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ABSTRACT

Gender Nominalized:
Unmanning Men, Disgendering Women in
Chaucer’s Legend of Good Women

Faye Walker-Pelkey

In the Legend, Chaucer manipulates the language of the
narrator and the women, turning analytic attention towarad
the problem of gender categories, thereby undermining
proscribed behavior and the language that represents that
behavior. Nominalism, with its emphasis on singularity, is
particularly suited to the problem of gender categories
because it forces attention to the particulars of the man or
woman, eventually draining the category of that which gives
it substance.

Examining the legends closely with the nominalist
principle of the particularity of language firmly in mind
reveals women who are radically different from one another,
who are not faceless victims. Cleopatra, Hypermnestra and
Thisbe, for example, are imprisoned in a patriarchial system
which rewards passivity and punishes independent thought and
action. However, Chaucer allows these three characters to
use their bodies and linguistic license to reach beyond the
bars of the hierarchical prison, thereby disgendering the
text in complex ways. Again, the legends of Lucrece and
Dido are connected to Troilus and Criseyde through the
exploration of the tension between public and private

experiences and the imagery of seeing and invisibility.



Finally, Philomela’s story is the most anomalous story in
the poem, and thus it reveals Chaucer’s attempt to reassert
a particularized view of experience. These surprisingly
clear-cut distinctions between characters, behavior, and
reader expectations grow out of attention to the particulars
of experience and language. The demand for universals made
by Alceste and the God of Love provides a contrast for the

close attention to language and experience in the 1legends

themselves.
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Introduction

Students of Chaucer have always found the Legend of
Good Women difficult to explain. This is owing in part to
its coming between Troilus and Criseyde and the Canterbury

Tales on the one hand and returning to the dream vision of

earlier works like House of Fame and Book of the Duchess on

the other hand. The meaning of the poem itself is further
clouded, moreover, by the God of Love’s contradictory
directions and the narrator’s contradictory professions.
Robert Worth Frank rightly notes that the "Legend is a
mystery begging for some kind of explanation."1 Current
explanations of the poem suggest its multivalent objectives:
it functions as a satire on the narrowness of literary
conventions; as a treatise on the function of art; as an
artistic movement into other subjects and treatments; and as
a palinode to Troilus and Criseyde.2

In an effort to get at the meaning of the Legend,
critics have subjected the poem to criticism of symbolism,
patristic exegesis, psychology and, most recently,
feminism,3 Many of these approaches have served to open
the poem up to further consideration and have brought the
poem onto the field of current critical discourse. Indeed,
the variety of interpretations indicates that the Legend
ranks with Chaucer’s best work in multivalence, intrigue,
and linguistic manipulation. Yet, although the poem is

wonderfully pliable, the interpretations surrounding it,



each of which it seems to accommodate, tend to make it
finally more mysterious. We are still asking how this poem
"fits" into our understanding of Chaucer’s works. Perhaps we
are misled by the non-narrative structure of the poem, the
choppy vignettes, the superficial characters, the narrator’s
supposed boredom, and not least of all, our supposed boredom
with the poem. As Rowe notes in connection to the boredom
argument: "[OJur contemporary distates is warranted by
Chaucer’s supposed dissatisfaction" (4) if we follow the
circular argument which depends upon assuming Chaucer’s
boredom with the poen. The symbolical hierarchies which
some current criticism creates out of the Prologue generally
neglect the individual legends and ignore the potent
simplicity of Alceste’s and the God of lLove’s directive: to
write a poem, the interpretation of which will make up for
the misinterpretation of the previous poem, Troilus and
Criseyde.

In light of this seemingly straightforward directive,
the earliest critics believed that Chaucer became bored with
his assignment from Queen Anne and abandoned the work, after
shoddily scraping together ten stories from various
sources. 4 Early critics regarded it as little more than an
ill-executed exercise in the kinds of portraits Chaucer
"refined" for the Canterbury Tales.® A later generation of
critics recognized the phrases and devices Chaucer used--

such as abbreviato and occupatio--which for earlier critics



had been signs of boredom, as common rhetorical devices.®

Chaucer’s use of these rhetorical devices persuaded the
majority of critics to read the poem as ironic. Yet,
although this criticism recognized the intricate poetics of
the Prologue and gave it greater attention, there was still
a sense that the Legend was a minor, slightly unsatisfying
interlude in Chaucer’s career, and until Robert Worth
Frank’s book appeared in 1972, the legends themselves had
inspired no full-scale criticism.

When Frank wrote an entire book about the
interpretation of the Legend, the poem’s slow emergence from
obscurity began. He views the poem as an integral work,
important to our understanding of Chaucer’s development;
that is, the poem is a trial run for the Canterbury Tales.
He is, for the most part, unhappy with the individual
legends, indicating their imperfections in 1light of what
Chaucer did in the Tales. Both Lisa Kiser’s and Donald
Rowe’s books are among the most recent attempts to give the
Legend a full-grown garden in which to prosper, following in
Frank’s steps in order to encourage more fulfilling and
sophisticated understandings of the poen. Kiser deals
extensively with the poem’s Christian overlay and the
utility of exempla, essentially reading the poem as a
treatise on the function of art: "[the Legend] is, above
all, about the survival of classical fiction in a Christian

world" (25). She opposes, however, Frank’s sense of the



poem as forward-looking: " . . . the Legend is very much a
backward looking poem, a work that seems to drag up the past
rather than herald the future" (20). Rowe argues that the
poem ultimately mirrors or recreates a Christian order of
experience "inherent in all creation as a circular movement
through contrary states" (80). Because of them, the poem--
and especially the Prologue-~-has been given much more
comprehensive attention, attention that reveals its various
levels of sensibility. However, we continue to struggle to
make sense of this oddly placed poem--its Prologue and
especially the legends which constitute its main substance--
settled between Chaucer’s two greatest works.

Although these critical works suggest that the Legend
is worth studying, they are often primarily about the
Prologue and much 1less about the legends. And even the
suggestions about the function of the Prologue leave me
wondering about the context Chaucer sets up for the poem.
Therefore, I would like to return to the initial directive
given to the narrator in order to suggest that Chaucer is
involved in a critical enterprise of the highest kind known
to medieval writers and readers; that Chaucer is engaged in
the most self-conscious act of literary criticism; that the
Legend, with its focus on character, and specifically female
character, functions as a commentary on Troilus and
Criseyde; and that Chaucer uses medieval commentaries as

both source and model to carry out this scheme.



There are three facets to Chaucer’s commentary on
Troilus and Criseyde. The first facet is the Prologue which
he writes as a type of scholarly commentary, drawing from
the commentary tradition, expanding it, using it as poetry
and, most importantly, setting up the poem as a reflection
of poetic and expressive assumptions. Alceste’s and the God
of Love’s requirements reflect not simply the need for an
unquestioning categorization; those requirements also
reflect a complaint which they do not articulate, one of
which they may not be altogether aware: that Criseyde’s
behavior is complex and threatening. She is depicted as
having loved Troilus, but she betrayed him in spite of that
love. For the God of Love, this contradiction sets up
situations over which love has no control. 1In an effort to
gain back control, he demands rigid adherence to categorical
behavior. Chaucer’s Legend, I will argue, not only
challenges the categorization, but, significantly, the
underlying assumptions upon which Alceste and the God of
Love defend their categorization--their sense that behavior
is a manifestation of being or essence. The Prologue,
through its use of commentary rhetoric, positions the
subsequent argument as a refutation to the assumptions
Alceste and the God of Love make as representatives of a
philosophical and ideological stance.

In the first chapter, I explore aspects of the

commentary tradition which influence the Legend of Good



Women by discussing the Legend in 1light of commentary
practices, demonstrating rhetorical connections between
medieval commentary and the Prologue. I show that Alceste
and the God of Love, as a result of their stubbornness in
reading Criseyde as a betrayal of love, actually present the
narrator with a tool--commentary--to give readers the
principles by which they might better read and interpret
Troilus and Criseyde.

