited previously from the M yroure o f  Oure LMdye about the 
clipping of the divine service.

The mercantile image may be influenced by the notion of the marriage debt, derived in part from 1 
Corinthians 1:3-5. See the famous discussion by the Wife of Bath (III. 129-30; 151-3).
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Pardoner’s ambiguous sexual identity highlights his spiritual sterility. When 

considering the Pardoner’s sexuality, it seems important to remember the pervasive 

image of reproduction as the imprinting of form on matter, a process that provides an 

analogue to the Pardoner’s concern with seals and coins.

As many critics have observed, the Host’s equation of coillons and relikes at the end 

of the tale (952-55) leads the reader inevitably to Nature’s description of the 

castration of Saturn in the Rose and the subsequent discussion of the relationship of 

words and t h i n g s . W i l l i a m s  notes that relics, unlike words, are natural signs: the
123sign relates to the signified not as word to thing, but as the part to the whole. This is 

particularly the case with body parts, but Williams argues that it is equally true of 

objects that have been touched by the saints. None of the Pardoner’s “relics” fall 

under the classification of body parts, unless we assume that he passes off his pigges 

bones (T 700) for bones of the saints. Rather, the relics explicitly described -  the 

V irgin’s veil (I. 695), the piece of Peter’s sail (I. 696-7), the shoulder bone of the 

Hooly Jewes sheep  (VI. 350-1), the miteyn (VI. 372) are all hm ndea  or touch-relics. 

In focussing on such relics, Chaucer no doubt seeks to trivialise the Pardoner’s 

trinkets, but the secondary status of these brandea also plays a more significant role. 

Such brandea were less valuable than body-parts, and arguably less convincing -  

even the occasionally obtuse narrator of the General Prologue can distinguish 

between a veil and a pillow-case (I. 694-950). The Pardoner includes these props in 

his performance because, even more effectively than body-parts, touch-relics evoke 

the sense of commerce between material and spiritual, and the belief that spiritual 

power can be transmitted through physical means.

The Pardoner’s desire to convince others of his ability to enable them to mediate 

between the material and the spiritual is evident in every aspect o f his verbal 

performance. To demonstrate this, it is helpful to invoke the centrality of the image of 

the wax seal among models of cognition and memory, which was such an important 

aspect of D ante’s use of the imagery.'^"* Carruthers makes it clear that we must not 

confuse the medieval ideal of memory with mere rote learning; moreover, there is a

See in particular Osborn, pp. 365-84.
'■■^Williams, ‘The Pardoner’s W ar’, p. 153.

Carruthers, B ook o f  M em ory, esp. pp. 16-45.
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strong moral element to proper recollection. In her discussion o f  Heloise (and, inter  

alia, C haucer’s Dorigen) Carruthers notes the role of the mem ory as a storehouse of
12Sethical exem pla  that assists individuals in making moral decisions. ' Such stories are 

figuratively imprinted on the mind as a wax seal: Carruthers draws an explict 

connection between the forming of moral ‘character’ and the imprinting of 

‘characters’ on the memory. In the light of this, it is interesting to consider the 

Pardoner’s use o f  the exemplary mode. Attention is drawn specifically to the 

Pardoner’s apparently impressive memory for the tales he tells in his sermons -  “For I 

kan al by rote that I telle” (VI. 3 3 2 ) . However ,  though he has all o f  these stories in 

his mind, it is quite clear that they have made no real impression on him, have not 

shaped his character. In spite of this, the Pardoner is confident that the stories will 

make an impression on his audience:

Thanne telle I hem ensamples many oon 
O f  olde stories longe tyme agoon.
For lewed peple loven tales olde;
Sw iche thynges kan they wel reporte and holde.

VI. 435-8

This quotation summarises the now familiar understanding o f  the process o f  memory: 

the information is ‘held’ in the mind, as coins in a treasury or a seal in wax. As 

Carruthers has noted, “the ‘art o f  m em ory’ is actually the ‘art o f  recollection’, for this
I 2*7

is the task which these schemes are designed to accomplish” . This awareness o f  his 

ability to inform his audience’s memory with useful moral examples, which they are

free to apply (for all he cares) to their own lives, is at the heart o f  the Pardoner’s

notorious claims:

Thus kan I preche agayn that same vice 
W hich that I use, and that is avarice.
But though m yself be gilty in that synne,
Yet kan I maken oother folk to twynne 
From avarice and soore to repente.

VI. 427-31
N ow have I dronke a draughte o f  corny ale,
By God, I hope I shal yow telle a thyng 
That shal by reson been at youre likyng.

ibid., pp. 179-83.
This ability to rote-learn vast quantities of information may remind us of  the Sergeant of L aw ’s 

prodigious memory (L 327).
Carruthers, Book o f  M emory, p. 20.
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For though myself be a ful vicious man,
A moral tale yet I yow telle kan,
Which 1 am wont to preche for to wynne.

VI. 456-61

These two quotations seem to describe the same ability: the ability of a vicious man to 

tell a moral tale. But the two speech acts -  sermon and tale -  are in fact completely 

separable entities, though verbally identical. For the final time in his exemplary tales, 

Chaucer is enacting a conflict between two competing versions of the same text: the 

sermon that has always succeeded in filling the Pardoner’s pockets, and the tale that 

culminates in the Host’s vicious attack. Like the C lerk’s Tale, the Pardoner’s Tale is 

a sort of palimpsest, through which the traces of the earlier text -  the verbally 

identical sermon -  are still visible. The relationship between these two “texts” is not 

that between original and copy, but between the undiscovered and the discovered 

forgery. That this tale is told by a false and counterfeit preacher, however, is no bar to 

the story itself being read properly, just as the characters in the tales of the Man of 

Law and the Clerk were able to properly read the right course of action in the 

counterfeit texts with which they were presented. The issue at stake is not whether a 

vicious man can tell a moral tale, but rather how any man can read a tale virtuously, 

no matter how false its teller.

The forgery of documents in the Middle Ages was a significant problem, which called 

into question the very notion of textual authority. In his “counterfeit exempla”, 

Chaucer invokes forged documents to highlight the gap between licit and illicit acts of 

representation, but also to forefront the importance of reading in an alert and ethically 

astute manner. In the tales of the Man of Law and the Clerk, forged documents alert 

the reader to a crucial element in exemplary narrative: recognising true patterns, and 

refusing to be led astray by false images of the truth. In the Pardoner’s Tale, Chaucer 

exposes the dangers of unthinking acceptance of the analogical structures 

underpinning exemplary discourse. Without suggesting that such “substantial 

connections” do not exist, Chaucer impresses on his readers that these connections 

can be simulated by those intent on deception. In a number of his works, but most 

clearly in Fragment VIII of the Canterbury Tales, Chaucer invokes the science of 

alchemy to highlight precisely this fact. Alchemy, based on rigorously analogical 

principles, was widely believed to be theoretically possible; this very belief enabled
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tricksters, such as the one described in the Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale, to prey not merely 

on the greed, but also -  like the Pardoner -  on the naive and unquestioning faith of 

others. Moreover, since Chaucer was drawing on an established analogy between 

alchemy and artistic representation, his account of both the valid analogical principles 

underlying the science and the fraudulence it engenders functions as a statement about 

poetry and the ethical imperative of writers as well as readers.
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C h a p t e r  F o u r

‘A  F o u l  C o n f u s i o n ’ : A l c h e m y  a n d  D e c a y  in  F r a g m e n t  VIII o f  t h e  C a n t e r b u r y

T a l e s

Ye knowe ek that in forme of speche is chaunge 
Withinne a thousand yeer, and wordes tho 
That hadden pris, now wonder nyce and straunge 
Us thinketh hem, and yet thei spake hem so,
And spedde as wel in love as men now do;
Ek for to wynnen love in sondry ages,
In sondry londes, sondry ben usages.

Troilus and Criseyde II, 22-8

Somtyme the world was so stedfast and stable 
That mannes word was obligacioun.
And now it is so fals and deceivable 
That word and deed, as in conclusioun,
Ben nothing lyk [...]

Lak o f Stedfastnesse, 1-5

Chaucer uses the tales of the Second Nun and the Canon’s Yeoman to 
recapitulate the history of human language, which serves as a metonymy for 
the larger issues of our history on earth and our salvation. In these tales we see 
the alpha and omega of language, the extremes before and after Babel, as it 
nears its termination.

John Fyler, Language and the Declining World, p. 157

In Troilus and Criseyde, Chaucer focuses our attention on the formal changes 

undergone by language over a thousand years. In Fragment VIII of the Canterbury 

Tales, the juxtaposition of two tales set a millennium apart illustrates dramatically that 

the changes undergone by language over this time are more than merely formal, and 

indicate decay not only in mankind, but in language itself. This is not a view that 

would be shared by Robert Myles, whose compelling analysis of linguistic decay in 

Lak o f  Stedfastnesse holds that “it is not language that has changed; language was and 

always has been conventional. Rather, it is man who has changed [...]” .' This 

distinction is judicious, but Myles’ focus on the compatibility of linguistic 

conventionalism with philosophical realism blinds him to the nuances of Chaucer’s 

stance. While the principles governing linguistic signification have remained 

unchanged, Chaucer is aware that the process of time engenders a linguistic 

multiplicity and variety that endangers not only signification, but also the accurate

' Myles, p. 26.
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transmission of knowledge. Myles argues that Chaucer’s complaint about linguistic 

change provides evidence only of his commitment to a linguistic conventionalism 

innate to linguistic realism, since, as he rightly observes, the passage implies that 

things (in this case, love) precede the words that describe them. Yet this is to gloss 

over Chaucer’s concern with the effects of such change, namely confusion and lack of 

clarity. While it has always been possible to use language improperly, it has never 

been more difficult to use it properly, and the danger of this for the poet are outlined 

in Chaucer’s plea that no one miswrite his w o rd s /o r  defaute o f tonge (Troilus V, 

1793-8). While the Second N u n ’s Tale is a beautiful attempt at the recuperation of 

fallen language, the corrosive effects of time on human communication remain all too 

evident in Fragment VIII of the Canterbury Tales.

The unexpected introduction of the Canon and his Yeoman so near the conclusion of 

the Canterbury Tales has always provoked conjecture about the nature of Chaucer’s 

interest in alchemy. A fascinating early tradition regarded him as an alchemical adept, 

while later critics inferred that the poet may have been the victim of an alchemical 

con-man."' Critics have also occasionally struggled to reconcile the apparently satirical 

intention of the Tale with Chaucer’s detailed and largely accurate knowledge of 

alchemical lore. In a sharp and thought-provoking account, George Keiser has traced 

the critical heritage of the concluding section of the Canon’s Yeom an’s Tale (1428- 

81) in which the Yeoman begins to cite impressive alchemical authorities. He points 

out that these lines “convey a tone different from that found in the preceding 874 

lines” , but also that “recent readings of these lines are, by and large, a complete 

reversal of the reading of them in late medieval and early modern times” .G i v e n  their 

importance in so many previous accounts, it is unsurprising that Charles Muscatine 

turned to these lines in his attempt to provide a new critical framework for the tale, 

noting that:

■ Myles, p. 13-14.
 ̂ For the tradition of  Chaucer as alchemist, see Robert M. Schuler, ‘The Renaissance Chaucer as 

Alchemist’, Viator 15 (1984): 305-33, and Gareth Dunleavy, ‘The Chaucer Ascription in Trinity 
College, Dublin MS. D .28’, Am bix  13 (1965): 2-21. The view that Chaucer was a serious student of 
alchemy has long been almost abandoned by critics, but see S. Foster Damon, ‘Chaucer and A lchem y’, 
PMLA  39 (1924): 782-88. The view that Chaucer may have been the dupe of a con-man has not proved 
enduring, but dominated early criticism of  the C anon’s Yeom an’s Tale by critics such as Tyrwhitt,  
Richardson and Manly. See John Reilly’s notes to the Riverside edition, pp. 946-7.

George R. Keiser, ‘The Conclusion of the C anon's Yeom an’s Tale: Readings and (Mis)Readings’, 
C haucer Review  35. \ (2000): 1-21 (p. 1).

207



This philosophical postscript expresses the ruling attitude toward alchemy in 
the poem. In the light of it, the poem expresses neither credulity nor 
skepticism, but rather a distinction between false alchemy and true, between 
m en’s alchemy and God’s."'

This observation, coupled with Muscatine’s passing suggestion of a thematic link with 

the Second N u n ’s Tale, has come to dominate critical responses to Fragment VIII. 

Most subsequent critics have assumed that the pairing of the tales serves to heighten 

the folly o f  alchemy: Joseph Grennen claims that Chaucer’s knowledge of the science 

was “extensive and first-hand”, and contends that his interest is that of the “ironist or 

satirist” .*" But, as Lee Patterson asks, “if this is a tale that represents all that must be 

rejected, why is it introduced into The Canterbury Tales with such a powerful sense of 

urgency and belatedness?”’ Patterson’s important account seeks to challenge 

Muscatine’s labelling of the tale as reactionary, arguing that “alchemy was an instance 

not of all that had to be left behind for modernity to flourish but instead a site where 

modernizing values could take root.”  ̂ He comments that the Yeoman simultaneously 

“prefigures a disenchanted rationalism eager to dominate the natural world” and 

“bespeaks a yearning, heightened by the possibility of loss, for the value-laden, 

animated universe of traditional religion -  a contradiction at the heart of alchemy 

itse lf’.  ̂ Yet this is deeply misleading. The alchemists’ commitment to laboratory 

experiment should not be read as an anticipation of scientific rationalism, but rather as 

the direct corollary of their absolute faith in “the animated universe of traditional 

religion”. Richard Firth Green is surely correct when he argues that “the alchemical 

project was studiously regressive, not progressive”.

Charles M uscatine, C haucer an d  the French Tradition: A Study in S tyle an d  M eaning  (Berkeley: 
University o f  California Press, 1957), p. 215.

Joseph Grennen, ‘Chaucer and the C om m onplaces o f  A lch em y’, C lassica  e t M ed iaeva lia  26  (1965): 
306-33 (p. 308).
’ Lee Patterson, ‘Perpetual Motion: A lchem y and the T echnology o f  the S e l f ,  Studies in the A ge o f  
C haucer  15 (1993): 25-57 (p. 29).
** Patterson, ‘Perpetual M otion’, p. 48. M uscatine’s characterisation o f  the tale’s rejection o f alchem y as 
reactionary is influenced by the b elief that alchem y was the forerunner o f  chem istry (p. 221). In spite o f  
this, M uscatine detects “a germ o f wry prophecy” in the tale’s alchem ical exp losion  (p. 221), a 
suggestion that, as Keiser has noted (p. 15), betrays the fact that he was writing in the atom ic era. 

Patterson, ‘Perpetual M otion’, p. 55.
Richard Firth Green, ‘Changing C haucer’, B iennial Chaucer Lecture, Studies in the A ge o f  C haucer  

25 (2003): 27 -52  (p. 49). Sheila Delany argues that alchem y is “utopian”, though it m ight be more 
accurately described as nostalgic. M edieva l L iterary P olitics: Shapes o f  Ideo logy  (M anchester: 
M anchester Lfniversity Press, 1990), esp. pp. 4-11.

208



The alchemical imagery running through Fragment VIII notably encapsulates several 

of the realist assumptions that, as Myles argues, permeate Chaucer’s work. In its 

exploration of principles of creation, the science is rooted in a foundational, 

intentionalist and epistemological realism. The pivotal alchemical belief that all 

metals tend naturally toward the perfection of gold encapsulates a key realist belief 

that all creation intends towards the Good. All of these assumptions underpin both the 

Second N u n ’s Tale and the first part of the Canon’s Yeom an’s. Chaucer is also an 

ethical realist, however, aware that the proper order of the universe may be subject to 

acts that are either proper or improper." In this respect, the C anon’s Yeom an’s Tale 

allows for a distinction between genuine attempts at alchemical transmutation and 

alchemical trickery that highlights the difference between ethical and unethical acts.

Yet Chaucer’s alchemical insight runs deeper, since he was conscious of a tradition, 

evident in Jean de Meun and Dante, of employing alchemy as a metaphor for 

representation. In a fascinating study, William Newman has explored the history of 

the analogy between the mimetic power of visual art (usually painting) and the largely 

mimetic nature of alchemy.’  ̂While the visual arts mimic only the outer form of their 

subjects, alchemy seeks to exactly reproduce gold in every respect and to equal, if not 

surpass. Nature herself. In terms of poetic imitation, this corresponds to the aspect of 

assimilatio that Allen calls “description” ; one might further note that the analogical 

principles that animate alchemy correspond to the aspect of assimilatio which Allen 

describes as “relation to the universal” . As Newman notes, however, praise for the 

mimetic power of art has never been far removed from awareness that representation 

is inherently deceitful, since a work is only judged to have successfully mimicked 

nature to the extent that it has successfully deceived the s e n s e s . A s  noted previously, 

Barolini, Brownlee and Shoaf have all argued that Dante uses the account of the 

falsifiers to comment on and perhaps even condemn mimetic representation.'"*

' '  Myles, p. 1
William N ew m an ,  P rom ethean  A m biiions: The Q uest to P e ife c i N a ture  (Chicago: University  o f  

C hicago  Press, 2004),  esp. pp. 11-33 and 34-114.
N ew m an  discusses several w ell-know n figures, such as Myron, Apelles, Zeuxis,  Parrhasius and 

D aedalus,  in suppor t  o f  this view. See esp. pp. 11-12 and 19-20.
Barolini, p. 92; Brownlee, ‘D ante  and the Classical P oe ts ’, p. 154; Shoaf, C urrency o f  the W ord, p. 

27.
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In Confessio Amantis, Gower offers an extensive discussion that provides Chaucer 

with a model for using alchemy as an instance of the decay of human learning and 

intellectual discourse. Though it has always been regarded as an interesting analogue 

for Chaucer’s work, the direction of influence has not always been clear.'"’ Chaucer’s 

account can be more richly appreciated once it is understood as a considered response 

to the Confessio  passage. Gower’s invocation of the science culminates in a defence 

of the alchemical power of translation that stands as a justification of his choice to 

write in the vernacular; by contrast, Chaucer’s foray into alchemical imagery 

culminates only in deep cynicism about the transmission of human knowledge. Before 

considering Fragment VIII, it is important to explore in more detail the most 

pervasive poetic influences on Chaucer’s portrayal of alchemy, namely the accounts 

of Jean de Meun and Gower.

I: Jean de Meun

As seen earlier, Jean de M eun’s discussion of alchemy in the Rose takes place at the 

centre of fascinating discussion of the relationship between Art and Nature. Indeed, as 

Collette and DiMarco note, the struggle of Art with Nature is a recognisable 

alchemical convention.'® Jean de Meun’s treatment of arts such as painting, dyeing, 

forging and sculpture emphasises their total inability to equal the works of Nature, 

since they will never be able to give life to the things that they sought to replicate. The 

first reference to alchemy appears to conform to this pattern:

Ou d ’alkemie tant apreigne 
que touz metauz en couleur teigne, 
qu ’el se porroit ainceis tuer 
que les especes transmuer, 
se tant ne fet qu’el les ramaine 
a leur matire prumeraine:

C ollette and D iM arco, ‘C a tio n ’s Yeom an's Tale', in Sources an d  A nalogues, II, pp. 727-9 . Collette  
and D iM arco treat the C onfessio  as an analogue rather than a source. G ow er’s fascinating account is 
not as w idely  read as it should be, possibly because it is not printed in every edition o f  the text. Thus, 
w hile it is found in The English W orks o f  John G ow er: Vol. I, ed. by G.C. M acaulay, EETS extra series 
81 (London: Oxford U niversity Press, 1969) [first published 1900], it is not included in P eck’s popular 
abridged version, John Gower, C onfessio Aniantis, ed. by Russell A. Peck, (Holt, Rinehart and 
W instorn, 1966), reprt. M edieval A cadem y Reprints for Teaching 9 (Toronto: U niversity o f  Toronto  
Press, 1966); reprt. C onfessio Am antis, 2 vols, with Latin translations by Andrew G allow ay; M edieval 
Institute Publications (Kalam azoo; W estern M ichigan University, 2000-2003), available online: 
< http://w w w .lib.rochester.edu/cam eIot/Team s/cav2int.htm > [accessed 18/07/2006].

C ollette and DiM arco, ‘C an on ’s Y eom an’s T a le ', p. 718.
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euvre tant conme ele vivra, 
ja  Nature n ’aconsivra.

Rose, vol. 2, 16035-42

She may learn enough alchemy to be able to colour every metal, but she would 
kill herself before she could transmute the species, unless she first reduced 
them to their elemental matter; if she worked all her life, she would never 
catch up with Nature.'^

This passage arguably informs a number of moments in the C anon’s Yeoman's Tale,

such as the Yeoman’s complaint that he and his colleagues have been unable to

“overtake” the science of alchemy (and thus possibly even the initial reference to the

Canon and Yeoman trying to overtake the pilgrims), as well as the claim that no one
18would succeed in the art, even if they worked their entire life. For Jean de Meun, 

alchemy functions as a paradigm of human art, but its goal is a mimesis that 

transcends that of all other arts, since it seeks not only surface likeness, but identity. 

Hope for the alchemist lies in the realist principles underlying the project; in particular 

it is pinned on the commonality, the matire prumeraine (16040), in respect of which 

all metals are identical, whatever their specific form. Yet these theoretical possibilities 

are immediately qualified by reference to the insufficiency of human knowledge;

Et se tant se vouloit pener 
qu’el les i seiist ramener, 
si li faudroit espoir sciance 
de venir a cele atranpance, 
quant el feroit son elixir, 
don la fourme devroit issir 
qui devise autr’eus leur sustances 
par especiaus differences, 
si conme il pert au definir, 
qui bien an set a chief venir.

Rose, vol. 2, 16043-52

If she were willing to toil until she could so reduce them, when it came to 
making her elixir, she would perhaps still lack the necessary knowledge to 
produce form, which separates the substances on the basis of specific 
differences, as is apparent in their definitions, when these are correct.*^

While Jean has little doubt that Art can reduce metals to their elemental matter by 

removing their specific form, he is less optimistic about her ability to impart a new

Rom ance o f  the Rose, p. 248.
See respectively VIII, 680-3; 584-6; 1476-9. 
Rom ance o f  the Rose, p. 248.
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form to the primal substance. Crucially, success or failure in this project is dependent 

on the availability of correct definitions, on the ability of words to accurately reflect 

the reality and complexity of both matter and relations. The alchemical operation, it 

seems, is dependent upon the accurate transmission of knowledge. In the C anon’s 

Yeom an’s Tale, Chaucer highlights that the accurate transmission of knowledge is 

fraught with impossible difficulties in a fallen world.

In spite of these failings, Jean insists that the science of alchemy is a true art:

[...] comment qu’il aut des espieces, 
au mains les singulieres pieces, 
en sensibles euvres soumises, 
sunt muables en tant de guises 
qu’el peuent leur conplexions 
par diverses digestions 
si changier antr’eus que cist changes 
les met souz espieces estranges 
et leur tost I’espiece prumiere.
Ne voit I’an conment de fouschiere 
font cil et cendre et vairre nestre 
qui de veirrerie sunt mestre, 
par depuracion legiere?
Si n ’est pas li vairre fouschiere, 
ne fouschiere ne rest pas vairre.
Et quant esparz vient et tournairre, 
si repeut Ten souvent voair 
de vapeurs les pierres choair, 
qui ne monterent mie pierres.
Ce peut savoir li connoissierres 
de la cause qui tel matire 
a ceste estrange espiece tire.
Si sunt espieces treschangiees 
ou leur pieces d ’eus estrangiees 
et en sustance et en figure, 
ceus par Art, ceste par Nature.

Rose, vol. 2, 16057-82

Whatever may be true of species, individuals at least, when subjected to the 
operations of the intellect, can be changed into so many different forms, and 
their complexions so altered by various transformations, that this change can 
rob them of their original species and put them into a different one. Have we 
not seen how those who are expert in glass-making can, through a simple 
process of purification, use ferns to produce both ash and glass? Yet glass is 
not fern, nor fern glass. And when we have thunder and lightning, we often see 
stones fall from the clouds, although they did not rise as stones. Experts may 
know what causes matter to be changed into different species. And thus
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species are transformed, or rather their individuals are ahenated from them in
substance and appearance, by Art in the case of glass, and by Nature in the

20case o f the stones.

At the heart of the science of alchemy is a philosophical assumption about the 

relationship between individuals and species: an individual can be made to depart 

from one species and join another. The example of glass-making is invoked to prove 

that Art is indeed as capable as Nature of alienating an individual from its species; this 

example illustrates well the influence of Jean de M eun’s discussion of alchemy on 

Chaucer, who cites it in the Squire’s Tale (V, 253-5). Yet it is important to recognise 

that Jean’s discussion develops a sustained parallel between verbal art and alchemy. 

The process described, by which an individual is alienated from one species and 

joined to another, is strongly and deliberately reminiscent of medieval accounts of 

metaphor. In his discussion of Geoffrey of V insauf s account of comparatio, Allen 

cites a commentary on the Poetria nova that aptly describes the dominant medieval 

understanding. The commentator notes:

Et quia exornatio verborum duplex est, quedem fit in eo quod verba in propria 
significatione ponuntur et hec pertinet as levitatem, quedem vero fit 
transumendo verba a proria significatione as aliam et hec inducit gavitatem.

Verbal ornament is of two kinds: sometimes it is made when words in their 
proper meaning are used as occasions of wit; sometimes it is made by 
changing a word from a proper meaning to another. This process suggests 
seriousness.^'

Metaphor is here explicitly described as a form of transmutation. Furthermore, the

commentator argues that metaphor can only function successfully when there is a real

similitude between the things compared, citing Aristotle, who says that all metaphors
22are based on some similitude. Thus, the principles upon which a successful use of 

metaphor is dependent are structurally identical to the principles underlying alchemy: 

successful transmutation involves the apprehension of similitude and the transfer (real 

or metaphoric) of an individual from one species to another. Further precedent for 

describing metaphor as transmutation is set by a fascinating passage from the 

accessus to Arnulf of Orleans’ commentary on the Metamorphoses, in which the 

scientific, moral and spiritual transformations of O vid’s text are assimilated to the

Romance o f  the Rose, p. 249.
Munich, ms Clm 14483, f  94r. Cited in Allen, p. 199.

■■ ibid., f 94v. Cited in Allen, p. 199.
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classifications of metaphor deployed in the Poetria nova. Thus, the transformations of 

the M etamorphoses belong to four classes:

de re animata ad rem animatam ut de licaone homine in lupum, de animata in 
inanimatam ut de domo Baucidis in templum, de inanimata ad animatam ut de 
statua Pigmalionis in virginem. De animata as inanimatam ut de dracone 
mutato in saxum.

from a living thing to a living thing as from Lycaeon the man into a wolf, from 
a living thing [i'/c] to a non-living thing as the house of Baucis into a temple, 
from a non-living thing into a living thing, as the statue of Pygmalion into a 
maiden. From a living thing to a non-living thing, as from a dragon changed 
into a stone.’"'’

The poetic undercurrents of Jean’s analysis of alchemy continue to emerge as he 

extends the fern/glass analogy, describing the generation of metals and the alchemical 

process in more detail:

Ausinc porroit des metauz fere 
qui bien an savroit a chief trere 
et tolir aus orz leur ordures 
et metre les an fourmes pures, 
par leur complexions voisines,
I’une ver 1’autre assez anclines, 
qu ’il sunt tretuit d ’une matire, 
conment que Nature la tire; [...] 
car d ’argent fin fin or font nestre 
cil qui d ’alkimie sunt mestre, 
et pois et couleur li ajoustent 
par choses qui guieres ne coustent; 
et d ’or fin pierres precieuses 
font il, cleres et anvieuses; 
et les autres metauz desnuent 
de leur fourmes, si qu’il les muent 
en fin argent, par medecines 
blanches et tresper9anz et fines.
Mes ce ne feroient cil mie 
qui current de sophisterie: 
travaillent tant con il vivront, 
ja  Nature n ’aconsivront.

Rose, vol. 2, 16083-90; 16105-18

From Fausto Ghisalberti, ‘Arnolfo d ’Orleans, un cultore di O vidio nel secolo  X U ’, M em orie de reale 
institutio Lombardo di scienze e lettere 24 (1932), 181. Cited in A llen, p. 205. A  sim ilar account o f  
metaphor, drawing exam ples from the A eneid, is found in D onatus’ A rs m aior. See Irvine with 
Thom pson, ‘G raininatica  and Literary T heory’, pp. 35-6.
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The same could be done with metals, if one could manage to do it, by 
removing impurities from the impure metals and refining them into a pure 
state; they are of a similar complexion and have great affinities with one 
another, for they are all of one substance, no matter how Nature may modify 
it. [...] The masters of alchemy produce pure gold from pure silver, using 
things that cost almost nothing to add weight and colour to them; with pure 
gold they make precious stones, bright and desirable, and they strip other 
metals of their forms, using potions that are white and penetrating and pure to 
transform them into pure silver. But such things will never be achieved by 
those who indulge in trickery: even if they labour all their lives, they will 
never catch up with Nature.^''

Successful alchemical transmutation involves the abstraction of universal qualities 

from the world of flawed and imperfect particulars. The potential of alchemists to 

achieve their goal bodes well for all human artists since it provides a model for truly 

successful imitation: the important thing is to imitate not the surface of the products of 

nature, but to aim at expressing universals.^"’ The process by which the alchemist 

seeks first to apprehend the form of the metal by removing impurities and accidental 

qualities is structurally identical to the process of abstracting universals from 

particulars. Thus, the alchemical process has affinity with the writing of allegory, and 

perhaps more importantly, with the process of interpretation, which involves sifting 

through the “ch aff ’ of the integumentum  and abstracting the “fniit” of the sentence. 

Patricia Eberle has argued that the art of alchemy provides a model for the artist; it 

might also be observed to provide a model for the reader.

It becomes clear that Jean is articulating a model for poetics here, because this 

generalised account of the nature and limitations of Art is followed by a very specific 

instance of Art struggling to equal Nature -  the narrator’s account of his failed 

attempt to represent the goddess. In this way, Jean de Meun extends his observations 

about the limitations of art into a consideration of his own poetic limitations, and how 

they can be transcended. In an elaborate variation on the traditional modesty topos, 

the narrator’s inability to describe nature becomes an emblem for the inadequacy not 

merely of the individual imagination, but of Art itself:

Bien la vos vouisisse descrire, 
mes mi sans n ’i porroit soffire.

Rom ance o f  the R ose, p. 249.
This aspect o f  alchem y is discussed by Eberle, pp. 254-55. 
Ebei le, pp. 254-5.
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Mi sans! Qu’ai je  dit? C ’est du mains!
Non feroit voir nus sans humains 
ne par voiz vive ne par notes, 
et fust Platons ou Aristotes,
Algus, Euclides, Tholomees, 
qui tant ont or granz renomees 
d ’avoir este bon escrivain: 
leur angin seroient si vain, 
s ’il osaient la chose anprendre, 
qu’il ne la porroient entendre; 
ne Pigmalion entaillier; 
an vain s ’i porroit tavaillier 
Parasyus; voire Apelles, 
que je mout bon paintre apel, les 
biautez de lui ja  mes descrivre 
ne pourroit, tant eiist a vivre [...]

Rose, vol. 2, 16135-52

I would gladly have described her to you, but my wit is not equal to the task. 
My wit, do I say? Not only mine! No man’s wit could depict her, whether in 
speech or in writing, were he Plato or Aristotle, Algus, Euclid, or Ptolemy, 
who now enjoy the reputation of being good writers: their powers would be 
too weak, and if they dared undertake the task, they would not be equal to it. 
Pygmalion could not carve her, Parrhasius would strive in vain, and even 
Appelles, whom I call a very good painter, could never describe her beauties, 
however long he lived.

At one level, this quotation betrays a deep desire to forge a place within a cultural 

tradition, couched simultaneously within the modesty and inexpressibility topoi. Yet 

this moment clearly transcends either of these topoi. In this account, the reader is not 

presented simply with the inability of a single wit to describe an individual beauty, but 

with the supreme challenge of comprehending -  let alone describing -  a mental 

abstraction or ideal Form. The writer’s struggle to describe Nature is conceptually 

distant from the difficulty of representing a beautiful woman, since he must capture 

and express a beauty that is the source of all created things. And it is precisely in this 

difficulty that the inadequacy of human art lies. Whatever one’s skill at representing 

outer surfaces, the ultimate goal of the human artist (and especially the allegorist) is to 

capture and express the essence of things. This is clear in the concept of assimilatio, 

which reminds us that the artist presumes and generates a relation to the universal.

R om ance o f  the R ose, p. 250.  
Allen,  p . l89 .
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The problems of this are brought to the fore in the adaptation o f  the famous story of 

Zeuxis, the great painter. Traditionally, of course, Zeuxis sought to portray Helen, but 

had to resort to combining the best features of several models in order to capture her 

perfection."^ In the version of the story told in the Rose, Zeuxis attempts to paint 

Nature, not Helen, and the thematic differences created by the alteration are 

considerable. W hile Helen was the woman who most approximated the Idea of 

beauty. Nature is the very font o f  beauty. The account of the painter selecting the best 

features of his models becomes, in this instance, an emblem o f  the artist’s desire to 

abstract universal principles from particulars. It is only here that the relevance of the 

earlier discussion of alchemy becomes apparent. The alchemical project is possible 

because all imperfect metals have much in common with the “perfect” metal -  gold; 

those who seek to imitate N ature’s work must begin by removing the impurities they 

find in them. In the same way, the human artist who seeks to represent the universal 

and the ideal must begin with a consideration of particulars. The artist who seeks to 

represent the universal and ineffable must take particulars as his models, but must 

imagine them separate from the defects found in all created things. O f course, while 

C icero’s Zeuxis succeeds in painting an admirable picture of Helen, Jean de M eun’s 

Zeuxis conspicuously fails to represent Nature (16155-6).’̂° Little wonder then, that 

our narrator confesses that his attempts to represent her have also failed, since it is 

impossible for human wit to represent that which it cannot comprehend:

[...] q u ’ainz me peiist li queurs crever, 
tant travai noble et de grant pris 
la grant biaute que je  tant pris, 
que par panser la compreisse 
por nul travai] 1 que g ’i meisse, 
ne que seulement an osasse 
un m ot tinter, tant i pansasse.
Si sui du panser recreiiz; 
por ce m ’an suis atant teiiz 
que, quant je  plus i ai panse,

Cicero, De inventione, II, i. See Cicero, On Invention, The Best K ind o f  Orator, Topics, A: The 
Rhetorical Treatises, trans. H. M. Hubbell (Loeb Classical Library, 1949). Cicero is explicitly cited by 
Jean de M eun as his source, making it clear that his real object is verbal art rather than painting: see 
lines 16166-7 {Romance o f  the Rose, p. 250). In his notes to this passage, Lecoy observes that 
“L ’anecdote concernant Zeuxis est rapportee par Ciceron" [“the anecdote about Zeuxis is recounted by 
C icero”], but fails to note the shift from Helen to Nature; p, 302, note to 16166. From the perspective 
of realist assum ptions about the im portance of the artist identifying sim ilitude, C icero’s story is even 
more interesting than Jean de M eun’s, since it begins with Zeuxis being led to a group of boys and 
being asked to infer from their beauty the beauty o f their sisters.

Romance o f  the Rose, p. 250.
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tant est bele que plus n’an se.
Rose, vol. 2, 16192-202

I found such nobility and such great worth in that beauty that I prize so highly, 
that however hard I had worked, my heart would have burst within me before I 
had grasped it in my thoughts, or dared, for all my thinking, to utter a single 
word. So I have given up thinking; and now I keep silent about it for my 
reflections have taught me that Nature is lovely beyond my comprehension.'^'

The attempt to describe an abstract perfection is common (in varying degrees) to both 

allegory and epideictic rhetoric. Jean de Meun’s description of alchemy and account 

of his struggle to represent Nature indicates the unavoidable dishonesty at the heart of 

both modes. Universal qualities and absolute perfection cannot be represented through 

words or any other medium; they can only be approximated through comparison with 

(inherently flawed) particulars. The successful representation or approximation of 

these qualities is only enabled through the false representation of particulars. Allegory 

seeks to represent universal qualities, but such qualities can only be apprehended 

through the comparison of particulars. Epideictic rhetoric seeks to represent its objects 

as worthy of either praise or blame, and accordingly suppresses anything that might 

impinge on a morally consistent interpretation. In such modes, falsification is 

inevitable.

