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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION TO CHAUCER'S HAGIOGRAPHY

Chaucer's Second Nun's Tale, Man of Law's Tale, and

Prioress's Tale belong to the genre known as hagiography,

the literature of saints' lives and miracles. Once popular
with the literate as well as the illiterate Christians

of the Middle Ages, hagiography declined as the Reforma-
tion progressed, and the genre failed to survive the

new age's criticism and condemnation. Chaucer's three
hagiographic Canterbury Tales are among the victims of

this historical and sociological turnabout. With the
important exceptions of Carleton F. Brown, Gordon H.
Gerould, Walter Morris Hart, and Helen Neill McMaster,l
Chaucer's post-medieval critics have until very recently
shown little, if any, appreciation or even awareness of

the genre's purposes and literary methods; this ignorance
ravhy can all too eagily lead to largely
irrelevant criticisms of Chaucer's hagiographic Tales:
flatness of characterization, excessive sentimentality,
brutality, and bigotry. Some critics have treated these
Tales sympathetically but have still disregarded the
legends' hagiographic contexts. Instead, they have focused
upon the works' immediate sources,2 the narrators'

behavior,3 or the philosophical or moral issues raised
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by the characters' or narrators' actions.% Only recently,
almost exclusively within the past decade, have scholars

critically examined the Second Nun's Tale, the Man of Law's

Tale, and the Prioress's Tale in terms of the works'

hagiographic origins; the resulfing studies of the Tales'
themes, structures, and conventions® have clearly shown
Chaucer's superior artistic attainment in a highly
stylized and restricted genre.

The narrators' rhetorical conduct within the hagiog-
raphic scheme, however, has been neglected. The omission
is all the more difficult to explain because Chaucer was
evidently the first English hagiographer who introduced
into his tales a self-conscious, dramatic, narrating
presence, who has brought to his or her tale a perspective
influenced by his or her background, occupation, and
prejudices. The resultant effect on Chaucer's saintly

legends, particularly on the Man of Law's Tale and the

Prioress's Tale, was profound. By imposing what amounted

to a conscious, critical filter between the story and the
audience, Chaucer created an additional dimension of
interest in each Tale: the narrator's responses to the
generic peculiarities of the account.® Almost always, the
provocations for the narrators' intrusions in the

Second Nun's Tale, the Man of Law's Tale, and the

Prioress's Tale are attributable to the conventions and
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excesses of the hagiographic genre; moreover, the patterns
of the narrators' interruptions frequently appear tb be
modeled after the formal rhetoric that is conventional in
hagiography. For these reasons, we may better appreciate
Chaucer's boldness and originality if we examine the
background and nature, first, of medieval rhetoric and,
later, of hagiography.

Compared with its classical and post-classical
practice, medieval rhetoric was crudely pretentious,
calculated to glorify the speaker and to adorn language,
rather than to promote and enhance ideas. The reasons for
rhetoric's degradation are understandable, however.

Greek literature and learning were lost to Western Europe
by the time of the Roman Empire'é division into eastern
and western realms, as J. W. H. Atkins has pointed out,
and "'the teachings of Plato, Aristotle and others on

literature remained closed books";7 moreover, the primary
L

rhetorical texthooks of the Middle Aceg were, in Charleg S
texthoolts or the Middle Ages were, 1n Lharies

Baldwin's words, ''Cicero's youthful digest De inventione

and a second book universally attributed to him, the

Rhetorica ad Herennium."8 The practical--and restricted--

vision of these two works suited the Middle Ages' limited
educational resources and literary aims, as Baldwin

explains:



De inventione reduces to summary
what the middle ages taught least,
those counsels of preparation and
ordering which ancient teaching had
progressively adjusted to oral dis-
course, and for which the earlier
middle ages had less opportunity.
The Rhetorica ad Herennium, compara-
tively summary also as to analysis
and sequence, is devoted largely to
style, and reduces stylistic orna-
ment to a list so conveniently spe-
cific thag medieval schools made it
a ritual.

Resulting from the superficial treatment of rhetoric,
as well as from the dearth of old and new literature and
criticism, was a confusion between poetica and rhetorica. 10

In the Middle Ages' four most prominent artes poeticae,11

the emphasis fell upon methods of amplifying certain ac-
cepted themes--love, beauty, and grief, for instance--by

using such means as descriptio (description), digressio

(digression), apostrophe;12 these large devices were in

turn embellished by internal tropes and figures. Gone
was the former emphasis upon inventio (finding a topic),
and missing also was the attention formerly given to

abbreviatio (the abbreviation of material). The medieval

rhetoricians' preoccupation with elocutio ("style"),13

in the words of Atkins:



determined. . . the nature of the

poetic theory, its concern with
stylistic detail, elaborate tech-

nique, and specious ornament; all

of which were calculated to produce
those artificial effects which from

the time of the New Sophistic had
distorted both poetry and prose. . . L4

Because of these unattractive features, which by
their pedantic nature were antithetical to literary
originality, Chaucer's knowledge of rhetoric has been
an issue and, for a few critics, it would seem, an embar-
rassment since 1926. At that time, J. M. Manly suggested
that Chaucer's early works revealed, in both structure
and expression, an indebtedness to formal rhetorical
theory, an influence which was largely overcome as the
poet matured. 17 Manly's views have since been amplified
and revised, notably by Marie Padgett Hamilton, Dorothy
Everett, Roger Parr, and Robert Payné;16 Parr concludes

following observation:

A careful analysis of Chaucer's works
reveals that there is no significant
decline in the percentage of rhetoric
used in his later as opposed to his
earlier works. Rather, it becomes
clear that he consistently employed

it wheneYsr it served his narrative
purpose.



More recently, James J. Murphy has countered the
proposals of Manly et al. regarding Chaucer's acquain-
tance with rhetoric, by arguing that Chaucer's rhetor-
ical knowledge must have been acquired not through formal
study of the medieval rhetoricians, but through secondary
sources and through instruction in grammar; as a result,
Murphy theorizes, the poet's acquaintance with rhetoriéal
technique was actually that of an alert and educated
gentleman, but not that of a scholastic practitioner.18
Murphy's position, however, has been attacked by Douglas
Kellylg-and by Janette Richardson,20 who remind us of
Chaucer's interest in literature and his allusions to

Geoffrey of Vinsauf's Poetria Nova. Most recently,

Ernest Gallo?l has questioned Murphy's ''insistence' that

the artes poetriae of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries

"belong/ed] to grammar and not to rhetoric."22

One of the purposes of Chaucer's rhetoric, we shall
argue, was to characterize the narrator. Although the
formulaic patterns of rhetoric and the often volatile
nature of Chaucer's narrators might seem incompatible
with each other, the existence of a relationship between
rhetoric and character had long been accepted. Plato,
Aristotle, and Quintilian believed that rhetorical style

and eloquence should be appropriate to the speaker.23



Chaucer, however, seems to have rediscovered and expanded

the possibilities of this idea, to the enhancement of

both narrative and narrator--the latter, incidentally, is

an entity that evidently did not exist in the sources and

analogues of Chaucer's hagiographic Canterbury Tales.Z24
The rhetorical interruptions made in the accounts

by the speakers themselves--particularly by the Man of Law

and the Prioress--are immediately obvious even to the

most casual reader of these Tales, yet these passages are

far from being simple interruptions in the story.

Critics have long noted these narrative intrusions (as well

as intrusions made by other Canterbury pilgrims),25 but

judgement of these interruptions has varied, especially

with regard to the characterizational and rhetorical

impact of these passages. Some critics have charged

that a hagiographic narrator's rhetorical conduct cancels

the characterization of that pilgrim offered in the

General PrologLe,26 while other critice have argued that

the pilgrim's behavior as narrator reinforces the original
portrait.27 As for the rhetoric itself, its figures have
been identified in Chaucer's hagiographic Tales by critics
who have noted the appropriateness of the speaker's
rhetoric to his or her profession.28 However, little more
than passing notice has been given to the hagiographic

context of the speakers' rhetoric.29



The provocations for the narrators' intrusions in

the Second Nun's Tale, the Man of Law's Tale, and the

Prioress's Tale are almost always attributable to the

conventions and excesses of the hagiographic genre; these
generic features are in turn reflections of the two
cultural extremes from which hagiography evolved:
classical rhetoric and popular imagination, which will
be discussed shortly.

The classical form which the early Christians custom-
arily took for memorializing the deeds and passions of
their saints and martyrs was the panegyric,30 a type of
occasional (rather than deliberative or forensic) oratory
which Charles S. Baldwin has defined as being appropriate
to '"the commemoration of persons and days, the address of
welcome, the public lecture."3l From the panegyrics, the
Christian orators developed two biographical forms, which
afterward merged: the martyr's passio and the saint's
3351.32 Initially, these holy panegyrics maintained the
structural framework and preserved the rhetorical poise of
their classical predecessors;33 as a result, the passio
and the vita originally were highly respectable forms and
were sanctioned by the Church to be read during the regular
service on the saint's feast day.34

Two problems confronted the early hagiographers and

contributed to the corruption of classical standards in



the genre. One obstacle that the Church's panegyrists
early encountered was the dearth of facts known about a
saint or martyr,35 a situation which forced the hagiog-
raphers to cast about for ways of lengthening--and
inspiring--their commemorative elegies. Consequently,
biographical commonplaces became acceptable fillers in

the holy panegyric's structure when facts were unobtain-
able:30 the saint became almost always a scion of royalty
or at least of nobility;37 and he or she was comely,
brilliant, and well-schooled.