The second facet of Chaucer’s examination of the
characters and meaning of Troilus and Criseyde is the
evaluation of Alceste in the light of commentary. He begins
the break down of value-laden categories--gendered and
politicized categories prized by commentators--by implicitly
comparing Alceste and Criseyde within the Prologue. Alceste
is the model of wifehood because she sacrificed her life so
her husband might live, and Criseyde is the model of the
betraying woman who sacrifices her love so she might 1live.
The comparison of these two characters is a direct challenge
to assumptions about female character and behavior,
assumptions which are reflected in the God of Love'’s
demands. When examined through the glass of mythography and
considered in terms of her role in the Prologue, the
character of Alceste emerges, to us if not to the God of
Love, as an ambiguous role model for the women who follow.
In thus realizing Alceste, Chaucer begins what I believe is

a gradual submersion into analytical observation. His very



choice of a character like Alceste, whose background may not
have been as readily available to his audience as the
background of a character like Penelope, for instance,
suggests his move from conventional use of myth to something
less conventional, something indeed subversive of the
conventions.’ This subversion becomes more important as he
moves into the individual legends.

The third significant facet of Chaucer’s commentary is
his method of divesting the characters in the individual
legends of mythographic significance and, by highlighting
their particularities, enforcing the particularity of
experience. In this way, Chaucer rewrites stories which
serve to contradict and eventually undermine all

categories.8

Traditional criticism, as I noted, has focused on the
Prologue to the Legend and neglected the individual legends-
—-even when critics discuss the stories, they tend to flatten
characters. John Fyler, for example, a usually perceptive
critic, insists that the women of the Legends are formed by
the employment of "hagiographical flattening" (108), thereby
"los[ing] their diversity and individuality in order to
suffer martyrdom passively" (107). Critics generally
interpret the women of the legends as passive and
uninteresting, as fitting into the mold of "good woman. "9

However, the women the narrator creates in his stories

are as various as their backgrounds and are varied by the



poet from their backgrounds. I argue that Chaucer varies
his sources in order to create new stories, new characters,
in an effort to test the God of Love’s injunction: Chaucer
uses those generalities, in other words, to question
structures of gendered behavior. When the narrator suggests
that we read a heroine’s letter in Ovid or compare the

source to his version, he knows what we shall find--a

different story, a different character. He does not try to
repress those details, he refers us to them; but in all
this, he emphasizes that his story is different from, not
similar to, the other stories. He never says "our stories"
are the same because he is not aiming for similarity.10 The
poet both reminds us of the characters’ place in tradition
and removes them from it. His portrayals are not as static
as the "olde bookes" would advise. Close reading of the
stories reveals that they are radically different from one
another, that the characters, actions, and motives are
significantly individualized, a move which tends to
complicate gender categorization. I suggest that Chaucer,
perhaps building on nominalist philosophy, subverts the
traditional medieval tendency towards allegorization.ll
Allegorization is a problematic way to treat human
experience because it easily blurs the edges of language and
experience, thus imposing on groups of things or people
categories which individual attention would render invalid.

The kinds of categories the God of Love and Alceste



proscribe for the narrator are found to be inadequate once
the narrator begins to actually describe the experiences of
the individual women and men. That categorical decline
appears to be indebted to the 1l4th-century nominalist
philosophy of linguistic singularity, the particularity of
abstract concepts that was in direct opposition to the
Platonic notion of universals widely taught and believed in
the 14th century. The nominalists’ acknowledgement of the
particularity of individual concepts, none of which can be
truly categorized, leads eventually, it seems to me, to the
empiricism of the 18th century. Chaucer’s narrator, and
Chaucer manipulating the language of the narrator and the
women, turns nominalism towards the problem of gender
categories, undermining proscribed behavior and the language
that describes that behavior. Nominalist philosophy is
particularly suited to the problem of gender categories
because it forces attention to the particulars of the man or
woman, eventually draining the category of that which gives
it substance.

In the final three chapters, then, I examine the
legends closely with the nominalist principle of the
particularity of language and the God of Love’s gender
categories firmly in mind. The rationale behind my
groupings of the individual legends--an order different from
Chaucer’s--will explain my approach to these anomalous

stories. The legends of Cleopatra, Hypermnestra and Thisbe
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are discussed as a group because of their imprisonment in a
patriarchial system which rewards passivity and punishes
independent thought and action. I demonstrate, however,
that Chaucer allows these three characters to use their
bodies and linguistic license to reach beyond the bars of
the heirarchial prison, thereby disgendering the text in
complex ways. The grouping of the legends of Hypsipyle,
Medea, Phyllis and Araidne results from the characters’
insistence on similarity throughout their stories.
Hypsipyle and Medea are conjoined by Jason in an attempt by
the narrator to show the similarity of the women and the
similarity of Jason’s betrayal of then. Yet the text
continually undermines similarity, demonstrating instead
radical differences between characters. The legends of
Phyllis and Ariadne, although separated in the manuscript,
are discussed as companion pieces because Phyllis insists
that Demophon is exactly like Theseus. Again, the text
reveals vast difference where the characters assume
similarity. These surprisingly clear-cut distinctions
between characters, behavior, and reader expectations grow
out of attention to the particulars of experience and
language. The legends of Lucrece and Dido are discussed
together because, I argue, they are connected to Troilus and
Criseyde through the exploration of the tension between
public and private experiences and the imagery of seeing and

invisibility. Philomela‘’s story is the final legend
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discussed because her story is the most anomalous story in
the poem, and thus it reveals Chaucer’s attempt to reassert
a particularized view of experience.

I am interested in the way in which socially-
constructed gender roles are overturned in the poem, in the
text’s marginalization of men} in the power which the text
allows the female characters through individual actions, all
of which evolve from Chaucer’s interest in analytical
observation. It is not enough--it is not even true--to say
that the men are the focus of the Legends;12 rather the
focus of the Legends is various, on the constitution of love
affairs and marriages, on relationships between men and
women, and on the constitution of gender formulas and their

effects on societal structures.
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Notes

1 Robert Worth Frank, Chaucer and The Legend of Good
Women (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1972) 196.

2 Recent critics who read the poem as satire include
Ann McMillan, ed. The Legend of Good Women (Houston: Rice
UP, 1987), see esp. her Introduction; Sheila Delany, "The
Logic of Obscenity in Chaucer’s Legend of Good Women,"
Florilegium 7 (1985): 189-205; Delany, "The Naked Text:
Chaucer’s ‘Thisbe,’ the Ovide Moralise, and the Problem of
Translatio Studii in the Legend of Good Women," Mediaevalia
13 (1989): 275-94; Elaine Tuttle Hansen, "Irony and the
Antifeminist Narrator in Chaucer’s Legend of Good Women,"
JEGP 82 (1983): 11-31; and Beverly Taylor, "The Medieval
Cleopatra: The Classical and Medieval Tradition of Chaucer’s
Legend of Cleopatra," Journal of Medieval and Renaissance
Studies 7 (1977): 249-69. Almost all have built upon Harold
Goddard’s early defense of Chaucer’s irony in "Chaucer’s
Legend of Good Women," JEGP 7 (1908): 87-129 and 8 (1909):
47-112. Goddard’s interpretation was considered, up through
Robinson’s influential edition in 1957, totally
unacceptable.

For interpretations of the poem as a treatise on the
function of art, see Lisa Kiser, Telling Classical Tales
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 1983) and A. Blamires, "A Chaucer
Manifesto," Chaucer Review 24 (1989): 29-44, who emphasizes
"experience" and irony. Delany ("The ‘Naked Text’ . . .")
says the Legend is "about the collision between 1literary
imagination and the exigencies of natural and social
reality" (276).

Steven F. Kruger, "Passion and Order in Chaucer’s
Legend of Good Women," Chaucer Review 23 (1989): 219-35,
argues that Chaucer "never really intends to produce the
series of repetitive stories that Alceste orders; he ‘fails’
on purpose" because he "explores how human passions distort
social structures, how vital emotions and impulses escape
the forms imposed on them" (220). Although Kruger'’s
argument comes closest to my sense of the poem when he
argues that the "passion" of the characters destroys both
political and familial structures, he does not discuss other
Chaucerian poems with respect to the Legend. And, although
he attends to some of the details of the stories, his 1lack
of definition for "passion" weakens the impact of his
argument.

Pat Trefzger Overbeck, "Chaucer’s Good Woman," Chaucer
Review 2 (1967):75-94, argues that the poem is a preliminary
exercise for the Canterbury Tales and asks: "Is it possible
that this type character, this composite good woman . . .
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represents a nexus not a lacuna between Criseyde and the
women in The Canterbury Tales?" (76). However, she does not
discuss Criseyde in light of the Legend.

John Fyler, Chaucer and Ovid (New Haven: Yale UP, 1979)
96-123, suggests the palinodic function of the poem.