II: The English Tradition: Gower and Langland

In Theatrum Chemicum Britannicum, Ashmole claims that both Gower and Chaucer 

were alchemical adepts, and that Gower was in fact his friend’s master in the art.'^  ̂

Ashmole’s assessment is likely to strike the modern reader as simultaneously quaint 

and perverse: few would now accept that either poet was an alchemical adept, while 

most would concur that it is Chaucer, rather than Gower, who shows the greater 

familiarity with the science. Yet Ashmole says more than he realises, since it appears 

that Gower’s account of alchemy profoundly influenced Chaucer’s treatment of the 

subject. Gower’s discussion of alchemy begins in the fourth book of Confessio 

Amantis (devoted to the sin of Sloth), as part of a lengthy and rather unexpected

ibid., pp. 250-1.
Theatrum Chem icum  Britannicum , Containing S evera ll P o e tica ll P ieces o f  our F am ous English  

Philosophers, who have w ritten the H erm etique M ysteries in their ow ne A ncien t L anguage Faithfully 
C ollected  into one Volume with A nnotations thereon by  E lias Ashmole, Esq. London, 1652. Reprint, 
with introduction by Alien G. Debus, Sources o f  Science Series, 39 (N ew  York, 1967), p. 470; cited by 
Collette and DiMarco, ‘C an on ’s Y eom an’s T ale’, p. 717.
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exploration of labour, invention and discovery situated between the discussions on 

idleness and somnolence. " Indeed, Gower associates the early alchemists with 

besiness / O f vertu and o f worthynesse (IV 2603-4); an association that is especially 

interesting in terms of the theme of work in Fragment VIII of the Canterbury Tales, 

where the Second N u n ’s Tale is preceded by a condemnation of idleness and sloth, 

while the C anon’s Yeom an’s Tale presents alchemy as a demonic parody of work.'*'^ In 

G ower’s account. Genius’ summary of the various arts begins by noting the distance 

between the ancients who perfected them and contemporary men:

O f every wisdom the parfit 
The hyhe god of his spirit 
Y af to the men in Erthe hiere 
Upon the forme and the matiere 
Of that he wolde make hem wise:
Ant thus cam in the ferste apprise 
O f bokes and of alle goode 
Thurgh hem that whilom understode 
The lore which to hem was yive,
W herof these othre, that now live,
Ben every day to lerne newe.

Confessio Amantis IV, 2363-73' '̂"’

There follows an enthusiastic celebration of the great classical discoveries, beginning 

with the invention of the Hebrew and Greek alphabets. The structure of G ow er’s 

analysis o f the invention of letters is significant, since the discussion of Latin is 

deferred till much later in the discussion, being significantly appended to the 

discussion of alchemy. Genius proceeds from the inauguration of letters to a 

discussion of a variety of human crafts. Genius addresses the particular achievements 

of Saturn, which include the tilling of land and setting of crops, and also the coining 

of money. The reference to coinage prompts a further discussion on the origins of 

metal, which leads in turn to the discussion of alchemy:

The digression has not been w idely admired, with R ussell A. Peck remarking that “[i]t may seem  
ironic that the discussion o f  Som nolence should fo llow  so tedious a section o f  the poem ” . See  
introduction to C onfessio Am antis, Vol. 2 , ed. by R ussell A. Peck, with Latin translations by Andrew  
Gallow ay, M edieval Institute Publications (Kalamazoo: W estern M ichigan University, 2003), available 
online: http://ww w.lib.rochester.edu/cam elot/Team s/cav2int.htm  [accessed 18/07/2006]

For a d iscussion o f  these them es in Jean de M eun and Chaucer, see Marc M. Pelen, ‘Idleness and 
A lchem y in Fragment VIII (G) o f  Chaucer’s C anterbury Tales: O ppositions in Them e and Im ages from 
the Roman de  la R ose’, Forum fo r  M odern  Language Studies 31.3 (1995): 193-214. Gower provides 
another precedent for the juxtaposition o f  these themes.

The E nglish W orks o f  John G ow er: Vol. /, ed. by G.C. M acaulay, EETS extra series 81 (London: 
Oxford U niversity Press, 1969) [first published 1900]. All citations from Gower are from this edition, 
unless otherw ise indicated.
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Bot hou that metall cam a place 
Thurgh mannes wit and goddes grace 
The route of Philosophres wise 
Controeveden be sondri wise,
Ferst forto gete it out of Myne,
And after forto trie and fyne.
And also with great diligence 
Thei founden thilke experience,
Which cleped is Alconomie,
Wherof the Selver multiplie 
Thei made and ek the gold also.

Confessio Amantis IV, 2451-61

Gower’s account begins by explaining that alchemy depends on the “bodies sevene” 

being joined with the “foure spiritz” (2462-65) and then establishing the relationship 

between the seven bodies and the seven planets, an account that corresponds closely 

with the Canon’s Yeom an’s Tale (819-29). There are many similarities between the 

two accounts;'^^ more importantly, there are a number of instructive differences. For 

instance, Gower goes to some lengths to insist that the metals are not simply named 

after the planets, but rather that there is a direct, ordained and meaningful correlation 

between the two:

The gold is titled to the Sonne,
The mone of Selver hath his part.
And Iren that stant upon Mart,
The led after Satorne groweth,
And Jupiter the bras bestoweth,’
The Coper is set to Venus,
And to his part Mercurius
Hath the quikselver, as it falleth [...]

Confessio Amantis IV, 2468-75

Gower is here drawing on the scientific principle that the planets influence the 

development of metals underground, but he strongly emphasises a direct analogical 

correspondence. Thus, “the moon of Selver hath his part” suggests that the two 

participate in the same nature, while the observation that “led after Satorne groweth” 

proposes that the metal inclines towards the planet by a process of “kyndely 

enclynyng” (House o f Fame, 734). As we shall see later, one of the Canon’s

Both, for exam ple, identify Mercury as both a spirit and a body; C onfessio  IV, 2474-8; Tales VIII, 
822, 827. See the comm entary by Collette and DiM arco, 'C an on ’s Yeom an’s T ale’, p. 726.

In Chaucer, Jupiter is associated with tin, not brass (VIII, 828).
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Yeoman’s problems is that, though he knows that the metals are named after the 

planets, he lacks the capacity for analogical reasoning to understand why.

Gower’s awareness that the “object-directedness” or “intentionality” of all things 

towards the good extends even to metal is a familiar alchemical trope and indicates 

the strong realist assumptions that underlie the science:’

For as the philosophre tolde 
O f gold and selver, thei be hilde 
Tuo principal extemites.
To whiche alle othre be degres 
O f the metalls ben acordant.
And so thurgh kinde resemblant.
That what man couthe aweie take 
The rust, of which thei waxen blake,
And the savour and the hardness,
Thei sholden take the liknesse 
O f gold or Selver parfitly.

Confessio Amantis IV, 2487-97

The role of the alchemist is to lead the base metals to perfection by removing the 

impurities and other qualities that separate it from the perfection o f gold. However, 

while the process involves the imitation of Nature (2505-9; 2531-2), and bringing 

base metals to the perfection she intends for them, it is also made explicit that the 

work is the result of human artifice, and that its aim is to transcend Nature. The 

process, we are told, involves seven stages that must be followed perfectly if the 

alchemist is not to fail:

[...] Ferst of the distillacion.
Forth with the congelacion,
Solucion, descension,
And kepe in his entencion 
The point of sublimacion.
And forthe with calcination 
O f veray approbacion 
Do that ther be fixacion [...]

Confessio Amantis IV, 2513-20

The emphasis placed on the stage of sublimation is revealing. The fact that the 

alchemist is to keep this stage in his entencion suggests that it is particularly 

important, and that it is peculiarly related to the final end of the work, since entencion

For the terms “object-directedness” and “intentionality”, see M yles, pp. 33-34.
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evokes the “intentionality” of the operation, and the object towards which it is 

in t e n d e d .T h is  stage of the process involves heating the material until it vaporises; as 

the name suggests, it has obvious symbolic potential. The importance attributed to this 

stage suggests Gower’s awareness that the work of alchemy depends on a 

correspondence between the physical and the spiritual, and on the ability of matter to 

transcend its physical limits.

Gower’s digression on alchemy continues with a description of the three stones of the 

Philosophers. The three stones -  lapis vegetabilis, lapis animalis and the Ston [...] 

Minerall -  are explained in terms of their benefits for man: the first preserves the 

body of man from sickness, the second preserves and aids man’s senses, while the 

third is capable of transmuting the m e t a l s .G o w e r ’s account of this mineral stone 

provides insight into the assumptions about how alchemy functioned;

The thridde Ston in special 
Be name is cleped Minerall,
Which the metalls of every Mine 
Attempreth, til that thei ben fyne.
And pureth hem be such a weie,
That al the vice goth aweie 
Of rust, of stink and of hardnesse:
And whan thei ben of such clennesse.
This Mineral, so as I finde,
Transformeth al the ferste kynde 
And makth hem able to conceive 
Thurgh his vertu, and to receive 
Bothe in substance and in figure 
Of gold and selver the nature.

Confessio Am antis IV, 2551-64

The stone transforms all the ferste kynde of the base metals and makes them able to 

conceive-, the image of sexual reproduction implies that the purified primal matter will 

receive the imprint of gold and silver. The passage emphasises purification and the 

removing of defects from the metal, which are significantly described as vices. This 

anticipates the moral connotations of the alchemical process that are exploited so 

brilliantly by Chaucer in his pairing of the Second N un’s Tale with the C anon’s 

Yeom an’s Tale, as well as his use of alchemical imagery in depicting the purgation or

S ee M E D , ‘entente’, and the rich discussion by M yles, Chaucerian Realism,  pp. 39-45.
Collette and D iM arco argue that G ow er’s reference to lapis vegetabilis  draws on the works o f  R oger  

Bacon; ‘C a n o n ’s Y eom an’s Tale', p. 727.
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mortification of vice in the P arson’s Tale!^^ W e might even observe that the image of 

sexual reproduction inherent in the word “conceive” anticipates the “chemical 

wedding” at the heart of the Second N u n ’s Tale.'^^ Gower emphasises the 

intentionality of metals, their inherent tendency towards perfection, in a way that may 

have inspired Chaucer’s distinction between earthly and spiritual alchemy:

For thei tuo [gold and silver] ben th’extremetes.
To whiche after the propretes 
Hath every metal his desir,
With help and confort of the fyr 
Forth with this Ston, as it is seid.
Which to the Sonne and Mone is leid.
Which to the rede and to the whyte 
This Ston hath power to profite.

Confessio Amantis IV, 2565-72

This emphasis on the natural inclination of matter towards perfection provides a 

contrast with one of Gower’s larger concerns in his discussion of alchemy: the 

decadence of human learning. In contrast to the metals, which grow to perfection over 

time, man’s knowledge of the Great Work (indeed, all human knowledge) is in 

decline:

But now it stant al otherwise;
Thei speken faste of thilke Ston,
Bot hou to make it, nou wot non 
After the sothe experience.

Confessio Amantis IV, 2580-3

The failure of contemporary alchemists is symptomatic of a widespread downturn in 

intellectual achievement, and it is in this context that they are satirised. Their failure is 

a failure of both imitation and emulation: not only do they fail to mimic the work of 

nature; they also fail to live up to previous g e n e ra t io n s .T h e  result is a continued 

decline in human knowledge and achievement that is contrary to natural progression:

I not hou such a craft shal thryve 
In the manere as it is used:

The Parson repeatedly employs the alchemical imagery of mortification in his discussion of sin (X. 
223, 247, 1080).

Joseph Grennen, ‘Saint Cecilia’s “Chemical W edding” : The Unity of Canterbury Tales, Fragment 
Vlir, Journal o f  English and Germanic Philology  65,3 (1966): 466-81.

This is echoed in G ower’s list o f  famous alchemists, in which he notes that few nowadays can even 
understand the old works, 2613-17.
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It were bettre be refused
Than forto worchen upon weene
In thing that stant noght as thei weene.
Bot noght forthi, who that is knewe,
The science of himself is trewe 
Upon the forme as it was founded,
Wherof the names yit ben grounded 
Of hem that ferste it founded oute;
And thus the fame goth aboute 
To suche as soghten besinesse 
Of vertu and of worthinesse.

Confessio Amantis IV, 2592-604

As noted earlier, there is a rather unusual anomaly in Gower’s presentation of the 

invention of the various arts, because the discussion of the inauguration of Latin 

letters follows not the discussion of Greek and Hebrew letters, but the discussion of 

alchemy. This anomaly is deliberate, and suggests an association between 

transmission, translation and alchemy that is developed in the Canterbury Tales. 

Gower delays the discussion of Latin letters until after the discussion of alchemy in 

order to draw parallels between the imitative and perfective process of alchemy and 

the process by which the Latin people acquired the cultural priority of previously 

dominant cultures, namely through imitation and translation. This provides Gower 

with a means of validating his choice to write in the vernacular. Thus, after deriding 

the failures of contemporary alchemists, he says:

Bot thei that writen the scripture 
Of Grek, Arabe and of Caldee,
Thei weren of such Auctorite 
That thei ferst founden out the weie 
Of al that thou has herd me seie [...]

Confessio Amantis IV, 2626-30

Here, alchemical success is the touchstone of the intellectual supremacy of Greek, 

Arabic and Chaldean philosophers. That all other cultures are dependent on the 

achievements of these masters is made clear from the very opening of Gower’s 

discussion of Latin letters; the Latin alphabet invented by Carmente (2637) was based 

on the Greek alphabet of Cadmus (2401). The reference to Carmente indicates 

Gower’s real concern in this passage, since she is the very figure invoked in the 

Prologue to the Confessio in order to justify the use of the vernacular;
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Torpor, ebes sensus, scola parua labor minimusque 
Causant quo minimus ipse minora canam:

Qua tamen Engisti lingua canit Insula Bruti 
Anglica Carmente metra iuuante loquar 

Ossibus ergo carens que conterit ossa loquelis 
Absit, et interpres stet procul oro malus.

Listlessness, dull discernment, little schooling and least labor are the causes by 
which. I, least of all, sing things all the lesser. Nonetheless, in the tongue of 
Hengist in which the island of Brutus sang, with Carmentis’ aid I will utter 
English verses. Let then the boneless one that breaks bones with speeches be 
absent, and let the interpreter wicked in word stand far away.' '̂*

This is a moment of marked significance for Gower’s justification of his work. Just as 

Carmente imitated the work of Cadmus and invented Latin letters that enabled 

vernacular writers to imitate the Greeks; so too Gower can employ his native tongue 

to inaugurate an independent literary tradition. This prologue provides the key to 

interpreting Gower’s discussion of Latin in Book IV; the process by which Latin 

achieved cultural priority offers a vision for the English language. This is made clear 

when, in spite of a significant emphasis on the development of Latin grammar and 

rhetoric, Gower indicates that Latin achievement was dependent on translation:

And after that out of Hebreu 
Jerome, which the langage kneu.
The Bible, in which the lawe is closed.
Into Latin he hath transposed;
And many another writer ek 
Out of Caldee, Arabe and Grek 
With gret labour the bokes wise 
Translateden. [...]

Confessio Amantis IV, 2653-60

The close verbal echo with lines 2626-7 above is telling. The alchemists wrote their 

“scripture” in Greek, Arabic and Chaldean; Jerome translated the Bible from Hebrew, 

while other Latin writers also translated books from Chaldean, Arabic and Greek. 

Both alchemy and translation involve transformation, and both acts are regarded as 

great works of imitation that result in perfection and the promulgation of wisdom. 

Latin translation led to great literary achievement, including the works of Ovid, which 

Genius particularly recommends to the Lover, and which so strongly influence the

Text and translation from the Team s edition o f  Confessio A m antis, ed. by Russell Peck with Latin 
translations by Andrew Galloway: < htln://w w w .iib.rochester.edu/cam elot/TEAM S/caprolfr.htm > N o  
pagination.
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poem. Alchemy provides a model for the transformation of the base material of the 

vernacular into a golden literary tradition. This is less surprising when we consider the 

fundamental role of metamorphosis in the Confessio. Building on Derek Pearsall’s 

observation that, in many cases, Gower’s descriptions of Ovidian metamorphoses are 

more effective than the original, Christopher Ricks argues that “Gower’s enterprise is 

meta-metamorphosis. [...] the word ‘transformations’ is perfectly applied to the 

narrative and is at the same time perfectly applicable to the narrative art” .”*'̂

Gower’s lengthy discussion of alchemy is not rivalled in Middle English literature 

outside of Chaucer, but the discussion of alchemy in Piers Plowman is worthy of 

note, especially because Langland revisited it repeatedly, revising it in the B version 

of the text, and excising it completely from the C version.'*^ In both Piers Plowman A  

Passus XI and B Passus X, alchemy is mentioned in the course of Dame Studie’s 

discussion of the arts she has invented. This is quite similar to Gower’s account, 

where Genius lists the various skills of men, but the poets differ markedly in their 

judgement of the veracity and worth of the science. Langland associates human wit 

with the heights of intellectual achievement and, simultaneously, with the depths of 

trickery and skulduggery. In all three versions of the poem. Dame Studie directs the 

narrator to Clergye and Scripture, and explains that she taught both of them, as well as 

having instructed Plato and Aristotle, and invented grammar and all sorts of crafts, 

including carpentry, carving and m a s o n r y .H o w e v e r ,  she claims she has had 

difficulty comprehending Theology, because it conflicts with more familiar 

authorities. She explains that she has read in Cato;

Qui simulat verbis, nec corde estfidus amicus,
48Tu quoquefac simile, sic ars deluditur arte.

Who simulates in his words, but no true friend at heart -
Imitate him yourself -  thus art is beguiled by art.'*̂

Christopher Ricks, ‘Metamorphosis in Other W ords’, in G o w e r’s 'Confessio A m a n tis’: R esponses  
a n d  R eassessm ents, ed. by A. J. Minnis (Cambridge: D.S Brewer, 1983), pp. 25-49 (p. 31). Ricks cites 
Derek Pearsall, ‘G ow er’s Narrative Art’, PMLA  81 (1966): 475-84.

References taken from William Langland, The Vision o f  William concerning P iers the P low m an in 
three p a ra lle l texts togeth er with R ichard  the R edeless, Vol I, ed. by Rev. Walter W. Skeat (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1961 [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1886]).

A .X L 124-35; B .X.168-79; C.XILl 16-128.
"^A.XL 146-47, B.X. 190-91.
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This quotation is designed to distinguish between pagan wisdom and Christian 

wisdom , since Studie tells us that Theology, by contrast, teaches us to love our 

enem y, and to repay good for evil. However, the reference also addresses the human 

propensity for deceit, and the fact that art can be used for trickery as well as the 

common good. At this point the A-text turns to the darker side o f human knowledge:

Bote astronomye is hard thing and uvel to knowe,
Gemetrie and gem ensye is gynful o f speche.
That worcheth withe theose threo thriveth he late.
For sorcerye is the sovereyn bok that to that science longith,
[Y]et arn there febicchis o f forellis of mony mennes wittes,
Experimentis o f alconomye o f Alberdes makynge;
Nigromancie and perimancie the pouke to rise maketh;
[Y ]if thou thenche Dowel dele with hem nevere.
Alle theose sciences siker, I my-selven 
Have i-founded hem furst folk to deceyve.

Piers Plowman, A, XL 152-61

Langland’s connection of alchemy with the nigromancie and perim ancie  that make 

the pouke to rise (58) provides a compelling analogue to the Canon’s Yeom an’s rather 

odd claim that he has told the pilgrims enough about alchemy to reyse a feend, al 

looke he never so rowe (VIII. 861). It is worth observing that Dame Studie herself 

claims to have invented all these sciences, though she condemns them explicitly. The 

association o f alchemy with feb icches  or tricks, indicates that Langland has less time 

than Gower for the weightier claims of the science. There are minor differences 

between A and B on the subject o f alchemy, since B drops the reference to Albert (in 

the process forsaking alliteration) and removes necromancy and pyromancy:

Experimentz o f alkenamye the poeple to deceyve,
If thow think to Dowel dele ther-with nevere.
All these sciences I m y-self sotiled and ordeyned,
And founded hem formest folke to deceyve.

Piers Plowm an, B, X. 212-15

The differences between Gower and Langland are deeply instructive, since Gower 

treats the science as the apex o f human intellectual achievement, while Langland 

focuses almost exclusively on alchemy as an abuse of the human intellect and an 

adjunct o f vice and fraud. W hile Chaucer was surely influenced by Gower, the view s

Translation taken from William Langland, The Vision o f  P iers P lowm an: a critica l edition  o f  the B- 
text based  on Trinit)’ C ollege C am bridge M S B .1 5 .I7  (London; Everyman, 1995), p. 150, note to lines 
192-3.
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expressed by Langland also find a voice in his fascinating discussion of alchemy in 

Fragment VIII of the Canterbury Tales.

Ill: The Consumed and Wasted World in Fragment VIII

(a) Alchemy, Epideictic Rhetoric and the Structure o f the Fragment

John Fyler presents a compelling vision of Fragment VIII as an account of the decay 

of language in a declining world. In particular he argues for the influence of a 

tradition of commentary on the biblical figure Nimrod, even provocatively suggesting 

a source for the trick practised by the a l c h e m is t s .F y le r  recognises an important 

tmth: that the process of time corrupts language itself, not merely man and his use of 

it. As he comments, the movement of Fragment VIII, like that of Fragment I, is a 

movement of degeneration: this process continues with the M anciple’s Tale, and 

culminates in the Parson’s rejection of poetic rhetoric, and the Retractions^^ While 

one could not argue that the Second N u n ’s Tale recalls a time of prelapsarian 

linguistic innocence, it does enact, in the climactic flytyng  between Cecilia and 

Almachius, a moment of absolute distinction between proper and improper language 

use; moreover, it triumphantly asserts that, properly used, language remains pellucid, 

surviving even the process of translation: thus, the teller can replicate not only the 

sentence but also the very wordes of her source (VIII. 81-83). “ Ellis traces the tale’s 

relationship to Chaucer’s other explicit discussions of translation, and has argued that 

the significance of the tale lies precisely in the fact that, as a close translation, it is not

Fyler, Language a n d  the Declining World, pp. 174-79. F yler’s proposed source for the trick will be 
discussed presently.

ibid., p. 157. The late placing o f  Fragment VIII is almost universally accepted by critics; there is also 
a fairly general consensus that the Second N u n ’s Tale marks the beginning o f the end. See James D ean, 
‘D ism antling the Canterbury B ook ’, PMLA  100 (1984): 746-82  (esp. p. 746); Eileen S. Jankowski, 
‘C haucer’s Second N u n ’s Tale  and the A pocalyptic Im agination’, Chaucer Review  36.2 (2001): 128-48  
(p. 129).
' Roger Ellis notes that much o f  the translation is word for word (Religious Narrative,  p. 94), though 

he decries the modern tendency to dism iss such efforts, and assim ilates the tale to C haucer’s lifelong  
fascination with the process o f  translation (pp. 96-101). The work can hardly be called a 
straightforward translation, however, since it skilfully com bines two very different versions o f  the 
legend. See Sherry L. R eam es, ‘The C ecilia Legend as Chaucer Inherited It and R etold It: The 
D isappearance o f  an Augustinian Ideal’, Speculum  55 (1980): 38-57. Fem inist critics have occasionally  
sought to defend the teller from accusations o f  mere translation. S ee Karen Arthur, ‘Equivocal 
Subjectivity in C haucer’s Second  N u n ’s Prologue  and Tale', Chaucer Review  32.3 (1998): 217-31 (p. 
2 2 2 ).
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concerned with “projecting the narrator’s personality at the expense of the story” . 

The C anon’s Yeom an’s Tale, by contrast, offers a vision of contemporary language 

pervaded not only by subjectivity, but also deceit, fraud and, more threateningly, by 

multiplicity and confusion.'’'̂

In a fragment united by the use of alchemical imagery and allusions, the most pivotal 

concept is multiplicacioun^^ The alchemical connotations of this word have been 

explored by Grennen, while Fyler has argued that “Multiplicacioun, whether of metals 

or of words, exemplifies the fragmentation and confusion of human experience.””’̂  

The use of the word multiplicacioun connects the Canon’s Yeom an’s Tale to the 

House o f Fame-, both works witness a collapse of distinctions and emergence of 

c o n f u s i o n . O t h e r  alchemical connections between these two works suggest that 

Chaucer’s alchemical Fragment is equally concerned with poetics. We have seen that, 

when Fame asks Aeolus to blow into the trumpet Sklander, the issuing stench is 

reminiscent of the Canon’s Yeoman’s alchemical laboratory (compare House o f  

Fame, 1645-56 and VIII. 886-9); intriguingly, when Aeolus blows into Laude, the 

sweet smell is reminiscent of those in the Second N u n ’s Tale (246-52):

Out of his trumpes mouth it smelde 
As men a pot of bawme helde 
Among a basket ful of roses.

House o f  Fame, 1685-7

As symbols of the poetic tradition, the trumpets of Aelous, Laude and Sklander, 

represent praise and blame, the cornerstones of Averroes’ epideictic theory of poetic 

representation.*’* Alchemy, with its implicit contrast between base and perfect metals, 

and its devotion to transformation and perfection, provides Chaucer with a framework 

for discussing epideictic rhetoric and its ethical aims. This is developed in Fragment

R elig ious N arra tive , p. 100.
Lee  Patterson characterises the tale as an exam ple  o f  C h a u c e r ’s interest in the w ay “subjectivity  

expresses i tse lf  in language” , ‘Perpetual M o t io n ’, p. 31.
On the a lchemical unity o f  the fragment,  see G rennen, ‘Chem ical W e d d in g ’, pp. 466-81; B ruce  A. 

Rosenberg , ‘The C ontrary  Tales  o f  the S econd  Nun and the C a n o n ’s Y e o m a n ’, C haucer R ev iew  2.4 
(1968): 278-91; Pelen, ‘Idleness and A lc h e m y ’, passim .

Joseph G rennen, ‘C haucer  and the C om m o np laces  o f  A lc h e m y ’, C lassica  et M ed iaeva lia  26 (1965): 
306-33 (pp. 320-23); Fyler, L anguage a n d  the D eclin ing  W orld, p. 172.

Truth and falsehood li terally mingle  together in The H ouse o f  F am e, 2088-2109.
M innis and Scott , p. 282.
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VIII, where each of the tales represents one extreme of the epideictic tradition: 

hagiography on the one hand and, on the other, satire and invective.

Glending Olson has observed that the basic structure of Fragment VIII is as follows; 

“a tale of virtuous activity, a confession of vicious activity, and a tale of vicious 

activity” .”’̂  He points out that this structure bears a striking resemblance to the central 

pattern of each terrace in Dante’s Purgatorio, in which the penitents undergoing 

purgation are surrounded first by examples of the virtue that opposes their sin, and 

second, by examples of the sin itself. The structure of each terrace mirrors the 

epideictic impulse that provides the structure of the Commedia as a whole. In Inferno, 

souls are blamed, in Paradiso they are praised, while in Purgatorio they receive 

mixed p r a i s e . O n  each terrace of Purgatorio, the souls receiving mixed praise are 

surrounded by examples of virtue to imitate and vice to shun. Even without presuming 

direct influence, the structural parallels are striking. The Yeoman’s confession about 

the life from which he seeks to extricate himself is surrounded on the one side by the 

undiluted praise represented by hagiography and on the other by the undiluted 

invective against the Canon of the second part of the tale.

The potential for alchemy to function as a commentary on the epideictic mode is seen 

in Michael Calabrese’s discussion of the analogy between alchemy and poetry in the 

critique of Ovidian poetics in the Antiovidianus.^^ Calabrese notes that this poem rails 

against Ovid’s poetry for its apparently alchemical power of aurifying dung:

Nasonem mea musa ferit, quia stercora sumens 
Auravit musa tam rutilante sua 
Effecit suis decorosis versibus, vt sit 
Pel mox, nox lux, mors vita laborque quies.
Inde sathan, draco callidus, hostis iniquis et audax,
Insidians iuuenum mollia corda capit.

My muse strikes Ovid, because taking up dung, with his shining muse he 
made it gold, and by means of his pleasing verses made gall into honey, night

G lending Olson, ‘Chaucer, Dante, and the Structure o f  Fragment VIII (G) o f  the C anterbury  1 a les'\  
C haucer R eview  16.3 (1982); 222-.36 (228).

It is no wonder that A verroes’ com m entary on the Poetics  was extensively used by B envenuto in an 
early com m entary on the Comm edia,  as noted by M innis and Scott, p. 278.

M ichael A .Calabrese, ‘M eretricious Mixtures: Gold, Dung, and the Canon’s Y eom an’s Prologue and 
T ale’, C haucer R eview  27.3 (1993); 277-92.
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into life, and labor into rest. From whence comes Satan, the subtle dragon, 
bold and base enemy; poised, he snatches the soft hearts of the young.

The comparison is thought-provoking, and we might note the fact that the text above 

refers directly to Satan as the subtle dragon, recalling the references in the C anon’s 

Yeom an’s Tale to both the “feend” and the “dragon” (916-17, 1435). Calabrese 

latches on to the fact that the Canon’s Yeoman lists “donge” and “pisse” among the 

ingredients from which the alchemists make the Philosopher’s Stone (807), and 

argues that this may be explained by reference to this critique of Ovid’s poetry. 

Chaucer was probably not familiar with the Antiovidianus, but “its imagery and 

vocabulary give a context in which to view the scatology, chemistry and theology of 

the Yeoman’s confession and tale, and its focus on Ovid ties into a medieval discourse 

on ‘reading’ and education in a world of both human art and the revealed W ord”.̂  ̂

Calabrese’s article is important because it highlights the tale’s concern with physical 

objects that defy the transcendental project of the alchemists. More importantly, his 

account makes clear that a moral critique of poetry and its ability to deceive may be 

summed up in the alchemical image of turning dung into gold. The Antiovidianus 

presupposes an epideictic conception of poetry; Chaucer’s alchemical imagery 

explores the limits of such a poetic.

At its most fundamental the alchemical imagery in Fragment VIII allows Chaucer to 

consider the possibilities and limitations of analogical forms of reasoning and poetic 

expression. In the Second N u n ’s Tale, successful spiritual alchemy is a successful 

attempt to mediate between the particular and the universal, the earthly and the divine. 

We have already seen that Jean de Meun uses alchemy as the exemplar of perfect art, 

while Gower invokes it to defend metaphor and translation. The alchemical Second  

N u n ’s Tale is one of Chaucer’s finest tributes to art, and a vigorous defense of both 

metaphor and translation. By contrast, the C anon’s Yeoman’s Tale is narrated by a 

speaker who, while not abandoning commitment to the analogical processes 

underpinning the science of alchemy, has completely lost faith in the ability of m an’s 

reason to replicate the processes of nature. His tale bears witness to language in a

A ntiov id ianus, ed. by K. Kienast, in A u s P etrarcas d ltesten  deu tschen  Sch iilerkreisen , V om  
Mittelalter zur R eform ation  4 (Berlin 1929), 81-111, lines 3-8, cited in Calabrese, p. 279.

Calabrese, p. 289.
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world of decay, in which metaphor and symbol yield only confusion, as language 

multiplies and atrophies.

(b) The Second N u n ’s Tale

The Second Nun’s legend of Saint Cecilia has the odd distinction of being regarded in 

certain academic circles as infuriatingly perfect. Its status as an exceptional example 

of the medieval saint’s life has seldom been challenged, but, as Eileen Jankowski 

observes, the tale’s critical history has been dominated by attempts to demonstrate 

that it is something “other” than this. "̂  ̂ David Aers proves unable to take the saint’s 

life on its own terms, arguing that “the Canterbury Tales, made in a heterogenous 

religious culture, included some writing in this genre to test it out, to explore it, to 

bring out the central features and mentality it encapsulated, to encourage critical 

detatchment from its methods and the ideology it carried”. '̂’ In a very different vein, 

yet displaying a similar reluctance locate the tale’s success in its perfect embodiment 

of its genre, Roger Ellis finds that the tale “signifies hardly at all as a particular kind 

of story [...]. It signifies because it is a translation.”^̂  John Gardner, also struggling to 

make sense of the Tale, is reluctant to accept that it merely demonstrates that Chaucer 

“could be, among other things, a simple and devout man” .̂  ̂ His ingenious -  but 

finally disingenuous -  interpretation is worth quoting at length. Characterising it as 

“the most old-fashioned thing Chaucer ever wrote”, the tale becomes:

[...] a piece of pure art, an ingeniously fabricated antique -  not simply an 
imitation of an ancient form but an expressionist imitation designed to be more 
like the original than the original. Everything is heightened: the allegorical 
rigidity, the cool intellectuality, the sternness, the indifference to mere 
probability, above all, the quiet violence, the gore. [...] [T]he subject of the 
Second N u n ’s Tale is not the efficacy of faith and works (the ostensible theme)

Jankowski, ‘C haucer’s Second Nun's Tale',  p. 128. Jankowski cites numerous exam ples, including  
Linda Georgianna’s fine d iscussion o f  the tale in her essay, ‘The Protestant C haucer’, in Chaucer's  
Religious Tales, pp. 55-69; D avid A ers’ discussion o f miraculous im probabilities in C haucer  (N ew  
Jersey: .A.t!anfic Highlands; Brighton: Harvester Press, 1986), pp. 51-4; Lynn Staley Johnson’s 
‘C haucer’s Tale o f  the Second Nun and the Strategies o f  D issent’, Studies in Philo logy  89.3 (1992): 
314-33; David Raybin, ‘C haucer’s Creation and Recreation o f  the L y f  o f  Seynt C ec ile ' , Chaucer Review  
32 .2  (1997): 196-212.

Aers, Chaucer, p. 52.
Ellis, Religious Narrative,  p. 100.
Gardner, p. 319.
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but the saint’s-life genre itself. The poem is, I think, a further development of 
Chaucer’s experiment with unreliable art.

The Chaucer who emerges from such characterisations is a strikingly post-modern 

figure, while the tale he tells verges on the self-consciously and unabashedly kitsch. 

There may indeed be some merit in the characterisation of the tale as “old-fashioned” ; 

it certainly appears so when set against the dizzying Canon’s Yeom an’s Tale, whose 

style and content are more recognisably daring. Yet such a view cannot finally do 

justice to a work that legitimately lays claim to being “the best such life in Middle 

English” , and to excel “most of those written in any language, including its Latin 

prose sources” .

The importance to Chaucer of this work, which was written independently of the 

Canterbury frame and is possibly exempted from the Retractions, can be gauged by 

assessing the influence on the Prologue of two of Chaucer’s most significant sources:
70the Roman de la Rose and the Commedia. The Prologue begins with a reference to 

Ydelnesse, who appears straight out of the Rose in her role as porter o f  the gate [...] o f  

delices (VIII. 2-3), while the Invocacio ad Mariam  consists in part of a translation 

from St. Bernard’s hymn to the Virgin {Paradise XXXIII, 1-21), a passage that ranks 

among the most sublime in Middle English poetry (29-77). Moreover, the Prologue 

constitutes a thoroughgoing response to the influence of these two great vernacular 

texts, and advances a clear and confident poetic project. It contains a sustained 

defence of poetic endeavour and translation as an example of leveful bisynesse (5), 

which begins with the allusion to Disease, and ends with the example of Cecilia 

herself, whose name connects her to the biblical figure of Leah:

Or elles Cecile, as I writen fynde,
Is joyned, by a manere conjoynynge 
Of “hevene” and “Lia” ; and heere, in figurynge,
The “hevene” is set for thoght of hoolynesse.
And “Lia” for hire lastynge bisynesse.

VIII. 94-8

pp. 319-20.
Cooper, Oxford Guides, p. 359.
The Prologue to the Legend  refers to “the lyf [...] o f Seynt Cecile (F 425, G 416), while the 

Retractions exempt “othere bookes of legendes o f  seintes” (1088).
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The name Cecilia unites the active and contemplative lives in defiance of Ydelnesse. 

As we have seen, Dante invokes the active and contemplative lives when advancing 

his poetic, while his garlanded figure of Leah was a response to the R ose’s garlanded 

Oiseuse. Here, Chaucer similarly exploits the contrast of Oiseuse {Ydelnesse) and 

Leah (Lia) to defend his own poetic project as he introduces Cecilia, who wears a 

gerland wroght with rose and lilie (27). The condemnation of Ydelnesse forms a 

subtle critique of the languorous courtly poetic of Guillaume de Lorris, a critique of
71which Jean de Meun might well have approved. More importantly, by assimilating 

the telling of the story to the active life, and by championing a heroine who is both 

Rachel and Leah, the Prologue quietly renounces Dante’s attempt to assimilate his 

poetic to the contemplative life.

Fyler has characterised the etymology that concludes the Prologue to the Second 

N u n ’s Tale as an attempt to recuperate fallen human language, and it is 

unquestionably an extraordinary testament to the analogical nature and power of 

words (85-119).^^ As Carruthers has nicely observed, the “grumpy” observation in the 

Riverside edition that the etymologies offered are all “false” is singularly beside the 

p o i n t . E q u a l l y  misleading is S hoaf s observation that the etymology o f Cecilia’s 

name is the equivalent of Plato’s potentially endless substitution of names for the 

Philosopher’s stone, since the latter points to the perpetual deferral of the knowledge 

of material things, rather than the eternal and infinite plenitude of spiritual wealth 

implicit in the saint’s name.^"* Cooper identifies the crucial issue; Cecilia’s name
75expresses her identity “as she is seen by God as well as men”. The etymology 

culminates with a profoundly analogical interpretation that compares Cecilia to the 

swift, round and burning cosmos:

G eorge Sadlek charts the largely negative response o f  Chaucer to O iseuse in ‘Interpreting Guillaum e 
de Lorris’s O iseu se’, pp. 22-37 . C ecilia ’s association with the rose garland links her with C haucer’s 
courtly heroine, Em ily, but, as H elen Cooper notes, E m ily’s garland is bound to the seasons, w hile  
C ecilia ’s “transcends seasonal change”. Structure, p. 191.