A different type of problem that hagiographers faced
somewhat later was the official acceptance of Christianity
and the resultant cessation of persecution.38 Presumably
to remind their audiences of the sacrifices made by
earlier Christians, the latter-day hagiographers adopted
more commonplaces: a thorough exposure of the chief
persecutor's (often, a judge or an empercr) monstrosity
and wickedness; a complete account (or so it would seem
after awhile) of the martyr's always brilliant speeches
to--and refutations of--his or her accusers' charges;
detailed descriptions of the martyr's tortures and death;
and the martyr's unfailing serenity throughout the
ordeal.3?

During this time, the hagiographical accounts began

to incorporate elements from the popular imagination.
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To the heroes' and heroines' already idealized portrayals
were added such epic qualities as superhuman endurance,
strengths, and wisdom; in addition, the saint was endowed
with more miraculous powers, diabolical opponents, and,
more and more frequently, fanciful adventures. Thus,
hagiography's broad cultural appeal during the Middle Ages,
as well as its thousand-year life-span, account for the
wide spectrum of its generic subdivisions, which may be
classified in three groups: biography--the martyr's
passio and the saint's vita--represented among Chaucer's

works by the Second Nun's Tale; the hagiographic romance,

which relates the fantastic adventures of a saintly,
frequently historical (or pseudo-historical) personage,

and appears in the Chaucer canon as the Man of Law's Tale;

and the miracle (of which the Prioress's Tale is an

example), which tells of one or more miracles performed

by a saint--frequently the Virgin.

inhuman sacrifices of their heroines, Chaucer's Clerk's

Tale and his Physician's Tale are sometimes counted as

hagiographic pieces. The fallacy in this judgment is that
neither the Tales nor their characters are motivated by
purely Christian considerations. Not religious reasons,

. but unquestioning obedience to her husband, her lord,

causes Griselda to undergo bereavement and humiliation,
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while the pagan Virginius's devotion to preserving his
pagan daughter's chastity compels him to kill her.
This tale was first told, moreover, by the Roman historian
Livy, to whom Chaucer acknowledges his indebtedness;
Chaucer did not Christianize his version.40

Another work in the Chaucer canon which has been
identified with the hagiographic genre is the Legend of

Good Women. For this piece Chaucer has appropriated the

format of the Christian martyrology to tell us the tragic
love stories of classical heroines, who (in F. N.
Robinson's words) "are represented as saints or martyrs
on Cupid's calendar."4l Once we are past the Legend's
"Prologue" (in which the delightful narrator tells us
how he was accosted by the outraged god of Love and why

he came to write the martyrology), the Legend of Good Women

falls into the pattern common to hagiographic collections:
that of an uninterrupted and generally humorless succession
of stories similar in plot, characters, and moral.

The narrator, bumbling, self-deprecating, and altogether
ingratiating in the "Prologue," becomes competent,
confident, and rather distant (though not totally absent)
in the legends. With this change in the narrator, the

appeal in the Legend of Good Women fades. Like its

Christian archetype, Cupid's martyrology suffers from the

stories' relentless repetitiveness of theme and outcome,
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and without any respite between the individual legends,
the characters, their woes, their injuries and deaths blur
together, just as they do in the Church's martyrologies
and legendaries. Apart from the structural similarities
between Christian legendaries and Cupid's martyrology,
as well as the common themes of suffering and death, the

Legend of Good Women bears little resemblance to the

Christian saints' legends. Robinson states that "/t/he

nine individual stories seem to have been based .

chiefly [on/ Ovid and Virgil";42 the legends lack the

conventions (not to mention the religious emphasis)

which we have seen are inseparable parts of hagiography.
Not surprisingly, a number of amplificatory rhetorical

forms flourished in connection with hagiography's narrative

distention: digressio, apostrophe, oppositio, descriptio,

and collatio.%3 Accompanying these large, amplificatory
subdivisions were such minor rhetorical figures as

repetitio, contentio, exclamatio, interrogatio and

ratiocinatio, sententia and exemplum, occupatio, definitio,

interpretatio, and conduplicatio; with such contrivances,

the hagiographer's (and rhetorician's) influence in the
tales is almost always unmistakable. 44 By the thirteenth
century, the classically-structured holy panegyrics had
degenerated into widely digressive, loosely arranged,

often bathetic tales.
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Two different attempts to control hagiography's
narrative and rhetorical excesses were made in the
thirteenth century. The earlier of these reformed
collections appeared about 1230 and was first called

Abbreviatio in gestis et miraculis sanctorum, later to

be called the Auxerre Abbreviatio. According to Helen

Neill MclMaster, "/t7he more incredible incidents [were/
omitted, and dates or other corroborative evidence [were/
supplied whenever possible."45 Appearing later in the

century was Jacobus de Voragine's Legenda Sanctorum,

better known as the Legenda Aurea, 46 certainly one of

medieval Christianity's best known and most influential

hagiographic collections. Unlike the Auxerre Abbreviatio,

which was prepared for the parish priest,47 the Legenda
Aurea was (in McMaster's words) 'designed for the general
reader of cultivated taste as well as the preacher."48
Jacobus's efforts confirmed the presence of a new,
relatively concise style in hagiography,49 one which
influenced succeeding hagiographers,50 including the
compilers of the late-thirteenth or early-fourteenth

century's South-English Legendary, the fourteenth-century's

North-English Legendary, the late-fourteenth or early-fif-

teenth century's Scottish Legendary, as well as Geoffrey

Chaucer. While Chaucer was indebted to this reformed

phase of hagiography, as his translation of the '"Life of



14

St. Cecilia" (better known as the Second Nun's Tale)

proves, his other two efforts in the genre--the Prioress's

Tale and, especially, the Man of Law's Tale--certainly

indicate an obligation to old-time hagiography's rhetorical
exuberance. The difference between Chaucer's treatment
of structure and rhetoric and his old-school predecessors’
handling of these two concerns lies in Chaucer's using the
speaker's own rhetorical intrusions to develop the
narrator's character--an interest that appears to be
hitherto unique in England's hagiography, and very likely,
unique in Europe's.

Digressio (digression), unknown to the classical
rhetoricians, 31 but recommended in Geoffrey of Vinsauf's

Poetria Nova,)2 was an occasional amplificatory occurrence

in early hagiography, a rare event in the Legenda Aurea

and its vernacular imitators (including the English and
Scottish legendaries listed above), and a frequent
indulgence in the Man of Law's 'Life of Constance."

Unlike the Man of Law's ostentatious and (as we shall
later argue) insecure rhetorical displays, the digressions
of the early Anglo-Latin hagiographers may be attributed
primarily to their interest in recording knowledge and

in teaching.33 1In Eddius Stephanus' "Life of Bishop
Wilfrid," Eddius digresses to describe the magnificence

of the church at Hexham, built by Wilfrid: 54
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It is not in my poor power to describe
how its foundations were set deeply

in the earth with crypt-chambers of
wonderfully dressed stone, and how
above the ground rose a church of many
parts supported on various columns and
many side aisles and chapels, and
furnished with walls of astounding
length and height, surrounded by vari-
ous winding passageways with spiral
stairs leading up and down. . .
Moreover who has the power to tell how
Bishop Acca of blessed memory, by the
grace of God still living, enriched
this multichambered building with mag-
nificent ornamentation in gold and
silver and precious stones, and how
he clothed the altars in cloth of
purple and silk? Let us now return

to our story.

Similarly, the author of the "Life of St. Gregory" leaves
his subject to recount the conversion of '"our most Chris-

tian King Edwin."?? The Legenda Aurea's few instances of

digressio seem most often to be simply St. Ambrose's com-
ments on a saint's behavior, such as we find in the ac-
counts of Sts. Euphemia, George, and Cecilia.s6 These
digressions on opinions of a recognized authority--St.
Ambrose--suggest a certain defensiveness, as if the hagiog-
rapher might be anxious to strengthen his position by
naming an important witness.?’

Chaucer's reasons for using the device appear to be

different. According to Roger Parr:
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Short digressions occur frequently in
the form of comparisons, apostrophes
and sentences. They are used not so
much to show erudition as to fulfill
the expectations of the audience.