3 For examples of symbolistic interpretations, see
Edgar F. Shannon, Chaucer and the Roman Poets (Cambridge:
Harvard UP, 1929); Donald W. Rowe, Through Nature to
Eternity: Chaucer’s Legend of Good Women (Lincoln: U of
Nebraska P, 1988), whose summary of scholarship on the poem
is wvaluable (Chapter 1); and Kiser. For the most famous
example of exegetical interpretation, see D. W. Robertson,
Preface to Chaucer (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1962). Fyler
and Frank favor psychological approaches. Recent feminist-
inspired approaches include Carolyn Dinshaw, Chaucer’s
Sexual Poetics (Madison: U of Wisconsin P, 1989); Elaine
Tuttle Hansen, "The Feminization of Men in Chaucer’s Legend
of Good Women," Seeking the Woman in Late Medieval and
Renaissance Writings: Essays in Feminist Contextual
Criticism, ed. Sheila Fisher and Janet Halley (Knoxville: U
of Tennessee P, 1989) 51-70; and much of Delany’s work.

The Riverside Chaucer, ed. Larry D. Benson, 3rd edition
(NY: Houghton Mifflin, 1987) contains valuable
introductions and Explanatory Notes to each poem as well as
Textual Notes. All line numbers refer to this edition; page
numbers refer to notes in the back of the edition.

4 The debate over whether Queen Anne or another
historical figure is to be identified with Alceste ignores
elements of Alceste which make her a questionable figure,
such as her mythographic background and her role within the
Prologue (see my Chapter 2). For a sunmmary of these
arguments, which are no longer central to criticism of the
poem, see Rowe 3-4, 161-62; and Benson 1061.

5 see esp. Robert Burlin, Chaucerian Fiction
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1977); Robertson; and Shannon.
Frank, however, is the first to cite a close connection

between the Legend and any other poem, see esp. 1-36. He
believes the value of the Legend, for Chaucer and his
readers, is the line of development of narrative style.

® see Frank’s Excursus, 189-210, for a succinct history
of the argument for "Chaucer’s Boredom" and Frank’s
dismantling of that argument.
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7 For example, there are many female characters the
narrator could have chosen, or, if you will, that Chaucer
could have chosen. Is it not peculiar that he does not use
Penelope? She is mentioned five times in his works, besides
in the ballad within the Prologue, as a "good woman"
(Prologque to the Man of Law’s Tale, II.75; the Franklin’s
Tale, V.1443; The Book of the Duchess, 1081; Anelida and
Arcite, 82; and Troilus and Criseyde, V.1778). Hers is the
first letter in oOvid’s Heroides, an acknowledged source of
the Legend of Good Women, yet the legends do not include
her. Why does he use the women he does: some have quite
vivid 1literary backgrounds 1like Dido, Medea, and
Philomela, and others are not nearly as dramatic or
colorful, like Lucrece, Hypermnestra, Thisbe.

8 A word about my approach seems appropriate here.
First, although I have read Alceste as a mythographic
character with all the implications and expectations of myth
that brings with it, my inclination is to approach the
stories, which are noticeably sparse in mythographic
glosses, in a slightly different way. Where mythographic
gloss can illuminate problematic relationships, I will use
it although it is not the focus of my interest in the
legends thenmselves.

2 In recent criticism, the exceptions involve not so
much attention to the details of the stories, but
recognition that the stories are somewhat particularized.
For example, Dorothy Guerin, "Chaucer’s Pathos: Three
Variations," Chaucer Review 20 (1985): 91-112, recognizes
the unique nature of the individual stories by noting that
"Chaucer varied the sound of the narrator’s voice, cast him
in a variety of roles, in order to develop the point of each
legend" (104).

10 por corroboration of this view, see Carolyn Dinshaw,
Chaucer and the Text: Two Views of the Author (NY: Garland

Publishing, 1988) passim.

11 william of Ockham’s nominalism and the rise of the
"authority" of individual experience seems to be behind
Chaucer’s study here. Etienne Gilson, in his quite
accessible History of Christian Philosophy in the Middle
Ages (NY: Random House, 1955), summarizes Ockhamism in this
way: "The proposition which dominates this metaphysics is
that ‘every positive thing existing outside of the soul is
by that very fact singular’" (490).
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For recent suggestions of nominalism in Chaucer’s
works, see Russell A. Peck, "Chaucer and the Nominalist
Questions," Speculum 53 (1978): 745-60; P. B. Taylor,
"Chaucer’s ‘Cosyn to the Dede,’" Speculum 57 (1982): 315-27;
Jay Rudd, "Chaucer and Nominalism: The ‘Envoy to Bukton,’"
Mediaevalia 10 (1984): 199-212; and Sheila Delany, Medieval
Literary Politics: Shapes of Ideology (NY: Manchester UP,
1990) esp. 19-60.

12 g, M. Lumiansky, "Chaucer and the Idea of Unfaithful
Men," Modern Language Notes 62 (1947): 560-62, suggested
that "Chaucer illogically uses unfaithful men as his guiding
device for the Legend rather than faithful women . . . .
Thus the Legend of Good Women . . . is a condemnation of bad
men because of their infidelity" (561). Frank and Hansen
concur with Lumiansky’s general statement that men are the
focus of the legends.
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Chapter One

The ‘Naked Text’: Intention and Interpretation

When the God of Love speaks harshly to the narrator in
the Prologue to the Legend, reprimanding the narrator for
writing falsely of women (or writing of false women), we may
be reminded of the schoolmaster correcting the pupil. Part
of the humour of the situation is imagining the scene
between the irate but somewhat foolish Master and the
protesting yet weakly indignant pupil. That the scene
recalls or is a parody of Chaucer’s schooldays seems likely
as Chaucer sets up other humorous master-pupil scenes: in
The House of Fame, the pompous eagle lectures at length to
his captive pupil; in the Book of the Duchess, the dreamer
plays the bumbling Master leading the Black Knight to an
understanding of his situation; even in the Parliament of
Fowls, the dreamer is a "student of love" led by the
mysterious Africanus. It would seem that Chaucer has a
certain amount of fun parodying the manner and rhetoric of
the teachers and masters of his schooldays since this kind
of theme is not only the focus of some poems, but is strewn
throughout his other works.

The commentary tradition, that concrete embodiment of
the schoolmaster’s activity, which was meant to solidify and
moralize the privileged text, in fact serves to call that
primary text into question. The necessity of a commentary

suggests the insufficiency of the text--its difficulty or



17

obscurity or "nakedness" which allows for misinterpretation.
The very act of determination of the text--discovering and
revealing its "true" meaning--forces acknowledgement of its
indeterminancy. With each added comment, with each gloss,
the primary text is split more widely open. Chaucer’s use
of the commentary tradition is apparent on the continuum of
the Legend. Writ large is his use of the Legend to
reappraise Troilus and Criseyde for his readers, and perhaps
for himself. The style of the Prologue strongly suggests
the commentary aspect: the "dream vision" is the moral, a
Christianized manual on the use of classical stories, a
poetics describing the intent and matter of literature. The
narrative remaking of the stories themselves as well as the
textual refashioning of the characters serve to foreground
the commentary tradition.

Chaucer’s use of commentary may have been influenced
not only by his education and the schoolmasters who taught
him,1 but by the example of other contemporary poets. A. J.
Minnis has noted the similarities between ccmmentary
tradition and influences and poetry in John Gower, Thomas
Usk, Giovanni Boccaccio, Francis Petrarch and Dante
Alighieri as well as Chaucer.? More significant than the
recognition of other poets’ use of commentary, however, is
Chaucer’s use of commentary elsewhere in his own works.

Some of Chaucer’s other works fall into a broad

commentary context, although none so completely as I believe
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the Legend does. Most convincing, perhaps, is his

contextualizing in the Canterbury Tales. In the broadest

sense, several of the stories comment on one another. When
the Miller, for example, speaks a tale to "quite the
Knyghtes tale" (I.3127), he means not only to "repay" the
Knight, but to comment on his story, to interpret it for the
other travellers. That he does the interpretation in the
form of his own version of the Knight’s story is a way for
him to comment in the vernacular, so to speak. In fact, he
sets up his story for yet another repayment or comment from
the Reeve. And this chain of commentary continues in one
form or another throughout the Tales. Significantly,
Chaucer’s pilgrims often use words like "intent," "matere,"
and "manere" in ways that are decidedly commentatorial:
describing, analysing, and evaluating others’ stories and
motives. Chaucer’s language suggests a decided fondness for
the rhetoric and function of the commentary tradition.