Fyler, Language an d  the D eclin ing W orld, pp. 157, 159-60. On the relevance o f  the etym ology  to the 
alchem ical undertones o f  the tale, see Grennen, ‘Chem ical ’W edding’, pp. 473-4 . For an interesting 
discussion  o f  m edieval etym ology, built around the history o f  the etym ology o f  C ec ilia ’s name, see  
Mary Carruthers, ‘Inventional M nem onics and the Ornaments o f  Style: The C ase o f  E tym ology’, 
C onnotations  2 .2  (1992): 103-14. On m edieval etym ology in general, see Curtius, ‘E tym ology as a 
Category o f  Thought’, E uropean L iterature, pp. 495-500.

Carruthers, ‘Inventional M nem onics’, pp. 104-5.
R. A. Shoaf, C haucer's B ody: The A nxiety o f  C irculation in the ‘C anterbury T ales' (G ainesville: 

U niversity o f Florida Press, 2 0 01 ), p. 65.
Cooper, Structure, p. 191.
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Or elles, loo, this maydens name bright 
O “hevene” and “leos” comth, for which by right 
Men myghte hire wel “the hevene of peple” calle,
Ensample of goode and wise werkes alle.

For “leos” “peple” in Englissh is to seye,
And right as men may in the hevene see 
The sonne and moone and sterres every weye,
Right so men goostly in this mayden free 
Seyen of feith the magnanymytee,
And eek the cleernesse hool of sapience,
And sondry werkes, brighte of excellence.

And right so as thise philosophres write
That heven is swift and round and eek brennynge,
Ryght so was faire Cecilie the white 
Ful swift and bisy evere in good werkynge,
And round and hool in good perseverynge.
And brennynge evere in charite ful brighte.
Now have I yow declared what she highte.

VIII. 102-19

In the House o f Fame, the earthbound narrator was offered an extraordinary vision of 

the cosmos, which he rejected, preferring to rely on bookish authority (1011-4). In 

these lines from the Prologue to the Second N u n ’s Tale, however, he embraces a 

vision of the cosmos that is even more extraordinary. It is helpful to contrast this 

moment with a scene in one of Julian of Norwich’s most powerful showings, in which 

she sees “a little thing the quantity of an haselnot” in the palm of her hand, a little 

thing that signifies, she comes to understand, “all that is made” .̂  ̂ It is deeply 

characteristic of Julian that she embraces a profound vision of the cosmos embodied 

in an image so familiar and intimate. It is no less characteristic of Chaucer that he here 

embraces the sort of cosmic vision he elsewhere rejects, observing in a single word 

the entire sweep of the heavens. This word, moreover, locates the profundity and 

value of human existence in its analogical relationship to the entire created order; as a 

proper name, moreover, it does this without implying the sacrifice of individual 

identity. It is possible for the modern reader to dismiss the power of this etymology, 

since it is not the kind of thing commonly recognised as poetry nowadays. Yet, the 

etymology perfectly embodies the medieval belief in “a universe which was already,

Julian o f  Norwich, ‘A Revelation o f  Divine L ov e’, in The W ritings o f  Julian o f  N orw ich: ‘A Vision 
S how ed to a  D evou t W om an’ an d  'A R evelation  o f  D ivine L o v e ’, ed. by Nicholas Watson and 
Jacqueline Jenkins (Pennsylvania State University Press, 2005), p. 139.
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in modern terms, so poetic that there was no need to claim for the poet greater powers 

than those of an honest reporter”^^

The saint’s life has been described as “a genre which may be said to embody in naive 

narrative form the philosophical premise that the cosmos is the manifest expression of
78G od’s purpose.” As with Chaucer’s other religious tales, this work is “predicated on

the assumption that the significance of human life is in the transcending of its secular

limits through Christian faith”7^ In the light of this, Chaucer’s placing of this tale in

an alchemical context is less surprising. Commenting on the alchemical features of the

tale, Grennen has observed that the concluding stanza of the Prologue, which

establishes Cecilia herself as a microcosm of the cosmic order, “not only prefigures

the conclusion of the Second N u n ’s Tale but establishes the basic imaginative

structure in terms of which the two tales [Second Nun’s and Canon’s Yeoman’s] find

a common ground” and furthermore has “the ironic potential of bringing into focus
80the alchemical microcosm”. In an analysis that has, in four decades, lost none of its

power to startle, Grennen demonstrates a series of remarkable parallels between the

legend of St. Cecilia and a branch of alchemical allegory known as the “chemical 
81wedding”. As Grennen puts it, the influence is most clearly visible “with such 

details as the ‘slaying of the brothers,’ and the transmutation of Tiburce ‘al in another

kynde,’ not to mention the basic narrative line, which comes down finally to the
82‘fixing’ of a substance so that it can endure the fire’s heat” . This last detail is 

perhaps especially important in relation to the connection with the C anon’s Yeom an’s 

Tale, which, as will be shown presently, focuses to a large extent of the fixation of 

mercury.

Perfect in virtue, whole in body and spirit, Cecilia is like refined gold that does not 

suffer in the fire (522), a trait that links her to Griselda, who was compared to a coin

A llen, p. 205. A llen is speaking specifically  o f  the pervasive allegorising o f  m edieval com m entators, 
but his account holds equally well when considering the etym ological abundance o f  the Prologue to the 
S econ d  N u n ’s Tale.

Marianne B0rch; ‘C haucer’s Second N u n ’s Tale: Record o f  a D ying W orld’; C haucer Yearbook  5 
(1998): 19-40 (pp. 19-20).

Derek Pearsall; ‘C haucer’s R eligious Tales: a Question o f  G enre’, C haucer's R elig ious Tales, ed. by 
C .David B enson and Elizabeth Robertson (Cambridge: D .S. Brewer, 1990), pp. 11-19 (p. 16).

Grennen, ‘Chem ical W edding’, p. 477.
ibid., p. 467.

*’- ib id .,p . 471.
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that, unlike contemporary women, was able to survive the process of assay (IV, 1163- 

9). This, of course, is graphically highlighted in the observation that Cecilia does not 

sweat, in contrast to the profusely sweating figures of the Canon's Yeom an’s Tale 

(VIII, 559-63; 577-81; 1186-7).*'^ Grennen has noted that the sweat of the alchemists 

is part of a rich system of images that demonstrates that they are the very materials of
84a “cosmic alchemy” of which they are unaware. The image of Cecilia sitting coolly 

in the bath of flames (519-22) is a sign that she has been assayed and not found 

wanting, but is also a sign that the Second N u n ’s Tale represents the perfection of the 

alchemical process. This is most clearly seen in the remarkable moment where her 

followers come to remove her from the bath of flames after she has received three 

blows of the axe:

The Cristen folk, which that aboute hire were,
With sheetes han the blood ful faire yhent.

VIII. 535-6

Lyndy Abraham notes that a white cloth (sometimes specifically a sheet) stained with 

blood is a common symbol of the red stage (“rubedo”) of the alchemical process, 

leaving us in no doubt that the martyrdom marks the triumphant climax of the
o c

spiritual alchemy of the tale. ‘ This process of rubification is also often characterised 

by blushing, thus reminding us of the Canon’s Yeoman’s inability to blush:

Evere whan that I speke of his falshede.
For shame of hym my chekes wexen rede.
Algates they bigynnen for to glowe.
For reednesse have I noon, right wel I knowe,
In my visage; for fumes diverse 
Of metals, whiche ye han herd me reherce.
Consumed and wasted han my reednesse.

VIII. 1094-1100

The consumed and wasted redness directly recalls his earlier account of the 

transmutation of his ruddy complexion into a ledeti hewe (728), and completes our 

awareness that we are witnessing not only alchemical failure, but the very reversal of 

the alchemical process. Nonetheless, the fact that his cheeks begin to glow is a

For a discussion of the significance o f sweat in these tales, see Bruce Kent Cowgill, ‘Sweetness and 
Sweat: The Extraordinary Emanations in Fragment Eight of the Canterbury Tales', Philological 
Quarterly 74 (1995): 343-57; Olson, ‘Structure of Fragment VIIF, pp. 223-4.

Grennen, ‘Characterisation’, pp. 279-84.
Lyndy Abraham, Dictionary o f  Alchemical Imagery (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1998). See the entries for ‘blood’, pp. 28-9, ‘dye’, pp. 63-4; ‘rubedo’, pp. 174-5.
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brilliant touch, indicating that the Canon’s Yeoman is subject to a spiritual alchemy 

which is working to redeem him through pricking his conscience.

The difference between Cecilia and the failed alchemists of the C anon’s Yeom an’s 

Tale does not lie in their beliefs about the analogical nature of the universe, but rather 

in the end to which they direct their efforts: the Second N u n ’s Tale insists that 

analogical structures enable us first to understand the spiritual realm, and then to 

transcend the physical. Thus, when Tiburce registers his dream-like astonishment at 

the message preached by Cecilia and Valerian, his brother responds:

“In dremes,” quod Valerian, “han we be
Unto this tyme, brother myn, ywis.
But now at erst in trouthe oure dwellyng is.”

VIII. 262-4

As Jankowski argues, the tale is characterised by a “verbal ‘crossing over’ from 

personal events to cosmic significance” .*̂  The distinction between the life of the 

believer and that of the non-believer reflects the distinction between earthly life and 

spiritual, and it is a distinction that Cecilia brings home forcefully when Tiburce fears 

for his life:

Men myghten dreden wel and skilfully
This lyf to lese, myn owene deere brother.
If this were lyvynge oonly and noon oother.

But ther is bettre lif in oother place [...]
VIII. 320-3

Cecilia’s words demonstrate the analogical relationship between microcosm and 

macrocosm, and a deep awareness that the true significance of the things of this world 

resides in the spiritual realm. Even the rime royale form reinforces this theme, thanks 

to the enjambment that carries the connection between the two terms of the analogy -  

physical life and spiritual -  across the break between two stanzas, indicating that our 

life after death marks both a rupture with, and a continuation of, our life in this 

world.*’

Jankowski, p. 137.
Robert B oen ig  notes the significance o f  carrying the second term across the stanza break, though I 

am not persuaded by his suggestion  that Chaucer is influenced by a Pseudo-D ionysian tendency to 
sim uhaneously negate and affirm the referentiahty o f  names. C haucer an d  the M ystics: The C anterbury
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This feature of the Second N u n ’s Tale marks another connection with the alchemical

processes outlined in the Canon’s Yeom an’s Tale. Grennen notes that one of the

dominant alchemical topoi used in the latter tale is the “trancendency” topos, which

can be distinguished by “the use of the pronoun-adjective noster to distinguish
88between the theories and equipment used by the vulgar and foolish (invidi).” This 

topos is used insistently by the Canon’s Yeoman (e.g. 773-83), and though Grennen 

does not mention it, a similar concept is at play in the Second N u n ’s Tale. Thus, 

Cecilia helps Tiburce to distinguish between life in the world and real spiritual life 

(320-3), while the word “our” is used by both the Christians and by the “philosophre” 

Almachius (490) to distinguish their own belief systems, building to conflict between 

“yours” and “ours”:

“But now at erst in trouthe oure dwellyng is.”

“Crist, Goddes Sone, withouten difference.
Is verray God -  this is al oure sentence”

“Youre myght,” quod she, “ful litel is to dreede.”

“W ostow nat how oure myghty princes free 
Han thus commanded and maad ordinaunce [...]?”

“Yowre princes erren, as youre nobleye dooth,”
Quod tho Cecile, “and with a wood sentence 
Ye make us gilty, and it is nat sooth.
For ye, that knowen wel oure innocence 
For as muche as we doon a reverence 
To Crist, and for we bere a Cristen name.
Ye putte on us a cryme and eek a blame.” (449-55)

“Han noght oure myghty princes to me yiven.
Ye, both power and auctoritee
To maken folk to dyen or to lyven?” (470-2)

“And sacrifice to oure goddes er thou go!” (488)

“But thilke wronges may I nat endure
That thou spekest of oure goddes heere,” quod he. (491-2)

Tales an d  the G enre o f  D evo tion a l P rose  (Lewisburg and London: Bucknell University Press, 1995), p. 
129. Enjambment is rare in Chaucer’s rime royale works, and its artistic use when deployed should not 
be doubted. See also Ferrante’s account o f D ante’s skillful use o f  enjambment, ‘Poetics o f  Chaos and 
H arm ony’, pp. 186-8.

Grennen, ‘C om m onplaces o f  A lch em y’, p. 320.

(264)

(417-8)

(437)

(444-5)
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A similar focus on the identification of “oure” belief is characteristic of the Man o f
89L a w ’s Tale, where it serves to distance the Christian faith from Islam. Here, 

however, Chaucer exploits this pronoun not merely to set two faith systems against 

each other, but also' (which perhaps amounts to the same thing) to play off the 

spiritual register against the earthly. In a narrative whose central theoretical concern is 

with “the relationship between two fundamentally distinct worlds in which human 

beings operate”, this is c ru c ia l .W ith in  the framework of the tale, these two worlds 

prove finally incompatible. As Ellis observes, “though both sides go through the 

motions of attempting to change one another’s positions, they are locked into a 

situation whose possibilities diminish as the argument proceeds, until at the end only 

martyrdom remains” . '̂ Ellis credits Almachius with rather too much tenacity, 

however, when he argues that ther is “no reason why the debate should not continue 

for many pages” , a view that is less surprising given Ellis’ opinion that Chaucer
09highlights the relativity of religious positions. Quite to the contrary, Joseph Grossi 

has persuasively demonstrated that Chaucer’s alterations to his sources serve to 

heighten our awareness that the prefect is hopelessly outmatched. ‘ The Second N u n ’s 

Tale occupies a world of rigorous and unapologetic distinction, in which the 

analogical relationship between the earthly and the spiritual is acknowledged only to 

effect the transcendence of the lower realm. The focus on transcendence is brought 

out most fully in a contrast between the way the two tales of Fragment VIII treat the 

relationship of spirit and body.

The Canon’s Yeoman speaks accurately but inexpertly about the relationship between 

alchemical bodies and spirites (819-29); the Second Nun speaks with great assurance 

about the distinction of body and spirit.^'* Her tale highlights the significance of the 

separation between body and spirit, as well as the theory of natural place. The futility 

of the alchemical separation of “bodies” and “spirits” may be contrasted with the

See the d iscussion by Spearing, ‘Narrative V o ic e ’, p. 735.
*  Raybin, ‘C haucer’s Creation and R ecreation’, p. 197.

E llis, R elig ious Narrative,  p. 90.
ibid., p. 9 1 .On the relativity o f  religious positions, see esp. his account o f  the Man o f  L aw 's  Tale,  p. 

146.
Joseph L. G rossi, Jr, ‘The Unhidden Piety o f  C haucer’s Seint Cecil ie ’, Chaucer R ev iew  36.3 (2002): 

298-309 .
S ee Patterson, ‘Perpetual M otion’ for a d iscussion o f  the Y eom an’s “jin g le” about bodies and spirits 

(p. 37). Patterson characterises the speech as accurate, but show ing no depth o f  understanding.
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saint’s legend, in which Maximus witnesses the ascension of the souls of the martyred 

converts - the visible result of the spiritual change wrought by Cecilia:

This Maximus, that saugh this thyng bityde.
With piteous teeris tolde it anonright.
That he hir soules saugh to hevene glyde 
With aungels ful of cleernesse and of light.

VIII. 400-4

Grennen argues that what he calls the “unity” topic in alchemical literature is at the 

heart of the extraordinary connection between the tales of this Fragment. This topic 

expresses the alchemists’ fundamentally analogical world-view, their belief in a direct 

correspondence between microcosm and macrocosm; between the work of the 

alchemist’s laboratory and the work of Nature; between the particular and the 

universal. Grennen notes that this is by far the most common of formulaic expressions 

found in alchemical tracts.^^ He traces the ultimate root of this trait to the Gnostic 

statement that “All things are one, they arose from the One and will return to the 

One”, while the classic formulation of the unity topic is found in the Tabula 

Smaragdina or Emerald Tablet of Hermes Trismegistus:

What is below is like what is above, and what is above is like that which is 
below, for the performing of the marvels of the one thing. And as all things 
were from one thing, by the mediation of one thing; so all things were born of 
this one thing, by adaptation... Thus was the earth created.^^

It is unsurprising that this alchemical topic is central to the thematic links between the 

Second N un’s Tale and the C anon’s Yeoman’s Tale. Indeed, Grennen has elsewhere 

argued that the Emerald Tablet is closely analogous to Ephesians 4:1-14, which is the 

source of the Biblical passage recited by the old man of the Second N un 's Tale to
97summarise for Valerian the principal tenets of the Christian faith:

O Lord, 0 feith, o God, withouten mo,
O Cristendom, and Fader of alle also,
Aboven alle and over alle everywhere.

VIII. 207-9

Joseph Gvennen, ‘Chaucer and the Commonplaces of A lchemy’, Classica et M ediaevalia  26 (1965): 
306-33 (pp. 318-19),

F. Sherwood Taylor, The Alchemists: Founders o f  M odern Chemistry (New York: Schuman, 1949),
p. 60,

Grennen, ‘Chemical W edding’, pp, 471-73,
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This fundamental belief in a unique, transcendent Creator, visible in each o f  his 

works, underpins the extraordinary use o f  language in the Tale, a work that champions
q o

“the pow er of words to change, convert, and save” . Trevor W hittock has argued that 

the “sensuous” quality o f  the verse allows Chaucer “to transform the nature of 

language: words and phrases acquire a mystical significance over and above their 

literal d i m e n s i o n . A s  observed earlier, the Prologue pays a remarkable tribute to the 

power o f  language: thus, the narrator claims to translate precisely both the w ordes and  

sentence  of  her source (81), while the etymology of the name Cecilia finds a world of 

meaning in a word (85-119). The Prologue features one of C haucer’s most stunning 

translations, providing us a glimpse o f  the sublime that is exceptionally rare not only 

in C haucer’s work but in M iddle English poetry:

Thow M ayde and Mooder, doghter of thy Sone,
Thow welle o f  mercy, synful soules cure,
In whom that God for bountee chees to wone,
Thow humble, and heigh over every creature,
Thow nobledest so ferforth oure nature.
That no desdeyn the Makere hadde of kynde 
His Sone in blood and flessh to clothe and wynde.

W ithinne the cloistre blisful of thy sydis 
Took mannes shap the eterneel love and pees.
That of the tryne compas lord and gyde is,
W hom  erthe and see and hevene out o f  relees 
Ay heryen; and thou, Virgine wemmelees,
Baar o f thy body -  and dweltest mayden pure -  
The Creatour of every creature.

VIII. 36-49

At the heart of this sublime passage is D ante’s powerful spatial metaphor: the virgin is

a cloistre blisful, containing within it the lord of all creation. The pow er o f  m etaphor

is implicitly asserted throughout the Prologue: Mary is the flo u r  o f  virgines  (29), the 

welle o f  m ercy  (37) and havene o f  refut (75); the world is a desert o f  galle  (58), while 

each o f  the proposed etymologies of Cecilia’s name is effectively an exercise in 

metaphor.

C. D avid Benson, C h au cer’s D ram a o f  Style: P o e tic  Variety an d  C ontrast in the C anterbury Tales 
(Chape! Hill and London: U niversity o f  North Carolina Press, 1986), p. 137.

Trevor W hittock, A R eading o f  the C anterbury Tales (Cambridge: Cambridge U niversity Press, 
1968), pp. 257, 254. Cited in Raybin, ‘C haucer’s Creation and R ecreation’, p. 197.

Several o f  the im ages found here are also predicated o f the Virgin in An ABC, C haucer’s translation 
o f a prayer in G uillaum e de D eg u illev ille ’s P elerin age de la vie humaine.
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The tale also champions analogical modes of expression that signify the apprehension 

of similitude and imply the radical unity of created being. Few critics would argue 

with David Benson’s observation that “[a]ll of the Christian characters use language 

well” : what is less commonly recognised, however, is that to “use language well” in 

the Tale means to use it figuratively or metaphorically.''^' Benson rightly notes that 

the Tale “is a highly symbolic poem whose intricate imagery demands the active 

participation of the reader to be understood fully” . T h e  use of metaphor and simile 

is not merely stylistic; there is also a clear thematic relevance, as spiritual insight, and 

even growth, are charted through the use of analogical language and reasoning. 

Metaphorical speech highlights the speaker’s ability to distil abstract truths from 

particulars, and it is no coincidence that the use of metaphor and analogy is confined 

to the Christian figures in the tale (including the n a r r a t o r ) . C a r o l y n  Collette has 

observed that “we learn that the apparently real, that perceived by the senses, is only a 

shadow, while that perceived by the eye of the soul is truly real” .'®"' Metaphor 

functions as a linguistic marker of the spiritual sight that distinguishes Christians and

pagans in the Tale}^^ Thus, prior to his conversion, when he still lacks the spiritual

vision necessary to see the angel, Valerian’s speech is marked only by an extreme 

literalism that indicates his worldliness:

Valerian, corrected as God wolde,
Answerde agayn, “If I shal trusten thee,
Lat me that aungel se and hym biholde;
And if that it a verray angel bee,
Thanne wol I doon as thou hast prayed me;
And if thou love another man, for sothe
Right with this swerd thanne wol I sle yow bothe.”

VIII. 162-8

After Tiburce’s conversion, he is not only able to see the angel, but also to employ 

subtle analogical language, observing that the believer’s life is to the unbeliever’s as 

waking life is to dreaming (260-66). His transformed and transforming language plays

Benson, Drama o f  Style, p. 137.
'“ ibid., p. 144.

In a similar vein, Olga Grlic has noted (p. 81) that while Dante’s Statius has been able to read the 
works of  Virgil allegorically, Virgil proves unable to read allegorically and find signs of  the new faith 
in the Thebaid.

Carolyn P. Collette, ‘A Closer Look at Seinte Cecile’s Special Vision’, Chaucer Review  10.4 
(1976): 337-49 (p. 337).

Spiritual sight enables Valerian to see the angel and Tiburce to see the rose and lily garlands only 
after they are baptised: VIII, 170-1; 218-9; 253-9; 354-7.

243



a pivotal role in the conversion of his brother (253-69).’°  ̂ This facility for metaphor 

and analogy can be traced to the effects of his baptism at the hands o f  Urban, whose 

speech is almost entirely composed of m etaphor and analogy:

The teeris from his eyen leet he falle.
“Alm yghty Lord, O Jhesu Crist,” quod he,
Sow er of chaast conseil, hierde of us alle.
The fruyt of thilke seed o f  chastitee 
That thou hast sowe in Cecile, taak to thee!
Lo, lyk a bisy bee, withouten gile,
Thee serveth ay thyn owene thral Cecile.

For thilke spouse that she took but now 
Ful lyk a fiers leoun, she sendeth heere.
As meke as evere was any lomb, to yow!”

VIII. 190-9

Cecilia opens a whole new world to her converts through analogy -  revealing that 

physical life is but a shadow of the spiritual (320-25), and explaining the greatest 

mystery o f  all -  the Trinity -  with impeccable ease, by resorting to an analogy with 

m an ’s intellectual faculties;

“Right as a man hath sapiences three -  
M emorie, engyn, and intellect also -  
So in o being o f  divinitee,
Thre persones may ther right wel bee.”

VIII. 338-41

The comparison serves to underline the created order as an expression o f  divine will; 

moreover, the invocation of m an ’s intellectual faculties indicates Cecilia ’s concern 

with the epistemological process by which man apprehends God. As Carolyn Collette 

admirably puts it:

Through Cecile’s linking the Trinity to human wisdom, Chaucer emphasizes 
that wisdom is a gift o f  the Godhead, that this wisdom and its dwelling place, 
the Godhead, defy the laws o f  the physical universe, and that as we approach 
an understanding of the trinity through wisdom, we approach God, much as 
P la to ’s man approaches the harmony o f  the heavens through contemplation of 
the revolutions of the planets.'®^

Cowgill notes the importance of metaphoric language in the tale, citing Caroline W alker Bynum , 
who says: “To medieval exegetes and spiritual writers, such themes were not mere m etaphors. Intellect, 
soul, and sensory faculties were not divided, with a separate vocabulary to refer to each” . H oly Feast 
and H oly Fast: The Religious Significance o f  Food to M edieval Women (Berkeley: University o f 
California Press, 1987), pp. 150-51, cited in Cowgill, ‘Sweetness and Sw eat’, n.38.

Collette, ‘C ecile’s Special V ision’, p. 346.
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Cecilia’s metaphor here is drawn from an entirely appropriate source: she explains the 

Trinity by reference to that element of m an’s make-up that most nearly approximates 

the divine nature. This principle of decorum governs her use of analogy and 

metaphor; she is not afraid to use more homely analogies where they seem 

appropriate, as when she compares m an’s power to a b ladrefu l o f  wynd (438-39). Her 

language is governed by the basic rule of analogical language, namely explaining the 

unfamiliar by reference to the familiar, a process that is totally overturned when the 

frustrated disciple of Plato in the Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale exclaims “This is ignotwn 

per ignocius" (1457). In the Rose, we saw that the success of alchemical 

transmutation was based on the same principles that underlie metaphor. In the Second 

N un’s Tale, there is a similar analogy: successful spirtual transformation is 

structurally identical to analogical modes of thought and expression. In the C anon’s 

Yeom an’s Tale, by contrast, the richly symbolic and metaphoric language of alchemy 

fails to transmit meaning, just as the alchemist fails to effect material transmutation.

The apprehension of similitude is a crucial element o f the language of the Christian 

characters in the Second N u n ’s Tale, since it indicates their ability to apprehend 

universals and true relations. In this, they are opposed to the pagans of the tale, who 

are marked by their loose and imprecise use of language. This is nowhere clearer than 

in the climactic flytyng between Cecilia and Almachius, which turns on the pivotal 

concepts of similitude and dissimulation. Thus, Almachius asks Cecilia:

“W hat maner womman artow?” tho quod he.
“I am a gentil womman born,” quod she.
“I axe thee,” quod he, “though it thee greeve.
Of thy religioun and of thy bileeve.”

“Ye han bigonne youre questioun folily,”
Quod she, “that wolden two answeres conclude 
In o demande; ye axed lewedly.”
Almache answerde unto that similitude,
“O f whennes comth thyn answeryng so rude?”

VIII. 424-32

The reference to similitude is perplexing; the Riverside glosses it as ‘statement 

(comparison)’, though the MED provides little tangible support for such a
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108definition. This loose interpretation has proved necessary because it has wrongly 

been assumed that Chaucer is merely following his source, when in fact he is 

transforming it. In the source, Cecilia’s rejoinder serves to highlight an ambiguity in 

Almachius’ original words. He has asked her to state her “condition”, intending her 

religious condition, but she exploits the ambiguity to highlight her social standing:

“Cujus condicionis es?”
Et ilia, “Ingenua sum et nobilis.”
Cui Almachius, “Ego te de religione interrogo.”
Et Cecilia, “Interrogacio tua stultum sumit inicium, que duas responsiones una 
putat inquisicione concludi.”

“What is your condition?”
And she answered, “I am free-born and noble.”
Almachius said, “I am asking you about religion.”
And Cecilia said, “Your questioning begins foolishly, since it tries to elicit two 
answers with one question.

The effect of Chaucer’s words is rather different. There is no ambiguity in the Middle 

English manere to correspond with that in the Latin condicion-, and there is no reason 

to suspect that Cecilia is exploiting any ambiguity in Almachius’ w o r d s . ' I n  the 

Middle English text, the “duality” Cecilia’s highlights in her second answer is not a 

response to ambiguity in Almachius’ first question, but rather to an explicit duality in 

his second question, which asks her to tell him of her religion and her belief (in the 

Latin, Almachius asks only of her religion). Almachius’ choice of two words implies 

a distinction, which Cecilia does not recognise, between religion and belief. It is for 

this reason that her rejoinder constitutes a similitude', she highlights the essential unity 

of religion and belief, which Almachius had foolishly regarded as separate. That 

Almachius observes such a distinction between religious practice and belief is 

confirmed later when he offers Cecilia the possibility of sacrificing to the idols 

without renouncing her Christian faith (458-60), an offer greeted by Cecilia with a 

scornful and triumphant exhilaration, born of contempt:

The M ED  lists only two entries for “sim ilitude” as a countering remark; this exam ple from the 
Second N u n ’s Tale, and an inconclusive exam ple from U p la n d ’s Rejoinder  (w hich, in any case, 
postdates Chaucer by as much as seventy years).

Jacobus de V oragine, Legenda aurea,  from Cambridge Trinity C ollege MS B .15 .1 ; text and 
translation from Sherry L. Ream es, ‘The Second N un’s Prologue and T ale’, in Sources a nd  Analogues,  
I, pp. 514-5 . N ote also the Pearl m aiden’s response to the confusion o f  the Dreamer: P earl,  289ff.
' See  M ED, nianere.
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At which the hooly blisful faire mayde 
Gan for to laughe, and to the juge sayde:

“O juge, confus in thy nycetee,"*
Woltow that I reneye innocence,
To make me a wikked wight?” quod shee.
“Lo, he dissymuleth heere in audience;
He stareth, and woodeth in advertence!”

VIII. 461-7

Cecilia’s use of the word “dissymuleth” recalls her own previous similitude: 

Almachius not only dissembles, he dissimilates, distinguishing between two things 

(religious belief and religious observance) that, for Cecilia, are indistinguishable. In a 

penetrating analysis of this final conflict, Ellis observes that “the Christian answers 

out of a whole world-view, which informs her every contribution; the judge must, 

perforce, regard Christianity as a series of unlawful acts and attitudes, and challenge 

now its refusal to obey secular authority, now its lack of respect for the gods” ."^

The core theological debate of the tale -  on the emptiness of idols -  constitutes an 

exploration of the processes involved in detecting true similitude and exposing false 

similitude, which leads the mind only into confusion. It has often been noted that the 

stone “gods” of the Second N u n ’s Tale parallel the Philosophers’ stone, worshipped as 

a god in the C anon’s Yeoman’s Tale, but they also occasion a critique of the abuse of 

representation. Unlike the metaphoric language that permeates the tale, the idols fail 

to signify any truth beyond themselves:

Ther lakketh no thyng to thyne outer yen 
That thou n’art blynd; for thyng that we seen alle 
That it is stoon -  that men may wel espyen -
That ilke stoon a god thow wolt it calle.
I rede thee, lat thyn hand upon it falle 
And taste it wel, and stoon thou shalt it fynde,
Syn that thou seest nat with thyne eyen blynde.

VIII. 498-504

This description deliberately parallels the sensory confusion we have seen repeatedly

associated with works of mimetic art. Cecilia’s attack on idols is an attack on

Ellis notes that C h au ce r ’s “nycete” here is a mistranslation o f  the Latin “ necess ita te” ; Relig ious  
Narrative,  p. 96. Since this would be a rather incom peten t error (and since Cecil ia  refers to A lm a c h iu s ’ 
nycete  again in lines 493 and 495), it is m ore  likely that C haucer  deliberately  chooses  to em phas ise  the 
contem ptuous  tone o f  C ec il ia ’s response. See Paul E. Beichner, ‘Confrontation, C o n tem p t o f  C ou r t  and 
C h a u c e r ’s C e c i l ia ’, C haucer Rev iew  8.3 { \9 1 4): 198-204 (p. 203).
"■ Ellis, R elig ious  Narrative,  pp. 89-91 (p. 90).
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representational art that makes the viewer fascinated with the object but is unable to 

mediate any spiritual truth. This concern is carried into the C anon’s Yeom an’s Tale 

with its account of the blind obsession and fraud of idolatrous art.

(c) The C anon’s Yeom an’s Tale

The defining element of fourteenth-century nominalism has been summed up in the 

formula “finiti et infiniti nulla proportio” [There is no proportionateness between the
1 1 3finite and the infinite]. ' Such a position is diametrically opposed to the philosophical 

realism that presupposes both the spiritual quest of the Second N u n ’s Tale and the 

alchemical quest of the first part of the Canon's Yeom an’s Tale, yet is nonetheless 

relevant to the interpretation of both. Ockham predicted that his opponents would say 

that those who deny the reality of relations “undo the substantial connection of the 

universe” ;” '* it might be observed that in the chaos of the first part of the C anon’s 

Yeom an’s Tale we see a science profoundly committed to the “reality of relations” 

through the eyes of someone who has come to abandon faith in this substantial 

connection or, more precisely, has never been able to see it.

In seven years -  the length of a typical apprenticeship -  the Yeoman has never seen 

any success flow from the application of analogical principles to the alchemical 

process, and abandons the science. As Grennen has demonstrated, the Tale is filled 

with allusions to common alchemical topoi, none of which yields any sense or 

meaning. The Yeoman’s catalogue of topoi witnesses a collapse of distinctions 

between physical substances, whose implications have been discussed by Patterson:

Once distinctions have been erased -  between the metaphoric and the literal, 
the material and the spiritual, the scientific and the religious, the chemical and 
the marital, metals and stars -  then praxis becomes impossible: staged 
movement toward a goal is undone by a process of endless substitution. When 
everything means everything else, then nothing means anything; when identity 
no longer exists, identification is impossible."^

H eiko Oberman; ‘Som e N otes on the T heology o f  N om inalism ’; H arvard  T heologica l R eview  53  
(1960); 47 -7 6  (p. 57), cited in Elizabeth D. Kirk, ‘N om inalism  and the D ynam ics o f  the C lerk ’s T a le’. 
H om o Viator as W om an’, in C h au cer’s R elig ious Tales, ed. by C. David Benson and Elizabeth  
R obinson (Cambridge: D, S. Brewer, 1990), pp. 111-20 (p. 13).

Sentences. I, 30, i; cited in D elany, ‘U ndoing Substantial C onnection’, p. 57.
Patterson, ‘Perpetual M otion’, p. 45
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W hile it is true that many stages of the alchemical process in the Tale art listed with 

no great coherence or understanding, one stage -  the mortification or fixation of 

mercury -  receives a great deal of attention and seems to be well understood. In the 

first part of the tale, we get a hint of the importance of this process when we hear of 

the “care and wo” that the Canon and his Yeoman have in “calcenyng/Of quiksilver, 

yclept mercurie crude” (769, 771-2). In the second part of the tale, the fraudulent 

Canon suggests that the mortification of mercury is the central element in the process, 

saying to his victim;

For ye shul seen heer, by experience,
That this quyksilver I wol mortifye 
Right in your sighte anon, withouten lye.
And make it as good silver and as fyn 
As ther is any in your purs or myn.

VIII. 1125-9

However, it is in the concluding section that the importance of the mortification of 

mercury is most clearly indicated. With a remarkable shift in tone, the Yeoman begins 

citing learned alchemical authorities, and again refers to the mortification of mercury, 

not once, but twice:

Lo, thus seith Arnold of the Newe Toun,
As his Rosarie maketh mencioun;
He seith right thus, withouten any lye:
“Ther may no man mercurie mortifie 
But it be with his brother knowlechyng” :
How [be] that he which that first seyde this thyng 
O f philosophres fader was, Hermes;
He seith how that the dragon, doutelees,
Ne dyeth nat but if that he be slayn 
W ith his brother; and that is for to sayn.
By the dragon, Mercurie, and noon oother 
He understood, and brymstoon by his brother.
That out of Sol and Luna were ydrawe.

VIII. 1428-40

Since the mortification of mercury is only one stage in the alchemical process, we 

may well wonder why Chaucer attaches such importance to it.“  ̂ Indeed, with a 

delicious irony, the trick of the second part of the C anon’s Yeoman's Tale depends

Shoaf argues unconvincingly that the tale’s interest in the fixation o f  mercury represents C haucer’s 
critique o f the m ortifying effects o f  the tyrannical use o f  language, which strips language o f  its fluidity 
and fixes its meaning. See C h au cer’s Body,  p. 64.
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entirely on the volatility of mercury -  the very resistance to fixation which causes 

such care and woe in the first part of the tale. The fraudulent Canon places mercury in 

an earthen vessel, and heats it, knowing that the volatile substance will evaporate 

through the pores in the vessel, allowing him to replace it with an equivalent amount 

of silver. It is noteworthy that nowhere else does the Yeoman show such a clear 

understanding of the nature of metals he works with as in his account of the deception 

practised by this Canon; indeed, the fraud is narrated with a precision that stands in 

stark contrast to the chaos of the first part of the tale.

In a frequently cited article, Willa Babcock Folch-Pi notes an intriguing analogue to 

this trick in Book VI, Chapter 36 of Ramon Llull’s Libre de Meravelles de Felix mon,
117which was composed around 1288. As Collette and DiMarco note, Llull’s text 

argues for the impossibility of alchemy, claiming that transmutation must entail 

substantial and accidental transmutation, “which cannot be done artificially, for nature
I 1 8needs all her powers to do it.” Moreover, it notes that all elements have been 

seeking their own perfection since the Creation, and that “no metal wants to change its 

being into that of another being, since if it changed its being into that of another 

being, it would no longer be that being it prefers to be.” "^ The philosopher then 

relates the story of a conman who devised an alchemical trick to deceive a king. The 

trick involved placing a thousand pistoles of gold into a mixture which, he informed 

the king, would multiply precious metal. He then emptied this mixture into a cauldron 

in which he was melting the two thousand pistoles of gold the king had given him to 

multiply. When the process was complete, the entire mass of gold was of course 

found to weigh three thousand pistoles; the conman repeated this twice more and then 

ran off with a large amount of gold the king had given him to multiply. Whether or 

not Chaucer might have had access to such a source, it is crucial to note a very 

important difference between the two tales. Llull’s con artist tricks his victim into 

thinking that he has succeeded in multiplying the amount of gold given to him by the 

king, whereas Chaucer’s canon tricks the priest into thinking that the quicksilver has 

been transmuted into an equal amount of silver. The difference is significant, since it 

involves the annihilation of the quicksilver and its replacement with silver.