This was the age when sententia, short
exempla and apostrophe in particular
were synonymous with poetrg because
they were mainly didactic. 8

The frequent occurrence of these devices in the Prioress's

Tale indicates a didactic, though scarcely intellectual,
side of the lady's character. The Man of Law's rhetor-
ical expansiveness seems to reflect his pompous, profes-
sional stance (upon which Chaucer drily comments in the

59

General Prologue), while his actual digressions--not

always accurate--on biblical and hagiographical episodes
suggest not only his uneasiness with the genre, but also
his myopic conception of literature.

Apostrophe--defined by Richard A. Lanham as ''/b/reak-

ing off discourse to address directly some person or thing
either present or absent"60--is another amplificatory and
digressive device used by early hagiographers as well as

by Chaucer; variations of apostrophe included interrogatio

(""rhetorical question implying strong affirmation or
q g

denial")bl and ratiocinatio ("reasoning by question and

answer”).62 The rhetorical purpose of apostrophe (or

exclamatio)63 was two-fold, as J. W. H. Atkins explains:
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In poetry an interpolation of this
kind was calculated to emphasize an
idea by pausing in the narrative;
and in enlarging on the significance
of that idea, it also heightened the
emotional effect by a show og feel-
ing on the part of the poet. 4

In the eighth-century "Life of St. Guthlac of Crowland,"
the monk Felix follows his description of Guthlac's
uncorrupted body, his beautifully ornamented vault, and
the saint's willingness to intercede, with a fervent

apostrophe:

0 hero of blessed memory! O master
of divine gracel! O vessel of election!
O physician of salvation! O what weight,
what dignity lay in his words and dis-
course! How eager, how effective he
was in searching out causes! How quick
and easy in resolving spiritual prob-
lems! How unerr%%gly he served in the
service of God!

Felix's apostrophe summarizes some of the important

themes in St. Guthlac's life and, at the same time, at-
tempts (in Atkins' words) to "heighten/ 7/ the emotional
effect by a show of feeling on the part of the poet."66

After the thirteenth-century reforms in the genre,
however, hagiographers became self-effacing, if not al-

together inaudible: apostrophe appears to have been used

only sparingly, chiefly in direct quotations, or in dedica-

tions, prayers, and benedictions.®? In the Legenda Aurea,
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for example, Jacobus de Voragine gives us, without com-

ment of his own, St. Catherine's apostrophe to her

pagan adversaries:

"O igitur infelices talium
ydolorum cultores, quibus advocata
in necessitate no adsunt, in tribu-

latione non sucggrrunt in periculo
non defendunt."

Throughout the Man of Law's Tale and Prioress's Tale,

however, Chaucer's narrators break into apostrophes,

usually at crucial points in the Tales' narratives.69
Besides emphasizing the emotional and climactic episodes

in the narratives, Chaucer's apostrophes highlight the

speakers. The emotional--and rhetorical--responses of
Chaucer's narrators to their respective narratives pro-
vide a counterpoint to the Tales, such as we find in the
Prioress's motherliness and in the Man of Law's sympathy.
A major amplificatory device used frequently by early
hagiographers, but less regularly by Chaucer,70 was

descriptio, defined by Lanham as ''/a/ self-contained

description, often on a commonplace subject, which can
be inserted at a fitting place in a discourse."’l Ac-
cording to Hippolyte Delehaye, the Christian panegyrists
expanded their elegies by describing many of the same

commonplaces treated by the sophistic’/2 rhetoricians:
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"countrysides, seasons, persons, festivals, works of art,
monuments. . . . The ecphrases [formal descriptions/ of
persons are relatively rare."’3 As a result, rather than
finding formal, head-to-toe descriptions of an individual
(such as we may see in the description of Blanche in the

Book of the Duchess, 11.855-960), we are more likely to

encounter rhetorically balanced enumerations of the saint's
character. In the late-seventh or early-eighth century
"Life of St. Cuthbert,'" the anonymous hagiographer inter-
rupts his account of St. Cuthbert's early monastic life to
address his audience, to utter the customary apology for
his narrative unworthiness, and, most important, to extol

his subject's virtues:

O my brothers, I do not presume to
think that I am worthy to tell his
life. In fact, no one's words can
describe it. He was of angelic as-
pect, of polished speech, holy in
deed, spotless in body, noble in
nature, weighty in counsel, orthodox

in belief  most patient in hope,
universal in charity. Nevertheless
I shall attempt tz unfold the story

of his miracles.’

Such set portrayals of the saint’'s character were one form.

of descriptio that survived the thirteenth-century's re-
visions of hagiography. In a restrained manner, Jacobus

de Voragine sketched St. Cecilia's spiritual character:
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Cecilia uirgo clarissima ex
nobili Romanorum genere exorta, et
ab ipsis cunabulis in fide christi
nutrita, absconditum semper euan-
gelium Christi gerebat in pectore
et non diebus neque noctibus a
colloquiis diuinis et oratione
cessabat, suamque uirginitatem
conseruari a domino exorabat.’5

More than a century later, Chaucer faithfully translated

this prose description into English rhyme royal:

This mayden bright Cecilie, as hir 1lif seith,
Was comen of Romayns, and of noble kynde,
And from hir cradel up fostred in the feith
0f Crist, and bar his gospel in hir mynde.
She never cessed, as I writen fynde,
Of hir preyere, and God to love and drede,
Bisekynge hym to kepe hir maydenhede.

(SNT 11.120-26; Chaucer's
additions in italics)

A rhetorical device sometimes occurring with

descriptio is oppositio, a form defined by Lanham as

"[cJonjoining contrasting ideas . . ."7/0 and one of
Geoffrey of Vinsauf's major means of amplification.’”
The account of Boniface's martyrdom, in the eighth-century

Life of that saint, uses oppositio to underscore the

ironic circumstances of the missionary's death:

But when the day grew light and the
morning sunrise broke upon the world,
it was a world turned upside down,

for there advancing on them were not
friends but enemies, not new Christian
worshippers but new executioners. /o




21

The Legenda Aurea's description of St. Agnes, for example,

and Chaucer's brief observation on Constance's character
both owe their rhetorical balance to the graceful anti-

theses of oppositio. Of St. Agnes, Jacobus de Voragine

writes:

XIII. anno aetatis suae mortem
perdidit et vitam invenit. Infantia
quidem computabatur in annis, sed
erat senectus mentia immensa, corpore
juvencula, sed animo cana, Bulchra
facie, sed pulchrior fide.?

Chaucer, in his treatment of Nicholas Trivet's Anglo-Norman

"Life of Constance," includes a passage of oppositio in

his description of his heroine:

"In hire is heigh beautee, withoute pride,

Yowthe withoute grenehede or folye,

To alle hire werkes vertu is hir gvde;

Humblesse hath slayn in hire al tirannye."
(MLT 11.162-65; oppositio
in italics)

Another descriptive means of amplification favored
by hagiographers and by Chaucer is collatio, or comparison,
which was used in two ways: covertly and overtly.80
Implicit comparison of the saint with the warrior or the
athlete were two widely used8l forms of covert (occulta)
collatio; these images reflect the Christians' desire
to triumph over evil, just as the pagan heroes vanquished

monsters, enemies, and armies .82 "Boniface [points out
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Clinton Albertson/ triumphs as a 'hero athlete.'"83
Chaucer also uses the comparisons of athlete and soldier
in his translation of the "Lyf of Seint Cecile":

Cecile hem seyde with a ful stedefast chere,

"Now Cristes owene knyghtes leeve and deere,

Cast alle awey the werkes of derknesse,

And armeth you in armure of brightnesse.

"Ye han for sothe ydoon a greet bataille,

Your cours is doon, youre feith han ye conserved.

Gooth to the corone of 1lif that may nat faille.''84

(SNT 11.382-88)

A different image, however, appears in the Prioress's

use of occulta collatio. Considering the Prioress's

jeweled rosary and her predilection for fine, luxurious
items, we may find the following comparison of the
clergeon particularly appropriate to our speaker:
This gemme of chastite, this emeraude
And eek of martirdom the ruby bright,
Ther he with throte ykorven lay upright
(PrT 11. 609-11)

More frequent are the occurrences, both in hagiography

and in general literature, of overt (aperta) collatio,

which may be a simple comparison, or which may be an
exemplum (which Lanham defines as, "[aln example cited,
either true or feigned; illustrative story").85 Alcuin,
in his eighth-century "Life of St. Willibrord," compares

his subject with a bee:



Like a very provident bee he fed
on the honey-filled blossoms of
their friendship and built sweet

honeycombs of virtue in the apiary
of his heart.

The exemplum, with its inherent digression, is
associated chiefly with hagiographic accounts untouched
by the reforms of the thirteenth century. The
eighth-century "Life of Bishop Wilfrid," by Eddius
Stephanus, tells how Wilfrid's ship had been grounded
by a storm on the pagan Sussex coast. With an 0ld

Testament exemplum, Eddius compares their salvation

from the pagans:

Thus one time when Joshua, the
son of Nun, and the people of God
were fighting against Amalek, Moses
gained the victory by continually
imploring the Lord's protection
while Hur and Aaron held up his
hands. In the same way these few
Christians overpowered the wild,
fierce pagans three times and put
them to flight with no little
slaughter, and at the cost of only
five men killed on their own
side--which is a marvel.87

Exempla such as the one just quoted do not occur in

Chaucer's Second Nun's Tale or in the Prioress's Tale.