Given Chaucer’s interest in analysing and evaluating
stories, it is not surprising that commentary on pagan
stories should become a component to be considered in his
analysis of those stories. In this chapter, I shall describe
ways in which the Prologue to the Legend models itself as a
commentary. The influence of schooltexts which utilized
commentary has been minimized in discussions of Chaucer’s
reading and source use, but it seems likely that the

prologues, as Minnis points out, "provided both prologue-
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models and sources of literary theory" ("Influence," 342)
for creative writers like Gower and Chaucer. Minnis suggests
that while Gower used the academic prolecqgues as a "model for
the composition of his own prolegomena" and that the
"literary theory channelled by these same prologues provided
him with principles for the description and justification of
his own works," yet Chaucer did "not employ any of the
traditional prologue-paradigms, although many of his
literary attitudes seem to have been influenced by academic
literary theory" ("Influence," 374). I will demonstrate,
however, that Chaucer is rhetorically closer to the prologue
tradition than Minnis suggests.

In order to suggest that the Legend is a commentary, I
shall cite ways in which it is 1like the medieval
commentaries which were so plentiful and popular. Inherent
in this strategy are several problems: first, the medieval
prologues and commentaries to which I would compare
Chaucer’s poem are prose works. Second, the prologues and
commentaries are scholarly and moralistic with few claims to
the kind of entertainment we associate with poetry.
However, as Beryl Smalley and Minnis note, some commentaries
were enormously popular, ("Influence" 379) and it is
important to remember that poetry was supposed to instruct
even as it delighted. The pagan myths were still
attractive, if not more so, clothed in Christian garb.

Third, the prologues are founded on and structured around a



20

solid set of standards designed to fulfill a certain rather
solid set of reader expectations.

It would be foolhardy for me to suggest that the poetry
of the Legend can be absolutely defined as commentary or
that the poem is a scholarly commentary in the usual sense.
It is my proposal that Chaucer used the idea and some of the
rhetoric of these commentaries to design his own commentary
~-this one on his popular Troilus and Criseyde. There are,
in the Legend, echoes and parallels to the rhetoric of the
academic prologues that may lead us to a sense of its
function as commentary. The stories themselves may provide

a commentary, not only on Troilus and Crisevyde, but on the

Legend’s Prologue.3

Why should we search in this direction? Although the
poem seems amenable to the various interpretations of the
recent criticism, the older criticism focused on its literal
meaning, confining itself to the poem’s integrity. (The one
notable exception is Frank’s book in which he suggests that
the Legend is a trial run for the Tales.) Making an
intertextual exploration, however, will 1lend greater
understanding to the literal component of the poem, as well
as the allegorical and psychological levels. The God of
Love and Alceste insist on the poem as a penance for both
the translation of the Roman de la Rose and the depiction of
Criseyde. As a penance for the wrongdoing, it necessarily

functions as a "corrective." Penitential writings of any
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kind are both a looking back and a looking forward, both a
kind of mixed regret for the sin and a mixed hope for future
action and grace. Furthermore, the penance does not simply
erase the old and begin anew: it re-frames the former
misdeed with present penance, and draws it into the future
picture. While the penance is a corrective of the past
action, it also becomes a marker for future action. The
function of the penance as corrective is what brings it
closest to the genre of commentary.4 Interestingly, an
academic prologue works as a "pre-corrective": it gives the
moral lesson, the interpretation, before the text. Its
physical presence along with the textual commentary acts to
keep the reader on track before he or she has the chance to
sin, or in literary terms, "misread." Most simply the
commentary tells the reader how to read the text, what to
expect, what to understand. The penance of the narrator in
the Legend becomes a way to re-read and re-assess Troilus
and Criseyde, to reinterpret it in light of the criticism of
his audience. The Prologue may also serve as an academic
prologue in preparing its readers for the stories to come.
It is, however, an ironic preparation because the stories
are radically different from their prescription. By
focusing on the narrator’s understanding of his work and the
God of Love’s conception of what literature should do,
tonal, verbal, and substantial connections between the

prologues and commentaries and the Legend will become more
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apparent.

The opening lines of the Prologue seem at first hardly
connected to the following discussion of the daisy and the
narrator’s dream-experience:

A thousand times have I herd men telle

That ther ys joy in hevene and peyne in helle,
And I acorde wel that it ys so:

But, natheles, yet wot I wel also

That ther nis noon dwellyng in this contree
That eyther hath in hevene or helle ybe,

Ne may of hit noon other weyes witen

But as he hath herd seyd or founde it writen;
For by assay ther may no man it preve.

But God forbede but men shulde leve

Wel more thing then men han seen with ye!

Men shal not wenen every thing a lye

But yf himself yt seeth or elles dooth;

For, God wot, thing is never the lasse sooth,
Thogh every wight ne may it nat yesee

Bernard the monk ne saugh nat all, pardee!
(1-16)°

On the most basic level, the narrator sets up the opposition
between authority and experience, claiming that we do not
have to experience every thing personally in order to
believe the words and stories of others. This is a nice
touch as an introduction to a dream sequence, a way for the
dreamer to ask us to believe him in his dream experience
without having ourselves dreamed it. But it is also a way
for him to insist on the importance of an intermediary
between experience and us, a directive to have faith in the
person--not only the "authority," but also the writer--who
must translate experience into words:
Than mote we to bokes that we fynde,

Thurgh whiche that olde thinges ben in mynde,
And to the doctrine of these olde wyse
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Yeve credence, in every skylful wise,

That tellen of these olde appreved stories

Of holynesse, of regnes, of victories,

Of love, of hate, of other sondry thynges . . .
(17-23).

Yet, this is tricky business because the narrator wants to
claim both authority and the individual experience of his
dream:

And as for me, though that I konne but lyte,

On bokes for to rede I me delyte

And to hem yive I feyth and ful credence

And in myn herte have hem in reverence

So hertely . . . (29-33).
Here again, Chaucer deals with a familiar concern, and one
that is central to Troilus and Criseyde: experience as
authority. Whether this is a philosophical struggle for
Chaucer we cannot know--his education, career, and social
life was so entwined with secular governmental,
ecclesiastical, and heavenly authority that it is hard to
imagine him escaping from it. However, it is also hard to
imagine that the human spirit does not gquestion the
authority of authority. It is necessary for us to
acknowledge that the paradox exists and is prevalent in
Chaucer’s works.®

Although we might be tempted to question the propriety

or necessity of positioning this dilemma within this poem--
it stands somewhat awkwardly at the beginning and is then
left behind rather hastily in order to describe the

narrator’s habits--this dilemma of experience as authority

is, in some ways, the grounding of the poem.7 First, the
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narrator must determine how much authority to give his
experience--his dream. The enormous appeal of the dream
poem is obvious with just a cursory glance at a 1list of
Middle English works and that popularity alone gives the
dream genre a certain authority for this dreamer and his
audience; however, the problem remains to determine how much
authority the experience has. Then, he must decide how to
handle the authority of the God of Love whom he, the
dreamer, has conjured up.8 Implicit in the opposition of
these two kinds of authority is the struggle for
acknowledgement of the human particularities, for an
awareness of the individual. There is a suggestion that
these authorities need not be in opposition:

And that men mosten more thyng beleve

Then men may seen at eye, or elles preve--
(99-100).

Significantly, Ann McMillan translates these important lines

about experience as:

.« + . the belief that faith should supplsment
What senses and experience present . . .

The dreamer’s intention in Troilus and Criseyde and in the
Roman, or at least so he says, is part of his experience: he
has told stories about women as he has experienced them.
Intention and experience seem to be bound together. The
narrator has to modify his experience to accommodate the God
of Love’s authoritative prescription. Although he has not
seen/experienced a woman who is categorically like Cleopatra

or Medea or Phyllis, he must go on authority that she
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exists. Yet his own experience constantly works against the
prescription that suggests that women can be pigeon-holed in
this way.

Other Chaucerian characters speak their minds about
this dilemma in various ways. The Wife of Bath pokes fun at
the kind of biblical commentary (authority) that preaches
against human needs and experiences:

But me was toold, certeyn, nat longe agoonis,

That sith that Crist ne wente nevere but oonis,

To weddyng, in the Cane of Galilee,

That by the same ensample taughte he me

That I ne sholde wedded be but ones (III1.9-13).
She then goes on to give examples of men who had many wives,
pointing the way to a misogynist commentary that has little
basis in reality. Although her motivation may be self-
justifying in her Prologue, her questioning of the dilemma
is actually a way to suggest that individual experience and
ecclesiastical authority do not have to be in opposition,
that one’s experience is itself a guide to life, even 1if
there were no authoritative voice to legitimize it:
"Experience, though noon auctoritee/ Were in this world, is
right ynogh for me" (III.1-2).