Willa Babcock Folch-Pi, ‘Ramon Llull’s Felix and Chaucer’s Canon’s Y eom an ’s T a le ’, N otes an d  
Queries 2 \ 2  ( \967):  10-11.

Collette and DiMarco, 'Canon's Y eom an’s Tale', p. 732.
ibid., p. 732.
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Such a process of transformation was pregnant with significance in Chaucer’s day.

Indeed, William Kamowski has argued that the Canon’s Yeom an’s Tale, in featuring

clerical figures who fail to effect an act of transformation, hints at W ycliffite
120challenges to the doctrine of transubstantiation. Transubstantiation is predicated on 

the annihilation of the substance of the bread and the substantial substitution of the 

body and blood of Christ, and it might be argued that the apparent “transm utation” of 

the Canon’s Yeom an’s Tale is effected through a similar process, namely the 

annihilation or evaporation of mercury, and literal substitution of silver. 

Contemporary scholarship has failed to identify a persuasive source for the trick at the 

heart of the Canon's Yeoman’s Tale, and while the theological debate about the 

Eucharist may provide a context for interpreting the trick, it does not constitute a 

source. It does, however, alert us to an important principle by which to judge apparent 

sources; namely, that a persuasive source should account for two distinct elements of 

the trick: first, the removal/evaporation of the mercury, and second, the substitution of 

the silver.

Though it is possible that a literary source will emerge that more closely parallels the

precise terms of the trick, Chaucer might easily have obtained its most significant

elements from an account of the process of assaying metal, such as that offered in

Dialogus de Scaccario. Indeed, in an unpublished article, Ashby Kinch has argued
121that the canon’s trick is a “parodic inversion of a true coin assay”. The essential 

elements of the alchemist’s trick involve: fire, a porous, earthenware vessel (the very 

kind a capable alchemist would know not to use), an ounce of quicksilver, an ingot of 

silver, and, crucially, the knowledge that when exposed to heat the quicksilver will
1 7 9begin to evaporate and be absorbed into the pores of the crucible. Essentially the 

same elements are found in the account of the assay in the Dialogus, though with

W illiam  K am owski, ‘Chaucer and W yclif: G od’s M iracles against the C lergy’s M ag ic’, C haucer  
R eview  1,1. \ (2002): 5-25.

Kinch, ‘Testing the L im its’. Kinch provides som e details, drawing primarily on T ractatus N ove  
M onete, in The D e M oneta o f  N icholas O resm e an d  English M int D ocum ents, ed. by Charles Johnson, 
(London: Thomas N elson and Sons, 1956), pp. 65-96  (esp. pp. 65-81). In the fo llow ing d iscussion, I 
primarily draw on D ia logu s de S caccario , w hose account is in som e respects closer to C haucer’s Tale.
I am very grateful to A shby Kinch for his generosity in forwarding me a piece o f  unpublished research.

Grennen notes that alchem ical manuscripts specify that the alchem ical vessel should only be m ade 
o f glass; the earthen vessels o f the C anon's Y eom an’s Tale would be unacceptable to any truly 
com petent alchem ist. ‘C om m onplaces o f  A lch em y’, pp. 330-33. In this way, a feature that exposes the 
ineptitude o f  the alchem ists o f  the first part o f  the tale highlights the cunning o f  the conm an in the 
second.
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litharge -  the Yeoman’s litarge (775) -  naturally taking the place of mercury. Thus, 

the m agister informs the discipulus that a random sample of coins received from each 

Sheriff is handed to the Melter (fusor) for assay:

Magister. Quos ille suscipiens manu propria numerat et sic disponit eos in 
uasculum ignitorem cinerum quod in fornace est. Tunc igitur, artis fusorie lege 
seruata, redigit eos in massam, conflans et emundans argentum. Ceterum 
cauendum est ei ne citra perfectum subsistat uel importunis estuationibus 
uexet illud atque consumat; illud propter regis, hoc propter uicecomitis 
iacturam; sed modis omnibus prouideat et quanta procuret industria ut non 
uexetur sed ad purum tantum excoquatur.

Master. He takes them, counts them with his own hands, and arranges them in
an ash cupel [or 'test'] in the furnace. He then, following the rules of his art,
melts them into an ingot, fusing and refining the silver. But he must be careful
neither to stop short of completion, not to over-refine and waste the silver by
unnecessary heating; causing a loss to the King in the one case, or to the
sheriff in the other. But he must take every precaution, and try with his might

12 "̂

not to overheat the silver, but only to make it pure. '

The very point of this test of course, is that base materials such as litharge (or the 

mercury of the C anon’s Yeom an’s Tale) will evaporate at a much lower temperature 

than the nobler metals of silver and gold, and will be absorbed by the earthenware 

vessel, thus revealing if the money tendered by the sheriff contains debased or 

counterfeit coins. This chemical knowledge is essential to the trick in the C anon’s 

Yeom an’s Tale: moreover, like the Melter, he must know when to stop heating the 

metal or he will ruin the entire process. The discipulus asks the magister how one is to 

know when the assay is complete, to which he replies;

Magister. Non satis noui, quia nec sollicitus super hiis fui, uerum quamdiu 
super iam liquidum argentum nigra quedam nubecula circumferri conspicitur, 
infectum dicitur. At cum quedam quasi grana minuta ab imo deducuntur ad 
summum et illic disdoluuntur signum es examinati.

Master. I do not really know because I have never studied the subject. But so 
long as a black film is seen floating about over the now liquid silver, the assay 
is said to be unfinished. When, however, small grains appear to rise from the 
bottom to the top, and there dissolve, it is a sign that the assay is complete.'^"*

Before it is brought to completion, the assay is described as infectum  (unfinished). In 

the context, however, the implication of “infection” is clear: we might recall that the

D ialogus de S caccario , p. 37. 
ibid., p. 40.

252



stench of Chaucer’s alchemists would infecte even those a mile away (887-9), while 

the alchemical conman wolde infecte al a toun (973); Grennen notes that inficere is 

the technical term in alchemy for the corruption of metals and acids by inferior
1 ^ 5substances. “ Johnson’s notes to the above passage indicate that the m agister is 

referring to “the phenomenon known as ‘brightening,’ when the litharge is absorbed 

by the porous cupel, leaving the silver clear.” ’^̂  The process was of course familiar to 

any goldsmith or metalworker: a clear and concise account is offered by Theophilus in 

his account o f the various arts: this account even specifies heaping charcoal above the
127vessel, as Chaucer’s conman does (1151-2). Familiarity with this process provides 

most of the elements essential to the trick of the cozening alchemist; moreover, since 

it is designed to assure the quality of Exchequer receipts, it is a process with which 

Chaucer, as Comptroller of the Customs, would have been at least theoretically 

familiar.

There is much circumstantial evidence supporting the assumption that Chaucer’s trick 

might have been inspired by such a description of process of assaying metal. In their 

recent survey of the sources and analogues of the Tale, Carolyn Collette and Vincent 

DiMarco note a significant overlap between the Tale and contemporary accounts of 

the goldsm iths’ trade. As already mentioned, the priest and canon take the three teynes 

of silver to a goldsmith to be assayed (1131-3; 1137-40). In addition, as Collette and 

DiMarco note, the Goldsmiths’ G uild’s first charter fixes the site and function of 

goldsm iths’ shops, expressly forbidding them to inhabit “obscure turnings and by

lanes and streets”, an injunction that helps us to understand why Chaucer “places his 

alchemists and their attempts to manufacture false gold in precisely those locations 

that the guild suspects and tries to control, i.e., in ‘hernes and lanes blynde,’ where 

‘thise robbours and thise theves by kynde/ Holden hir pryvee fereful residence’ (VIII,

Grennen, ‘Characterisation’, pp. 281-2.
D ia logu s de  Scaccario , p. 40, n. 1.
T heophilus, D e D iversis  A rtibus, ed. and trans. by C. R, D odw ell (London: Thom as N elson  and 

Sons, 1961), pp. 74-5 . For a useful note on the process, see Theophilus, On D ivers  A rts: The 
F orem onst M edieva l Treatise on Painting, G lassm aking and M etalw ork, trans. with introduction and 
notes by John G. Hawthorne and Cyril Stanley Smith (N ew  York: D over Publications, 1979; first 
published Chicago: University o f  C hicago Press, 1963), p. 97, n.3. The metallurgical section o f  
T heophilus’ treatise also includes an extraordinary pseudo-alchem ical digression, com plete with 
basilisks, eggs laid by cocks and hatched by toads, and chickens sprouting serpent-tails. See D e  
D iversis Artibus, pp. 96-98; On D ivers A rts, pp. 119-20 and n. 1.
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658-60).” '"^ Furthermore, they note that guild documents from 16 Richard II describe 

the perils of the goldsmiths’ work in terms that evoke the Yeoman’s description o f the 

hazards of alchemy, claiming that ‘“ many persons of that trade, by fire and the smoke 

of quicksilver, had lost their sight; and that others of them, by the working in that 

trade, became so crazed and infirm, that they were disabled to subsist, but of relief 

from others.’” '"^

Given the metallurgical context of the C anon’s Yeoman’s Tale, the process of assay is 

a highly appropriate source for the conm an’s trick. Indeed, it may also have 

influenced the description of the failure of the genuine attempt at transmuting metal, 

since one of the possible reasons for the failure of alchemists -  poor maintenance of 

the fire (VIII. 922-9) -  was also recognised as a potential hazard to a successful 

a s s a y . I f  we accept that Chaucer is alluding to the assay, then there is also an 

irresistibly comic and apposite dramatic irony, namely that the very process of 

assaying the silver that convinces the priest he has not been conned, is the very 

process that has been used to dupe him. Once we recognise that a process invented, as 

the D ialogus notes, to prevent fraud, has here been exploited to perpetrate it, the trick 

appears to be much more richly invested with the comic wit typical of Chaucer’s 

fabliaux.'^ ' Helen Phillips has argued that the focus on silver rather than gold in the 

Tale reflects the shortage of silver bullion in the period; we might also note that the 

first charter of the G oldsm ith’s Guild specifically seeks to address the problem of 

‘merchants and strangers [who] brought counterfeit sterling into the nation.” ' The 

focus on the importance of the assay would have perhaps been more obvious in a 

period of such economic difficulties. Moreover, if this interpretation is correct, it 

appears that the cozening alchemist finds the irony and humour irresistible, since he 

repeatedly invokes the assay at the precise moment he is gulling the priest:

Quod the chanoun, “Yet wol I make assay 
The seconde tyme, that you may taken heede

C ollette and DiM arco, ‘C an on ’s Y eom an’s T ale’, p. 721, citing The H istory o f  the Tw elve G rea t 
L ivery  C om panies o f  London, 2 vols, ed. by W illiam  Herbert (London: Herbert, 1836), II, p. 129.

C ollette and DiM arco, 'C an on ’s Y eom an’s T ale’, p. 721-22, citing H istory o f  the Tw elve G rea t 
L ivery C om panies, II, p. 156.

See T racta tus N ave M onete, p. 81.
See D ia lo g u s de Scaccario , p. 39, where the m agister  explains that the process is essential because  

o f fa lso r io s  e t nummorum deton sores  (“forgers and clippers o f coin”).
H isto ry  o f  the Twelve G rea t L ivery C om panies, II, pp. 128-9, cited by Phillips, The C anterbury  

T ales, p. 204.
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And been expert of this, and in youre neede 
Another day assaye in myn absence 
This disciplyne and this crafty science.”

VIII. 1249-53 (emphasis added)

The dehghtful irony of this situation can only be fully grasped when we recognise 

what the priest cannot: that the word assay(e) loses its innocence when recognised as 

a taunting reminder of the very process being used to trick the sely innocent (1076). 

The word is used on two other occasions in the tale, once to describe the process of 

assay itself (1338) and once to describe the gulled priest’s failed attempts to transmute 

metal using the useless receit (1384). In addition to this, the analogous preeve and its 

variants, which also connote the testing of metal, are peppered through the tale,
1 ^ 3presumably to enrich the humour of the fabliau. ‘ Yet this feature of the tale is also 

clearly designed to refer back to earlier moments in the Tales: not only the scene of 

Cecilia remaining unharmed in the bath of flames (VIII. 519-22), but also the 

continuous assay of Griselda (IV. 1163-9). It is perhaps worth noting that in the 

Hengwrt manuscript, where the Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale is absent, the Second N un's  

Tale is followed by the C lerk’s Tale, thus preserving this focus on the theme of 

purgation, purification and assay.

In Language and the Declining World, John Fyler develops an intriguing analogy 

between the C anon’s Yeoman’s Tale and a vein of commentary on the biblical figure 

Nimrod, who was regarded throughout the Middle Ages as the builder of the Tower of
13 sBabel. "  The analogy rests finally on a potential source for the trick of the second 

part of the Tale. Fyler cites Peter Comester’s Historia Scholastica, in many versions 

of which appears the following story, appended to his account of Nimrod’s tryanny, 

idolatry and fire worship:

The Chaldeans worshipped fire, and compelled others to do the same, burning 
up their idols. The priests of Canopus, hearing this, because they had 
fashioned a great idol in honor of Bel, after removing its golden crown

S ee  VIII. 6 4 5 , 9 6 8 , 1212, 1336 , 1379.
' T he H engw rt order is c learly  anom alou s, as C oop er notes (C a n te rb u ry  T a les, p. 3 5 7 ). B ut it is su rely  
interesting that the C le r k ’s T ale  not o n ly  features a sim ilar co n cep t o f  trial by assay , but a lso  that the 
d escrip tion  o f  the C lerk in the G e n e ra l P ro lo g u e  features an a lch em ica l pun: “B ui al be that he w as a 
p h ilosophre  /  Y et hadde he but litel go ld  in co fre” (I. 2 9 7 -8 ).

An earlier version  o f  F y ler ’s argum ent appeared as ‘N im rod , the C om m entaries on G en es is , and 
C h au cer’, in The U ses o f  M a n u scr ip ts  in L ite ra ry  S tu d ies: E ssa ys  in M e m o ry  o f  J u d so n  B o y c e  A llen , 
ed. by Charlotte C o o k  M orse, P en e lo p e  R eed  D o o b  and M arjorie Curry W o o d s , S tu d ies in M ed iev a l 
C ulture 31 (K alam azoo: W estern M ich ig a n  U n iversity , 1992), pp. 19 3 -2 1 1 .
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attached an earthen vessel [vas fictile] in the manner of a crown, perforated by 
holes stopped up with wax. When the Chaldeans arrived they set a fire against 
it, and after the wax liquefied, the water that was in the crown, flowing down, 
put out the fire, and the idols of Canopus prevailed.

Fyler notes that the addition is not found in every copy of the text, but that it did have 

a wide circulation, and Chaucer could easily have seen it.'"̂  ̂ Indeed, he demonstrates 

that the story was widely circulated; appearing, for example, in Guido da Pisa’s 

commentary on the Nimrod episode in Inferno X X X I . I n  this way, the addition 

becomes an integral part of a number of important versions of the Nimrod story. As 

Fyler notes, the trick used by the priests of Canopus provides an important analogue 

for the trick employed by the cozening alchemist, in which the hidden silver is
139contained in a cavity stopped up with wax (1159-64; 1265-9).

Because his subject matter is the fate of language in the declining world, Fyler is 

particularly struck by the connection between this story and Nimrod’s role as the 

builder of the Tower of Babel. Seeking to demonstrate that the Canon’s Yeom an’s 

Tale celebrates “the generative power of fallen language” , he notes that “if the 

Yeoman’s chaotic, jumbled list of terms suggests the plight of fallen language as it 

decays into impenetrable jargon, it also manifests a version, however comic and 

debased, of poetic pleasure” . T h o u g h  this interpretation is highly debatable, Fyler is 

not wrong to detect a connection between alchemy and linguistic decay. It is no 

coincidence that, as they leave the circle of the falsifiers, Dante and Virgil hear the 

terrible trumpet blast of Nimrod (XXXI, 45-80). Nimrod is one of the giants who 

mediate between the circle of simple fraud and Cocytus, the circle of complex fraud, 

the lowest pit of Hell. This is a fitting place for the alleged builder of the tower of 

Babel, who sought to reach as high as the heavens, and now reaches the lowest point 

of creation. The construction of the Tower of Babel led to the loss of a single human 

language and precipitated the confusion of tongues and the scattering of nations. 

N imrod’s devastating punishment is that of a mind shrouded in permanent confusion. 

He speaks a language that only he understands, and is incapable of understanding any

Patrologia Cursus Coinpletus: Series Latina, ed. by J.-P. M igne, (Paris, 1841-64), 198:1088-89. 
Cited by Fyler, Language and the D eclining World, p. 175.

Fyler, Language and the Declining World, p. 175. 
ibid., pp. 175-6. 
ibid., p. 176. 
ibid., pp. 154, 177.
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other. Virgi], with apparent cruelty, taunts him for speaking, and tells him to use the 

horn he carries to communicate his frustration. Nimrod’s words -  “Raphel may amech  

zabi alm i” (XXXI, 67) -  are of course untranslatable, but remind us not only of the 

conventional nature of signification, as well as raising the spectre of the failure of 

linguistic reference.

If the figure of Nimrod and the plenitude of fallen language are silent presences in the 

C anon’s Yeom an’s Tale, then it is surely a comment on the degenerative, rather than 

generative power of fallen language. In this, it is possible that Chaucer is inverting the 

strategy employed by Gower in Confessio Amantis, where the imitative and perfective 

nature of alchemy justified the vernacular poet’s attempt to transform his native 

language by employing the techniques of translation through which lettered cultures 

acquire prestige. Chaucer focuses on a negative vision of such linguistic 

multiplication, addressing the breakdown of language and successful communication. 

This is made clear when we consider the most striking stylistic element of the 

C anon’s Yeoman's Tale: its interminable lists of unfamiliar words. Lists of things and 

processes alternate in rapid succession, yet we are never given a clear and precise 

account of the processes or even a clear explanation of the ingredients used. The 

effect is bewildering, and is even felt by the Yeoman himself:

Yet forgat I to maken rehersaille 
Of waters corosif, and of lymaille,
And of bodies mollificacioun.
And also of hire induracioun;
Oilles, ablucions, and metal fusible -  
To tellen al wolde passen any bible 
That owher is; wherefore, as for the beste.
Of alle thise names now wol I me reste.
For, as I trowe, I have yow toold ynowe 
To reyse a feend, al looke he never so rowe.

VIII. 852-61

Unsurprisingly, most critics have resisted thoroughgoing analysis of the specific 

details of the alchemical materials and processes mentioned in these lists. This 

reluctance is partly due to an understandable wariness of explicating alchemical 

jargon, and partly to a sense that explication is unwarranted, since Chaucer’s intent 

was to replicate and satirise the bewildering terms of alchemical manuscripts. A 

persuasive variation on this approach is Jane Hilberry’s account of the technical
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language of the tale.*'*' In an account compatible with Fyler’s understanding, Hilberry 

analyses the language of the tale and concludes that it is in effect a virtuoso linguistic 

performance, as Chaucer “succeeds in transmuting the language of alchemy into 

poetry.” '^^

Hilberry’s approach is illuminating, and she is certainly right about the artistic effect 

of this dazzling display of virtuosity. The words and phrases that tumble out of the 

Yeoman’s mouth signify nothing beyond themselves. But the primary importance of 

this is not to turn alchemical language into poetry. Rather, the alchemical laboratory is 

for the Yeoman a world in which the analogical relationship between words and 

things has been lost, and the connection between verba and res has become arbitrary 

and meaningless. This is tremendously important given that the tale is to be followed 

by the M anciple’s Tale, which revisits the General Prologue's use of the Platonic 

dictum  the word must be cousin to the thing, and calls us to question the relationship 

between verba and res}^^ The Canon’s Yeoman prepares us well for this disjunction 

between word and thing since, as Patterson has observed, “the alchemical secret of 

secrets, forever out of material reach, brought within conceptual reach the idea that 

truth itself is linguistically unreachable.” ''̂ '* Moreover, he has noted that the tale 

exploits the obsession of alchemical literature with unity to substitute “a process of 

endless substitution” for the actual accretion of knowledge.*'*'^ This is made clear at 

the conclusion of the tale with Plato’s “revelations” about the Philosophers’ Stone, of 

which the frustrated disciple exclaims “This is ignotum per ignociusV' (1457), thus 

marking the complete breakdown of analogical language, since Plato’s words pervert 

the basic principle of analogy that the unknown be explained by the familiar.'"*^ These 

words emphasise the total inability of human reason to penetrate the mysteries of the 

universe, while the Yeom an’s concluding deference to the absolute will of Christ hints

Hilberry, Jane; ‘“And In Oure Madnesse Everemoore W e Rave”: Technical Language in the 
Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale’, Chaucer Review  21.4 (1987): 435-43.

Hilbeny, p. 442. Hilberry’s article is included in Fyler’s bibliography, though not explicitly cited in 
the text. Language and the Declining World, p. 285.

IX. 207-8.
Patterson, ‘Perpetual M otion’, p. 50.
ibid., p. 44.
The importance of this phrase was grasped by Lydgate, who cites it in his discussion o f alchemy in 

‘The Secund pistil that King Alisaundre sent to his maistir Aristotiles’, in Lydgate and Burgh’s Secrees 
o f  Old Philisojfres, ed. Robert Steele, EETS, e.s. 66 (London, 1894), pp. 18-19, line 588. The line is 
also quoted by Thomas Norton, who claims Chaucer as an alchemical master. See Thomas N orton’s 
Ordinall o f  Alchemy, ed. by John Reidy, EETS o.s. 272 (London, 1975), p. 14, lines 1159-64.
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at the pervasively contingent universe which is one of the major understandings of 

nominalist thought.'''’ Shoaf argues that this passage offers a reflection on the art of 

poetry itself, since “[p]oetry too is ‘the unknown through (or as) the more unknown’: 

poetry too substitutes one word ( ‘magnasia’) for another ( ‘titanos’), exploiting the
14-8capacity o f as to suggest is". Moreover, he argues, when poetry is pushed into a 

corner, it can only respond as Plato does, by deferring to the authority of C h r i s t . I n  

this way, Shoaf seeks in the C anon’s Yeoman’s Tale a prefiguration of the closure of 

the Canterbury Tales.

The C anon’s Yeom an’s Tale presents a fascinating insight into the dissemination of 

human knowledge, or, more specifically, the breakdown of that p r o c e s s . I n  this, it is 

possible that Chaucer is indebted to the alchemical passage in the Confessio Amantis, 

which situates the discussion of alchemy in the context of the decay of human 

learning. That Chaucer latches onto this aspect of the art can be seen in his treatment 

of the relationship between master and apprentice in the C anon’s Yeoman's Tale. The 

prominence of this relationship appears to derive from the m otif of the dialogue 

between m agister and discipulus in medieval scientific and instructional manuals. 

Indeed, G eber’s Sum o f Perfection, one of Chaucer’s clear sources for the C anon’s 

Yeom an’s Tale, is written in the form of such a dialogue.'"'’* Edgar Duncan finds that 

the lists of alchemical process and substances mentioned by the Yeoman are more 

nearly paralleled in this than any other treatise, which makes it likely that Chaucer is
152also influenced by the form. ‘ The convention of a master explaining his art to a 

disciple is invoked in three places in the Canon’s Yeom an’s Tale, indicating the 

thematic importance of the transmission of ideas at this point in the Tales. The entire 

tale is of course predicated on the breakdown of the relationship between a disciple,

See D elany, ‘Substantial C onnection’, p. 57 for a brief discussion o f  the centrality o f  G od’s w ill in 
nom inalist thought. If the Yeom an is intended to evoke nom inalist thought, it must be observed that he 
does not offer a positive vision.

Shoaf, C h a u cer’s B ody, pp. 61-2. 
ibid., p. 62.
John Scattergood has argued that both tales in the fragment are about the acquisition and 

dissem ination o f  arcane know ledge. See ‘Chaucer in the Suburbs’. R eading the P ast: E ssays on 
M edieva l an d  R enaissance L iterature  (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1996), pp. 128-45 (p. 139). First 
published in M edieva l L iterature an d  A ntiquities: E ssays in H onour o f  B asil C ottle, ed. by M yra Stokes 
and T.L. Burton (Cambridge: D .S. Brewer, 1987), pp. 145-62.

Edgar D uncan, ‘The Literature o f  A lchem y and C haucer’s C anon’s Yeom an: Framework, Them es, 
and Characters’, Speculum  43 .4  (1968): 633-56  (p. 644). 

ibid., p. 642.
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the Yeoman, and his master; indeed, this is the explicit subject of the Prologue and 

first part o f the tale:

“Thou sclaunderest me heere in this compaignye,
And eek discoverest that thou sholdest hyde.” [...]
“Syn that my lord is goon, I wol nat spare;
Swich thyng as that I knowe, I wol declare.”

VIII. 695-6,718-9

In the second part, the gulling of the priest is represented as a parody of the 

relationship between master and disciple, as the trickster-alchemist claims to initiate 

the priest in the mysteries of the art:

I wo! yow shewe, and if yow list to leere,
I wol yow teche pleynly the manere 
How I kan werken in philosophie.

VIII. 1056-8

As has already been noted, the close of the tale witnesses an extraordinary shift of 

register, as the Yeoman, who has hitherto been seen only as a bumbling novice to the 

craft, begins to speak with erudition about key alchemical texts. In the account of 

Plato and his pupil, the focus is on the relationship of master and disciple; Chaucer 

highlights the pedagogic context by representing the exchange as a dialogue rather 

than merely reporting its conclusions:

And this was his demande in soothfastnesse:
“Telle me the name of the privee stoon.”
And Plato answerde unto hym anoon,
“Take the stoon that Titanos men name.”
“W hich is that?” quod he. “Magnasia is the same,”
Seyde Plato. “Ye sire, and is it thus?
This is ignotum per ignocius. [ . . .]”

VIII. 1451-7

The breakdown of analogical reasoning is powerfully reinforced by the context, which 

depicts a frustrating encounter between a keen student and a teacher who is unwilling 

or unable to provide clear answers to his questions. The relationship of master and 

apprentice allows Chaucer to comment on the breakdown of analogical modes of 

reasoning, and the transmission of ideas. Indeed, the entire tale testifies to the failure 

of human understanding:
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For whan a man hath over-greet a wit, 
Ful oft hym happeth to mysusen it. (648-49)

For so helpe me God, therby shal he nat wynne, 
But empty his purs and make hys wittes thynne. (740-1)

And iconne he letterure or konne he noon 
As in effect, he shal fynde it al oon.
[...] they faillen bothe two. (846-47, 851)

He that semeth the wiseste, by Jhesus,
Is mooste fool, whan it cometh to the preef. (967-8)

Given that the tale undermines and mocks human powers of reasoning, it is 

unsurprising that the tale ends with the Yeoman’s observation that, when human wit 

fails, man must have recourse to faith:

For whoso maketh God his adversarie.
As for to werken any thyng in contrarie 
O f his wil, certes, never shal he thryve,
Thogh that he multiplie terme of his lyve.

Every aspect of medieval poetry, but particularly its moral function and effectiveness, 

was deeply bound up in the analogical thought processes discussed here. The 

alchemical imagery of Fragment VIII can help to illuminate Chaucer’s attitude to 

poetics because poetry, like, alchemy, is in many ways dependent on the analogical 

world-view addressed in the fragment. In his work on the C anon’s Yeom an’s Tale, 

Keiser refers in passing to the “metaphorical sleight of hand” of an article by Mark 

Bruhn which posits that Chaucer uses alchemy as a symbol for p o e t r y . O t h e r  critics 

have not treated such a possibility so dismissively; Shoaf goes so far as to describe the 

tale as “an essay in poetics and the use of poetry”, while Lee Patterson regards the 

parallel as unavoidable, noting, though not discussing, the analogy between alchemy 

and art in the Roman de la Rose.'^'^ Remarkably, Bruhn’s article, the most detailed 

argument in favour of an analogy between alchemy and poetry, barely mentions the 

precedent set by the Roman. Instead, his account begins with an unlikely comparison 

between the sweating horses of the Canon and Yeoman and the horse upon which 

Chaucer’s own Sir Thopas rides. Apparently, Bruhn tells us, Chaucer wishes to signal

Keiser, p. 21, n.37; M ark Bruhn, ‘Art, Anxiety, and Alchemy in the C anon’s Yeom an’s Tale', 
Chaucer Review  33.3 (1999): 288-315.

Shoaf, C haucer’s Body, p. 60; Patterson, ‘Perpetual M otion’, pp. 55.

VIII. 1476-9
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that “these urgently introduced characters are somehow also his own”. ' ’̂"’ He is on 

firmer ground with his observation that the extremely rare word “elvysshe”, which is 

used twice to describe the alchemical craft, is also used by the Host to describe

Chaucer in the Prologue to Sir Thopas}^^ Apart from these tenuous links, however,

there are a number of passages in the Canon’s Yeom an’s Prologue and Tale that 

suggest a connection between alchemy and poetry, as both Bruhn and Shoaf 

s u g g e s t . T h e  Host opens up the possibility of such an analogy when he asks the 

Yeoman if his lord has any skill at tale-telling:

Can he oght telle a myrie tale or tweye 
With which he glade may this compaignye?

VIII. 597-8

In his response, the Yeoman suggests a link between skill at tale-telling and adept 

alchemical ability;

“W ho, sire? My lord? Ye, ye, withouten lye,
He kan of murthe and eek of jolitee 
Nat but ynough; also, sire, trusteth me.
And ye hym knewe as wel as do I,
Ye would wondre how wel and craftily 
He koude werke, and that in sondry wise.
He hath take on hym many a greet emprise,
Which were ful hard for any that is heere 
To brynge aboute, but they of hyn it leere.”

VIII. 599-607

In the Yeoman’s studied attempt to divert attention to the Canon’s alchemical skills, 

he establishes a parallel between the creative skills necessary to tell a tale and the skill 

essential to the art of alchemy. This is emphasised further when the Yeoman says:

“I seye, my lord kan swich subtiltee [...]
That al this grounde on which we been ridyng,
Til that we come to Canterbury toun.
He koude al clene turnen up-so-doun.
And pave it al of silver and of gold.

VIII. 620, 623-6

Bruhn, ‘Art, Anxiety, and A lchemy’, p. 303.
VIII. 751, 842 and VII. 1893-94. Richard Firlh Green discusses this in detail, ‘Changing Chaucer’, 

pp. 27-52.
Shoaf provides a succinct account of what he refers to as Chaucer’s “auto-citations” in the words of  

the C anon’s Yeoman, C haucer’s Body, pp. 58-60.
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In this remarkable passage, the Yeoman identifies a dual challenge posed by the 

alchemist’s craft to the story-telling pilgrim. At one level, the suggestion that he might 

pave with gold the way to Canterbury offers a strikingly materialist challenge to the 

(at least nominally) spiritual goal of the pilgrims’ quest. Moreover, since the road to 

Canterbury has become the stage for the story-telling competition, the Yeoman’s 

claim draws the Canon’s art into direct competition with the art of the storytellers.

The fundamentally bookish nature of the alchemical art is revealed in the Tale, when 

the Yeoman asks;

Ascaunce that craft is so light to leere?
Nay, nay, God woot, al be he monk or frere.
Freest or chanoun, or any oother wyght.
Though he sitte at his book bothe day and nyght 
In lernyng of this elvysshe nyce loore,
Al is in veyn, and parde, muchel moore.

VIII. 838-43

The alchemist is thus strikingly reminiscent of Chaucer’s own “elvyssh” poetic 

persona (VII. 703), who also reads both night and day, as we learn in the House o f  

Fame (652-8). In both cases, the result of this ceaseless reading is seen to be only 

blindness and lack of productivity. Both texts posit an ideal of multiplication, yet each 

ends only in fragmentation and confusion. At the end of both works, a man of great 

authority appears, to whom the reader looks for clarification, but while the answer is 

endlessly deferred in the House o f Fame, the figure of Plato in the C anon’s Yeom an’s 

Tale directs the reader to the only final authority;

“For unto Crist it is so lief and deere 
That he wol nat that it discovered bee,
But where it liketh to his deitee
Men for t ’enspire, and eek for to deffende
Whom that hym liketh; lo, this is the ende.”

VIII. 1467-71

Fragment VIII begins with a tale that champions the existence of an analogical 

relationship between the particular and universal, and, more importantly, a poetic 

based on such a relationship. The C anon’s Yeoman’s Tale, by contrast, raises 

questions about the very existence of this relationship, and raises even more 

fundamental questions about the ability of people to mediate between the two,
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especially through the faulty medium of language. Finally, however, it cannot 

abandon belief in the real existence of these analogical relationships. Conscious of the 

failure of the alchemical process and the possibility of endless multiplication, the 

Yeoman rejects alchemy. As he brings his tale to a close, he invokes a strikingly 

textual metaphor: “And there a poynt, for ended is my tale” (VIII. 1480). As Brian 

Lee notes, the image of the full-stop {poynt) nicely draws attention to the closure of 

the written tale.'*'^ This simple but graphic image of finality reminds us that the 

P arson’s Tale and the Retractions will soon draw to an end the multiplication of the 

Canterbury Tales, and bring to a close the performance of the Yeoman’s literary 

creator.

Brian S. Lee, ‘The Question o f  Closure in Fragment V o f  tiie Canterbury T ales' , Yearbook c f  
English Studies T l  (1992); 190-200 (p. 191).
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C o n c l u s io n

A  R e f u s a l  t o  C o u n t e r f e i t :  T h e  E n d in g  o f  t h e  C a n t e r b u r y  Ta l e s

I

Now hadde this Phebus in his hous a crowe 
Which in a cage he fostred many a day,
And taughte it speken, as men teche a jay.
Whit was this crowe as is a snow-whit swan,
And countrefete the speche of every man 
He koude, whan he sholde telle a tale.

DC. 130-5

The last two lines of this description of the Manciple’s crow have justly captured 

critical imagination: as Helen Cooper has observed, “[o]ne could scarcely find a better 

way of summing up Chaucer’s own method in the Tales''^ The chattering bird is in 

itself an appropriate figure for the poet of the story-telling competition, recalling the 

Pierides, who were turned into magpies following their unsuccessful challenge to the 

Muses, and who are cited by the Man of Law as an image of his hopeless poetic 

contest with Chaucer (II. 91-3). Moreover, the passage is more than vaguely 

suggestive of the project of impersonation implicit in the Canterbury project: the 

image of the talking bird nicely captures Chaucer’s specific protest that he does 

nothing but mimic precisely what he has heard spoken (I. 3171-5). Cooper has argued 

that the M anciple’s Tale “shows the dangers of ‘counterfeiting’, artistically fashioning 

other people’s voices”, but there is more to it than this suggests. The verb countrefete 

has been of great significance in Chaucer’s discussion of artistic representation, and 

here it is used, in effect, to sum up his literary endeavour in the Tales.

In drawing attention to the crow as a counterfeiter of speech, it seems probable that 

Chaucer implies not only the imitative nature of the crow, but also the falsifying 

nature of its words. I suspect that Chaucer’s choice of the word countrefete here is 

influenced by Alain de Lille’s description of parrots, which claims that the talking 

bird, “on the anvil of its throat fashioned the coin of human speech” .̂  Alain’s simile 

invokes the metaphorical connection between coins and money: it also recalls his 

image of Nature as a coiner, which lies behind the appearance of Art as a counterfeiter

' Cooper, Structure, p. 238.
-ib id ., p. 238.

Complaint o f  Nature, p. 13.
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in Jean de Meun and Dante. In order to more fully understand how the image of the 

crow relates to the poet, it is important to consider how the crow’s subsequent speech, 

upon which the action of the tale turns, remains counterfeit and false, even as he 

speaks the literal truth.

That Chaucer implies that the speech of crow (and poet) is both imitative and 

falsifying becomes clearer when we consider the most important passage in the tale: 

the M anciple’s reference to the Platonic dictum that the word must be cousin to the 

thing:

And so bifel, whan Phebus was absent.
His w yf anon hath for hir lemman sent.
Hir lemman? Certes, this is a knavyssh speche!
Foyeveth it me, and that I yow biseche.
The wise Plato seith, as ye may rede,
The word moot nede accorde with the dede.
If men shal telle proprely a thyng.
The word moot cosyn be to the werkyng.

IX. 203-10

In a consideration of the M anciple’s attempt to make the word cousin to the thing, 

Edwin Craun has argued that he is working “from the orthodox scholastic concept of 

aequalitas or adaequatio: that a speaker should choose the socially constructed vox 

which most closely corresponds to what he perceives.”'* Citing Cooper’s observation 

that “low style is a closer representation of the physical fact than high style”, he adds 

that it is also appropriate to what the crow “presents as clear-eyed, honest moral 

judgm ents” .*’ This distinction is important, because it parallels the principles of 

decorum that give such vitality to Chaucer’s own method in the Canterbury Tales. 