In the Man of Law's Tale, however, Chaucer uses a good

number of old-time hagiography's rhetorical props,

23
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including the exemplum: the Man of Law interrupts his
account of Constance's floating for '"yeres and dayes"
in a rudderless ship to remind his audience that Daniel
survived the lion's den, Jonah escaped the whale's maw,
and St. Mary of Egypt endured privation (MLT,11.470-501).

Among the minor rhetorical figures scattered
throughout hagiography--including Chaucer‘s--are:88
sententia ("a short pithy statement of a general truth"),89

conduplicatio ("repetition of one or more words for

amplification or pity"),90 definitio ("a brief and

pointed summary of the characteristic quality of a

person or thing”),91 interpretatio (''repetition of a
single idea in synonymous words"),92 and occupatio
("description of a situation, or naming of objects, while
professing to leave them unmentioned through lack of
knowledge, or unwillingness to discuss them").93 of
these minor figures (and those mentioned earlier in

connection with major amplificatory devices), occupatio

shows the widest divergence between Chaucer's usage and
that of other hagiographers. Customarily, occupatio

(also known as occultatio) was a coy contrivance for

amplifying a subject--despite the speaker's pretenses
to the contrary, he is not unusually interested in
sparing his audience the details. Sometimes a slight

economy of words might result, but scarcely more than



that, as we may readily see in the anonymous 'Life of

St. Cuthbert" (ca. 700):

But, lest I should weary my reader,
I shall be silent about all the
other many deeds that flowered
from Cuthbert's bountiful youth.

I am more anxious to single out
the quiet fruits of his mature
years in God's service, full of
the power of Christ. Thus I shall
say nothing about the time when he
was with the army encamped in the
face of the enemy, and though he
had only meager rations with him,
managed to live royally the whole
time. He was nourished by divine
means, just as Daniel and the three
children, after they had spurned
the royal food, throve wondrously
on even the smallest amounts of
slaves' food. Nor shall I tell
about his seeing the soul of a
reeve carried up to heaven when he
died. Lastly, I shall not recount
how admirably he put demons to
flight and cured the insane by his
prayers.

Contrary to the practice of his predecessors,

Chaucer used occupatio frequently95 as an abbreviatory

device.

Roger Parr suggests that '[t/he rather profuse

25

employment of occupatio reveals that Chaucer is conscious

of the danger of overtaxing his audience,"96 a concern

which Chaucer appears to express both in his silent

editing of the Second Nun's Tale?’ and in his employment

of occupatio. A comparison of the Second Nun's Tale

with its probable sources, for example, shows that
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Chaucer's cryptic allusion to his subjects' works replaces
the enumerations of deeds occurring in the versions of

Jacobus de Voragine and Simon Metaphrastes:

It were ful hard by ordre for to seyn
How manye wondres Jhesu for hem wroghte;
But atte laste to tellen short and pleyn,
The sergeantz of the toun of Rome hem soghte
(SNT, 11.358-61)

Similarly, Chaucer's Man of Law, in a detectably irascible

tone, registers his impatience with details of a royal

wedding:

Me list nat of the chaf, ne of the stree,
Maken so long a tale as of the corn.
What sholde I tellen of the roialtee
At mariage, or which cours goth biforn;
Who bloweth in a trumpe or in an horn?
The fruyt of every tale is for to seye:
They ete, and drynke, and daunce, and synge,
and pleye.
(MLT, 11.701-7)

While most rhetoricians' use of occupatio falls short

of being actually abbreviatory, abbreviatio, the

counter-balance, in theory at least, to amplificatio, did

appear in hagiography. Chaucer condensed some episodes
and eliminated others, as we shall see in our examinations

- of the Second Nun's Tale and the Man of Law's Tale; the

Legenda Aurea, however, remains the principal monument to

brevity in hagiography.98 Abbreviatio even appears

(infrequently, to be sure) in early hagiography.



27

The anonymous biographer of St. Cuthbert, for example,
provided the following ending to his account of the

saint's death:

Therefore why not come right to the
conclusion of the story without

delaying through a long circumlocution?
The bishop [Cuthbert/ and the hermit
both later died on the same night and
at the same hour, in accord with the
bishop's promise; and they reign
together with Christ forever and ever.??

As we have seen in the foregoing survey, Chaucer's
hagiographical works and those of his predecessors and
contemporaries share many of the -same rhetorical devices,
yet even the most casual readings reveal basic differences
in Chaucerian and non-Chaucerian methods of narration,
use of detail, and characterization. While the
first-person hagiographical narrator is certainly not
Chaucer's exclusive property, he alone among the English
writers (and also the profoundly influential Italian,
Jacobus de Voragine) appears to recognize the hagiograph-
ical narrator as a dramatic entity, rather than as a
narrative expedient. Accordingly, when rhetorical devices .
are used by Chaucer, they are used not for their own sake,
but for the sake of sharpening the audience's perception
of the story or of the speaker's character. For example,

the Man of Law's apostrophe to the persecuted Constance
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serves the dual purposes of underscoring the pathos of
her situation and, at the same time, of revealing an
unexpected reservoir of pity in what might have earlier
seemed a not so gentle heart.

The contrast between Chaucer's hagiography and that
of other hagiographers is equally striking when we compare
conventions and characterizations in specific versions
of the same story. The first half of Chaucer's "Lyf of
Seint Cecile" is translated directly from the Legenda
Aurea. As a result, Chaucer's account shares many of the
genre's traditional clichés of characterization and story:
for example, miraculous intervention to preserve the
saint's virginity; the saint's noble upbringing; her almost
insufferable self-assurance and conviction of purpose; the
tedious (although not so tedious as in the source) and, it
would seem, ill-mannered debate between St. Cecilia and
Almachius, the emperor's prefect. In the second half of
the "Lyf," however, Chaucer edits and abbreviates the
account, openly in many instances; for the hard-working
persona, whom he has created, is frankly anxious about
the Tale's acceptability to the Virgin Mary, to St. Cecilia,
and to his contemporary audience. Apparently, Chaucer's
creation of a narrator is his positive response to the
source's (and the genre's) impersonality. While this

narrator's intrusions lack the frequency and the
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protraction of the Man of Law's and the Prioress's inter-

ruptions, the '"Second Nun's'" remarks, like the rhetoric of

Chaucer's other two pilgrim-hagiographers, are intended for

a contemporary audience and serve an annotative purpose.
One problem in our examination of the narrator's

role in the Second Nun's Tale is the elusiveness of that

character. As we shall later see, the "Second Nun's"
behavior is un-nun-like, especially when we compare her
narrative conduct with that of the Prioress. The most
likely explanation for the disparity between narrator and
nun lies in the "Lyf's" time of composition: very likely

the Second Nun's Tale is the earliest of Chaucer's

hagiographic legends. Speculation concerning the year of
the Tale's translation ranges from approximately 1373 to
1383.100 Even the latest date proposed would probably
precede the two other hagiographic tales' dates of
composition by several years: the date of the Man of

Law's Tale is set around 1390,101 and the Prioress's Tale

appears to be a later work, belonging, in F. N. Robinson's

judgment, '"to the period of the Canterbury Tales.'102

Although the "Second Nun's'" character is hardly devel-
oped and sustained in the full sense in which the Man of

Law's and the Prioress's characterizations are treated, the

Second Nun's Tale is not an immature piece. Without always
acknowledging it to his audience, Chaucer adds descriptive

touches to episodes and characters, touches which brighten
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the genre's drabness of emotion and incident. These struc-
tural improvements, as well as the narrator's vitalizationm,
are worth examining; they are uncomplicated advances in the
development of medieval narration, and they allow us to
anticipate--and to appreciate--the complexity and the
artistry of Chaucer's succeeding hagiographic undertakings.

Like the Second Nun, the Man of Law turns out to be
an enigmatic character, who in some ways conforms to our
expectations of appropriate behavior but who, in other
ways, tramples inexplicably on ouf preconceptions.

Unlike the Second Nun, however, the Man of Law is a
character whose relationship with his hagiographic legend
might be called symbiotic--the narrator and the tale are
mutually enhanced and sustained by their association.

The Man of Law's presence in the Tale is continual, and,
as we might expect of a successful lawyer, his rhetoric

is skillfully executed, and his behavior is self-assured.
Using rhetorical questions, apostrophes, asides, examples,
and truisms, he presents his heroine's story to us as if
she were his client and we, a stony-face jury. What seems
to have happened is that the Man of Law, unsure of the
hagiographic genre's credibility and appeal, has
embellished the Tale with his courtroom tactics;
apparently he felt a unique need to insure his audience's

acceptance of the genre's customary (and frequently
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bizarre) conventions and turns of plot. In the process

of winning over his audience (a concern that probably
never occurred to a bona fide hagiographer), the Man of
Law appears to be swayed by the force of his own arguments
and rhetoric; as a result, he becomes genuinely involved
emotionally in Constance's fortunes.