In the House of Fame, the eagle dares to "preve . . .
/ Be experience" (787-8) how sound reaches the glass house,
thereby mixing his authoritative teaching with the 1lesser
element, experience. Significantly, he makes sure "Geffrey"

pays attention to the method, as if it were unusual. When he

says
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Now hennesforth y wol the teche

How every speche, or noyse, or soun . . .

Mot nede come to Fame Hous.

I preve hyt thus--take hede now--~

Be experience . . . (782-3, 786-8),
he stresses the empirical slant to this experiment.

Similarly, the narrator’s opening lines to the Legend’s
Prologue reveal the framework by which we are to understand
his subsequent legends: most women are human, not inexorably
faithful; and most men are human, not inexplicably
unfaithful.
Although the narrator attempts a narrative at line 40:

Now have I thanne eek this condicioun,

That, of all the floures in the mede,

Thanne love I most thise floures white and rede,

Swiche as men callen daysyes in our toun.

To hem have I so gret affeccioun,

As I sed erst, whanne comen is the May

That in my bed ther daweth me no day

That I nam up and walkyng in the mede . . .

(40-7, my emphasis),
the story-telling is repetitive and disjointed; he seems to
have other things on his mind. In some ways, this short
section fulfills the commentaries’ category of vita poetae
or vita auctoris (life of the poet/author) although I would
not want to push the comparison too far. The "life of the
poet" is one of the headings used in the accessus to give
biographical information which, it was thought, would lend
credibility and sense to the text, perhaps explain a
motivation for the intentio. However, this abbreviated
narrative, in which Chaucer has the chance to imitate the

commentary model, is not satisfactory to the narrator. This
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teasing draw into a particular form followed by an abrupt

turnabout is one of Chaucer’s favorite tactics. We need

only look at the expectations he sets up in the Tales and
his provocative frustration of those expectations.

Within a few lines, the narrator of the Prologue gets
sidetracked into complaining of his inability to praise the
flower:

Allas that I ne had Englyssh, ryme or prose,
Suffisant this flour to preyse aryght! (66-7).

However, one wonders whether he ever meant to tell a story:
rather the purpose of the Prologue is here revealed. His
little love affair with the daisy is not nearly as important
as figuring out how to write of her. 1In turn, description
of her is not nearly as important as figuring out how she
functions in his life. Before the daisy is Alceste, she is
a means by'bwhich he can make readers believe what they
cannot see:

But wherfore that I spak, to yive credence

To olde stories and doon hem reverence,

And that men mosten more thyng beleve

Then men may seen at eye, or elles preve--
(97-100) .

Yet Chaucer does not allow his narrator the same kind of
iconographic freedom that, for example, his narrator has in

the House of Fame or at the beginning of the Parliament of

Fowls, pictorial detail that draws the reader into the
matere so that one may believe, for although the narrator

describes Alceste’s appearance, he does sc in twelve compact
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lines (F 214-25, G 146-57) and all for the purpose of
showing her physical similarity to the daisy: "Made hire 1lyk
a daysie for to sene" (F 224).

This lack of particularity results in yet another turn:
her 1literalness quickly vanishes to make way for the
narrator’s involvement in writing. In a sense, he gives up
writing of her in favor of explaining how one compiles,
translates, and revises stories. It is not that she becomes
the means by which he may write, but that she is replaced by
his writing. The narrative quickly becomes a treatise and
his modest complaint10 that he does not have the ability to
praise the daisy actually conceals three important
acknowledgements about writing:11 first, his complaint
acknowledges that the vernacular ("Englyssh") is appropriate
for writing poetry even if it is sometimes inadequate or not
as completely formed as Latin;12 secondly, it acknowledges
that a writer has a right, indeed, a responsibility to make
others’ writings clear and understandable; and a third,
corollary, acknowledgement is that though others have
written before, the narrator has the opportunity, indeed the
obligation to "rehercen" (both revise and "re-use" [McMillan
67])) the "left-over" words: he must narrate the love sayings
in the "service" of love/the flower. The narrator is
following in a 1long tradition of belief in Romans 15:4:
"Whatever is written is written for our doctrine." Minnis

sums up this tradition in terms of using Ovid by noting that
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". . . Ovidian material [was] excitingly pagan and sometimes
sexually risque (even anti-establishment, perhaps) but, in
the final analysis, ethically edifying and conducive to
virtue (the establishment had the last word)" ("Moral
Gower," 57).

Of the many elements which constitute the acadenmic
prologue, perhaps most important is the intentio of the
author. It is then significant that, throughout the
Prologue, the narrator is nearly obsessive about explaining
his intent. In lines 78-80 of the G Prologue (the F
prologue expands and inserts it at lines 188-96), the
narrator articulates his position among the love-sages who
have written before him:

That nys nothyng the entent of my labour

For this werk is al of another tonne,

Of olde story, er swich strif was begonne.
His intention is to be not only of another "tone® than the
flower and leaf debate ("swich strif"), but also of another
kind than love poetry~--his "werk is . . . of olde story"; in
other words, he plans his work as a compilation of others
words on the daisy. But as the daisy ceases to be the focus
of his work, it is replaced by his desire to explain not
only his intent, but his modus agendi, that is, his "method
of didactic procedure" (Authorship, 21) that points up the
"pedagogic value of the literary medium" (Authorship, 20).
And based on his explicit faith in books and his implicit

faith in experience (". . . whan that the month of May/ Is
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comen . . . Farwel my bok . . ." [36-7, 39]), his work will
be, like the commentaries, a discussion based on faith and
perception, authority and experience.

Compulsively, the narrator makes clear his "intent"
again; that is, his intent is to reveal or uncover the text
by glossing or commenting in English:

For myn entent is . . .

The naked text in English to declare

Of many a story, or elles of magg a geste,

As autours seyn . . . (G 85-8).
His stated reason is to make it easier for readers to
believe the "autoritees" and give credence to the "bokes
olde." Conversely, the narrator also seems to understand
that even as the text of "many a story" will be revealed,
understood, explained, it must also be embroidered with
other words (the "gloss") to make it acceptable to the
reader, just as the "naked earth" (F 125-6; G 113-14) is
"with flours sote enbrouded" (G 108) in the glorious month
of May. Here, perhaps, is a visual description of the
glossed text in which the original words are surrounded by
others’ words, sometimes in different color inks.

This is, however, a difficult conjunction: because
there is a danger that the naked text of a pagan writer
could be mis-read and therefore could lead one to sin, the
gloss was a Christian imperative. Yet it was also true that
the gloss could be, and often was, excessively long and, at
times, convoluted to the extent that it became nonsensical

or deceptive.14 Moreover, the God of Love has accused the
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narrator, using the literary language of the accessus, of
betraying him:

". . . Thou maist yt nat denye,
For in pleyn text, withouten nede of glose,
Thou hast translated the

Romaunce of the Rose . . ."
(F 327-29, my emphasis)

". . . Thow mayst it nat denye,
For in pleyn text, it nedeth nat to glose,
Thow has translated the

Romauns of the Rose . . ."
(G 253-55, my emphasis).

This is an interesting accusation because the phrase
"withouten nede to glose" (or its more ambiguous parallel in
G) can go two ways: first, the God of Love makes his "naked"
accusation that, he says, does not need to be interpreted to
be understood. In other words, "You have betrayed me and you
understand that you have." His words become a literal text
which has no allegorical overtones. Secondly, the phrase
may suggest that the narrator’s translations do not need a
gloss to be understood; but of course, if the God reads them
without their "gloss," it is little wonder that he has been
"misled" by their words, the naked text. Throughout
Chaucer’s work, his use of the word "gloss" ranges from the
sense of "interpretation" to the sense of "deception," and
although one meaning may be indicated, the other is always
available. It is not simply that we may understand a
deceptive practice when he uses "gloss," but that we must
also recognize the human interpretation that clings to uses

of the word "gloss." Human experience is always a part of



32

the word.

Just as the daisy cannot be compared to:the "gomme, or
herbe, or tree" (F 121; G109), the naked text cannot be
compared to its gloss~-~that is, one cannot substitute for
the other--but one cannot be appreciated without the other.