Throughout, he has insisted that characters tell the kind of tale appropriate to their 

social type, whether they be a positive or negative example. The poet has claimed to 

merely report and reproduce the speech of others, but the Manciple reveals that such a 

process is always rife with interpretation, judgement and, inevitably, 

misrepresentation. Indeed, the most important word in the above passage is the 

notorious cosyn. which, as Taylor and Myles have noted, can signify both kinship and

Edwin D. Craun, Lies, Slander, an d  O bscenity in M edieva l English L iterature: P a sto ra l R hetoric an d  
the D ev ian t Speaker, Cambridge Studies in M edieval Literature 31 (Cambridge: Cambridge U niversity  
Press, 1997), p. 196.

Craun, p. 197. He is here citing Cooper, C anterbury Tales, p. 393.

266



cozenage, and is thus the counterpart of Chaucer’s ambiguous countrefete^ At stake is 

not just a general sense of the necessary correspondence of the description to the thing 

it describes, or a loose sense of stylistic decorum, but rather a poet’s most pressing 

concern: the need to find the right word.

Though it has been customary to link this Platonic dictum to its previous citation in 

the Tales, a more suggestive context is provided by Plato’s previous appearance in the 

work. In the Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale, Plato offers his disciple multiple names for the 

Philosopher’s Stone; “Titanos” (1454), “Magnasia” (1455) and “a water that is maad 

[...] / Of elementes foure” (1459-60). The issue here is one of linguistic multiplicity, 

and this is a consequence, at least in part, of the fallen nature of language. In a very 

real sense, each of the last three verse tales focuses on the search for the perfect word: 

thus, the Second N un’s Tale finds an entire microcosm in the name ‘Cecilia’; the 

alchemical quest is finally revealed, in the Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale, to be a search for 

a single word, “the name of the pryvee stoon” (1452), while the action of the 

M anciple’s Tale hinges on the crow’s vindictive selection of the mot juste that 

encodes the whole history of Phebus’ humiliation as well as his own defiant rejection 

of the high style and his master’s power over him: “Cokkow! Cokkow! Cokkow!” 

(IX. 243). As will be argued presently, it is no accident that, in addition to rejecting 

the subtleties of fiction and verse, the Parson tells a tale that consists, to a significant 

extent, of definitions of words that are precise to the point of becoming pedantic.

The crow’s “Cokkow! Cokkow! Cokkow!” is perhaps the briefest but most complex 

literary performance in the Canterbury Tales. The crow’s insistence on this word, and 

his crass explication of its meaning, function as a grotesque and reductive parody of 

the Second Nun’s soaring etymology of the name ‘Cecilia’. In both cases, a word 

encapsulates an individual’s identity and contains within itself an entire narrative, but 

whereas the Second N un’s Tale epitomised a generous and inclusive use of language, 

designed to clarify meaning and enrich understanding, the crow’s “Cokkow!” 

represents language at its most exclusive and cruelly coded, yielding up its secrets 

only to a cynical coterie, into which the reader has unwittingly, if not unwillingly, 

been initiated. Yet there is more to it than this. As a number of critics have noted, the

 ̂ P. B. Taylor, ‘Chaucer’s Cosyn to the Dede’, Speculum  57 (1982): 315-27; Myles, Chaucerian 
Realism, pp. 22-7.
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crow chooses to represent the actions he has witnessed not by using his power of 

human speech, but by imitating another bird, the cuckoo.’ This detail is crucial, and 

constitutes Chaucer’s rejection of the disingenuous claim that the role of mere 

reporter serves to absolve one of moral responsibility for one’s words.

The relevance of the crow ’s imitation of the cuckoo emerges more clearly when we 

consider the tale’s studied analogy between the wife’s sexual “performance” and the 

crow ’s verbal one. This is established by the deliberate pairing of the introductions of 

wife and crow: “Now hadde this Phebus in his hous a crowe [...] Now hadde this 

Phebus in his hous a wife” (IX. 130, 139). It is most powerfully brought out in the 

description of the impossibility of prevailing against “a thyng which that nature / Hath 

natureely set in a creature” (IX. 161-2):

Taak any bryd, and put it in a cage.
And do al thyn entente and thy corage 
To fostre it tendrely with mete and drynke 
Of alle deyntees that thou kanst bithynke,
And keep it al so clenly as thou may,
Although his cage of gold be never so gay,
Yet hath this brid, by twenty thousand foold,
Levere in a forest that is rude and coold 
Goon eten wormes and swich wrecchednesse.

DC. 163-71

The Manciple is speaking of the w ife’s nature, but it is clear that his thoughts are not 

far removed from the caged crow. At the immediate level, the caged bird o f the 

exemplum, which would rather eat wormes (171) than dayntees (166) represents the 

wife who chooses “oon of litel reputacioun” (253) rather than Phebus. Yet it is also 

important to recognise that when the tenderly fostered crow of the Tale seeks to 

accurately represent her actions, he finds himself imitating the cuckoo, a creature that, 

in the Parliament o f  Fowls, epitomises birds “[t]hat eten, as hem Nature wolde 

enclyne, / A worm or thyng of which I telle no tale” (325-6, 603-4). There is clearly a 

very deliberate pairing between the wife’s actions and the crow ’s speech, but far from 

reinforcing Plato’s dictum that the word must be cousin to the thing, the Tale suggests 

that the representation of base actions cannot be defended, since to accurately

’ See, for example, Cooper, Structure, p. 238; Fyler, Language and the Declining World, p. 186.
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represent such an action com es uncom fortably close to perform ing it. For m any 

reasons, the c ro w ’s speech, though literally true, is irredeem ably corrupt and false.

The M ancip le’s hesitation over the word lem man  highlights that it is possib le to use 

different w ords to describe the sam e thing, but inevitably it is essential to com e to a 

judgem ent. In the novel Shame, Salm an R ushdie observes that “ [a]ll stories are 

haunted by the ghosts o f the stories they m ight have been” ;̂  the M a n cip le ’s Tale 

reveals that the sam e is true even o f words. M oreover, the narrative o f P hebus’ wife is 

inscribed with o ther possibilities: not for the first tim e in the Tales, we are faced with 

com peting versions o f the sam e story. The w ife’s infidelity is narrated three tim es; 

once by the narrator, once by the crow, and finally in Phebus’ delirious re-w riting, in 

which all the w ife’s faults are erased and she becom es a paragon o f virtue. Indeed, 

one m ight go further and note that the story is also repeatedly re-inscribed in the 

potentially  endless list o f  bestial analogies with which M anciple describes the act o f 

infidelity (163-86). T hat Chaucer intends this m ultiplicity as a com m ent on the nature 

o f story-telling becom es clear when Phebus om inously warns the crow , “I wol thee 

quite anon thy false tale” (293). At the literal level, these words refer to the im m inent 

act o f revenge, but, as Cooper notes, they also inevitably rem ind us of the process by 

which one tale “quites” another.^ Just as, for exam ple, the K night and the M iller tell 

entirely contrasting versions o f the sam e basic plot (“the girl with two lovers”), so too 

the crow  and Phebus offer m utually incom patible versions o f the sam e story. As we 

have seen, the conflict between different versions o f the sam e story engenders a 

struggle in which only one version can em erge as authoritative; here, the trium phant 

version is that is furthest from  the truth.

In this struggle, the com peting stories o f Phebus and the crow enact the fam iliar 

dichotom y betw een praise and blam e that is inherent in the epideictic m ode. C haucer 

has explored the falsification inherent in this m ode in the H ouse o f  Fam e\ indeed, the 

m anner in w hich Phebus attem pts to bestow  good fam e on his w icked wife closely 

parallels the false judgem ents o f the goddess in that poem . M ore im portantly, perhaps, 

the M a n cip le ’s Tale is related to the epideictic program  inherent in the exem plary 

Canterbury narratives, and shares a num ber o f affinities with the earlier exem pla. In

* Salman Rushdie, Sham e (London: Vintage, 1993 [1985]), p. 116.
 ̂Cooper, Structure, p. 198.

269



its subject m atter -  a heady mixture of sex and sacrifice -  the tale is reminiscent of the 

Physician’s Tale\ as an account of a wicked wife, it contrasts sharply with the wives 

featured in the tales of the Man of Law and the Clerk. Most significant, however, is 

the relationship between the crow’s counterfeit speech and the counterfeit texts that 

dominated those exemplary tales. The tales of the Man of Law and the Clerk, as 

discussed previously, feature counterfeit documents that force the protagonists into 

ethical decisions. At heart, these forgeries highlight the ethical imperative to 

distinguish between the true and the apparent good. In the Pardoner’s Tale, the entire 

performance was counterfeit: this proved especially repulsive because the tale itself 

could be described as true, even moral. In the M anciple’s Tale we are also presented 

with a fraudulent performance of the truth; the crow speaks the truth (or at least a 

version of it) but his words are fraudulent, since they mask a vicious intent of which 

Phebus is unaware.

In light of the tale’s cynical view regarding the ways in which truth can be 

manipulated, it is difficult to avoiding reading the work as a foreshadowing of the 

Parson’s rejection of poetry and the Retractions. This is perhaps especially the case 

with the closing words of the tale:

“My sone, be war, and be noon auctour newe 
O f tidynges, wheither they been false or trewe.
W hereso thou come, amongst hye or lowe,
Kepe wel thy tonge and thenk upon the crowe.”

IX. 359-62

The moral is of a general nature, but it gains importance from two facts: its pertinence 

to the M anciple himself, who has just been guilty of an outrageous example of loose 

and unthinking talk, and its relevance to the poet figure as he nears the end of his 

work, a meaning highlighted by the word auctour (359). Chaucer’s abandonment of 

the Tales is also foreshadowed by the reference to Phebus breaking his musical 

instruments:

It is a scene that inevitably recalls for later readers the depiction o f  Colin Clout breaking his own  
m usical instruments at the c lose o f  B ook VI o f  the F aerie Q ueene (VI, x, 18. 4-9).
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This is th ’effect; ther is namoore to sayn;
For sorwe of which he brak his mynstralcie,
Bothe harpe, and lute, and gyterne, and sautrie [...]

IX. 266-8

The silencing of the crow and stripping him of his white feathers, however, offer the 

most graphic foreshadowing of the end of the Tales. The account of the crow ’s 

transformation reminds us that the tale is, at one level, a simple pourquoi -  it explains 

why all crows are black. But the narrative sees this blackness not as natural, but as the 

result of deformation. The blackening corresponds to the Yeoman’s loss of his ruddy 

hue; indeed, it is not improbable that Chaucer deliberately extends alchemical 

imagery into the tale. Michael Kensak has argued that the wonderfully dramatic scene 

between the drunken Cook, the M anciple and the Host in the Prologue to the 

M anciple’s Tale is influenced by alchemical imagery, and that the Cook, like the 

Canon’s Yeoman, but unlike Cecilia, is spiritually leaden.'' We have observed the 

odd insistence in the C anon’s Yeoman’s Tale on the mortification of mercury; yet 

precisely this stage of the alchemical process lies behind the M anciple’s image of 

Phebus slaying the serpent;

He slow Phitoun, the serpent, as he lay 
Slepynge agayn the sonne upon a day.

IX. 109-10

David Marshall has noted that in alchemical manuscripts, a serpent superimposed

upon the sun signifies mercurius noster, the prima materia o f the alchemical 
12process. In its account of this alchemical mortification, which has its counterpart in 

the blackening of the crow, the tale functions as a comment on the fallen nature of 

man and of language, as man, exiled from the presence of God and fallen from his 

likeness to the Creator, is condemned to a language mired in perpetual multiplication 

and confusion. The P arson’s Tale attempts to recuperate both m an’s likeness to God, 

and human language, but in the process sacrifices, even more fully than the 

M anciple’s Tale, the potential of the poetic voice.

" M ichael Kensak, ‘What A ils Chaucer’s Cook? Spiritual A lchem y and the Ending o f  The Canterbury  
T ales' , P h ilo logical Quarterly  80.3 (2001): 213-32.

D avid Marshall; ‘A  N ote on Chaucer's M anciple's Tale 105-10’, Chaucer N ew sle t ter  1 (1979): 17- 
18, cited in Scattergood’s notes to the M a n c ip le ’s Tale in the Riverside edition.
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II

Latching onto the crucial importance o f the word “countrefete” in describing the 

performance of crow and poet, Cooper argues that, “ [i]f the M anciple’s Tale shows 

the dangers of ‘counterfeiting’, artistically fashioning other people’s voices, the 

Parson’s Tale takes the theme to its conclusion. [...] It may be the last o f the voices we 

hear, but it is still only one of many; its claim to unique privilege is denied by the rest 

of the work. Its rejection of fiction and art may make a continuation of the work 

impossible, but its refusal to counterfeit does not finally bring one much nearer to 

t r u t h . T h e  Parson’s Tale's “refusal to counterfeit” and its rejection of poetic 

fiction, however, should not mask the fact that Tale -  rather than simply extending the 

themes of the M anciple’s Tale -  is a deliberate attempt at the recuperation of fallen 

human language and human nature. It can hardly be denied that, for all its apparent 

austerity, the final tale presents a vastly more optimistic view of human language than 

the preceding fable. Having explored fallen human nature and language throughout 

the Tales, Chaucer concludes with a rejection of fiction; in its place, he brilliantly 

substitutes a tale that centres on establishing the conditions for the perfect speech act; 

confession. Confession is represented as the perfect speech act, in which thought, 

word and deed exist in absolute harmony. As such, it represents the ultimate refusal of 

language to counterfeit. Confession is defined in the Tale as “verray shewynge of 

synnes to the preest” (X. 318), and the Parson stresses that “ [a]l moot be seyd, and no 

thyng excused ne hyd ne forwrapped, and noght avaunte thee of thy goode werkes” 

(X. 320). The P arson’s Tale offers a meditation on the kind of ethical use of language 

that might stand against “fables and swich wrecchednesse” (X. 34).

The P arson’s Prologue and the Retractions have often been read as both an affront to 

poetry and as oppressively proscriptive in their definition of ethically acceptable uses 

of language. Yet the Parson’s rejection of poetry is framed by a consideration not only 

of the responsibilities of the speaker, but also of his freedom:

“Why sholde 1 sowen draf out of my fest.
Whan I may sowen whete, if that me lest?”

X . 35-6

Cooper, Structure, 238-9.
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The reader is inevitably reminded of the closure of the N u n ’s P riest’s Tale, in which 

we are instructed to take the fruit and let the chaff be still (VII. 3443). The N un’s 

Priest invoked this familiar metaphor in order to undermine it; as Alfred David notes, 

the main target of Chaucer’s satire seems to be precisely the tendency to look for a 

moral everywhere.'"^ His use of the metaphor transforms it completely, and rejects the 

power of the author to dictate the interpretation of the tale. Yet the Parson’s 

transformation of the metaphor is no less total than the N un’s Priest’s: in his hands, it 

becomes a statement about the ethics of writing rather than reading, as well as 

articulating a refusal to bow to audience demand. When he revised the Prologue to 

The Legend o f  Good Women -  probably shortly after the death of Queen Anne in 

1394 -  Chaucer expanded a section in which the God of Love rebukes the poet- 

protagonist for choosing to tell stories of untrue women rather than true, asking “what 

eyleth the to wryte / The draf of storyes, and forgete the corn?” *̂  Both the m etaphor 

and the concern with authorial responsibility anticipate the Parson’s Prologue, but in 

the latter case, it is the tale-teller, rather than the audience, who insists on the subject 

of his textual performance.

The Parson’s objection to sowing cf/'a/instead of whete frames his rejection of poetry 

in terms of the necessity it places on ethical readers to extrapolate universals from 

particulars. For this, he substitutes a rhetorical model that presents universal values 

(virtues and vices) directly to the reader, without integument. This can be seen by 

considering the tale formally rather than thematically. The tale consists substantially 

of explication and definition, as words and concepts are described as thoroughly as 

possible. The Tale seeks to rescue language from the imprecision, confusion and 

multiplicity that has plagued it throughout the story-telling competition. A single 

example will suffice to illustrate this point. When we look at the account o f the 

species of Pride, it initially reads like nothing more than a list of roughly equivalent 

words, which might almost have qualified, in a later age, as a thesaurus entry:

''' David, p. 229.
Legend o f  G ood Women, G Prologue, 311-12. It is usually assumed that the Legend  was revised in 

1394 or shortly thereafter due to the deletion o f all references to Queen Anne, who died that year. 
Boffey, Julia and A. S. G. Edwards, T h e  Legend o f  G ood W omen’, in The Cambridge Companion to 
Chaucer, 2"'* edn, ed by Piero Boitani and Jill Mann (Cambridge: Cam bridge University Press, 2003), 
pp. 112-27 (esp. pp. 112-3).

273



There is inobedience, avauntynge, ypocrisie, despit, arrogance, inpudence, 
swellynge of herte, insolence, elacioun, inpacience, strif, contumacie, 
presumpcioun, irreverence, pertinacie, veyneglorie, and many another twig 
that I kan nat declare.

X. 391

For a moment, the reader might feel reminded of one of the most prominent aspect of 

the Canon's Yeom an’s Tale, with its tumbling lists of barely distinguishable words 

that threaten to explain the unknown by the even more unknown. Immediately, 

however, the Parson explains each term with remarkable precision, while 

simultaneously removing the terms from the abstract and mapping them onto human 

figures, thus demonstrating their particular application:

Inobedient is he that disobeyeth for despit to the comandementz of God, and to 
his sovereyns, and to his goostly fader. / Avauntour is he that bosteth of the 
harm or of the bountee that he hath doon. / Ypocrite is he that hideth to shew 
hym swich as he is and sheweth hym swich as he noght is.

X .392-4

In this respect, the tale serves to demonstrate that language is meaningful, that it can 

refer with precision even in the midst of multiplicity. More importantly, though the 

tale rejects the use of fiction, it powerfully asserts -  much like the Second N u n ’s Tale 

-  the effectiveness of analogical modes of thought and expression such as metaphor 

and simile. Indeed, the whole tract is structured around the opposition of two key 

inventional metaphors: the tree of Penitence (X. 112-27) and the tree of sin (X. 388- 

9). There are also numerous other metaphors that, in addition to explicating the 

Parson’s meaning, also serve to maintain the attention of the reader. Thus, we are told 

that outer Pride is the sign of inner pride, just “as the gaye leefsel atte taverne is signe 

of the wyn that is in the celer” (X. 411), and we are treated to a description of 

indecent attire that might well provoke raucous laughter were it uttered by the Friar or 

the Pardoner:

Allas, somme of hem shewen the boce of hir shap, and the horrible swollen 
membres, that semeth like the maladie of hirnia, in the wrappyng of hir hoses; 
/ and eek the buttokes of him faren as it were the hyndere part of a she-ape in 
the fulle of the moone. / And mooreover, the wrecched swollen membres that 
they shewe thurgh disgisynge, in departynge of hire hoses in whit and reed, 
semeth that half hir shameful privee membres weren flayne.

X. 422-4
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N icole Sm ith, focusing on the potentially sexual overtones o f this passage, has found 

evidence o f the Pardon’s “predilection for pleasure” .'^ Sm ith’s analysis o f the 

passage, which focuses on the Parson’s sexual response to the sight o f m ale genitalia, 

strikes m e as unlikely; if  anything, the Parson takes pleasure in the highly evocative 

sim iles he uses to convey his disapproval. It is im portant to note that the P arson’s 

rejection o f poetry has not entailed the rejection o f analogical and figurative m odes o f 

representation such as m etaphor and sim ile. Thus, the effects of sin and tem ptation are 

repeatedly shown through striking, even poetic, images, such as the com parison o f  a 

soul in the presence o f tem ptation to a white wall that is blackened by a nearby flam e, 

even if it is not consum ed by the fire (X. 954).

The Parson’s support for analogical m odes o f language is one aspect o f his 

philosophically  realist perspective. It is surely significant that C haucer’s m ost explicit 

reference to the falseness o f fiction is put in the m outh of this character, w hose
17Lollard leanings have been charted by Frances M cCorm ack. Lollard overtones are 

evident in the Parson’s discussion o f lies, a passage that, as we have already seen, 

im plicitly equates lying, tale-telling and forgery:

Now wol I speke o f lesynges, which generally is fals signyfiaunce o f w ord, in 
entente to deceyven his evene-Cristene. [ ...]  A nother lesynge com th o f delit 
for to lye, in which delit they wol forge a long tale and peynten it w ith alle 
circum staunces, w here al the ground of the tale is fals.

X. 608, 610

As M cCorm ack notes, this passage “is obviously loaded with irony when read in

term s o f C haucer’s own endeavour, yet it is authorised by the Retraction when

C haucer m akes an apology -  both a defence and an adm ission o f rem orse -  for his

creation o f such fictions. It is typically W ycliffite in spirit, and it justifies the fact that

the closing Tale in C haucer’s great project is a ‘true’ fiction -  a Tale told by a

fictional teller, but treating real issues without the use o f fable or extended 
18narrative.” It is essential to resist any interpretation that considers the P arson’s

N ico le  D, Smith, ‘The Parson’s Predilection for Pleasure’, Studies in the A ge o f  C haucer  28 (2006); 
117-40.

Frances M cCormack, C haucer an d  the Culture o f  D issent, (Dublin, Four Courts Press, 2007). S ee  
also ‘Geoffrey Chaucer and the Culture o f  Dissent: The W ycliffite Context and Subtext o f  C haucer’s 
P a rso n ’s Tale' (doctoral dissertation. Trinity C ollege Dublin, 2003),

M cCormack, ‘Geoffrey Chaucer’, pp. 286-7.
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Prologue and Tale or the Retractions as nothing more than an elaborate (and 

singularly unfunny) joke on the part of Chaucer.

Derek Pearsall has offered a potentially useful conjecture about the P arson’s Tale that

seeks to simultaneously recognise its serious intent while also preventing it from

sullying the spirit of the rest of the Tales. He speculates that the Parson's Tale and

Retractions represent Chaucer’s “original” but superseded ending for the Tales -  an

ending he traces to a time when the Man o f  L a w ’s Tale may have been intended to

inaugurate the story-coHection.'^ In Pearsall’s attractive hypothesis, Chaucer had

originally planned only one tale to be told by each pilgrim, with the Tales concluding

with the arrival at Canterbury and the Parson’s Tale. In such a conception, a return

journey to Canterbury would be an unthinkable violation of the decorous mapping of

the earthly pilgrimage onto the celestial. Chaucer, Pearsall speculates, later decided to

completely revise the Tales, hitting on the concept of the story-telling competition,

with each teller providing four tales, two of which to be told on a newly imagined

returned journey from Canterbury, thus displacing the spiritual austerity of the “first”

ending. Pearsall’s hypothesis is liberating: it even grants the Retractions the most

charming dismissal they have ever received, with the observation that “[ejveryone has 
20their bad moments” .

There are a number of objections that invalidate this hypothesis, even if it cannot 

finally be disproved. The most fundamental, of course, is the lack of concrete 

evidence. It also seems unlikely (though not impossible) that the writer of a work 

already quite ambitious in scope would have decided to massively increase its scale, 

literally quadrupling the number of tales told. The revision of the plan implied in the 

order of all manuscripts (from an ambitious four per pilgrim, down to a non

committal “tale or two” to the single tale implied in the Prologue to the P arson’s 

Tale) seems entirely more natural. Moreover, though editorial convention separates 

Fragments IX and X, the universal and deliberate ligature in the manuscripts of the 

(admittedly imperfectly connected) M anciple’s Tale and the P arson’s Tale suggests 

that, at a relatively advanced stage of the work, Chaucer made some effort to

Derek Pearsall, ‘Pre-em pting Closure in The C anterbury Tales: Old Endings, N ew  B eg in n in gs’, in 
E ssays on R icardian L itera tu re in H onour o f  J. A. Burrow, ed. by A, J. M innis, Charlotte C. M orse and 
Thorlac Turville-Petre (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), pp. 23-38.

ibid., p. 35.
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consolidate the ending of the Tales, and that the abandonment of the Parson’s Tale 

was not, at that point, part of the plan. Since this connection strongly reinforces the 

abandonment of poetry implicit in the Parson’s Tale and Retractions, it is hard to 

credit, without stronger evidence, that the “original” ending had simply been 

superseded. Though I would be reluctant to go as far as some critics in asserting that 

we have undeniable continuity from the Second N u n ’s Tale to the very end of the 

Tales, the thematic parallels between the anomalous Fragment VIII and Fragments IX 

and X are compelling enough to suggest that such an arrangement is likely.

The most striking of these thematic parallels is the fact that alchemical imagery 

appears in all the tales of Fragments VIII, IX and X. Indeed, the alchemical phase of 

mortification is invoked repeatedly in the Parson’s Tale, where it is used to emphasise 

both the effect on good deeds of sinful behaviour, and the effect on sin of penance. 

Thus, the good works man has done before committing a deadly sin “been al 

mortefied and astoned and dulled by the ofte synnyng” (233), while “the good werkes 

that men doon whil they been in good lyf been al mortefied by synne folwynge” 

(247). The Parson resorts to alchemical imagery in order to describe the process by 

which the self comes to its perfection, which, in his understanding, implies the 

removal of the corruption of sin, and the restoration of the soul to its original likeness 

with God. The Parson’s penitential discourse helps sinners to mortify sin and achieve 

perfection, enabling man to undergo the ultimate alchemical transformation described 

at the close of Canterbury Tales:

[...] ther as the body of man that whilom was foul and derk, is moore cleer 
than the sonne; ther as the body, that whilom was syk, freele, and fieble and 
mortal, is inmortal, and so strong and so hool that ther may no thyng apeyren 
it; / ther as ne is neither hunger nor thurst, ne coold, but every soule 
replenyssed with the sighte of the parfit knowynge of God. / This blisful regne
may men purchace by poverte espiritueel, and the glorie by lowness, the
plentee of joye by hunger and thurst, and the rest by travaille, and the lyf by 
deeth and mortificacioun of synne.

X . 1076-80

It says much about the (often neglected) similarities betv/een Dante and Chaucer that

each concludes his greatest work -  and entire poetic career -  with a celebration of

m an’s innate likeness to God and a joyful anticipation of its complete restoration. For 

Dante, the moment comes at the conclusion of a journey that is at once personal and
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universa l,  and w h ich  cu lm inates  in the con tem pla tion  o f  a w onder  w h o se  m yste ry  lies, 

paradox ica l ly ,  in a sudden  and u n expec ted  recognition  o f  m a n ’s im ag e  in the tr iune 

G odhead .  F o r  C haucer ,  the m o m en t  also  com es  at the cu lm ination  o f  a jo u rn ey ,  

th ough  C h a u c e r ’s hum an  com edy  ends w ith o u t  the p ilgrim s reach ing  even the ir  final 

earth ly  goal. T h e  Parson invokes the return o f  the soul to G od  and  the restora tion  o f  

m a n ’s orig inal likeness o f  G od; his accoun t  o f  the perfection o f  the re su rrec ted  body  

after the L ast  Ju d g m en t  is, s im ultaneously , m ore  m arkedly  escha to log ica l  than 

D a n te ’s m o m e n t  o f  ecstatic union and m ore  em phatica lly  insisten t on both  the 

seem in g  end lessness  o f  m a n ’s s truggle aga inst  sin and the value  o f  his u l t im ate  

rew ard.

I l l

In his d izzy ing  short story, ‘T he L ibrary  o f  B a b e l ’, Jorge  Luis B o rg es  im ag ines  the 

un iverse  as a vast, possib ly  infinite library co m p o sed  o f  countless  identical hexagonal 

galleries. T w o  fundam enta l  laws govern  this universe: that “all the books, no m atte r  

how  d iverse  they  m igh t be, are m ad e  up  o f  the sam e elem ents: the space, the  period , 

the co m m a , the tw en ty -tw o  letters o f  the a lphabe t” , and that “ [i]n the vast L ibrary , 

there are  no tw o  identical b o o k s’’.^' T h ese  tw o  laws have a llow ed great  th inkers  to 

d ed u ce  tw o  fu rther principles:

[...] that the L ibrary  is “ to tal” -  perfect, com plete ,  and w ho le  -  and  that its 
b o o k sh e lv es  contain  all possib le  com bina tions  o f  the tw en ty -tw o  o r th o g rap h ic  
sy m b o ls  (a nu m b er  which, though  un im ag inab ly  vast, is not infinite) -  tha t  is, 
all that is able to be expressed , in every  language. A ll -  the de ta iled  h istory  o f  
the  future , the autobiographies  o f  the archangels ,  the faithful ca ta log  o f  the 
L ibrary , thousands and thousands o f  false catalogs, the p ro o f  o f  the falsity  o f  
those  fa lse catalogs, a p ro o f  o f  the falsity o f  the true ca ta log , the gnostic  
gospel o f  Basilides, the co m m en ta ry  upon that gospel, the co m m e n ta ry  on the 
c o m m en ta ry  on that gospel, the true story o f  your death, the  transla tion  o f  
eve ry  bo o k  into every  language , the in terpolations o f  ev e ry  b o o k  into all 
b ooks ,  the  treatise B ede could  have  written (but did  not) on the  m y th o lo g y  o f  
the S axon  people, the lost books  o f  Tacitus.

T h e  narra to r  recounts  the ex travagan t j o y  with  w hich  m ank ind  g ree ted  the d iscovery  

o f  these  p rinc ip les  and their p rom ise  that, som ew here  in the L ibrary ,  a v o lu m e  or

Jorge Luis Borges, ‘The Library of B abel’, in Fictions, trans. by Andre Hurley (London: Penguin, 
1998), pp. 68-9. Originally published as Ficciones (Buenos Aires: Emece Editores, 1944).
■■ ibid., p. 69.
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volumes existed in which meaning, purpose and justification might be contained. Yet 

this hope rapidly gave way to the overwhelming and desperate realisation that this 

search for meaning could never be brought to a conclusion. This understanding of the 

“dredful joye alwey that slit so yerne” {Parliament, 3) of m an’s quest for knowledge 

in a universe of endless textual multiplication is an important feature of Borges’ 

fiction, and it is an awareness he shares with Chaucer. By this comparison, I do not 

suggest direct influence, though Borges was an astute reader of Chaucer; but it seems 

that the very remoteness of his text and its preconceptions from the works under 

discussion in this study provides a powerful lens through which to view and 

summarise the argument that has been traced in the preceding pages.”'’

Vast philosophical differences -  and long centuries -  separate Borges from Jean de 

Meun, Dante and Chaucer. For Borges, as an avowedly (and, he would say, 

unavoidably) nominalist thinker, the Library simply is the Universe; there is no 

exemplar, no single divine volume or word of which the Library is the pale and 

indistinct copy.'”̂ For this reason, the narrator of Library o f Babel casts doubt on the 

words of the mystics who speak of “a circular chamber containing an enormous 

circular book with a continuous spine that goes completely around the walls. But their 

testimony is suspect, their words obscure. That cyclical book is God”. ‘ For medieval 

poets, as we have seen, such a book was not the fantasy of mystics, but the ultimate 

Reality, the God who contained within himself, legato con amore in un volume 

(Paradiso XXXIII, 86), all that was scattered on leaves throughout the universe. For 

poets such as Jean de Meun, Dante and Chaucer, this world and everything in it was a 

sign -  though often pale, obscure and misleading -  of a higher reality. In the works of 

Jean and Dante, this was captured most perfectly in the distinction between two very 

different kinds of mirror, the speculum inferius of this world, and the mirror of God, 

the speculum superius, in which might be contemplated the ultimate exemplar and 

source of all things. Since the poem too was a mirror, it played its part in enabling the

Borges invoices Chaucer repeatedly in his non-fiction writings, show ing close fam iliarity with his 
work. For exam ple, he cites Chaucer as an exam ple o f  typical early responses to D an te’s U golino  
passage, w hile he also, as noted in the Introduction, traces the m ovem ent from allegory to the novel to 
Chaucer’s translation o f  a phrase in B occaccio . See, respectively, T h e  False Problem o f  U go lin o ’ (p. 
277) and ‘From A llegories to N o v e ls ’ (p. 340), in The Total L ibrary.

Borges speaks o f  the inevitability, in the modern age, o f  nom inalism , stating that its “victory is so 
vast and fundamental that its name is useless. N o one declares h im self a nom inalist because no one is 
anything e lse”, ‘From A llegories to N o v e ls ’, p. 339.

‘Library o f  B abel’, p. 66.

279



mind to ascend from the one mirror to the other, though there existed also the 

possibility that the text would function as a deceitful glass, leading men to the wrong 

conclusions, or that world and text alike would become mirrors of Narcissus, fixing 

the mind in contemplation of the transitory goods of the world and preventing its 

ascendance to the true and exemplary Good. For many medieval thinkers, including 

Boethius, Dante and Chaucer, the direct relationship between creation and the Creator 

could be imagined as the relationship of the impressed seal to its matrix; since this 

image also encapsulates theories of sense perception and cognition, it established a 

profound connection between the capacity of creation to be known and the capacity of 

the human intellect to know. Yet, as with the image of the mirror, this figure 

contained within it the potential for falsification and the certainty that not every stamp 

is good, even if it be good wax {Purgatorio XVIII, 38-9).

The conflation of the semantic fields of fraud and representation arguably emerged in 

response to these tensions; it was certainly in this context that it was developed and 

exploited by Jean de Meun, Dante and Chaucer. The apparent influence of the Rose 

on Dante, and the certain, pervasive influence of both the Rose and the Coinmedia on 

Chaucer lends credit to the assumption that a direct line of influence can be traced 

through all these allusions to fraud and falsification. Jean de M eun’s meditation on the 

gulf between Art and Nature highlighted A rt’s inadequacy, but served to advance a 

poetic that drew inspiration not only from the contemporary science of optics, but also 

from the more arcane science of alchemy. One of these sciences provided Jean with a 

lens through which to view the countless multiplication of particulars in the created 

order, as well as to conceive of the vast gulf that separated this order from the divine 

simplicity; the other provided Art with a model for communicating between these 

worlds and defying its limitations, potentially transcending its status as the ape and 

counterfeiter of Nature. By contrast, Dante exploited the connection between 

representation and fraud in order to distinguish his own poetic from fraudulent 

representation, culminating in an extraordinary attempt to assimilate his own book to 

the book of Scripture and divine truth.

For Chaucer, Dante’s triumphant assimilation of his visionary poetic to divine truth 

was the ultimate exemplar of the fraudulence and falseness of verbal assimilatio. In 

his poetic, which draws more pervasively on the works of Boethius than of Aquinas
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or Bernard, Chaucer demonstrates not a preference for Philosophy over Theology, but 

a respect for the difference between the two, and an awareness that poetry could never 

(and should never) be assimilated to theological certainty or the contemplative life. 

For Chaucer, the domain of the poet and the justification of his poetic was its 

assimilation to Ethics rather than Theology or even the broader realms of Philosophy. 

In the H ouse o f Fame, he consciously sought to reveal the fraudulence and falsehood 

of D ante’s poetic, while never rejecting the reality of the metaphysical relationship 

that Dante could only counterfeit. For him, the sublunary world may have been no 

more than “a prykke at regard of the gretnesse of hevene” {Boece II prosa  7, 26-7), 

but for all that, he found more than enough to fill his poetry (if not always to justify it) 

in this “litel spot of erthe that with the se / Embraced is” {Troilus V, 1815-6). In the 

extraordinary world of multiplication and confusion represented by the House of 

Rumour, Chaucer meditated on the ability of language to weave a vast and whirling 

“hous of Didalus, so entrelaced that it is unable to ben unlaced” {Boece III, prosa  12, 

166-7), in which the only hope of certainty is offered by a man of apparent authority, 

who vanishes from Chaucer’s text almost in the instant he appears.

Near the conclusion of the ‘Library of Babel’, the narrator states the consequences of 

the endless and terrifying multiplication of texts in the universe:

There is no syllable one can speak that is not filled with tenderness and terror, 
that is not, in one of those languages, the mighty name of a god. To speak is to 
commit tautologies. This pointless, verbose epistle already exists in one of the 
thirty volumes of the five bookshelves in one of the countless hexagons -  as

Oftdoes its refutation."

For Borges, since the Library and the universe are co-extensive, this inescapable 

labyrinth of words can neither be contained nor transcended. For Chaucer, however, 

the bewildering multiplication of language and texts is the product of the mind of 

man, and the result of his fall from the simplicity and perfection of his natural and 

rightful state as the image and likeness of God. For Chaucer, the poet must make 

sense of this bewildering world of texts, but he also inevitably contributes to it, and is 

therefore under an important obligation to guide his readers towards the truth, a truth 

that can only be attained through the transcendence of this world and an awareness

‘Library o f  B a b e l ’, p. 73.
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that it is but a distant and counterfeit copy of the divine Book. In his exemplary tales, 

he invoked the distinction between true and forged documents (a distinction either 

unimaginable or irrelevant in Borges’ Library) in order to provide readers with a 

model for distinguishing the true from the apparent good. In his Pardoner’s Tale, 

however, he also revealed the ability of vicious men to deceive and defraud through 

simulacra of the good, by offering counterfeit exempla that abuse the faith of people 

in the substantial connection between this world and its exemplar.

In the alchemical tales of Fragment VIII, he explored this connection in more detail. 

The Second N u n ’s Tale presents Cecilia as a triumphant example of spiritual alchemy, 

not only attaining the perfection of martyrdom, but also successfully multiplying 

converts to the faith. Her tale was a triumph for analogical modes of reasoning and 

expression, which served to recuperate fallen language and justify the poet’s function. 