Whether we are entertained or irritated by the Man of
Law's rhetorical histrionics, his behavior is unsettliﬁg,
and the confusion which it causes us surely helps to
account for the Tale's unpopularity with post-medieval
readers. A crippling disparity exists between the General
Prologue's Sergeant of the Law and the Man of Law who
reappears as Constance's champion: in the General
Prologue, Chaucer the pilgrim portrays the unnamed lawyer
as a calculating pragmatist, but in much of his narrative,
the Man of Law behaves like a shallow sentimentalist.
Perhaps because of some indecision concerning the Man of
Law's character, Chaucer has neglected to forge the missing
link in the lawyer's characterization, the link which would
connect the Man of Law's self-serving use of his profession
with his sympathy for an outcast woman. Chaucer's creating
a lawyer to narrate the life of Constance is an original
and complex undertaking, but the poet's effort, and the
outcome of it, are incomplete.

In the Prioress's Tale, however, Chaucer achieves

complete compatibility between narrator and narrative: the
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Prioress's portrait in the General Prologue is reinforced

and, finally, extended by her account of a child's
martyrdom. The heavy sentimentality associated with
miracle stories is altogether appropriate to a lady whose

soft-heartedness is documented in the General Prologue;

and, on a darker side, her spiritual blind spots, revealed

in the General Prologue, and her hostility shown toward the

Jews in her tale are understandable when we consider her
restricted perspective on the world. Chaucer has tailored
the Prioress's rhetoric to fit the story as well as its
narrator's character; an examination of her speech does not
reveal the fine points of rhetorical expertise found,

appropriately enough, in the Man of Law's Tale, but instead

reflects liturgical rhetoric and commonplace observations.
Mingling with her convent-nurtured speech is an irrepress-
ible didacticism, a characteristic which reinforces her
status as a spiritual community's leader and diminishes
the impression of the Prioress as an irresponsible and
half-witted social parasite. The association between the
Prioress and this miracle is mutually beneficial: the
Prioress's presence brings human feelings and responses to
a story which, in other versions, is nearly devoid of
humanity and real compassion, while the Tale itself allows
us an expanded view of Madame Eglentyne's emotions,

prejudices, and capabilities.
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Hagiography, a popular and influential genre for more
than a thousand years among literate and illiterate
Christians, has been neglected and misunderstood by all but
a few scholars and critics. That Chaucer found the genre
worthy of his energy and imagination makes our latter-day
neglect of the form so much the more astonishing.
The purpose of this study will be to examine the Tales of
the Second Nun, the Man of Law, and the Prioress as
hagiographic accounts and to analyze the pilgrim-narrators'
rhetorical intrusions into their stories: the interruptive
asides, comments, exclamations, clarifications, and
explanations which the hagiographic genre invites and which
remind us of the speakers' emotional, as well as artistic,
involvement in the tales. By examining the rhetorical and
narrative conventions which Chaucer used in creating his
own versions of saintly tales, we may appreciate his
accomplishment as a hagiographer; and by analyzing the
hagiographic narrators' rhetoric and comparing our observa-
tions with the character portraits drawn in the General
Prologue, we may better understand the relationship
between the rhetoric and the characterization of Chaucer's
three pilgrim-hagiographers. In so doing, we hope to show
that the speakers' rhetoric and conduct supplement and
complement in definite, demonstrable ways the characteri-

zations given us in the General Prologue.




34
1

These scholars treated the Second Nun's Tale,
the Man of Law's Tale, and the Prioress's Tale as
hagiographical pieces and, in doing so, pointed out to
us the similarities and parallels between Chaucer's
works and those of established hagiographers. See
Carleton F. Brown, A Study of the Miracle of Our Lady
Told by Chaucer's Prioress, Chaucer Society, 2nd series,
no. 45 (London: Kegan Paul, 1910; for the issue of 1906;
and Brown's treatment of the Prioress's Tale in Sources
and Analogues of Chaucer's Canterbury Tales, ed.
W. F. Bryan and Germaine Dempster (1941; rpt. New York:
Humanities Press, 1958), pp. 447-85; Gordon H. Gerould,
Saints' Legends (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1916),
pp. 239-43; and Gerould's treatment of the Second Nun's
Tale in Sources and Analogues, pp. 664 ff.; Walter Morris
Hart, '"Some 0ld French Miracles of Our Lady and Chaucer's
Prioresses Tale,'" in Charles Mills Gayley Anniversary
Papers, Univ. of California Publications in Modern
Philology, no. 11 (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press,
1922), 31-53; Helen Neill McMaster, "'The Legend of St.

Cecilia in Middle English Literature,'" Diss. Yale Univ.
1936.

2 The Man of Law's Tale is especially accessible to
this type of analysis, since Constance (unlike Sts. Mary
and Cecilia) is not a recognized saint and has no official
standing in the Church or its literature. Margaret
Schlauch, editor of Sources and Analogues' chapter on the
Man of Law's Tale, emphasizes the Tale's kinship with
folklore in her examination, pp. 165-206; Edward A. Block,
"Originality, Controlling Purpose, and Craftsmanship in
Chaucer's Man of Law's Tale,'" PMLA, 68 (1953), 572-616,
acknowledges hagiographic elements in the Tale and in its
immediate source, Nicholas Trivet's Life of Constance, but
concentrates on similarities and differences in the texts
of the two versions. Robert Enzer Lewis, "Chaucer's
Artistic Use of Pope Innocent III's De Miseria Humane
Conditionis in the Man of Law's Prologue and Tale,”

PMLA, 81 (1966), 485-92, points out parallels and
similarities between the Man of Law's character and Tale,
and between portions of the De Miseria.
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3 See, for example, William Bradford Gardner, 'Chaucer's
'"Unworthy Sone of Eve,'" Texas Studies in English, 26
(1947), 77-83, for a discussion of the "Second Nun's"
curious autonym.

Critics who have pointed out the relationship between
the Man of Law's profession and his Tale include Edgar C.
Knowlton, ''Chaucer's Man of Law,' JEGP, 23 (1924), 83-93;
and Marie Padgett Hamilton, '"The Dramatic Suitability of
'"The Man of Law's Tale,'" in Studies in Language and
Literature in Honour of Margaret Schlauch (Warsaw, 1966),
pp. 153-63.

The wide variance in critics' interpretations of the
Prioress is discussed by Florence H. Ridley, The Prioress
and the Critics, Univ. of California Publications, English
Studies, no. 30 (Berkeley and Los Angeles: Uniw of
California Press, 1965). At opposite ends of the spectrum
are Sister Mary Madeleva's extremely sympathetic defense
of the Prioress, "Chaucer's Nuns," in Chaucer's Nuns and
Other Essays (1925; rpt. Port Washington, N.Y.: Kennikat
Press, 1965), pp. 20-24; and Richard J. Schoeck's
unrelenting attack, in "Chaucer's Prioress: Mercy and
Tender Heart," The Bridge, A Yearbook of Judaeo-Christian
Studies, II (New York: Pantheon Books, 1956), rpt. in
Chaucer Criticism, Vol. I: The Canterbury Tales,
ed. Richard J. Schoeck and Jerome Taylor (Notre Dame, Ind.:
Univ. of Notre Dame Press, 1960), pp. 245-58.

4 For examples of this approach to the Man of Law's Tale,
see Paul E. Beichner, ''Chaucer's Man of Law and Disparitas
Cultus,'" Speculum, 23 (1948), 70-75; Alfred David,

"The Man of Law Vs. Chaucer: A Case in Poetics,'" PMLA, 82
(1967), 217-25; and Morton W. Bloomfield, ''The Man of Law's
Tale: A Tragedy of Victimization and a Christian Comedy,"
PMLA, 87 (1972), 384-90.
For the Prioress's Tale, see John M. Steadman,
"The Prioress” Dogs and Benedictine Discipline,"” Modern
Philology, 54 (August 1956), 1-6; Alan T. Gaylord,
"The Unconquered Tale of the Prioress," Papers of the
Michigan Academy of Science, Arts, and Letters, 47 (1962),
613-36; and Sherman Hawkins, 'Chaucer's Prioress and the
Sacrifice of Praise," JEGP, 63 (1964), 599-624.

The conventionality of St. Cecilia's character and
the unobtrusiveness of the Second Nun's Tale's narrator
do not readily lend themselves to this type of critical
analysis.
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S The existence of thematic unity in the Second Nun's
Prologue and the Second Nun's Tale has been recently
treated by Russell A. Peck, "The ldeas of 'Entente' and
Translation in Chaucer's Second Nun's Tale,'Annuale
Mediaevale, 8 (1967), 17-37; and Paul M. Clogan, '"The
Figural Style and Meaning of The Second Nun's Prologue
a?d Tale," Medievalia et Humanistica, N. S. 3 (1972),
213-40.