As Dante remarks in his Convivio:

" . . since the literal meaning is always the

substance and material of the others, especially of the
allegorical, it is impossible to come to knowledge of
the others without knowing the literal first" (Quoted
in Minnis and Scott, 397).
The literal meaning of the text must be understood before
one can provide the gloss. The problem Dante’s statement
forces is the dependence on the purpose of the letter of the
text. The narrator’s innocent credence of the glossed text
may be an ironic gesture because at some point the gloss
becomes cumbersome, hyper-imaginative, and too distant from
the original. The poet again refers here to the tension
that pervades Chaucer’s work (indeed, medieval works in
general): the divisive polarity between authority and
experience and the hesitant recognition of the authority of
individual experience. How his audience reacts to his work
is outside his control, yet his experience of storytelling
is as real as their expefience in listening to it. How can
his authority (as writer, compiler) be privileged over the
audience’s experience? Or how can his experience be

considered authoritative? This is further complicated by

the medievals’ disdain for contemporary commentators and
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commentaries on the vernacular texts. Commentary is, for
the poet, problematic, not simply authoritative.
The narrator’s insistence that he meant for Criseyde to

teach "by ensample" is another echo of the intentio of the

prologues:

Ne a tre lover oght me not to blame,

Thogh that I speke a fals lovere some shame.
They oghte rather with me for to holde

For that I of Creseyde wroot or tolde,

Or of the Rose; what so myn auctour mente,
Algate, God woot, yt was myn entente

To forthren trouthe in love and yt cheryce,

And to ben war fro falsnesse and fro vice

By swich ensample; this was my menynge (466-74).

Minnis focuses on these nine lines to suggest ways that
Chaucer uses the rhetoric of commentaries:

"A particularly interesting example of entente
being used in the sense of intentio is . . . in the
prologue to the LGW, where Chaucer distinguishes
between an intentio auctoris and his own professed
intentio . . . . This idiom seems to be dependent on
the way in which commentators described the utilitas of
love-poetry" ("Influence," 375).

That is, the author’s intent (his experience) and the
original author’s intent may be at odds; or it may be
similar but be misinterpreted by yet another person--another
writer or reader--like the God of Love who privileges his
experience of the text. Even various intentions within a
work are permissible, as Minnis notes:

"The general moral intentio of the [Heroides] is
perfectly compatible with different intentiones,
materiae and methods of instruction (modi) in different
parts of the work; indeed, it is the very diversity [of

the elements] which brings about the moral intentio"
("Influence," 348).
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Minnis’s sense that it is the "diversity" in a work’s
purposes which create a moral purpose suggests a way to read
Chaucer’s entire poem. Again and again, Chaucer poses the
problem between personal experience and authority and
between individuals’ experiences by describing different
acts of purpose and different acts of reception.

Another component of the academic prologue is on the
God of Love’s mind; his constant referral to the matere of
the text is an echo of the accessus.l® The long passage in
version G (268-312), a central passage in the debate over
whether G is the revised version or the original, may be a
listing of possible sources or fit a convention of naming
one’s predecessors and inspiration; some critics believe it
is a digression while others argue for its integrity.16
More importantly, however, the critical debate highlights
our inability to make the passage "fit" into the kind of
poem we think the Legend is, and makes it clear that this
passage is unique and noteworthy. It is here that the God
of Love, while arguing for the propriety of finding other
material with which to make a case for "good women," betrays
his conception of the narrator’s role.

In pertinent terms, the God of Love suggests that the
narrator would be better off writing, not simply of "good
women," but of other "good matere" (270); that the writer
has other stories which he could write or translate. The

god conceives of the writer’s role as compiler or translator
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and not as originator. He is angry because the writer chose
the wrong stories to "rehercen," and reminds the narrator
that "alle clerkes" (278) who have written of Roman and
Greek stories have used " swich matere" (279) to reveal "an
hundred goode [women] ageyn oon badde" (277). He even makes
the point that "Ek al the world of autours maystow here,/
Cristene and hethene, trete of swich matere" (309-10); in
other words, the narrator has no excuse for not writing of
good women because every writer, whether Christian or pagan,
has managed to say "goodnesse" (268) about women. Obviously,
this statement ignores the enormous (and well-received)
genre of anti-feminist literature, but the God of Love has,
after all, a fairly narrow view of things. 1In addition, the
repetition of "good" and "goodnesse" indicates the god’s
obsession with this category which he never defines. In
writing the "draf of storyes and forgete[ing] the corn"
(312), the narrator has betrayed his audience: he has given
them a text with no comment, no guidelines for reading, a
"naked text." An alternative suggestion concerning the
God’s question, " . . . what eyleth the to wryte/ The draf
of storyes and forgete the corn?" (G 311-12), is that the
God believes the narrator has written only a gloss without
reference to the text, only of experience without reference
to the authorities, only of what "men may seen at eye" (F
100) without reference to "olde stories." But a tenet of

commentary is that authorial intention is primary.17 For the
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God of Love, as for his prototype, the schoolmaster,
presentation of the naked text is heresy: readers have to be

shown how to read.

Alceste follows this lead, claiming, in her back-handed
defense of the narrator, that the narrator may be "nyce,"

and that he translated from books without understanding the

matter:

"But for he useth thynges for to make:

Hym rekketh noght of what matere he take"
(364-5) ;

"But for he useth bokes for to make

And taketh no hed of what matere he take"
(G 342-3).

Again, it is not as originator that he has got himself into
trouble, but as inadequate translator or compiler:

"He hath not don so grevously amys
To translate that olde clerkes wryte
As thogh that he of maleys wolde endyte

Despit of love, and hadde hymself ywrought"
(369-72).

Perhaps the most explicit indication that the Legend is
to be a commentary is the God of ILove’s parting
instructions:

"I wot wel that thou maist nat al yt ryme

That swiche loveres diden in hire tyme;

It were to long to reden and to here.

Suffiseth me thou make in this manere:

That thou reherce of al hir 1lyf the grete,

After thise old auctours lysten for to trete"

(570~75) .

Here, the God uses many of the touchstones of the commentary
tradition to define the subsequent work: manner, matter,

utility. He emphasizes that he wants to hear the
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highpoints--"the grete"--because those moments will,
supposedly, clarify the moral. This is more than mere
penance; it is tradition. Whether the narrator fulfills
those expectations is, of course, another topic; but it is
clear how the god conceives of the writer’s responsibility.
Even the terseness of the individual stories is a
component of the academic prologues: the point in the
accessus and in the narrator’s stories--ostensibly--is to
get to the moral point in as straight a line as possible.
Indeed, the stories may be parodying the brevity of the
academic prologues and their assumption that the facts will
speak more clearly devoid of particularity. One of the most
disturbing aspects of the individual legends for modern
critics has been the dogged use of abbreviato, the
condensation of facts and description. However, although
the narrator is literally following the God of Love'’s
orders, this style undermines that very imperative by
drawing attention to the personal, experiential
particularities while subordinating the moralistic issues.
The result is humorous, but it is also indicative of the
poet’s/narrator’s purpose: to write commentary. For example
in Cleopatra’s story, by changing the pagan senator into a
chivalrous knight, the narrator forces the reader to

recognize a Christian miles, thereby achieving a kind of

moralization, perverse as it may be, of the story. When he

notes that
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The weddynge and the feste to devyse

To me, that have such empryse

Of so many a story for to make,

It were to longe, lest that I shulde slake

Of thyng that bereth more effect

and charge . . . (616-20),
he reminds his readers that those particularities do not
matter, are not significant for the moral meaning which he
must, perforce, tell and for which he knows we are waiting.
The subordinated text, however, as many readers have

noted, will not be suppressed. And indeed, it is my feeling
that Chaucer and the narrator do not want to repress it.
Just as one senses the clerics could not bear to give up
their pagan stories and so the "paganess" of them continues
to seep through the moralizations, so too one senses that
the narrator is not very interested in Xkeeping the old
stories subordinated. The narrator very clearly recognizes
that his work must bear "effect and charge." Whether that
effect will come from the particularities or the condensed
generalities is not in doubt: he likes the individual

effects, but the moralization demands the kind of broad

generalizations discovered in commentary. This insistent

tension underlies the whole of the Legend of Good Women.

I have tried to reveal a link between the writings of
medieval "critics" and their influence on Chaucer’s Legend,
to demonstrate that the commentary tradition influenced
poets in various ways, and thus that Chaucer’s work, as
usual, is both within a tradition and somewhat unique to it.

Because I am interested in describing and assessing ways in
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which the Legend comments on Troilus and Criseyde, I have
demonstrated ways in which the Legend uses words and phrases
from the commentary tradition, and also ways in which it
echoes their tone.