The C anon’s Yeom an’s Tale, by contrast, revealed the corruption of fallen language at 

its most intractable and corrosive, demonstrating not only the failure of the analogical 

processes at the heart of the alchemical operation, but also the triumphant success of 

the cozening alchemist who succeeds in exploiting the faith of the gullible priest. 

These tales highlight an opposition, crucial in several of Chaucer’s works, between 

two very different kinds of multiplication: the logical, orderly progression of 

knowledge that signified m ankind’s progress towards his ultimate end, and its infernal 

parody, the chaotic multiplication of words that ultimately severs men not only from 

their spiritual end, but also from each other, threatening to envelop the species in a 

shroud of confusion, such as that which condemns Dante’s Nimrod to speak a 

language only he understands, while remaining incapable of understanding any other.

It would be both inappropriate and undesirable, however, to overstate the case, and to 

imply that Chaucer’s entire poetic oeuvre was characterised by a struggle against the 

dangers of such multiplication. Any attempt to characterise Chaucer’s poetic is 

inevitably partial and limited, and in focusing on his concerns about representation 

and multiplication I have unavoidably neglected numerous aspects o f his work. 

Indeed, much of what makes Chaucer such an incomparably brilliant poet emerges 

precisely from his willingness to exploit, to extraordinary effect, this rich and dazzling 

world of multiplicity. Thus, in Fragment I of the Tales, this rich multiplicity is 

invoked, even celebrated, by the juxtaposition of tales that offer radically different
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and competing perspectives on love and courtship. The tales of the Knight and the 

Miller, though offering a similar narrative and competing for the same prize, are both 

invaluable works that contribute to the rich tapestry of the Tales] it is not necessary to 

deem one the pale imitation or counterfeit of the other. This multiplicity is the 

defining characteristic of the drama of styles that gives such vitality to Chaucer’s final 

work; it is precisely for this reason that the stripping away of this multiplicity -  

embodied in the Parson’s stubborn refusal to counterfeit -  is seen by many critics to 

commit such violence on the poetic text. And yet, it is precisely because of their 

commitment to multiplicity and variety that the Tales must end as they do.

In a penetrating analysis, Cooper has argued that the M onk’s interminable collection

of tragedies functions for Chaucer as an example of the kind of story-collection that

the Canterbury Tales refuses to be. Told by a single narrator, all these tragedies
11reinforce the same bleak moral, driving “a heavy lorry over all human experience”. 

The tale is mercifully cut short by the Knight, enabling the Tales to continue. Yet, 

while the M onk’s Tale contrasts sharply with the Tales as a whole, in one respect they 

are profoundly similar, since the method employed in each allows for a potentially 

endless multiplication of stories. It is for this reason that the P arson’s Tale must serve 

to end (however mercilessly) this potentially endless series. Even if we agree with 

Cooper that the Parson’s “refusal to counterfeit” does not finally bring us any nearer 

to the tmth, we must surely also acknowledge that it prevents us, at least, from 

spiralling further and further away from it.

The Parson’s Tale and Retractions strike many modern readers as an iconoclastic

response to the multiplicity and richness of the Tales. They remind one, perhaps, of

the “Purifiers” in Borges’ Library, who seek to eliminate all unnecessary texts: “They

would invade the hexagons, show credentials that were not always false, leaf
28disgustedly through a volume, and condemn entire walls of books.” Yet finally, 

neither of the texts by which Chaucer brings the Tales to a conclusion is so extreme. 

Chaucer’s resistance to, and rejection of, the senseless multiplication of language is 

most readily comparable to the Canon’s Yeoman’s reluctant but final rejection of 

alchemy, and there seems little doubt that this work was introduced at a late stage in

Cooper, Structure, p. 48.
‘Library of B abel’, p. 71.
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the composition of the Tales, when Chaucer had at least some sense of how the work 

would be brought to a close. Like the elusive and e.lvyssh poet (VII. 703), the Canon’s 

Yeoman remains irresistibly drawn to his “elvysshe craft” (VIII. 751), even as he 

rejects the futility of its endless multiplication:

Thanne conclude I thus, sith that God of hevene 
Ne wil nat that the philosophres nevene 
How that a man shal come unto this stoon,
I rede, as for the beste, lete it goon.
For whoso maketh God his adversarie.
As for to werken any thyng in contrarie 
Of his wil, certes, never shal he thryve,
Thogh that he multiplie terme of his lyve.
And there a poynt, for ended is my tale.
God sende every trewe man boote of his bale!

VIII. 1472-81

This concluding prayer in some ways foreshadows the Retractions, with its 

simultaneous denial of the poet’s work and affirmation of the power o f God to confer 

meaning on human existence. Indeed, even the Canon’s lingering attraction to his art 

is echoed in the Retractions' inability to completely relinquish the rhythms of poetic 

language, as witnessed in the sensuous and irresistible allusion to “many a song and 

many a leccherous lay” , which, as David observes, reads like a line of Chaucer’s
90poetry. Chaucer is a profound and challenging writer, and no account of his works 

can do justice to this irreducible complexity. His endless fascination and the 

exceptional richness of his poetry are born out of his appreciation of the multiplicity 

of the world around him, and the impossibility of ever embracing it in its entirety. 

Nonetheless, many of the most difficult challenges of his work are bound up in his 

distrust of this multiplicity, and in his belief that the cacophony of the w orld’s voices 

must ultimately be transcended, if not silenced. Indeed, there is finally nothing more 

natural or appropriate than Chaucer’s attempt to still the multiple voices of his great 

work with a prayer for certainty and salvation, and the hope that it might be answered.

David, Strumpet Muse,  p. 239.

284



r

I



Cicero; On Invention, The Best Kind o f Orator, Topics, trans. by H. M. Hubbell, Loeb Classical 
Library (Cambridge; Harvard University Press, 1949)

Dante Alighieri; The Divine Comedy o f Dante Alighieri, trans. by John D. Sinclair, 3 vols (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1939-1946; repr. 1961)
— The Divine Comedy: Inferno, ed. by Robert M. Durling and Ronald L. Martinez (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1996)
— The Divine Comedy, trans. by Charles S. Singleton (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1971- 
75)
— The Divine Comedy, trans. by C.H. Sissons (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993)
— The Hell o f  Dante Alighieri, ed. and trans. by Arthur John Butler (London: Macmillan, 1892; 
repr. Elibron Classics, 2001)

The ‘F iore’ and the 'Detto d ’am ore’: A Late 13'''-Century Italian Translation o f the ‘Roman de la 
R o se’, Attributable to Dante Alighieri, trans. by Santa Casciani and Christopher Kleinhenz (Notre 
Dame: University of Notre Dame, 2000)

Fitznigel (Fitz Neale), Richard; Dialogus de Scaccario, or, The Course o f  the Exchequer, ed. and 
trans. by Charles Johnson, rev. edn with corrections by F.E.L. Carter and D.E. Greenway (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press Oxford, 1983 [London: Thomas Nelson and Sons, 1950])
— ‘Dialogus de Scaccario’ and ‘Constitutio Domus R egis’, ed. by Emilie Amt and S. D. Church 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007)

Fleta, Selden Society 72, ed. by H. G. Richardson and G. O. Sayles, 3 vols (London: Bernard 
Quaritch, 1955-1983)

Geoffrey of Vinsauf; Poetria Nova, trans. by Margaret F. Nims (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of 
Mediaeval Studies, 1967)

Gerson, Jean; Oeuvres Completes, vol. 3 (Paris: Deselee, 1962)

Ghisalberti, Fausto; ‘Arnolfo d ’Orleans, un cultore di Ovidio nel secolo X II’, M emorie de reale 
institutio Lombardo di scienze e lettere 24 (1932)

Godefroy, Frederic; Lexique de I ’ancien frangais (Paris: Honore Champion, 1964)

Gower, John; Confessio Amantis, ed. by Russell A. Peck (Holt, Rinehart and W inston, 1966)
— Confessio Amantis, ed. by Russell A. Peck with Latin translations by Andrew Galloway, 2 vols 
(Kalamazoo: Western Michigan University, 2000-2003), available online: 
<http://www.lib.rochester.edu/camelot/Teams/cav2int.htm> [accessed 18/07/2006]
— The English Works o f John Gower: Vol. I, ed. by G.C. Macaulay, EETS e.s. 81 (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1969)
— The M ajor Latin Works o f  John Gower, ed. by Eric W. Stockton (Seattle: University of 
W ashington Press, 1962)

Dictionnaire de I ’ancien frangais, by A.J. Greim.as, 2"̂ * edn (Paris: Larouse, 1968)

Guillaume de Lorris and Jean de Meun; Le Roman de la Rose, ed. by Felix Lecoy, 3 vols (Paris: 
Editions Champion, 1965-1970)
— The Romance o f  the Rose, trans. by Frances Horgan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994)

286



Henry son, Robert; The Poems, ed. by Denton Fox (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987)

Hoccleve, Thomas; Thomas H occleve’s Complaint and Dialogue, ed. by J.A. Burrow, EETS no. 
313 (Oxford: Oxford University Press for Early English Text Society, 1999)

Holkot, Robert; In Librum Sapientiae Regis Salomois Praelectiones CCXIII (Basel, 1586)

Julian of Norwich; The Showings o f Julian o f Noi-wich, ed. by Denise N. Baker (New York: W.W. 
Norton, 2005)
— The Writings o f  Julian o f Norwich: ‘A Vision Showed to a Devout Woman' and ‘A Revelation o f  
Divine L o ve’, ed. by Nicholas Watson and Jacqueline Jenkins (Philadelphia: Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 2005)

Langland, William; ‘The Vision o f Piers P lowm an’: a critical edition o f  the B-text based on Trinity 
College Cambridge M S B. 15.17, ed. by A.V.C. Schmidt, 2"̂ * edn (London: Everyman, 1995)
-  ‘The Vision o f  William Concerning Piers the Plowm an’ in Three Parallel Texts Together with 
‘Richard the R edeless’, ed. by Rev. Walter W. Skeat, vol. 1 (London: Oxford University Press, 
1961 [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1886J)

Lydgate and B urgh’s Secrees o f Old Philisoffres, ed. by Robert Steele, EETS, e.s. 66 (London, 
1894)

Milton, John; Paradise Lost, ed. by Christopher Ricks (London: Penguin, 1989)

The M irror o f Justices, ed. by W. J. Whitaker, Selden Society 7 (London: Bernard Quaritch, 1895)

Myroure o f  Oure Ladye, ed. by J. H. Blunt, EETS, e.s. 19 (London: Bernard Quaritch, 1873)

Norton, Thomas; Thomas N orton’s Ordinal o f  Alchemy, ed. by John Reidy (London: Oxford 
University Press for The Early Text Society, 1975)

Oresme, Nicholas; De Moneta, in The De Moneta o f Nicholas Oresme and English M int 
Documents', ed. by C. Johnson (London: Thomas Nelson and Sons, 1956)

Ovid in Six Volumes, 111, Metamorphoses, trans. by Frank Justus Miller, Loeb Classical Library, 2 
vols (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1977)

Ovid; Metamorphoses, trans. by Mary M. Innes (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1955)

The Piers Plowman Tradition: A Critical Edition o f  ‘Pierce the P loughm an’s Crede’, ‘Richard the 
Redeless’, ‘Mum and the Sothsegger’, and ‘The Crowned K ing’, ed. by Helen Barr (London: Dent, 
1993)

Ripley, George; George R ip ley’s ‘Compound o f A lchym y’ (1591), ed. by Stanton J. Linden 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 200!)

Sidney, Sir Phillip; An Apology fo r  Poetry, or. The Defense o f  Poesy, ed. by Geoffrey Shepherd 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1973)

287



Sir Degare, in The Middle English Breton Lays, ed by. Anne Laskaya and Eve Salisbury, 
(Kalamazoo: W estern Michigan University, 1995)

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, Pearl, Cleanness, Patience, ed. by J. J Anderson and A. C. 
Cawley (London: Dent, 1994)

Skelton, John; John Skelton: The Complete English Poems, ed. by John Scattergood (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1983)

‘The Testimony of W illiam Thorpe’, in Two Wyclijfite Texts, Early English Text Society o.s. 301 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993)

Theatrum Chemicum Britannicum, Containing Severall Poeticall Pieces o f our Famous English 
Philosophers, who have written the Hermetique Mysteries in their owne Ancient Language 
Faithfully Collected into one Volume with Annotations thereon by Elias Ashmole, Esq. (London, 
1652), reprt. with introduction by Allen G. Debus, Sources of Science Series 39 (New York, 1967)

Theophilus, De Diversis Artibus, ed. and trans. by C. R. Dodwell (London: Thomas Nelson and 
Sons, 1961)
— On Divers Arts: The Foremost Medieval Treatise on Painting, Glassmaking and Metalwork, 
trans. by John G. Hawthorne and Cyril Stanley Smith (New York: Dover Publications, 1979; first 
published Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963)

Tractatus Nove Monete, in The De Moneta o f Nicholas Oresme and English M int Documents', ed. 
by C. Johnson (London: Thomas Nelson and Sons, 1956)

The Treatise on the Laws and Customs o f  the Realm o f  England, commonly called Glanvill, ed. by 
G.D.G. Hall (London: Thomas Nelson and Sons, 1965)

A Tretise o f M iraclis Pleyinge, ed. by Clifford Davidson (Kalamazoo: Western Michigan 
University, 1993)

Virgil; The Aeneid, trans. by W. F. Jackson Knight (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1956)

Wiclif, John; ‘Of Feigned Contemplative Life’; in Fourteenth Century Verse & Prose, ed. by 
Kenneth Sisam (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1948)

S t u d i e s :

Abraham, Lyndy; A Dictionary o f Alchemical Imagery (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1998)
— Marvell and Alchem y  (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1990)

Abrams, M. H.; The M irror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and the Critical Tradition (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1974)

Aers, David; Chaucer (New Jersey: Atlantic Highlands, 1986)

288



Ahern, John; ‘Binding the Book: Hermeneutics and Manuscript Production in Paradiso 33’, PMLA  
97.5 (1982): 800-809

Aiken, Pauline; ‘Vincent of Beauvais and Chaucer’s Knowledge of Alchemy’, Studies in Philology 
41 (1944): 371-89

Akbari, Susan Conklin; ‘Medieval Optics in Guillaume de Lorris’ Roman de la R o se \ M edievalia  
et Hwnanistica, n.s. 21 (1994): 1-15

Allen, Judson Boyce; The Ethical Poetic o f  the Later Middle Ages: A Decorum o f Convenient 
Distinction  (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1982)

Allen, Mark; ‘Penitential Sermons, the Manciple, and the End of The Canterbuiy Tales", Studies in 
the Age o f  Chaucer 9 (1987): 77-96

Allen, Valerie and Ares Axiotis (eds); Chaucer, New Casebooks (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1997) 

Alter, Robert; The A rt o f Biblical Poetry (New York, Basic Books, 1985)

Amtower, Laurel; ‘Authorizing the Reader in Chaucer’s House o f F am e', Philological Quarterly 
79.3 (2000): 273-91. Also available online at <http://www.gcocities.com/salfen'at/chaucam.htm> 
[last accessed 13.02.2008]

Arieti, James A.; ‘Rape and Livy’s View of Roman History’, in Rape in Antiquity, ed. by Susan 
Deacy and Karen F. Pierce (London: Duckworth, 1997), pp. 209-29

Arnovick, Leslie K.; 'W hoso thorgh presumpcion... mysdeme hyf. Chaucer’s Poetic Adaptation of 
the Medieval “Book Curse” ‘, in Placing Middle English in Context, ed. by Irma Taavitsainen, 
Terttu Nevalainen, Paivi Pahta and Matti Rissanen (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2000), pp. 411-24

Arthur, Karen; ‘Equivocal Subjectivity in Chaucer’s Second N u n ’s Prologue and Tale', Chaucer 
Review  32.3 (1998): 217-31

Ascoli, Albert Russell; ‘From Auctor to Author: Dante Before the Com media', in The Cambridge 
Companion to Dante, ed. by Rachel Jacoff, 2"*̂  edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007 
[1993]), pp. 46-66

Astell, Ann W.; Chaucer and the Universe o f Learning  (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996)
— ‘Nietzsche, Chaucer, and the Sacrifice of Art’, Chaucer Review  39.3 (2005): 323-40

Auerbach, Erich; Mimesis: The Representation o f Reality in Western Literature, trans. by Willard 
R. Trask (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1953)

Badel, Pierre-Yves; ‘Alchemical Readings of the Romance o f the R ose ', in Rethinking the Romance 
o f the Rose: Text, Image, Reception, ed. by Kevin Brownlee and Sylvia Huot (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1992), pp. 262-85

Baldwin, Charles S.; M edieval Rhetoric and Poetic to 1400: Interpreted from  Representative Works 
(New York: Macmillan, 1928)

289



Baranski, Zygm unt G.; ‘The Ethics of Literature: The Fiore and Medieval Traditions of Rew riting’, 
in The ‘F iore’ in Context: Dante, France, Tuscany, ed. by Zygmunt G. Baranski and Patrick Boyde 
(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1997), pp. 207-232

Baranski, Zygm unt G. and Patrick Boyde (eds); The ‘F iore’ in Context: Dante, France, Tuscany 
(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1997)

Baldwin, Anna; ‘The Man o f L a w ’s Tale as a Philosophical Narrative’, Yearbook o f English Studies 
22 (1992): 181-89

Barnes, John C. and Jennifer Petrie (eds); Word and Drama in Dante: Essays on the ‘Divina 
Com m edia’ (Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 1993)

Barolini, Teodolinda; The Undivine Comedy: Detheologizing Dante (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1992)

Bassnett-M cGuire, Susan; Translation Studies (London: Methuen, 1980)

Batt, Catherine; ‘M alory’s Questing Beast and the Implications of the Author as Translator’, in The 
Medieval Translator: The Theory and Practice o f Translation in the Middle Ages, ed. by Roger 
Ellis (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1989), pp. 143-66

Beadle, Richard (ed); The Cambridge Companion to Medieval English Theatre (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1994)

Beall, Joanna; ‘Spiritual Gold: Verba] and Spiritual Alchemy in The Pardoner's Tale and The 
C anon’s Yeom an’s Tale', M edieval Perspectives 15 (2000): 35-41

Bedos-Rezak, Brigitte Miriam; ‘Medieval Identity: A Sign and a Concept’, American H istorical 
Review  105.5 (2000): 1489-1533.

Beer, Jeanette (ed); M edieval Translators and Their Craft (Kalamazoo: Western Michigan 
University, 1989)
— Translation Theory and Practice in the Middle Ages, Studies in Medieval Culture 38 
(Kalamazoo: W estern Michigan University, 1997)

Beichner, Paul E.; ‘Chaucer’s Man of Law and Disparitas Cultus’, Speculum  23.1 (1948): 70-75
— ‘Confrontation, Contempt of Court and Chaucer’s Cecilia’, Chaucer Review  8.3 (1974): 198-204

Bellamy, J. G.; The Law o f  Treason in England in the Later Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1970)

Belting, Hans; Likeness and Presence: A History o f the Image before the Era o f Art, trans. by 
Edmund Jephcott (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994)

Bennett, J.A.W .; Chaucer’s Book o f Fame: An Exposition o f ‘The House o f  F am e’ (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1968)

290



Benson, C. David; "The Canterbury Tales: Personal Drama or Experiments in Poetic V ariety’, in 
The Cambridge Companion to Chaucer, ed. by Piero Boitani and Jill Mann, 2"̂ * edn (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003 [1986]), pp. 127-43.
— Chaucer’s Drama o f Style: Poetic Variety and Contrast in the Canterbury Tales (Chapel Hill; 
University of North Carolina Press, 1986)
— ‘Chaucer’s Pardoner: His Sexuality and Modern Critics’, Medievalia  8 (1982): 337-46

Benson, C. David and Elizabeth Robertson (eds); Chaucer’s Religious Tales (Cambridge: D. S. 
Brewer, 1990)

Bestul, Thomas H.; ‘Chaucer’s Parson’s Tale and the Late-Medieval Tradition of Religious 
M editation, Speculum  64 (1989): 600-19

Blamires, Alcuin; ‘The W ife of Bath and Lollardy’, Medium Aevum  58 (1989): 224-42

Bleeth, Kenneth; ‘The Physician’s Tale’ in Sources and Analogues o f the Canterbury Tales, ed. by 
Robert M. Correale and Mary Hamel, 2 vols (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2002-2005), II, pp. 535-39
— ‘The Physician’s Tale and Remembered Texts’, Studies in the Age o f  Chaucer 28 (2006): 221-24

Bloch, R. Howard; ‘Chaucer’s M aiden’s Head: the Physician’s Tale and the Poetics of V irginity’, 
Representations 28 (1989): 113-34, repr. in Chaucer, New Casebooks, ed. by Valerie Allen and 
Ares Axiotis (Basingstoke; Macmillan, 1997), pp. 145-56

Bloomfield, Morton W.; ‘The Man o f L aw ’s Tale: A Tragedy of Victimization and a Christian 
Com edy’, PMLA 87.3 (1972); 384-390

Boenig, Robert; Chaucer and the Mystics: The ‘Canterbury Tales’ and the Genre o f Devotional 
Prose (London: Associated University Presses, 1995)

Boffey, Julia and A. S. G. Edwards, ‘The Legend o f Good W om en', in The Cambridge Companion 
to Chaucer, ed. by Piero Boitani and Jill Mann, 2"'* edn (Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 
2003), pp. 112-27

Boffey, Julia and Pamela King (eds); London & Europe in the Later Middle Ages (London; Centre 
for Medieval and Renaissance Studies, Queen Mary and W estfield College, University of London, 
1995)

Boitani, Piero; Chaucer and the Imaginary World o f Fame, Chaucer Studies 10 (Cambridge; D. S. 
Brewer, 1984)
— (ed.); Chaucer and the Italian Trecento (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983)
— ‘Old Books Brought to Life in Dreams: The Book o f the Duchess, the House o f Fame, the 
Parliament o f Fowls', in The Cambridge Companion to Chaucer, ed. by Piero Boitani and Jill 
Mann. 2"‘* edn (Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 2003 [1986]), pp. 58-77
— ‘The Poetry and Poetics of Creation’, in The Cambridge Companion to Dante, ed. by Rachel 
Jacoff, 2"̂ * edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007 [1993]), pp. 218-35
— ‘What Dante Meant to Chaucer', in Chaucer and the Italian Trecento, ed by Piero Boitani 
(Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 1983), pp. 115-39

Boitani, Piero and Jill Mann (eds); The Cambridge Companion to Chaucer, 2"‘̂ edn (Cambridge; 
Cambridge University Press, 2003 [1986])

291



Boitani, Piero and Anna Torti (eds); Intellectuals and Writers in Fourteenth-Century Europe: The 
J.A.W. Bennett M emorial Lectures, Perugia, 1984 (Cambridge; D. S. Brewer, 1986)

Boitani, Piero and Anna Torti (eds); Poetics: Theory and Practice in Medieval English Literature 
(Cambridge; D. S. Brewer, 1991)

B0rch, Marianne; ‘Chaucer’s Poetics and the M anciple’s Tale', in ‘Colloquium; The M ancip le’s 
Tale’, Studies in the Age o f  Chaucer 25 (2003); 285-337 (pp. 287-97)
— ‘Chaucer’s Second N u n ’s Tale: Record of a Dying W orld’, Chaucer Yearbook 5 (1998); 19-40

Boyde, Patrick; 'Summus Minimusve Poetal Arguments for and against Attributing the Fiore to 
D ante’, in The ‘F iore’ in Context: Dante, France, Tuscany, ed. by Zygmunt G. Baranski and 
Patrick Boyde (Notre Dame; University of Notre Dame Press, 1997), pp. 13-45

Bressie, Ramona; ‘Chaucer’s Scrivener,’ Times Literary Supplement, 9 May 1929, p. 383

Brewer, Derek; Chaucer: The Poet as Storyteller (London; Macmillan, 1984)

Brody, Saul Nathaniel; The Disease o f  the Soul: Leprosy in Medieval Literature (Ithaca; Cornell 
University Press, 1974)
‘The Fiend and the Summoner, Statius and Dante; A Possible Source for the Friar’s Tale, D 1379- 
1520’, Chaucer Review  32.2 (1997); 175-82

Brown, Carleton, W illiam Frank Bryan and Germain Dempster (eds); Sources and Analogues o f  
C haucer’s Canterbury Tales (Chicago; University of Chicago Press, 1941)

Brown, Peter (ed); A Companion to Chaucer (Oxford; Blackwell, 2002)
— ‘Is the C anon’s Yeom an’s Tale Apocryphal?’, English Studies 64.6 (1983); 481-90

Browne, C.A.; ‘Rhetorical and Religious Aspects of Greek Alchemy’, Am bix  3 (1948); 15-25

Brownlee, Kevin; ‘Dante and Narcissus (Purgatorio XXX, 16-99)', Dante Studies 96 (1978); 201-6
— ‘Dante and the Classical Poets’, in The Cambridge Companion to Dante, ed. by Rachel Jacoff, 
2"‘* edn (Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 2007 [1993]), pp. 141-60.
— ‘Orpheus’ Song Re-Sung; Jean de M eun’s Reworking of Metamorphoses, X ’, Romance 
Philology 36.2 (1982); 201-9
— ‘The Practice of Cultural Authority; Italian Responses to French Cultural Dominace in II 
Tesoretto, II Fiore, and the Com m edia', Forum fo r  Modern Language Studies 33 (1997); 258-69
— ‘The Problem of Faux Semblant; Language, History, and Truth in the Roman de la R o se ', in The 
New Medievalism, ed. by Kevin Brownlee, Marina Brownlee, and Stephen G. Nicholls, (Baltimore; 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991), pp. 253-71
— ‘Pygmalion, Mimesis, and the M ultiple Endings of the Roman de la R ose ', Yale French Studies 
95 (1999); 193-211
— ‘Reflections in the M iroer aus Amoreus: The Inscribed Reader in Jean de M eun’s Roman de la 
R ose ', in Mimesis: From M irror to Method, Augustine to Descales, ed. by John D. Lyons and 
Stephen G. Nichols, Jr (Hanover and London; University Press of New England, 1982), pp. 60-70

Brownlee, Kevin; Marina Brownlee, and Stephen G. Nicholls (eds); The New M edievalism  
(Baltimore; Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991)

292



Bruhn, M ark J.; ‘Art, Anxiety, and Alchemy in the Canon’s Yeom an’s Tale’; Chaucer Review  33.3 
(1999): 288-315

Brusendorff, Aage; The Chaucer Tradition (London: Humphrey Milford, 1925)

Biihler, Curt F.; The Fifteenth-Century Book: The Scribes, the Printers, the Decorators, 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1960)
-  ‘A Lollard Tract: On Translating the Bible into English’, Medium Aevum  7.3 (1938): 167-83

Bullon-Fernandez, Marfa; Fathers and Daughters in G ower’s ‘Confessio A m antis’: Authority, 
Family, State, and Writing, Publications of the John Gower Society 5 (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 
2000)

Burckhardt, Titus; Alchemy, trans. by William Stoddart (Shaftesbury: Element Books, 1986)

Burger, Glenn; ‘Kissing the Pardoner’, PMLA 107.5 (1992): 1143-56.

Burnley, J. D.; ‘Late Medieval English Translation: Types and Reflections’, in The Medieval 
Translator: The Theory and Practice o f Translation in the Middle Ages, ed. by Roger Ellis 
(Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1989), pp. 37-54

Burrow, J. A.; The Ages o f  Man: A Study in Medieval Writing and Thought (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1988)
-  ‘Elvish Chaucer’, in The Endless Knot: Essays on Old and Middle English in Honor o f Marie 
Borroff, ed. by M. Teresa Tavormina and R. F. Yeager (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1995), pp. 105- 
111
-  (ed.) Geoffrey Chaucer: A Critical Anthology (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1969)
-  Ricardian Poetry: Chaucer, Gower, Langland and the ‘G aw ain’ Poet (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1971)

Butterfield, Ardis; ‘Chaucer’s French Inheritance’, in The Cambridge Companion to Chaucer, ed. 
by Piero Boitani and Jill Mann , 2"'̂  edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 20-35

Bynum, Caroline Walker; Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance o f  Food to 
Medieval Women (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987)
-  M etamorphosis and Identity (New York: Zone Books, 2001)

Caie, Graham D.; ‘“This was a thrifty tale for the nones”: Chaucer’s Man of Law ’, in Chaucer in 
Perspective: Middle English Essays in Honour o f  Norman Blake., ed. by Geoffrey Lester (Shefield: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), pp. 47-60

Calabrese, Michael A.; ‘Meretricious Mixtures: Gold, Dung, and the C anon’s Yeom an’s Prologue 
and Tale', Chaucer Review  27.3 (1993): 277-92

Calvmo, Italo: The Uses o f Literature: Essays, Irans. By Patrick Creagh (San Diego: Harcourt 
Brace, 1986).
-  ‘Levels of Reality in Literature’, in The Uses o f Literature: Essays, pp. 101-21
-  ‘Ovid and Universal Contiguity’, in The Uses o f Literature: Essays, pp. 146-61
-  ‘Philosophy and Literature’, in The Uses o f Literature: Essays, pp. 39-49

293



— ‘Two Interviews on Science and Literature’, in The Uses o f Literature: Essays, pp. 28-38
— ‘Why Read the Classics?’, in The Uses o f Literature: Essays, pp. 125-34

Camille, Michael; The Gothic Idol: Ideology and Image Making in Medieval Art (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989)

Campbell, Jackson J.; ‘The Canon’s Yeoman as Imperfect Paradigm’, Chaucer Review 17.2 (1982); 
171-181

Campbell; Jeremy; The Liar's Tale: A History o f Falsehood (New York: W.W. Norton, 2001)

Cannon, Christopher; The Making o f Chaucer’s English: A Study o f Words (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998)

Carruthers, Mary; The Book o f Memory: A Study o f Memory in Medieval Culture (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990)
— ‘Inventional Mnemonics and the Ornaments of Style: The Case of Etymology’, Connotations 2.2 
(1992): 103-14
— ‘Italy, Ars Memorativa and Fame’s House’, Studies in the Age o f Chaucer 2 (1986): 179-80
— ‘The Poet as Master Builder: Composition And Locational Memory in the Middle Ages’, New 
Literary History 24.4 (1993): 881 -904

Casey, Jim; ‘Unfinished Business: The Termination of Chaucer’s Cook’s Tale’, Chaucer Review 
41.2 (2006): 185-96

Cawsey, Kathy and Jason Harris (eds); Transmission and Transformation in the Middle Ages: Texts 
and Contexts (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2007)

Challis, C. E. ; A New History o f the Royal Mint (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992)

Chance, Jane; ‘Chaucerian Irony in the Verse Epistles: Words unto Adam, Lenvoy a Scogan, and 
Lenvoy a Bukton’, Papers on Language and Literature 21 (1985): 115-28

Clanchy, M.T; From Memory to Written Record: England 1066-1307, 2"^ edn (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1993)

Clifford, Gay; The Transformations o f Allegory (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1974)

Clifford, Robert; ‘A Man o f Gret Auctorite: the Search for Truth in Textual Authority in Chaucer’s 
House o f Fame’, Bulletin o f the John Rylands University Library o f Manchester 81.1 (1991): 155- 
65

Cole, Andrew; ‘Chaucer’s English Lesson’, Speculum 77 (2002): 1128-67

Colish, Marcia L.; The Mirror o f  Language: A Study in the Medieval Theory o f Knowledge, rev. 
edn (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1983)

Collette, Carolyn; ‘A Closer Look at Seinte Cecile’s Special Vision’, Chaucer Review 10.4 (1976): 
337-49

294



— “ Teyntyng with Gret Cost” : Virginia as Image in the Physician’s Tale’, Chaucer Yearbook 2 
[1995): 49-62

Collette, Carolyn and Vincent DiMarco, 'C anon’s Yeom an’s Tale’, in Sources and Analogues o f  
the Canterbury Tales, ed. by Robert M. Correale and Mary Hamel, 2 vols (Cambridge: D. S. 
Brewer, 2003-2005), II, pp. 714-47

Cook, B.J.; ‘Crimes against the Currency in Twelfth- and Thirteenth-Century England’, Bulletin o f  
the John Rylands University Library o f Manchester 83.3 (2001): 51-70

Cook, Robert; ‘The Canon’s Yeoman and His Tale’; Chaucer Review  22.1 (1987): 28-40

Cooney, Helen; ‘W onder and Immanent Justice in the Man o f L aw ’s Tale’, Chaucer Review  33.3 
(1999): 264-87

Cooper, Christine F.; ‘“But algates therby was she understonde”: Translating Custance in 
Chaucer’s Man of Law ’s Tale’, Yearbook o f English Studies 36.1 (2006): 27-38.

Cooper, Helen; ‘After Chaucer’, Studies in the Age o f Chaucer, 25 (2003): 3-24
— ‘Chaucerian Poetics’, in New Readings o f Chaucer’s Poetry, ed. by Robert G. Benson and Susan 
J. Ridyard (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2003), pp. 31-50
— ‘The Four Last Things in Dante and Chaucer: Ugolino in the House of Rum our’, New Medieval 
Literatures 3 (1999): 39-66
— Oxford Guides to Chaucer: ‘The Canterbury Tales’ 2"^ edn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1996)
— The Structure o f  ‘The Canterbury Tales’ (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1983)
— ‘W elcome to the House of Fam e’ Times Literary Supplement, 27"  ̂October 2000, pp. 3-4

Copeland, Rita; ‘The Fortunes of Non Verbum Pro Verbo', or, Why Jerome is not a C iceronian’, in 
The Medieval Translator: The Theory and Practice o f Translation in the Middle Ages, ed. by Roger 
Ellis (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1989), pp. 15-36
— ‘The Pardoner’s Body and the Disciplining of Rhetoric’, in Framing M edieval Bodies, ed. by 
Sarah Kay and Miri Rubin (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1994), pp. 136-59
— Pedagogy, Intellectuals and Dissent in the Later Middle Ages: Lollardy and Ideas o f  Learning  
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001)
— ‘Rhetoric and Vernacular Translation in the Middle Ages’; Studies in the Age o f  Chaucer 9 
(1987): 41-75
— Rhetoric, Hermeneutics and Translation in the Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1991)

Cormier, Raymond J. and Urban T. Holmes (eds); Essays in Honor o f  Louis Francis Solano 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1970), pp. 153-65

Correale, Robert M. (gen. ed.) and Mary Hamel (assoc, gen. ed); Sources and Analogues o f the
Canterbury Tales, 2 vols (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2003-2005)

Coudert, Allison; Alchemy: The Philosopher’s Stone (London: Wildwood House, 1980)

Cowgill, Bruce Kent; ‘Sweetness and Sweat: The Extraordinary Emanations in Fragment Eight of
the Canterbuiy Tales’, Philological Quarterly 74 (1995): 343-57

295



Crafton, John Micheal; ‘Emptying the Vessel; Chaucer’s Humanistic Critique of Nominalism’, in 
Literary Nominalism and the Theory o f Rereading Late Medieval Texts: A New Research 
Paradigm, ed. by Richard J. Utz, Mediaeval Studies 5 (Lewiston: Edwin Mellen, 1995), pp. 117- 
203

Craun, Edwin D.; Lies, Slander and Obscenity in Medieval English Literature: Pastoral Rhetoric 
and the Deviant Speaker (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997)

Croft, Claire M.; ‘Pygmalion and the Metamoiphosis of Meaning in Jean Molinet’s Roman de la 
Rose M oralise', French Studies 59.4 (2005): 453-66

Curry, Walter Clyde; Chaucer and the Mediaeval Sciences (Oxford: Oxford LFniversity Press, 
1926, [repr. London: Allen & Unwin, 1968])

Curtius, E.R.; European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages, trans. by Willard R. Trask (London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1953)

Damon, S. Foster; ‘Chaucer and Alchemy’, PMLA 39 (1924): 782-8 

Duveen, Denis; ‘Le livre de la tres Sainte Trinite’, 3 (1948): 26-32

David, Alfred; ‘The Man of Law vs. Chaucer: A Case in Poetics’, PMLA 82.2 (1967): 217-25
— The Strumpet Muse: Art and Morals in Chaucer’s Poetry (Bloomington and London: Indiana 
University Press, 1976)

Davies, Glyn; A History o f  Money: From Ancient Times to the Present Day (Cardiff: University of 
Wales Press, 1996)

Davis, Charles Till; ‘Dante and the Empire’, in The Cambridge Companion to Dante, ed. by Rachel 
Jacoff, 2"‘* edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007 [1993]), pp. 257-69

Dawson, Robert B.; ‘Custance in Context: Rethinking the Protagonist of the Man o f L aw ’s Tale’, 
Chaucer Review 26.3 (1992): 293-308.