Treatments of hagiographic themes and their relation-
ship to structure and convention have been made by
John A. Yunck, "Religious Elements in Chaucer's Man of
Law's Tale," ELH, 27 (1960), 249-61; Robert T. Farrell,
"Chaucer's Use of the Theme of the Help of God in the
Man of Law's Tale," Neuphilologische Mitteilungen, 71
(1970), 239-43; William Leffingwell, "Saints' Lives and
the Sultaness: A Note on a Perplexing Episode in Chaucer's
Man of Law's Tale,'" Thoth, 12 (Fall 1971), 29-32;
Michael R. Paull, '"The Influence of the Saint's Legend
Genre in the Man of Law's Tale," Chaucer Review, 5 (1971),
179-94; Beverly Boyd, "Young Hugh of Lincoln and Chaucer's
"The Prioress's Tale,'' Radford Review, 14 (1960), 1-5;
G. H. Russell, '"Chaucer: The Prioress's Tale," in
Medieval Literature and Civilization: Studies in Memory
of G. N. Garmonsway, ed. D. A. Pearsall and R. A. Waldron
(London: Univ. of London, Athlone Press,- 1969), pp. 211-27.

6 Chaucer appears to have been the creator of English
hagiography's self-conscious, rhetorical narrator, if I
may judge from my readings of representative tales, whose
times of composition range from the late seventh to late
fourteenth centuries. Derek Pearsall refers to ''the
Chaucer-Lydgate tradition of embellished rhetorical
hagiography,'" in his article "John Capgrave's Life of
St. Katharine and Popular Romance Style," Medievalia et
Humanistica, N. S. 6 (1975), 123. See also Theodor
Wolpers, Die englische Heiligenlegende des Mittelalters
(Tubingen: Niemeyer, 1964), pp. 304 ff., and 330-42.

7 3. W. H. Atkins, English Literary Criticism: The
Medieval Phase (Mew York: Peter Smith, 1952), p. 13.

8Charles Sears Baldwin, Medieval Rhetoric and Poetic to

1400 (1928; rpt. Gloucester, Mass.: Peter Smith, 1959),
p. viii.

9Baldwin, pp. viii-ix.
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10 Baldwin, p. ix, writes: ''Medieval rhetoric was
generally a lore of style. Here rhetorica tended to
coincide with that school study of Latin poetry which was
a recognized function of grammatica. The constant quotation
of Horace's 'Ars poetica' is one of the signs of the
merging of poetic with rhetoric. The conventional doctrine
from both was largely of descriptive dilation."

11 ars Versificatoria, by Matthew of VendOme; Poetria
Nova, by Geoffrey of Vinsauf; Grecismus, by Evrard (or
Eberhard) of Béthune; Poetria, by John of Garland. )

Baldwin points out (p. 185) that these four works
"may be assigned approximately to the half-century divided
by 1200 (c.1175-1225)."

12 Descriptio, digressio, and apostrophe were the three
most favored means of amplification. See Roger Phillip
Parr, "The Rhetorical Analysis of Chaucer's Narrative
Technique,'" Diss. Univ. of Toronto 1956, p. 244; an _
Edmond Faral, Les Arts poétiques du XII® et du XIII  siécle
(Paris: Champion, 1924), pp. 172 ff.

13 According to Atkins, p. 100, elocutio in medieval
rhetorics came to “deal/ / mainly with the use of
amplification and ornaments of style."

14 Atkins, p. 100. According to E. R. Curtius,
Neo-Sophism ended "about the middle of the fourth century.”
See Curtius, European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages,
trans. Willard Trask (1953; rpt. New York: Harper & Row,
1963), p. 425.

15 john M. Manly, ''Chaucer and the Rhetoricians,"
Proceedings of the British Academy, 12 (1926), 95-113;
rpt. in Chaucer Criticism, Vol. I: The Canterbury Tales,
pP. 268-90. o

16 gee Marie Padgett Hamilton, "Notes on Chaucer and the
Rhetoricians," PMLA, 47 (1932), 403-9; Dorothy Everett,
"Some Reflections on Chaucer's 'Art Poetical'," Proceedings
of the British Academy, 36 (1950), 131-54; Parr, "The
Rhetorical Analysis of Chaucer's Narrative Technique";
Robert O. Payne, The Key of Remembrance: A Study of
Chaucer's Poetics (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1963).

17 Parr, p. 375.



38

18 gSee James J. Murphy, "A New Look at Chaucer and the

Rhetoricians," Review of English Studies, N. S. 15 (1964),

1-20.
19 See Douglas Kelly, "Theory and Composition in

Medieval Narrative Poetry and Geoffrey of Vinsauf's

Poetria Nova," Mediaeval Studies, 31 (1969), 117-48.

Kelly observes, pp. l44-45: "If, in fact, there was

no 'tradition' of rhetoric in England in Chaucer's time

[as Murphy suggests/, there were certainly ancient and

medieval treatises on rhetoric and poetics in contemporary

libraries, as anyone who examines the catalogues of

thirteenth and fourteenth century British libraries will

realize. The Poetria Nova was often found in those

libraries, and thus it must have been known by those who

were interested in literature and writing, as Chaucer was."

20 janette Richardson, Blameth Nat Me: A Study of
Imagery in Chaucer's Fabliaux (Ihe Hague: Mouton, 1970),
p. 23 n. 12, argues that '"'Chaucer's own use of rhetoric
and of the Poetria Nova specifically seems better proof
of his knowledge than does Mr. Murphy's reconstruction of
a possible lack of such knowledge."

21 Ernest Gallo, "Matthew of Venddme: Introductory
Treatise on the Art of Poetry," Proceedings of the
American Philosophical Society, 118 (1974), 54, remarks
that "Chaucer, Spenser, Milton, and Shakespeare all
composed rhetorically throughout their careers. They
would have been puzzled to hear that their devotion to
rhetoric was a passing aberration with no real impact on
their best work."

22 See Ernmest Gallo, review of James J. Murphy's
Rhetoric in the Middle Ages: A Historv of Rhetorical
Theory from Saint Augustine to the Renaissance (Berkeley
and Los Angeles: Univ. of California Press, 1974), in
Medievalia et Humanistica, N. S. 6 (1975), 214.

23 gee Parr, pp. 7, 28, 65.
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24 Compare the Second Nun's Tale, the Man of Law's Tale,
and the Prioress's Tale with their sources and analogues,
in Sources and Analogues of Chaucer's Canterbury Tales.

Concerning the suitability of tale to teller in
Chaucer, J. R. Hulbert, "The Canterbury Tales and Their
Narrators,' Studies in Philology, 45 (1948), suggests,

p. 565: '"Perhaps the only indication before Chaucer that
an author felt the possibility of such a relationship is
in the difference between the novelle told by Dioneo and
those of the other members of the company in the Decameron,
which probably Chaucer never saw. As far as we know,
therefore, Chaucer's realization that the story should be
suitable to its teller is entirely original.”

25 The Franklin, the Merchant, the Physician, the
Pardoner, and the Nun's Priest, for instance.

26 Norman Eliason proposes that the Second Nun owes her
existence to scribal error, rather than to Chaucer's
imagination: see Eliason, "Chaucer's Second Nun?" Modern
Language Quarterly, 3 (1942), 9-16. Raymond Preston
observes that the rhetoric in the Man of Law's Tale is
skillfully executed and is, therefore, appropriate to a
lawyer, but Preston feels that the Life of Constance
"no more appears to fit its narrator than the story of
Appius and Virginia appears to fit the Physician"; see
Preston, Chaucer (London: Sheed and Ward, 1952), p. 204.
Ambiguities in the General Prologue's characterization of
the Prioress support diametrical interpretations of her
Tale--and of the Prioress herself. No critic, to my
knowledge, argues that the Prioress's narrative-opposes
her characterization in the General Prologue; however,
critics have taken the same characterizational information--
for example, the Prioress's weeping to see a trapped
mouse--and have used the descriptions to argue for
interpretations which, to one critic's thinking, prove
Madame Eglentyne a sensitive, sympathetic woman, but to
another critic, condemn her as an emotional cripple. For
summaries of these critical positions, see Ridley, pp. 1 fEf.

27 Trevor Whittock proposes that the Second Nun, a :
translator, is reading her manuscript to the Pilgrims; see
Whittock, A Reading o% the Canterbury Tales (Cambridge:
University Press, 1968), pp. 252-53. Rodney Delasanta,
"And of Great Reverence: Chaucer's Man of Law,' Chaucer
Review, 5 (1971), 288-310, connects the Tale's rhetoric,
its attention to legalistic details, its black and white
characterizations, and its narrator's 'pharisaical spirit"
with the legal profession. Concerning the Prioress's Tale,
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we have already mentioned (n. 26) that the Prioress's
ambiguous characterization will support almost any
critical interpretation of the narrator's appropriateness
to the Tale.