Significantly, the commentary Chaucer begins in the
Prologue is reinforced in the depiction of Alceste and in
the stories that follow. His foray into commentary proves
to him that commentary itself often delivers an element of
human experience, even analysis, under cover of
moralization. The individual legends push that human
element into the forefront of our reading experience by
altering the old stories to reflect human experience.

I initially thought of the Legend as a "gloss" on
Troilus and Criseyde and Alceste as a formal model upon whom
rests the responsibility of compensating for the narrator’s
depiction of Criseyde and for Criseyde’s actions. In the
next chapter, I will discuss Alceste as an exemplum and the
literary and textual circumstances which keep her from being

a "good" model.
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Notes

1 see Eleanor Winsor, "A Study in the Sources and
Rhetoric of Chaucer’s Legend of Good Women and Ovid’s
Heroides," diss., Yale U, 1963, 42-96, for a thorough,
scholarly discussion of classical and medieval rhetorical
practices in schools as influences on Chaucer’s poem.

2 I would like to place Chaucer in context with other
contemporary poets, in order to suggest that he is not alone
in working with commentary rhetoric, style and tradition.
Even if his is an unusual assimilation, it is not far afield
of the kind of thing others did. A. J. Minnis, "The
Influence of Academic Prologues on the Prologues and
Literary Attitudes of Late Medieval English Writers,"
Mediaeval Studies 43 (1981): 342-83, suggests that "[t]he
prologues which Gower and Usk provided for their own works
follow the traditional patterns of academic prologues; in
academic prologues they had found [a critical] idiom
sophisticated enough to provide the basis for their
descriptions and justifications of their writings" (343).

For a discussion of similarities, see the following
works: for Gower, see "‘Moral Gower’ and Medieval Literary
Theory," Gower'’s ‘Confessio Amantis’: Responses and
Reassessments, ed. Minnis (Cambridge, 1983) 50-78, A. J.
Minnis, Medieval Theory of Authorship: Scholastic Literary
Attitudes in the Later Middle Ages (London: Scolar Press,
1984) 168-90, and Minnis and A. B. Scot%, Medieval Literary
Theory and Criticism c. 1100-1375: The Commentary Tradition
(Oxford: oxford UP, 1988), 379-80. For Usk, see Authorship,
163-64. For Boccaccio, see Minnis and Scott, 375, 387-92,
420-38. For Petrarch, see Minnis and Scott, 392-93, 413-20.
For Dante, see Minnis and Scott, 373-87, 394-412. For
Chaucer, see Authorship, 165-67, 190-210.

The continual comparison of Gower’s Confessio Amantis
to Chaucer’s Legend is noteworthy. Gower’s work is most
obviously drawn, at least in part, from the commentary
tradition in its use of Latin prose glosses (what Minnis
calls "sporadic commentary"; "Moral Gower," 53) and verse
summaries, and it seems no mere coincidence that Gower and
Chaucer worked with some of the same stories. Concerning
the Chaucer-Gower relationship, both literary and personal,
see esp. John Fisher, John Gower (NY: New York UP, 1964).
Also, the many fine articles in Gower’s ‘Confessio Amantis’,
ed. A. J. Minnis (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1983).
Additionally, the exempla amantum (examples of lovers) which
Gower uses are not only "patterned in a way which seems to
owe something to medieval descriptions of the exemplifying
method of Heroides" ("Moral Gower," 57), but also suggest an
ordo tractandi (order of treatment) for Chaucer’s work. The
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"elaborate apparatus of glosses and summaries" (Authorship,
177) of Gower’s cConfessio can hardly be compared to
Chaucer’s more modest prologue and ten stories; however the
Legend is remarkably like a skeleton commentary upon which
the Confessio expands in more nearly traditional commentary
form.

Dante himself may have begun a tradition within the
larger tradition by commenting on his own works. Chaucer
could not have had a greater example before him to lead him
to exploit the commentary tradition for his own use.
Chaucer does not use his poetry to describe a period of his
life as Dante does in the Vita nuova, at least in so far as
we know (Minnis and Scott 373-~75). Certainly his narrators
can rarely be as closely identified with the historical
Chaucer as Dante’s narrators can be with the historical
Dante. Dante’s efforts to make his vernacular works clearly
understood and to resolve problems of literalness and
allegory provide Chaucer with a valuable model.

3 For more on the connection between Prologue and
stories, see esp. Donald W. Rowe, Through Nature to
Eternity: Chaucer’s Legend of Good Women (Lincoln: U of
Nebraska P, 1988) chapters 3 and 4.

4 as a genre, the palinode works similarly; see my
discussion of palinode in Chapt. 2.

5 References to 1line numbers of Chaucer’s works are
from The Riverside Chaucer, ed. Larry D. Benson, 3rd edition
(NY: Houghton Mifflin, 1987). I have used the F Prologue
except where noted. Page numbers citing Benson refer to
notes in the back of the edition.

6 Although the Wife of Bath is the focus of much
"experience vs. authority" criticism, many critics also
recognize that the Tales in general are precariously
balanced on this paradox. I would suggest that the
underpinnings of both the Legend and Troilus and Criseyde
are the problems of experience vs. authority. See Alfred
David, The Strumpet Muse: Art and Morals in Chaucer'’s Poetry
(Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1976) 108-117, 135-58; and Robert
Burlin, Chaucerian Fiction (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1977)

passim.

7 cf. Lisa Kiser, "The Legend of Good Women: Chaucer’s
Purgatorio," ELH 54 (1987): 741-60.
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8 A discussion of the elements of dream poetry is not
within the scope of this essay. For an excellent discussion
of the genre, with some attention to the Prologue to the
Legend, see A. C. Spearing, Medieval Dream Poetry
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1976).

9 fThe Legend of Good Women, ed. & trans. McMillan
(Houston: Rice UP, 1987) 67.

10 As noted in Benson 1061 and 832, this complaint may
be categorized as the rhetorical "modesty topos" or it "may
also reflect a concern about the state of literary English."
Yet even that speculation seems not to go far enough.

11 Rowe suggests that the Prologue is about the process
of writing, 47-79.

12 The editors of the Legend in Benson define "makyng"
as writing poetry in the vernacular and "aimed at
contemporary social interests and tastes, as opposed to
poesye written in Latin on universal themes and classical
subjects" (1061-62). Yet, the narrator is quite explicit
about his non-involvement in current interests (the flower
and leaf debate), clearly distancing himself from merely
fashionable pursuits and yet maintaining his link with other
poets and with "universal themes." Perhaps he is conscious
of breaking down the barrier between "makyng" and "poesye."

13 fThe F Prologue does not contain a comparable
passage.

14 prom Benson 877, on the word ‘glose’: "The
interpretation of the ‘spirit’ of a biblical text in
contrast to its literal meaning (See Robertson Preface to

Chaucer 331-32). For Chaucer, ‘glose’ is usually
perjorative: "From the original sense of ‘gloss,’

‘interpret,’ the word passes to the idea of irrelevant or
misleading comment, and so to outright deception"
(Robinson). See as examples, WBPro III.509, MancT IX.34 (to
mislead verbally), MKT Vii.2140, Pars Pro X.45 (to mislead,
to deceive)."

15 Minnis: "Examples of Chaucer’s use of matere in the
sense of materia libri are legion. Maner is used in the
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sense of modus agendi (to designate literary form or style)
« o " ("Influence," 374).

16 gee esp. Burlin 36; and R. O. Payne, The Key of
Remembrance: A Study of cChaucer’s Poetics (New Haven: Yale
UP, 1963) Chapt. 3.

17 As Minnis points out when he paraphrases Dominicus
Gundissalinus: "The reader of a work should regard authorial
intention as the kernel . . . : whoever is ignorant of the
intentio, as it were, leaves the kernel intact and eats the
poor shell" (Authorship, 20).
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Chapter Two

Alceste and Criseyde Within ‘Boundes they oghte keepe’

In this chapter, I would like to take up the God of
Love’s specific criticism of the narrator and the ostensible
purpose for writing the Legend in order to suggest that
Alceste functions as a commentary on Criseyde.1 The God of
Love confronts the narrator upon first seeing him:

‘For thow,’ quod he, ‘art therto nothing able.

Yt is my relyke, digne and delytable,

And thow my foo, and al my folk werreyest,

And of myn olde servauntes thow mysseyest,

And hynderest hem with thy translacioun,

And lettest folk from hire devocioun

To serve me. . . .