Deacy, Susan and Karen F. Pierce (eds); Rape in Antiquity (London: Duckworth, 1997)

Dean, James; ‘Chaucer’s Repentance: A Likely Story’, Chaucer Review 24.1 (1989): 64-76
— ‘Dismantling the Canterbury Book’, PMLA 100 (1984): 746-82

Delany, Sheila; 'Ars Simia Naturae and Chaucer’s House o f Fame’, English Language Notes 11.1 
(1973): 1-5
— (ed.) Chaucer and the Jews: Sources, Contexts, Meanings (New York and London; Routledge, 
2002)
— ‘Doer of the Word; The Epistle of St. James as a Source for Chaucer’s M anciple’s Tale’\ 
Chaucer Review 17.3 (1983); 250-254
— Chaucer’s 'House o f Fame’: The Poetics o f Skeptical Fideism (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1972)
‘The Late Medieval Attack on Analogical Thought; Undoing Substantial Connection’, in Chaos 
and Form: History and Literature; Ideas and Relationships, ed by Kenneth McRobbie (Winnipeg;

296



juniversity of M anitoba Press, 1972), pp. 37-58. Originally published as ‘Undoing Substantial 
Connection: The Late Medieval Attack on Analogical Thought, Mosaic 5.4 (1972): 31-52
-  M edieval Literary Politics: Shapes o f Ideology (Manchester: M anchester University Press, 1990)
-  ‘Politics and the Paralysis of the Poetic Imagination in the Physician’s Tale', Studies in the Age 
o f Chaucer 3 (1981): 47-60

Derrida, Jacques; Given Time: I  Counterfeit Money, trans. by Peggy Kamuf (Chicago: Chicago 
University Press, 1992)

Dilts, Dorothy Arlene; ‘Observations on Dante and the Hous o f Fam e', M odern Language Notes 
57.1 (1942): 26-28

Dimmick, Jeremy, James Simpson and Nicolette Zeeman (eds); Images, Idolatry, and Iconoclasm  
in Late-M edieval England: Textuality and the Visual Image (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2002)

Dinshaw, Carolyn; Chaucer’s Sexual Poetics (Madison: University of W isconsin Press, 1989)
— ‘New Approaches to Chaucer’, in Cambridge Companion to Chaucer, ed. by Piero Boitani and 
Jill Mann, 2"'̂  edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 270-289

Dobbs, Elizabeth A.; ‘Re-Sounding Echo’, Chaucer Review, 40.3 (2006): 289-310

Docherty, Thomas; ‘Anti-Mimesis: The Historicity of Representation’, Forum fo r  Modern 
Language Studies, 26.3 (1990): 272-281.

Donaldson, E. Talbot; Speaking o f Chaucer (London; Athlone Press, 1970)
— ‘Chaucer’s Three “P ’s” : Pandarus, Pardoner, and Poet’, Michigan Quarterly Review  14 (1975): 
282-301

Donner, Morton; ‘The Unity of Chaucer’s Manciple Fragment’; Modern Language Notes 70.4 
(1955): 245-49

Dornbush, Jean; Pygm alion’s Figure: Reading Old French Romance (Lexington KY: French 
Forum Publishers, 1990)

Dronke, Peter; Fabula: Explorations into the Uses o f Myth in M edieval Neoplatonism, 
Mitellateinische Studien und Texte, K  (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1974)

du Bois, Page; Torture and Truth: The New Ancient World (London: Routledge, 1991)

Duncan, Edgar H.; ‘The Literature of Alchemy and Chaucer’s C anon’s Yeom an’s Tale: 
Framework, Theme, and Characters’, Speculum  43.4 (1968): 633-56

Duncan, Edgar Hill; ‘Chaucer and “Arnold of the Newe Toun” ‘, M odern Language Notes 57.1 
(1942): 31-33

Dunleavy, Gareth; ‘The Chaucer Ascription in Trinity College, Dublin MS. D .28’, Am bix  13 
(1965): 2-21

297



Eberle, Patricia J.; T lie Lovers’ Glass: Nature’s Discourse on Optics and the Optical Design of the 
Romance o f the Rose’, University o f Toronto Quarterly 46.3 (1977): 241-62

Edwards, A. C.; ‘Knaresborough Castle and “The Kynges Moodres Court” *, Philological Quarterly 
19 (1940): 306-9, reprt. in Chaucer: Modern Essays in Criticism, ed. by Edward Wagenknecht 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1959), pp. 83-7.

Edwards, Robert R.; Chaucer and Boccaccio: Antiquity and Modernity (Basingstoke: Pal grave, 
2002)

Elbow, Peter; Oppositions in Chaucer (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1973)

Eliade, Mircea; The Forge and the Crucible (New York: Harper & Row, 1971)

Ellis, Roger; ‘The Choices of the Translator in the Late Middle English Period’; in The Medieval 
Mystical Tradition in England ed. by Marion Glasscoe (Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer, 1984)
— (ed.); The Medieval Translator: The Theory and Practice o f Translation in the Middle Ages, vol.
1 (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1989)
— (ed.); The Medieval Translator, vol. 2 (London: Centre for Medieval Studies, Queen Mary and 
Westfield College, University of London, 1991)
— Patterns o f Religious Narrative in the ‘Canterbury Tales’ (London and Sydney: Croom Holm, 
1986)
— ‘Translation’, in A Companion to Chaucer, ed. by Peter Brown (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002)

Ellis, Roger and Ruth Evans (eds); The Medieval Translator, vol 4 (Exeter: Exeter University 
Press, 1994)

Elmquist, Karl Erik; ‘An Observation on Chaucer’s Astrolabe’, Modern Language Notes 56 (1941): 
530-4

Emerson, Richard K.; ‘Text and Image in the Portraits of the Ellesmere Taletellers’, in The 
Ellesmere Chaucer: Essays in Interpretation, ed. by Martin Stevens and Daniel Woodward (San 
Marino: Huntington Library, 1995), pp. 143-70

Evans, Ruth; ‘An Afterword on the Prologue’, in The Idea o f the Vernacular: An Anthology o f 
Middle English Literary Theory, 1280-1520, ed. by Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, Nicholas Watson, 
Andrew Taylor and Ruth Evans (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999), pp. 371-8
— ‘Historicizing Postcolonial Criticism: Cultural Difference and the Vernacular’, in The Idea o f the 
Vernacular: An Anthology o f Middle English Literary Theory, 1280-1520, ed. by Jocelyn Wogan- 
Browne, Nicholas Watson, Andrew Taylor and Ruth Evans (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1999), pp. 366-70

Evans, Ruth, Andrew Taylor, Nicholas Watson and Jocelyn Wogan-Browne; ‘The Notion of 
Vernacular Theory’, in The Idea o f the Vernacular: An Anthology o f Middle English Literary 
Theory, 1280-1520, ed. by Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, Nicholas Watson, Andrew Taylor and Ruth 
Evans (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999), pp. 314-30

Farber, Lianna; ‘The Creation of Consent in the Physician’s Tale’, Chaucer Review 39.2 (2004): 
151-64

298



— ‘Legitimacy in Late Medieval England’ (unpublished doctoral dissertation, Harvard University, 
1998)

Fein, Susanna Greer, David Raybin and Peter C. Braeger (eds); Rebels and Rivals: The 
Contestative Spirit in ‘The Canterbury Tales', Studies in Medieval Culture 29 (Kalamazoo: 
Western Michigan University, 1991)

Ferrante, Joan; ‘A Poetics of Chaos and Harmony’, in The Cambridge Companion to Dante, ed. by 
Rachel Jacoff, 2"'̂  edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007 [1993]), pp. 181-200.

Ferster, Judith; Chaucer on Interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985)

Ferster, Judith; ‘Chaucer’s Parson and the “Idiosyncracies of Fiction” ‘, in Closure in ‘The 
Canterbury Ta les’: The Role o f the ‘Parson’s Tale’, ed. by David Raybin and Linda Tarte Holley 
(Kalamazoo: W estern Michigan University, 2000), pp. 115-50

Finke, Laurie A.; “ ‘To Knytte up al this Feeste” : The Parson’s Rhetoric and the Ending of the 
Canterbury T a les', Leeds Studies in English 15 (1984): 95-107

P'inley, W illiam K. and Joseph Rosenblum (eds); Chaucer Illustrated: Five Hundred Years o f The 
Canterbury Tales in Pictures (New Castle: Oak Knoll Press, 2003)

Finnegan, Robert Emmet; ‘Bovine (E)sc(h)atology: Papal ‘Bulles A ssoiling’ in The Pardoner’s 
Prologue and T a le ', Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 93 (1992): 303-12

Fleming, John V.; ‘Further Reflections on O iseuse’s M irror’, Zeitschrift f i ir  Romanische Philologie 
100 (1984): 26-40.
- Reason and the Lover (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984)

-  ‘The Roman de la R ose’: A Study in Allegory and Iconography (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1969)

Fletcher, Angus; ‘The Sentencing of Virginia in the Physician’s Tale', Chaucer Review  34.3 
(2000): 300-08

Fliigel, Ewald; ‘Chaucer’s Kleinere Gedichte’, Anglia 23 (1901): 195-224

Folch-Pi, W illa Babcock; ‘Ramon Llull’s Felix and Chaucer’s C anon’s Yeom an’s T a le’, Notes and 
Queries 2 \2  (1967): 10-11

Frank, Jr., Robert Worth; ‘The Canterbury Tales III: Pathos’ in The Cambridge Companion to 
Chaucer, ed. by Piero Boitani and Jill Mann, 2"'* edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2003), pp. 178-94

Franke, W illiam; “ ‘Enditynges of Worldly Vanitees”: Truth and Poetry in Chaucer as Compared 
with Dante’; Chaucer Review  34.1 (1999): 87-106

Freccero, John; ‘Allegory and Autobiography’, in The Cambridge Companion to Dante, ed. by 
Rachel Jacoff, 2"̂ * edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007 [1993]), pp. 161-80
— ‘Medusa: The Letter and the Spirit’, Yearbook o f Italian Studies 2 {\912): 1-18.

299



Frese, Dolores W.; ‘Chaucer’s Clerk’s Tale: The Monsters and the Critics Reconsidered’, Chaucer 
Review S.2 (1973): 133-46

Frugoni, Chiara; ‘The Imagined Woman’, in A History o f Women in the West: II. Silences o f the 
Middle Ages, ed. by Christiane Klapisch-Zuber (Cambridge, MA and London: Belknap Press of 
Harvard University Press, 1994), pp. 358-61.

Frye, Northrop; The Secular Scripture (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1976)

Fumo, Jamie C., ‘Thinking Upon the Crow: The Manciple’s Tale and Ovidian Mythography’, 
Chaucer Review, 38.4 (2004): 355-75

Fyier, John; ‘Chaucerian Romance and the World Beyond Europe’ in Literary Aspects o f Courtly 
Culture, ed by. Donald Maddox and Sara Sturm-Maddox (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1994)
— Language and the Declining World in Chaucer, Dante, and Jean de Meun (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007)
— ‘Nimrod, the Commentaries on Genesis, and Chaucer’, in The Uses o f Manuscripts in Literary 
Studies: Essays in Memory o f Judson Boyce Allen, ed. by Charlotte Cook Morse, Penelope Reed 
Doob and Marjorie Curry Woods, Studies in Medieval Culture 31 (Kalamazoo: Western Michigan 
University, 1992), pp. 193-211
— Ovid and Chaucer (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979)

Gardner, John; The Poetry o f Chaucer (Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southern Illinois University 
Press, 1977).

Gaskill, Malcolm; Crime and Mentalities in Early Modern England (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000)

Ganim, John M; Chaucerian Theatricality (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990)

Gellrich, Jesse; The Idea o f the Book in the Middle Ages (Ithaca and London: Cornell University 
Press, 1985)

Geoghan, D.; ‘A Licence of Henry VI to Practice Alchemy’, 6 (1957): 10-17

Georgiana, Linda; 'The Clerk’s Tale and the Grammar of Assent’, Speculum 70 (1995): 793-821
— ‘The Protestant Chaucer’, in Chaucer’s Religious Tales, pp. 55-69

Stephen Gersh, ‘Cratylus Mediaevalis -  Ontology and Polysemy in Medieval Platonism (to ca. 
1200)’, in Poetry and Philosophy in the Middle Ages: A Festschrift fo r  Peter Dronke, ed. by John 
Marenbon (Leiden: Brill, 2001), pp. 79-98

Gilchrist, Cherry; The Elements o f Alchemy (Shaftesbury; Element Books, 1991)

Gillespie, Alexandra; ‘Reading Chaucer’s Words to Adam’, Chaucer Review, 42.3 (2008): 269-83

Gilson, Simon A.; ‘Light Reflection, Mirror Metaphors, and Optical Framing in Dante’s Comedy. 
Precedents and Transformations’, Neophilologus 83 (1999): 241-52

300



jjinsberg, Warren; The Cast o f Character: The Representation o f Personality in Ancient and 
Medieval Literature (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1983)

Gray, Alasdair (ed); The Book o f Prefaces (London: Bloomsbury, 2002)

Green, Richard F.; ‘Changing Chaucer’, The Biennial Chaucer Lecture, Studies in the Age o f 
Chaucer 25 (2003): 27-52
-- A Crisis o f Truth: Literature and Law in Ricardian England (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2002)
-  ‘The Pardoner’s Pants (and Why They Matter)’, Studies in the Age o f Chaucer 15 (1993): 131-45
-  ‘The Sexual Normality of Chaucer’s Pardoner’, Medievalia 8 (1982): 351-7

Greenblatt, Stephen; Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1980)

Gregory, Robert; ‘Reading as Narcissism: Le Roman de la Rose', SubStance 12.2 (1983): 37-48

Grennen, Joseph; ‘Chaucer and the Commonplaces of Alchemy’, Classica et Mediaevalia 26 
(1965): 306-33
-  ‘Saint Cecilia’s “Chemical Wedding”: The Unity of Canterbury Tales, Fragment VIIF, Journal 
of English and Germanic Philology 65.3 (1966): 466-81

Grierson, Philip; Later Medieval Numismatics (11"' to 16"' Centuries): Selected Studies (London: 
Variorum, 1979)

Grigsby, Bryon Lee; Pestilence in Medieval and Early Modern English Literature (New York: 
Routledge, 2004)

Grlic, Olga; ‘Dante’s Satius and Augustine: Intertextuality in Conversionary Narrative’, Medievalia 
et Hunianistica, n.s. 21 (1994): 73-84

Groom, Nick; The Forger’s Shadow: How Forgery Changed the Course o f Literature (London: 
Picador, 2002)

Gross, Charlotte; “‘The Goode Wey”: Ending and Not-Ending in the Parson’s Tale; M l-91' in 
Closure in ‘The Canterbury Tales’: The Role o f the ‘Parson’s Tale’, ed. by David Raybin and 
Linda Tarte Holley (Kalamazoo: Western Michigan University, 2000), pp. 177-98

Gross, Gregory W.; ‘Trade Secrets: Chaucer, the Pardoner, the Critics’, Modern Language Studies
25.4 (1995): 1-36

Grossi, Joseph L.; ‘The Unhidden Piety of Chaucer’s “Seint Cecilie” ‘, Chaucer Review 36.3 
[2002): 298-309

Grudin, Michaela Paasche; ‘Chaucer’s Manciple’s Tale and the Poetics of Guile’, Chaucer Review
25.4 (1991): 329-42
-  ‘Credulity and the Rhetoric of Heterodoxy: From Averroes to Chaucer’, Chaucer Review 35.2 
(2000): 204-22
-  ‘Discourse and the Problem of Closure in the Canterbury Tales', PMLA 107.5 (1992): 1157-67

301



Hagiioannu, Michael; ‘Giotto’s Bardi Chapel Frescoes and Chaucer’s House o f Fame: Influence, 
Evidence, and Interpretations’, Chaucer Review 36.1 (2001): 28-47

Haines, R. Michael; ‘Fortune, Nature, and Grace in Fragment C’, Chaucer Review 10.3 (1975): 
220-35

Hamilton, Marie P.; ‘The Clerical Status of Chaucer’s Alchemist’, Speculum 16.1 (1941): 103-8

Hammond, E. P.; Chaucer: A Bibliographic Manual (New York: Macmillan, 1908)
— ‘Omissions from the Editions of Chaucer,’ Modern Language Notes 19 (1904): 35-8

Hanna III, Ralph; ‘Sir Thomas Berkeley and His Patronage’, Speculum 64 (1989): 878-916
— ‘The Difficulty of Ricardian Prose Translation: The Case of the Lollards’, Modern Language 
Quarterly 5 \ (1990): 319-40

Hansen, Elaine Tuttle; Chaucer and the Fictions o f Gender (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1992)

Harding, Wendy; ‘The Dynamics of Law in the Clerk's Tale’, Chaucer Yearbook 4 (1997): 45-59

Hardison, O. B.; ‘Christian Rite and Christian Drama’ in The Middle Ages: Essays in the Origin 
and Early History o f Modern Drama (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1983)

Hartung, Albert E.; ‘Inappropriate Pointing in the Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale, G 1236-1239’, PMLA 
77.4 (1962): 508-09

Harwood, Britton J.; ‘Chaucer and the Silence of History: Situating the Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale’, 
PMLA 102.3 (1987): 338-50

Havely, N. R.; ‘Muses and Blacksmiths: Italian Trecento Poetics and the Reception of Dante in The 
House o f Fame’, in Essays on Ricardian Literature in Honour o f J. A. Burrow, ed. by A. J. Minnis, 
Charlotte C. Morse and Thorlac Turville-Petre (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), pp. 61-81

Hazelton, Richard; 'The Manciple’s Tale: Parody and Critique’, Journal o f English and Germanic 
Philology 62 (1963): 1-31

William Herbert, The History o f the Twelve Great Livery Companies o f London, 2 vols (London, 
William Herbert, 1836)

Herman, Peter C.; ‘Treason in the Manciple’s Tale’, Chaucer Review 25A  (1991): 318-28 

Heym, Gerard, ‘Some Alchemical Picture Books’, Ambix 1 (1937): 69-75

Hiatt, Alfred; The Making o f Medieval Forgeries: False Documents in Fifteenth-Century England 
(London: British Library and University of Toronto Press, 2004)

Hilberry, Jane; “ ‘And In Oure Madnesse Everemoore We Rave”: Technical Language in the 
Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale’; Chaucer Review 21.4 (1987): 435-43

302



Hill, Thomas D.; ‘Narcissus, Pygmalion, and the Castration of Saturn: Two Mythographical 
Themes in the Roman de la Rose', Studies in Philology 71 (1974): 404-26

Hilmo, Maidie; Medieval Images, Icons, and Illustrated English Literary Texts: From the Ruthwell 
Cross to the Ellesmere Chaucer (Aldershot: Ashcroft, 2004)

Hodges, Laura F; Chaucer and Costume: the Secular Pilgrims in the General Prologue 
(Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2000)

Holley, Linda Tarte; ‘Closing the Eschatological Account; 199-208 97’ in Closure in ‘The 
Canterbury Tales’: The Role o f the ‘P arson’s Tale’, ed. by David Raybin and Linda Tarte Holley 
(Kalamazoo: Western Michigan University, 2000), pp. 199-208.

Holmyard, E.J.; Alchemy (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1968)

Holsinger, Bruce W.; ‘Analytical Survey 6: Medieval Literature and Cultures of Perform ance’, 
New Medieval Literatures 6 (2003): 271 -311

Hudson, Anne; Lollards and Their Books (London: Hambledon, 1985)
— The Premature Reformation: Wycliffite Texts and Lollard History (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1988)
(ed); Selections from  English Wycliffite Writings (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981)
— ‘W yclif and the English Language’ in W yclif in his Times, ed. by Anthony Kenny (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1986), pp. 85-104
— ‘Wycliffism in Oxford 1381-1411’, in W yclif in his Times, ed. by Anthony Kenny (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1986), pp. 67-84

Hult, David P.; Self-Fulfilling Prophecies: Readership and Authority in the First ‘Roman de la 
R ose’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986)

Huot, Sylvia; From Song to Book: The Poetics o f Writing in Old French Lyrics and Lyrical 
Narrative Poetry (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987)
— ‘The Medusa Interpolation in the Romance o f the Rose: M ythographic Program and Ovidian 
Intertext’, Speculum  62.4 (1987): 865-77
— The ‘Romance o f the Rose ’ and its Medieval Readers: Interpretation, Reception, M anuscript 
Transmission (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993)

Hussey, Maurice, A. C. Spearing and James Winny, An Introduction to Chaucer (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1965)

Irvine, Martin with David Thompson, ‘Grammatica and Literary Theory’, in The Cambridge 
History o f Literary Criticism, vol. 2, The Middle Ages, ed. by Alastair M innis and Ian Johnson 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), pp. 15-41.

Jacoff, Rachel (ed); The Cambridge Companion to Dante, 2"̂ * edn (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007 [1993])
— ‘Introduction to Paradiso’, in Jacoff, Rachel (ed); The Cambridge Companion to Dante, 2"'̂  edn 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007 [1993]), pp. 107-24.

303



Jager, Eric; The Tempter’s Voice: Language and the Fall in Medieval Literature (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1993)

Jankowski, Eileen S.; ‘Chaucer’s Second N un’s Tale and the Apocalyptic Imagination’, Chauce'' 
Review 36.2 (200]): 128-48
— ‘Reception of Chaucer’s Second N un’s Tale: Osbern Bokenham’s L yf o f S. Cycyle', Chauce- 
Review 30.3 (1996): 306-18

Janson, H. W.; Apes and Ape Lore in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance (London: Warburg 
Institute, 1952)

Johansen, Karsten Friis; A History o f Ancient Philosophy: From the Beginnings to Augustine, trans. 
by Hendrik Rosenmeier (London: Routledge, 1998)

Johnson, Ian; ‘Prologue and Practice: Middle English Lives of Christ’, in The Medieval Translator: 
The Theory and Practice o f Translation in the Middle Ages, ed. by Roger Ellis (Cambridge: D. S. 
Brewer, 1989), pp. 69-88

Johnson, Lynn-Staley; ‘Chaucer’s Tale of the Second Nun and the Strategies of Dissent’, Studies in 
Philology S9.3 (1992): 314-33

Jordan, Robert M.; Chaucer’s Poetics and the Modern Reader (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1987)

Jost, Jean E.; ‘Constancy and Foreswearing in Chaucer’s Man o f Law ’s and Canon's Yeoman's 
Tales', Medieval Perspectives 2.1 (1987): 73-80

Kamowski, William; ‘Chaucer and Wyclif: God’s Miracles against the Clergy’s Magic’, Chaucer 
Review 37.1 (2002): 5-25

Kaske, Carol V.; ‘Getting Around the Parson’s Tale: An Alternative to Allegory and Irony’, in 
Chaucer at Albany, ed. by Rossell Hope Robbins (New York: Burt Franklin, 1975), pp. 147-77

Kaske, R.E.; 'Clericus Adam  and Chaucer’s Adam Scriveyn’ in Chaucerian Problems and 
Perspectives: Essays presented to Paul E. Beichner C.S.C, ed. by Edward Vasta and Zacharias P. 
Thundy (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame, 1979), pp. 114-18

Kay, Sarah and Miri Rubin (eds); Framing Medieval Bodies (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 1994)

Keen, Maurice; ‘Wyclif, the Bible and Transubstantiation’; in Wyclif in his Times, ed. by Anthony 
Kenny (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), pp. 1-16

Keiser, George R.; ‘The Conclusion of the Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale: Readings and (Mis)Readings’, 
Chaucer Review 35.1 (2000): 1-21
— A Manual o f the Writings in Middle English, 1050-1500. XXV. Works o f Science and Education 
(New Haven: Archon Books for the Connecticut Academy of Arts and Sciences, 1998)

Kellogg, Alfred L. and Louis A. Haselmayer, ‘Chaucer’s Satire of the Pardoner’, PMLA 66.2 
(1951): 251-77

304



Kelly, Louis; The True Inerpreter: A History o f Translation Theory and Practice in the West 
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1979)

Kennedy, Thomas C.; ‘The Translator’s Voice in the Second Nun’s Invocacio: Gender, Influence, 
and Textuality’, Medievalia et Humanistica 22 (1995): 95-110

Kenny, Anthony (ed); Wyclifin his Times (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986)
— ‘The Realism of De Universalibus’, in Wyclif in his Times, ed. by Anthony Kenny (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1986)

Kensak, Michael; ‘Apollo Exterminans: The God of Poetry in Chaucer’s M anciple’s Tale', Studies 
in Philology 98.2 (2001): 143-57

Kensak, Michael; ‘The Silences of Pilgrimage: Manciple’s Tale, Paradiso, Anticlaudianus', 
Chaucer Review 34.2 (1999): 190-206

Kilgour, Maggie; “ ‘Thy Perfect Image Viewing”: Poetic Creation and Ovid’s Narcissus in Paradise 
Lost’, Studies in Philology 102.3 (2005): 307-39

Kirk, Elizabeth D.; ‘Nominalism and the Dynamics of the Clerk’s Tale: Homo Viator as W oman’, 
in Chaucer’s Religious Tales, ed. by C. David Benson and Elizabeth Robinson (Cambridge: D. S. 
Brewer, 1990), pp. 111-20

Kiser, Lisa; ‘Eschatological Poetics in Chaucer’s House of Fame’, Modern Language Quarterly 
49.2 (1988): 99-119
— Truth and Textuality in Chaucer’s Poetry (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1991)

Kitteredge, George Lyman; ‘Chaucer’s Pardoner’, Atlantic Monthly 72 (1893): 829-33, reprt. in 
Chaucer: Modern Essays in Criticism, ed. by Edward Wagenknecht (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1959), pp. 117-25

Klapisch-Zuber, Christiane (ed.); A History o f Women in the West: IL Silences o f the Middle Ages 
(Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1994)

Knapp, Peggy; ‘The Words of the Parson’s “Vertuous Sentence” ‘, in Closure in ‘The Canterbuiy 
Tales’: The Role o f the ‘Parson’s Tale’, ed. by David Raybin and Linda Tarte Holley (Kalamazoo: 
Western Michigan University, 2000), pp. 95-113
— ‘The Work of Alchemy’, Journal o f Medieval and Early Modern Studies 30.3 (2000): 575-99 

Knight, Stephen, Geoffrey Chaucer (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986)

Knoespel, Kenneth J.; Narcissus and the Invention o f Personal History (New York, 1985)

Knowles, David; The Evolution o f Medieval Thought, ed. D.E. Luscombe and Christopher Brook, 
2"̂ * edn (Harlow: Longman, 1988)

Kohl, E. P.; ‘A Note on Chaucer’s Adam Scriveyn'\ Modern Language Notes 29 (1914): 263-64
— ‘Publication before Printing’ PMLA 28 (1913): 417-31

305



Kolve, V.A.; Chaucer and the Imagery o f Narrative: The First Five Canterbury Tales (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1984)

Koonce, B.G.; Chaucer and the Tradition o f Fame: Symbolism in the ‘House o f Fam e’ (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1966)

Krasovec, Joze; Antithetic Structure in Biblical Hebrew Poetry (Leiden: Brill, 1984)

Kretzman, Norman; ‘Continua, Indivisibles, and Change in W yclif s Logic of Scripture’, in Wyclif 
in His Times, ed. by Anthony Kenny (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), pp. 31-66

Kugel, James L.; The Idea o f Biblical Poetry (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1981)

Lancashire, Anne; ‘Chaucer and the Sacrafice of Isaac’, Chaucer Review 9.4 (1974): 320-6

Landman, James H.; ‘The Laws of Community, Margery Kempe, and the Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale', 
Journal o f Medieval and Early Modern Studies 28.2 (1998): 389-425

Lansing, Richard H.; Review of Earl Jeffrey Richards; Dante and the ‘Roman de la R ose’: An 
Investigation into the Vernacular Narrative Context o f the ‘Commedia’, (Tubingen: Max Niemeyer 
Verlag, 1981), Speculum  58.3 (1983): 801-3

Lee, Brian S.; ‘Justice in the Physician’s Tale and the Pardoner’s Tale: A Dialogic Contrast’, 
Chaucer Yearbook 4 (1997): 21-31

Leff, Gordon; Medieval Thought: St Augustine to Ockham (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968)

Leicester, H. Marshall, Jr. ‘The Art of Impersonation: A General Prologue to the Canterbury Tales' 
PMLA 95 (1980): 213-24

Lerer, Seth; Boethius and Dialogue: Literary Method in ‘The Consolation o f Philosophy’, 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985)
— Chaucer and His Readers: Imagining the Author in Late-Medieval England (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1993)

Lester, Geoffrey (ed); Chaucer in Perspective: Middle English Essays in Honour o f Norman Blake 
(Shefield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999)

Leushuis, Reinier; ‘Pygmalion’s Folly and the Author’s Craft in Jean de Meun’s Roman de la 
Rose’, Neophilologus 90 (2006): 521-33

Lewis, Flora; ‘The Veronica: Image, Legend and Viewer’ in England in the Thirteenth Century: 
Proceedings o f the 1984 Harlaxton Symposium, ed. By W.M. Ormrod (Woodbridge: The Boydell 
Press, 1986), pp. 100-06

Lmden, Stanton J.; Darke Hieroglyphicks: Alchemy in English Literature from  Chaucer to the 
Restoration (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1996)

Lippman, Edmund O. von; ‘Some Remarks on Hermes and Hermetica’, Am£>/x 2 (1938): 21-5

306



Lipson, Carol; ‘“I n’am but a lewd compilator” : Chaucer’s Treatise on the Astrolabe as 
Translation’, Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 84 (1983): 192-200.

Longsworth, Robert M.; ‘Privileged Knowledge: St. Cecilia and the Alchemist in the Canterbury 
Tales', Chaucer Review 27.1 (1992): 87-96

Lorch, Maristella and Lavinia Lorch; ‘Metaphor and Metamorphosis; Purgatorio 27 and 
Metamorphoses 4 ’; in Dante and Ovid: Essays in Intertextuality, ed. by Madison U. Sowell 

[ (Binghamton: Medieval and Renaissance Texts and Studies, 1991), pp. 99-123
I

' Lynch, Kathryn L.; Chaucer's Philosophical Visions (Woodbridge: D. S. Brewer, 2000)
— ‘The Logic of the Dream Vision’, in Literary Nominalism and the Theory o f Rereading Late 

\ Medieval Texts: A New Research Paradigm, ed. by Richard J. Utz, Mediaeval Studies Volume 5
(Lewiston: Edwin Mellen, 1995), pp. 179-203

Lyons, John D. and Stephen G. Nichols, Jr (eds); Mimesis: From Mirror to Method, Augustine to 
Descates (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1982)

Macfie, Pamela Royston; ‘Mimicry and Metamorphoses; Ovidian Voices in Purgatorio 1. 7-12’, in 
Dante and Ovid: Essays in Intertextuality, ed. by Madison U. Sowell (Binghamton; Medieval and 
Renaissance Texts and Studies, 1991), pp. 87-98

Machan, T. W.; Techniques o f Translation: Chaucer’s ‘Boece’, (Norman: Pilgrim Books, 1985)
— ‘Chaucer as Translator’, in The Medieval Translator: The Theory and Practice o f Translation in 
the Middle Ages, ed. by Roger Ellis (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1989), pp. 55-68

Maddox, Donald and Sara Sturm-Maddox (eds); Literary Aspects o f Courtly Culture (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1994)

Manly, John Matthews; ‘Chaucer’s Scrivener,’ Times Literai-y Supplement, 16 May 1929, p. 403

Mann, Jill; ‘The Authority of the Audience in Chaucer’, in Boitani, Piero and Anna Torti (eds); 
Poetics: Theory and Practice in Medieval English Literature (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1991), pp. 
1-12
— Chaucer and Medieval Estates Satire: The Literature o f Social Classes and the General 
Prologue to the ‘Canterbury Tales’, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973)
— Feminizing Chaucer, Chaucer Studies 30 (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2002) [First published as 
Geoffrey Chaucer (London: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991)]

Marenbon, John; Later Medieval Philosophy (1150-1350) An Introduction (London: Routledge and 
Kegan Paul, 1987)
-- (ed) Poetiy and Philosophy in the Middle Ages: A Festschrift fo r  Peter Dronke (Leiden: Brill, 
2001 )

Martinez, Ronald; ‘Ovid’s Crown of Stars (Paradiso 13. 1-27)’; in Dante and Ovid: Essays in 
Intertextuality, ed. by Madison U. Sowell (Binghamton: Medieval and Renaissance Texts and 
Studies, 1991), pp. 123-38

Mayhew, N.J.; Sterling Imitations o f Edwardian Type, The Royal Numismatic Society Special 
Publication 14 (London, 1983)

307



Mazzeo, Joseph A.; ‘Universal Analogy and the Culture of the Renaissance’, Journal o f  the History 
o f Ideas 15.2 (1954): 299-304.

M azzotta, Giusseppe; ‘Dante and the Virtues of Exile’, Poetics Today 5.3 (1984): 645-67

M cAlpine, Monica; ‘The Pardoner’s Homosexuality and How It M atters’, PMLA  95.1 (1980): 8-22
— Review o f David Williams, The Canterbury Tales: A Literary Pilgrimage (Boston: Twayne, 
1987), in Speculum  64.1 (1989) 237-38

M cCaffrey, Phillip; ‘Guillaume de Lorris and Jean de Meun: Narcissus and Pygm alion’, Romanic 
Review  90 (1999): 435-49

M cGavin, John J.; ‘How Nasty Is Phoebus’s Crow?’, Chaucer Review  21.4 (1987): 444-58 

McKie, D.; ‘Some Early Chemical Symbols’, AmZj/x 1 (1937): 75-7

M cM ahon, Robert; ‘Satan as Infernal Narcissus: Interpretive Translation in the Commedia'; in 
Dante and Ovid: Essays in Intertextuality, ed. by Madison U. Sowell (Binghamton: M edieval and 
Renaissance Texts and Studies, 1991), pp. 65-86

Meakin, David; Hermetic Fictions: Alchemy and Irony in the Novel (Keele: Keele University Press, 
1995)

Mehl, Dieter; Geoffrey Chaucer: An Introduction to His Narrative Poetry (Cambridge; Cambridge 
University Press, 1986)

M iddleton, Anne; ‘The Physician’s Tale and Love’s Martyrs: “Ensamples Mo Than Ten” as a 
M ethod in the Canterbury Tales', Chaucer Review  8.1 (1973): 9-32

Mitchell, J. Allan; Ethics and Exemplary Narrative in Chaucer and Gower (Cambridge: D. S. 
Brewer, 2004).