28 This is true particularly of the Man of Law's Tale
and the Prioress's Tale. For the Man of Law's Tale, see
Neil D. Tsaacs, "Constance in Fourteenth-Century England,"
Neuphilologische Mitteilungen, 59 (1958), 268; Paull,
pp. 179, 188-89. For applications of this view to the
Prioress's Tale, see Jane Baltzell, '"Rhetorical 'Amplifica-
tion' and "Abbreviation' and the Structure of Medieval
Narrative," Pacific Coast Philology, 2 (1967), 37-38; and
Russell, pp. 21l4-15.

29 Critics who have observed a relationship between the
hagiographic convention and the Man of Law's rhetoric are
Mary Giffin, Studies on Chaucer and His Audience (Hull,
Quebec: Les Editions "l'éclair,” 1956), p.72; and Paull,
pp. 188-89.

30 See Hippolyte Delehaye, Les Passions des martyrs et
les genres littéraires (Brussels: Bureaux de la Société
des Bollandistes, 1921), p. 191, for his remarks on the
hagiographers' adoption of rhetoric. '

31 Baldwin, p. 5.

32 5ee E. R. Curtius' remarks on the development of the
vita sancti and the passio, p. 425,

33 The form of the panegyric was rigidly determined,
according to Delehaye: '"at the beginning, a preamble; at
the end, an epilogue; and between the two, an elegy,
appropriately said, according to a series of carefully
determined commonplaces, topoi.’ See Delehaye, p. 196
(translation mine).

34 Charles W. Jones outlines the stages of development
in a saint's cult: '"The growth of a saint's life from
calendar entry through the breviary-martyrology to the
historical martyrology, and the transference of this
material to the office in the form of legendary and
hagiography, and then into popular romance written in meter
and in the vermnacular, is a natural, almost unavoidable
growth.'" See Jones, Saints' Lives and Chronicles in
Early England (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1947), p. 58.
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35 In the Anglo-Latin "Life of St. Gregory," we sense
the hagiographer's frustration and trepidation, as he
pleads for our understanding: 'All these are signs of
that bountiful man, and we beseech the reader in Christ
that if he should know better about any of these acts he
should not bite with the teeth of his censure this our
work. It was painfully pieced together more by love than
by knowledge of so great a man.'" See Jones' translation
in Saints' Lives and Chronicles, p. 117.

36 The ten commonplaces for constructing the saint's
life are listed by Delehaye in Les Passions, p. 197:
'""1) the country, city, people having the honor of producing
the hero; 2) his family; 3) his birth, especially if
accompanied by a miraculous sign; 4) his natural qualities;
5) his education; 6) his childhood; 7) his type of life,
his occupation; 8) his deeds; 9) his fortune; 10)
comparisons."

Compare the similarity of topoi prescribed in the
post-classical Rhetorica ad Herennium, trans. Harry Caplan,
Loeb Classical Library (London: Heinemann, 1954), p. 1lii.

The Anglo-Latin writer of St. Gregory's Life
acknowledges his use of commonplaces and justifies it as
follows: ''neither should anyone be offended if any of
these deeds were actually done by some other of the saints,
since the holy apostle, through the mystery of one body
with its members the saints, by comparing it with the
living body has so brought them into union that we should
attribute to each member the works of the other in
turn. . . . Hence if any of these things which we have
written were not of that man (for indeed we learned them
orally from those who had not seen or heard--so much do
we have them from common report), we should little doubt
that they too should be in so great a man. . . ." (transla-
tion Jones'), p. 118.

37 Even Thomas Becket, historically the son of an upper
middle class Londoner and his French wife, is given a royal
and romantic background in Caxton's translated edition of
the Legenda Aurea. According to Caxton, Gilbert Beckett,
the saint's father, was imprisoned by a pagan prince while
on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. The prince's beautiful
daughter, also pagan, befriended Gilbert and helped him
escape from prison. Some months later, the princess, still
desperately in love with Gilbert, escaped her father's
realm, made her way to London, and ran down the city's
streets crying the only English word she knew--'Beckett!"
She and Gilbert were reunited and married, and Thomas was
born to them.
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See William Caxton, The Golden Legend or Lives of the
Saints as Englished by William Caxton, ed. F. S. Ellis
(1900; rpt. New York: AMS Press, 1973), II. 182-84. This
incident does not occur in Jacobus de Voragine's Legenda
Aurea.

38 See Curtius, p. 425.

39 Delehaye discusses, rather sardonically, these three
commonplaces in Les Légendes hagiographiques (Brussels:
Bureaux de la Société des Bollandistes, 1905), pp. 105-7.

40 See F. N. Robinson, ed., The Works of Geoffrey
Chaucer, 2nd ed., (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1957),
p. 727. -

41

Robinson, p. 481.

42 Robinson, p. 840. See also Robert Kilburn Root,
The Poetry of Chaucer: A Guide to its Study and Apprecia-
tion (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1906), pp. 135-37.

43 Periphrasis, or circumlocutio, was another means of
amplification recommended by rhetoricians; according to
Hippolyte Delehaye, periphrasis was commonly used by
hagiographers, especially in avoiding the mention of the
saint's proper name: ''We would not dream of reproaching
our orators for not always calling things by their name, if
they would at least not advertise their horror of people's

names.'" See Delehaye, Les Passions, p. 208 (translation
mine).

In reading accounts from the Legenda Aurea and from
English hagiography, I did not find significant abuse of
the device. Concerning Chaucer's use of periphrasis, Parr
has written (p. 297), "We find very little use of that
figure of amplificatio known as circumlocutio, or of its
variations diminutio and interpretacio. . . . In some
instances /[circumlocutio/ serves to complete the verse or
to avoid objectionable words. Its real function is to
clarify. Chaucer's comparatively rare employing of this
figure is consistent with his usual clarity of expression.”

b One scholar, Clinton Albertson, has likened the
typical Anglo-Saxon monk's treatment of Latin to "a
Germanic warrior wearing newly captured Roman armor/[;] the
Anglo-Saxon monk handles Latin proudly but awkwardly, and
with a boyish curiosity and enthusiasm.” See Albertson,
Anglo-Saxon Saints and Heroes (New York: Fordham Univ.
Press, 1967), p. xiii.
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45 McMaster, p. 68. I am indebted to McMaster,

pp. 67-68, for the preceding information on the Auxerre
Abbreviatio.

46 According to McMaster, the Legenda Sanctorum became
more widely known as ''the Legenda Aurea (for so its
admiring readers named it to distinguish it from all other
collections). . . ." See McMaster, p. 71.

47 According to McMaster, p. 67: 'The author states
that his purpose is to provide the parish priest with the

lives of saints that he may be able to incite the faithful
to devotion."

48 McMaster, p. 70.

49 Concerning the Auxerre Abbreviatio, Jacobus'
influential predecessor, McMaster states: ''The more
incredible incidents are omitted, and dates and other
corroborative information are supplied whenever possible"
(p. 68). Of the Legenda Aurea, McMaster observes,
""WVaragine has been accused of being prosy and prolix, but
chiefly by modern readers unfamiliar with his sources, in
contrast with which he is a model of concision. Scarcely

a subsequent writer of legends escaped his influence"
(p. 71).

30 McMaster comments, p. 72: '"This thirteenth-century
interest in revamping the lives of saints provided the
authors of the South-English Legendary and the
North-English Homiliary with several new sources upon
which they might draw for information."

o1 See Faral, p. 74.

24 L1. 527-53. See Geoffrey of Vinsauf, Poetria Nova,
trans. Margaret F. Nims (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of
Mediaeval Studies, 1967), pp. 35-36. John of Garland and
Evrard also discuss digressio in their treatises. See
Faral, p. 74.

03 Another regular use of digressio is the dedication of

a Life to a bishop or other patron. Such a digression
occurs in Alcuin's '"Life of St. Willibrord," in which the
opening summary of the saint's life is interrupted by a
dedication to Bishop Beornred. See Albertson's transla-
tion, p. 278.
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Sh Descriptio (formal description) and occupatio
(feigned reluctance to continue) overlap with digressio
in this passage. See Albertson's translation of Wilfrid's
Life, pp. 121-22.

33 gee Jones' translation of the "Life of St. Gregory,"
p. 106.

56 For Sts. Euphemia and George, see Jacobus Voragine,
Legenda Aurea: Vulgo Historica Lombardica Dicta, ed.
Theodor Graesse (1890; rpt. Osnabrlick: Zeller, 1969),
pp. 622, 263. For the "Life of St. Cecilia,”" see Chaucer's
translation, the Second Nun's Tale, 11. 271-83.

57 Such name-dropping, according to Delehaye, is common
in hagiographic literature and reveals a writer's eagerness
to have his work circulated and accepted as truth, not for
personal honor, but for that of the saint. See, for
example, Delehaye, Etude sur le Légendier Romain: les
saints de novembre et de décembre (Brussels: Bureaux de la
Sociét€& des Bollandistes, 1936), p. 1l2.