And of Creseyde thow hast seyd as the lyste,

That maketh men to wommen lasse triste,

That ben as trewe as ever was any steel’

(320-26, 332-4).

In order to do penance for his depiction of an unfaithful
woman, Criseyde, the narrator is commanded to write "a
glorious legende/ Of good wymmen, maydenes and wyves,/ That
weren trewe in lovying al hire lyves" (483-85) beginning
and ending with Alceste.

Although the Legend starts out as a palinode with
Alceste acting as a retraction for Criseyde, it quickly
moves from palinode to commentary, from retraction to
defense, from focusing on a new work to re-attention to an
old work. The sense that the Legend is a palinode to Troilus
and Criseyde is problematic. The figure of Alceste and the

faithfulness she represents is supposed to function as a

recantation of the figure of Criseyde and the infidelity she
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represents; but the portrayal of Alceste both fulfills this
requirement and undermines it. As a symbol of the
sacrificial wife, she most explicitly contradicts the
portrayal of Criseyde, a character who has been viewed as a
symbol of the unfaithful woman. Alceste is to set right the
image of woman. Yet the mythographic background surrounding
Alceste undermines her pure, sacrificial status, forcing one
to question the "intent" of the portrayal. If her portrayal
is ironic--that is, strictly the flip side of what we see,
or the implicit under the explicit--then the palinodic
impulse has reversed itself, suggesting that Criseyde cannot
be recanted by Alceste. But Alceste’s portrayal cannot be
so simply stated: she is much more ambiguous, a complex
representation of men’s desires and fears about women. It
is not that the figure of Alceste is one thing and seems
another: it is many things, the sum total of which cannot
represent "true wifehood" or any other category. Irony
simply asks us to see the opposite of the surface, but the
portrayal’s surface, as well as its background, is not
smooth but textured. Chaucer’s picture of Alceste reveals a
figure who is both inadequate as a role model and resistant
to categorization. This reversal of intention signals that
the author chooses not to recant/retract his vision of
Criseyde. By undermining his exemplary character, the
author suggests Alceste’s inadequacy as a palinodic figure.2

Moreover, in order to interpret Alceste positively (as
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the "true wife"), one would have to agree that Criseyde is
explicitly faithless. Yet most recent criticism suggests
that her representation is a complex layering of personal
qualities, social construction of gender, and fourteenth
century mores among other things. The palinodic waters are
further muddied then by the suggestion that one ambiguous
character is meant to recant another equally ambiguous
figure. 1Is it, in fact, the characters or representations
of characters that are ambiguous, or is it cChaucer’s
assertion of the palinodic gesture which is complicated?
The Legend as palinode is, thus, left behind in order to use
the poem as commentary.

The God of Love and other critics see Alceste as the
exemplary "Good Woman" who makes amends for Chaucer’s former
portrayals of women, and who gives specific penance that
seems to encourage and demand regard for women. However, I
believe that Chaucer’s choice and use of the character of
Alceste is yet another instance of an extreme portrayal in
order to challenge the categorical analysis that the God of
Love demands. Consequently, it is a way for the narrator to
defend his depiction of Criseyde. In other words, I suggest
that the initial purpose of the Legend is to look back to
the narrative love poem rather than, as R. W. Frank
suggests, to prepare for the writing of The Canterbury

Tales.? Chaucer forms the Legend as a piece of literary

criticism on his own work, Troilus and Criseyde.
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Several critics read the Legend as a whole in an ironic
light, exempting Alceste,4 yet the "serious praise"5 the
narrator is supposed to write never materializes. Alceste’s
depiction is ambiguous; she becomes one more example within
a misogynistic tradition of praising women who die for love,
not survive for love. In place of the serious praise, the
narrator does not substitute women who are unfaithful, but
women who are imprudently and destructively faithful. His
overstated portrayals eventually make the God of Love and
conventional models look false, not the narrator himself nor
the ladies he admires.

Ultimately, the text works to vindicate the depiction
of Criseyde by showing how even a "good" woman like Alceste
is doomed if the only praise she gets is for dying;
Criseyde, after all, lives. The poet is not as interested
in overturning conventions as in Jjustifying his
characterization of Criseyde. He does not possess a
feminist bent which persuades him to create these seemingly
ironic portrayals to poke fun at society, as much as he
works to portray Criseyde as a more fully-developed human,
an individual who cannot be neatly categorized, and uses the
Legend, as a whole, to "prove" her so0.® Few critics fully
employ the irony theory: they hold back when it comes to
interpreting Alceste within the same theory as they
interpret everything around her.’ Most Chaucerians promote

the caveat that Chaucer is most serious when joking and most
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unserious when he seems serious; perhaps Alceste is taken
far too seriously by the narrator to be taken seriously by
Chaucer or his audience.

It is not hard to see why a character like Alceste, or
Alcestis as she is called in some stories, was created or
how she has functioned throughout her long history in a
male-dominated society. One might wish she had been created
by someone like Christine de Pizan to countermand the
authorities’ complaints against evil women by showing,
through experience, a "good woman" who sacrificed for her
husband out of goodness and unselfish love.® oOne suspects,
however, that Alceste was created by men to appease male
fears of women, thereby convincing themselves that one good
woman proves the existence of nine bad.? Alceste is a
character to use against other female characters. If she is
the exemplary wife, giving her life so her husband may live,
all men can point to her for their own wives’ instruction
and for their justification to treat the "other nine" not
quite so well.l0 Furthermore, Alceste is yet another
character the interpretation of whose nature is dependent on
how she performs in respect to a male--indeed, men, in
general--rather than upon any individual qualities.

Euripides wrote an entire play about Alcestis
(performed about 438 B.C.) of which we can probably assume
Chaucer had no direct knowledge; Plato had Phaedrus speak of

her in the Symposium, a source Chaucer acknowledges in the
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Legend (526). Phaedrus states that "only lovers will
sacrifice their lives for another" and uses the example of
Alcestis, calling her "heroic" and noting that her
"sacrifice appeared so noble in the eyes not only of men but
of the gods, that . . . they released her soul from
Hades. "1l But Chaucer’s use of classical sources is
tempered by (or sometimes only through) the mythographers of
the early Christian years.12 The mythographers, of course,
have an agenda of their own. Not only are they intent on
moralizing classical myths to accommodate Christian
teachings, but those very teachings are male-dominated texts
within which the female is to be suppressed or chastised.
Hyginus, a Roman writing in the second century, tells
Alcestis’s story in an abbreviated and relatively neutral
manner.l3 pelias rejects suits for his daughter’s hand until
someone can yoke wild beasts to a chariot to carry her off.
Admetus completes the task assisted by Apollo. After Admetus
wins Alcestis, he sues to Apollo for a postponement of his
death if he can find someone to take his place voluntarily,
which Alcestis agrees to do after Admetus’s parents refuse.
Hercules eventually brings her back from the underworld
(58).

But Alcestis is mentioned in three other places in
Hyginus’s Fabulae in circumstances or with connections which
necessarily color our interpretation of her character.

First, Alcestis’s father is Pelias, Jason’s uncle who, being
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warned by an oracle that Jason was the harbinger of his
death (and being fearful of death, my emphasis), sent Jason
on a journey to procure the Golden Fleece with the hope that
Jason would be killed (33). Secondly, in retaliation for
the trials he has endured, Jason convinces Medea to kill
Pelias "without suspicion" (43), and Medea, in the gquise of
a priestess of Diana, approaches the daughters of Pelias.l4
She promises to make Pelias youthful, "but this the eldest
daughter Alcestis said could not be done." The translator
of this edition of Hyginus notes in her introduction that
Alcestis "insists with a certain dry rationalism" (10) that
an old man cannot be rejuvenated. The editor attributes
this rational quality to Alcestis, but Hyginus tells the
story this way: "In order more easily to bend [Alcestis] to
her will, Medea cast mist before [her], and by means of
drugs formed many strange things which seemed to be 1like
reality . . . ." In comments following the myth, the editor
suggests that "the god [or sorceress] merely made spectators
believe there was nothing there" (28).15 In other words,
Hyginus suggests that Alcestis, though possessing some
intelligence and healthy skepticism, is vulnerable to a
psychological trance. She is also party to her father’s
death. Significantly, she functions as a pawn in the power
struggle between Pelias and Jason. The third place Alcestis
is named is in a list of "Women Who Committed Suicide"

(163), as "Alcestis . . . [who] died a vicarious death."