Miller, James L.; ‘The Three Mirrors of Dante’s Paradiso, University o f  Toronto Quarterly 46.3 
(1977): 263-79

Miller, Mark; Philosophical Chaucer: Love, Sex, and Agency in the ‘Canterbury Tales’ 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004)

Miller, Robert P.; ‘Chaucer’s Pardoner, the Scriptural Eunuch and the Pardoner’s T ale’, Speculum  
30.2 (1955): 180-99

Minnis, A. J.; ‘Chaucer and the Queering Eunuch’, New Medieval Literatures 6 (2003): 107-29.
-- (ed.); Chaucer’s Boece and the Medieval Tradition o f Boethius, Chaucer Studies 18 (Cambridge: 
D. S. Brewer, 1993)
— ‘Chaucer’s Commentator: Nicholas Trevet and the Boece’ in Chaucer’s Boece and the M edieval 
Tradition o f Boethius, ed. by A.J. Minnis, (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1993), pp 83-166
— ‘Chaucer’s Pardoner and the “Office of Preacher” ‘, in Intellectuals and Writers in Fourteenth- 
Century Europe: The J.A.W. Bennett Memorial Lectures, Perugia, 1984, ed. by Piero Boitani and 
Anna Torti, (Tubingen: Gunter Narr Verlag; Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1986), pp. 88-119

308



— ‘The Construction of Chaucer’s Pardoner’, in Promissory Notes on the Treasury o f Merits: 
Indulgences in Late Medieval Europe, ed. by R.N. Swanson (Leiden: Brill, 2006), pp. 169-95.
— ‘De Vulgari Auctoritate: Chaucer, Gower and the Men of Great Authority’; pp. 36-74 in Chaucer 
and Gower: Difference, Mutuality, Exchange, ed. by R. F. Yeager (Victoria: University of Victoria, 
1991)
— (ed.); Gower’s ‘Confessio Amantis’: Responses and Reassessments (Cambridge: D.S Brewer, 
1983)
— ‘Looking for a Sign: The Quest for Nominalism in Chaucer and Langland’, in Essays on 
Ricardian Literature in Honour o f J. A. Burrow, ed. by A. J. Minnis, Charlotte C. Morse and 
Thorlac Turville-Petre (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), pp. 142-78.
— Magister Amoris: The ‘Roman de La Rose’ and Vernacular Hermeneutics (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2001)
-- Medieval Theory o f Authorship: Scholastic Literary Attitudes in the Later Middle Ages (London: 
Scolar Press, 1984)
— ‘Reclaiming the Pardoners’, Journal o f Medieval and Early Modern Studies 33.2 (2003): 311-34
— ‘Theorizing the Rose: Commentary Tradition in the Querelle de la Rose’, in Boitani, Piero and 
Anna Torti (eds); Poetics: Theory and Practice in Medieval English Literature (Cambridge: D. S. 
Brewer, 1991), pp. 13-36

Minnis, A. J., Charlotte C. Morse and Thorlac Turville-Petre (eds), Essays on Ricardian Literature 
in Honour ofJ.  A. Burrow (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997)

Minnis, A. J. and Lodi Nauta, 'More Platonico loquitur. What Nicholas Trevet really did to 
William of Conches’, in Chaucer’s Boece and the Medieval Tradition o f Boethius, ed. by A. J. 
Minnis (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1993), pp. 1-33

Minnis, A. J. and A. B. Scott, Medieval Literary Theory and Criticism, c.llOO-c.1375: The 
Commentary Tradition, rev. edn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003 [1988])

Minnis, A. J., with A. B. Scott and V. J. Scattergood, Oxford Guides to Chaucer: The Shorter 
Poems (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995)

Minnis, Alastair and Ian Johnson; The Cambridge History o f Literary Criticism, Vol. II, The Middle 
Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005)

Mize, Britt; ‘Adam, and Chaucer’s Words unto Him’; Chaucer Review 35 (2001): 351-77 

Mooney, Linne; ‘Chaucer’s Scribe’, Speculum 81 (2006): 97-138

Morgan, Gerald; ‘Natural and Spiritual Movements of Love in the Soul: An Explanation of 
Purgatorio, XVIII. 16-39’, Modern Language Review, 80.2 (1985): 320-329

Morse, Ruth; Truth and Convention in the Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1991)

Murphy, J.J.; Rhetoric in the Middle Ages: A History o f Rhetorical Tlieoiy from  St. Augustine to the 
Renaissance (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1974)

Murray, Penelope (ed): Classical Literary Criticism (London: Penguin, 2000)

309



M uscatine, Charles; Chaucer and the French Tradition: a Study in Style and Meaning (Berkeley: 
University o f California Press, 1969)

M yers, Robin and Michael Harris (eds); Fakes and Frauds: Varieties o f  Deception in Print and 
M anuscript (Winchester: St. Paul’s Bibliographies, 1989)

Myles, Robert; ‘Chaucer and Character: the Heresies of Douglas W urtele’, in Chaucer and 
Language: Essays in Honor o f  Douglas Wurtele, ed. by Robert M yles and David Williams, 
(Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queens University Press, 2001), pp. 3-10 
— Chaucerian Realism  (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1994)

Myles, Robert and David Williams (eds); Chaucer and Language: Essays in Honor o f Douglas 
Wurtele, (Montreal and Kingston: M cGill-Queens University Press, 2001)

Neuse, Richard; C haucer’s Dante: Allegory and Epic Theater in ‘The Canterbury Tales’ (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1991)

Newman, William; Promethean Ambitions: The Quest to Perfect Nature (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2004)

Newhauser, Richard ‘The P arson’s Tale and Its Generic Affiliations’, in Closure in 'The 
Canterbury Tales’: The Role o f  the ‘P arson’s Tale’, ed. by David Raybin and Linda Tarte Holley 
(Kalamazoo: Western Michigan University, 2000), pp. 45-76

Newton, Stella Mary; Fashion in the Age o f  the Black Prince: A Study o f  the Years 1340-1365
(Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer, 1980)

Nicholl, Charles; The Chemical Theatre (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1980)

Nicholson, Peter; ‘The Man o f L a w ’s Talc. W hat Chaucer Really Owed to Gower’, Chaucer 
Review 1 6 2  {\99\y. 153-74

Nolan, Edward Peter; Now Through a Glass Darkly: Specular Images o f  Being and Knowing from  
Virgil to Chaucer (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1990)

North, J. D.; Chaucer’s Universe (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988)

North, J. J.; English Hammered Coinage, 2 vols, II, Edward I  to Charles II: 1272-1662 (London:
Spink, 1991)

Norton-Smith, John; Geoffrey Chaucer, (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1974)

Nouvet, Claire; ‘An Allegorical Mirror: The Pool of Narcissus in Guillaume de Lorris’s Romance 
o f the R ose ', Romanic Review, (2000):
<http://findarticles.eom/p/articles/mi qa3806/is 20001 l/ai n8906373/pg 1>. no pagination, 
[accessed 12.07.2007]

Oberman, Heiko; ‘Some Notes on the Theology of Nominalism’; Harvard Theological Review  53 
(I960): 47-76

310



O ’Connell, Brendan; "Adam Scriveyn and the Falsifiers of Dante’s Inferno: A  New Interpretation of 
Chaucer’s W ordes', Chaucer Review 40. \ (2005): 39-57
— ‘“Ignotum per ignocius” : Alchemy, Analogy and Poetics in Fragment VIII o f The Canterbury 
Tales', in Transmission and Transformation in the Middle Ages: Texts and Contexts, ed. by Kathy 
Cawsey and Jason Harris (Dublin: Four Courts Press 2007), pp. 131-57.

Oddy, W. A. and M. M. Archibald, ‘The Techniques of Some Forged Medieval Silver Pennies’; 
Scientific Studies in Numismatics, British Museum Occasional Paper No. 18, (British M useum 
Research Laboratory, 1980), pp. 81-90

Olmert, Michael; T h e  Parson’s Ludic Formula for W inning on the Road (to Canterbury)’, Chaucer 
Review IQ.1 {\9%5)\ 158-168

Olson, Glending; ‘Author, Scribe, and Curse: The Genre o i Adam Scriveyn', Chaucer Review  42.2 
(2008): 284-297
— ‘Chaucer, Dante, and the Structure of Fragment VIII (G) o f the Canterbury Tales'', Chaucer 

Review  16.3 (1982): 222-36
— ‘Geoffrey Chaucer’ in The Cambridge History o f Medieval English Literature, ed. by David 
Wallace (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 566-88
— Literature as Recreation in the Later Middle Ages (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1982)

Olson, Mary C.; ‘Marginal Portraits and the Fiction of Orality: The Ellesmere M anuscript’, in 
Chaucer Illustrated: Five H undred Years o f The Canterbury Tales in Pictures, ed, by W illiam K. 
Finley and Joseph Rosenblum (New Castle: Oak Knoll Press, 2003), pp. 1-31

Olsson, Kurt; John Gower and the Structures o f Conversion: A Reading o f the ‘Confessio Am antis', 
Publications of the John Gower Society 4 (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1992)

Ormrod, W.M. (ed); England in the Thirteenth Century: Proceedings o f  the 1984 Harlaxton 
Symposium  (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1986)

Osborn, Marijane; ‘Transgressive Word and Image in Chaucer’s Enshrined Coillons Passage’, 
Chaucer Review 31.4 (2003): 365-84

Owen, Charles Abraham; ‘The Falcon’s Complaint in the Squire’s Tale’, in Rebels and Rivals: The 
Contestative Spirit in ‘The Canterbury Tales', ed. by Susanna Greer Fein, David Raybin and Peter 
C. Braeger, Studies in Medieval Culture 29 (Kalamazoo: Western Michigan University, 1991), pp. 
173-88
— Pilgrimage and Storytelling in the Canterbury Tales: the Dialectic o f 'Ernest' and ‘Game'\ 
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1977)

Owst, G.R.; Literature and Pulpit iti Medieval England: a Neglected Chapter in the History o f  
English Letters & o f the English People (Oxford: Blackwell, 1966)

Pagel, Walter; ‘Paracelsus and the Neoplatonic and Gnostic Tradition’, 8 (1960): 125-66

Partington, J.R.; ‘Albertus Magnus on Alchem y’; Ambix 1 (1937): 3-20
— ‘The Origins o f the Planetary Symbols for the M etals’, 1 (1937): 61-4

Patterson, Lee; Chaucer and the Subject o f History (Madison: University of W isconsin Press, 1991)

311



— Negotiating the Past: The Historical Understanding o f Medieval Literature (Madison: University 
of W isconsin Press, 1987)
-- ‘Chaucer’s Pardoner on the Couch: Psyche and Clio in Medieval Literary Studies’, Speculum  
76.3 (2001): 638-80.
— (ed) Geoffrey C haucer’s 'The Canterbury Tales’: A Casebook (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2007)
-- ‘The P arson’s Tale and the Quitting of the Canterbury Tales’, Traditio 34 (1978):331-80 
-- ‘Perpetual Motion: Alchemy and the Technology of the S e lf , Studies in the Age o f Chaucer 15 
(1993): 25-57

Patton, Celeste A.; ‘False “Rekenynges” : Sharp Practice and the Politics of Language in Chaucer’s 
M ancip le’s Tale'\ Philological Quarterly 1 \A  (1992): 399-417

Pattwell, Niamh; ‘Sacerdos Parochialis edited from British Library MS Burney 356 & 
Exornatorium Curatorum  edited from Cambridge Corpus Christi Sp.335.2’ (doctoral dissertation. 
Trinity College Dublin, 2004)
— “ ‘The Venym of Symony” : The Debate on the Eucharist in the Late-Fourteenth Century and in 
The Pardoner's Tale’, in Transmission and Transformation in the Middle Ages: Texts and  
Contexts, ed. by Kathy Cawsey and Jason Harris (Dublin: Four Courts Press 2007), pp. 115-30

Paxson, James J., Lawrence M. Clopper, Sylvia Tomasch, Martin Stevens (eds); The Performance 
o f M iddle English Culture: Essays on Chaucer and the Drama in Honor o f  Martin Stevens 
(Cambridge; D. S. Brewer, 1998)

Payne, Robert O.; Geoffrey Chaucer (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1986)
— The Key o f Remembrance: a Study o f  Chaucer’s Poetics (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1963)

Pearsall, Derek (ed); Chaucer to Spenser; A Critical Reader (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999)
— The Life o f Geoffrey Chaucer (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992)
— ‘Chaucer’s Religious Tales: a Question of Genre’, in Chaucer’s Religious Tales, ed. by C. David 
Benson and Elizabeth Robertson (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1990), pp. 11-19
— ‘Pre-empting Closure in The Canterbury Tales: Old Endings, New Beginnings’, in Essays on 
Ricardian Literature in Honour o f  J. A. Burrow, ed. by A. J. Minnis, Charlotte C. M orse and 
Thorlac Turville-Petre (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), pp. 23-38

Peck, Russell A.; ‘Public Dreams and Private Myths: Perspectives in Middle English Literature’, 
PMLA  90(1975): 461-67
— ‘St. Paul and the Canterbury Tales', Mediaevalia 7 (1981): 91-131

Peck, Russell E.; ‘Chaucer and the Nominalist Questions’, Speculum  53 (1978): 745-60

Pelen, Marc M.; ‘Contradictions and Self-Contradictions in Chaucer’s Poetic S trategy’, 
Florilegium  10 (1988-91): 107-27
— ‘Idleness and Alchemy in Fragment VIII (G) of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales: Oppositions in 
Theme and Images from the Roman de la R ose ', Forum fo r  Modern Language Studies 31.3 (1995): 
193-214
— ‘The M anciple’s “Cosyn” to the “Dede” ‘, Chaucer Review  25.4 (1991): 343-54
— ‘M urder and Immortality in Fragment VI (C) of the Canterbury Tales: Chaucer’s Transformation 
of Theme and Image from the Roman de la R ose’, Chaucer Review  29.1 (1994): 1-25

312



Pereira, M ichela; ‘A lch em y and the U se o f  Vernacular Languages in the Late M iddle A g e s’, 
Speculum  1A {\9 9 9 ):  336-56 .

Pertile, Lino; ‘Introduction to In ferno', in The C am bridge Com panion to  D an te,  ed. by Rachel 
Jacoff, 2"*̂  edn (Cambridge; Cambridge U niversity Press, 2007 [1993]), pp. 67-90

Peters, Ken; The C ounterfeit Coin S tory: Two A n d  A  H a lf  Thousand Y ears o f  D ecep tio n  (Kent: 
E nvoy, 2002)

Phillips, H elen; ‘T he Com plaint o f Venus: Chaucer and de Graunson’, in The M ed ieva l T ran sla tor  
4, ed. by R oger E llis  and Ruth Evans (Exeter: U niversity o f  Exeter Press, 1994), pp. 86 -103  

I — An In troduction  to  ‘The C anterbury T a le s ’; R eading, F iction, C ontext  (B asingstoke: M acm illan  
I Press, 2000)
I

Poirion, D aniel; ‘N arcisse et Pygm alion dans Le Rom an de la R o se ’, in E ssays in H o n o r o f  Louis  
F rancis S olano, ed. by Raym ond J. Cormier and Urban T. H olm es (Chapel Hill: U niversity o f  
North Carolina Press, 1970), pp. 153-65

Pollock, Sir Frederick and Frederic W illiam  M aitland; The H istory o f  E nglish  L a w  befo re  the Time 
o f  E d w a rd  I, 2 v o ls , 2"‘* edn, rev. by S.F.C. M ilsom  (Cambridge: Cam bridge U niversity  Press, 
1968)

P ow ell, Stephen D.; ‘G am e Over: D efragm enting the End o f  the C anterbu ry T a les', C haucer  
R eview  31. \ (2002): 40-58 .

Price, B. B.; M ed iev a l Thought: An In troduction  (Oxford: B lackw ell, 1992)

Quinn, W . A . (ed); C h a u cer’s D ream  Visions an d  Shorter P oem s  (N ew  York: Garland, 1999)
— ‘The Rapes o f  C haucer’, C haucer Y earbook  5 (1998): 1-18

Ramsay, N igel; ‘Forgery and the R ise o f  the London Scriveners’ C om pany’, in F akes a n d  F rauds: 
V arieties o f  D ecep tio n  in P rin t an d  M anuscript, ed. by Robin M yers and M ichael Harris 
(W inchester; St. P au l’s B ibliographies, 1989), pp. 99-108

Ransom , Daniel J.; ‘Prolegom enon to a Print History o f  the P a rso n ’s Tale: T he N ove lty  and 
Legacy o f  W ynkyn de W orde’s T ex t’, in C losure in ‘The C anterbury T a le s ’: The R ole o f  the 
‘P a rso n ’s T a le ’, ed. by David Raybin and Linda Tarte H olley  (K alam azoo: W estern M ichigan  
University, 2 0 0 0 ), pp. 7 7 -94

Raybin, David; ‘T he Death o f  a S ilent W oman: V o ice  and Power in C haucer’s M a n c ip le ’s T a le ’', 
Journal o f  E nglish  and G erm anic P h ilo logy 9 5 . \ (1996); 19-37
— ‘Chaucer’s Creation and Recreation o f  the L y f  o f  Seyn t C ec ile ', C hau cer R ev iew  32 .2  (1997): 
196-212
— “‘M anye B een the W eyes” : The Flow er, Its R oots, and the Ending o f  The C an terbu ry Tales' in 
Closure in 'The C an terbu ry T a le s ’: The R ole o f  the ‘P a rso n ’s T a le ’, ed. by D avid  Raybin and 
Linda Tarte H olley  (K alam azoo; W estern M ichigan U niversity, 2000), pp. 11-43
— ‘And Pave It A1 O f S ilver and G old ’; The H um ane Artistry o f  the C a n o n ’s Y eom an 's T ale',  in 
R ebels an d  R iva ls: The C on testa tive S p irit in ‘The C anterbury T a les', ed. by Susanna Greer Fein,

313



David Raybin and Peter C. Braeger, Studies in Medieval Culture 29 (Kalamazoo: Western 
Michigan University, 1991), pp. 189-212

Raybin, David and Susanna Fein, ‘Chaucer and Aesthetics’, Chaucer Review  39.3 (2005): 225-33.

Raybin, David and Linda Tarte Holley (eds); Closure in The Canterbury Tales: The Role o f  the 
Parson’s Tale (Kalamazoo: Western Michigan University, 2000)

Read, John; The Alchem ist in Life, Literature and Art, Nelson, (London, 1947)
— ‘Alchemy under James IV o f Scotland’, Am bix  2 (1938): 60-7

— Prelude to Chemistry (London: G. Bell and Sons, 1936)

Reames, Sherry L. ‘The Cecilia Legend as Chaucer Inherited It and Retold It: The Disappearance 
of an Augustinian Ideal’, Speculum  55.1 (1980): 38-57
— ‘A Recent Discovery Concerning the Sources of Chaucer’s Second N u n ’s Tale', Modern 
Philology 87.4 (1990): 337-61
— ‘The Second N un’s Prologue and Tale’, in Sources and Analogues o f  the Canterbury Tales, ed. 
by Robert M. Correale and Mary Hamel, 2 vols (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2002-2005), I, pp. 514- 
5

Reid, George T.; ‘Dante and the Roman de La Rose: A  Contribution to the Study of Dante and Old 
French Literature’ (unpublished doctoral thesis. University of Reading, 2003)

Reidy, J.; ‘Thomas Norton and the Ordinall of A lchimy’, Ambix 6 (1957): 59-85

Reidy, John; ‘Chaucer’s Canon and the Unity of The Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale’; PMLA  80.1 (1965): 
31-7

Reilly, Cyril A.; ‘Chaucer’s Second N u n ’s Tale: Tiburce’s Visit to Pope Urban, Modern Language 
Notes 69. \ (1954): 37-9

Rhodes, James F.; ‘The Pardoner’s Vernycle and His Vera Icon’, Modern Language Studies 13 
(1983): 35-6

Richards, Earl Jeffrey; Dante and the ‘Roman de la R ose’: An Investigation into the Vernacular 
Narrative Context o f  the 'Com media’ (Tubingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag, 1981)

Rickert, Edith; ‘Thou Vache,’ M odern Philology 11 (1914): 223

Ricks, Christopher; ‘Metamorphosis in Other W ords’, in G ow er’s ‘Confessio A m antis’: Responses 
and Reassessments, ed. by A. J. M innis (Cambridge: D.S Brewer, 1983), pp. 25-49

Robertson, D.W.; A Preface to Chaucer: Studies in Medieval Perspectives (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1963)

Robinson, Douglas (ed. and trans.); Western Translation Theory from  Herodotus to Nietzsche 
(Manchester: St. Jerome Publishing, 1997)

Root, R. K.; The Poetry o f Chaucer: A Guide to Its Study and Appreciation  (London: Archibald 
Constable, 1906)

314



Roper, Gregory; ‘Dropping the Personae and Reforming the Self: The P arson’s Tale and the End of 
The Canterbury Tales', in Closure in ‘The Canterbury Tales’: The Role o f  the ‘P arson’s T a le’, ed. 
by David Raybin and Linda Tarte Holley (Kalamazoo: Western Michigan University, 2000), pp. 
151-75

Rose, Christine M.; ‘The Jewish Mother-in-Law: Synagoga and the Man o f L a w ’s T a le \ in 
Chaucer and the Jews: Sources, Contexts, Meanings, ed. by Sheila Delany (New York and London: 
Routledge, 2002), pp. 3-23

Rosenblum, Joseph with W illiam K. Finley; ‘Chaucer Gentrified: The Nexus of Art and Politics in 
the Ellesmere M iniatures’, Chaucer Review  38.2 (2003): 140-57

Rosenberg, Bruce A.; ‘The Contrary Tales o f the Second Nun and the Canon’s Y eom an’, Chaucer 
Review  2.4 (1968): 278-91

Rowland, Beryl; ‘Sermon and Penitential in The P arson’s Tale and Their Effect on Style, 
Florilegium 9 (1987): 125-145

Rubin, Miri; Corpus Christi: the Eucharist in Late Medieval Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990)

Ruggiers, Paul G.; ‘The Unity of Chaucer’s House of Fam e’, Studies in Philology 50 (1953): 16-29, 
reprt. in Chaucer: M odern Essays in Criticism, ed. by Edward W agenknecht (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1959), pp. 295-308.

Ruud, Jay; ‘Many a Song and Many a Leccherous L a y ’: Tradition and Individuality in C haucer’s 
Lyric Poetiy, Garland Studies in Medieval Literature 6 (New York: Garland, 1992)

Sadlek, George M.; ‘Interpreting Guillaume de Lorris’s Oiseuse: Geoffrey Chaucer as W itness’, 
South Central Review  10.1 (1993): 22-37

Sanders, Andrew; The Short Oxford History o f English Literature, 3'̂ ‘* edn (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004)

Sanok, Catherine; ‘The Geography of Genre in the Physician’s Tale and Pearl’, New M edieval 
Literatures 5 (2002): 177-201
— ‘Performing Feminine Sanctity in Late Medieval England: Parish Guilds, Saints’ Plays, and the 
Second N u n ’s Tale’\ Journal o f  Medieval and Early Modern Studies 32.3 (2002): 269-303

Scanlon, Larry; Narrative, Authority, and Power: The Medieval Exemplum and the Chaucerian 
Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994)
— ‘W hat’s the Pope Got to Do With It?: Forgery, Didacticism, and Desire in the C lerk’s T ale’, New  
M edieval Literatures 6 (2003): 129-65

Scattergood, John; ‘Chaucer in the Suburbs’, in Reading the Past: Essays ovi M edieval and  
Renaissance Literature (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1996), pp. 128-45 (p. 139). First published in 
Medieval Literature and Antiquities: Essays in Honour o f Basil Cottle, ed. by Myra Stokes and 
T.L. Burton (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1987), pp. 145-62.

315



— ‘“Fam ilier and Homely” : The Intrusion and Articulation of Vice in Skelton’s M agnyfycence', 
M edieval English Theatre 27 (2005): 34-52
— ‘The Jongleur, the Copyist, and the Printer: The Tradition of Chaucer’s Wordes unto Adam, His 
Own Scriveyn'; in Courtly Literature: Culture and Context, ed. by Keith Busby and Erik Kooper 
(Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 1990)
— ‘The M anciple’s M anner of Speaking’, in Reading the Past: Essays on Medieval & Renaissance 
Literature (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1996)
— ‘M isrepresenting the City: Genre, Intertextuality and William FitzStephen’s Description of 
London (c. 1173)’; in London & Europe in the Later Middle Ages, ed. by Julia Boffey and Pamela 
King (London: Centre for Medieval and Renaissance Studies, Queen Mary and W estfield College, 
University of London, 1995)

Scheps, W alter, ‘Chaucer’s Man of Law and the Tale of Constance’, PMLA 89.2 (1974): 285-95

Schlauch, M argaret; Chaucer’s Constance and Accused Queens (New York: Gordian Press, 1969 
[1927])

Schmidt, A„.V.C.; ‘Chaucer and the Golden Age’, Essays in Criticism  26 (1976): 99-115
— ‘Chaucer’s Nembrot: A Note on The Former A ge’, Medium Aevum  47 (1978): 304-7

Schnapp, Jeffrey T.; ‘Introduction to Purgatorio’, in The Cambridge Companion to Dante, ed. by 
Rachel Jacoff, 2"^ edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007 [1993]), pp. 91-106.

Schoek, Richard J. and Jerome Taylor (eds); Chaucer Criticism L The Canterbury Tales (Notre 
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1960)

Schuler, Robert M.; ‘The Renaissance Chaucer as Alchem ist’, Viator 15 (1984): 305-33

Schwartz, Hillel; The Culture o f  the Copy: Striking Likenesses, Unreasonable Facsimiles (New 
York: Zone Books, 1996)

Seaby, Peter; The Story o f  British Coinage (London: Seaby, 1985)

Sedgewick, G. G.; ‘The Progress of Chaucer’s Pardoner’, 1880-1940’, Modern Language 
Quarterly 1 (1940): 431-58; reprt. in Chaucer: Modern Essays in Criticism, ed. by Edward 
W agenknecht (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1959), pp. 126-58

Shaffern, Robert W.; ‘The Pardoner’s Promises: Preaching and Policing Indulgences in the 
Fourteenth-Century English Church’, The Historian  68.1 (2006): 49-65

Shapiro, Marianne; ‘Ecphrasis in Virgil and Dante’, Comparative Literature 42.2 (1990): 97-115

Sheppard, H. J.; ‘The Redemption Theme and Hellenistic Alchemy’; Am bix 1 (1959): 42-6
— ‘A Survey of Alchemical and Hermetic Sym bolism ’; Ambix 8.1 (1960): 35-41

Sheppard, Stephen H.A.; ‘The Ashmole Sir Ferumbras: Translation in Holograph’, in The 
Medieval Translator: The Theory and Practice o f  Translation in the Middle Ages, ed. by Roger 
Ellis (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1989), pp. 103-22

316



Shoaf, R.A.; C haucer’s Body: The Anxiety o f Circulation in the ‘Canterbury Tales’ (Gainesville: 
University of Florida Press, 2001)
— Dante, Chaucer and the Currency o f  the Word: Money, Images, and Reference in Late M edieval 
Poetry (Norman: Pilgrim Books, 1983)

Simpson, James; Sciences and the Se lf in Late Medieval Poetry: Alan o f L ille ’s ‘Anticlaudianus’ 
and John G ow er’s ‘Confessio Am antis' (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995)

Sinclair, David; The Pound: A Biography (London: Arrow Books, 2001)

Sledd, James; ‘The C lerk’s Tale: The Monsters and the Critics’, Modern Philology 51 (1953): 73- 
82; reprt. in Chaucer Criticism L  The Canterbury Tales, ed. by Richard J. Schoek and Jerome 
Taylor (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1960), pp. 160-74

Smith, Nicole D.; ‘The Parson’s Predilection for Pleasure’, Studies in the Age o f  Chaucer 28 
(2006): 117-40.

Sowell, M adison U. (ed); Dante and Ovid: Essays in Intertextuality (Binghamton, Medieval & 
Renaissance Texts & Studies, 1991)

— ‘D ante’s Nose and Ovidius Publius Naso: A Gloss on inferno  25.45’, in Dante and Ovid: Essays 
in Intertextuality, ed. by Madison U. Sowell (Binghamton, Medieval & Renaissance Texts & 
Studies, 1991), pp. 35-50

Spearing, A. C.; ‘Narrative Voice: The Case of the Man o f L a w ’s Tale', New Literary History 32 
(2001): 715-46
— ‘The Canterbury Tales IV: Exemplum and Fable’, in The Cambridge Companion to Chaucer, ed. 
by Piero Boitani and Jill Mann, 2"̂ * edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 195- 
213

Spufford, Peter; M oney and Its Use in Medieval Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1991)

Stakel, Susan; False Roses: Structures o f Duality and Deceit in Jean de M eun’s ‘Roman de la 
R ose’, Stanford French and Italian Studies 60 (Saratoga: ANMA Libri, 1991)

Stapleton, H.E.; ‘The Antiquity of Alchemy’, Ambix  (1953): 1-43

Steadman, John M.; ‘Chaucer’s Eagle: A Contemplative Symbol’, PMLA 75.3 (1960): 153-59

Steinberg, Glenn A.; ‘Chaucer in the Field of Cultural Production: Humanism, Dante, and the 
House o f F am e', Chaucer Review  35.2 (2000): 182-203

Steiner, George. After Babel: Aspects o f  Language and Translation (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1975)

Stevens, Martin and Daniel Woodward (eds); The Ellesmere Chaucer: Essays in Interpretation 
(San Marino: Huntington Library, 1995)

317



Stevens, Martin and Kathleen Falvey, ‘Substance, Accident, and Transformations: A Reading of 
the Pardoner’s T a le ', Chaucer Review  17.2 (1982): 142-62

Stock, Brian; The Implications o f Literacy: Written Language and M odels o f Interpretation in the 
Eleventh and Twelfth-Centuries (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983)
— Myth and Science in the Twelfth Century: A Study o f Bernard Silvester (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1972)

Storm, Mel; T h e  Pardoner’s Invitation: Quaestor’s Bag or Becket’s Shrine’, PMLA 97.5 (1982): 
810-818.
— ‘Speech, Circumspection, and Orthodontics in the M anciple’s Prologue and Tale and the W ife 

of Bath’s Portrait’, Studies in Philology 96.2 (1999): 109-26

Strohm, Paul; ‘Counterfeiters, Lollards, and Lancastrian U nease’, New Medieval Literatures 1 
(1997): 31-58
— England’s Em pty Throne: Usurpation and the Language o f Legitimation, 1399-1422 (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1998)

Striar, Brian; ‘The M anciple's Tale and Chaucer’s Apolline Poetics’, Criticism  33.2 (1991): 173- 
204

Sturges, Robert S.; Chaucer’s Pardoner and Gender Theory: Bodies o f Discourse (Basingstoke: 
Macmillan, 2000)

Swan, Mary; ‘Remembering Veronica in Anglo-Saxon England’ in Writing Gender and Genre in 
Medieval Literature: Approaches to Old and Middle English Texts, ed. by Elaine Treharne 
(Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2002), pp. 19-39

Swanson, R.N. (ed); Promissory Notes on the Treasury o f Merits: Indulgences in Late M edieval 
Europe (Leiden: Brill, 2006)

Tate, Allen; ‘The Symbolic Imagination: The Mirrors of Dante’, in The New Orpheus: Essays 
toward a Christian Poetic, ed. by Nathan A. Scott, Jr (New Yok: Sheed and Ward, 1964)

Tatlock, John S. P.; ‘St. Cecilia’s Garlands and Their Roman Origin’, PMLA 45.1 (1930): 169-79

Taavitsainen, Irma, Terttu Nevalainen, Palvi Pahta and Matti Rissanen (eds); Placing Middle 
English in Context, (Berlin: W alter de Gruyter, 2000)

Tavormina, M. Teresa and R. F. Yeager (eds); The Endless Knot: Essays on Old and Middle 
English in Honor o f  Marie Borroj^ (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1995)

Taylor, Andrew; ‘Authors, Scribes, Patrons, and Books’, in The Idea o f  the Vernacular: An 
Anthology o f M iddle English Literary Theory, 1280-1520, ed. by Jocelyn W ogan-Browne, Nicholas 
W atson, Andrew Taylor and Ruth Evans (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999), 
pp. 353-65

Taylor, P.B.; ‘Chaucer’s Strategies of Translation’, Chaucer YearbookA  (1997): 1-19
— ‘Chaucer’s Cosyn to the D ede’, Speculum  57.2 (1982): 315-27

318



Taylor, Sherwood; The Alchemists: Founders o f Modern Chemistry (New York: Schuman, 1949)
— ‘The Origins of Greek A lch em y ', Ambix 1 (1937): 30-47

— ‘Symbols in Greek Alchemical W riting’, 1 (1937): 64-7

Thomas, Susanne Sara; ‘Representing (Re)Production: The Canon’s Yeoman’s Revelations of 
Textual Im potence’, Crossings 1.2 (1997): 159-73

Thorndike, Lynn; A History o f Magic and Experimental Science (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1958)
— ‘Some Medieval Texts on Colours’, AmZ?/x 7 (1959): 1-24

Titley, A. F.; ‘The Macrocosm and Microcosm in Medieval Alchem y’, Am£>tx 1 (1937): 67-9

Tomlinson, Charles; Poetry and Metamorphosis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983)

Torti, Anna; The Glass o f Form: Mirroring Structures from  Chaucer to Skelton (W oodbridge: D. S. 
Brewer, 1991)

Toynbee, Paget (ed.); Dantis Epistolae, 2"'̂  edn (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1966)

Tratner, Michael; ‘D errida’s Debt to Milton Friedm an’; New Literary History 34.4 (2004): 791-806

Treharne, Elaine (ed); Writing Gender and Genre in Medieval Literature: Approaches to Old and  
Middle English Texts (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2002)

Tupper, Frederick; ‘The Envy Theme in Prologues and Epilogues’, Journal o f  English and  
Germanic Philology 16 (1917): 551-72

Utz, Richard J.; Literary Nominalism and the Theory o f Rereading Late Medieval Texts: A New  
Research Paradigm, Mediaeval Studies 5 (Lewiston; Edwin Mellen, 1995)

Vance, Eugene; ‘Chaucer’s House o f Fame and the Poetics of Inflation’, boundary 2, 7.2 (1979): 
17-38.
— ‘Chaucer’s Pardoner: Relics, Discourse, and Frames of Propriety’, New Literary History 20.3 
(1989): 723-45.
— ‘M ervelous S ignals’, Poetics and Sign Theory in the Middle Ages (Lincoln and London: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1986)
— ‘Saint Augustine: Language as Temporality’, in Mimesis: From M irror to Method, Augustine to 
Descates, ed. by John D. Lyons and Stephen G. Nichols, Jr (Hanover: University Press of New 
England, 1982), pp. 20-35.

W agenknecht, Edward (ed); Chaucer: Modern Essays in Criticism  (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1959)

Wagner, Bernard M. ‘Chaucer’s Scrivener,’ Times Literary Supplement, 13 June 1929, p. 474

Wallace, David; Chaucerian Polity: Absolutist Lineages and Associational Forms in England and 
Italy, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997)
— ‘Chaucer’s Italian Inheritance’, in The Cambridge Companion to Chaucer, 2"'̂  edn, ed by Piero 
Boitani and Jill Mann (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 36-57.

319



— ‘Dante in English’, in The Cambridge Companion to Dante, ed. by Rachel Jacoff, 2"^ edn 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007 [1993]), pp. 281-304

Walters, Lori; ‘Illuminating the Rose'. Gui de Mori and the Illustrators of MS lOI of the Municipal 
Library, Tournai’, in Rethinking the Romance o f  the Rose: Text, Image, Reception, ed. by Kevin 
Brownlee and Sylvia Huot (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1992), pp. 167-200

Warner, Lawrence; ‘W oman is M an’s Babylon: Chaucer’s “Nembrot” and the Tyranny of 
Enclosure in i\\t N un's P riest’s Tale', Chaucer Review  32.1 (1997); 82-107.

W asserman, Julian N., and Lois Roney (eds); Sign, Sentence, Discourse: Language in Medieval 
Thought and Literature (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1989)

Watson, Nicholas; ‘Censorship and Cultural Change in Late-Medieval England: Vernacular 
Theology, the Oxford Translation Debate, and Arundel’s Constitutions of 1409’, Speculum  70 
(1995): 822-64.
— ‘The Politics of Middle English W riting’, in The Idea o f the Vernacular: An Anthology o f  Middle 
English Literary Theory, 1280-1520, ed. by Jocelyn W ogan-Browne, Nicholas W atson, Andrew 
Taylor and Ruth Evans (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999), pp. 331-53

Weil, Eric; ‘An Alchemical Freedom Flight: Linking the M anciple’s Tale to the Second N u n ’s and 
C anon’s Yeom an’s Tales’, M edieval Perspectives 6 (1991): 162-70

Wenzel, Siegfried; ‘Notes on the Parson’s Tale’, Chaucer Review  16.3 (1982): 237-256
— 'The P arson’s Tale in Current Literary Studies’, in Closure in ‘The Canterbury Tales': The Role 
o f the 'Parson's Tale’, ed. by David Raybin and Linda Tarte Holley (Kalamazoo: Western 
Michigan University, 2000), pp. 1-10

W etherbee, Winthrop; “ ‘Per te poeta fui, per te cristiano” : Dante, Statius, and the Narrator of 
Chaucer’s Troilus’, in Vernacular Poetics in the Middle Ages, ed. by Lois Ebin (Kalamazoo: 
Western Michigan University, 1984), pp. 153-176
— ‘The Literal and the Allegorical: Jean de Meun and de Planctu N aturae', M ediaeval Studies 33 
(1971): 264-91

W hittock, Trevor; A Reading o f the Canterbury Tales (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1968)

W illiams, A. N.; ‘The Theology of the Commedia' in The Cambridge Companion to Dante, ed. by 
Rachel Jacoff, 2"‘* edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007 [1993]), pp. 201-17.

W illiams, David; The Canterbury Tales: A Literary Pilgrimage (Boston: Twayne, 1987)
— Language Redeemed: Chaucer's Mature Poetry (Naples, Florida; Sapientia Press of Ave M aria 
University, 2007)
— ‘“Lo how I vanysshe”: The Pardoner’s W ar Against Signs’, in Chaucer and Language: Essays 

in Honour o f  Douglas Wurtele, ed. by Robert Myles and David Williams (Montreal and Kingston: 
M cGill-Queen’s University Press, 2001), pp. 143-73

Wimsat, James I.; ‘John Duns Scotus, Charles Sanders Pierce, and Chaucer’s Portrayal of the 
Canterbury Pilgrims’, Speculum  71.3 (1996): 633-45.

320



W indeatt, B. A.; ‘The Scribes as Chaucer’s Early Critics’, Studies in the Age o f Chaucer 1 (1979): 
119-41
— ‘Literary Structures in Chaucer’, in The Cambridge Companion to Chaucer, ed. by Piero Boitani 
and Jill Mann, 2"  ̂edn (Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 214-32.

W ogan-Browne, Jocelyn; Nicholas W atson, Andrew Taylor and Ruth Evans (eds); The Idea o f  the 
Vernacular: An Anthology o f  Middle English Literary Theory, 1280-1520 (Philadelphia: University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 1999)

Wood, Chauncey; ‘Speech, the Principle of Contraries, and Chaucer’s Tales of the M anciple and 
the Parson’, M ediaevalia 6 (1980): 209-222

Woolf, Rosemary; The English Mystery Plays (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1972)

Yates, Frances; The A rt o f  Memory (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1966)
— Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1964)
— Theatre o f the World (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1969

Young, Karl; ‘The “Secree of Secrees” of Chaucer’s Canon’s Yeoman’ Modern Language Notes 
58.2(1943): 98-105

Zeeman, Nicolette; ‘The Idol of the T ext’, in Images, Idolatry, and Iconoclasm in Late-Medieval 
England: Textuality and the Visual Image, ed. by Jeremy Dimmick, James Simpson and Nicolette 
Zeeman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), pp. 43-62

Zumthor, Paul; ‘Narrative and Anti-Narrative: La Roman de la R ose', trans. by Frank Yeomans, 
Yale French Studies 5 \ (1974): 185-204

In t e r n e t  r e s o u r c e s :

John Hobbins, ‘Is Genesis 1:27 Poetry?’:
http://ancienthebrewpoetrv.tvpepad.com/ancient hebrew poetrv/2007/03/is genesis 127.html 

Burton, Gideon; Silva Rhetoricae: http://rhetoric.bvu.edu/ 

http://webpages.shepherd.edu/maustin/engl208/Dantel 8-30.doc

321