58 Parr, p. 276.

59 Discreet he was and of greet reverence--
He semed swich, his wordes weren so wise. -
(General Prologue, 11. 312-13)

60 Richard A. Lanham, A Handlist of Rhetorical Terms

(Berkeley and Los Angeles: Univ. of California Press,
1969), p. 15.

61

62 5ee Nims' notes to her translation of Geoffrey of
Vinsauf's Poetria Nova, p. 104.

63 Atkins explains, p. 105, that apostrophe originally
"meant the procedure of turning from the judge to address
an opponent in a law-suit'; afterwards apostrophe "assumed
the meaning of the figure known as exclamatio, that is, an
impassioned or pathetic exclamation directed to some
object, whether animate or inanimate."

Lanham, p. 61.

64 Atkins, p. 105.

65 Felix, "Life of St. Guthlac of Crowland," tranms.
Jones, p. 157.

66 Atkins, p. 105.
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67 A fairly common means of concluding legends was with
an apostrophe to the saint, to Christ, or to the Virgin,
such as we find in this early miracle of the Virgin
(Harley MS. 2277), "The Jews and the Cross,'" in Early
English Poems and Lives of Saints, ed. Frederick J.
Furnivall (1862; rpt. New York: AMS Press, 1974), p. 43.
Furnivall places the date of Harley MS. 2277 '"about
1305-10 A.D." (p. iii).

Nou leuedi, for pe mylce: pat euere hap mid pe ibeo
And for $de grete sorwe pat Ppu haddest: po $i sone
deide on e treo
%Fue ous grace pat we mote: such milce her wynne
at we mote to pe ioye: come pat pu ert inne.

638 Legenda Aurea, ed. Graesse, p. 791.

This passage, translated by Granger Ryan and Helmut
Ripperger, appears thus in Jacobus de Voragine, The Golden
Legend (1941; rpt. New York: Arno Press, 1969), p. 710:

O unhappy worshippers of these idols! Call upon them in
need, and they cannot come to you! Invoke them in tribula-
tion, and they cannot succour you! Summon them in danger,
and they cannot defend you!'"

69 Parr discusses Chaucer's use of '"'apostrophe for
narrative effectiveness rather than mere amplificatio"
(p.283) on pp. 280, 282-83. He observes "that /Chaucer's/
apostrophes are employed primarily in the stories of
tragedy to express and intensify emotion, and elsewhere
to emphasize climax" (p. 283).

70 Two notable occurrences of descriptio in Chaucer's
works are found in the Book of the Duchess’' description
of Blanche (11. 816-1040) and in the Knight's Tale's
descriptions of Venus' temple (l1. 1918-66), Mars temple
(11. 1970-2050), Diana's temple (11. 2051-88), and the
arrival at the tournament of the knights and their
retinues (11. 2494-2515).

71 Lanham, p. 39.

/2 Sophistics, according to Curtius, represented '"the
old Greek intellectual values'" (p. 68). The Second
Sophistic was a revival of these classical ideals, which
lasted "from the first half of the first century before
Christ . . . until about the middle of the fourth century.
The leading role in this movement falls to rhetoric. For
it is rhetoric, and not poetry or philosophy, which appears
as the representative of the old Greek intellectual values"
(p. 68). See also Curtius, p. 194, for the New Sophistic's
development of ecphrasis, or descriptio.
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73 Delehaye, Les Passions, p. 214

74 "Life of St. Cuthbert," trans. Albertson, pp. 41-42.

73 Jacobus de Voragine, Legenda Aurea; see Sources and
Analogues, pp. 671-72.

76

Lanham, p. 12.
77

8
7 Willibald, '"The Life of St. Boniface,' trans.

Albertson, pp. 312-13. Emphasis is mine and indicates the
occurrences of oppositio in the passage.

79 Jacobus de Voragine, Legenda Aurea; see Graesse,
p. 113.
Caxton translates the passage as follows: ''She was
fair of visage, but much fairer in the christian faith,
she was young of age, and aged in wit, for in the thir-
teenth year of her age she lost the death that the world

See Geoffrey of Vinsauf, trans. Nims, pp. 39-40.

givgth and found life in Iesu Christ. . . .'" (Caxton, II.
245) .

80 See Geoffrey of Vinsauf, trans. Nims, p. 25.

81

Chaucer, according to Roger Parr, used collatio
' (also known as comparatio) more frequently than any other
rhetorical figure: 'between five and six hundred times in
The Canterbury Tales and at least one hundred and fifty
times in Troilus and Criseyde" (p. 288).

For a discussion of the heroic and athletic motifs

in hagiography, see Delehaye, Les Passions, pp. 211 and
213.

82 See Albertson, p. 23.
83

84 As Robinson points out in his notes (p. 759),
11. 386-91 are taken from II Timothy iv. 7, 8. "Cours"
functions in both an athletic and in a martial sense in
this exhortation. According to the O0.E.D. (IL.ii.1087),
"cours' meant ''the action of running," '"race,' as well as

"The rush together of two combatants in battle or tourna-
ment,"

Albertson, p. 23.

85 Lanham, p. 49.
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86 Alcuin, "Life of St, Willibrord," trans, Albertson,
p. 281.

The bee simile appears in the Legenda Aurea and in
Chaucer's translation of the "Lyf of Seint Cecile," in
which Urban likens St. Cecilia to "a bisy bee, withouten
gile'" (p. 195).

87

Eddius, "Life of Bishop Wilfrid," trans, Albertson,
p. 109.

88 Because of Jacobus de Voragine's editing, the
Legenda Aurea's versions have fewer rhetorical figures than
do earlier tales--and Chaucer's Man of Law's Tale and
Prioress's Tale as well. In the prefatory remarks to
their translation of the Legenda Aurea, Ryan and Ripperger
comment upon the almost complete lack of "style" (p., xvi).

89
90

Lanham, p. 92.

Nims' definition, p. 105.

91 Nims, p. 104.

92 Nims, p. 105.
93 Nims, p. 105.

o4 "L,ife of St. Cuthbert,' trans. Albertson, pp. 40-41,
See also Eddius Stephanus' description of Wilfrid's church
at Hexham (p. 15 of this text) and the note (n. 54)
accompanying that passage.

95 gee Parr, p. 301; and Robinson's note on the
Knight's Tale, 1. 884, (pp. 670-71).

(2 Y
v

See Parr, p. 302.

97 Chaucer, for example, summarizes what Cecilia teaches
Tiburtius, 11. 345-48. Compare the text of the Legenda
Aurea, in Sources and Analogues, p. 674,

98

See McMaster, p. 71.

99 wpife of St. Cuthbert," trans. Albertson, pp. 71-72,



100 p N. Robinson argues that ''a safe date for the
whole work would be shortly after 1373" (p. 755).
Robinson does not mention the efforts of two researchers
to link the "Lyf's" composition with a historical event:
the appointment, in December 1381, of an Englishman,
Adam Easton, to be Cardinal-Priest of Santa Cecilia in
Trastevere. On this basis, McMaster, pp. 100-10, argues
for a date after 1381. Somewhat later, Mary Giffin
fixes the "Lyf's' date at 1383. She connects a royal
visit to Easton's former priory with problems that
Richard II was having with the pope, and she suggests
(p. 31) that "a poem honoring Easton's title of Santa
Cecilia might have been persuasive toward obtaining the
English cardinal's assistance." Furthermore, Giffin
points out (p. 48), Chaucer's poem seems 'even to refer
to the work upon which Easton was engaged in 1383, the
Office of the Visitation of the Blessed Virgin." See
Giffin's chapter on the Second Nun's Tale in Studies on
Chaucer and His Audience, pp. 29-43.

101 Robinson observes (p. 692) that ''such positive
clues as have been detected all point to a rather late
date (about 1390) for the composition of the whole poem."

102 Robinson, p. 734.



CHAPTER TWO
THE SECOND NUN: CHAUCER'S TRANSLATOR

The Second Nun's Tale today occupies an ambivalent

critical position. On the positive side, Chaucer's
translation of a popular saint's legend is one of the
best, if not the best, of the saintly tales to come out
.of the English Middle Ages. His versification of the
Latin prose is both remarkably literal and unfailingly
graceful, and his retelling of the ''Life," in which he
condenses some episodes and embellishes others, is a
better story.l On the negative side, post-medieval
distaste for Chaucer's "Lyf of Seint Cecile" may be

blamed on the apparent disunity between the Seco:id Nun's

Prologue and the Second Nun's Tale, the need for revisions
2

which would make this early”® work appropriate to its
subsequent setting in the Canterbury pilgrimage, the Iglg's
flatness of characterization, and the unpleasantness of

the story itself.3 The ambiguous rolé of the narrative
persona has further confused the issue of the Tale's

merit. The narrator's stance, as we shall see, is not

appropriate to a nun, whose lack of a portrait4 in the

General Prologue has left us little choice except to
regard her as a stereotype; rather, the '"Second Nun's"

narrative behavior suspiciously resembles the customary






